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November 8, 2018

        

      

    

    
      Are we on the brink of destroying ourselves?

      

      Some argue that our nation is deeply divided, with each side condemning the other as the enemy of America. By way of example, one can point to the events leading up to the Civil War in the latter part of the 1850s, right up until the first cannon fire rained upon Fort Sumter in Charleston, South Carolina. It’s happened before, and it could happen again.

      The war of words has intensified over the last several decades, and now deranged people on the fringe of society have taken matters into their own hands. Ranging from pipe bomb packages mailed to political leaders and supporters, to a gunman shooting congressmen at a softball practice, words are being replaced with deadly, violent acts.

      To be sure, we’ve experienced violence and intense social strife in this country as a result of political differences. The Civil War was one example. The assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., followed by the raging street battles over civil rights and the Vietnam War, is another.

      This moment in America’s history feels worse because we are growing much more divisive. Our shared values are being forgotten and a breakdown is occurring between us and our government, and between us and the office of the presidency.

      Our ability to find common ground is gradually disappearing. We shout at the television or quit watching altogether. Social media has become anything but social. We unfollow friends or write things in a post that we’d never dream of saying to someone’s face.

      Friends and family avoid one another at gatherings because they fear political discussions will result in an uncomfortable, even hostile, exchange. Many in our nation no longer look at their fellow Americans as being from a different race or religion, but rather, as supporting one political party or another.

      This is where America is today, and it is far different from the months leading up to the Civil War. Liberal historians label the conflict as a battle over slavery, while conservative historians tend to argue the issue was over state’s rights. At the time, the only thing agreed upon was the field of battle—farms and open country from Pennsylvania to Georgia.

      Today, there are many battle fronts. Media—news, entertainment, and social, is a major battlefield. The halls of Congress and within the inner workings of governments at all levels, is another. Between Americans based upon class warfare, cultural differences, and race-religion-gender, pervades every aspect of our lives.

      Make no mistake, on both sides of the political spectrum, a new generation of leaders has emerged who’ve made fueling our divisions their political modus operandi. I remember the bipartisan efforts of Ronald Reagan and Tip O’Neill in the eighties. Also, Bill Clinton and Newt Gingrich in the mid-nineties. The turn of the century hasn’t provided us the types of bipartisan working relationships that those leaders of the recent past have generated.

      So, here we are at each other’s throats. What stops the political rancor and division? The answer to this question results in even more partisan arguments and finger-pointing.

      Which leads me to the purpose of the Doomsday series. The term doomsday evokes images of the end of times, the day the world ends, or a time when something terrible or dangerous will happen. Sounds dramatic, but everything is relative.

      I’ve repeated this often, and I will again for those who haven’t heard it.

      All empires collapse eventually. Their reign ends when they are either defeated by a larger and more powerful enemy, or when their financing runs out. America will be no exception.

      Now, couple this theory with the words often attributed to President Abraham Lincoln in an 1838 speech interpreted as follows:

      America will never be destroyed from the outside. If we falter and lose our freedoms, it will be because we destroyed ourselves.

      The Doomsday series depicts an America hell-bent upon destroying itself. It is a dystopian look at what will happen if we don’t find a way to deescalate the attacks upon one another. Both sides will shoulder the blame for what will happen when the war of words becomes increasingly more violent to the point where one side brings out the big guns.

      That’s when an ideological battle will result in bloodshed of innocent Americans caught in the crossfire. Truly, for the future of our nation, doomsday would be upon us.

      Thank you for reading with an open mind and not through the lens of political glasses. I hope we can come together for the sake of our families and our nation. God bless America.
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        Bobby Akart
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        To argue with a person who renounced the use of reason is like administering medicine to the dead.

        ~ Thomas Paine
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        * * *

      

      
        
        I never considered a difference in opinion in politics, religion, or philosophy as cause for withdrawing from a friend.

        ~ Thomas Jefferson
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        * * *

      

      
        
        “I’m right!” “No, you’re not, I am right!” “Yes, I am!” “You’re stupid.” “No, I’m not, take it back!” “I won’t, you stupid idiot!” “Shut up!” “No, you shut up!”

        ~ Two seven-year-old friends on a school playground
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        * * *

      

      
        
        America will never be destroyed from the outside. If we falter and lose our freedoms, it will be because we destroyed ourselves.

        ~ paraphrased from a speech by Abraham Lincoln, 1838

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        All empires collapse eventually. Their reign ends when they are either defeated by a larger and more powerful enemy, or when their financing runs out. America will be no exception.

        ~ Author Bobby Akart, 2015

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Monocacy Farm

        South of Frederick, Maryland

        October 31

      

      

      Any two of them rarely met in person, and only on one other occasion had they congregated as a group. Their backgrounds and ideologies were as diverse as the country in which they lived. Matters of race, gender, religion, and culture were irrelevant. Commonality of purpose was tantamount in their minds.

      If the meeting were known to the public, one day it would be deemed historic. The gathering, located at a hundred-acre farm twenty miles south of Frederick, Maryland, was not called hastily. Hushed conversations and encrypted messages, starting several months earlier, preceded the clandestine meeting.

      As fall set upon the Northeastern United States and the first Tuesday in November rapidly approached, the men and women began to feel a sense of urgency. The whispers grew louder—a meeting must be convened posthaste. October 31 was agreed upon.

      The location sitting on the banks of the Monocacy River was a given, especially in light of its historic significance. One by one, they arrived at the mansion, a beautiful antebellum structure that had been in their host’s family for generations dating back to its construction in the early nineteenth century. Sitting nearly a mile off the road, the stately home and adjacent barns were enveloped with sugar maple trees, whose leaves had mostly changed to golden yellow and brown. Interspersed around the property to maintain its privacy were enormous eastern hemlocks that managed to avoid a plague caused by the infestation of the hemlock woolly aphid, a blight upon the beautiful tree, which resulted in its slow deterioration and death.

      The heir to the farm, who concealed his ownership through a blind trust, stood on the front porch despite the cool autumn air, and greeted his guests one by one. Although it was not intended to be a festive occasion, the attendees took the rare opportunity to socialize with their comrades by enjoying hors d’oeuvres and cocktails.

      The staff who waited upon them were well trained and sworn to secrecy by more than a nondisclosure agreement that had become a worthless legal document in this day and age. No, they feared for their lives, for they presumed the tentacles of their powerful employer reached far and wide.

      For the next several hours until midnight approached, they commiserated and debated. A consensus was reached, and then arguments began about things like moral high ground and sacrifice.

      A plan was set forth to advance their goals, and countermeasures were adopted in anticipation of their enemies’ reaction. All of them envisioned a high-stakes game of chess that history would prove to be unparalleled in the modern age of geopolitical stratagems and tactics.

      As the evening drew to a conclusion, their host proposed a toast.

      “I was once confronted by a man of great political power who stood in my face and said, ‘You’re not strong enough to withstand the storm.’ Today, my friends, drawing from our collective strength and love of country, we have taken our stand. I would say to those who will condemn our actions—we are the storm!”

      “Hear, hear!”

      The group raised their glasses and drained them. Then their acknowledged leader stepped forward into the spacious living room that had hosted gala affairs and events over the centuries. He positioned himself in front of a massive stone fireplace containing a blaze that shot flames well up the chimney flue.

      Before he spoke, he glanced up at the emblem carved out of granite that was inset into the stone. The skull and crossbones were fitting for their Halloween gathering. The numbers three-two-two carved beneath, were shrouded in mystery just as those who attended on this cold evening.
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      He slowly turned and looked around the room. “Messenger, are you ready?”

      “I am,” replied a younger, bespectacled man, who apologetically pushed his way through the group.

      Their host addressed him authoritatively. “Read it before it’s disseminated to your usual platforms.”

      The Messenger already had the screen open on the secured, data-encrypted application designed by him for this specific purpose. As the Messenger, he was responsible for communicating with other like-minded individuals around the world. He pressed the enter button, and the message was sent.

      Their demeanor solemn, the guests quietly exited and returned to their homes and families, the weight of their decision hanging over them. Their host allowed himself another drink and poured two fingers of Glenlivet single malt scotch whisky into a glass. He dismissed the staff and walked out on the veranda overlooking the Monocacy River to be alone with his thoughts.

      He gazed up at the full moon, that had taken on a somewhat bluish tint, befitting its significance. Historically, the first full moon of autumn, known as the harvest moon, allowed farmers extra time in their fields to bring in their crops. That had occurred earlier in the month of October.

      On this Halloween night, this second full moon of the month, much to the consternation of soothsayers and zealots, represented the proverbial blue moon, the second full moon in a calendar month, which rarely occurred. The unusual astronomical event was coupled with the second moon of that October being designated the hunter’s moon, so named as the next full moon following the harvest moon. The confluence of the three designations in the same month caused the cable news media outlets to take notice.

      Throughout the month of October, psychics, clairvoyants, and prophecy pundits filled the airwaves. The media countered with scientists and historians, who roundly mocked the prognosticators as crackpots. Even so, many said the rare occurrence of the harvest, hunter’s and blue moons occurring in the same month portended doom and that the apocalypse was upon us all.

      They were right.

      As if to confirm that the evening’s events were real, he pulled out his phone and read the message appearing on the screen.

      
        
        On the day of the feast of Saint Sylvester,

        Tear down locked,

        Green light burning.

        Love, MM

      

      

      And so it begins …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            New Year’s Eve
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        One World Trade Center

        New York City

      

      

      It was cold in Manhattan as darkness overtook the city on New Year’s Eve. A light snow had just begun to fall on the concrete jungle, which spread out one hundred four stories below them. The rebuilt One World Trade Center boasted the tallest building in the western hemisphere and the sixth tallest on the planet. It was America’s way of giving the middle finger to the terrorists who had attacked the nation on 9/11. On this evening, a terror of a different nature was going to be unleashed on the world’s superpower. One that would lead to an upheaval not seen in more than a century.

      The SkyPod elevators carried them one hundred two stories to the One World Observatory in just forty-seven seconds. It was a remarkable ride to the top of the building that transformed the landscape with a herculean endeavor. Also known as Freedom Tower, the new World Trade Center stood proud at the heart of a forest of skyscrapers dotting the center of the world’s financial markets.

      The view from the observatory was nothing short of spectacular. As the snow fluttered from the blue-black winter sky, the visitors to the One World Observatory didn’t seem to mind their view being obscured slightly. Many pressed their faces as close to the glass as they could, longing to reach out and touch the frozen snowflakes as they fluttered past.

      The excitement of New Year’s Eve added to the jovial mood of the visitors. This was the legendary city in which the ball drops in Times Square, to the delight of millions in attendance and many millions more watching around the world. On New Year’s Eve, New York was more than a place of power for the world’s financial elite, it was a preeminent city against which all others were measured.

      Admired by most, envied and despised by others for what it represents, the Big Apple was more than a collection of tall buildings and financial brokerage houses. It was a cosmopolitan gathering of cultures, races, and ideologies—constantly in motion.

      New York City was alive as people made their way to elaborate dinners or to find a place in New York’s Times Square, four miles from the World Trade Center, in Midtown. From the observation deck, visitors could feel the surging energy throughout the island. Multitudes of office towers and apartment buildings were lit up as parties were in full swing, or revelers were readying themselves for the big night.

      Many of the visitors focused on the beautiful panoramic views. They looked intently through the telescopes located around the perimeter of the observation deck. Their focus was on what was happening outside and not the two men who leaned quietly against a wall on the inside.

      A gaunt-faced man in his fifties wore a black woolen trench coat with the collar turned up around his neck. His old, wire-rimmed spectacles contained lenses that made his eyes look larger than life. His flat cap hat resembled those worn by newsboys in the 1940s, those young street-corner newspaper sellers who helped their families make ends meet during World War II. The man was a throwback to the last century in more ways than one.

      His associate, a much younger man built like the Incredible Hulk, was more out of place than the older man. Unlike his partner and the majority of the visitors, he wore khaki pants and a short-sleeve, black polo shirt. His chest and arms bulged, threatening to tear the shirt apart at the seams. The skull and bones tattoo on his right bicep seemed to come alive as his muscles flexed. The number 322 underneath fluttered like a flag atop a ship’s mast.

      The older man made casual conversation, not attempting to hide his native Irish accent. “I watched them tear it down, only to build it back up again, stronger and more powerful than before.”

      “Yeah,” the young man replied. To the casual observer who might be eavesdropping on the conversation, his method of speaking didn’t fit his stereotype. He didn’t grunt his words or puff out his chest. His words were carefully chosen and articulate, befitting his Yale education. “It’s a testament to American ingenuity and perseverance. When the new design was revealed, the architects proudly stated the structure would top off at one thousand seven hundred seventy-six feet—1776. Ironic, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “It is,” replied the older man, pausing as a strong gust of snow enveloped the windows, to the delight of the tower’s visitors. He removed a gloved hand from his coat and waved it toward the windows. “I assume you’ve checked the weather for this precipitation. Will it alter your plans?”

      “The moisture is heading our way from the south, while the jet stream is pulling down cold air from Canada. There’s already snow predicted from Washington to Philly to Boston for this evening. We’ll get our share, but it doesn’t materially impact our operation. The wind is a factor, but we’ve made the necessary adjustments in our calculations.”

      “Good.” The man, who’d made a career out of killing, allowed himself a slight smile. He enjoyed the exhilaration of battle. As a young warrior, the dangers associated with combat never frightened him. He’d never admitted to anyone that war aroused him more than any woman had. The closer he got to taking another’s life, the more enthralled he became.

      In just a few hours, he would launch the biggest and most complex attack on the United States of America since 9/11, or even Pearl Harbor. It would not necessarily be the most violent, but it would certainly be the most memorable in American history, ranking alongside the shot heard around the world at Lexington and Concord, or the firing of cannon upon Fort Sumter in South Carolina.

      A young boy interrupted his thoughts as he walked by with his mother. He pulled on her sweater sleeve and looked up to her. “Mom, is a storm coming?”

      The older man managed a chuckle as he mumbled to himself, “It sure is, young man. A storm is coming.”
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        The Florida Panhandle

      

      

      The incessant ringing of the phone had awakened him from a deep sleep that New Year’s Eve. He’d had a crazy night of partying and carousing with other members of his team, blowing off steam from an operation they’d just completed in Venezuela. The handlers who employed him had plans for the Caracas regime, which had driven a once-thriving economy into the ditch. After their successes, the people of Venezuela would have a new slate of candidates to choose from while they mourned the old set.

      After he cleared the fog from his brain, he digested the orders he’d been given. On the surface it was a simple op. Two-man team, plus one man with advanced training in a specific weapon to be deployed. He recalled the conversation with his handler.

      “I’m not going to repeat this for you, so pay attention. You’re tasked with delivering the shooter from point A to point B. Nothing else. Once the mission is accomplished, you extract and leave no trace behind.”

      It had sounded simple enough, although a thousand questions swirled in the operator’s head such as when, where, who, and how. He’d learned years ago the why didn’t matter. Somebody smarter than he was made those decisions. Besides, it didn’t matter. He just wanted to get paid.

      He’d also learned to check his emotions and morals at the door. When you worked in the dark shadows of the world’s geopolitical underbelly, everybody was a target. Nothing, and no one, was immune from their manipulation of world events.

      The four-hour drive from Atlanta to a desolate farm located in Florida’s Panhandle was uneventful. He tuned in to the Liberty Bowl game being played in Memphis between Tennessee and Oklahoma State. He’d become a fan of American football, although it didn’t compare to his beloved soccer matches. It was the emotion of the fans that first grabbed his attention.

      The Vols were trying to recover from years of substandard play, while Oklahoma State was just coming off a probation by the NCAA for introducing potential recruits to hostesses, as they were called. When the sex-filled parties leaked to the media, Sports Illustrated in particular, the Cowboys’ football program was almost given the death penalty.

      The operator had a real name, but few people knew it. His travel documents and government identification would change periodically, printed to suit the clandestine mission. There were only a handful of operatives like him stationed on American soil. They were ghosts, living a secretive life, and only interacted with one another.

      He followed the coordinates given to him on his GPS device. He was located in the middle of the Apalachicola National Forest outside a small town called Carrabelle. Dusk was approaching as he drove down a single-lane gravel and dirt road through stands of pine trees mixed with saw palmettos.

      He checked the GPS again to be sure, and then suddenly a clearing appeared in front of him. He was surprised to see an Airbus UH-72 Lakota helicopter sitting alone. The chopper had been painted black, a divergence from its typical olive drab. In the past, the UH-72 was a light-utility helicopter utilized by Army National Guard units. As the U.S. Army moved toward the Black Hawk fleet, the UH-72s were sold to state and local law enforcement for police activities. The complete lack of markings told him this was privately operated, most likely by one shell corporation that was owned by another and so on. That was the modus operandi in his world.

      He parked his car and walked toward several vehicles and a box truck, where he was greeted by another member of his team whom he’d worked with in Venezuela.

      “Long time no see, mate,” his partner said with a smile. The two didn’t shake hands, a slight to the customary greeting in America.

      “We could’ve come from Atlanta together,” the operator lamented.

      “Nah, mate. I’d already left for Miami when the call came through. I’ve been here for hours.”

      A third man, small and unremarkable, was seated inside the helicopter. Joining him in the cargo compartment was a long black case, the kind that was designed to carry a MANPADS. Man-portable air-defense systems were shoulder-launched surface-to-air missiles designed specifically to take down helicopters and punch holes in the sides of ships. The operator had used them in the Balkans years ago and was impressed with their effectiveness.

      He turned to the member of his team who had proven to be a consistent and reliable partner on their past missions together. “Any idea of where we’re going?”

      “Don’t be a drongo, mate. They haven’t said a word,” he replied in his thick Australian accent. He pointed in the direction of two men dressed in black pants, dark jackets, and navy-blue shirts. If they had not been so mysterious in their appearance, they might have been laughable. “And the men in black over there have been real tight-lipped. You wanna give ’em a try?”

      He nodded and replied, “Sure. Who’s the guy in the chopper? Is he wearing a wet suit?”

      “No idea. He’s cool as the proverbial cucumber. I tried to make conversation with him. You know, like, what’s in the case? I got nothing out of him. And yeah, he’s in a wet suit.”

      “I hate this crap,” the operator mumbled as he pulled his shoulders back, hoping to relieve some of the stress from the drive.

      Two pilots emerged from behind the chopper, with their helmets attached as if they were ready to go. He gave the pilots the once-over and then looked past them to a group of four mechanics who emerged from the back of the box truck. They were carrying a Zodiac MilPro rigid inflatable boat. A fifth man carried two duffle bags with black combat vests and headed toward him.

      One of the men in black approached. “Gentlemen, we’ll need you to get out of your civvies and into the wet suits. The combat vests will be supplemented with weapons inside the chopper. They’ve been cleaned, checked, and are ready for you.”

      “Got it, but we like to check our own weapons before we go into an op.”

      “You’ll have an hour while in flight.” The handler turned to walk away.

      “Wait, what’s with the Zodiac?”

      Without turning, the man responded, “It’s going to be strapped under the chopper.”

      The operator paused as the men approached the helicopter with the inflatable. The military-spec boat measured approximately sixteen feet long and six feet wide. From his experience, with the fuel bladders and the outboard motor in place, the weight exceeded four hundred pounds. They slowly positioned the Zodiac behind the helicopter and spoke briefly with the pilot.

      “Hey,” the operator shouted to the handler, “I’m not riding outside the chopper. You can forget that!”

      The handler ignored him and approached the helicopter to give instructions to his team. As he did, the operator and his partner changed into their gear. Within minutes, they were loaded into the chopper next to the third member of their squad and the mysterious case.

      The pilot joined them and gave them more information on their task. While the operators reviewed the packet of materials, the pilot explained the transportation apparatus.

      “Your Zodiac will be strapped to the skids of the chopper using these harnesses,” he began, showing them the heavy-duty straps similar to those utilized on a flatbed trailer of an eighteen-wheeler. “When we reach the drop-off point, there is a single latch release that will be located in the center of this compartment. Then you’ll all fast-rope into the boat.” Fast-roping was a technique using a thick rope to rappel from a helicopter onto the ground or, in this case, into a boat.

      The operator turned to the smallish man, who hovered over the large case like it was filled with gold. “What about speechless here? I take it he’s coming with us. What’s in the case?”

      “It is none of your affair,” he responded with a French accent.

      “Whoa, he does talk!” the operator exclaimed. “And he’s a Frenchy. This is a true international op. Now, you wanna tell me what the hell is going on?”
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        Undisclosed Military Installation

      

      

      Human nature hadn’t changed since the time of Cain and Abel. The act of war, however, had. In the minds of the world’s military powers, drone warfare was considered to be proximate war. The notion was related to the concept of proximate justice. Proximate justice theory posited that something was better than nothing. It allowed us to make peace with the realization that some justice meted out was better than none at all. It allowed a victim’s family to accept a life sentence as opposed to the death penalty for their loved one’s murder.

      Proximate war allowed those who wanted to inflict true bodily harm and death upon their adversaries to find some satisfaction in a lesser, albeit subdued, victory. Drone warfare accomplished that purpose. Modern military leaders fashioned themselves to be moral warriors. After World War II, after the atomic bombs were dropped onto Nagasaki and Hiroshima in Japan, the world collectively gasped, then paused to view the end result.

      To be sure, the attacks hastened the end of the massive global war, but the civilian death toll was enormous. In America, after the dust settled and the country resumed its routines, conversations began among its leaders as to whether the use of atomic weaponry was overkill, pardon the tone-death pun. Talks began with the U.S.S.R. and agreements were reached. The concept of mutually assured destruction was born.

      Those accords did not, however, prevent the world’s preeminent military powers, which now included China, to develop modern, advanced weaponry capable of annihilating one another. Further, with new technologies, weapons of mass destruction were created that didn’t necessarily take lives upon detonation like the atomic bombs of 1945, but the human toll was catastrophic nonetheless.

      The rampant nuclear testing of the 1950s opened scientists’ eyes to a byproduct, for lack of a better term, that, if harnessed, could be a valuable weapon in battle. An electromagnetic pulse, or EMP, was a burst of electromagnetic energy that occurred naturally during intense geomagnetic storms from the sun. As the atomic testing showed, the same result could be generated by both a nuclear detonation or a nonnuclear EMP weapon using nuclear technology.

      The highly charged gamma rays, a form of light generated by the EMP weapon, slammed into air molecules, displacing electrons. Upon impact, the negatively charged particles circulated through the atmosphere at nearly ninety percent of the speed of light. It only took a fraction of a microsecond for the targeted area to be filled with the surge of energy.

      The higher the detonation occurred above the earth’s surface, the broader the area of impact. A low-altitude EMP could be more targeted, specifically intended to impact a smaller area.

      The electromagnetic pulse could have a variety of devastating effects depending upon the type of weapon used. Today’s modern electronics and computer devices are made up of tiny circuits that cannot withstand the powerful burst of energy. The power grid, phone and internet lines, and anything interconnected to electronics melts under the abrupt pulse of energy.

      The United States, China, and Russia led the way in developing EMP technology. Once the capability was realized, then different and varied delivery mechanisms were sought. A nuclear-tipped intercontinental ballistic missile was the first, most logical means of delivery.

      In the past decade, great advances had been made that allowed EMPs to be deployed by satellite, via directed energy weapons similar to ray guns in popular culture, and now launched from underwater, submarine drones.

      Russia, with its Kanyon project, led the way, quickly followed by the United States and China. Soon, all three nations sought to expand their underwater drone capabilities, controlled from remote destinations around the world that could launch nuclear missiles of all sizes and payloads.

      With the advent of drone warfare, nation-states could wage wars in places far from their own borders, all designed toward securing an advantage in small-scale skirmishes and counterinsurgency fights abroad.

      In the U.S., the Pentagon refers to it as drone warfare. In the U.K., military strategists call it remote warfare, which includes both drones and cyber attacks. This was considered the means to wage wars of the future. For military leaders, it was an opportunity to accomplish a strategic military objective with no loss of life to their troops. Further, it meant less public oversight and internal analysis as to whether the missions themselves were achieving their objectives. Nothing raises public scrutiny more than body bags arriving at Dover Air Force Base, especially if the mission was deemed a failure.

      As a result of this lack of oversight, in the U.S. and abroad, only those with direct involvement and knowledge of the operations would report back to the people who ordered the mission. In essence, a feedback loop of secrecy could be created, detached from criticism and accountability. The lack of transparency made independent verification of a nation’s actions near impossible.

      Plausible deniability ruled the day in a proximate war using drones.
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        CityCenter Apartments

        Atlanta, Georgia

      

      

      “All right, gentlemen, let’s make one thing real clear about this op.” The former captain in the British Office for Security and Counter-Terrorism looked into the eyes of his three comrades as they prepared their gear. “We get in, place and activate our respective devices, and get out. There’ll be no radio contact, so we’re on our own inside. If you’re caught, you’re on your own too. We’ve all learned that the words plausible deniability have meaning, correct?”

      “Yeah, roger that,” mumbled one of the two Americans on his team.

      “Use the commotion and mayhem to make your exits when the time comes. Don’t leave early, because you’re sure to be caught on camera. The rally point will be at Cleopas Johnson Park to our south. Avoid walking down Northside Drive; use the neighborhood side streets instead. The feds will react quickly once the call is made to the stadium offices, and the place will be crawling once we implement the plan.”

      “Chief, we’ve never worked with our man on the inside. I don’t like trusting a mission to an unknown quantity,” commented the other American operative.

      “Yeah, I hate surprises, too.” The first man echoed his concern.

      “Our inside man is rock solid. He’s been employed here for a couple of years and is fully aware of the ramifications of the mission. Now, remember, we have a limited window of opportunity to be at the Magnum Street loading dock. Your uniforms and credentials are in these duffle bags. They’re designed to fit easily over your existing clothing, so you can discard them once inside.”

      After opening his assigned duffle, the Australian member of the team spoke up for the first time. “Very official looking. They’ve got the Mercedes logo on the sleeves and maintenance stitched across the pocket.”

      The team leader nodded. “They’re actual uniforms. Like your credentials, they’ll give us the cover we need to get in. Once you’re in position, drop the uniforms and mind your watches. We’ve got this perfectly choreographed, so don’t lose track of time.”

      The team leader checked his own watch. They still had over an hour to make the short walk from the CityCenter Apartments on the west side of Mercedes-Benz Stadium to the loading dock. The men would walk in pairs as if they were co-workers reporting for duty at the concert.

      He looked at his hardened operatives, who’d performed so well under pressure for him in all corners of the planet. “We’ve got plenty of time. Any questions?”

      One of the Americans spoke up. “Yeah, chief, I’ve got one. Listen, I’m a country music guy, and I’ve got no use for Beyoncé or her husband, Jay-Z. So don’t get me wrong, I’d take issue with us screwin’ up a Kenny Chesney concert. Why do you think this is the target?”

      The leader walked away and ran his fingers through his hair. He was only able to speculate, but based upon the text message instructions he’d received, and the source, he suspected he knew the reason.

      “Listen, you guys know the drill. It’s like your old Budweiser commercial—why ask why? Our employers pay us well. They give us the latest in high-tech gear. In fact, it’s stuff Her Majesty’s Armed Forces know nothing about.”

      One of the American men began to chuckle. “I bet the chi-comms know all about it. Those hackers have all of our secrets.”

      “Well, maybe so,” the team leader continued. “Regardless, I wasn’t provided a reason, and anything else is speculation on my part.”

      The American shrugged and appeared indifferent. “I’m just curious, that’s all. Regardless of the motivation, it’s gonna fit a pattern of concert attacks in recent years. They’ll be chasing their tails, pointing the fingers of blame.”

      The Australian spoke up. “You’re right on that, mate. They never figured out the reasoning behind the Mandalay Bar shooting in Vegas. The Rascal Flatts concert in Indy was evacuated due to an anonymous security threat.”

      The Brit added, “And in Manchester, the Ariana Grande concert suicide bomber was identified as a bloody Islamist. For our purposes, there will be no discernible reason for the attack, so it can’t be tied to us or our employer.”

      The men sat in silence for a moment as they contemplated his words. Then one of the Americans asked, “And do you have any idea who our employer is on this job?”

      “I do, and no, I won’t tell you. Trust me, you don’t want to know.”

      The men shrugged and went about their preparations. They studied a printed map of the arena and confirmed their assignments. After a final sweep of the apartment that had been rented for them a month earlier, they gathered any trace of their personal effects and made their way through the parking lot of the apartment complex, systematically dropping trash bags of clothing, leftover food, and the map of the stadium into the dumpsters. Despite it being the New Year’s holiday, it was a Thursday night, and the waste management trucks would be through to empty the dumpsters around ten o’clock. Any trace evidence of their presence would be incinerated just before midnight, when the fun began.
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        Undisclosed Residential Location

      

      

      The messages were always cryptic. Coded in such a way that certain sets of eyes could understand them all, while others were more compartmentalized based upon their sphere of influence. Everyone had a job to do. Some required physicality and military training. Others simply used the powers afforded them by way of their position. And then some, like the lonely young man sitting in the dimly lit basement of his home and surrounded by computer monitors, used their expertise. The common thread between them all? A sense of duty and the ability to respond on a moment’s notice.

      The message was short, but its words had a profound meaning.

      
        
        !!!mG4VJxZNCI 12/31 19:34:28

        As the snow cascaded downward,

        The wild rides halted immediately.

        One instance among many more,

        As we seek Justitia Omnibus.

        Fare thee well.

      

      

      He set his phone aside with the message on the 4chan chat board still in plain view. He reached to his side to pull open the desk drawer. At first, he hesitated, not sure if he was ready to fulfill his handler’s wishes. He’d been paid well and given everything he needed.

      But he’d contemplated his exit strategy on many occasions. He’d begun to stockpile supplies and cash. He had a vehicle that would go anywhere, under any circumstances. Although he was not an outdoorsman, he’d studied how to survive in the woods.

      Not on these computers, of course. He was sure he was watched. His keystrokes monitored. Prying eyes were everywhere, and not just through camera lenses. His handlers were capable of anything.

      The small black book had been given to him after he’d proven his loyalty. To be sure, he was once a rising star within the ranks at INSCOM, the United States Army Intelligence and Security Command garrisoned at Fort Belvoir, Virginia.

      He had come out of high school as a broken teen. Constantly bullied as a nerd, and due to his being undersized compared to his classmates, the seventeen-year-old was not ready for adulthood. He worked on the Geek Squad at Best Buy for a while, but his real passion was not repairing computers. He preferred hacking them instead.

      Just to be clear, he never engaged in criminal enterprise, at least not in his mind. Yes, he was guilty of accessing unsuspecting coeds’ wireless cams on their laptops and watching them from time to time. Later, he decided to try his hand at cyber intrusions upon small businesses’ computer networks. He was more of a gremlin than a full-blown hacker up to nefarious activities.

      None of this paid the bills, however, and he soon became bored. With little going for him, he walked into the Army Recruiting Office in Tampa, Florida, and enlisted. It was a decision that changed his life.

      He entered basic training and found himself overwhelmed by the rigors of the Army. In need of warm bodies due to attrition in recent years, the Army kept him in the program. One fateful day, he was having a conversation with another following their successful completion of the third and final field-training exercise known as the Forge, when he brought up his computer acumen as it related to hacking.

      A senior drill sergeant pulled him aside and began to quiz him about his statements and expertise. A day later, he was sitting in the offices at INSCOM in Fort Belvoir, speaking with two of their technology personnel. The rest was history.

      He moved on from basic training and took a position in the electronic and information warfare areas of responsibility at INSCOM. There, he was groomed under the careful, watchful eyes of the Military Intelligence Corps.

      Four years later, he was at the top of his game, assisting Army Intelligence in their never-ending challenge to keep track of Chinese and Russian military assets. At one point he was brought on board to conduct pen testing, a term used by hackers for penetration testing of a computer’s network, looking for vulnerabilities and security weaknesses.

      He was in his element. He had a process, which he developed, that was ultimately adopted by others within his unit. He spent an inordinate amount of time conducting reconnaissance by gathering information about the targeted system. He would identify possible entry points, conduct several penetration tests, and record his findings for his superiors.

      Using comparison models of other systems, he would eventually create a map, so to speak, of the target computer system. To look for weaknesses, he’d systematically test an organization’s security policy compliance, the computer operator’s security awareness, and finally, the target’s ability to identify and respond to his intrusions.

      The current administration turned the nation’s cyber-warfare capabilities from a defensive posturing to being placed within its weapons arsenal. For decades, the Russians had used cyber attacks on critical infrastructure as a precursor to war. The Chinese preferred to steal military secrets with their efforts. INSCOM was tasked with following the Russians’ method of military tactics.

      He became an expert in accessing and potentially shutting down critical infrastructure on Russian targets, whether it be utilities, communications, financial markets, or transportation systems. In order to gain advantage in a military conflict, crippling one of these major components in a nation’s critical infrastructure became a primary strategy in war planning.

      He was becoming the best in his field, respected by his co-workers and appreciated by his superiors.

      Then he was kidnapped.

      It was never the intention of the kidnappers to cause him bodily injury. His life certainly wasn’t worth ransoming. He was, as his kidnappers assured him, a potentially valuable asset. During the twelve hours he remained tied to a chair and blindfolded, he was assured that he wasn’t going to be killed. They only sought two things from him, and he needed to understand their request was serious.

      Cooperation and loyalty.

      He asked if they expected him to betray his government. He insisted that he was a soldier and would never turn on the United States of America. He was assured that the plans they had in store for him would not require such a betrayal. He was simply told trust the plan.

      So he did, and for the last nine months, he’d followed instructions and was paid handsomely for it. He still reported to duty at INSCOM, but he fulfilled his obligations to his nameless, faceless handlers. The ones who watched him.

      And although he’d grown comfortable with the arrangement, he knew someday his time clock might be punched, or he’d have to disappear, hopefully on his terms.
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        Undisclosed Residential Location

      

      

      He opened his little black book, as he unimaginatively called it, and studied the initial sequence of codes and numbers. The first three exclamation marks indicated a level of priority, with one being the lowest and three the highest. The date and time stamp was generated by the chat board.

      The message was encrypted as always, and he looked into his book to decode the string of characters and numbers. He underlined the ones of significance based upon the code sequence and key provided to him.

      
        
        !!!mG4VJxZNCI 12/31 19:34:28

        As the snow cascaded downward,

        The wild rides halted immediately.

        One instance among many more,

        As we seek Justitia Omnibus.

        Fare thee well.

      

      

      The number 4 represented the mode of delivery, in this case, the 4chan website, a social media site that allowed users to post anonymously. It was split into various chat boards discussing such topics as sports, entertainment, and politics. A similar site known as 8chan was also used from time to time. It differed slightly in that 4chan was moderated by administrators, and 8chan generally was not.

      He thumbed through the sequence of letters and studied the sentences. Only certain words were considered important and part of a potential directive. To the casual conspiracy-minded observer, reading the post as a whole, they might point out the phrase Justitia Omnibus. This was translated from Latin to read justice for all in English. He also knew it by another meaning.

      The Seal of the District of Columbia depicted Lady Justice hanging a wreath on a statue of George Washington. The motto of the District was Justitia Omnibus, justice for all. Others might arrive at this conclusion on their own, but only he knew it made the District the designated target of his activities.

      He finished decoding the rest of the statement and set his glasses on his desk. He rolled his neck around his shoulders to relieve some stress and flexed his fingers. To his left was an undercounter refrigerator. He retrieved a miniature bottle of Tropicana orange juice and took a sip.

      He spoke to himself aloud. “Last chance, pal. Whatcha gonna do, boy?” He could’ve shouted at the top of his lungs and not a soul on earth could hear him unless, of course, his watchers had their own form of listening device within his basement, which he affectionately dubbed the Cave.

      After another moment consumed with conflict and introspection, he scooted his chair up to the modular desk and ran his fingers across his keyboard. He’d reached a decision.

      This was a victimless hack in his mind. He wasn’t directly killing anyone. In fact, in his mind, it was slightly humorous to derail the plans of the partygoers who were out carousing and enjoying adult beverages on New Year’s Eve. He wasn’t going to any parties, nor was he invited to any. There was no local pub nearby to ring in the New Year with a hearty chorus of “Auld Lang Syne.” Why shouldn’t some other people be miserable like I am?

      His desk resembled the cockpit of a modern airliner with eight flat-panel monitors at the ready. He pulled up different sets of notes on his upper-level computer monitors, which were mounted directly to the wall.

      One was labeled AIRPORTS—Reagan and Dulles. Another was labeled AMTRAK. The next screen was marked BUS TRANSPORT—MegaBus, Battle’s and Vamoose. The final screen was marked WMATA—DC Metro.

      He studied his notes. He’d been tasked early on with pen testing of each of the major infrastructures of a dozen of the nation’s largest cities plus Washington. Transportation, communication, utilities, and financial markets were all potential targets. Once he’d established a particular methodology for entering the computer systems of each of the subcomponents, like Reagan National Airport, he would conduct pen testing periodically to make sure countermeasures hadn’t been adopted.

      This was how he filled the extra hours of his day when he was away from INSCOM, in addition to monitoring chat boards and social media for instructions. Now he had work to do.

      He set about his task. The keyword Fare in the post indicated he was to target transportation infrastructure that was ordinarily paid for with a fare.

      The bus transport companies were the easiest to deal with. They were small companies with an unsophisticated firewall. It was easy for him to access their servers individually and schedule a DoS for the precise time indicated in his instructions.

      He thought of the ramifications of his cyber attacks and others like them. The message had read One instance among many more. He was not the only one participating in this plan, which he was admonished to trust.

      A DoS, or denial of service attack, was used to temporarily interrupt a web server’s ability to connect to the internet. The common method of attack saturated the target network with external communications requests to the point the computer system was unable to respond to legitimate web traffic. The result was server overload and a shutdown of the entire system, creating chaos within the bus transportation network.

      The servers at Washington Dulles and Reagan National airports would be attacked in a similar fashion, except the intrusion would involve the airlines as well. In this case, he would use a DDoS, or distributed denial of service attack, to completely weigh down the computer systems of the airports and the airlines that service them.

      He would employ multiple servers around the world to remotely access the computer systems of the two airports and the three major airlines that service them—American, United, and Delta. Each of the remote servers controlled multiple computers, both public and private, around the world. All of them would simultaneously attack the servers at the two DC airports, bringing air travel to a standstill.

      Amtrak would receive treatment similar to the airlines. The Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority, or WMATA, consisted of both bus and rail transportation. The bus transportation could be halted by a DoS attack easily enough.

      The DC rail system was a little more complicated. Because the rail system encompassed such a wide area, he thought it best to take down the dedicated power grid for its lines. He was instructed to undertake a cascading failure of the entire rail system without creating widespread power outages throughout the District. It could be done, but he hadn’t war-planned it.

      The trains would be brought to a halt, and the power would be taken down in the stations and tunnels, adding an extra layer of chaos. He smiled as he added his own demented twist to the instructions he’d been given. He planned on creating a cascading failure by penetrating DC Metro’s antiquated Windows-based servers.

      He logged on to his VPN, a virtual private network, which prevented his identity being tracked by cyber investigators. His earlier pen tests had allowed him to sneak a peek without prematurely alerting the IT department at WMATA of his presence.

      “Now that I’m in,” he mumbled, “let’s find their schematics and see what kind of software they’re using.”

      He raced through the internal servers of the WMATA, his fingers clicking faster than the screen could keep up. After several minutes, he found what he was looking for. The WMATA used an Automatic Train Control software, which dealt with all aspects of train operations from routes, scheduling, operations, and communications. Most importantly, it provided safety and protection by monitoring life-critical functions of the trains.

      “Hello, SCADA, old and out-of-date friend,” he said with a smile as he dug deeper into the network.

      SCADA, which is an acronym for supervisory control and data acquisition, was used by industrial utilities to provide interconnectivity across various platforms and networks throughout the utilities’ network.

      Many energy and transportation utilities around the world used SCADA despite the widely reported weaknesses and vulnerabilities the system was subject to. He reached for a USB drive and inserted it into a laptop that sat on the desk to his left. The portable computer went everywhere with him, you know, just in case he had to make a quick exit from public life.

      His adrenaline was pumping as he navigated through the laptop in search of the perfect worm to insert in the SCADA system. Do-gooder companies like Symantec always professed to be one step ahead of hackers, but, of course, they were wrong. If they were one step ahead, there would never be a cyber intrusion, right?

      The hacker community had a network, which he was part of. He rarely contributed anything of value, although he did post things from time to time to disrupt Russia’s activities in Syria. On one such occasion, it got a Russian Sukhoi Su-24 shot down near the Syrian-Turkey border by a Turkish F-16.

      The Turks swore the Sukhoi violated its airspace. What they were unaware of was the hack performed on their air defense radars that had temporarily moved the positioning of their border vis-à-vis the Russian aircraft. They thoroughly convinced the Russians that their military fighter had deviated into Turkish airspace, when it had not.

      The hack, and the subsequent downing of the aircraft, created an international incident, with Moscow blaming Washington for not informing them of the aircraft’s deviation. Washington never admitted that their data differed from Turkey’s. Eventually, the matter went away.

      He was applauded by the hacker community for providing the tools necessary to disrupt geopolitical affairs, and as a result, complex hacks were shared with him on a regular basis. He would deploy one of them that New Year’s Eve to bring the DC Metrorail system, along with the entirety of Washington’s transportation apparatus, to a screeching halt.
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        Undisclosed Military Installation

        The Philippines

      

      

      The naval lieutenant eased back in a wooden office chair that was barely capable of remaining on its swivel base. The old facility in which he operated with the two junior members of his unit had been thrown together last summer. In the five months they’d been stationed there, they had done absolutely nothing except train on their simulators. They had minimal voice contact with their superior officers, instead relying upon daily directives and briefings via internal military communications.

      The room the trio occupied stank of body odor and Thai food. The drab, vanilla walls surrounded three desks with computer stations enabling them to conduct training sessions and, if called upon, deploy the drone submarines that fell under their purview.

      The lieutenant reviewed the newly received orders before he verbally passed them along to his team. The chain of command he’d been accustomed to had changed, but that was not unusual since their arrival. The new program was in the middle of an internal political struggle within the military that he wanted no part of.

      He read the new orders again, which were marked Top Secret Mission Sensitive. From his experiences, when a mission was marked sensitive, it meant there were certain operational aspects of a task that were eyes only for the commander of a unit, albeit a small one like his. Since their arrival, every set of orders received fell under a classification that required no level of secretiveness.

      He pushed his chair back from his work console and stood. He paced back and forth before speaking.

      “What’s the situation, sir?” one of his men asked.

      “We need to clean up this room, now!” The lieutenant’s demand was out of character for his normal demeanor. Ordinarily, he was able to joke with his team and even spend after-hours time in local bars, chasing available women.

      “Okay, I’m almost—” one of his men protested, hurriedly finishing his meal.

      “Now. I have orders and we need to get prepared. There’s very little time before implementation.”

      The men scurried about, pulling a plastic trash can out of the restroom and shoving the take-out dinnerware into it.

      One of his men began to question his lieutenant. “Is this a drill, sir? Are we about to get a visit from someone?”

      The officer walked back and forth as sweat poured profusely from his brow. “No. At least I don’t think so. The suddenness of the orders puzzled me, but they are authenticated, and that leaves us a job to do.”

      “What is it?” one of the men asked.

      “Obviously, this is classified, but I’m going to tell you more than you should know. We’re a team and our actions may have an effect on a global level.”

      “Tell us.”

      “It’s labeled Operation Ocean Aero.”

      “Are we at war?”

      “Listen, I know as much as you do, but we need to focus. We only have a limited amount of time to position our AUV to hit a very defined target.”

      An AUV, or autonomous underwater vehicle, was commonly known as an unmanned submersible designed for survey missions like mapping the ocean floor, searching for sunken ships, or clearing possible obstructions to navigation for other vessels. Unlike an ROV, a remotely operated vehicle that is connected to another vessel by cables, AUVs had advanced technology to be controlled from locations on the other side of the planet via computer and satellite relay transmissions.

      The proliferation of these underwater drones allowed nations that possessed them to park the AUV on the ocean floor, sometimes miles beneath the surface, awaiting orders from its controller.

      Until now, no underwater drone in their fleet had been tested to fire an actual missile. The lieutenant and his crew conducted simulated war games daily, in part by orders from their superiors, but also out of sheer boredom. It was not unusual for them to pick locations to target all over the world, with varying degrees of difficulty and weaponry options.

      If they chose to obliterate Israel, for example, they’d maneuver one of their drones into the Mediterranean Sea undetected and run a simulation of detonating a nuclear warhead over Tel Aviv.

      Likewise, their AUVs were capable of attacking a ship or an airline with less destructive weapons. The arsenal at their disposal was as varied as the targets that they could be tasked to strike.

      “Sir, what is our objective?”

      “And what payload are we delivering?” asked the other man in the small unit.

      The lieutenant continued to study their mission orders. He began to mumble as he read them. “One-megaton, EMP-tipped warhead. Just above the visual horizon,” he summarized the orders. Then he paused, rubbed his temples, and considered the instructions. “Why is it so low? Targeted? None of this makes sense.”

      “Sir? Maybe this is just a drill.”

      The lieutenant shook his head and grimaced. “I don’t think so, unless they removed the payload without our knowledge, which is impossible. Let’s do our duty, gentlemen. Here are your coordinates.”

      He paused, and then he read them slowly to his team. “40° 0′ 34″ north latitude and 75° 8′ 0″ west longitude.”

      After several keystrokes were made at the terminal of one of the men, he took a deep breath and stated the physical location.

      Philadelphia.
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        Hyatt Centric Times Square

        New York City

      

      

      From Central Park to Carnegie Hall to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Midtown Manhattan and the Times Square Theater District was the epitome of New York’s world-renowned persona. Once a year, on New Year’s Eve, Times Square becomes the center of the universe as revelers ring in the new year.

      The time ball itself was located on the roof of One Times Square, a twenty-five-story skyscraper located at Forty-Second Street and Broadway. Beginning at one minute until midnight, the ball descends one hundred forty-one feet in precisely sixty seconds until it rests to signal the start of the new year.

      This year, the special guest to activate the ball drop was former Secretary of State and presidential candidate Hillary Clinton, who’d just been defeated in the previous spring in the Democratic primary for the nomination. She and her husband, the former president, were residents of Long Island and were being honored by New York’s mayor for their service.

      Her entourage was staying at the Hyatt Centric, a luxury high-rise property overlooking Times Square. Security was tight and intentionally visible at the hotel. In fact, security was beefed up at all the buildings overlooking Times Square, as the memories of the Mandalay Bay shooting in Las Vegas were fresh in the minds of law enforcement. Rooftops were closely monitored for sniper activity, and several of the hotels employed temporary luggage scanners to detect for weapons.

      All of this didn’t dampen the spirits of Tom and Donna Shelton, who’d come to the city for the first time. In fact, they liked the added comfort and peace of mind afforded by the enhanced security measures.

      The Sheltons were celebrating their fortieth wedding anniversary, although the actual event had taken place back in October. Donna had always wanted to come to New York to experience the shopping, dining, and overall excitement the city exuded. When Tom promised her the trip as part of their anniversary celebration, Donna upped the ante to set a specific weekend—New Year’s.

      Tom couldn’t deny his bride her request. He loved her with all his heart. During his tenure as the commanding officer of the Naval Weapons Station at Joint Base Charleston in Goose Creek, South Carolina, he’d spent an exorbitant amount of time doting over his ordnance cache of more than sixty million pounds of conventional explosives.

      For thirty-five years, he’d given his life to the United States Navy, oftentimes to the detriment of his wife and family. Since his retirement three years ago, he’d vowed to make it up to them. After Donna was diagnosed with breast cancer shortly thereafter, Tom’s outlook on life changed, and his love for Donna grew deeper.

      Donna was on a FaceTime call with their oldest daughter, Willa, and their three grandchildren. As she talked with the grandkids about the Christmas presents they’d received, Tom was deep in thought as he looked out the ceiling-to-floor plate-glass windows overlooking Times Square. It was only seven that evening, but people were packed shoulder to shoulder as they started their New Year’s Eve celebration.

      Erupting like tantrums, another strong gust of wind struck the building, pelting the glass with icy crystals of snow. Their view of the ball drop would be incredible that night. The room cost them over a thousand dollars a night for the weekend, but Tom didn’t hesitate to pay it. For one, he owed his wife this vacation and many more for the years when he couldn’t leave the base. Secondly, not that he was afraid, he preferred to stay in the safe confines of the hotel on a night when crazy was spelled with a capital C.

      As it was, parties were ongoing throughout the hotel, especially in Bar 54, where he and Donna had dinner reservations at eight. He’d tried to make them for later, hoping to view the ball drop from the outdoor balconies, but the restaurant closed at nine for an expensive, black-tie soiree, which involved four-hundred-dollar bottles of champagne and table reservations requiring a minimum purchase of a five-hundred-dollar bottle of Belvedere vodka. Tom was not frugal, but he wasn’t wasteful either.

      “Tom, do you wanna say good night to Willa and the kids?”

      Tom shook off the chill he’d received standing near the window and joined Donna, who was sitting on the edge of the bed. The king-size bed was in a separate room from a small living area that made up their suite. The modern design and the art deco paintings that adorned the walls were a far cry from the traditional Southern style found throughout their home in downtown Charleston.

      “Of course, my darling,” said Tom as he walked through the doorway and joined her side. With the curtains drawn, the bedroom was much warmer, so he removed his jacket while Donna held the phone for him.

      “Hi again, Grandpa!” one of the youngsters exclaimed as he came into view on the FaceTime app.

      “Hi, munchkins!”

      They squealed in delight. He enjoyed his relationship with Willa and his grandchildren despite the distance between them. She and her husband lived in North Las Vegas near Creech Air Force Base, where Willa, a captain, served as a drone pilot. Her days were spent staring at glowing video screens and toggling a joystick that controlled armed drones flying throughout the world. At any given moment, hundreds of Predator and Reaper drones were aloft, most of which were controlled from the sun-scorched desert outpost north of Las Vegas.

      Donna handed Tom the phone. “Dear, I’m going to finish putting on my face before we go upstairs. Will you call our other daughter after you sign off?”

      “Of course,” replied Tom as he bent over to kiss Donna on the cheek. He managed a smile as she left and entered the bathroom suite in the thick sherpa bathrobe he’d purchased for her at Macy’s. Even though her cancer was in remission, her body tended to chill easily, even in the warmer confines of Charleston.

      He turned his attention back to the phone. “Are you guys gonna stay awake for the ball drop later?”

      The oldest of the three granddaughters replied, “We sure are, Grandpa, but only for the New York ball. It will be too late for the Vegas ball.”

      “That’s okay,” he said with a laugh. He adored his grandchildren every bit as much as he loved his wife and two daughters. He was surrounded by women and that suited him just fine. As the only man in the Shelton family, he was taken care of like no other grandfather. “After midnight here, you guys can close your peepers, and when you wake up, it will be a brand-new year at your house too!”

      “Okay, Dad.” Willa stepped in because she’d overheard her mother say that Tom had another call to make. “You may not be able to get right through to sis, so we’ll let you go. We love you very much, right, girls?”

      Their youthful cheerfulness came through the phone loud and clear.

      “Yes, we do!”

      “Happy New Year, Grandpa!”

      “We love you!”

      Tears came to Tom’s eyes. He quickly turned the phone’s camera lens toward the bathroom to bring Donna into view while he wiped them away. He truly loved his family and regretted the years he’d missed with them all because of his sense of duty.

      “Your grandmother and I miss you and love y’all very much. Happy New Year!”

      Donna walked out of the bathroom with a blush brush in her hand. “I love you and happy New Year!”

      Tom returned the camera to his face and smiled. “Good night, munchkins. Good night, Willa. Happy New Year.” And then he disconnected the FaceTime chat.

      Tom sighed and looked at the phone as he scrolled through the contacts list. The next call would be a little less cheery. It always was.
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        New York City

      

      

      Tommie Shelton, Tom and Donna’s youngest daughter, served in the Military Sealift Command, a branch of the U.S. Navy. The MSC was dedicated to replenishing supplies and transporting service personnel to naval vessels deployed around the world. This sealift operation, however, was in many respects a façade for the MSC’s real purpose—intelligence gathering.

      Tommie was stationed on the USNS Invincible, one of two tracking ships operated by the MSC. The Stalwart-class surveillance ship was initially dedicated to patrolling the oceans for submarines utilizing its large passive sonar array. The Invincible was later refitted with advanced radar capability and mobile surveillance. Now it looked like a spy ship and performed like one too.

      Officially a naval intelligence officer, Tommie never married and, like her father, became dedicated in her service to her country. She’d advanced through the ranks to lieutenant commander of the intelligence operation aboard the Invincible.

      Tom knew this was one of the busiest days of the year for Tommie and those within her charge. Large events in the United States were always the potential targets of terrorists. Tommie would have her hands full sorting through radio and internet chatter, but he wanted to fulfill his wife’s request to wish her a happy New Year.

      His relationship with Tommie was excellent. They talked as often as possible, but the conversations never dwelled on the usual small talk, such as the weather, health, and planned get-togethers that never materialized. They invariably revolved around more serious subjects like the threats to the nation they both served with distinction.

      “Commander Shelton speaking.” Tommie answered the phone exactly the way her father had when he was in the service, perhaps a little more brusquely.

      “Good evening, Commander. This is the other Commander Shelton calling to wish you a happy New Year.”

      After a short delay, Tommie laughed heartily on the other end of the line. The phone call was relayed through secured lines, which resulted in a two-second gap of dead air. “Hi, Dad. I figured it was you. Happy New Year to you and Mom.”

      “Thanks. Your mom is getting ready for dinner, but she wants to say hello before we go upstairs.”

      “Good. Say, where are you staying again?”

      “The Hyatt Centric hotel, overlooking Times Square.”

      “Dad, promise me you’ll stay in the hotel to watch the festivities. You know that I’ve been against this trip, especially at New Year’s. At your age, you’re not ready to deal with the madness that New York can generate.”

      Tom laughed, which drew Donna out of the bathroom to see what was going on. He waved at her and gave her a thumbs-up.

      “Tommie, it’s not like your mother and I have one foot in the grave, you know. We’re barely sixty.”

      “Still, Dad,” she continued her admonition, but Tom was having none of it as he continued.

      “I think we should start referring to age as levels. You know, when you turn seventy, it’s referred to as level seventy. It sounds more badass than just being an old person.”

      Tommie started laughing and her protests stopped. She, above all, knew that Tom Shelton could hold his own at any age. He was never a man to tangle with.

      “Aye-aye, Commander. You win this round. Listen, Dad, before Mom comes on the phone, I need to mention something.”

      As expected, Tom braced himself for the serious part of their conversation. Tommie, like her father, wanted to shield Donna from the realities of the world. Some people were prepared to hear about the terrorist threats or the beating of war drums; others were not. Tom and his daughter, the naval intelligence officer, were not afraid of the geopolitical chest-pounding or terroristic threats. They prepared for the worst and hoped for the best.

      “Talk to me, Goose,” said Tom, channeling Top Gun, their favorite movie.

      Tommie began. “The locals have New York City on lockdown in light of recent events. They’ve doubled their rapid-response teams and have created dedicated sniper patrols on the rooftops of every building in the vicinity of Times Square. I’m pretty confident every available resource is being used to beef up security.”

      “Good to hear,” interjected Tom. “I sense a but coming.”

      Tommie paused longer than the dead air typically required as she gathered her thoughts. “Dad, there’s something else.”

      Tom sighed. He wanted this weekend to go smoothly. “What is it? Something from the Middle East?”

      “Our monitoring has revealed nothing out of the ordinary in the region. In the last couple of years, as you know, the military has shut down al-Qaeda and ISIS. They execute local insurgency operations but not much more. The information I’m receiving is stateside.”

      “Are you referring to the Islamist terrorist cells inside the country? I thought they were contained.”

      “Dad, my counterparts are focusing on domestic sources, chat boards, text messages, and phone calls. I’ve been told that numerous FISA warrants were issued this afternoon.”

      Pursuant to the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act, the FBI, under the direction of the Department of Justice, was allowed to conduct surveillance on both international and domestic terror suspects. Over time, the FISA court’s authority was extended to all manner of criminal activity, whether terror related or not.

      “Do you know any details?” asked Tom.

      “No, other than the fact that this is strictly a domestic investigation and the level of scrutiny indicates the threat is credible.”

      Tom glanced over at his wife, who’d slipped on her dress purchased for this special occasion. She was just as beautiful as they day they’d met. His eyes took her in as his attention turned back to his daughter.

      “Tommie, are we in the crosshairs?”

      She hesitated. “Dad, I honestly don’t know. I will say this—New York City is always somebody’s target.”
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        Atlanta, Georgia

      

      

      The teams entered Mercedes-Benz Stadium in pairs, spaced just a minute apart so they could mix in with other arriving workers. The security guard manning the rear entrance at the loading dock glanced at their security passes and quickly waved them through without question. Once inside, they dispersed in all directions, wearing the dark blue utility coveralls they were assigned, which were bulky enough to cover their street clothes underneath, and carrying a variety of bags ranging from soft-sided lunch totes to small backpacks. Even if they’d been stopped, their devices would’ve passed scrutiny. They possessed some of the best covert weapons developed in many years.

      The stadium was considered a modern wonder of architecture, designed to be a multipurpose venue for the NFL’s Atlanta Falcons and the major league soccer team Atlanta United. The extraordinary roof design featured sliding panels. The design firm HOK-USA had studied the way sunlight passed through the oculus in the roof of the Pantheon in Rome. Using their observations as inspiration, they designed eight petal-shaped roof panels that moved together along individual tracks so that the roof closed and opened like the aperture of a camera.

      Wrapping the entire perimeter of the oval-shaped roofline was a high-definition, wraparound video monitor system that created a one-of-a-kind theater-like experience. For football games, seventy-one thousand fans could sit in comfort and watch the game. For a two-and-a-half-hour concert like the one that evening, a similar number would be attending, many thousands of whom would be standing at ground level in front of the stage.

      The Australian operator broke away from the group first and made his way into the bowels of the stadium that housed the mechanical rooms. Around the lower levels, several rooms contained communications equipment and the hub for the nearly four thousand miles of fiber-optic cable woven throughout the stadium. He’d taken a considerable amount of time to review the schematics available online through the Atlanta City Planning Department’s website. Based upon his analysis, he’d found the central location of the entire fiber-optic system.

      The two Americans were tasked with accessing the primary control rooms for the ventilation system of the complex. Once they located the maintenance panels for the massive ductwork, they’d strategically place their devices to perform to their maximum potential.

      Lastly, the team leader from the UK was tasked with lighting the fuse. Police departments in major cities received dozens of bomb threats every day. They rarely turned out to be real, and as a result, due to reduced budgets and manpower shortages, first responders had begun to scale back their initial responses.

      The City of Atlanta had the largest division of the Counter-Terrorism Task Force, designated CTTF, in the state of Georgia. Led by the Georgia Emergency Management Agency in conjunction with the FBI’s Atlanta Field Office, the CTTF devoted much of its time to surveillance and prevention of attacks.

      In a recent interview for the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, the head of the CTTF responded to a question regarding the number of false alarms this way: “Bombers make bombs, and people who make bomb threats make bomb threats, and they don’t cross paths.”

      He cited recent examples around the country, such as the Hampton Roads Navy installation in Virginia Beach, where seven credible bomb threats were made in a forty-eight-hour span. Fortunately, none of the threats materialized.

      He also went on to explain how Cesar Altieri Sayoc, the delusional former male stripper who had sent package bombs to more than a dozen democrat politicians and financial supporters, avoided law enforcement’s notice despite having a 2002 arrest for a bomb threat. When he sent bombs through the mail in October 2018, which were later discovered to be incapable of exploding, he didn’t make any specific bomb threats, only the now-typical vile, hateful things spewed on social media by a lot of political partisans.

      The head of the CTTF went on to disclose the agency’s philosophy when a bomb threat comes in. He said local authorities should hold off on any kind of evacuation until something beyond the threat was actually identified, like a suspicious package. His philosophy was simple. By eliminating knee-jerk responses to threats, the frequency of false calls would diminish and, hopefully, copycat threat makers would be discouraged because they didn’t get the results they’d hoped for.

      When the Brit watched the interview, he’d shaken his head in disbelief. It wasn’t that he disagreed with the CTTF’s approach. He thought it stupid that they would disclose it to the public through the media. Did the head of the CTTF not think terrorists would hear his words and plan accordingly? His team certainly did.

      The mission that evening was unusual in that their employers wanted the CTTF and first responders to react. His instructions, although cryptic, once decoded were crystal clear.

      Terrorism was different from murder. In any battle, collateral damage in the form of innocent lives lost was to be expected. But the overall objective of a terrorist, in the broadest sense, was to use a person’s fear against them. Acts of terrorism had proven to be extremely successful since 9/11 in achieving recognition for the cause of radical Islamic terrorists. Since then, terrorist acts around the world have effectively allowed bad actors to level the playing field with their adversaries in furtherance of their political, religious, and ideological aims.

      His financial benefactors were not interested in murdering the attendees of the Beyoncé concert. He surmised this operation was part of a much larger overall plan that would reveal itself in due time.

      The head of the team was in place and checked his watch. Precisely at 9:00 p.m., two local Atlantans who’d made a name for themselves in the hip-hop scene began their thirty-minute set as the crowd began to file in. Following their performance, the stage would be cleared and reconstructed for the feature performance that would last until midnight.

      Reports indicated that Beyoncé and Jay-Z would perform their own special rendition of the poem written by a Scotsman, Robert Burns, in 1788. The poem was eventually adopted by countries throughout the English-speaking world to be sung at the stroke of midnight as a new year was rung in.

      The lyrics to “Auld Lang Syne” began with a rhetorical question, one the team leader of the operation considered to be apropos.

      Should auld acquaintance be forgot, and never brought to mind?

      He chuckled to himself as he thought of the literal meaning. Is it right that old times be forgotten? Or should we remember the old times and forget the ones in between then and now?

      “I guess we’re about to find out,” he muttered with a smile.
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        Six Flags Great Adventure

        Jackson, New Jersey

      

      

      “Guys, welcome to the world’s scariest theme park!” exclaimed Dr. Angela Rankin to her two kids and man-child of a husband, Tyler. Angela was an intensivist, oftentimes referred to as a critical care physician, at Virginia Commonwealth Medical Center in Richmond, a renowned critical care hospital. Her primary field of study was emergency medicine.

      “Let’s go!” Kaycee, their oldest, exclaimed, banging her hands on the back of the seat as if she were playing the bongos. The eleven-year-old had a zest for life that was unparalleled. Perhaps it was her adventurous parents who taught her the thrill of the outdoors and pushing their bodies to the limits, or maybe it was her own brush with death as a child that gave her a new lease on life coupled with an outlook that she was invincible. “Right, J.C.? We’ve got this!”

      “I’m not scared, Peanut,” replied her younger brother of eight. J.C. had been overshadowed during his childhood by the trauma the family had been through when Kaycee almost lost her life five years prior in a freak accident.

      The family had been vacationing at the beach in their hometown of Hilton Head, South Carolina, when a tour helicopter flying overhead suddenly lost power. The pilot attempted a crash landing in the shallow waters off the shoreline, but the unpredictable nature of the chopper’s glide path brought it toward the sandy shore, catching the Rankin family in an untenable position.

      J.C. was still a toddler at the time, and when the helicopter started to crash, his parents scrambled to carry him out of harm’s way. They managed to miss the spinning rotor blades of the helicopter, but the fuselage bounced across the sand and landed on top of Kaycee, who had been separated from the group during the chaos.

      She was being crushed under the weight of the chopper as her parents frantically dug the sand out from under her. For several minutes, her parents thrashed in the sand, trying to dig under the wreckage so Kaycee could be freed. However, they couldn’t move her due to the extensive injuries she’d received. Helpless, they waited for an ambulance.

      For several weeks thereafter, Kaycee was in intensive care and went through a significant amount of physical rehabilitation before she was released from medical supervision. To the young girl’s credit, she came through the trauma as if she’d won the lottery of life.

      “Of course you’re not, buddy,” said Tyler Rankin. Tyler had grown up on the beaches of Hilton Head, spending his days as a lifeguard and his nights on the town. After meeting Angela while at a house party in Los Angeles during spring break one year, he got serious about life and became a firefighter. He then obtained his certification as an emergency medical technician.

      The two married after Angela got her undergraduate degree, and Tyler helped support the young family while she attended medical school. The four of them were inseparable, despite the long hours Angela had to spend at the hospital. When available, they hiked throughout the southeastern United States and visited places of interest to help further their kids’ education.

      Angela was given a rare two-week vacation between Christmas Eve and into the first of the new year. The family decided to take a road trip to Boston, Philadelphia, and Washington to see historic sites related to America’s founding.

      After Christmas, they drove up to Boston and saw several historic sites around the area. Their next planned stop was a day in Philadelphia for a walking tour and finally two days in DC. But first, they were going to celebrate New Year’s Eve at Six Flags Great Adventure in Jackson, New Jersey, about thirty minutes east of Trenton near Fort Dix.

      “Dad, I’ve been studying our options ever since we planned the trip,” said Kaycee, who clearly was taking over the tour guide duties from her mother, at least for today. “There’s a reason they call this place the world’s scariest theme park. They’ve got the fastest, tallest, wildest, gut-wrenchingest roller coasters on the entire planet!”

      “They do?” Angela asked with a smile.

      Kaycee was serious. She sat a little taller in the back seat of Tyler’s 1974 Bronco, a truck he’d driven since he turned sixteen when his father passed away. It was in pristine condition and painted orange and white. Most importantly, it was a constant reminder of the close relationship he’d had with his dad.

      Kaycee continued. “Yep. They’ve even got record breakers.”

      “What kind of record breakers, Peanut?” asked J.C. His eyes grew wider at the thought of the roller coasters breaking records mid-ride.

      “Well, the newest ride is called the Cyborg Cyber Spin. It’s seven stories high and it makes you feel like you’re floating in space.”

      J.C.’s tone turned apprehensive. “Do you sit in a chair? How do you hold on?”

      “You’re strapped in, J.C.,” replied Kaycee condescendingly. “They don’t let you float in the air. People can’t float or fly. Don’t you know anything.”

      “I know things!” J.C. shot back.

      Angela quickly intervened. “All right, you two. What else do they have, Peanut?”

      “The Dare Devil Dive will be pretty cool too. You go up fifteen stories through the air at sixty miles per hour like you’re skydiving. Um, we have to pay a little extra for that one.”

      Tyler laughed as he reached over for Angela’s hand. He whispered to her as he followed the parking lot attendant’s instructions, “Naturally, I have to pay extra to crap my pants.”

      Angela burst out laughing and kissed her husband on the cheek. The two had been in love since the day they met, and their affection for one another never waned.

      “Peanut, which one breaks the records?” asked J.C.

      “That, my little brother, would be Kingda Ka,” said Kaycee authoritatively. “Now, listen to this.”

      Kaycee paused for dramatic effect to make sure she had everyone’s attention. She lowered her voice and adopted a golf announcer’s hushed, serious tone. “Once we’re strapped in and ready, Kingda Ka throws into warp speed at one hundred twenty-eight miles per hour. In just three seconds, we’re shot up a four-hundred-fifty-six-foot track until we reach the top, where we’re suspended for a moment, and then, WHOOSH, we sail down the other side, screaming at the top of our lungs. Isn’t that awesome?”

      The family was quiet as they soaked in Kaycee’s words until Tyler started laughing. “Angela, I’m gonna need to bring an extra pair of pants inside.”
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      Will Hightower nervously milled about the baggage-claim area in the South Terminal at Atlanta Hartsfield Airport. His kids were technically unaccompanied minors. Although underage, they certainly had the ability to travel without adult supervision. On the one prior occasion he had been allowed to visit with them alone, their mother, his ex-wife Karen, insisted upon Will paying for her round-trip ticket to escort them to and from Philadelphia. It was an unnecessary expense he could ill afford at the time, but it was worth it to visit with his children on his own terms. This New Year’s weekend visitation marked their first trip to Atlanta without his ex-wife’s interference.

      He caught a glimpse of himself in a full-length mirror affixed to a wall near the restrooms. He looked out of place in a security guard uniform. Will studied himself and frowned. He hadn’t worn the uniform to impress his kids. If anything, he preferred not to publicly wear the drab brown matching shirt and pants with the Mercedes-Benz logo emblazoned across the left chest and on both sleeves. He looked more like a mechanic than he did a security officer.

      There were other security personnel around him. Atlanta’s airport was one of the busiest in the world, but the security officers here consisted of local law enforcement, many of whom wore SWAT team gear or at least tactical body armor and protection. They also carried AR-15 rifles, a far cry from the boxy stun gun he had holstered in his utility belt.

      Watching the two SWAT officers casually walking along the baggage conveyer belts made him long for his days on the Philadelphia Police Department when he was part of the one-hundred-man special weapons and tactical squad. He’d started with Philly SWAT at Philadelphia’s East Division, initially handling high-risk warrants, hostage situations, barricaded shooters, and hazardous materials response.

      Over time, as the political climate in the country shifted, Philadelphia became front and center as societal unrest gripped the inner cities. His job duties began to shift from tactical response to crowd control. He was one of fifty officers assigned to cover the entire city of one and a half million people on a moment’s notice, twenty-four seven. Philly SWAT prided itself on its quick reaction time and enormous successes in maintaining the peace. Then one dark day descended upon the City of Brotherly Love that tarnished the reputation of Philly SWAT and cost Will Hightower his job, and his family.

      “Daddy!” The voice of his young daughter, Skylar, could be heard over the casual hustle and bustle of arriving passengers greeting their loved ones. Will pulled himself out of the nostalgic doldrums, which overcame him frequently, and turned to the sound of her voice.

      “Sky! Look at you. You’re blue, just the way I like it!”

      His daughter, wearing a light blue track suit, ran and jumped into his arms.

      “I’ve missed you, Daddy.” Tears poured out of her eyes. It had been six months since Will had seen his kids, and the last visit to Philadelphia hadn’t ended well.

      “You have no idea how much I’ve missed you, baby girl,” said Will as he lifted her up to squeeze her tight. He looked toward the entrance to the baggage-claim area. “Where’s your brother?”

      “He’s back there, Daddy. He didn’t want to run to find you like I did.”

      Will frowned. His relationship with eleven-year-old Skylar hadn’t changed in the last two years since he left Philadelphia for Atlanta in a move he felt was for the betterment of everyone. As for fifteen-year-old Ethan, he never got over the life-changing event that precipitated Will’s involuntary retirement from the Philadelphia Police Department and the subsequent breakup of his family. He laid the blame squarely on Will’s shoulders, and since then, their relationship had been icy at best.

      “There he is,” said Will as he lowered Skylar and took her by the hand. She had a small backpack, and both kids had a suitcase they’d checked. Will and Skylar walked to meet Ethan, who was standing in front of Delta 322’s baggage carousel.

      Ethan’s hair had grown considerably since Will saw him last, and the matching set of earrings was certainly a new addition to his appearance. Will, who was not authoritarian by any means, immediately frowned at his son’s new look and dour demeanor.

      “Hey, Dad,” Ethan offered unemotionally.

      Will put his arm around his son’s shoulder and tried to hug him, but Ethan recoiled slightly.

      “Happy New Year, son.” Will tried to appear cheerful.

      “Yeah, right,” mumbled Ethan in response. “Couldn’t be any worse than the last two.”

      Ouch.

      Will had learned to push aside Ethan’s snide comments, but he couldn’t ignore them. Each time they saw one another, Will inwardly hoped this would be the time his son set aside the past, glad to see the father who loved him and had been his hero before the incident that changed their lives.

      “I see ours coming, Daddy!” exclaimed Skylar in her usually chipper way. “Frankie bought me the pink one with the pastel flowers. Isn’t it awesome?”

      Will couldn’t help but roll his eyes at the name synonymous with Judas Iscariot, the world’s most famous betrayer. Frankie Scallone had been a member of Will’s unit on Philly SWAT. He later became outed as the man Will’s wife was having an affair with during the height of the scandal.

      “Yeah, baby girl, it sure is,” replied Will. Once again, he had to shake off the natural repercussions of a nasty divorce. He couldn’t fight every small skirmish in an attempt to change the past. He had to rise above it and be glad he got to spend time with his children, something that had been a challenge in the past due to his financial situation.

      His ex-wife had no compunction to withhold his visitation rights over his periodic underpayments of child support. His inability to pay fully, or perform his end of the bargain, as she put it, resulted in contact with the children being limited. Her own selective enforcement of the final divorce decree was not sanctioned by the judge.

      Most likely, if Will hired a lawyer, the court would set her straight. But if he didn’t have the resources to pay child support in full every month, together with extra medical and school expenses that frequently arose, how could he afford to hire an attorney to protect his rights?

      So the formerly happy family tried to find a way to coexist from afar. Will took a new job at Mercedes-Benz Stadium as a member of their enhanced security team. Karen moved on with his former partner, happily cruising to the Caribbean on this New Year’s Eve. And his two kids, one loving and the other not so much, were going to see Beyoncé and Jay-Z in concert while their dad worked.
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      Gone were the days when you had to hustle down to the courthouse and file a pleading or brief before the clerk’s office closed at four o’clock. With the advent of modern, sophisticated computers systems and the internet, end of the day meant having your document filed electronically before midnight.

      The clock was ticking toward the proverbial witching hour, and Hayden Blount, the newest partner in the prestigious Washington law firm of Stein, Mitchell, was putting the final touches on the most important legal document she’d created in her career.

      She read it on her computer for the fourth time, constantly tweaking a word here and there, editing the supplemental brief requested by the United States Supreme Court in the matter of The Removal of the President of the United States.

      A chill came over Hayden’s body despite the cozy seventy-two-degree temperature in her office. It was the gravity of the pleading that she was drafting, both for the occupant of the Oval Office and the benefit of future presidents as well.

      Politics was in her blood, although not enough to encourage her to seek public office. She was the descendent of a long lineage of American statesmen dating back to North Carolinian William Blount, a signer of the Constitution and the man who played a leading role in helping Tennessee become a state. The children of William Blount and Mary Grainger went on to become congressmen, judges, and military heroes.

      For Hayden, the Blount family history was something to be proud of, but not necessarily judged by. She planned to make her own way in life. With a drive and passion unparalleled in her peers, she strived for excellence.

      Strikingly attractive and in her mid-thirties, Hayden had been anointed one of DC’s top forty most eligible women on Hinge’s Most Eligible annual list. Driven, powerful, and aloof, she didn’t care anything about being eligible or attractive. She cared about winning, especially when it came to defending those under attack.

      Hayden had been brought on board at Stein, Mitchell for many reasons, including her stellar clerkship for Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito. Justice Alito, a Yale grad and Bush appointee, had been on the Court since 2006. After Hayden graduated from Duke Law School with high honors, she chose to join the group of clerks under Justice Alito’s tutelage. She was glad she did.

      The prestige of clerking for a Supreme Court justice could only be surpassed by being appointed to the Court itself. She’d learned the inner workings of the Court and thought processes of the justices, which served her well in preparation of this brief.

      Nothing like this particular issue had been in front of the Court in its history. It came as the result of politics at its worst on all sides of the issue. From the moment this president was declared the victor in his first bid for public office, he came under considerable scrutiny from the media and the half of the country who opposed him. Even some within his party were having buyer’s remorse.

      As a result, his first two years in office swirled in turmoil and rancor. The political divide in America, which had begun decades prior and grew wider during the prior administration, developed into a full-blown chasm over the president’s first term.

      Day after day, with every twenty-four-hour news cycle, a new crisis or accusation beset his presidency. Some questioned the ability of the president to continue under the never-ending barrage he suffered, some of which was deserved, much of which was not.

      As the midterm elections approached in the president’s first term, the Democratic party was poised to make huge gains in Congress. A blue wave was predicted in the House and Senate. However, the wave election never materialized. The president’s party gained seats in the Senate to widen its majority, and the number of losses in the House were far below expectations.

      The confirmation battle surrounding the appointment of Justice Kavanaugh to the Supreme Court, considered by most pundits to be a winning argument for the minority party, backfired. It served to rally supporters of the president, but the record turnout resulted in a democratic-controlled House of Representatives.

      The divided Congress served to stymie much of the president’s agenda, and like others before him, he chose to govern through executive orders, directives issued by the president that managed the affairs of government and had the force of law.

      The number of executive orders issued by the president during the second half of his first term troubled members of his own party because of the precedent it was setting, and caused the democrats to scream bloody murder.

      While the battles fought in his first two years in office were largely related to his personal activities and his inarticulate expressions, which were often deemed offensive, in his second two years in office, he was attacked for circumventing Congress. As a result, the federal court system was inundated with litigation in an attempt to curtail the powers of the presidency.

      Despite all of the inside-the-beltway drama that the average American cared little about, the president succeeded in implementing his policies, and he was easily his party’s nominee to seek a second term. On the opposite side of the aisle, a crowded field of thirty-eight vied for the party’s nomination to take on the president in the next election.

      Heavily funded and widely popular among young adults, an obscure Texas congressman, Robert “Beto” O’Rourke, won the democratic nomination. Young, energetic, and seen as the second coming of John F. Kennedy, O’Rourke took on the president, who was nearly thirty years his senior.

      The battle was hard-fought, but thanks to an unusual boost from union workers and African-Americans, the president won a narrow electoral victory, but lost the popular vote for the second time.

      As had been the case in the 2000 and 2004 elections, the final state to announce its results was Florida. Voting machine failures and allegations of absentee-ballot abuse marred the results. Assertions of voter fraud in Nevada placed those election results into the hands of the newly constituted Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals, which now included Arizona, Nevada, Montana, Idaho, and Alaska. The states of Hawaii, California, Oregon, and Washington were merged into a newly created Twelfth Circuit. The case was still moving its way through the courts as the investigation into the alleged voter fraud continued. It was not expected to alter the outcome of Nevada’s six electoral votes that went to O’Rourke.

      Over the last four years, the president had grown increasingly distrustful of his cabinet and many of his advisors. Repeated leaks to the media were a problem he’d battled since he was first elected. Staffers were known to undermine his authority. Some members of the cabinet openly defied his authority and refused to act upon his executive orders.

      Within those early days after his reelection, there were the whispers. The hushed insinuations that the president was increasingly mentally unstable. That the rigors of office were beginning to cloud his judgment. That he’d circled the wagons so tight around him that only his immediate family was able to provide him counsel. In essence, he’d walled himself in.

      All of the drama surrounding the White House reached a crescendo seven days after the election when Florida certified its vote in favor of the president. The media led the outrage at the methodology followed by the state. Democrats rallied their legal machinery and flooded the Sixth Circuit Federal Courts with legal proceedings using several angles. Even the vice president decried the decision because of the questionable means by which it had been reached.

      The president was fed up with his elections being challenged as illegitimate. When the vice president made his feelings known, he found several allies within the president’s cabinet. The democrats vowed to initiate impeachment proceedings in the House, which they retained, and now those on the fence two years ago were willing to join in. The never-ending string of controversies didn’t end with the election; they were renewed with a new robustness.

      On Veteran’s Day following the election, a letter was delivered to Congress by the vice president, which was signed by a majority of the cabinet. The letter was succinct and to the point.

      To the President pro tempore of the Senate and the Speaker of the House of Representatives:

      We, the majority of the cabinet of the United States, duly established in Article II, Section 2 of the Constitution, hereby declare pursuant to the Twenty-Fifth Amendment to the Constitution, that the president is unable to discharge the powers and duties of his office and should be removed from office accordingly.

      If the president hadn’t lost his mind prior to the invocation of the Twenty-Fifth Amendment, he certainly did after receiving delivery of the letter to Congress. After his head exploded, figuratively speaking, his first call was to his lead outside counsel at Stein, Mitchell—Pat Cipollone.
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      Cipollone called the partners into an emergency meeting to lay out the facts. They created a legal strategy, and then Cipollone, along with Hayden, met at the White House with the president, his chief of staff, and his oldest daughter.

      Since the enactment of the Twenty-Fifth Amendment following the death of President John F. Kennedy, the amendment was only invoked three times. In 1985, President Ronald Reagan sent a letter to then Vice President George H. W. Bush to perform his duties while he underwent surgery to remove cancerous polyps from his colon.

      President George W. Bush invoked the Twenty-Fifth Amendment twice during his presidency as a result of colon-related procedures. In both cases, Vice President Dick Cheney acted as president during those brief colonoscopies.

      There had never been a discussion of using the Twenty-Fifth Amendment to remove a sitting president as a means of changing the occupant of the White House, until now.

      Cipollone was personally outraged at the thought of removing the president for the publicly stated reason that the cabinet disapproved of his leadership style, which was deemed impetuous, adversarial, petty, and ineffective. To the senior partner and head of the president’s legal team, such action could precipitate a constitutional crisis. Yet this issue was what the legal minds at Stein, Mitchell faced.

      The firm quickly drafted a letter in response and it was delivered to Congress. Rather than litigating the matter in the court of public opinion or provide details of their legal position in the letter, they simply denied the charge with three simple words—no inability exists.

      The procedural move would result in the matter being sent to Congress for a series of hearings and votes, during which time the vice president and the cabinet members would state their case. They never got the chance.

      What happened next would go down in American history. The day after the president’s response letter was acknowledged as received, he called an emergency meeting of his cabinet at the White House. Some refused to attend, but twelve members, plus the vice president, were in attendance.

      The president, flanked by Cipollone and his chief of staff, calmly said the words that had made him famous during his long-running reality television show, The Apprentice. One by one, he said, “You’re fired!”

      It was labeled in the media as the bloodletting, a word that typically was used in conjunction with the surgical removal of a patient’s blood to prevent or cure illnesses and disease. In this case, the patient, the president’s administration, was bitterly divided and in need of change. When the brief, eight-minute meeting was over, only four loyal members of his cabinet remained, and the rest were escorted out of the White House by the Secret Service.

      That was when the legal battle began.

      The matter was now before the Supreme Court to determine whether the president had the authority to fire most of his cabinet and, as a result, circumvent the Twenty-Fifth Amendment as invoked by the prior members of the cabinet.

      Hayden was tasked with writing the supplemental brief requested by the Court. She drew upon her knowledge of the justices and their individual points of view. Case precedent didn’t help one side or the other, as this was clearly a matter of first impression.

      After the president appointed new members to his cabinet and submitted the name of a new vice president to replace the one whose resignation he’d accepted, the dynamics changed. Hayden argued that the proceedings should be stopped because the fired cabinet members no longer fit the Twenty-Fifth Amendment’s requirements for principal officers who could discharge the president. Only the new cabinet members and the vice president had standing to bring such a declaration, and they were handpicked loyalists to the president.

      It was an interesting legal maneuver that had not been anticipated by the fired group, but it still would require litigation. The president’s goal was to make it to Inauguration Day without the matter being resolved, at which time he felt cooler heads would prevail.

      Hayden and her firm believed the president had an absolute right to clean house, as it were. This narrow issue would be litigated first, and the briefs were to be filed by New Year’s Eve. Next Friday, the Court, while in conference, would take up the writs of certiorari filed on both sides, to take up the rulings of the DC Circuit. While the Court was not under an obligation to hear those cases, it usually did if it was necessary to harmonize conflicting opinions within the Circuits, or if it was a matter of national significance, which this naturally was.

      The Court had requested a supplemental brief on the matter dealing with the specifics of Hayden’s argument that the president had unfettered authority to remove any member of his cabinet, with or without cause. Her opponents argued that the president was effectively deemed incapacitated at the time the cabinet invoked the Twenty-Fifth Amendment, thereby rendering his powers limited until a full hearing in Congress.

      Against that backdrop, while the rest of her firm shared New Year’s Eve libations in the large conference room, Hayden toiled over the fate of a president.
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      Either you control destiny, or destiny controls you. His father-in-law’s deep, gravelly voice echoed in his ears as he gazed at the holiday passengers scurrying back and forth in front of him. Cort was in a trance, one that had overtaken him several hours ago in Washington and left him realizing he had very little recollection of departing a snowy Reagan National Airport only to arrive at Hartsfield-Jackson in Atlanta a couple of hours later.

      A continuous barrage of announcements from airport personnel tried to invade his head as he recalled his father-in-law’s words, which consumed him by the power of their meaning—if he only knew what they meant.

      “If you are in the gate area and an originating passenger of Delta Flight 322 connecting from Philadelphia to Mobile, we ask that you retake your original seats on board the aircraft now. We apologize for the delay, but we are going to begin boarding the flight to make a determination on our standby passengers. Thank you.”

      Cort leaned back in his seat to narrowly avoid a teenage boy who was engaging in horseplay with a younger girl, most likely his sister. They’d joined a number of passengers who’d departed the Delta flight from Philadelphia, and he hoped that provided a seat for him.

      His mind drifted back to the old man’s bedside. His condition had unexpectedly deteriorated in the last sixty days. It was as if the life was being sucked out of him. Yet he was completely lucid, if not philosophical, as he prepared to die.

      To his right, two men were talking loudly in the nearby bar, obviously enjoying their New Year’s Eve libations and relishing the upcoming demise of the President of the United States. A young couple carried their children just in front of him, rushing past in a frantic attempt to meet a flight connection. The airport was a sea of bodies on the night most people should be celebrating an upcoming new year. Even though many were not.

      “Paging the following Mobile passengers—Disney, party of two, Cortland, and Hamilton. Please see the Delta agent at gate D29.”

      He closed his eyes and fought to remove the words from his head, but they grew louder and more ominous with every attempt. Like a bad song that played over and over, begging to be displaced by a catchier tune, his father-in-law’s words rang inside, growing larger until he could visualize them pulsating in his mind.

      Either you control your destiny, or destiny controls you.

      The old man was usually more direct. He was not one to mince words, sugarcoat bad situations, or speak in cryptic phrases. What did he mean?

      The two men in the bar continued their ribbing of one another over the politic story of the day, or the new century, for that matter. They brushed past, smelling of alcohol and reeking of BS.

      “Final call for Mobile standby passenger Cortland, Michael Cortland. Please see the Delta agent at gate D29.”

      Oh, crap!

      Cort awakened from his daze. Hearing his name repeated brought him back to the present. He shot out of the padded seat, bumped into another business traveler, who barely noticed, and pushed his way through other standby passengers crowded around the gate agent with hopeful faces.

      “Excuse me. Excuse me,” he said politely as he wedged his way through two broad-shouldered men in suits. He reached the gate agent and introduced himself. “Sorry, I didn’t, um, I’m Michael Cortland. Here’s my identification.”

      Out of habit, Cort, who had been given the nickname by his father at an early age, produced his Alabama driver’s license and his Capitol Hill credentials identifying him as the chief of staff to Alabama Senator Hugh McNeil.

      The gate agent smiled and entered some information into the computer terminal. As she did, she hummed the tune to “Auld Lang Syne” and then added the only words most people knew.

      For auld lang syne, my dear, for auld lang syne. We’ll take a cup of kindness yet, for auld lang syne.

      Within seconds, she was reaching below the counter, and the sound of the printer spitting out his boarding pass could be heard. With a weary smile, she stamped the boarding pass, handed him his two IDs, and wished him a good flight.

      Cort paused for a moment and then said, “You know, I think I will take a cup of kindness. We all should. Happy New Year to you!”

      The puzzled gate agent returned the good wishes, and Cort was off to take Delta Flight 322 home to his family.

      He walked down the jet bridge as the last passenger to be boarded. A slightly irritated, but attractive gate agent stood with her arms crossed, awaiting his arrival. A couple of ground personnel chatted by the jet bridge instruments, wrapped in scarves and knit hats as they endured the cold front that had swept across the eastern part of the country, bringing snow and freezing temps into parts of the south.

      Cort glanced out the small jet bridge window before he stepped on board, noticing deicing trucks stationed next to the wing of the McDonnell Douglas MD-88 aircraft. He shrugged. He expected to see deicing taking place in the northeast, but not in Atlanta.

      He ducked to avoid bumping the top of his six-foot-five frame, a height he had reached in high school that enabled him to go to Yale on a basketball scholarship. Cort was extremely intelligent and had maintained a near-perfect GPA throughout high school. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t have the pedigree to make his way into a prestigious Ivy League school like Yale, but his basketball talents caught the eye of their recruiters. His personality and boy-next-door charm made him a perfect fit for their program.

      He walked through first class, where the passengers were scrolling through their phones and sipping on cocktails in real glasses. Cort managed a chuckle when he thought of the plastic cup of Coke and one-ounce bag of peanuts that was in store for him.

      In the last row of first class sat a man who was famous in Alabama and now throughout America. Johnson Pratt, incoming chairman of the House Judiciary Committee, lived on a farm just north of Mobile. His name and face were in the news on a daily, if not hourly, basis over the last eight weeks since the election was held. If there was ever a big man on campus in Washington, the nearly three-hundred-pound Pratt was the one.

      Cort paused to wish Pratt a happy New Year, and the congressman cordially responded. The two men had worked with one another on a recent budget battle to prevent the closure of the Redstone Arsenal in Huntsville. Redstone Arsenal housed several government agencies at the sprawling Huntsville base, including the Department of Defense, the ARMY, NASA, and Department of Justice facilities.

      Although Pratt was on opposite ends of the political divide from Cort and his boss, one that had grown into a contentious chasm in recent years, the two legislators were able to find common ground for the good of their state.

      He made his way to his seat and turned sideways to avoid contact with a buxom flight attendant who came up the aisle toward him. She paused and leaned dangerously close to Cort. In a heavy Southern accent, not unlike his wife’s, she advised that because he was the last passenger to board, he could take the first open seat. He smiled and nodded, choosing to run rather than converse with the attractive woman.

      An aisle seat was the first available opportunity for Cort to get settled. As he slid in, he noticed the two men sitting in the exit row in front of him. They were the same two guys from the bar who were boozing it up and talking loudly. They brought the smell of the bar with them.

      Cort pushed his soft-sided leather briefcase under the seat and adjusted his long legs to fit into the tight space that was customary on domestic flights in recent years as the big carriers tried to compete with low-cost, budget airlines. Cort furrowed his brow and mumbled to himself. Flying sucked anyway but was much worse when you were seven inches taller than the average American male.

      Two elderly women sat in the seats to his left, both of whom appeared to be uncomfortable with the prospect of flying. Or perhaps something was weighing heavily on their minds.

      “Good evening, ladies,” greeted Cort, attempting to break the ice and let them know he was nothing like the men sitting in front of them.

      The woman closest to the window smiled and turned away, placing her fingers under her nose to mask the smell of the passengers in front of them. The other woman replied politely with a simple hello.

      The airplane shook slightly as the Jetway pushed away from the door. The final bags were loaded beneath the plane, and the deicing trucks drove to another job. Delta 322 began to roll backwards as the flight attendants began their duties.

      The lead attendant cued the microphone and spoke to the passengers. “On behalf of the flight crew, I’d like to welcome you aboard Delta flight three-two-two, nonstop service from Atlanta to Mobile, Alabama. If you were expecting to fly to New York for the New Year’s activities, well, I’m sorry for your luck. You can enjoy it on TV in Mobile.”

      The joke drew a smattering of laughter from the passengers but drew a snide remark from one of the men in front of them.

      “Yeah, you know what Delta stands for, right?” He slurred his words as he answered his question, which was his intention anyway. “Don’t even leave the airport. Get it?”

      His buddy laughed uproariously as if it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard, although the acronym joke had been around for many decades. Cort was sure most everyone was familiar with the saying and ignored its meaning.

      He was wrong.
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      Will gathered the kids’ luggage and made small talk as they exited the south terminal of the airport. Will reminded them that he had to work tonight, but he had a real treat in store for them at the concert. Beyoncé and Jay-Z were two of the most successful performers in music, although Beyoncé was not one of his personal favorites due to her continued attacks on law enforcement in the wake of the Black Lives Matter movement.

      Will would love to challenge her to put on a beat cop’s uniform for the evening and deal with the violent crime and drug-related offenses in Fairhill, Tioga/Nicetown, and the Hunting Park neighborhoods of Philadelphia. Nobody understood the challenges cops faced until they wore that uniform. Monday morning quarterbacking was unfair to the officers who risked their lives on every tour of duty. Nonetheless, she was a great talent, and he hoped the kids would enjoy seeing her perform live.

      All of these thoughts pervaded his mind as the three of them came upon an unruly group of black teens who were horsing around near the narrow entrance to the parking garage. Will subconsciously squeezed Skylar’s hand and tugged her back somewhat as he slowed his pace.

      Ethan, who kept walking before noticing Will’s abrupt change in speed, stopped and addressed his father sarcastically. “Whadya gonna do, Dad? Say time to go, savages?”

      Ethan’s words stung Will to the core, immediately conjuring up that fateful night at Fairhill Square in North Philadelphia. Philly SWAT had received a call of a large disturbance at the inner-city park, with shots fired.

      On a Monday night in Fairhill, the city’s most violent neighborhood, a barrage of bullets rang out within the park. The shooting occurred just as darkness set in, but the park was still full of children enjoying the last week of their summer break before school started.

      Recently, the Philadelphia Police Department had seen a spike in homicides and rapes in Fairhill, and the Philadelphia Inquirer had led the charge in pressuring the force to be more responsive to violent criminal activity.

      Philly SWAT arrived in force to the call amid reports that three dozen shots had been fired in the melee. Two men were reported dead, and several others, including children, had been wounded. Tensions were high when the teams arrived to get control of the situation.

      Will and his team were the first to appear on the scene and were attempting to take charge when several local residents began scolding them for their slow response time, which had been close to fifteen minutes after the first call had come into 9-1-1.

      The team began to forcibly push the young black men out of the park and away from the active-shooter scene for their own protection, and to preserve the crime scene for investigators. Tensions flared as some accused Philly SWAT of using excessive force in their efforts to control the crowd.

      Vulgarities were hurled in their direction, in addition to rocks and bottles. At one point during the melee, out of frustration, Will yelled, “Come on! It’s time to go. Quit acting like a bunch of savages. You need to get to safety and go home!”

      Twenty-two words. One of which caused a firestorm for the department, and Will’s family.

      Savages.

      Will didn’t consider himself to be a racist. Three members of his unit were black. They were brothers-in-arms who unquestionably had each other’s backs in all manner of dangerous situations. Within Philly SWAT, nobody looked at one another through the prism of race. They were a team. Will prided himself on being color-blind.

      However, when his words were heard by the youths, they became angry and began misquoting Will to others gathered around. They quickly changed the word savages to the n-word, a hateful term that wasn’t even in his vocabulary. During the intense investigation, his body-cam footage later proved Will’s account as being accurate, but it didn’t matter. Savages was good enough for the mob, which quickly undertook to destroy his life.

      In the coming weeks, Will learned a lot about perceptions and political correctness in America. He was unfamiliar with the political use of the word trigger, a word he’d always associated with a part of his weapon. In today’s social climate, a trigger, or trigger warning, included a word that might offend someone’s political sensibilities, as in matters of sex or race.

      Likewise, the newly defined term dog-whistle was applied to Will’s statement. According to some in America, a dog-whistle involved the use of a term that might mean one thing to the general population, but would have an offensive, different meaning for a targeted subgroup based upon race or sex.

      Will’s intent didn’t matter as the forty-year-old white male, in a pressure-packed environment, likened the out-of-control, unruly youths to acting like primitive, uncivilized humans. The term was immediately assumed to be used in a racist manner, and the lives of the Hightower family were turned upside down.

      The media headlines in Philadelphia and certain cable news networks made little mention of the reason Philly SWAT was called to the scene that night. They said nothing about the fact the unruly crowd refused to heed the officer’s warnings or obey their orders to disperse from the violent, active-shooter scene.

      The entire conversation centered around Will’s use of the word savages, and it was declared to be indicative of the way law enforcement throughout the nation treated the black community.

      Will was placed on administrative leave during the investigation. The paid leave worked out to the family’s benefit, as he was needed at home to deal with the repercussions of the media firestorm.

      His kids were physically attacked at school. His home and car were vandalized on several occasions. Police protection was refused to them, under the circumstances. But his wife found police protection from another source, Will’s ex-partner, Frankie.

      The affair started during the constant media scrums, which occurred outside their home. Anytime a glimpse of a family member was seen by the reporters, they rushed toward the house with cameras rolling and microphones at the ready.

      For a time, Karen was the only member of the Hightower family who left the house to ostensibly run errands and do grocery shopping. One evening, as the family gathered to eat dinner in front of the television and watch the nightly news, a report came on that shook everyone to their core.

      Earlier that day, a reporter had followed Karen, who had discreetly entered a nearby hotel room with Frankie. They filmed her exiting later, adjusting and buttoning her blouse as she gave a long kiss to a shirtless Frankie.

      Karen scrambled for the remote to turn off the news report, but it was too late. Skylar began crying and ran into her room and slammed the door. Ethan ran out the back door and didn’t return the entire night. Will lost his mind.

      He and Karen screamed at one another for an hour. She blamed his actions on that evening in Fairhill for forcing her into the arms of another man. He defended himself on the basis that how could his utterance of one word lead her to Frankie, his partner, and an illicit affair.

      The argument became so heated that the prying media called the police to report a domestic dispute. When the patrol cars arrived, the cameras were rolling when Will was walked out of the house and taken away, not under arrest, but as a way to diffuse the situation.

      The resulting divorce was very public, and an emotionally defeated Will gave his wife and kids everything he could to begin the healing process. His wife healed in the arms of her new boyfriend. His son never healed and obviously continued to hold a strong resentment against his father, whom he blamed for the family falling apart. His daughter was the most forgiving of the Hightower family, as Will would never forgive himself for the inartful use of a single word—savages.

      “Daddy?” Skylar pulled down his arm to bring him back into the present. “Are we gonna go to the car?”

      Will snapped out of it, looked down at his daughter, and smiled. “Yeah, baby girl. You guys have a concert to see.”

      Will led the way toward the group, who just now noticed the three of them.

      “Excuse us,” said Will as he pulled Skylar a little closer to him. He wanted to avoid confrontation.

      “There ain’t no excuse!” shouted one of the teens, drawing laughter from his friends.

      Will managed a smile, then reminded himself that this was Atlanta and these kids didn’t know who he was or what had happened up East. Without saying another word, he stood a little taller so his security uniform could be seen. With his right arm, he eased his hand over the stun gun that, when holstered, resembled a Glock firearm in the diminished light. The subtle move was immediately noticed by two of the teens.

      “Hey, dude’s packin’!”

      “Dayum, look at Clint Eastwood!”

      “Good evening, gentlemen,” said Will in his most polite voice, but through gritted teeth. “Thanks for letting us through.”

      Like Moses parting the Red Sea, the boys spread apart and stood against the concrete railing of the walkway, allowing the Hightowers to pass without incident. Once in the parking garage, Will exhaled, letting out a sigh of relief. That evening at Fairhill Square would forever live in his mind.

      Proud of himself, Will unlocked his truck and loaded the kids inside. As he was about to close the passenger-side door where Ethan sat, his son couldn’t help but get in one last dig.

      “See, Dad, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” he asked sarcastically.

      Will hesitated, allowing his son’s words to hang in the air for a moment. He sighed and gently shut the door without answering—heartbroken.
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        Mercedes-Benz Stadium

        Atlanta, Georgia

      

      

      During the ride to the stadium, Will turned the conversation toward school. The kids had been kept out of school for the first four months during the media uproar, hoping the unwanted attention would die down by the Christmas break. The media finally left them alone, but now Skylar, who was in fifth grade, and Ethan, who was in high school, had to face the taunts of their fellow classmates and the harsh scrutiny of their teachers.

      For the remainder of the school year, the challenge of making up schoolwork coupled with the emotional attacks took their toll. By the next summer, Skylar had become withdrawn and Ethan started to act out. He began hanging out with high-school-age kids and frequently came home after school smelling of alcohol.

      Meanwhile, Will had moved to Atlanta to draw the media attention away from the family at a time when the kids really needed a father figure in their lives. Karen, to her credit, didn’t rush into marriage with his ex-partner, but she certainly didn’t hesitate to flaunt their relationship, including at home. Frequent sleepovers confirmed to the kids that their father was out of their lives and that any hope of reconciliation with their mother was out of the question.

      Will tried to convince Karen to let the kids live with him in Atlanta. He knew he never had a chance in front of a judge. He hoped to play on her newfound freedom and offered to relieve her of the burden of raising kids. For Skylar and Ethan, a change of scenery and a new school, far away from the media-driven drama, was Will’s best solution to save them from the emotional agony.

      It didn’t work, and instead, Karen doubled down on her pressure to make Will pay higher child support and on time. The postdivorce battles continued between them, as they often do, to the detriment of their children. A once loving family was now torn apart as the parents were at war with one another. Will hoped to reverse the trend this weekend by showing an extraordinary amount of love and attention to his daughter to reinforce their bond, and to indicate to Ethan that he respected him as a young man.

      They pulled into the top level of the employee parking lot at the stadium and found one of the last available spots. Will had notified the head of stadium security that he’d be arriving late with his kids. Because he wasn’t originally on the schedule for that evening, they allowed it. In addition, Will received tickets and all-access passes for Ethan and Skylar, giving them premium seats and the ability to enjoy all of the interactive features of the stadium.

      For his part, Will was hired for his expertise attained during training and working for Philly SWAT. Anytime there was a large gathering at the stadium, coupled with alcohol being served, it was a recipe for trouble. The security team was able to set aside his past and hire Will for his ability to help them keep their facility safe for visitors during the myriad of events held at the stadium.

      To assist them further, he’d undergone additional training in counterterrorism activities. He was to keep a watchful eye out for anything out of the ordinary and be prepared to work with Atlanta SWAT personnel to diffuse any potential mass-casualty event. With over seventy thousand New Year’s revelers descending upon the stadium for a high-energy concert, Will expected to have his hands full.

      After they entered through the employee entrance, Will pulled Ethan and Skylar aside and gave them instructions. He placed lanyards over their heads that contained laminated tickets and displayed their all-access pass to any ushers or security personnel.

      “I’ve got you guys club-level seats at the top of section C111. This gives you easy access to the restrooms and food services. With this pass, you can visit some of the specialty areas where you can watch different camera angles of the concert, but I’d prefer you stay in your seats where I can find you.”

      “Okay, Daddy,” said Skylar. “Where will you be?”

      Will bent over slightly and patted his daughter on the head. “Baby girl, I’ll be all over this place, making sure people behave. But I have my cell phone, of course, and if you need something, send me a text. Don’t try to call because, as you can hear, this place gets really loud when the performers are onstage.” The opening act for Beyoncé and Jay-Z was onstage, and the music reverberated throughout the stadium.

      “Um, Dad, can we have some money?” asked Ethan.

      Will smiled and reached into his pocket to retrieve all of his cash, a little over eighty dollars. “This should get you both something to eat and a souvenir tee shirt or something.”

      “Yeah, thanks,” said Ethan, a young man of few words unless something was on his mind.

      Will turned to his son and placed his hands on his shoulders. “Son, I’m counting on you to take care of your sister. There’s a lot of people here and it’s New Year’s Eve. You know what that means. It’s the one night of the year when people get stupid drunk and do stupid things. I don’t want you guys to get caught up in the madness, okay?”

      “Sure, Dad.”

      Will smiled and nodded. “Now, I want you two to stick together, stay in your seats for the concert, and text me if you need anything. When the concert is over, I’ll make my way to your seats and find you.”

      “Okay, Dad, we’ve got it,” said Ethan.

      Ethan wrapped his hand under Skylar’s arm and began to lead her away when Will shouted after them, “No matter what, stay off the concert floor!”

      Neither child acknowledged his admonition.
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        Hyatt Centric Times Square

        Bar 54

        New York City

      

      

      New York City was known as a culinary adventure with cuisines from around the world to tempt a visitor’s palette. On the top floor of the Hyatt Centric at Times Square was one of the trendiest restaurants on Broadway—Bar 54. Known for its handcrafted cocktails, gourmet appetizer-style meals, and breathtaking river-to-river views stretching from the Chrysler Building to lower Manhattan, the tallest rooftop bar in Times Square was an especially difficult reservation to obtain on New Year’s Eve, but the Sheltons had theirs.

      Tom and Donna enjoyed a glass of champagne with their dinner of Chateaubriand-for-two. The king of steaks was wonderfully complimented with smoked mushrooms, fingerling potatoes, and a sauce made with smoked peppercorns, something Tom was sure would aggravate his hiatal hernia at some point.

      Dinner was enjoyable and lasted well into the nine o’clock hour when the party guests began to arrive. After their table was cleared, Tom paid the bill, and the couple was about to leave when their server encouraged them to take a look at Times Square from Bar 54’s observation deck.

      The server warned them it would be cold, especially with the increased wind on the fifty-fourth floor, but he assured them they’d never forget it. To top off their fantastic meal, he also brought each of them a glass of Cristal champagne. Tom and Donna thanked him and braved the elements as they moseyed into the outdoor lounge.

      A cold breeze immediately blew across the platform, causing some of the partiers to shriek and then giggle. Donna took Tom by the hand and led him past the early arrivals to the gala affair and scooted behind the outdoor seating so they could look over the railing. Just a few blocks away, the famous ball sat atop One Times Square, glistening with its combination of lights and crystals, awaiting its sixty-second moment of being the center of attention.

      “Tom, this is incredible!” Donna had to raise her voice slightly to overcome the wind and the noisy group of four women who were standing nearby. They were clearly drunk, and she doubted they’d make it to midnight in their condition. She leaned in to Tom’s ear and whispered, “That bunch is four fingers into a jug of wine.”

      Tom chuckled and smiled. “This is the one day of the year everybody seems to let their hair down, right?”

      “I guess so,” she replied sarcastically. Donna glanced back at them and frowned. They were her daughters’ age but were completely different people. Her girls proudly wore the uniforms of the United States military. These partygoers wore fancy dresses beneath equally fancy coats, living in the moment.

      The women were waiting to be seated inside one of the two giant bubbles, as they were called by Bar 54. Created especially for cold-weather dining, the bubble-like igloos were inflatable plastic domes, which provided seating for eight. From inside, a guest’s view was somewhat distorted, but it was a way to withstand the elements on a night that was becoming increasingly colder.

      Donna turned her attention back to the scene below. Live music was playing on the stages, which dotted the streets around Times Square. Nivea had provided large hats and foam wands in their signature color to most of the revelers, who repeatedly waved them, to the delight of some Madison Avenue advertising firm and their clients.

      She took photos and videos, which she’d promised to send to the girls. She also asked one of the nearby servers to take a picture of the two of them with the ball in the background. The loving couple hugged and kissed as they took in the moment. Then Donna took one more look at the New Year’s Eve party that was unfolding in Times Square.

      “Tom, you’ve done so much to make this trip happen. You know, it’s fulfilled one of my lifelong dreams.”

      “I know, dear, and it’s long overdue. These types of things are not my usual thing, but I’m glad we came.”

      Donna leaned in to Tom and hugged him. Then she stood on her toes and whispered in his ear, “Would you consider indulging your wife with one more favor?”

      Tom began to laugh. “Donna, I may be too old for that.”

      She swatted him. “I know for a fact that you’re not too old for that, Tom Shelton, but that’s not what I’m referring to.”

      “Okay, what can I do for you, Mrs. Shelton? I am at your service.”

      Donna hesitated; then she popped the question. “Take me down there. You know, into the crowd. I want to feel the energy and excitement of experiencing the ball drop.”

      Tom thought for a moment and scowled. He’d do anything to make his wife happy. “Honey, I don’t know. I mean, there are so many—”

      Donna pouted and looked into her husband’s eyes. “Come on, Tom, please. I know it will be a hassle until we get used to it. But, listen, if you want the rainbow, you gotta put up with the rain, right?”

      Tom looked skyward, and a big, fat flake landed on the bridge of his nose. The Sheltons burst out into laughter, drawing looks from the rooftop crowd at Bar 54. How could he say no?
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        Union Oil Company of California

        Offshore Oil Platform, Lease Block 916

        The Gulf of Mexico

      

      

      “Deliver this gentleman to the destination. Once the mission is complete, leave no trace behind and head to the extraction point. Understand?”

      “Yeah, but what’s the target?” asked his partner.

      “Need to know, gentlemen. Get strapped in. We’ve got a fifty-minute flight, and then you’re on your own. Prepare your weapons, inspect the contents of your dossiers, and do your jobs.”

      For the next forty-five minutes, the operatives studied the maps provided and the location where the operation was to take place. Neither of them had been on an oil rig before, so they took time to study the images and discuss potential hazards. Even though the limited intelligence they’d been provided indicated the offshore platform was unmanned, their instructions were clear. Eliminate any threats, or witnesses, as the situation required.

      “Five minutes out. Prepare for deployment.”

      He and his partner were ready. They’d checked their weapons and adjusted the chest rigs they were supplied. Attempts to engage the third man on the team proved to be fruitless. He was intense and rarely made eye contact. Efforts to inquire about the nature of the target or the type of weapon to be used were rebuffed with silence.

      The Lakota helicopter hovered over the water and the copilot turned to the operatives. He gave them the signal to release the Zodiac, and with the quick flip of a latch, the straps loosened. The helicopter gained a few feet in altitude as it was freed of the additional weight. The Zodiac spun slightly as it floated to the turbulent waters below.

      The two operators didn’t bother speaking with the pilots before they descended toward the dark waters of the Gulf. Using battery-operated headlamps attached to their foreheads with straps, they swung toward the Zodiac and landed inside with a hard thud.

      One of the operators immediately fired up the outboard engine to gain control of the boat, making it easier for the third member of their party to rappel on board. Once he was safely in place, they looked upward as the edge of the large hard plastic case emerged from the compartment.

      “Give it room to drop,” the Frenchman ordered, prompting the operative to steer clear of the helicopter. The case came sailing down, nose first, until it struck the gulf waters and plunged under the surface. Seconds later, it emerged into view and bobbed in the choppy waters created by the helicopter’s rotors.

      Using an aluminum boat hook found inside the Zodiac, the Frenchman retrieved his case, and the helicopter disappeared toward the twinkling lights of Florida’s Forgotten Coast.

      With the outboard motor idling, the operators set their course using waterproof GPS devices strapped to their wrists next to their watches. The trio took seats and set out for one of thousands of offshore oil platforms that dotted the Gulf of Mexico along the coasts of Texas, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama.

      Lease Block 916, as this particular rig was known, was owned and operated by Union Oil Company of California. Like other rigs of its kind, it had been built by connecting a series of modules together. In addition to the derrick, which pumped the oil from the mineral-rich floor of the Gulf, the facility consisted of a central well-bay structure, a power module, and administrative quarters used by the employees during the construction and drilling phases of the operation.

      The operators were tasked with clearing the rig first, and then the third member of the team was to be left alone to perform his, still unknown, contribution to the mission.

      After an hour ride, the three men found themselves at the base of the well-bay module, where they tied the Zodiac off and disembarked. First, the operators moved throughout the rig, checking every room and equipment space. As the intelligence had suggested, the rig was unmanned.

      The Frenchman, who knew the layout of the offshore rig without referencing the materials provided to them, waited for them by the Zodiac. Once they regrouped, he led the way up a series of steel stairwells.

      The operators easily carried the case as they made their way up the steel steps. Fifteen minutes later, slightly crisp air greeted them as they emerged on the top of the rig. The skies were clear, and the flickering lights of other wells in the vicinity could be seen in the distance.

      Several miles away, the bright lights of a city were visible to their right, followed by a dark void in the middle, and then more lights to their left. The Frenchman caught his breath, looked at his watch, and turned to the operators.

      “Thank you, gentlemen. You are no longer needed up here.”

      “Wait, what do you mean? You’re not going to show us what’s inside the box?”

      The Frenchman folded his arms and stood a little taller. “All will be revealed soon enough. Please, I have work to do, and time is of the essence. Please leave me alone. Thank you.”

      The operators sheepishly retreated and bounded down the steel stairs to the bowels of the offshore rig. Satisfied they were gone, the Frenchman opened his case.

      The molded foam inside the MANPADS case was specially designed for a mission like this one. A laptop computer and a small collapsible satellite receiver provided him internet access. He set up the computer and logged on to several websites to observe his target.

      Then he removed the parts to his weapon and began the assembly process. Not quite as simple to assemble as the shoulder-fired rocket, the device was far more powerful in its use and capability.

      Rockets with detonating warheads were the weapons of the past. Futuristic weapons were now being developed and tested by nations like China, Russia, and the United States. Included in this advanced weaponry were DEWs.

      Directed-energy weapons were developed initially by DARPA, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency within the Department of Defense. A DEW inflicted damage on a target by emitting highly focused energy, including microwaves, particle beams, and lasers, depending upon the intended result.

      Despite a decade of research and development, the directed-energy weapons were still considered experimental by DARPA and considered unfit for deployment until several more years of testing. However, with the advent of cyber warfare, no technology was kept secret for long, and eventually the conceptual drawings were stolen by China and Russia.

      All three nations ramped up their programs, hoping to be the first to claim directed-energy weapons as part of their arsenal. Only one, however, had perfected its use during experimental trials.

      Tonight, a single French scientist, hired to be the first to deploy the weapon on the battlefield, made his preparations. He studied the laptop and reconfirmed his calculations. The clear sky assisted his visibility. He checked, and rechecked, his tracking devices. He adjusted the DEW’s internal hunting capabilities. There was little margin for error in order to achieve the desired result.

      It was almost time.
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        McPherson Building

        Washington, DC

      

      

      Hayden stood to stretch her legs and relax her tense body. She was confident in her brief, and it had already been reviewed by the senior partners working on the president’s defense with her. She picked up the remote of the television monitor nestled in a ceiling-to-floor bookcase on the wall to the right of her desk. She navigated to the DVR and sought a press gaggle that had occurred earlier in the day as the president was departing the White House en route to Mar-a-Lago in Palm Beach, Florida, for the New Year’s weekend.

      The president approached Marine One with his wife and son in tow as the questions were fired at him.

      “Mr. President, you’re leaving the White House at a time when many thousands of protestors have gathered outside the fence. Do you fear for your family’s safety?”

      The president paused and then turned to the reporters. “Naturally, I fear for the safety of my family when you have an angry mob surrounding your home. I do, however, have every confidence in the Capitol Police and the Secret Service, who’ve done an admirable job of protecting us and the people’s house.”

      “Sir, Senator Booker has stated that the protestors have every right to be heard, and that the extraordinary action of calling in the National Guard to quell dissent is an affront to Americans’ First Amendment rights of free speech. How do you respond?”

      “I understand the passions of the moment. But I would say to the senator, and others from my own cabinet who’ve stoked the flames of division in our great country, your words have meaning. Millions of Americans listen carefully to you. Given the rhetoric, would it be any surprise that some are willing to do anything, including making physical threats against my family and sending threatening messages to my son at school?”

      The president paused, and then his face was overcome with anger. “They’ve insinuated threats against all of my children and even my closest friends. They’ve threatened to blow me up and take me down.”

      The reporter interrupted the president. “But, sir, surely you don’t mean to imply that the senator’s comments and those of your own party are respons—”

      The president closed on the reporter, causing the press gaggle to back up a step. “Let’s get something straight. The coordinated strategy to destroy my presidency was soundly rebuked at the polls. Their further attempts to undermine the will of the people will have long-lasting effects on our republic.” He looked directly into the camera of one of the cable news networks.

      “You’ve sown the seeds of discord into the wind. I fear our great country will reap the whirlwind for decades to come.”

      The president had summarized a proverb from the Old Testament that meant one will suffer the consequences of his own actions.

      “Mr. President, another question, please?”

      The president took a deep breath and calmed his nerves. He’d just given the press a rare glimpse into a temper he normally reserved for behind-closed-doors meetings. It showed a crack in his demeanor that needed to be kept private until these hearings were completed.

      “Go ahead,” said the president.

      “Mr. President, going into the New Year, how confident are you that you will prevail?”

      He chuckled and smiled. “What they did a few weeks ago, in an attempt to overturn the will of the people, was nothing short of a coup d’état. I’m very disappointed in those members of the cabinet and my former vice president for the choices they made. That said, let me remind you that their efforts didn’t work. They worked overtime to undermine my presidency and have me defeated at the ballot box.

      “They failed, so a new tactic was needed. They were lying in wait, ready to use the so-called nuclear option of invoking the Twenty-Fifth Amendment. I believe their letter to Congress was waiting to be submitted long before the election, but these Washington swamp creatures couldn’t afford to lose the White House, so they waited. Once the election was certified, they fired this salvo.

      “Well, I’m a fighter. When you punch me, I’ll block it and then throw my counterpunch. This fight is just beginning, and so is the storm. Thank you.”

      The president walked away, and despite the barrage of additional questions, he simply waved his arm as if to say goodbye.

      Hayden exhaled, realizing for the first time that she’d been holding her breath during the entire exchange. They’d implored the president to stay off Twitter and avoid controversial statements to the media with the important Supreme Court arguments upcoming. She felt like today’s remarks were appropriate considering the righteous indignation the president was entitled to under the circumstances.

      Hayden powered off the television and turned when she became startled at the sudden appearance of Cipollone in her office. He was gazing out her office windows down upon Lafayette Square and the fully illuminated White House just beyond it.

      “I apologize for startling you, Blount,” he said, referring to her by her last name, as was his practice. He spoke in his typically calm voice. She’d never seen him angry or excited. He was like a robot with nerves of steel and a brain wired by artificial intelligence.

      “That’s fine, sir. It’s been a long day and I became engrossed in the president’s remarks to the press. I’ve been trying to monitor his public statements and social media posts in order to address any new issues that might arise.”

      Cipollone chuckled and removed his wire-rimmed glasses. He was wearing his signature charcoal gray suit and a red power tie. He was a complex man who exuded a strikingly consistent exterior.

      “He needs our help. Storm clouds have been brewing over the president for years, but it’s more than that. Much larger than this president, in fact. This is a challenge to the office of the presidency itself and the ability of future presidents to govern.”

      Hayden joined his side. She shook her head as she observed the throngs of protestors that encircled the White House grounds. Lafayette Square had become a tent city and an outdoor restroom for the protestors to relieve themselves.

      “He said as much during his responses to the media,” she added.

      “I heard, and I have to say he has been remarkably restrained. But you know, the reporting of this press gaggle will be far different from the words the man said.”

      “Naturally, sir.”

      “Blount, mob rule cannot win out. Political partisanship cannot hamstring the occupant of the White House, regardless of party, with constant threats of impeachment and endless congressional investigations hanging like a thundercloud over an administration’s head. America will lose respect internationally, and confidence in the office of the presidency will be eroded among the American people.”

      Hayden pressed her index finger against the tall plate-glass window. “Look at the protestors. Their numbers have been increasing for weeks despite the holidays and the inclement weather. Now that the president has left for Florida, I doubt they’ll disperse.”

      Cipollone shrugged. “You see protestors; I see an angry lynch mob who, if it wasn’t for the Capitol Police and the National Guard, would storm across the White House grounds and ravage the place like it was the presidential palace of some banana republic.”

      “It’s never been this bad,” remarked Hayden. “During the sixties and early seventies, the Civil Rights Movement and the Vietnam War protests generated passion, but the public discourse was largely civil. Even prior to the Civil War, the so-called gentlemen spoke to one another in archaic, but civil tones.”

      “The president is trying to take a stand, although many don’t like his approach. But that’s what the ballot box is for, and our Constitution was designed to deal with situations like this. To some the Constitution is a tired, worn-out document that needs to be replaced, but until it is, we have to respect its meaning. Removing a duly elected, sitting president because you disagree with his rhetoric, or even his policies, by some means other than an election is simply unconstitutional.”

      Hayden nodded in agreement. “In response to actions he was taking while in office, the president’s predecessor once stated that elections have consequences. If that maxim is applied to one president, it should be applied to all, regardless of their political leanings.”

      Cipollone adjusted his jacket and turned toward Hayden’s desk. “Which brings us to your brief. I take it you’re satisfied and ready to let it fly?”

      Hayden checked her watch. It was almost ten o’clock. She’d planned on waiting until the last minute, but she wasn’t all that interested in riding the DC Metrorail to her home after midnight on New Year’s Eve.

      She replied, “It is, sir. I’ll affix the appropriate signatures and file it before I leave. Hopefully, at least in the next seven days prior to the justices’ conference, there won’t be any bombs dropped in the media that might derail our arguments.”

      Cipollone rapped his knuckles on the edge of her desk and headed for the door. As he did, he added, “Your former boss, Justice Alito, once said, I think the legitimacy of the Court would be undermined in any case if the Court made a decision based on its perception of public opinion.”

      “I remember that, sir.”

      “Let’s trust that his opinion hasn’t changed and the other justices agree with him.”

      “I agree, sir.”

      An outburst of laughter made its way down the hallway so that it could be overheard by them. Meanwhile, above them, a financial-planning firm was having a more high-spirited affair with loud music and what sounded like a herd of buffalo thundering past but was most likely dancing.

      Cipollone looked up and laughed. “I’m not much for these things, but it’s good for the troops. Our firm is entering a new era in Washington. We’ve emerged from a boutique law firm to a powerhouse, and you’re an integral part of it.”

      Hayden blushed slightly, clearly appreciating the accolades heaped upon her by the boss. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Blount, after you file the supplemental, why don’t you join us for a celebratory drink in the conference room. It’s been a great year for this firm, and the future looks bright for us all. As our firm has been thrown into the spotlight, we face an interesting year of complications and challenges.”

      “To be sure,” Hayden interjected.

      Cipollone glanced out the window toward the White House one last time. The snowflakes had become thicker and were sticking to the glass momentarily before melting. Then he added, “Challenges not unlike the ones our client faces.”
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      Despite wanting to leave, Hayden did the right thing from an office-politics perspective and made an appearance at the party. She was not much of a drinker in public settings. Instead, she opted for a can of strawberry Perrier that she kept stocked in the small refrigerator located in her office. She quickly made the rounds, speaking with everyone and exchanging the obligatory New Year’s wishes before she left.

      Donning her Burberry cashmere trench coat, she loaded her briefcase and waited for the elevator. The noise from the boisterous party above her floor was amplified through the elevator shaft, causing Hayden to grimace and shake her head. Sometimes, she missed the comfort and serenity of the Blount farm in East Tennessee. After her parents had passed, she sold the property in order to live full-time in the DC metroplex.

      With a ding, the elevator announced its arrival, and without looking up, Hayden made her way into the cab. She glanced at the only other passengers in the elevator, a couple making out in the corner. The man was kissing the woman aggressively and had pulled her short dress above her waist as he pressed his body against her. Hayden forcibly cleared her throat to announce her arrival.

      “Oh, hey there,” the man said provocatively. He backed away from the younger woman, taking his time about allowing the woman’s dress to fall into place. “I didn’t know we’d have company.”

      Hayden nodded and pressed the L-lobby button without speaking.

      “She’s a party pooper,” the young woman slurred, pulling the man closer to her. “Let’s pretend she’s not there, you wanna?”

      “Hey, I like it,” he said, and the two resumed their sloppy, drunken make-out session.

      The elevator began its descent under the watchful eye of Hayden as she begged for the illuminated numbers above the door to continue dropping. Seven, six, five.

      The elevator suddenly stopped, jerking to a halt. The lights dimmed, then flickered, and eventually all power went out. At first, the cab remained still, as did its passengers. But when the elevator mechanism shook, causing the cab to move up and down slightly, the young woman shrieked.

      “What the hell?” said the man from the dark corner of the elevator.

      “John, what’s going on?” asked his oversexed friend.

      “I don’t know. Do I look like an elevator expert?” he responded rudely. He turned his attention to Hayden. “Hey, lady, push some buttons or something. Or better yet, use the phone to call somebody downstairs. It’s hot as hell in here.”

      Quit blowing hot air, and it might get better.

      Hayden smirked and fumbled through her coat for her cell phone. She had the McPherson Building’s security desk as one of her contacts. She scrolled through her phone and then dialed the number. The phone rang repeatedly.

      “No answer,” Hayden mumbled.

      “Did you call the police?” asked the young woman.

      “No, building security. I’m sure they’re working on it.”

      The man turned back to his conquest and resumed pawing her. “Come on, why waste time? Besides, maybe with a little encouragement, our new friend will join us.”

      The girl giggled and the two resumed kissing. Hayden tried the desk security again but didn’t get a response. Using her phone’s display as a light source, Hayden looked around the small elevator, wishing for an escape from the two inconsiderate gropers.

      She was comfortable knowing that safety measures were in place to prevent the cab from crashing to the bottom of the elevator shaft. What concerned her the most was the lack of oxygen and the fact there wasn’t an emergency generator system in place to provide some type of lighting and airflow.

      Hayden had experienced claustrophobia in the past. She thought she’d left the form of panic disorder behind as a child, but it began to rear its ugly head again. She began experiencing shortness of breath, and her pulse quickened as anxiety took over.

      Hayden tried to block out of her mind the cause of her phobia, a frightening day as a child when she went into a cave on the family farm and got stuck. Her playmates couldn’t help her and left to find an adult. None of them thought to stay with Hayden during the ordeal. For thirty minutes, she remained alone in the semidarkness, where she was visited by bugs and mice.

      As an eight-year-old’s mind is prone to do, fears of abandonment and even death at the hand of the critters that crawled around dark spaces overcame her. As a result, she battled her fear of confined spaces for years until, as an adult, she was able to function despite the potential of a reoccurrence.

      Her cell phone was still illuminated, which helped her define the space around her, but it also resulted in her catching an unfortunate glimpse of the progress the man was making with his conquest. Hayden was not a prude, but she was not a selfish exhibitionist either.

      She tried the security desk again and began to grow frustrated that nobody was answering. Then her mind began to race. Was the power out in the city? Had the security team been attacked as part of some elaborate robbery or takeover of the building?

      She considered the masses of people outside the White House, which was only four blocks away. Had they broken through the front entrance security and mobbed the building? Maybe they’d vandalized it as well?

      Hayden’s mind went to all of these outlandish scenarios because she’d become consumed with the news of discord sewn throughout the country. A simple thing like a power outage suddenly became something much larger.

      Then the lights flickered to life and the air fan came back on.

      The couple scampered to rearrange their clothing amidst nervous giggles. Hayden tried to ignore them and instead pressed the L button to take them to the lobby. Relief washed over her as the elevator started its descent once again.

      When it opened, she burst through the doors first and stormed across the marble floor of the lobby as fast as her Bruno Magli heels could carry her. She saw the security personnel emerge from the building’s maintenance office, but she didn’t care to wait for an explanation.

      She just wanted to get home.
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      Will began his patrols and building security checks after touching base with the main security office located on the field level. He’d never seen the stadium this loud and chaotic. During football games, a big play might bring the fans to their feet, screaming and cheering for their team. In a concert setting, the dancing, singing, and loud music could be overwhelming.

      Tonight, Will was assigned to the 200 Concourse, the outermost reaches of the galaxy, as the security team referred to it. In addition to being the seats closest to the retractable opening roof, the restricted areas of the uppermost concourse included utility and maintenance rooms, which housed the operations nerve center of the facility.

      He walked along the public access part of the 200 Concourse, scanning the concertgoers for suspicious activities and constantly checking for unexpected bags or packages lying around unattended. He watched for unusual spills and tried to detect any out-of-the-ordinary odors, which would indicate a bioterror attack, a task that became increasingly difficult as the night went on due to the pungent smell of marijuana, which permeated the upper levels of the stadium.

      Early on during his rounds, he slipped down to the lower levels and checked on the kids. He was relieved to see they were sitting in their assigned seats, watching the concert. He didn’t hover, as he wanted to avoid being busted double-checking on them. He wanted to establish a level of trust with Ethan and hoped his son would notice the gesture.

      Satisfied the kids were safe, Will returned to the top level and made his way into the back hallways of the 200 Concourse to inspect the facility maintenance rooms.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Sky, this place is cray-cray!” Ethan shouted over the music.

      “What?” came her response.

      Ethan laughed and gave his sister a playful shove. “You know, crazy. Amped. Awesome.”

      “Oh, yeah. Pretty noisy too.” She still appeared confused at the street language Ethan had picked up in high school, which hadn’t quite reached the fifth grade.

      Ethan pointed down to the concertgoers who were standing on the floor, dancing and waving their arms in unison. “Look down there. That’s where the real party is!”

      Skylar stood slightly to see over the adults’ heads in front of her. She shrugged and sat back in her seat, apparently uninterested. She was enduring the concert because her father brought her there, and because this was the happiest she’d seen Ethan in a long time.

      Ethan was rocking back and forth in his seat when he leaned over to his sister so he could speak into her ear. “Hey, you know our passes let us go anywhere we want, right?”

      Skylar nodded.

      “I’ve got an idea. Come with me.”

      “Where?” asked Skylar.

      “You’ll see. Come on.” Ethan stood and grabbed his sister by the hand. She set down her Coke and scrambled to keep up as he led her down the pedestrian ramps leading to the lower level. They made their way through the throngs of people crowded around the field-level entrances, and they joined the massive party going on in front of the stage.

      “Ethan, I don’t like this. Let’s go back to our seats.” Skylar was overwhelmed and uncomfortable by the size and closeness of the crowd. A drunk girl staggered into her and spilled some of her beer on Skylar’s shoe, which added to her feelings of concern.

      “It’ll be fun, trust me. Let’s get closer to the stage.” Ethan grabbed his sister by the hand and wove his way through the mostly inebriated crowd, who were oblivious to the two making their way closer.

      They were now close enough to see Beyoncé, clad in a white beaded leotard, strolling the stage in her customary sensual manner. While Jay-Z rapped, Beyoncé added the lyrics, both adoringly looking into each other’s eyes.

      Ethan had reached the front corner of the stage, and they got settled in for the up-close-and-personal performance of “’03 Bonnie & Clyde,” the couple’s first collaborative duet from years ago. As the heart-pounding music slowed for the more sensual tune, Ethan noticed a group of pretty girls off to his left. They made eye contact with him and he immediately was smitten.

      Two of the girls made their way over to where he and Skylar were standing near the temporary barriers.

      “Hey, wanna burn one with us?” asked one of the girls, referring to smoking a marijuana cigarette.

      “Yeah, but, um, I’m with my sister,” replied Ethan, embarrassed that he was tasked with what amounted to babysitting in his mind.

      “Man, we’ve got enough for everybody,” said the other girl as she reached into her pocket and pulled out a small Ziploc bag full of pre-rolled joints.

      Ethan vigorously shook his head and held up his hands. “Nah, she doesn’t smoke and can’t know that I do. I’ll meet you back over there with your friends in a minute.”

      They giggled and swatted playfully at his long hair. The two left, glancing back over their shoulders to make sure Ethan was watching. He turned to Skylar.

      “Hey, Sky, there are a couple of girls over there I wanna say hi to. You wait right here.”

      She immediately protested. “Ethan, no. You just said hello to them. Don’t leave me alone.”

      “Come on, Skylar. Don’t mess this up for me. You’ll be fine. Just stay right here on this rail and I’ll be back in a minute. You’ll be fine.”

      Skylar thought for a moment and glanced to where the girls were standing. It was about thirty feet around the curved, temporary barriers. “Okay, but please hurry. When you’re done, I wanna go back to our seats. Okay?”

      “Yeah, sure, Sky. That’s what we’ll do.” Ethan spun around and forced his way through the crowd as the tempo picked up onstage and the concertgoers increased their energy.

      Skylar dutifully remained behind, clutching the steel barrier with both hands, an eleven-year-old girl in a light blue track suit amidst thousands of drunk and high people dancing to the hip-hop music of Mr. and Mrs. Shawn Carter, also known as Jay-Z and Beyoncé.
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      The two men continued making obnoxious jokes about the relative safety of flying compared to jogging, riding a bike, driving in a car, and swimming the English Channel. None of it was coherent and only served to frighten the women next to Cort even more.

      One of the elderly women reached over and touched Cort’s arm. “Sir, what does he mean by that?”

      Cort, who was disgusted by the two men for many reasons, shook his head. “Ma’am, that’s just an old tired joke muttered by a man who’d be well served to keep his mouth shut. Delta is a good airline with an excellent safety record.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, of course. Listen, Delta operates about fifteen thousand flights a day.” Cort paused to do the math in order to make his point and soothe her flight jitters. “Think about it. That’s five and a half million flights a year. Granted, all airplanes are susceptible to accidents, but to my knowledge, Delta’s only had about a dozen in the last forty or fifty years. That’s a pretty good track record.”

      She pursed her lips and then allowed a slight smile. She appeared relieved. “Okay, thank you, young man. I’m sorry for bothering you. It’s just, well, my sister and I are returning home from burying a dear friend in Atlanta. She’s younger than the two of us, and it just seems odd that someone could pass before we did.”

      “Ma’am, I think it’s natural to think about our own mortality after burying a friend or loved one. I just left the bedside of my father-in-law and he’s not well. Sadly, I have to figure out how to tell my wife and his granddaughter the bad news. While most people are enjoying New Year’s festivities, I have to tell my wife her father is very ill and possibly near death.”

      Cort closed his eyes and pictured his father-in-law, who despite the sudden onset of his debilitating illness, remained one of Washington, DC’s top powerbrokers. At least, his words were still powerful.

      The woman patted Cort on the arm again, somehow relieving her burdens and also comforting his own nerves, a troubled passenger who happened to sit by her side. They exchanged knowing smiles and turned their attention toward the aisle.

      The attractive flight attendant approached the passengers and the exit row. She went through her FAA-mandated questioning of those passengers regarding their abilities to comply with exit-row requirements and their familiarity with the operation of the exit doors. After she asked each passenger whether they understood and were able to perform their duties, one of the men began flirting with her.

      “You know, if I have to open this door, you’ll be the first one I rescue.”

      “That’s very nice of you, sir,” she said as her face blushed.

      She began walking to the back of the aircraft, prompting the men to gaze at her backside.

      Cort, however, reached out for her arm and stopped her progress. “Miss, may I mention something to you?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      He motioned for her to lean down as he lowered his voice. “Before I boarded, I saw those men in the bar drinking and talking loudly. I can’t say whether they’re drunk, but I am saying they might not be the best passengers suited to handle the exit-row duties.”

      Sometimes Cort came across as an attorney, which, of course, he was. He’d always been one to choose his words carefully, a trait he shared with his father-in-law.

      “Sir, thank you, but it is New Year’s Eve. Three-quarters of the passengers on this flight are most likely tipsy.”

      Cort shrugged and the flight attendant continued toward the rear of the aircraft, running her hands along the overhead bins to make sure they were adequately secured. She was probably right. The passengers appeared to be in high spirits. Perhaps it was the excitement of getting home, as he doubted anyone was traveling to Mobile to celebrate. Naturally, alcohol had been consumed, as was tradition on the last night of a year.

      Cort finally settled in for the trip. He’d logged many miles on airplanes, but this was his first New Year’s flight, and his last.
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      Hayden walked through a large crowd of people in the vicinity of Lafayette Park to enter the McPherson Square Station two blocks away. As she walked past them, she moved largely unnoticed despite her appearance. Most of the people were dressed in sweatpants or jeans, coupled with heavy jackets. They were equipped to endure the elements in order to stand up for their cause.

      She was standing on the platform, waiting for the blue line train to arrive. She studied the people who surrounded her. In stark contrast to the protestors aboveground, the awaiting passengers looked more like her. Her building was located near K Street, known worldwide for its numerous think tanks, lobbying firms, and political advocacy groups.

      Dressed in high-end trench coats and carrying expensive briefcases like she was, these people made a living from the influence they held with lawmakers and bureaucrats. By contrast, the protestors surrounding the White House felt it was their duty to influence the government through their voices.

      Certainly, quite a few of the protestors were astroturf, an ostensibly grassroots movement that was actually funded by the types of political interests and advocacy groups that inhabited K Street. That didn’t diminish their beliefs, but it did explain their ability to organize so quickly while lending the appearance they came together as a spontaneous uprising.

      She rode the blue line to the transportation hub of the DC Metrorail system—L’Enfant Plaza Station. Located more than one hundred feet belowground just a block south of the Smithsonian Museum, L’Enfant Plaza was packed with New Year’s revelers, protestors, and late-working professionals like Hayden.

      Inside the station, the noise level was high, and the cold wind that blew through the tunnels did nothing to tamp down their spirits. The mix of people in the station was a microcosm of what was happening around DC on this holiday weekend. Some conversations were consumed with politics, discussing the fate of the president. Others were slightly inebriated as they talked about their plans for the evening. Some, like Hayden, stood quietly waiting for the green line train’s arrival to carry them to their homes in Maryland or, in Hayden’s case, Congress Heights on the DC-Maryland border.

      Hayden was keenly aware, as always, to watch for signs of troublemakers. After she’d moved to DC from North Carolina, she’d learned to practice situational awareness. During her first month of working in the District, she learned that the city that held the leader of the free world was just as susceptible to crime as Chicago, Detroit, or Los Angeles. She’d witnessed purse snatchings, muggings, and even a knife attack in those early days. She vowed not to become a victim.

      The first thing she did was research how to be aware of her surroundings, but without becoming paranoid. She studied numerous websites on the subject and then applied it to her experiences riding the subway.

      She quickly learned that the vast majority of people were simply tuned out to the world around them. Most were engrossed in their smartphones, catching up on the local news or reviewing their social media accounts. Others were in a daydream state, focusing on a song or radio program rather than their surroundings. She often wondered if any of them remembered how they got from point A to point B.

      Some people were more responsible, practicing what she considered to be a relaxed state of awareness. She equated it to defensive driving, constantly scanning her mirrors or looking ahead for possible hazards. In the city, it could be as simple as looking both ways before entering a crosswalk as opposed to following the herd with their nose in their phone’s display.

      After her early experiences in the city, Hayden learned to adopt a more focused level of awareness, one which she equated to driving on an icy road back in Tennessee. Sometimes, if she felt her mind wandering while she was taking the subway to and from work, she’d remind herself by thinking—both hands on the wheel, an admonishment her father used often when teaching her to drive.

      Hayden considered her mental acuity while in public to be a form of managed paranoia. She practiced staying in the present when in vulnerable situations rather than thinking about the rigors that accompanied her career.

      Managed paranoia. Both hands on the wheel.

      Hayden smiled to herself as she stepped onto the train for her quick, ten-minute ride to Congress Heights and home for a quiet evening with Prowler.
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      “Ladies and gentlemen, from the flight deck, this is Captain Bowen. I’d like to thank you for joining us on this short flight to Mobile this evening. We’ve received an updated weather report from our folks on the ground, who’ve advised us that we’ll be experiencing a little boost from those cold, northerly winds, which will place us in Mobile a few minutes early. However, the turbulence and shortened flight time requires me to suspend cabin service for the safety of our flight attendants. I know that you have a choice of airlines when you fly, and on behalf of Delta, let me say thank you, as well as wish you a happy New Year.”

      The men seated in the exit row in front of Cort moaned and lamented to one another how they were being prevented from keeping their buzz going with another drink. After some complaining back and forth, they finally quietened down, and within a few minutes, one of them was snoring loudly.

      Cort checked his watch and made the adjustment from Eastern to Central time. Their scheduled arrival was 10:47 local time, an hour earlier than DC time.

      The aircraft shook and wobbled slightly as a gust of wind grabbed the wings. Cort instinctively leaned toward the porthole window to look outside. Although it was pitch black, when something happens on an aircraft as a result of turbulence, most passengers believe they can catch a glimpse of the culprit, giving them a sense of relief that nothing further is going to occur.

      Cort saw darkness, but a hint of frosty ice forming on the window. His dad used to say bad weather always looks worse through a window. Growing up on the Gulf Coast, the bad weather didn’t ordinarily resemble ice on glass, but rather, pummeling rain and high winds brought by hurricanes. This past hurricane season had come in like a lamb and left like one as well, leaving many dumbfounded. For the second year in a row, a major hurricane had not made landfall in the United States.

      Cort sighed as he considered that a storm of a different kind was coming. One that had been brewing for many years and was truly giving credence to the saying that history often repeats itself.

      His melancholy mood carried him right back to Washington and the visit with his father-in-law. George Trowbridge came from a long line of New Haven, Connecticut, aristocrats dating to the early 1800s. The Trowbridge name was synonymous with shipping and the founding of the Wisconsin Territory before it achieved statehood.

      Like many families, the Trowbridges had risen and fallen over the centuries as they made a living in America. George was a self-made man, parlaying his connections in New Haven with the Bush family into a career in politics, although not in public service. George Trowbridge had learned that true power was wielded with money, which bought influence, and that in turn provided him power.

      Nothing happened on K Street—the major thoroughfare in Washington known for its lobbyists, political think tanks, and public advocacy groups—without Trowbridge’s knowledge. Over many decades in Washington, Trowbridge established connections within, and outside of, government. Without a doubt, he had a pulse on everything that was happening in Washington, and was rarely surprised by an outcome.

      Trowbridge was a Yale graduate, having attended undergraduate there with his friend, former President George W. Bush. While President Bush was floundering with a 2.35 grade point average, so low that the Texas School of Law rejected his application, Trowbridge excelled in his studies and rose to the top of his class. Over the next five decades, he epitomized the movers and shakers of Washington, establishing contacts on both sides of the aisle to benefit his clients.

      Now he was withering way, suffering from failing kidneys, and forced to remain at home near his dialysis machine. His mind, however, was sharp. And while he was no longer an imposing, physical force, like he once was, George Trowbridge was still dialed into the secrets of K Street, Capitol Hill, and the White House.

      Cort was a senior at Yale when he met Meredith Trowbridge. She was a stunningly beautiful girl, who, as a freshman, set the male population abuzz when she arrived that fall. She was not necessarily at Yale because of her desire to follow in her father’s footsteps. She had little interest in politics and didn’t intend to pursue a postgraduate degree. Her goals were to obtain an education degree and pursue her passion of teaching. If a nice young man came along during the process, then all the better.

      Cort met Meredith at a fraternity event following an early-season basketball game, and the two hit it off immediately. They began dating and he eventually was offered the opportunity to meet her parents.

      For a small-town Alabama kid, it would’ve been easy for Cort to be intimidated by his first visit to the Trowbridge home. An imposing house overlooking Long Island Sound, the Trowbridge home represented years of successes achieved in Washington by Meredith’s father.

      At first, his interaction with her parents was somewhat cold. She was a freshman, and Cort was a senior and four years older than she was. However, after a private conversation with her father, Cort was accepted with open arms. As it turned out, he and his would-be father-in-law had a lot more in common than one might surmise at first glance.

      It was a commonality that sealed his fate.
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      After that fateful dinner party, Cort’s life was never the same, nor did it belong to him. Prior to meeting George Trowbridge, he planned on returning to Mobile and getting a job. He was an above-average basketball player, but on an Ivy League team like Yale, he was never bound for the NBA. Cort had no interest in politics, unlike the vast majority of students at the university.

      He was, however, a student of history, especially from a political perspective. Cort couldn’t read enough about the founding of America. He studied historical accounts, and when he felt like the modern treatises were skewed to lead the reader to a particular conclusion, he sought antiquated books from the seventeenth and eighteenth century.

      To Cort, in order to understand what the Founding Fathers had in mind when forming the United States, you had to read their words, not someone else’s summation. He read The Way to Wealth and Poor Richard’s Almanac by Benjamin Franklin. A constant source of reference was The Federalist Papers written by James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay. He even read the Two Treatises of Government, written by John Locke, that was a major influence on Thomas Jefferson in his writing of the Declaration of Independence.

      In short, Cort was a history nerd, intent on studying the past in order to make an impact on the future of America. His frame of mind suited him perfectly for the policy wonk positions he was inserted into by his father-in-law early in his career.

      As his relationship with Meredith grew closer, it became apparent that Cort would be the Trowbridge son that George never had. As a result, he was taken under the patriarch’s wing and was groomed in George’s vision.

      George Trowbridge viewed politicians with a jaded eye. He’d seen them bought and sold over the years. Some were swayed by emotional arguments, while others were directed through promises of future accommodations and power. All were interested in money, the universal means of gaining influence.

      Cort’s future was not as a politician. Instead, he was being groomed to be an influencer—the person the politician turned to for sage, unbiased advice. Cort’s advice was, in fact, based upon good judgment and wisdom. Although he’d never admit this aloud to anyone except his mentor and father-in-law, his advice was biased. Anyone who claimed to be unbiased, in Cort’s view, was lying. It was not possible.

      To be sure, Cort gave excellent advice and had the best interests of the country in mind when he helped his boss, the senior senator from Alabama, who also happened to be the chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee. As a senior aide on Senator McNeil’s staff, Cort sat in on every policymaking meeting involving the intelligence apparatus of the United States. As a result, Cort held a very high security clearance.

      The only meetings he was excluded from involved political matters. This would change at some point in his career as Trowbridge maneuvered Cort into a higher position, either within the White House or as chief of staff for another influential senator. With a potential power shift coming in Washington, it might be time for Cort to prepare for the future.

      Despite the change in the political winds, his future was bright and financially secure. The hours were long and the travel schedule was tedious. Even though they’d lived apart more than they were together in recent years, he and Meredith agreed it was better to raise their daughter in Mobile than in Washington. Not only was the cost of living less, the schools were significantly better. That benefitted both daughter and wife, who pursued her dream to teach grade-school kids in Mobile.

      Cort’s mind eventually wandered to the other passenger on the flight who held a position of power and influence in Washington—Congressman Pratt. He was an anomaly in Alabama, a state dominated by republican voters. He was the lone democratic congressman in Alabama, representing the seventh congressional district.

      Gerrymandered many years ago to cover a large swath of the rural areas of South Alabama, including Montgomery and Selma, Alabama-7 encompassed almost all of Birmingham and a sliver of the state along the Alabama River where Pratt Farms was located.

      Congressman Pratt, a longtime democrat, was seen as a centrist who was willing to reach across the aisle to strike an accord when it was in the best interests of the country. But, like all politicians, sometimes a three-way tug-of-war existed between constituent interests, national party demands, and personal principles.

      Of late, the demands of the Democratic National Convention, or the DNC, overshadowed what Congressman Pratt believed in his heart. However, after being in office for two dozen years and continuously winning reelection efforts with little or no opposition, Congressman Pratt found himself in a position that placed national party demands ahead of all other considerations.

      Cort knew Congressman Pratt well enough to realize he was in an untenable position as chairman of the House Judiciary Committee. The stresses of Washington were beginning to take its toll on the man anyway, and the upcoming change in power would likely test his limits, especially in light of what he was tasked to do. That said, Cort knew Congressman Pratt was highly respected by all, making him nearly immune to partisan attacks.

      Cort shook off the machinations of politics, and his thoughts turned to how much he missed his girls. He checked his watch again. It was 10:22. They were only twenty-five minutes from touchdown at Mobile Regional Airport.

      He decided to use Delta’s in-flight internet connection to FaceTime with them, even if it was only a couple of minutes. He was glad he did.
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        Mercedes-Benz Stadium

        Atlanta, Georgia

      

      

      “Dammit!” Will had been walking behind the food-service vendors in the other direction when he heard an older woman yell out the profanity. Within the bowels of Mercedes-Benz Stadium, the noise from the concert was somewhat muted, allowing stadium personnel to carry on a conversation or utter a word in frustration.

      Will turned to find the woman struggling with a garbage bag that she’d attempted to hoist into one of the roll-off dumpsters parked behind the restaurants. In her attempt to lift it over the edge, the bag had caught the sharp corner and torn, spilling its contents onto the concrete floor.

      When Will approached her, she was on her hands and knees, picking up the garbage and throwing it into the dumpster. He knelt down to help her and glanced at the name tag of the distressed woman.

      “Hi Esther, I’m Will Hightower. Let me give you a hand.”

      The woman stopped and noticed Will’s uniform. “Thank you, officer. This bag was too heavy for me to carry, and the young man who’s my partner on the 200 Concourse is more interested in watching Beyoncé jiggle than doing his job.”

      Will stifled a laugh at the older woman’s description of the performer’s dance moves. He continued to help her gather up the debris, which had fallen all around the dumpster. Fluids covered the floor from half-empty soda cups, mixed with ketchup and mustard left over from hot dogs or burgers.

      He scooped the last of the trash and dropped the pile over the edge of the dumpster. As he did, Esther reached underneath and began mopping up the liquids using a large bundle of blue cotton material.

      “Here, let me help you with that, Esther. Do you have access to a mop and a bucket of water?”

      “Sure do,” she replied. She fumbled through her pockets and produced a set of keys. “I’ll be right back.”

      As she walked away, Will continued to use the material to clean up the spillage. He turned it over and used the drier side to swipe up some mustard and suddenly stopped. He unfolded the bundle and discovered it was a stadium maintenance uniform. He spread it out on the floor and searched its pockets. They were empty.

      The sound of Esther rolling a mop bucket down the hallway grabbed Will’s attention. He stood and ran to her side.

      “Esther, where is this trash from? One of the restaurants? Or on the concourse?”

      “It was in front of the ATL Grill, just in front of gate two-oh-eight.”

      Will looked frantically in both directions and grabbed his two-way radio from his utility belt. He turned to Esther.

      “This is very important. You stay right here and don’t touch anything, okay? Leave the uniform as it is and wait for my return. Esther, do you understand?”

      “But what did I do wrong?”

      “Nothing, but please wait here.”

      Will didn’t wait for a response. He found the door that exited the maintenance hallway into the 200 Concourse. Without slowing his pace, he forced his way through the crowds of people amassed outside the entrance to Harrah’s Cherokee Valley River Casino Club on the southernmost point of the concourse and searched for the trash cans at gate 208.

      A tall young man wearing a food-service uniform like Esther’s stood in the opening, watching the concert.

      Will grabbed him by the arm. “Hey, do you work with Esther?”

      “Yeah, man. I don’t know where she went,” he replied as he jerked his arm out of Will’s grasp.

      “Listen to me. We’ve got a problem. I need you to come with me. Now!”

      “Man, I don’t work for you.”

      Will was frustrated, but he kept his cool. “Please, it’s important!”

      “Yeah, always is. What do you want?”

      “Help me look through these trash cans.”

      “For what, man? This crap’s nasty.”

      “I’m looking for blue maintenance worker uniforms. You know, the coverall type. Come on!”

      Will hustled to the first hard plastic, Rubbermaid trash receptacle and removed the lid. He began digging through the trash without regard to the mess he was making of himself. There was nothing there. He looked all around the concourse for anything out of the ordinary, such as abandoned packages, boxes, and bags.

      While he moved on to the next one, Esther’s partner slowly picked through a can, looking for a dark blue uniform. Neither found one.

      Will abandoned the search and gave up on his helper, who’d wandered back into the gate opening to resume watching the concert. He pulled his radio out again and forced his way back through the crowd until he reached the maintenance hallway. Esther was dutifully standing guard over the uniform.

      He called in the suspicious find to his superiors on the AMBSE Security Management Team. Within minutes, he was surrounded by men in suits and an armed member of Atlanta’s SWAT team assigned to the stadium.

      The group was doing an honest assessment regarding the importance of the uniform. They contacted food services and the maintenance department to determine if any of their staff had failed to show up for work tonight or had left early, claiming to be sick.

      After several minutes, both departments reported nothing out of the ordinary other than the fact that service personnel were being reprimanded all evening for straying from their posted areas to watch the concert.

      Will tried to make sense of this. Most likely, this was an employee who used his last night on the job as an opportunity to see the concert and decided to dump his uniform in order to wear his street clothes. Then he put himself in the mind of terrorists and other perpetrators of mass violence.

      Regardless of motive, killers watch others in action to study their methods and law enforcement’s reaction. If something works, they adopt it. Unfortunately, widespread media coverage, which was itself a main goal of any mass-casualty attack, brought public awareness to the methods and served to inform future attackers. Whether it be a teenage school shooter or a terrorist, successful attacks were studied, and their tactics used.

      Suddenly, the cell phone of the lead member of the Security Management Team rang. He wandered away from the group, but his voice could be heard by the others.

      “Are you absolutely certain?” He paused as he listened to the caller. “The feds have been alerted? They’ve made the decision?”

      He looked over at the group and began to walk back toward the group. He concluded the conversation. “All right. All right. I concur. Let’s clear the stage first, and then the stadium.”
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      Delta Flight 322 banked to the right and took up a westerly course as it turned parallel to the beaches. The aircraft was over water and would remain so for the remainder of the flight until touchdown in Mobile. The copilot, along with passengers on the right side of the plane, had an unobstructed view of the sparsely populated coastline of Florida.

      The pilot of the aircraft, Arlie Hasselbeck, was considered to be something of a whiz kid within Delta’s ranks. He was the youngest pilot to be hired by Delta’s subsidiary, Compass Airlines, a regional airline headquartered in Minneapolis.

      In very short order, he’d graduated from the Brazilian-made Embraer narrow-body jet to the McDonnell Douglas MD 88 aircraft flown by another Delta subsidiary, Endeavor Air. The MD 88, nicknamed Mad Dog within the airline industry, had over a hundred seats but was much smaller than most of the Delta jets. It was ideal for regional travel and short flights, like the trip from Atlanta to Mobile.

      It had also gained a reputation for being a training ground for new, unseasoned pilots. Part of an aging Delta fleet, the MD-88s, the oldest aircraft in service with any major U.S. airline, were being sold off to discount airlines like Allegiant Air, and foreign carriers like Aeronaves and Bulgarian Air.

      Over the past several years, young pilots were given the opportunity to rise through Delta’s ranks by flying routes in the Mad Dogs. Seasoned pilots who were relegated to fly the aircraft found themselves relearning checklist procedures and changing habits they’d grown accustomed to in newer planes.

      For Hasselbeck, who was flying his third trip as the captain of an MD-88, everything was new and exciting. He’d logged plenty of hours in the flight simulators in Atlanta, as well as the requisite hours flying right seat as a copilot. He was willing to pay his dues despite the fact the Mad Dogs were being retired to the boneyard or sold off within three years. Hasselbeck had lofty goals for himself, and this was just one step in his ladder of success.

      His copilot on this trip was a complainer. Hasselbeck loved flying and couldn’t believe Delta paid him for the privilege of doing it. His first officer, on the other hand, needed a job and cared nothing about the experience. He was content flying right seat, checking essential items off his list, and talking about anything but the wonder of air travel.

      “Flying on New Year’s Eve just plain sucks,” the first officer groaned as he stared out the eyebrow windows of the MD-88, so-called because of their shape. The window design was also antiquated because it tended to let light glare in the pilot’s eyes and had been designed back in the days when many pilots navigated by the stars.

      “Did you have a hot date in Hotlanta?” Hasselbeck asked jokingly as he checked his altitude. He was prepared to fly the aircraft without his copilot and would’ve preferred to do so if it wasn’t against FAA regulations.

      “Nah, but I mean, everybody else gets to pop the bubbly or throw down a beer. We can’t even take a whiff of the good stuff because we have an early morning flight outta here.”

      “Yeah,” said Hasselbeck, who glanced down at the digital clock in the cockpit. He was counting down the minutes to landing as well, primarily to get rid of his pissy first officer. The two had nearly nine hours of flying time that day, and a total of thirteen hours on this trip, which had sent them all over the Eastern United States.

      The first officer continued to complain. “I mean, who wants a layover in Mobile freakin’ Alabama on New Year’s Eve. Say, do you think we can hit the lobby bar of the hotel tonight? Maybe a quick one will be out of our system by preflight check-in tomorrow morning.”

      “Nah, you go ahead. Besides, I think we’re laying over at the Hampton Inn. I’m pretty sure they don’t have a bar.”

      “Are you kidding me? I have no idea why I signed up for this trip. I would’ve been better off—”

      Hasselbeck was fed up, but his good nature prevented him from blasting his first officer. He interrupted the man’s negativity. “Well, here’s the good news. I’ll be making our final turn in a moment, so we need to prepare this bird for landing. This flight’s almost over for you.”
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        Metrorail System

        Washington, DC

      

      

      The silhouette of the train emerged from the dark subway tunnel, slowing as it rounded the final bend into L’Enfant Plaza. The passengers-to-be crowded toward the edge of the inlaid brick marking the transition between platform and rails. Metallic squeaks could be heard as the silver nose of the green line train arrived, drifting to a stop in front of the crowd.

      The crowd began to chatter in excitement, as if the famed Polar Express had arrived to take them to the North Pole. Shoes shuffled on the brick as people toward the front started to back up, allowing disembarking passengers room to leave.

      Hayden had a routine when she rode the nine-car train home. It was designed to occupy her mind during the trip and to ensure her safety. She had not been approved to carry a handgun within the District. Handguns had been illegal to possess until a Supreme Court decision struck down the law in 2008. Following the Court’s ruling, DC enacted a series of stringent rules and regulations for handgun possession, registration, and concealed carry. The regulations were challenged in the courts for many years as being tantamount to a gun prohibition.

      Finally, in 2017, a set of standards was adopted that passed constitutional muster, so the District was forced to accept and issue permits. The process, however was intentionally tedious. The staff assigned to review the applications was considered bare minimum. In the first year, only a few dozen permits were issued. Hayden’s application had been waiting for fifteen months.

      For self-defense, she adopted a two-prong approach. One was to avoid conflict. She adopted a demeanor that let others know she was fully aware of her surroundings and was ready to fight back against any attacker. She never flashed her jewelry or pulled cash out of her wallet. She sat alone, in the middle of the railcar near an exit, not making eye contact with others, but constantly scanning for sudden or hostile movements.

      She kept her distance from individuals who appeared unstable or dangerous. On occasion, she’d gotten off the train a stop early because she felt uncomfortable with the interactions between some aggressive young men and the female passengers on board. In her mind it was better to arrive later, on the next train, than pulling out her pepper spray or having a physical altercation with a bunch of thugs.

      As for the ability to engage in self-defense, Hayden was extraordinarily fit, and part of her exercise regimen included regular Krav Maga classes. The self-defense fighting technique was built on simple principles, instinctive movements, and practical techniques developed by the Israel Defense Forces.

      Initially, she undertook the training as part of her fitness training. After a few years of watching the news reports and seeing the gradual collapse of society, she immersed herself in the curriculum so that she felt comfortable taking on any form of attacker.

      The ride that evening was uneventful until passengers boarded at the second stop of her trip home at the Navy Yard Metro Station. A group of drunk tourists boarded the train and immediately caused a ruckus in her car. Because they were gathering near the entrance, Hayden gave up her seat and moved toward the front of the train, which also gave her a clear view into the car in front of hers.

      It was only a minute after the train pulled out of the Navy Yard that the first sign of trouble began. At the Navy Yard station, the train cars became packed with exuberant, inebriated concertgoers headed for the late-night New Year’s gala at the Entertainment and Sports Arena near her stop at Congress Station. The concert featured the band Judah & The Lion and Grammy Award-winner Mary J. Blige.

      The concert, and the crowd it would draw from the city, hadn’t even crossed Hayden’s mind until she saw the new passengers cram their way onto the train. Standing at the end of the car, she was able to see the scrolling advertising above the handrails, which included ticket sale posters for the event.

      She took a deep breath and checked her watch. She was halfway home and had plenty of time to get home before the ball dropped. Catching an Uber to her home shouldn’t be a problem at this hour, especially with all of the additional activity at Congress Station. The train pulled away and Hayden held on to her strap as it accelerated with a sudden jolt, propelling it downward and under the Anacostia River.

      

      At its deepest point in the tunnel, the train lost power and abruptly came to a halt. When the lights went out, Hayden immediately thought of her earlier experience in the elevator. Logic took over, leading her to conclude that the periodic power outages in the District were due to the weather. Only, the snowfall had just begun, and it wasn’t anywhere near the ice storms they’d experienced in the past.

      “Great,” she muttered in the dark, amidst the shrieks and laughter from the others in her train car.

      “Hey! Watch where you’re stepping!”

      “Get your hands off me, jerk!”

      The only ambient light in the car came from cell phone displays being illuminated in an attempt to place a call or text. The depth of the Anacostia was known as a dead zone to regular riders of the green line between the city and the southernmost end of the District. Hayden reached into her saddlebag-style briefcase, not to grab her phone, but rather, to search for her mace.

      Her fingers closed around the pepper spray as a series of morbid screams emanated from the car in front of her. She turned and pressed her face against the glass door, her eyes searching blindly from side to side, searching for the cause of the distress.

      Pushing and shoving was occurring behind her as people became frightened, and others became angry at the prospect of missing their concert. Hayden squeezed the pepper spray for reassurance, trying to fight back a second bout of claustrophobia while keeping her head together to protect herself.

      A shot rang out in the rail car in front of her, followed by another, and then a third. The shrieks of surprise turned into chaotic screaming as people pushed and shoved to get closer to the exit door. Hayden held her position and allowed the others to dictate what happened next. She was certain that once the doors were forced opened, the train car would empty, leaving her alone. She didn’t want to be wandering the tracks, in the dark, hoping for the power to come back on, while there were gunmen on the loose.

      Her mind raced as she considered what had happened. The train had lost power completely, as had the inside of the tunnel. Were they connected to the same power source? Why weren’t there emergency lights?

      These questions occupied her for a moment until a loud snap sound was heard, and the doors were forced open. As predicted, the frightened and unruly passengers jumped to the floor of the tunnel, sometimes landing on top of one another. Within a minute, Hayden was left behind, in the dark. And alone, or so she thought.
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        Mercedes-Benz Stadium

        Atlanta, Georgia

      

      

      The AMBSE Security Management Team had a detailed emergency action plan for scenarios like this one, but Will never imagined it would have to be implemented. A full evacuation of Mercedes-Benz Stadium created an operational nightmare that was potentially deadly in and of itself.

      The plan covered designated responses for all levels of employees within the stadium, from security to ushers. Each person filled an important role to ensure their safety and the safety of the event’s attendees. Like in life, people don’t pay attention to their surroundings when it comes to an emergency. They need guidance.

      While driving, the operator of any type of vehicle must consider the possibility that an oncoming car or truck might swerve onto their side of the road. However, they don’t. They don’t pay attention to the exits in a theater to avoid an active shooter or the safety instructions given by flight attendants as a flight takes off. For most, if they hadn’t personally experienced a life-threatening event, they didn’t bother to consider safety measures to protect themselves.

      That can’t happen to me.

      Will knew better. First, he sent a text to his son.

      9-1-1! Stay in your seat. I will come for you.

      Then he entered the 200 Concourse and made his way to the handicapped seating along the rail of the balcony just as the performers were being removed from the stage without warning to the concertgoers.

      The first reaction of the attendees was one of dismay. The harrowed look on Beyoncé’s face could be seen on the gigantic monitors, which filled the entire stadium. Shocked at the sudden stoppage of the performance, the adoring fans stood primarily in silence until a few began to yell.

      “Hey! What’s going on?”

      “Is it over? It’s not New Year’s yet!”

      Others got angry and began to boo. Overall, the mood of the seventy thousand plus fans became surly. Will’s first inclination was that crowd control would be challenging as the announcement finally came on the public address system that the concert was over, and the stadium needed to be evacuated immediately.

      The crowd was instructed to leave the stadium in an orderly manner, to seek out clearly marked exit signs, and to move away from the building as quickly as possible.

      Will stood at the top of gate 208 and helped direct the departing concertgoers toward the ramps that took them to the ground levels and the exits. Despite the grumbling and complaining of a few, the exodus was mostly controlled, so he made his way toward the elevators designated for security personnel.

      He was a rover, as the Security Management Team called his position. He was not assigned a specific duty or area during an event or an emergency. This freed Will up to respond to specific calls and emergencies as needed.

      The first thing on his mind was to get to his kids and ensure their safety. Just as he reached the elevator located in the maintenance hallway, the first explosion sent blast waves through the 200 Concourse. Will rushed out to investigate.

      Panicked, the once subdued crowd forced themselves back toward their seats, colliding with those attempting to exit. Young people were knocked down and trampled. Some were forced backwards into the railing, crushed under the weight of the retreating mob.

      Will frantically searched for the source of the explosion. The frenzied crowd was racing toward him from the entrance of Harrah’s, so he pressed himself against the wall and pushed against the flow. He was just about there when the ventilation system caught his eye.

      He keyed the microphone on his two-way radio. “We’ve got smoke coming out of the ventilation system on two hundred. Possible fire. Repeat. Possible fire on two hundred.”

      Seconds later the high-pitched wail of the fire alarms sounded, causing everyone to cover their ears as the piercing noise filled the air.

      Will pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and looked at the display. Ethan hadn’t responded to his text from earlier. He texted his son again.

      Are you in your seats? Please confirm.

      Will stared at the phone’s display for several agonizing seconds. The crowd was rushing past him, shoving bodies in his direction and bouncing him off the wall. He was oblivious to the madness as he nervously awaited a message from his son.

      No response.

      Now he was in a panic. He crashed into the crowd, knocking people to the side as he bulled past them to get to the nearest entrance to reach the maintenance hallway. He raced past food-service workers who were trying to cram into a service elevator. They were jockeying for position, knocking one another out of the way. Will opted instead for the stairwell, which led to the lower floors and the ground level.

      Less than a minute later, he rushed onto the 100 Concourse and found the scene to be similar to the other level. Masses of people were pushing and shoving their way into the concourse in an effort to make their way to the exits. Screams of fear surrounded Will as he pushed his way through the sea of terrorized people.

      He made his way to the gate where his kids were seated for the show. He prayed to himself that Ethan had heeded his instructions. He was concerned by the fact that his son hadn’t responded, but seeing their faces, safe and secure, was all he needed at the moment.

      Will got tripped up in another man’s feet, causing them both to crash to the floor. Attempting to break his fall, he lost control of his radio, which was promptly kicked down the walkway leading to the seating in the 100 Concourse. Will crawled to the side of the entrance, getting kicked in the ribs and his hands stepped on in the process. He was finally able to regain his footing and forced his way toward the kids’ assigned seats.

      His eyes searched in all directions. Most of the seats were empty now, including the seats that his kids had occupied.

      They were gone.
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        Times Square

        New York City

      

      

      Like two teenagers, Tom and Donna had hustled back to their room and changed into their walking clothes, as Donna called them. Living in downtown Charleston, they had access to all of their doctors, favorite shopping spots and restaurants. They strapped on their sneakers, bundled up in warm, fleece-lined pants and bulky sweaters, and braved the cold air filled with snow flurries to join the madness in Times Square on New Year’s Eve.

      Unless you’re a wide-eyed tourist, on a normal day, New Yorkers look at Times Square as the unhappiest place on earth, the polar opposite of Walt Disney World, the self-proclaimed happiest place on earth. The traffic creeps along, the tourists wander into the paths of those who have a purpose in their foot travels, and then there are the creepy people looking for handouts or wearing disheveled clown suits, performing for a few bucks.

      To many New Yorkers, Times Square was the city’s armpit. The capital of trickery. Nothing about it was real, at least to those who lived there. The glitter and glam portrayed on Dick Clark’s Rockin’ New Year’s Eve was far from reality.

      If there was one time of year that a New Yorker would rather be caught dead than visit Times Square, it was New Year’s Eve. On that glorious night enjoyed by millions on television worldwide, New Yorkers would rather be anywhere but on the streets of New York. But to the visitors, it was nothing short of one of the Wonders of the World, right up there with the Great Pyramid of Giza or the Statue of Zeus at Olympia.

      For Donna and Tom, who were hesitant at first to enter the throngs of people, it was an experience that took them into a potentially stressful, uncontrollable situation. However, within minutes, they embraced the year’s biggest party as they bounced off other revelers and made their way through the crowd to the south end of Times Square, where the ball would drop.

      They talked about catching a glimpse of Ryan Seacrest or Anderson Cooper, sans Kathy Griffin. They found their way near music stages featuring performers they’d never heard of—Antonique Smith, Chyno Miranda, and Camila Cabello.

      None of that mattered as Donna beamed, her grin spreading from ear to ear at the spectacle. The smile on her face was priceless to Tom as he held her tight. She’d been through so much, fighting hard through the emotional and physical devastation of her breast cancer diagnosis. As the couple worked together to bring the cancer into remission, they felt they had a new lease on life. Their personal struggle, and forty years of marriage, had brought them to Times Square to ring in the new year.

      And they were all ringing it in. There were people as far as the eye could see, dancing, singing, and waving their arms in the air. Tom swore the ground was shaking slightly, as if the Earth itself was pulsating from the energy generated by those above it. The noise levels were deafening, causing conversation between the two of them to be near impossible. Donna’s normally soft voice couldn’t be raised loud enough to overcome the constant roar of yelling and the occasional shriek in delight.

      Tom had quickly determined they could approach One Time Square if they moved away from the middle of the crowd and hugged the Jersey barriers, the hard plastic modular walls that lined Seventh Avenue and Broadway as they came closer to merging together.

      Tom and Donna felt the rush, transforming them from sixty-year-old retirees to partygoers. They were surrounded by more than a million people, with another hundred million or more watching at home. They began to live in the moment, one filled with confetti and snow flurries and heart-thumping music.

      And the illusion. The illusion that New York’s Time Square was, in fact, the center of the universe. In that moment, Times Square felt like the right place to be for Tom and Donna Shelton.

      They finally stopped their progress as the front of the ball-drop stage appeared before them. They’d traveled several blocks to get the best view in the house through pushing and shoving of strangers, all of whom were experiencing the same excitement.

      Midnight approached and the anticipation was building. That evening, Tom learned that despite the differences he and Donna had with all of the revelers, whether it be age, race, or culture, they were all sharing the adventure of New Year’s Eve in Times Square together.

      He’d opened his mind to the phenomenon and threw caution to the wind to please his wife, and he was glad he did. For when you were spending time with the one you love, even an outside-your-comfort-zone night could turn out to be magical.

      Unless something went horribly wrong.
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        Port Imperial

        Weehawken, New Jersey

      

      

      Just a few years prior, it would’ve been difficult to find a junior staffer in Washington who was interested in discussing the use of drones by terrorists. Then suddenly, the face of drone warfare changed. An entire division of experts was created at the National Counterterrorism Center after it was reported that Islamic fighters in Iraq and Syria had effectively deployed off-the-shelf quadcopters to drop grenades on unsuspecting targets below, including U.S. Special Operations forces. The experts opined that if terrorists could use the airborne devices in Raqqa, there was nothing to stop them from using drones on Americans’ homeland.

      The expectation was reached that the threat was both probable and imminent. Drones were easy to acquire and were virtually untraceable. With advanced technology, they were fairly simple to operate, nearly impossible to disrupt or monitor, and their range capabilities grew with each new product.

      While most drones sold in the U.S. were small short-range devices aimed at hobbyists and unsuited to carry cargo, technological advances had created commercial models to be used by companies ranging from UPS to Pizza Hut. These commercial counterparts were heavier and more powerful, capable of delivering a small package weighing up to twelve pounds for miles.

      Commercial quadcopter drones were nearly silent, easily maneuverable at low altitudes in all types of weather, and capable of bearing a small bomb or toxic material far above the metal detectors, police barricades, and SWAT teams that surrounded Times Square on New Year’s Eve.

      Drone technology had advanced with respect to their operation as well. For the average consumer, the drones were guided using a handheld device that resembled the Nintendo controllers of old. The antenna’s range was limited and, therefore, the drone became increasingly unreliable at greater distances.

      All of that changed as scientists adapted quadcopters with global positioning technology. Using GPS to identify package drop-off locations for UPS, for example, a commercial drone could be dispatched from a central warehouse facility with the exact coordinates of a home or business. With a small computer operating the drone autonomously, it could identify and survey terrain and potential obstacles, adjust accordingly, and steer itself between trees and power lines to its destination.

      The device could then navigate on its own to a home’s front porch, drop the package, and photograph it as it departed to create proof of delivery that was immediately emailed to the recipient.

      Once again, the wonder of science was created for commercial use to make the consuming public’s life better. And it created a new weapon for terrorists in the process.

      As was true with any new weapon, it was difficult at first to guard against. Law enforcement and the military’s best defense against the small low-flying quadcopters was radar detection, radio-jamming devices, and interrupting the GPS signal to the drone aircraft. The commercial advances took all of these security measures away. The only other option was to identify them in-flight and shoot them out of the sky—not one hundred percent accurate and certainly a potential danger to anyone caught in the line of fire.

      The winds were growing stronger as the muscular young man made his way from One World Trade Center through the Lincoln Tunnel into New Jersey. The eight-mile trip took him over an hour, but he’d allowed himself plenty of time to rendezvous with his team. From their vantage point, they’d need less than fifteen minutes to implement their operation from start to a chaotic finish.

      He arrived at the shuttered warehouse located in the heart of Port Imperial in Weehawken, New Jersey, a revitalized stretch of the Hudson River waterfront overlooking Manhattan across from Midtown.

      The building had been on the market for years at an outrageous price. Despite its prime location directly on the water, no one had risked their capital on the slowly dilapidating structure, not that the owners cared. Their financial resources stretched around the globe, and on this night, the hundred-year-old warehouse would serve a greater purpose than some more zeroes added to their bank accounts.

      He climbed the eight flights of stairs, working up a sweat despite the near-freezing temperatures. The precipitation had changed to mere snow flurries now, which lifted his spirits. He hadn’t been completely truthful with his benefactor during their conversation. Weather could negatively impact the drones’ operations if the precipitation changed to a heavy snow that caused it to stick to the quadcopters’ rotor blades. Just like an airplane, if the snow accumulated on a drone, it could be weighed down, crashing before reaching its target.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” he announced as he arrived on the rooftop of the warehouse.

      Two dozen people huddled together near the edge of the flat roof’s parapet overlooking the traffic on Port Imperial Boulevard. They turned around in unison and approached their boss.

      He was still dressed in a short-sleeve shirt, considering the need for a coat as a sign of weakness. He continued. “First, I need a weather update.”

      A smallish woman stepped forward with an iPad opened to Wunderground, a weather website known for its accurate forecasts and variety of storm predictors, including radar. She responded, “Not much change, sir, although the precipitation has remained to our south toward Philly and Baltimore. The cold air has arrived as expected.”

      “What is our ice potential?”

      A man in mechanic’s coveralls stepped forward. He replied in his proper British accent, “Based on the temperature drop, we should be fine, but I’ve taken some measures to ensure our success.”

      “Such as?” the leader asked.

      “Quite simple, actually. I anticipated this obstacle, so I created a mixture of glycol and water to simulate the deicing fluid used on airplanes.”

      One of the team interrupted. “I thought that only applies to preflight. What about while in the air?”

      The Brit nodded and quickly responded, “Ice usually accumulates in flight when small droplets of precipitation freeze on the front surfaces—the leading edges like the wings of the aircraft. This changes the shape and texture of their wings and flaps, thus interfering with the flow of air.”

      “Quadcopters don’t have wings,” interjected another member of the team.

      “True, but ice buildup on rotor blades will change the shape of the airfoil and, consequentially, the quadcopter’s ability to produce lift. This is not unlike helicopters except our drones have the benefit of four rotors instead of one. Losing one or two rotors might slow the quads down and even reduce their altitude, but it won’t stop them from advancing.”

      The team leader pushed through the group to admire the twenty-four quadcopters that rested silently on the rooftop awaiting their mission. Each carried a specific payload designed to unload its package at precise, strategic locations for maximum effect. He turned back to the group.

      “What is our longest travel time?”

      “Twenty-six minutes, sir. That’s to reach the easternmost targets. Per your instructions, we’ve routed those quads around Times Square to avoid the sniper patrols on the hotel rooftops.”

      “What if we modified them for a more direct route?”

      Several members of the group conferred until they arrived at a unanimous answer. “Sixteen minutes, sir. That’s if we fly them right down the pipe along Seventh Avenue.”

      “I don’t like it,” the team leader said. “If detected, those few minutes saved could mean the difference between mere annoyance and our success.”

      “Sir, if I may?” the Brit interrupted.

      “Go ahead.”

      “Sir, the glycol mixture is not just a deicing agent as it was originally intended for aircraft. I’ve also added a viscous fluid to bind the glycol ever so slightly to the rotor blades.”

      “Speak English, mate!” shouted one of the drone operators from the rear of the group. It drew a chuckle from everyone except the team leader.

      The Brit continued. “A viscous fluid, or non-Newtonian fluid, does not follow Newton’s law of viscosity.”

      He was interrupted again.

      “Sir, I’m gonna knock this guy out if he doesn’t explain what the hell he’s talking about!”

      “Hold on, and everyone calm down,” replied the team leader. He walked over to the British man, who hung his head sheepishly, kicking at the gravel on the roof. “What was the solution you used? Salt?”

      “No, sir. It would fall off at speed. I used shampoo. It will gently coat the rotor blades, together with the glycol mixture, to prevent icing.”

      The head of the operation smiled and patted him on the back. Every team needs a science nerd, and he was glad he had this one on board. The other two dozen people involved in this operation were expendable, as they’d soon learn.

      “Okay, people!” he shouted. “Let’s get this show on the road. By my watch, we’ve got about twenty minutes to liftoff.”

      It was 11:11 p.m.
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        Six Flags Great Adventure

        Jackson, New Jersey

      

      

      Temperatures had dropped into the forties as darkness set in at Six Flags, but the Rankin family didn’t notice. The vacation together was such a rare event due to the demands of their parents’ jobs that the kids were thrilled to be chilled as they rode one heart-stopping roller coaster after another.

      Many of the park’s attendees that evening found their way to the Polar Point section of the park to listen to a rare outdoor show performed by Mannheim Steamroller together with the Blue Man Group.

      The entire park was illuminated with Christmas lights, fresh-cut pine trees, and whiffs of peppermint spray delivered by their misting system, which was ordinarily used to keep attendees cool during the summer. Six Flags also had their snow machines turned on to ensure that a touch of winter filled the air as snowflakes fell throughout the park.

      The family saved the best ride for last as they kept pace with Kaycee’s regimented schedule. “The wait time for Kingda Ka is only forty-five minutes,” she explained her approach to the final event. “We’ve got cookies and hot chocolate to keep us warm while we wait in line. The ride takes about a minute, and—”

      “That’s a short ride,” interjected Tyler.

      Kaycee was quick to correct him. “No, Dad. It’s not short, just fast. You’ll see. I’ve watched it on YouTube dozens of times.”

      “Okay, I see,” said Tyler with a laugh as he took another sip of hot chocolate. He silently cursed the Founding Fathers for not doing all of their American Revolution stuff in sunny Florida, where it was warmer.

      “Anyway,” continued Kaycee, “after the ride, we’ll have time to find a good spot for the New Year’s Eve fireworks!”

      “And champagne, too?” asked J.C.

      “What do you know about champagne, young man?” asked Angela as she scruffed her son’s hair.

      “That’s what they do on New Year’s, Mom,” he replied.

      “Well, they, being the adults, can do champagne. Eight-year-olds cannot.”

      Kaycee chimed in, “Mom, can I since I’m in double digits?”

      Angela laughed and rolled her eyes. “No, Peanut. Double digits, such as eleven-year-olds, don’t qualify. You can wait until you’re thirty.”

      “Thirty! No way!”

      Tyler grabbed his daughter by the neck and pulled her close. He’d felt guilty for years after the near-death accident. As a lifeguard, he should’ve been more aware of the helicopter being in distress. He’d failed to react quickly enough, and it had almost killed Kaycee. It was a seminal event that gave him a completely different outlook on life—one that placed the safety of his family above all else. During her recovery, he’d prayed and made a promise that he’d never allow anyone, or anything, to take away or harm his family.

      They made their way through the long queue and approached the front of the platform, where riders were boarding the coaster. The kids insisted in riding in the first car, so they stepped aside until the ride operator motioned them forward.

      Tyler glanced up at the security cameras pointed at them. “Hey, check it out,” he said as he put his arm around Angela. “Big brother is watching.”

      She laughed. “Isn’t he always? Listen, if you’re afraid, it’s not too late to bail out.”

      Tyler laughed and slid her hand onto his butt. “Feel that? Still dry after the twenty-story drop on the Nitro ride. I can handle Kingda Ka.”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Angela looked at the vertical lift rising to the apex of Kingda Ka. “This is over forty-five stories. That’s taller than any building in Virginia.”

      Tyler leaned in to his wife’s ear and whispered, “You want me to fill my pants, don’t you?”

      Angela started laughing. “No, I guess not, especially since we’re sitting together. Say, are you gonna film it for the kids on your phone?”

      “Does that mean I can only hold on with one hand?”

      “Um, yeah,” she replied.

      “Oh, sure. Great idea. Ugh.”

      The next section of cars pulled up and the riders spilled out. Some of the faces were white from fear with bright red cheeks from riding at over a hundred miles an hour in the cold evening air. Others were laughing hysterically as the nervousness of the intense ride forced out their emotions.

      The caravan of five cars carried eighteen passengers. The family loaded in the first car, which was a four-seater with a bright green hood in front. Angela and Tyler were seated immediately behind the kids in front of a car that contained two girls in their late teens. Tyler rolled his eyes as he saw them slide into their seats, knowing full well ear-piercing screams would be breaking his eardrums throughout the ride.

      Once they were settled in, the cars moved forward to ease behind the two sets of cars in line in front of them. Tyler pointed to a sign that read:

      Attention Riders. On occasion, Kingda Ka’s train will not travel over the hill. This is a normal occurrence. The train is designed to safely roll back and reset to be launched again.

      “Nice of them to let us know that after we’re stuck on board this thing.”

      Angela laughed and squeezed his knee. “Just record and the whole thing will be over before you know it.”

      Tyler got his cell phone ready, and their section of cars moved forward until they were first in line. He was getting nervous. “The other car is barely at the top of the loop before they fire off another one.”

      Angela laughed and shook her head as she ignored Tyler’s continued protestations. “Okay, kids. Who’s ready?”

      The mechanical announcer issued its final warning to the riders before the ride commenced.

      Arms down. Head back. Hold on.

      To which Kaycee replied, “Let’s go!”

      With the blast of a cannon firing, the ride took off on what was once the fastest roller coaster in North America. The upside-down U-shaped track bolted up forty-five stories, reaching one hundred forty five miles per hour in just three and a half seconds.

      Tyler managed to film and hang on as the cars sped up ninety degrees into the first spiral before approaching the apex of Kingda Ka. At that speed, everything was a blur as his mind attempted to process something it had never experienced before.

      When placed under such intense stress, the human mind doesn’t count the seconds using the childhood way of saying one Mississippi, two Mississippi, and three Mississippi. The mind was far more advanced, acting like a high-speed computer capable of receiving and analyzing stimuli faster than any human could imagine.

      Tyler’s mind was in a heightened state of awareness when his vision transmitted his cell phone losing power just microseconds before it processed that everything around him disappeared into the darkness of the night.
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      Slowly descending as it passed Panama City Beach on the Florida Panhandle, Delta Flight 322 flew over the open water, just three miles above the Gulf of Mexico. The pilots were several minutes ahead of schedule as they made their gradual descent in preparation for landing in Mobile, Alabama. The white aircraft with the red and blue markings of Delta Air Lines could barely be seen on the moonless night. They were just twenty minutes from touchdown.

      Eventually, the bumpy turbulence they’d encountered earlier gradually stopped as they cleared the cold front. The cabin continued to be filled with now-muted chatter, as the high created by preflight libations began to wear off. Fortunately for Cort, who was trying to relax from his stressful week, the inebriated men seated in front of him had dozed off, and the wailing infant three rows behind him had found solace in a milk bottle.

      He input his credit card information into the empty fields of the Delta in-flight entertainment website, which was displayed on his iPad. While the connection was being made, he inserted his Bose earbud-microphone combination into his ears and turned off the external speaker. Curious passengers could see his wife and daughter appear on the screen, but they would only be able to hear his side of the conversation.

      Colt’s face lit up as his wife answered the FaceTime request, and his daughter, Hannah, leaned in so she could be seen too.

      “Hi, baby!” Meredith genuinely greeted him with a smile. He missed her as much as she missed him.

      “Hi, Daddy!” Hannah was chipper as usual. She was always an upbeat, happy kid. But then again, she was only twelve and hadn’t been jaded by the world around her.

      “Girls, I have really missed you. You have no idea.”

      “Oh, we believe you, don’t we, Hannah?”

      “Maybe a little,” Hannah added with a giggle. “But we have big plans for our New Year’s Eve party, Daddy.”

      His daughter was wide awake considering how late it was. He suspected Meredith had insisted she take a nap in exchange for staying up late, or Hannah was jacked up on sweet treats.

      “Do tell,” said Cort, who continued to beam during the conversation.

      Hannah and Meredith commenced to reel off the finger foods and desserts they’d created throughout the day in anticipation of his arrival. Hannah proudly took credit for recording the New Year’s festivities from Times Square on their Comcast DVR so that they could watch the ball drop together.

      After the family bemoaned the concept of time zones and Cort added his two cents’ worth about the media moguls of New York thinking the entire planet revolves around them, they talked about their long weekend together.

      “Girls, whadya think about watching some football with me tomorrow?”

      “Yale isn’t playing, Daddy,” Hannah complained. “I won’t be able to wear my Handsome Dan sweatshirt Grandpa got me for Christmas.”

      Meredith’s father had purchased Hannah a sweatshirt featuring the Yale mascot, an English bulldog, leaning up against a large Y. The tradition had been established in the late 1800s when a young Englishman who attended the university brought his bulldog to college with him. Yale became the first university in the United States to adopt a mascot, and now eighteen English bulldogs had proudly filled the position of Handsome Dan.

      “I know, honey, this time of year, high-quality schools like Yale don’t have to play football anymore. We’re stuck with the other guys like ’Bama and Notre Dame and Ohio State.”

      “Daddy, why does ’Bama have an elephant as a mascot?”

      Meredith laughed at the back-and-forth between her husband and daughter. “Yes, please enlighten us, Cort.”

      “Well, um, once upon a time Alabama was full of Republicans. So—”

      Hannah was having none of it and scowled into the camera. “Daddy, I know when you’re fibbin’. If you don’t know, it’s okay to say you don’t know. Mommy told me that everybody can’t know everything. Right, Mommy?”

      Meredith pulled the phone closer to their faces. “That’s right.” She tilted her head and smiled at Cort as if to say, the ball’s in your court, Daddy-O.

      “Actually, I do know one thing. Your mommy knows everything. We made sure that was understood the day we got married.”

      “You betcha,” said Meredith. “Okay, We’re almost to the airport. Do you want us to park and come inside?”

      “I don’t have any bags, so why don’t you guys just pick me up at departures.”

      “But, Daddy, you’re an arrival.”

      Smart kid.

      “I know, honey, but I think there’ll be less traffic at departures at this time of night. I can just walk—”

      Ding—ding—ding.

      The flight attendant interrupted their conversation. “Ladies and gentlemen, the captain has turned on the fasten-seat-belt sign, indicating our approach into Mobile. As we start our descent, please make sure your seat backs and tray tables are in their full upright position. Make sure your seat belt is securely fastened and all carry-on luggage is stowed underneath the seat in front of you or in the overhead bins. Also, please discontinue the use of all electronic devices. Thank you.”

      Cort turned his attention back to his girls. “Ladies, I hope you two are ready to party. I can feel my second wind kickin’ in, and there will be smooches covering your cheeks in just a few minutes.”

      “I’ll take ’em!” exclaimed Hannah.

      Meredith added to her daughter’s sentiment. “Me too, darling. I’ve missed you more than—”

      Then complete and utter darkness swept over Delta 322.
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      As Delta Flight 322 cruised toward an uneventful landing, a continuous supply of conditioned air kept the temperatures inside the cabin at a comfortable seventy-two degrees. Outside the aircraft, it was a different story. Temperatures at a plane’s cruising altitude can drop to well below zero, especially when factoring in the windchill. Even in balmy climates like the Gulf Coast, the temperature differences were remarkable. The only thing separating the passengers of Delta 322 from this stark contrast in temperatures was a thin metal tube and a few inches of insulation that would soon prove to be no match for the fifty-degree waters of the Gulf of Mexico.

      Mobile tower personnel reported the conditions as they advised Captain Hasselbeck on his final approach. “Delta 322, you’ve got winds at three to five knots. Ceiling is twenty-five hundred, scattered. Visibility is four to five nautical miles.”

      “Roger that,” replied Hasselbeck. “Straight into runway 15-33?”

      “Affirmative,” replied the tower. “Delta 322 is clear on approach to runway 15-33.”

      Hasselbeck spoke aloud as he made his adjustments. “Altitude down to three-eight on approach. Wilco.”

      “I’ll advise the flight attendants,” said his first officer. He reached for the intercom switch and addressed the main cabin. “Flight attendants, prepare for landing.”

      The pilot continued. “Speed set, one-quarter flaps.”

      His first officer repeated the instructions as the two pilots worked in tandem to coordinate the routine landing. “Speed set, one-quarter flaps.”

      “Gear down.”

      “Gear down.”

      “Altitude two-eight.”

      “Confirmed.”

      The men rode the next sixty seconds in silence as the lights of Mobile came closer into their view. Hasselbeck pressed his face against the window and looked down to the hundreds of oil rigs that dotted the gulf waters to their left. The lights twinkled like thousands of Christmas trees floating on buoys. He turned his attention back to his instrument panel as the MD-88 continued its slow, gradual descent. Then the panel went dark.

      “What the hell?” exclaimed the first officer.

      “Where are the emergency lights?” asked Hasselbeck as he began to frantically flip switches, attempting to force a reaction on the instrument panel.

      “We’ve got nothing! Absolutely no power!” The first officer became panicked.

      Hasselbeck took a deep breath and recalled his training. Modern airplane engines were very robust pieces of engineering, and only rarely did a pilot encounter a dual flameout, the term given to the loss of both engines.

      Hasselbeck’s mind raced as he focused on trying to keep the aircraft in a glide while he ran through the emergency procedures to regain power.

      “Pull the guides out,” ordered Hasselbeck. “Now!”

      The reference guides for an aircraft provide guidance and checklists for a wide variety of operational situations, including the loss of power on all engines. But this was different.

      “I can’t see!” exclaimed the copilot.

      Hasselbeck kept his composure but was nonetheless firm with his frenzied copilot. “The flashlight is attached to the right side of your seat. Hurry!”

      Hasselbeck leaned up in the seat and looked for landing options. He recalled their altitude, which was now dropping rapidly. Mobile was still too far away. He began mentally preparing himself for putting the plane in the water.

      Normally, if a ditching of the aircraft was imminent, it was preferable to be at a higher altitude, allowing for a smoother approach to the water below. The higher altitude would give the pilot the ability to force the plane into a pronounced nose-down attitude in order to maintain enough airspeed to prevent the aircraft from stalling. Their low altitude on approach did not allow for this emergency procedure.

      There was an additional consideration to factor in. He had no instruments and no communications with the tower to tell him his precise altitude and speed. He was truly flying blind and unable to see the water. He only had the oil rig platforms below him to use to guide him.

      He also had to consider whether to hit the surface with the gear locked in position or tucked inside. The recommended position was to ditch with the gear in the up position. However, Hasselbeck recalled from a conversation with a senior Boeing 777 captain that having the gear down might prevent the aircraft from skipping along the water, which leads to multiple impacts against the fuselage.

      All of these things were running through his mind in those seconds before the aircraft began to lose airspeed and plummet toward the water. The chaos taking place behind him was beginning to enter his mind as a combination of flight attendants shouting and passengers screaming penetrated the security door.

      Brace! Brace! Brace!

      Hasselbeck couldn’t advise them, as their communications were down. Everything was dark and unresponsive.

      The first officer was holding the flashlight in his mouth, frantically thumbing through the pages of the manual. “Nothing works. There’s nothing in here about a total blackout!”

      Hasselbeck remained calm. “It doesn’t matter. We’re too low to initiate any engine restart procedure.”

      His copilot was not calm. “What are you gonna do?”

      “I’m going to keep flying this plane and do whatever it takes to drop it safely in the water.”

      The first officer finally became helpful. “I’ll get our life vests.”

      For the next twenty seconds, neither man spoke a word. The continuous chants of Brace! Brace! Brace! and the passengers’ screams permeated the aircraft, barely drowning out the high-pitched whistle created by the plane dropping rapidly out of the sky.

      Hasselbeck tried in vain to keep the nose of the aircraft up in an attempt to glide onto the surface of the Gulf. His eyes darted to his left. They were eye level to an oil rig. He took a deep breath.

      “It’s now. Hold on!”

      

      The wing’s flaps were the first thing to come in contact with the water. The left-wing tip caught the top of a wave first, and the plane yawed to the left. Then the fuselage slammed hard into the water. The first officer let out a bloodcurdling scream as they were slammed forward in their seats upon impact.

      Likewise, the passengers let out primal expressions of emotion and pain as the sudden deceleration threw them forward in their seats. Hasselbeck could hear galley equipment being tossed around behind them and overhead bins dropping luggage on top of the passengers.

      The MD-88 shook violently for several seconds; then it got eerily quiet. The vibration stopped and the plane seemed to be weightless as if it were floating in space.

      Inside the cockpit, it was pitch black. Hasselbeck regained his composure and pressed his hands against the windows. Then he heard them. The sound was imperceptible at first. Yet unmistakable.

      Bubbles.

      Bubbles were rising upward around the windows of the aircraft, and the faint trickling of water could be heard. The plane was underwater.

      Hasselbeck tried to get his bearings and orientation within the cockpit. His first officer had fainted and was dangling slightly above him in his protective harness. He surmised they were banking to the left because the left wing had caught the water first. Instinctively, he pulled the yoke to the right. Incredibly, the aircraft responded ever so slightly. The wings leveled, but they continued to sink.

      A loud crack caught his attention, and he immediately assumed the cargo hold had been breached on impact. Suddenly, reassurance swept over his body as the nose of the aircraft seemed to make a slow ascent toward the surface.

      Water began entering the cockpit. It dripped from the windows and rose around his feet from the floor panels. Hasselbeck studied the rise of the water. It wasn’t pouring in, but it was rising fast enough to have an impact on the buoyancy of the aircraft.

      He looked over to his first officer, who didn’t appear to be physically injured, but only limp as a result of fainting. Hasselbeck used the rising water to revive his copilot.

      “Hey! Wake up!” he shouted, scooping water out from around his feet and splashing the man in the face. The cold water worked to revive him.

      “What? What?”

      “Get out of your harnesses,” ordered Hasselbeck as he flipped the toggle on his instrument panel to unlock the cockpit security door. “We need to help our passengers get out. Hurry!”

      Hasselbeck was already unstrapped and making his way to the security door separating the cockpit from the galley. The rising water would make it difficult to open.

      “Come on, help me!”

      His copilot climbed around his seat and moved alongside Hasselbeck in the notoriously cramped cabin of the MD-88.

      “Turn the handle while I get my fingers in the crack to pull it open.”

      “Okay, got it.”

      Hasselbeck prepared himself to pull the door inward against the weight of the water around his legs, which now rose to his knees. As the copilot released the latch, they were both surprised by what happened.

      The door swung open violently and slammed into the head of the first officer, driving him backwards in a daze. Before Hasselbeck was struck by a wall of water rushing through the opening, he saw that the rest of the aircraft was gone.
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      Cort, like everyone else on board Delta 322, suddenly grew deathly quiet. While everyone’s reaction to a traumatic situation is unique, there are certain common reactions innate to all humans. A trauma leaves its imprint on the human brain. The intense sense of fear causes the body to freeze as it processes the threat. Then it reacts. And the reaction aboard Delta 322 was almost uniform—panic, followed by crying, screaming, and praying.

      Initially, Cort assumed, like others on the flight, that this was a temporary glitch and would be remedied within seconds. When the emergency light strips along the floors failed to illuminate and none of the overhead signs lit up, he knew they were destined to crash.

      His mind raced as he tried to recall the preflight safety instructions given by the flight attendants. He silently cursed himself for not paying attention, and then he considered the fact that the two drunks sitting in the exit row in front of him certainly didn’t know what to do.

      The flight attendants tried to yell over the mayhem, but because they were all shouting instructions at the same time, the passengers became increasingly panicked. When the oxygen masks dropped from the ceiling, full-blown chaos ensued as passengers scrambled for oxygen.

      “Hey, nothing is coming out!” shouted a man to his right.

      “They’re not working!” hollered a lady from the back of the plane.

      “Neither is mine!”

      The flight attendants stumbled through the aisles as the plane began to drop in altitude, looking for their seats. Cort reached for his oxygen mask, which also failed to function.

      No power. At all. Not even emergency backup generators.

      Finally, one voice took over for the entire crew, shouting over the mayhem, “Everyone, please fasten your seatbelts and tighten them around your waist. Think about your seat assignments. Remember where the exit rows are. They are located at the front of the aircraft where you boarded. Also, they are above the wings in exit rows twenty-four and twenty-five. At the right rear of the plane, there are exit rows at thirty-two and thirty-three.”

      Another flight attendant shouted from the rear of the aircraft, “We all need to prepare for an emergency landing. Please remove your life vest from the pouch beneath your seat. Slip the open end over your head, pull the straps around your waist, and adjust the tabs at the front. To inflate the vest, pull firmly on the red cord, but only—”

      “Red cord! We can’t see anything. Where are the lights?”

      Cort shoved his iPad into the seat pocket in front of him and felt underneath his seat for the life vest.

      The flight attendant continued. “Pull the cord to inflate your life vest after we land. If you can’t find the cord, blow into the mouthpiece next to your shoulder. There is also a whistle that can be used to attract attention. Remember, don’t inflate your vest before landing! It might puncture upon impact.”

      “Impact? Are we gonna crash, Dad?” A young boy clearly couldn’t grasp the gravity of the catastrophe they were facing.

      Cort found the pouch, but the strap holding it together was stuck. He quickly unbuckled his seat belt and dropped to his knees to wrestle with the straps. He retrieved it and then noticed the elderly women next to him were dazed and confused.

      He tried to remain calm, for his sake and theirs. “Ladies, don’t mind me, but I’m going to pull out your life vests. We’ll figure them out together.”

      Cort could feel the plane take a sudden turn downwards, and the flight attendants began to yell, “Brace! Brace! Brace!”

      Cort put on his life vest and assisted the women. He told them to tighten the strap, but not too tight. They didn’t need to feel constrained while swimming.

      He then positioned their arms to illustrate how to maintain the brace position.

      “Lean forward like this,” he began, bending at the waist as far as he could. He turned his head to the side, although he could barely make them out in the dim light provided by passengers who were using their phones to video the impending disaster. “Then clasp your hands behind your head, interlocking your fingers. Try to tuck your elbows against your thighs. Okay?”

      He could barely hear their responses between their crying and the other panicked passengers.

      Brace! Brace! Brace!

      Cort closed his eyes and prayed to God to take care of his family in the event he didn’t survive. He repeatedly told Meredith and Hannah that he loved them, hoping that somehow the universe, which had dealt him this bad set of cards, would deliver the message on his behalf.

      While others prayed or screamed in panic, Cort’s body relaxed and he smiled, allowing the memories of his family to fill his consciousness. He was at peace with his fate.

      That was when the plane plowed into the water.
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      “Ethan! Ethan!” Skylar screamed for her brother as chaos engulfed the stadium. At first, the young girl was confused by the sudden turn of events. Three security personnel ran in front of her between the barriers and the stage and then quickly climbed the stairs to interrupt the performance. They ushered Beyoncé and Jay-Z off the stage first, and then the other dancers followed close behind.

      Dumbfounded, Skylar looked around for her brother to see if he knew what was going on. That was when the announcement to evacuate came. At first, the people around her were quiet, and then they became angry. They started shouting at the stage despite the fact that nobody was on it.

      The hostility began to frighten her. One moment, the crowd was cheering, swaying back and forth to the beat of the music. The next moment, the stage was emptied, the concert was cancelled, and the fans were told to leave.

      Those on the floor in front of the stage, both high and drunk, immediately took exception.

      “Come back out here!”

      “Hey, I paid for a full concert!”

      “I want my money back!”

      The mob was pressing toward the stage, mashing those along the steel barriers to the point they were screaming in agony. Skylar was one of them. She was the youngest and smallest of anyone else around her. Most of those who were waving their fists in anger and inching forward didn’t see her. Her attempts to scream for Ethan went unanswered.

      Skylar didn’t know what else to do, so she found a way to climb over the barrier. Using the back of a man who’d fallen over next to her in a vomiting fit, she stood on his back and hoisted herself onto the barrier and flopped over to the other side, landing on her back with a thud.

      The impact knocked the breath out of her for a second, but then she recovered just as a huge push from the crowd shoved the barriers forward a foot or more. Skylar scrambled out of the way and crawled toward the black skirt that covered the underneath structure of the stage. She stood and looked in the direction of where she last saw Ethan.

      Everyone was pushing and shoving as those at the front of the stage wanted to exit the building, but many others were pushing forward to voice their displeasure at the concert’s cancellation. It was a massive scrum that was being won by the angry mob.

      Skylar recognized one of the girls who had approached Ethan earlier by her purple hair. She ran toward the group of girls and then noticed Ethan’s black locks. Skylar cautiously approached the rail and screamed his name again. This time he heard her.

      “How did you get in there?” he shouted.

      “I had to climb on top of a man and then jumped over. Can you jump over?”

      Ethan looked around and started to wedge his way through a group of four young men when they got mad and pushed him back.

      “Check yourself, man!” one of them yelled angrily.

      “I need to get to my sister. Let me through.” Ethan was determined.

      “Let me help you, boss man,” the man said threateningly. He grabbed Ethan by the shirt and pulled him forward, throwing him downward until his head struck the post of the steel barrier. Blood immediately gushed from his forehead and streamed down his face.

      The gang of four burst out in drunken laughter. “Look at this freak show, man. This ain’t a Megadeth concert. You’ve come to the wrong place, punk.”

      The men began to kick Ethan, who’d curled into a fetal position to avoid the onslaught.

      “Leave him alone!” shouted Skylar, which only drew more laughter and ridicule.

      “Oh, baby sister gotta take care of you?”

      “Or maybe that’s his girlfriend?”

      “She’s a little young for you, man!”

      The men kicked Ethan again until they abruptly stopped—when the lights went out.
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        Jackson, New Jersey

      

      

      Many of the riders on Kingda Ka at that moment were unaware that the power had been lost to Six Flags and the surrounding area, as they had their eyes clenched shut from fear. They didn’t realize anything was wrong until the forward momentum of the roller coaster cars designed to carry them up and over the curved top came to a sudden, bone-jarring stop before it entered the two-hundred-seventy-degree spiral to the bottom of the ride.

      That was when the sincerely terrified screams filled the air, not the ones that were adrenaline-driven just seconds before. The eighteen-passenger coaster was stuck, pointed straight down, forty-five stories in the sky.

      The sense of fear was as old as life on Earth. It was a fundamental, deeply wired reaction that evolved into a complex, existential anxiety in humans. There was a big difference between a high arousal state during a daring task, such as the rush of the passengers on Kingda Ka that New Year’s Eve, and primal terror as one realistically fears their death.

      The fear that overtook those eighteen passengers started in the brain and spread throughout their bodies in the blink of an eye. Their brains became hyperalert, and their breathing accelerated. Heart rates reached dangerous levels, and blood flow increased to the bodies’ muscles. All of these physiological effects occurred much faster than the brain was able to communicate the ramifications of what caused the fear.

      That fact had now hit the group of riders nearly simultaneously. Some continuously screamed at the top of their lungs while others broke down in fits of sobs and wails. Others went into shock, their bodies’ response to the fear preventing them from rationally comprehending their fate.

      Then there were two people who had lived through a traumatic experience already, and whose bodies understood catastrophic events as a result. Further, they had seen death in their jobs and were fully aware of when their lives were at risk.

      Angela and Tyler, like the others, were frightened as the coaster came to a halt, but then their minds processed the situation, drawing from their past experiences. They were not falling, and they assumed safety measures were put into place that prevented them from detaching from the rails.

      The worst case, in Tyler’s mind, was that the coaster’s brakes would fail, and they’d go sailing downward until it ran out of steam or ran into other parked coaster cars at the ride’s station. Not good, but better than falling forty-five stories to their deaths.

      First, he comforted his wife. “Angela, don’t worry. We’re gonna be all right. They have safety measures in place.”

      She nodded and managed a smile. “Let’s help the kids.”

      Kaycee was already in the process of calming her brother down when both Tyler and Angela reached forward to touch their children’s shoulders. The heavy restraints kept them pressed against the back of their seats for safety reasons, but the ability to make contact with their kids helped both parents and children cope with the danger.

      “Kids,” began Tyler in the calmest voice he could muster under the circumstances, “listen to me. It’s going to be okay. We’re secure in our seats, and the coaster is just temporarily stuck. They’ll have the power back on soon.”

      Tyler had to raise his voice over the screaming passengers behind them and the people on the ground, too. The reality of the power outage was beginning to set in.

      Angela continued to comfort the kids while Tyler looked around Six Flags and beyond. The power was out as far as he could see. He then remembered his cell phone going blank. He looked down to the ground, where he could barely make out a crowd below them. At over four hundred feet above ground, they looked like ants, perhaps smaller.

      What immediately struck him was the lack of illuminated cell phones recording the event for YouTube, Facebook, and Instagram. That was impossible, he thought to himself. Today, people recorded a dying man in the street before they thought to call 9-1-1 to get help.

      “Angela, can you reach your cell phone?” he asked, interrupting her conversation with their children. Between her soothing tone and Kaycee’s big-sister approach, J.C. had relaxed and was sitting calmly in their front-row seat.

      “Yeah, hold on,” she replied casually.

      “Um, no problem there,” Tyler quipped.

      Angela reached into her hip pocket and pulled out her iPhone. She pressed her thumb to the screen to unlock the display.

      Nothing.

      She tried it again, this time attempting to press buttons on the side of the device to elicit a response.

      It was still not turning on.

      “Here, but it’s not working. Tyler, it was fully charged when we left the truck, and I’ve barely used it except to FaceTime Brett.”

      Tyler tried to turn around and look to the coaster passengers behind him. Some had stopped screaming and turned their cries of despair to shouts of help. None, however, were using their cell phones to place calls.

      “Dad, why aren’t they helping us?” asked Kaycee.

      “There’s more to this, Peanut. Somehow, I think our ride isn’t the only problem. The power is out everywhere.”

      Angela leaned over to Tyler and whispered, “EMP?”

      “It has to be,” he replied. “The first thing I look at in a power outage is my phone. It’s not just ours. Plus, look around. Do you see any lights anywhere? I mean in the buildings, the cars, anything?”

      “No,” replied Angela despondently. “How the hell are we gonna get off this thing?”

      Tyler closed his eyes and answered the question honestly, “I really have no idea.”
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      “We have to get off here!” a man shouted from the back of the coaster. “This thing could fall off any minute!”

      “Yeah, nobody is coming to help us. I think they forgot we’re up here!” a younger man added to the panicked situation.

      “Why aren’t they helping us?” a woman wailed her question in response.

      Tyler hesitated to respond at first, and then he felt the coaster cars begin to wiggle as the panicked passengers became agitated. He needed to calm them down.

      “No, it won’t fall off!” he yelled. “Everyone, please listen to me. I’m a firefighter and I’ve been trained for these situations. The roller coaster is safe, and the cars are firmly attached to the rails. They are not going to fall off.”

      “I don’t believe you!” one of the men shouted back. “If it was safe, we would never have gotten stuck in the first place.”

      “I agree,” said the other man. “Plus, the power is down everywhere. It’s freezing cold up here. We can’t wait forever!”

      Tyler was growing frustrated because the other passengers were buying into their hysteria. “There’s nothing we can do but wait.” He paused and then asked sarcastically, “Do you see a ladder anywhere?”

      One of the know-it-all men quickly responded, “Yeah, over there in the middle of the rails. If we could make it to the platforms, then we could climb down.”

      “You ain’t Spiderman, mister,” said one of the teenage girls behind Tyler.

      “Well, I think I can make it. What about you, buddy?” the mouthy know-it-all said to the younger man who had agreed with him previously.

      “Um, I can wait for a little while, I think,” the young man responded after taking a look at the risky option.

      The group quietened down for a moment, bringing a sense of relief to Tyler. The coaster was no longer being jostled, giving the other passengers and his children an opportunity to calm down as well.

      Angela leaned in to him. “Do they make a ladder truck that will reach up here?”

      Tyler grimaced and shook his head. “The longest I’ve heard about exists in New York City, and they’re only ten stories. I saw a video of some passengers being rescued from a coaster in Japan once, but that was only ninety feet off the ground. We’re four times that, at least.”

      “Chopper?” asked Angela.

      “Most likely. Probably a Coast Guard rescue unit with a basket. They’re equipped to handle two people—the rescuer and the rescued.”

      They paused their conversation for a moment as the men in the back continued to discuss their bail-out options.

      “They’re idiots,” said Angela as they eavesdropped on the conversation. “They might be drunk too.”

      “It’s New Year’s, wouldn’t surprise me at all,” added Tyler.

      “Ty, why wouldn’t they have a means to release the emergency brake so we can just coast to the bottom?”

      “I thought about that. First, there are probably additional braking mechanisms at the end of the ride to bring us slowly into the ride’s station. They may not be working because of the power outage. If they’re not, the other cars would be in the way. We’d come around the last bend and crash into them at Lord knows how fast. Fifty, sixty miles per hour? We’d be killed.”

      Angela nodded and gave his hand a squeeze. “Maybe they’re in the process of moving the cars off the track. But there is still the matter of releasing the emergency brake. If it’s electronic, it won’t respond. If it’s manual, somebody’s got to climb up here to do it. These rails are built like ladders, but that’s a heckuva climb. I couldn’t do it.”

      “Me either,” agreed Tyler. “My guess is that the Coast Guard will be brought in at some point. Keep in mind, we’re not the only people stranded on a ride in this park. And, depending on how widespread this outage is, they may have bigger problems.”

      “Agreed,” said Angela. “What do you think we’re looking at?”

      “Several hours, maybe more,” replied Tyler.

      The words were barely out of his mouth when one of the teen girls behind him started yelling. “Hey, everybody! The fireman said it may take hours until they rescue us. We have to wait on a helicopter from the Navy or something.”

      “That’s not what I said!” shouted Tyler. “We need to remain—”

      “Well, that’s all I need to hear,” said one of the men at the rear of the coaster. “I’m not sitting up here all night. We’re gonna use these pipes to make our way over to those platforms. It’s like shimmying down a pole. No problem, right, mister firefighter? You guys do that in the firehall all the time.”

      “No!” shouted Tyler. “It’s not like that at all. Just wait. We can sit here as long as it takes, right?”

      The coaster started rocking back and forth, causing several of the passengers to scream. The man didn’t respond to Tyler but instead began pushing against the U-shaped safety bar, which held his torso against the seat.

      “Push, honey!” he shouted to his female companion.

      Tyler couldn’t turn to see what they were doing because of the restraints and the high-back seat.

      “Stop it!” he shouted, to no avail. The man kept pushing the bar forward. As it snapped back, he’d push even harder, and eventually, it gave way, as did all four safety restraints in his car.

      A bone-chilling scream filled the air as the two passengers in the car with the man panicked in terror. They were dropped forward toward the car in front of them until they crashed into the back of the seats.

      “Hey, sorry about that,” the man began to apologize. “I didn’t know …” His voice trailed off as the two college-age kids yelled for help. They were holding onto the restraints of the other car in an effort to avoid falling over the top of the inverted coaster.

      “Jim! You have to help them get back in the car!” a woman hollered at the man.

      “I can’t reach them without crawling around the side,” he immediately responded.

      “Then I’ll do it!” she yelled back at him.

      That was when the weight of the coaster began to shift. The machine was designed to remain on a certain balance. The weight of the riders was not relevant so much as the distribution. If a passenger stepped outside the ride’s protective compartment, it caused the ride to lean on the rails to one side or the other. The woman must have been heavyset, because the cars tilted slightly to the right on the rails.

      “Stop! Now!” yelled Tyler. He was beginning to question his theory on whether the coaster could derail. “You can’t exit the car like that. Just sit down!”

      “We need help!” yelled one of the college kids.

      “You’ll be okay,” said Tyler. “Just find a comfortable grip and hold on. Let the weight of your body push you against the back of the seats in front of you.”

      The cars started to sway again, and this time the lean was more pronounced to the right.

      Now what?

      “Jim, are you sure?” the woman asked her husband.

      “Yeah, I’m sure,” he replied defensively. “I wouldn’t be doing this if I wasn’t. Do you think I wanna die? Just follow my lead.”

      The coaster listed farther to the right as the man leaned over the side of the car and stepped onto the rail. Using the now broken safety bar to balance, he walked over to the blue pipes and support until he could reach them both at once. With a slight push off, he grasped the pipes and held on. For a moment, he stood there, maintaining his balance and gathering his courage. Then he addressed his wife. “See, baby? Piece of cake. Now, we bear-hug this support pipe and slide down toward that platform. It’s only about thirty feet. Heck, we could drop the last fifteen feet and make it just fine.”

      “Um, okay,” the woman replied.

      Tyler desperately wanted to see what they were doing, but his view was obscured. Looking to his left, he could see the support pipes as they stretched toward the platform.

      The man was growing more confident. “Okay! See. We can do this.”

      Tyler looked over the side of his car. The man was bear-hugging the pipe and inching downward.

      “Look, it’s working!” shouted the younger man from earlier.

      “Yeah, come on!” shouted another.

      Soon, the coaster was shaking again as some of the other passengers were trying to force their safety bars open.

      “Mom!” screamed J.C. as he began to cry.

      “Everybody, stop!” shouted Angela as she became instinctively protective of her frightened child.

      “Push harder!” was the response she received.

      Tyler saw the man in full view now, and the legs of his wife were slowly descending into his field of vision.

      The shaking continued until a loud crack occurred.

      “We’re free!” shouted the young man. And then it happened.

      The jostling of the cars caused him to lose his grip and fall over the top of the coaster. Instinctively, Tyler reached up to grab the young man’s arm as his body tumbled past, but it would’ve been impossible to save him

      Sixty feet below them, where the track began its two-hundred-seventy-degree turn, a blue support crossed the track, which momentarily broke his fall, and his back. By the time his body flattened onto the concrete amidst the onlookers below, he was already dead.

      That was just the beginning.

      All the passengers screamed. Angela tried to calm her children but could only do so much with the safety bar restraining her.

      The woman who’d followed her husband onto the pipe panicked. “My hands are slippery, Jim. I can’t hold on!”

      “We’re almost there!” This grabbed Tyler’s attention as he looked over the side of the car.

      The woman’s nervousness caused her palms to moisten and she was unable to hold onto the slick steel pipe. She began to slide and scream.

      “Jim, catch me! I can’t—arrrggghhh!”

      Her body suddenly twisted on the pipe and she sailed downward. Her husband grabbed for her leg, causing him to lose his grip, and he spun around on the pipe before dropping too.

      The two bodies sailed helplessly through the air, periodically bouncing off the steel supports and platforms, breaking bones and rupturing internal organs. Unlike the first passenger, who fell already dead, these two were fully conscious when their faces met the pavement.

      Everyone was crying now, including Tyler. It was so senseless. One man’s ignorant, misguided attempt to be the big shot caused his death and took the lives of two others. Tyler wiped the tears off his face and closed his eyes.

      There was a lesson to be learned in all of this. He just didn’t know what it was.
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      Hayden found herself in a vulnerable position. She moved toward the open doors and stood, somewhat shaky, in the center of the aisle. Listening in the pitch darkness. Outside the train, passengers were scurrying along the gravel bed that flanked the rails, some insisting it was quicker to return to the Navy Yard station while others were pushing forward toward the Anacostia station and Congress Heights beyond that.

      A sigh escaped her as she held a metal pole in her left hand and the mace in her right. She switched the mace to her left hand as she sought her cell phone to provide some light inside the car. She powered up the display, revealing a picture of Prowler partially covered by her phone app icons. A slight smile came over her face as the familiarity of her best friend’s steely gray eyes fixed on her, encouraging her to be strong.

      Hayden looked up and turned her phone around to illuminate the dark rail car. That was when she saw the man staring at her from the car behind hers, looking through the glass doors. His eyes narrowed as he turned the latch to open the door to his train car.

      She froze, assessing her options. She wished she’d dressed differently. She’d have given anything to be in her Nike running shoes and sweats. The high heels were now a burden to her because she couldn’t jump out of the train with them on, nor could she run in the gravel with the heels digging into the rocks, or barefoot.

      Hayden quickly turned and ran to the door that led to the next car. She hoped to find an ally or, at the least, make her way to the front, where the operator of the train was. Surely, he hadn’t abandoned ship like the rest of them.

      She pulled the taut handle upward and the door slid to the side. Hayden glanced over her shoulder to see the man banging on the glass in an attempt to break it. Hayden knew better. During her many trips on the green line, she’d studied the operations of the train out of boredom. She knew there was a handle to the next car’s door concealed behind a panel near the bottom of the door. She’d watched DC Metro personnel access it many times. Once she was on the coupling between the two trains, she studied whether dropping to the ground was an option. The slope was steep, and her footing would be nearly impossible, especially against an assailant who could catch her within seconds.

      She stuck to the plan and reached downward, using her illuminated phone to locate the handle. She ran her fingers along the door and found the seam. She pushed the panel in, it gave way before popping out, and the handle was revealed.

      The man had broken through the glass. Now he was removing the bits and pieces that remained, so he could reach the inside handle. He would be upon her in seconds.

      Hayden jerked the handle with all her strength, breaking the seal in the door and allowing her to enter the next car. She closed it behind her as she pushed her way forward in the dark. She immediately tripped over a body on the floor of the train.

      She let out a gasp and scrambled to regain her footing. She used the light of her phone to see what she’d tripped over. That was when she saw it.

      Blood smothered the train’s floor. The walls and ceiling were splattered in crimson. So were the seats. Everything and everywhere. And there were two more bodies on the floor, writhing in pain, incoherent but their pleas for help obvious.

      Hayden tried not to be overwhelmed by the coppery smell of the victims’ blood or the sight of the dead body, which lay at her feet. There was no time.

      She raced ahead and efficiently opened the door to the exit of the train car. She heard a thump behind her as the man chasing her slipped and fell in the bloody mess. Quicker than before, she exited the car and searched for the handle of the next door.

      “I’m comin’ for you, baby! Make no mistake, we’re gonna party!”

      Hayden popped open the door, and then she came up with an idea. She quickly made her way into the next car, which was also empty. Everybody left the train? Were they playing follow the leader or blind leading the blind?

      Either way, Hayden slammed the door shut again and closed the latch. She hoped to buy precious seconds to move forward toward the next car. This time, however, she planned to fight.

      First, to trick her attacker, she opened the door at the far end to feign her escape. Then she quickly removed her heels, jacket and briefcase, and stowed them under a seat. Armed with her mace and her defensive skills, she vowed not to be a victim.

      Just as before, the man decided to bust through the glass rather than find the exterior handle. This gave Hayden an opportunity to use the darkness, and surprise, to her advantage. He was using a large rock to crack the glass, and then he began to kick the window with the bottom of his boot. With his final thrust, his boot and leg pushed through the glass.

      Hayden was waiting for him. With her left hand, she grabbed the man’s pants near his ankle and pulled him forward, causing him to lose his balance and fall against the door. When his face hit the corner of the window frame, she doused his eyes with the pepper spray.

      He was screaming in agony as he recoiled from the blast and spun away from the car until he landed on the coupling with his legs spread apart. The pain to his groin only surpassed the burning impact of the direct hit of the pepper spray to his eyes for a moment.

      Hayden didn’t stop to admire her accomplishments. She swung around and gathered her belongings. Following the same procedure as before, she made her way to the front of the train until she reached the operator’s cab.

      There was no operator tonight, as the trains were running on their computer programming from the central station. Hayden quietly cursed herself for not remembering this, but she had to keep moving. The door to the cab was locked and she had no way of breaking in. She had no choice but to make her way to the tracks and the railbed.

      The groans and obscenities she heard from the man she’d left in agony two cars back could be heard as she stepped down a steel ladder to the railbed. She gingerly found her footing and then thought about the best way to travel under the circumstances.

      One by one, she took her Bruno Magli pumps and snapped off the three-inch heels, leaving awkwardly shaped flat shoes, but ones that were better equipped for her long walk home.
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      Will started toward the exit, hoping his kids were waiting for him outside the stadium. Then, suddenly, there was darkness except for the faint glow of battery-powered EXIT signs and emergency lighting inside the arena’s concourse. The lights could barely be seen through the haze of smoke that filled the building.

      Over a span of thirty seconds, the sights and sounds of cell phones coming to life resulted in phone calls being answered and placed as news of the stadium evacuation reached the outside world. In our interconnected society, the panicked mob just kicked it into overdrive.

      “The news said it’s terrorism!”

      “The whole country is under attack!”

      “Get out! They say it’s a bomb threat!”

      “Run!”

      The voices rang through Will’s head. An already volatile situation just erupted like a supervolcano. Thousands of people crushed each other as they fought their way toward the exits. Will joined in the exodus when he felt his phone vibrate. It was Ethan calling.

      “Where are you?” he shouted so he could be heard over the mass panic.

      Ethan tried to respond, but all Will could discern was the word stage. Frustrated, he pushed himself out of the way and leaned against the plate-glass windows outside the exit. At least now he could breathe.

      “Ethan, I can’t hear you. Watch for my text!”

      Will disconnected the call and quickly sent a text to his son. Did you say stage? Are you near the stage?

      Will rubbed his hands through his hair, nervously tapping the display of his iPhone. “Come on, son. Where are you?”

      Ding! The phone announced a response.

      Yes. Front of the stage. I got hit on the head. I’m bleeding.

      Will didn’t hesitate in his response. Stay! Don’t move!

      He caught his breath and glanced up at the entrance signs to get his bearings. He looked to his left to assess the obstacles in his way. He was at the south side of the stadium. In order to avoid the crowds on the floor, the most accessible access point to the stage at field level was from the east.

      Will tucked away his phone and began to push his way along the perimeter of the stadium. His job was made easier by the fact that the crowd was running away from the exits as soon as they hit the open air. At each exit, he pushed through them and then was able to scamper to the next one.

      He and his son texted each other one more time to confirm nothing had changed before Will forced his way back inside and into the dark, secured stairwell leading down to the field level. Using his SureFire tactical flashlight, he lit up the stairs and scurried down, being careful not to slip.

      The smoke pouring out of the air vents had begun to dissipate. He cursed himself as he realized he’d not taken any precautions to cover his mouth and nose. As he reached the bottom, he shook his head, chastising himself for not warning the kids to cover their faces either. It was too late now.

      He used his flashlight to find his way along the base of the stage.

      “Dad, is that you?” He heard Ethan’s voice.

      Will rushed past a couple of stragglers, who seemed disoriented. He shouted at them as he passed, “Get out of here, now! What are you waiting for?”

      “We’re lost, man.”

      “And we can’t see.”

      Will shouted back at them over his shoulder, “Just go behind the stage and look for the exit signs. Hurry!”

      He turned back around and immediately crashed into Skylar, who’d run toward him. He lifted her up, and she wrapped herself around him, squeezing so hard that he asked her to loosen her grip so he could breathe.

      “Baby girl, are you okay?”

      Tears streamed down her face as she managed a smile and a nod. “Ethan’s hurt, Daddy.”

      He set her down and walked over to his son, who was still bleeding from his forehead. Will removed his uniform shirt and turned it inside out to avoid the garbage stains from earlier. He used it to dab the blood off Ethan’s cheeks and chin.

      “Dad, I’m really sorry. I didn’t know—”

      His son looked downward in a gesture of genuine remorse. He smelled like marijuana smoke, but then again, so did Skylar, although not quite as strong. His son’s demeanor was far different than what Will had seen in the airport and during the ride over to the stadium. Perhaps his son was high, not that it mattered at this particular moment. That was a conversation for later.

      “Not now, son. Let me take a look.” He turned to Skylar for assistance. “Honey, can you light up Ethan’s face for me?”

      “Okay, Daddy.”

      He handed Skylar his flashlight and patted her on the head. Will placed the palm of his left hand on Ethan’s face and gently dabbed at the wound on his forehead. Ethan winced slightly.

      “Well, son, I predict a gnarly bruise and maybe a slight scar. More than that, you’ll have a heckuva headache.”

      “I can deal.” His son seemed to feel better.

      “Yeah, you can. Now, let me ask you a few quick questions so I can make sure you don’t have a concussion, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Did you pass out after hitting your head?”

      “No.”

      “How about ringing in your ears?”

      “Dad, it’s hard to tell. The music was so loud that, um, I don’t know.”

      Will wiped some more blood off his son’s face and then folded his shirt over. He applied gentle pressure to the wound and held it there. “Can you hold this firmly in place? You know, keep pressure on it?”

      “Yeah,” Ethan replied as he took over for his dad. Will took the flashlight back from Skylar and illuminated Ethan’s face slightly. His eyes were already dilated, a possible sign of being under the influence of marijuana, or the lack of light might have caused it. Will was unsure and decided not to pursue it.

      “Okay, do you feel nauseous, or have you vomited?”

      “No.”

      “Dizzy, confused, or just generally in a daze?”

      “Um, no,” replied Ethan, and then he hung his head again. “Dad, I am very sorry. Um, I smoked a little weed.”

      Will sighed. He knew that already, but hearing Ethan admit it caused him to be conflicted. He couldn’t decide whether he should be furious with his son for shirking the responsibility of protecting his sister. Or should he be angry that his fifteen-year-old was smoking marijuana in light of the difficulties he’d had at home with drug and alcohol use? Will adopted the third alternative.

      He hugged his son and whispered in his ear, “It’s okay, buddy. I love you.”
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      Upon impact, the passengers were tossed violently around their seats. Most didn’t have the strength or concentration to hold their brace position. Heads were slammed against seat backs and windows. Necks were thrown back and forth in a whiplash effect. And a few passengers who were caught off guard by the timing of the crash had their seatbelts unbuckled, which forced them out of their seats and into the aisle upon impact with the water.

      The overhead bins, primarily designed for ease of passenger use, failed to remain latched and were all flung open. Heavy bags, hard aluminum briefcases, and laptop computers became dangerous projectiles, pummeling the passengers, including Cort.

      The metal edge of a laptop came whizzing by like a frisbee, spinning just right so that the corner caught him above the right eye, immediately drawing blood. He felt for the warm substance, which partially obscured his vision. He pulled his right arm up to wipe the blood away.

      Incredibly, the passengers became calm for a brief moment, except for the sound of a crying baby. It was if everyone waited to see if it was over, or just beginning.

      The two men in front of Cort began to vomit. Their lurching was uncontrollable, and the awful stench filled the stale air within the cabin. The gross smell reminded him that the cabin had limited oxygen.

      He leaned over to the two women next to him to see how they fared. Despite being banged around, they were not directly harmed like he was. Then he pushed the sliding window cover up to look outside. He expected to see something. Lights along the shore. Rescue boats. Oil rigs.

      Nothing. Nothing but water.

      Just as Cort came to the realization that the plane was submerged under the surface, several other passengers made the same determination.

      “Oh, my god! We’re sinking!”

      “We’re dropping to the bottom of the ocean!”

      “Everybody, we have to get out!”

      The hysterical passengers of Delta Flight 322 lost their collective minds. They flooded the aisles in a panicked search for the exits. In their frightened state, some had forgotten where the nearest exit row was and tried to force themselves toward the front of the aircraft. Others pushed toward the rear, thinking the exit rows over the plane’s wings would be safest. The result was several immovable objects pushing against one another, resulting in a stalemate.

      Several struggles were underway in which big, burly men lost all sense of decorum and chivalry as they shoved women and children back into their seats or onto the floor. An elderly man was being trampled as passengers forced their way toward rows twenty-four and twenty-five immediately in front of Cort.

      Meanwhile, the plane was noticeably sinking, tail end first. Cort could sense that he was being pushed back against his seat by gravity. Then he heard shouts from the back of the plane.

      “Water is coming in! Hurry. Get out. We’re flooding back here!”

      Everyone’s sense of urgency came at once. One of the drunks fumbled with the emergency exit door. He shoved his large frame against the door while he opened the locking latch. Unaware of how the emergency exit door functioned, he undertook the task incorrectly.

      The MD-88 had an escape slide built into the aircraft that automatically opened once the door was unlatched. The mechanism uses highly compressed air to inflate the slide, which doubles as a life raft.

      Because the life raft was inside the aircraft, by inflating it, the door was forced open. But, when submerged, the process differed. The door was designed to act as a plug based on the highest pressure being inside the aircraft, which ordinarily forced the door outward in an emergency situation. Now, the greater pressure was outside, in the form of the Gulf of Mexico. The force was reversed, causing the emergency exit door to open inwards.

      Much to the chagrin of the two drunks, as soon as the latch was released, the evacuation slide inflated and shot to the surface. The door, however, soared into the main cabin like an asteroid entering the Earth’s atmosphere, crushing the two drunks together and cracking their skulls, rendering them unconscious.

      Water was rushing in now and filling the aircraft when suddenly a groan of metal could be heard followed by a ripping sound. The plane was breaking apart.

      All of a sudden, the aircraft’s orientation in the water quickly shifted. The tail section began to rise until the plane was almost parallel. Then it broke away from the cockpit and the galley.

      Water rushed to fill the opening, and the back of the plane shot upright, lifting the passengers backwards toward the surface. Cort, who had unbuckled his seatbelt with the intention of clearing the blockage created in the exit row, tumbled into the aisle and fell downward toward the front of the plane.

      Gravity caused passengers to drop from the rear of the aircraft as the main cabin slowly rose to the surface. Cort struggled to hold on, using all of his strength to claw his way back toward his row. The front of the aircraft from first class to the exit rows was filling up with water as the open exit door provided a gaping hole for the Gulf to pour in.

      The plane continued to rise, and when the tail section hit the surface, its ascent stopped, leaving rows ten through twenty-five, the exit row, full of water.

      “This way! Come to the rear!”

      A flight attendant began to shout instructions to the passengers from Cort’s row to the tail section. A rush of air entered the back of the plane as the aft exit underneath the tail cone was opened. Some ambient light from the stars gave Cort the ability to see the carnage.

      “Hurry!” shouted another flight attendant.

      Passengers began using the seat backs as ladder rungs, climbing upward through the rear of the aircraft toward the opening. Cort assisted the ladies in getting unbuckled and pointed in the right direction. In the row across the aisle from Cort, a college-age boy was about to head up the seat ladder when Cort stopped him.

      Speaking calmly, he placed his hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Listen, will you help these ladies get out of here? I need to go help a friend.”

      The young man hesitated and responded, “Yeah, um, sure. Come on, y’all.”

      Behind Cort in the lower-numbered rows, passengers were swimming toward the tail-section exit. Some had the presence of mind to use their seat cushions as floatation devices, while others pushed their way toward Cort’s location in search of air. Rather than wait to climb out the back, most of the passengers took a deep breath and swam through the doorways that were now open on both sides of the plane. One after another poured out into the fifty-seven-degree waters of the Gulf.

      Cort didn’t know if Congressman Pratt had already exited the wreckage. He was concerned that the sixty-something-year-old man, who was pushing three hundred pounds, might be in trouble. Cort did what he knew was right, setting aside any political differences the two men might’ve had, and the threat to his own life his decision meant.

      After taking his life vest off, Cort shed his jacket and removed his tie. He kicked off his shoes and took a deep breath. Then Michael Cortland did something he almost didn’t live to regret.
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      Tom and Donna stood arm in arm as the clock ticked a minute closer to midnight. In another three minutes, the twelve-foot-diameter geodesic sphere would begin its sixty-second descent to the bottom as millions of people prepared to count down the final seconds. Then they’d give their loved one a kiss for good luck, perhaps toast a glass of champagne, and belt out the words to “Auld Lang Syne.”

      The ball was covered with nearly three thousand Waterford crystal triangles in varied sizes ranging from four to five inches. Television cameras couldn’t capture the enormity of the sphere that weighed in at twelve thousand pounds.

      For this New Year’s gala, the triangles included eight hundred eighty-eight special cuts representing the spirit of peace and kindness. The pattern resembled an Adonis blue butterfly, with its four brilliantly-colored blue wings that graced its body.

      Of course, Tom and Donna couldn’t see this design clearly, as the thousands of LED lights that illuminated the ball generated millions of vibrant colors and patterns, creating a spectacular kaleidoscope effect.

      Mesmerized by the appearance, Donna hopped a little out of sheer excitement as her eyes were affixed to the ball perched nearly two hundred feet above them. Tom also stared upward, waiting for the ball to begin its descent.

      That was when he caught a glimpse of something flying up Seventh Avenue directly toward them. He wiped the moisture away from his eyes, caused by the snow flurries that pelted his face. The object was getting closer, and then suddenly a second one appeared next to it, flying in formation about a hundred feet off the ground.

      His mind raced to the many conversations he’d had with Willa about drone warfare. She’d told him that the United States might be the master of the remotely piloted aircraft, like the Reaper and Predator drones, as a tool of modern warfare, but terrorists were becoming adept at using commercial drones to level the playing field on a smaller, more localized scale.

      Tom shouted to his wife, “Donna, we have to go!”

      “No, why? It’s just a couple more minutes.”

      “No! There’s no time. Come on!”

      Tom jerked her arm and began frantically forcing his way through the crowd toward the Jersey barriers. People shoved back, but not out of hostility. The entire evening, they’d been accustomed to being pushed and shoved.

      Tom persisted and began issuing verbal commands. “Please move out of the way. We have an emergency!”

      “Tom! Why? What’s wrong?”

      He heard the drone buzz over their heads. He ignored his wife’s pleas, and when he reached the Jersey barriers, he straddled one and helped his wife climb over. He looked around for cover. Bubba Gump was closed, as was the Levi’s clothing store adjacent to it.

      He pulled Donna as close to the store’s entrance as he could and tried to force himself through a packed group of people crowding the entrance to the Hard Rock Café. They wouldn’t budge.

      “This way!” he shouted, reversing course as he tried to shove through the masses to turn down Forty-Forth Street. They reached the corner just as the one-minute countdown was about to begin. The air around Times Square was filled with the sounds of shouting revelers eagerly anticipating the moment that people around the world had waited for. The noise was deafening, and the revelers distracted, so they never noticed the drones buzzing over their heads.

      Two quadcopters carrying contact explosive devices raced toward their target. They were designed to detonate violently when exposed to a relatively small amount of energy created by sound or, in this case, pressure and friction.

      As the quadcopters collided with the sphere, the nitroglycerin contained within their payload exploded, easily shattering the Waterford crystal that encapsulated the ball, sending millions of shards of glass fluttering downward upon the shocked crowd.

      The sounds of explosions were heard in all directions, causing a chaotic stampede as over a million terrorized revelers sought protection.

      Tom quickly assessed the situation. Blowing up the ball was most likely not the terrorists’ goal. The visual of frightened Americans coupled with their dead bodies being trampled was.

      “Dirty bombs,” he mumbled to himself as he stared into the sky between the skyscrapers. “Come on, Donna, there’s not much time!”

      They were running with the crowd now, doing their best to hug the wall and avoid getting knocked over. None of the businesses were open. They needed to get back to the hotel, but the long city blocks prevented them from taking a direct route.

      Tom led them under an awning and tucked into a doorway. He contemplated waiting there, but the wind was blowing too hard They kept moving as more explosions rocked the vicinity of Times Square, setting off car alarms, which joined the cacophony of sirens from police and fire vehicles.

      Suddenly, Donna fell to the ground and screamed in agony. “My ankle!”

      She’d turned her ankle on the edge of a sewer grate and crashed into the stampeding mob. Tom tried to help her up, but he was knocked over too. The collapse caused a chain reaction that looked like it was straight out of a Three Stooges movie, except it wasn’t funny.

      Those who were frantically chasing the rest of the crowd fleeing Times Square couldn’t see what had happened in front of them. They all crashed into the pile of bodies strewn about the sidewalk in front of 1155 Avenue of the Americas, the Durst property remodeled after the turn of the century. The granite sidewalks proved to be much harder than concrete as people’s heads struck the ground during their falls. Tom and Donna were now covered in a bloodied, panicked mass of injured revelers.

      Donna moaned for assistance. “Tom, help me. I can’t breathe!”

      Hearing his wife in distress, Tom Shelton disregarded his age. He stood and began dragging bodies off his injured wife, slinging them about like they were rag dolls. This resulted in more people tripping into the bunch, but Donna was free of the pile. He helped her under the entrance to the massive office building, where they were able to catch their breath.

      Tom found a scarf on the ground and gave it to his wife. “Wrap this around your mouth and nose. Do not breathe the air, okay?”

      She did as he requested and then looked around. “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know, but from what I can see, this is what the apocalypse looks like.”
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      Hayden’s feet were screaming in pain from the unusual way she was walking along the Metrorail toward the south side of the Anacostia River. Her feet, however, were the least of her concerns at the moment. She was still alone, and now the tunnel was filling with smoke.

      The DC Metrorail trains were powered by seven hundred fifty volts of electricity running through cable to third rails that run parallel to the two main rails. Insulators affixed to the concrete section that held the track kept this third rail off the ground. As the train traveled along the track, the train shoe extended outside the train itself, made contact with the third rail, and provided power.

      When the power failure occurred, a surge shot through the third rail and created a stray current, a continuous flow of electricity beyond the third rail’s normal capacity. This stray current instantly generated an enormous amount of heat and interacted with the insulators holding up the third rail, which resulted in a series of tiny fires up and down the tracks in the tunnel.

      Hayden came across the fires as she made her way through the tunnel, but they were not a threat to her safety. The smoke, on the other hand, had become a real problem. Not only did it obscure her visibility, but it was stealing the oxygen from the confined space.

      Hayden took her chances with the unsure footing and made her way to the bottom of the railbed next to the walls of the tunnel. The smoke was floating toward the ceiling, and traveling along the lowest possible point helped her breathing. She pulled her left arm out of her coat sleeve and used the cashmere material to cover her nose and mouth. Her eyes were still watering, but she was able to move faster now.

      After fifteen minutes of walking up a slight incline toward the other side of the river, she heard voices ahead. Some people were talking excitedly while others were crying. The smoke began to dissipate, and she assumed she was nearing the Anacostia station.

      Instead, she found a group of passengers huddled under a ladder affixed to the wall that led up through the smoke. The group huddled at the bottom consisted of Hispanic women and children.

      Hayden wasn’t sure how to approach the group. They didn’t appear to be in danger but, rather, frightened. As she slowly closed the gap between them, she glanced upward. The ambient light from above ground allowed her to see the smoke pouring through the open space.

      “What’s going on?” she asked as she approached the group. One of the women was cradling a toddler while another one seemed to be tending to another child’s leg.

      “They all left us here,” one of the women replied. “Some kept going and others climbed up the stairs. Nobody was willing to help us.”

      Hayden returned her arm inside her jacket, as the air had cleared thanks to the opening. She pointed up the ladder. “What’s up there?”

      “The ladder leads to a vent shaft,” the woman replied. “The children are too weak to climb. This young one fell and sprained her ankle. I cannot carry the little one and go up the ladder. We fear it is too far to walk along the tracks; plus, we heard screams ahead.”

      Her added comment reminded Hayden there was a predator lurking around in the dark behind them. If they moved forward, they could be walking into trouble. If they stayed here too long, her assailant would be upon them, and he’d take out his furor on these innocent people, especially her.

      Hayden raised her voice so she could get their attention. “Ladies, listen to me. Can you climb up?”

      “Yes, but the children—”

      “I understand. Now, please wait here and stay calm. Let me make sure it’s safe, and I have an idea. Can you stay calm for me?”

      “Yes, but please do not leave us. The men left us.”

      “Don’t worry. Just wait until I return.”

      Hayden didn’t hesitate. She looked back in the direction of the stalled train in the pitch-black tunnel, then adjusted her jacket and briefcase. She began her ascent up the ladder. With each rung, the smoke cleared, and fresh air hit her lungs. When she reached the top, the ability to breathe deeply was exhilarating and gave her a much-needed second wind to help those below her.

      She climbed through the steel doors that had been flung open by other passengers. The vent shaft opened up into an empty field surrounded by dormant, tall grasses and leafless trees. Off in the distance, she could see a low-rise office building with a few lights burning.

      She turned around and around, attempting to get her bearings. She could hear the roar of automobile traffic on the Suitland Parkway. She quickly spun around as a car alarm began to blare behind her. She then positioned herself so that the freeway was to her left and the car alarm was to her right. After taking into consideration the direction the track was following, she determined which direction was south, where Congress Station was located.

      As her eyes adjusted from the smoke-filled tunnel to the outside, she was able to see lights off in the distance. A good sign. She assessed her options. The fact that the power was on both relieved and puzzled Hayden. What could cause the power to the trains to be cut off, but not the rest of the area?

      She set aside her curiosity and looked up toward the light snow that continued to fall. She removed her coat and briefcase and set them to the side. A chill immediately came over her body, but she had no choice. She’d promised to help. Hayden immediately climbed back down the ladder, hoping that the women and children had not been joined by anyone else.
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      An hour after the coaster came to a screeching halt, rescue workers from the park had made their way to the uppermost platform of Kingda Ka. Inside the top-hat-designed structure on which the Rankin family was stuck with other passengers, there was another ride known as Zumanjaro, Drop of Doom. The drop tower featured three gondolas integrated into the Kingda Ka ride.

      Zumanjaro was the world’s tallest drop tower, featuring a floorless gondola with seating for eight. The cars were hoisted within the Kingda Ka loop, then dropped in three successive falls at ninety miles per hour.

      At the moment the power was lost, Zumanjaro was being reloaded at the bottom, so no riders were stranded. Once park emergency personnel dealt with crowd control at the base of Kingda Ka and formulated a plan to extract the passengers, the rescue effort was underway.

      Tyler was impressed when a fire chief as well as a firefighter arrived on the platform at eye level to their stuck coaster. Chiefs usually gave direction and certainly didn’t climb forty-five-story ladders.

      They climbed up the enclosed safety ladder, which rose from the ground to the top of the ride, utilizing ten interconnected platforms in between. The chief addressed the group first, with the firefighter illuminating his face and upper body with a flashlight.

      “Everyone, can you hear me all right?”

      “Yes,” the group responded in unison.

      “Good. My name is Chief Simpson with Jackson Township Fire and Rescue. First, let me ask if anyone is injured or needs priority medical assistance.”

      Nobody answered.

      “Okay, I’ll take that as a no. Let me make one thing perfectly clear to you. The coaster cars will not derail. Let me repeat this. It is physically impossible to derail under these circumstances. The only danger you will face is forcibly removing your restraints. Sadly, that wasn’t understood clearly enough by some.”

      “How are you gonna get us out of here?” a woman shouted her question.

      “We have a couple of options, and park engineers are coming up with the best possible solution. We have removed the other coasters from the track at the bottom of the ride, so your car is the only one that’s left.”

      “Does that mean we can just ride to the bottom?” asked a man toward the rear of the coaster.

      “Not necessarily,” replied Chief Simpson. “The engineers are doing their calculations now. You see, without any electricity, the ride is unable to apply brakes before you round the last ninety-degree curve to enter the ride’s loading station. Without a way to slow your descent, a whiplash effect could cause permanent injury as the coaster speeds through the final series of S curves before slowing on its own.”

      “Chief, my name is Tyler Rankin, a firefighter and EMT from Richmond. Are there Coast Guard rescue choppers available? Their baskets could handle an extraction.”

      “Hello, Mr. Rankin. Yes, and we’re working on that. Without going into unnecessary details right now, but a lot has happened on the East Coast this evening, and it’s all hands on deck for first responders and our Coast Guard.”

      The questions rained down on the chief.

      “What happened?”

      “Were we attacked again? Like 9/11?”

      The chief held his hands up in an attempt to calm the passengers down. “I understand you have a lot of questions, and so do we. But for now, I hope you’d agree nothing is more important than getting you to the ground safely, right?”

      “Yes, of course,” said Angela.

      Other passengers voiced their agreement.

      “Good. Now, let me tell you what we have in mind. We have a team of specialists headed over here from Fort Dix. The Coast Guard Atlantic Strike Team has personnel specifically trained for rescue operations with specialized equipment to handle situations like this one.”

      “Great!”

      “When will they be here?”

      “Like I said, they are en route, but there are some things we can do to get ready to work with them.”

      “I think we can handle it, right, everyone?” asked Tyler enthusiastically.

      The flashlight left the chief’s face for a moment as three more firefighters joined them on the platform. Each was carrying a long stretch of nylon rope and was toting a large stuffed duffle bag.

      Once the three firefighters unloaded their gear onto the platform, they caught their breath and listened to the chief assess their options.

      Tyler leaned in to Angela and whispered, “The choppers aren’t coming, and we don’t want them to release the brake.”

      “I thought he was a little too optimistic about the coaster staying on the rails. But even if it does, he’s right about our bodies being unable to handle the speed through those sharp turns. Every one of us will suffer whiplash or worse.”

      “Agreed. I think they’re going to extract us up here and get us over to the platforms.”

      “How?” she asked hesitantly.

      “My guess is the chief is about to add a new ride to the scariest theme park on earth.”
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      Two of the firefighters left the group and began climbing higher to the top of Kingda Ka, carrying one of the duffle bags with them. They were wearing headgear, which included a flashlight to illuminate the way, leaving their hands free to climb. Tyler watched them ascend the ladder until he was unable to turn further in his seat.

      The chief began to explain his rescue plan. “The key to your rescue is to remain calm at all times. Now, let me say this. You’re much braver than I am to get on this crazy roller coaster to begin with. The fact that you’ve remained calm is a remarkable testament to your mental willpower in the face of danger.”

      “Too bad the others didn’t sit still,” mumbled one of the female passengers behind Tyler.

      “That said, I’m going to ask you to have trust in me and these brave men who will be helping you. While we wait for the team from Fort Dix, we’re going to outfit each of you with safety harnesses and suspension belts. In a perfect world, we’d measure you for size and weight to fit your body type. We don’t have that luxury, so we have to come as close as we can without putting you in danger.”

      “What do you think, Tyler?” asked Angela.

      “My guess is they want to hook us up to a safety line to keep us from falling when the restraints are lifted. Then I’m assuming the squad from Fort Dix are experts at the kind of high-wire rescues you only see on television.”

      “Is it safe?” she asked.

      “Yeah, if the equipment is correct and we don’t panic. The last thing the rescue workers need is us flailing around and out of control. That puts us, and them, in danger.”

      The chief continued. He used his flashlight to illuminate the entire coaster. He and the firefighter were counting heads and assessing body types. J.C. and Kaycee were the only children of their age on board. The rest were older teens and young adults. Ironically, the heaviest man riding on that evening had been the first to depart—to his death.

      “Okay, young lady. The single rider outside your restraints. We’ll have a full-body harness for you. You’ll be the first extraction.”

      “Why does she go first? I’m at the back. Take us off first!”

      “Ma’am, I need you to relax,” the chief said in a calm, but firm tone. “This young lady has no protection at the moment. Besides, our teams will be able to use her vacated car as a base to stage this rescue operation. We will get to you as time and balance allows.”

      Angela whispered to Tyler and asked, “Balance?”

      He shrugged and squeezed her hand. Then he looked at the orientation of the coaster to the track. They’d just entered the two-hundred-seventy-degree twist.

      “I would want to keep the weight forward, just in the event the brakes malfunction. The whiplash effect at the bottom will be less for us.”

      Angela thought for a moment, then agreed. “Yeah, you’re right. The back end gets the worst of it. But, Tyler, that means the kids will be the last ones off the ride. Whatever happened to women and children first?”

      “Let’s wait and see, okay?”

      Angela’s palms were sweaty, a rare show of stress for her. She had nerves of steel, and although she was a genuinely loving person, showing her emotions through crying never happened except when happy. Tyler had never seen her cry from fear, stress, or out of anger.

      The chief hollered up to his men, “Take the full-body harness first. Let’s remove the young lady in the middle car using the ropes and pulleys. The rest we’ll outfit with their harnesses and wait for the team from Fort Dix.”

      A Class III full-body harness was designed to wrap over a person’s shoulders, around the waist, and around the upper legs for full-body support. They had multiple heavy-duty D-rings attached to them so they could be secured to a line at various angles to transport a person in a prone position or upright, as required. Class III industrial harnesses, like the ones available to workers at Six Flags, had one main connection point, as they were designed for fall protection. Rescue teams often had a more advanced design with multiple D-ring attachments.

      “Young lady! Our men are in the process of climbing down the rail system of the ride. The steel supports are designed very much like a ladder. They are wearing body harnesses like the one you’re about to receive. My men will help you put it on, and we’ll go from there, okay?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Now, I want you to listen to one more thing,” continued the chief. “There will be one point of connection with our safety rope system. This type of harness is designed for maximum fall protection by offering even support throughout your body. If you become inverted, um, upside down, please do not panic. This is very important. The harness is designed so there is no risk of you sliding out. Okay?”

      There was no answer at first, so Tyler offered a few encouraging words. “Hey, my name is Tyler. I’m a fire and rescue worker too. Can you hear me?”

      “Yeah. I’m scared.”

      Tyler could hear her sniffling and the fear in her voice. The man she came to the park with had flown forty-five stories to his death, and she was suffering from the trauma as well.

      “I know, and that’s okay. The chief knows what he’s doing. I wouldn’t risk my family if I didn’t think it was safe. Follow the firefighter’s instructions, and above all, don’t panic, even if you turn upside down. They will control the rescue rope and get you to safety while the rest of us wait.”

      “Um, thanks,” she said to Tyler before addressing the chief. “I’ll be okay. Tell them to come on.”

      All the passengers sat patiently as the firefighters arrived at the back of the coaster. There were several gasps and screams as they climbed their way down the cars toward the one where the single rider remained cowered on the floor. With each movement, the coaster shook side to side as the weight distribution shifted, but thus far, there was no downward slippage, which suited Tyler just fine.

      After the full-body harness was attached to the young woman, the rest of the passengers caught a glimpse of the rescue plan. With two heavy safety lines and hooks attached to the single D-ring on her harness, they slowly allowed her to swing away from the car and into the center of the Kingda Ka structure.

      Initially, the woman screamed and then she vomited. But she never swung her arms and legs, as the chief had instructed. After the initial shock of floating forty-some stories above ground tethered to a rope wore off, she calmed down as the firefighters gently lowered her onto the platform next to the chief. He quickly assisted in removing her harness and gave her a bottle of water. Their conversation could be overheard by the remaining riders.

      “Oh, god, thank you. I’m sorry I threw up on you.”

      The chief laughed. “That’s okay, miss. It’s not the first time. I missed most of it. You did a great job.”

      She then addressed the others who awaited their turn. She raised her voice so she could be heard. “You can do this, everybody. I threw up because that’s what I always do when I get scared. I really shouldn’t be riding roller coasters anyway.”

      This drew a chuckle from the other passengers, the first time they’d had a light-hearted moment since they had become suspended, face down, on Kingda Ka.
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      “Who’s Rankin, the firefighter?”

      “First car!”

      “You understand the harness options, right?”

      “Yeah,” replied Tyler. “We’re not going to be able to go full harness because of the safety bar restraining us. The same applies to Class II seat harnesses. I just don’t know how we’d have the ability to maneuver in these cramped spaces.”

      The Class II seat harnesses were designed similar to the full-body harness used on the other passenger except there were no shoulder straps. The smaller belts that wrapped around the wearer’s thighs worked to keep the wearer in an upright seated position.

      “Understood,” replied the firefighter. “Here’s our situation. All of this safety equipment is designed for workers here at the park. Ideally, we would have Class I body belts that could adjust to fit your children. Instead, we’ll have to try to work with suspension belts.”

      Tyler took a deep breath and exhaled. He immediately recognized the issue. The Class I body belts could be easily adjusted to fit the smallest of bodies, even children. They also had D-rings at the front and back that could be attached to carabiners. The Class IV suspension belts were designed to be worn by workers who needed to create a work seat. They were typically not used as a fall-arrest system. Tyler was about to raise this point to the firefighter when the man spoke first.

      He seemed to anticipate Tyler’s concerns. “This is not a long ride, and therefore the Class I isn’t necessarily needed. It’s important, however, for the passenger to hold on to the safety rope. Can your kids do that?”

      Tyler leaned toward Angela and whispered, “Babe, if the kids freak out during the process, they could begin spinning and become inverted. Plus, the belts are designed for adult rescue personnel and construction workers.”

      Angela thought for a moment. “Kaycee isn’t a problem. She’ll love it. J.C., however, is another story. Don’t they have another option?”

      Tyler turned his body to speak with the firefighter. “Do you have a chest harness? We can tie my son off at two points of attachment. That will take the pressure off him to hold his body weight.”

      The firefighters were silent for a moment, and then the firefighter responded, “No, we don’t. There is another option. I can retrieve the full-body harness from the first passenger, but we’ll have to release your safety bars before you can put him in it.”

      The man’s words weighed heavily on Tyler’s mind. That meant for a brief period of time, J.C. would be tied off, but not totally secured until the transition could be made to the full-body harness. Plus, affixing his harness would have to be done by Kaycee with Tyler’s assistance from the side.

      “What do you think?” asked Angela.

      “It’s risky, and it puts a lot of responsibility on Kaycee. She’s tough, but there’s not much margin for error. The kids are in the front with no seat backs or raised safety bars to block their fall or give them a sense of comfort.”

      “Agreed. Why don’t we just wait until—”

      “Coleman!” shouted the chief from the platform below. “We’re 10-85. 10-77 unknown.”

      “Dammit,” muttered Tyler, quickly deciphering their use of ten-codes. “The team from Fort Dix is delayed for some reason. He used the old ten-code system to communicate to the firefighter that they were standing down for now. Nowadays, we all use plain speak when communicating.”

      “Why?”

      “He doesn’t want to panic anyone. The rescue team from Fort Dix isn’t coming.”

      Angela sighed and turned her body toward him. “Do you think they can take everyone off the way they did with that girl?”

      Tyler shrugged. “Yeah, if none of them freak out.”

      “I know it’s risky, but the longer this goes on, the worse it will be on the kids.”

      Tyler chuckled. “Honestly, it’s the adults I’m worried about. They’re losing it more than our two warriors up there.”

      “Tell the chief,” said Angela with conviction.

      “Chief, it’s Rankin again. I think we have a pretty strong-willed group up here who are ready to set their feet on the ground. Am I right?”

      Several of the stuck passengers chimed in.

      “You bet!”

      “Hell yeah!”

      “There you have it, Chief. We have confidence in your people. And I’m here to help any way I can. Let’s do this!”

      The chief and his men were discussing the logistics, and then he hollered up to the two firefighters who now occupied the empty coaster car.

      “Okay, gentlemen. Get everyone outfitted and strapped in tight. We’ll send the full harness and a suspension belt to the young man in the front row. First thing we’ll do is make sure everybody’s equipment is properly outfitted and secured. Then we’ll tether you with safety ropes to the coaster for added security. After that, one at a time, we’ll get you down.”

      “Yessir, chief,” responded one of the firefighters.

      They quickly sprang into action. Once again, the coaster wobbled on Kingda Ka’s rails, causing a few gasps, but after the first time that happened, nobody screamed. The firefighters moved systematically through the cars until everyone had their gear. It was checked for both safety and comfort to allow for an extended period of suspension without the risk of cutting off circulation during the drop.

      As Tyler predicted, the process started at the rear of the coaster. One car at a time, the safety bar was manually released, a task that required the firefighter to climb down the coaster’s rail and crank a lever on the undercarriage of the car. As the safety bars opened with a loud pop, gravity immediately pulled the riders forward within the car. They were instructed to use the seat in front of them to support their weight while the firefighters affixed the safety rope and swung them to safety.

      The deliberate process took ten to fifteen minutes per passenger, raising the anxiety levels of the remaining passengers in the first two cars. In addition, the temperatures began to plummet as a cold front moved through the east coast. The combination of the colder temps, a slight breeze, and the inability to move in the cramped space caused the children to begin shaking.

      Angela noticed it first. “Are you guys all right up there?”

      “It’s cold, Mom. We’re tough, right, kiddo?” Kaycee genuinely loved her younger brother although, as was typical, she had a tendency to pick on him because she could. It was never mean-spirited. Eventually, she assumed J.C. would turn the tables on her.

      “Yeah, I’m tough,” added J.C. “I’m really cold, but I’m not scared.”

      The firefighters began to assist the passengers in the car behind them. Tyler came to admire the young girls, who had screamed louder during the ride than when their lives were truly in danger. Somehow, the death of the other passengers reminded them they still had a chance to escape this nightmare.

      The firefighter who had conversed with Tyler earlier finally appeared next to Tyler and J.C.’s side of the car. He tried to insert some humor into the tense situation. “Rankin, party of four?”

      Angela and Tyler got a chuckle from his lighthearted attempt to calm their nerves. Angela replied on behalf of the family, “Yes, that would be us. We had reservations to eat down there somewhere.”

      “I take it you’re ready to get out of here?”

      “Yeah! Let’s go!” shouted Kaycee.
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      Kaycee Rankin lived for this adrenaline rush, her younger brother, J.C., not so much. He was a feet-firmly-planted-on-the-ground kinda kid. Tyler and Angela would lay in bed on those rare occasions when their schedules permitted, and talked about what their kids would be doing when they grew up.

      Tyler was firmly convinced Kaycee would grow up to play football. The first time he suggested she could get a scholarship to a Southeastern Conference school like South Carolina, Angela slugged him. He recalled the conversation they’d had.

      “My daughter is not gonna be one of those bikini babes during the Super Bowl halftime show on some crappy cable network.”

      Tyler always thought that was ironic because his wife previously made a living as a fitness model, which required her to wear swimwear for photo shoots. But it was natural for a mother to hope for something different for her daughter. Just the same, playing football wasn’t what she had in mind.

      As for J.C., he was still too young to have a plan set for his life. One thing for certain, he had the ability to be witty and a real charmer—even to the point of being manipulative. He could convince anyone of anything, eventually convincing himself in the process.

      After Kaycee’s accident, Tyler and Angela didn’t realize how much love was showered upon their daughter to the detriment of J.C. During those formative years, it had somewhat of an impact on J.C.’s mental wellness. As a result, Tyler and Angela tried to focus on doing things that were of interest to him, including this trip.

      They often referred to their son as the president-in-training. He loved the theatrics of political campaigns in particular. While Kaycee would be in one room watching sporting events, J.C. would be in the other, watching replays of powerful political speeches. If the truth were known, the youngster knew more about politics than Tyler did.

      When he began to show a strong interest in history, especially as it related to America’s founding, Tyler and Angela promised a trip to historic places related to the War for Independence and the creation of the United States.

      He was truly in his element during the trip, pointing out certain factoids to the family as they visited Boston. He told the story of Paul Revere to his sister and the importance of the Liberty Tree. Much to Tyler’s surprise, J.C. was well versed in the history of the Loyal Nine and the subsequent Sons of Liberty.

      As J.C. was explaining the backstory during the family’s stroll through Boston Common, the two adoring parents asked each other twice how old their son was.

      “He’s like a history book in a child’s body,” Angela had remarked as J.C. went on and on about the Boston Tea Party and other major events that had occurred in Boston.

      The firefighter finished attaching everyone’s harnesses, and then he turned his attention to Tyler.

      “I need you guys to brace yourself and be prepared when the safety bar lifts. For hours, you’ve grown accustomed to it holding you back. Your body is not used to the gravity pull that you’ll feel at this altitude.”

      “Won’t the ropes help?” asked Angela.

      “Yes, but everyone needs to be ready to hold themselves in place. Understand?”

      Angela and Tyler looked at one another and nodded.

      Tyler addressed their children. “Okay, guys. It’s time to get out of here. We need you both to brace yourselves against the front of the car until the firefighter can get into position to put the other harness on J.C. It will just take a minute, right?” Tyler looked to the firefighter with hopeful eyes.

      “That’s right. I’ll be just underneath for a moment to release the safety bar. The extra harness is sitting in the car at your feet. As soon as you’re loose, I’ll scramble up there and get you squared away.”

      “Okay,” said J.C. sheepishly, still seemingly unsure about the whole operation. He felt for the single safety belt strapped loosely around his waist.

      Kaycee gave the belt one final tug to tighten it and then tried to encourage her brother. “I’ll help you, buddy.”

      J.C. nodded and prepared himself. The firefighter crawled under the car and began to crank the release mechanism. At first, the safety bar opened smoothly, and then it stopped suddenly.

      “It’s okay,” the firefighter began. “My hand slipped on the lever.”

      J.C. looked over at Kaycee for reassurance, and then without warning them, the firefighter cranked the lever the rest of the way, abruptly opening the safety bar before the children were prepared for it.

      “Oh no!” exclaimed the firefighter as he lost his balance and swung wildly toward the center of the Kingda Ka structure.

      “Ahhhhh,” screamed J.C. as his small body crashed into the edge of the coaster compartment in front of him. He toppled over the hood and began sliding downward, desperately trying to hold on.

      “Grab him!”

      Kaycee was trying to hold onto his jeans, but J.C. kept sliding downward, slipping through her grasp. She grabbed one ankle, causing him to spin sideways until all she had was his shoe.

      “Daaad!” plead Kaycee as she struggled to brace herself and hold onto her brother.

      “Help!” screamed J.C.

      Tyler hooked his right arm through the lifted safety bar and swung outside the car like an acrobat performing a high-wire act. He reached for J.C.’s leg with his left arm, but it was too late. His foot slipped out of his sneaker, leaving J.C. and his shoe careening toward the ground.
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      Using the seat backs, Cort pulled himself deeper into the water, quickly moving past several dead bodies that were stuck in their seatbelts or people who’d been knocked unconscious from the overhead luggage. He’d lost count of the number of rows he’d passed, but when the curtains separating the first-class seating from the main cabin floated in front of his face, he knew he was there.

      Cort wrestled with the curtains, which fluttered around his body. He grabbed the partition wall and heaved himself forward into first class. He quickly became disoriented, unable to remember where Congressman Pratt was seated. At first, he looked to his right, not realizing that the aircraft was upside down. The seats were empty.

      Relieved, he turned his body around and planned to swim straight up the aisle to the aft exit. As he grasped the headrests to use them as a catapult, he felt hair. Cort reached into the dark water, grasping the seats on the other side of the aircraft for leverage.

      He felt the unmistakable portly, bloated corpse of Congressman Pratt. The man was still strapped into his seat with his life vest around his neck. It had been inflated and wedged his body between the seat back in front of him, which had been fully reclined. The congressman had drowned having never had the opportunity to leave his seat.

      Cort shook his head and closed his eyes. There was nothing he could do, so he focused on his own survival. Propelling himself upward using his arms like oars against the seat backs, Cort floated toward his row, where much-needed oxygen awaited.

      However, upon reaching the exit rows and his original seat 26-C, there was no oxygen. Only water. The plane must have slipped deeper toward the bottom of the Gulf.

      Cort kept swimming. Row after row, he expected the water to end and the much-needed oxygen to appear. It didn’t. He looked upward toward the tail section. The faint glow of starlight was gone.

      He stopped. Did the plane shift? Am I swimming down now? Deeper into the water? Panic set in. He didn’t want to drown.

      Cort tried to relax his body and mind. He had to decide. Go back to the exit row, or continue toward the tail section?

      He thought quickly and then removed a seat cushion next to him. The buoyant effect would answer the question. He released it and it gradually floated toward the aft exit door. Cort didn’t hesitate and chased it up the aisle, grabbing another seat cushion as he went. His legs kicked at the water, forcing his body past the lavatories and out of the plane through the exit door.

      But it still wasn’t over.

      Using the seat cushion to aid him toward the surface, he kicked as hard as he could, mustering all of his energy and will to reach the surface. But he was fading.

      The average person can hold their breath for thirty to sixty seconds. Cort, who remained in excellent physical condition by playing basketball at the congressional gym, was in better shape than most.

      The instinct not to breathe underwater was so strong that it overcame the agony and feeling of helplessness when a person was running out of air. No matter how desperate a drowning person became, the body’s innate desire to inhale didn’t occur until it was on the edge of losing consciousness.

      At that point, the body’s bloodstream became filled with carbon dioxide, and the amount of oxygen diminished. The chemical sensors in the brain triggered an involuntary breath, one that cannot be suppressed willfully, whether the body was underwater or not.

      Neurologists call this the break point. It usually happens after eighty-seven seconds. Some physicians refer to the brain’s reaction as neurological optimism. It was as if the brain had made an irrational determination—holding my breath is killing me, and breathing in might not, so I might as well breathe in.

      When the first involuntary breath was taken, most people were still conscious. In a way, it was unfortunate because there weren’t many things more unpleasant than gasping for air only to have water forced into your lungs instead. Drowning was a horrible way to die.

      Cort had entered a state of voluntary apnea when he took that last deep breath and descended into the plane in search of Congressman Pratt. That was two minutes ago. He had reached his break point when voluntary apnea becomes involuntary. A point where his next spasmodic breath would drag water into his mouth and down his windpipe. A point where the Gulf of Mexico would flood his lungs and end any transfer of oxygen to the blood.

      His final breath.

      The process of drowning made it harder and harder not to drown. The body became akin to a sinking boat, with its destiny the bottom of the ocean.

      For Michael Cortland, former basketball player at Yale, as well as loving husband and father, the clock was running out. He was half-conscious and weakened by oxygen depletion. He was in no position to fight his way back to the surface. Fate had caught up with him.

      His destiny.
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      A dirty bomb looked no different than any other conventional explosive, but it was wrapped in radioactive materials. Bundles of cobalt-60 or strontium-90 could take the most common ordnance and create radioactive dust clouds capable of causing severe sickness or death in millions who came in contact with the material. The cleanup costs associated with the widely dispersed radioactive particles could cost trillions of dollars, not to mention the fact the affected areas might have to be abandoned for many years or even decades.

      As the quadcopter drones buzzed through the skies of Manhattan, dropping their payloads around Times Square, as well as near Grand Central Station, the island’s transportation hub, widely dispersed particles of radioactive material blanketed Midtown New York. The dust was inhaled or absorbed into the body, but it didn’t necessarily kill immediately. It could potentially hasten the demise of those whose immune systems were weak due to a previous cancer or other diseases.

      Those who justify the use of dirty bombs as a humane form of warfare argue that, like an electromagnetic pulse attack, it’s not a weapon of mass destruction but, rather, a weapon of mass disruption. In the attackers’ minds, immediate body count was the standard by which the use of a weapon should be judged. Not fear.

      The quadcopters delivered a deadly blow to New York City, one that wouldn’t be fully understood for days or weeks. In addition to the panic, and the deaths that resulted therefrom, the financial center of the world would suffer an unimaginable economic calamity.

      Tom knew about the threat, as he’d studied the subject extensively after a Thanksgiving Day conversation with Willa. She’d warned him that drone warfare would be used by terrorists in the years to come. He just didn’t imagine it would happen so soon. He pushed the conversation into the back of his mind. For now, his focus needed to be on their survival.

      “Donna, this is very important,” he said calmly to his gimpy wife. “You have to keep this scarf wrapped around your face as tight as possible. I’m gonna keep my sweatshirt pulled over my nose and mouth.”

      “Tom, is there poison in the air?”

      “Sort of. Maybe. I mean, possible radioactive material. Listen, you won’t smell it and nobody will know they’re ingesting it. But, trust me, it’s there.”

      “I don’t know if I can walk and hold this in place too.” She looked down at her right leg, which was bent at the knee to keep pressure off her ankle.

      “You’re not gonna have to worry about that because I’m gonna carry you.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Really, just like I did the day we got married.”

      Tom couldn’t see his bride’s grin, but he could see her eyes smiling at him. “Okay, but I’m a little chubbier than back in the day.”

      “Well, I’m not that skinny kid from Beaufort, South Carolina, anymore either.” Tom stretched out the name of his hometown, pronounced BYOO-fert, out of habit. The town’s pronunciation was often confused with the coastal town of Beaufort, North Carolina, which was pronounced BOH-fert. Residents of both these Southern towns were quick to correct Yankees who got it wrong.

      Donna, who was a Charlestonian through and through, mocked him from time to time and couldn’t resist in this tense moment. “Okay, my BYOO-tiful husband, carry me up to your lair and have your way with me.”

      Tom rolled his eyes and laughed. “Okay, Miz Shelton, here we go.”

      With a grunt he swept her up in his arms, and the two momentarily touched their foreheads to one another. Tom moved along the Avenue of the Americas under the canopy-designed entrance to the block-wide office building until he made his way to the corner of West Forty-Fifth Street.

      They were only a couple of blocks away from Times Square, and in the fifteen minutes since the bombs had begun to detonate, the crowd had thinned somewhat, scattering throughout Midtown Manhattan like millions of mice fleeing a giant cat.

      He turned against the flow of people who were pushing and shoving their way down Forty-Fifth Street. Using the canopy as cover down the left side of the street, he noticed that Connolly’s Pub across the street had been broken into, and people were stepping over the broken plate glass to get inside. Ignoring the melee as people fought to seek cover, he pushed forward until he saw the orange flags marking the entrance to the Hyatt Centric. Now his challenge was to cross the street.

      Donna turned her head and saw the problem. “Should we wait until they pass?”

      “It’s a steady stream of people, and the longer we’re in the open, the more dangerous it is. Hold me tight, Donna. I’m gonna need my arms to push people out of the way as we go across.”

      Donna gripped her husband’s neck and shoulders so that her arms supported her own weight. Tom studied the flow of people. There were too many. Then he noticed the temporary sawhorse barricades put into place by the city. Most were toppled over, but one was pushed to the side next to a FreshDirect delivery van parked in front of Bobby Van’s restaurant to their left.

      “Here we go!” exclaimed Tom as he made his way alongside the delivery truck and tucked the barricade under his arm. It was heavy, as was Donna, but adrenaline and love fueled him.

      Using the barricade as a battering ram at first, and then a method of diverting the crowd as he turned it sideways, the masses slowed and began to divide in the center of the street as he moved across. When he was close enough to reach the sidewalk in front of the Hyatt, he dropped the barricade, which allowed him to run the final ten feet to avoid the stubbornly approaching mass of people.

      Tom’s breathing became laborious and his chest was heaving from the extraordinary effort he’d given to get them across the street. Relieved, he took a moment to catch his breath and gently set Donna on the ground. With him leading the way and Donna hopping close behind, they kept their bodies pressed against the granite wall as they inched closer to the revolving glass doors of the hotel.

      When they reached the overhang to the Hyatt hotel entrance, a new challenge presented itself. Getting inside.
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      They made their way to Will’s truck and drove in silence as they traveled up Northside Drive toward Midtown. Will didn’t bother to check in with the stadium’s headquarters or the Security Management Team. Following the evacuation order, the entire stadium had emptied to make way for Atlanta’s bomb squad and the SWAT team. FBI vans were pulling up to the stadium exits as Will led his kids in the direction of their car.

      The kids were somewhat in a state of shock. Neither spoke as they fought traffic, which was also fleeing the area surrounding the stadium. Besides the frightening event’s impact upon their emotions, it was late and several hours past Skylar’s bedtime. Ethan’s injury likely caused his body to be exhausted as well.

      He glanced at the clock on his truck’s radio. It was just after midnight. He shook his head and closed his eyes for a second while he waited for the traffic signal to change. He angrily tapped the steering wheel with his fingers, berating himself for the decision to take the kids to the concert and agreeing to work that night.

      The fact of the matter was that he needed to earn the double-time pay to cover his upcoming credit card bill, which included the Christmas gifts he’d bought for the kids. For a paycheck-to-paycheck guy like Will, just because Christmas came along and gifts were purchased didn’t mean he got an instant raise to cover the out-of-the-ordinary expense.

      He’d learned that lesson the first year of divorce when, out of a sense of guilt, he’d overspent on the children’s presents. Their joy and appreciation meant nothing in January when he tried to juggle his credit card bills with his child-support obligations. Karen certainly didn’t give him a pass due to his Christmas generosity. The squabble with her resulted in a six-month hiatus during which he wasn’t allowed to see his children, and his phone contacts were limited by their mother.

      Now another holiday had resulted in him stepping in a pile of crap again.

      Way to go, dad of the year. This was a New Year’s my kids will never forget. Nor will their mother. Nor will I. Their mother will make sure of that.

      As he turned off Northside Drive toward his home in the Atlantic Station neighborhood of Midtown, Will turned on the radio to listen to the local news reports of what had happened at Mercedes-Benz Stadium that night. He reached for his phone to see if his ex-wife had called, freaking out over the safety of her children with the unfit parent, a term she often threw in his face when he underpaid his monthly support.

      There was no call or message from Karen. There also wasn’t any news of the evacuation of the stadium. There were bigger, more deadly events taking place around the country.

      Will quickly turned off the radio so his kids couldn’t hear.

      What was happening? Was this a coordinated attack? Terrorists?

      Will’s mind raced until he pulled into the driveway of the small turn-of-the-century craftsman-style home located near the shopping and restaurant district of Atlantic Station. The home suited his needs perfectly. He was in walking distance to the MARTA station, shopping, and entertainment, although he never indulged himself. Also, it was intended to provide the kids a sense of normalcy when they visited him, rather than staying in a condo or apartment somewhere.

      “Hey, kids, here we are. Ethan, do you need some help inside?”

      “No, I’m good,” he responded sleepily.

      “Sky, are you awake?”

      “Yes, Daddy. Is it time for happy New Year?”

      Will smiled and chuckled. From what he’d just heard on the radio, he wondered.

      “It sure is, baby girl. Happy New Year to you both. Son, you keep that compress on your head and I’ll get the luggage. Can you unlock the door with your free hand?”

      “Yeah,” he responded. He pulled the shirt away from the gash and touched it with his fingers. “It stopped bleeding. Do you want your shirt?”

      Will laughed. “Nah, I probably won’t need it anymore. Who knows? Come on, it’s kinda chilly out here. Let’s get you both cleaned up and settled in bed. I’m pretty sure we’ll all sleep in tomorrow.”

      Ethan led the way up the sloped sidewalk to the front door and entered the foyer. Skylar sleepily followed him inside while Will carried all the bags. He dropped them just inside the door and closed it behind him.

      “Let’s get some lights on,” he said as he walked into the darkened home and flipped on as many switches as he could reach quickly. The downstairs of the two-story home consisted of a living room together with a kitchen/dining area. Three bedrooms and two baths were upstairs. “Why don’t you guys take a seat on the couch while I get some wet towels and bandages to take care of Ethan’s busted noggin’.”

      “Daddy, can we turn on the New Year’s party in New York?”

      Will’s face turned ashen and he quickly responded. His children had seen enough excitement for one night. “No, baby girl. We missed it anyway, and it’s late for you both. Let’s get your brother fixed up and you guys settled in bed.”

      He led them to the couch, and to ensure they followed his instructions, he slyly retrieved the cable box remote off the sofa table and slid it into his pocket.

      Will gathered up what he needed to attend to Ethan’s wound together with one of his Philadelphia Phillies sweatshirts to replace his son’s bloodstained shirt. When he returned to the living room, Ethan was standing in front of a painting on the wall above the fireplace.

      “Hey, Dad, what’s this? I don’t remember it from the first time we were here.”

      Will hesitated and then responded, “Oh, that. It’s a painting.”

      “Of a triangle, Daddy?” asked Skylar.

      “Well, not exactly a triangle, baby girl, although it looks like one. It’s a Greek symbol or, in this case, a letter.”

      Will helped Ethan remove his bloody shirt and then gently pulled the Phillies sweatshirt over his head, avoiding the wound in the process. He used a warm, wet cloth to wipe the dried blood off his face and then used alcohol wipes to cleanse the wound.

      Finally, he applied Polysporin ointment rather than the more commonly used Neosporin. They both had the same active ingredients except Neosporin also contained neomycin, which had been associated with allergic reactions and contact dermatitis.

      “Daddy, why do you have a Greek letter on your wall?” his daughter innocently persisted out of curiosity.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Will thought about his answer. “Well, it’s sort of, um, part of a club that I’m involved with. You know, like a second job.”

      “What’s it stand for?” asked Ethan.

      “Delta.”
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      J.C. plummeted in a free fall for nearly thirty feet before the safety rope halted his descent. The belt harness around his waist knocked the breath out of him, and he began to gasp for air. Bent over at the waist, his arms and legs dangled toward the ground.

      The rope, which was now stretched between the safety bars, was swinging back and forth slightly, but at that height, it moved J.C.’s body ten to fifteen feet with each swing.

      “Hold on, honey!” yelled Angela.

      Tyler swung around and positioned himself in the car where J.C. had been sitting. “Grab the rope, everyone. Angela, grab the rope and pull!”

      Tyler wedged his legs into the hood of the coaster car to gain leverage. Kaycee crawled behind him and straddled his back to get into a tug-of-war position. Behind them, Angela wedged herself into a crouched position so she could use her legs to pull the safety rope too.

      “Hang on, buddy, we’ll get you!” shouted Tyler.

      Although they couldn’t see J.C. because he was hanging out of view, they could hear and feel him struggling.

      “Can’t breathe,” they could hear J.C. whisper in between gasps.

      Tyler had dealt with this before, both as a lifeguard and as an emergency medical technician. When a sudden force is applied to the abdomen, it puts pressure on a group of nerves at the pit of the stomach. This causes a spasm of the body’s diaphragm. Instead of functioning to pull air into the lungs when the body breathes, it stops functioning temporarily, which results in a lack of air to the lungs.

      He knew he had to keep J.C. calm and encouraged him to take deep breaths. His body would recover shortly as long as there weren’t other internal injuries.

      “Keep cool, J.C. You’ve got this!” shouted Kaycee.

      “Try to take deep breaths, son. You’re almost here.”

      The three of them continued to tug at the rope, hand over hand, until J.C. was rising a foot at a time. Their frantic tugs were working, and the slack in the rope began to pool around Tyler’s feet.

      He could hear J.C. heaving, his young chest inhaling air too fast. Tyler didn’t need him to hyperventilate now. With his head below his body, it would be easy for him to become unconscious.

      “We have to hurry,” he growled as he urged Angela and Kaycee on. They continued to pull the safety rope until J.C.’s back appeared at the sloped hood of the coaster.

      “There he is!” shouted Angela. “There he is!”

      The three of them kept pulling until the youngest Rankin was in easy grasp of Tyler. He grabbed his safety belt and pulled him into the coaster until he was cradled in his lap.

      “We’ve got you, son,” said Tyler as tears streamed down his face.

      Angela was leaning against the back of the seat and stretched her arm through so she could touch J.C.’s arm. The family continued to cry tears of joy until Kaycee finally spoke up.

      “Dad, you’re squishing me.”

      Tyler had been forcing his legs against the front of the car and pressing his back into Kaycee to get leverage. During the tugging process to retrieve J.C., Kaycee didn’t notice the pain as she worked with her parents to save her brother. Now she realized her dad had forgotten about her being behind him.

      “Oh, sorry, honey,” said Tyler as he relaxed his body somewhat. This allowed Kaycee to squirm in the seat and get more comfortable.

      J.C. turned his head upward and wiped the snot running out of his nose and onto his dad’s shirt. His tone was sincere. “I’m never riding a roller coaster again. Never. Got it?”

      The family erupted in laughter just as two firefighters arrived on both sides of their car to assist.
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      Hayden reached the bottom of the ladder and was immediately hugged by one of the women. Tears streamed from her eyes as she thanked Hayden over and over for returning.

      “I told you I’d return,” started Hayden before the woman interrupted.

      “Shhh. You must speak softly. The man might hear you.”

      “What man?”

      “He was just here, and he was very angry. His eyes were wild and red, like a demon. He asked about a tall woman in a long coat, and I knew he was searching for you. He looked evil and smelled like liquor.”

      Hayden cowered somewhat and immediately looked around the tunnel for her attacker. “What did you do?”

      “I told him you went farther into the tunnel along the tracks. He believed me and left. But he might come back, so we must hurry.”

      Hayden exhaled and began passing out instructions. She sent the mother of the toddler up the stairs first, followed by a young boy of seven or eight years old. Hayden picked up the toddler and held her tight against her chest. The young child wrapped her arms and legs around Hayden.

      With her hands free, she immediately climbed the ladder behind the first two to escape the hellish conditions in the tunnel. Once topside, she breathed in the fresh air and prepared herself for the next, more difficult task.

      She shook her arms to relax and then descended the rungs once again. At the bottom, she sent the remaining women and children up the ladder one by one until she was last, along with the young girl and her badly sprained ankle.

      Hayden helped the girl to her feet and placed her hands on both her shoulders. “Okay, are you ready to do this?”

      The young girl nodded her head.

      “Good. Now, how much do you weigh?”

      “Forty-two pounds.”

      Hayden allowed herself a chuckle. “Well, you are a very pretty forty-two-pounder.”

      “I’m afraid,” the young girl began to whimper and then added, “but I want to be brave too.”

      Hayden knelt in front of her and smiled. “Honey, being brave doesn’t mean not being afraid. It means being afraid and doing it anyway.”

      The little girl wiped away her tears and nodded, acknowledging that she was ready to go.

      Hayden turned around in her crouch and faced the ladder. She instructed the child to wrap her arms around Hayden’s neck and her legs around her waist. The child groaned slightly as she tucked her heels tight into Hayden’s midsection, but she’d developed a newfound form of bravery thanks to Hayden’s encouraging words.

      With a deep breath to gather all of her strength, Hayden began to slowly climb upward, focusing on one rung at a time while offering reassuring words to the child, who held her in a death grip. Minutes later, they safely arrived to reunite with everyone.

      After several minutes of muted celebration, Hayden led the group away from the freeway and toward the west of the air vent. As they walked through the empty field, more buildings came into view, and when she saw a Lifeflight helicopter soar over their heads, she knew they were heading in the direction of Unity Healthcare hospital near the intersection of Martin Luther King Jr. Avenue and Malcolm X Avenue.

      “Follow me,” she instructed as the group continued toward the lighted buildings. The young girl with the sprained ankle hobbled along with the assistance of her mother and the other woman. Hayden carried the youngest child and did her best to keep control of the three other children, who were now enjoying the adventure.

      The group reached MLK Avenue and began walking down the sidewalk. Cars sped past in both directions, ignoring the group, which was obviously hobbling along. Hayden didn’t want to flag down a car and lend the appearance they were in distress. Instead, she powered up her phone and navigated to her Uber app.

      She summoned two cars, one for the group of women and children to pile into for further delivery to the hospital. The other for her to get home. This had been a New Year’s Eve to remember.

      She rode in silence as the driver made his way to her condominium overlooking the Potomac River. The Jamaican-born woman was playing reggae music that Hayden enjoyed, so rather than immediately turning to her smartphone to determine the cause of the power outage, she chose to relax, allowing her two worlds to meet, and think about what she would do first when she got home. Pop a bottle of Cabernet or take a shower. Or both.

      After paying the driver a handsome tip in cash, she made her way through the secured entrance and was pleased that the lobby of her building was devoid of neighbors. She looked like a hot mess and smelled even worse. After steeling her nerves for yet another elevator ride, she found her way to the top floor of the building. Her body was flooded with emotion and relief as she entered her home.

      Hayden, who lived alone, didn’t hesitate to strip all of her grimy clothes off and left them in a pile by the front door. She looked around for a moment and considered turning on the lights but allowed the glow from the city to serve as the minimal light she needed to find her way to the shower.

      “Prowler, where are you? You are an insubordinate, ungrateful cat. I know your mommy stinks like, um, subway, sewer, and dumpster combined. But I could really use a friend right now.”

      It was not unusual for her Maine coon cat to punish Hayden when he’d been left alone all day. He was stubbornly independent and smarter than any dog she’d ever had. She suspected the long separation of the day and the stench, which had filled the usually clean-smelling condo, kept Prowler hidden somewhere, which was hard to do considering his size. He weighed more than the toddler she’d carried up the ladder earlier.

      When she walked past the kitchen, she noticed it was almost midnight, but that didn’t matter anymore. Hayden found the shower and spent the first five minutes allowing the hot water to wash away the memories of the evening. Refreshed, she prepared to celebrate with her best friend, assuming they were on speaking terms again.

      Hayden dried off the excess water, brushed out her hair, and cuddled up in her favorite plush robe. As soon as she arrived in the kitchen and flicked on the lights, Prowler emerged from a darkened corner of the open loft and immediately began walking figure eights through her legs.

      “Oh, I see how it is. In my time of need, you pretend to be sleeping. Now that I’m all cleaned up, we’re besties again.”

      Hayden quickly fed Prowler a plastic tub of Purina Beneful real beef dog food—his favorite. He was mostly a dog anyway.

      After the day she’d had, a glass of Cabernet was much preferred to her Perrier. She poured a glass and immediately took a sip, allowing the warmth to ease down her throat. She made her way into the living area and retrieved the remote off her coffee table.

      Without looking, she powered on her television and moseyed over to the floor-to-ceiling windows of her condo to admire the views of the Potomac and the city beyond. The news anchor interrupted her thoughts and quickly grabbed her attention.

      “We have breaking news from New York.”

      Hayden tilted her head and said, “New York? Don’t you mean Washington?”

      She spun around, and the chaotic scene that filled the screen was unfathomable.
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        Hyatt Centric Times Square

        New York City

      

      

      With the presence of the Clintons in the hotel, Secret Service protection was extraordinary. Now that New York City was under attack, the Hyatt had been placed on lockdown. They were refusing to grant access to anyone except registered guests. Tom had their room key card in his pocket and was also able to use his phone to show the email confirming their reservation. He was certain he could get inside except for the crowd of people in his way, cramming themselves against the glass entry.

      Most of the crowd was not staying at the hotel. They were only panicked revelers seeking a safe haven. The security personnel at the single entrance door next to the revolving doors, which had been locked, were growing increasingly frustrated with the interlopers. He threatened to close the hotel to everyone, causing an immediate uproar from those guests like the Sheltons who were trying to gain entry.

      “Out of my way!” shouted a man from the rear of the pack on the far side of the entrance.

      “If you’re not staying here, go somewhere else,” yelled another.

      “Screw you! We need help!” a woman near the front responded.

      “Screw me? No, screw you!” the second man bellowed before grabbing the woman by the back of the coat and pulling her onto the ground. The pack immediately inched forward to fill the void left by her flailing body, which was getting kicked and stepped on.

      People began pushing and shoving. The security personnel started screaming at them to calm down. Tom looked back and forth to assess his options. All he needed was an opening, just enough to push his way to the front so he could show the security guards his key card and identification.

      They say you should never shout fire in a crowded theater to avoid causing an unnecessary panic. In this day and age, fire didn’t frighten anybody, but yelling gun did. Tom took a risk that might backfire, but it was all he had.

      He turned to Donna and whispered, “Dear, be ready to follow me. We’ll only have a few seconds.”

      Donna stared in his eyes and nodded. “I’m ready.”

      “Keep your hands on my shoulder for support. Here we go.”

      Tom took a deep breath, studied the people blocking their access to the door one more time, and then he shouted as loud as he could to be heard over the scrum gathered around the entrance.

      “Gun! Everybody run! He’s got a gun!”

      His gamble paid off. Shrieks of fear filled the air as those at the back of the pack immediately ran into the oncoming masses of people still fleeing Times Square.

      As some of the people gathered around the door repeated the word gun, those close to the door followed their lead, assuming that the gunman was in close proximity to Tom’s voice. They created an opening, and Tom and Donna shot the gap, slipping between the wall and the group trying to escape his voice.

      Within seconds, he’d reached the plate-glass door and pressed his room key card together with his driver’s license against the glass door.

      The security guard scrolled through an iPad and found Tom’s name on the guest list. He shouted above the fracas, “Room number?”

      “Twenty-six twenty-six!” Tom shouted back.

      The security guard turned the key in the lock, opening it slightly. He grabbed Tom by the arm to pull him inside. Donna hopped along behind her husband just as the security guard forced the door shut on a man who tried to force himself inside.

      Donna groaned in pain as her injured ankle got caught in the door, but she quickly shook it off. They were safe, for now.

      Tom helped his wife through the lobby filled with suddenly sober hotel guests discussing the evening’s events. Many were speculating the nation was under attack based upon the news reports. Tom glanced at the monitors in the lobby bar and noticed CNN was broadcasting from several locations around the country.

      He decided there would be time to catch up on what had happened after he and Donna were safely in their room. They stopped by the front desk and requested an ACE bandage out of the hotel’s medical supplies. The staff also provided him a bottle of ibuprofen. After the assistant manager reminded Tom and Donna about the RICE method of dealing with sprains—rest, ice, compression, and elevation—they made their way to the room and quickly found the bed, where the two collapsed in exhaustion.

      After several minutes of relative silence in which the only noise they heard was the sound of screaming coming from twenty-six floors below, Tom suggested they get out of their clothes. He didn’t want any radioactive particles on their other belongings.

      Once they’d changed, he bundled the clothes up in the duvet cover and stuffed it into the closet. Then he wrapped Donna’s ankle and slipped out of the room to retrieve a couple of buckets of ice—one for the ankle and the other for the champagne they’d intended to drink at midnight.

      “Tom, are we gonna talk about what’s going on? How could terrorists miss detection by Tommie and the government?”

      Tom walked to the window to look down at the chaotic scene. A gust of cold wind rattled the window, some of which penetrated the window jamb to blow the sheer curtain panel to his right. Alarmed, he grabbed the plastic rods and hurriedly closed the sheers and the heavy drapes. Then he leaned over and turned off the ventilation to the room.

      “Tom?”

      “I’m sorry,” he replied. “Just a precaution.”

      He sighed and sat on the bed next to her, staring at the television monitor mounted on the wall above the dresser. He’d hesitated to turn it on. In a way, he wanted them to decompress for a minute before taking on any more bad news. Tom chuckled to himself as he wondered if sometimes the ostrich’s head in the sand concept was a good one.

      Donna persisted. “Tell me what you think, honey.”

      He was about to answer when he heard his iPhone vibrate on the round table sitting in a corner near the window. With a slight grunt, Tom lifted himself off the sofa and retrieved his phone. He stared down at the display, using his thumb to scroll through several messages he’d received from their daughters. But those were not the text messages that grabbed his attention.

      Tom read it to himself. It wasn’t designated eyes only, a phrase he’d grown accustomed to seeing while at Joint Base Charleston. This came from another source, one that he’d avoided contact with for years.

      The real danger on the ocean, as well as the land, is people.

      Fare thee well and Godspeed, Patriot!

      MM
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        USA Health University Trauma Center

      

      

      “What do we have?” asked a male surgeon as he pushed through the curtain in the emergency room at the USA Health University Trauma Center in downtown Mobile.

      The trauma nurse was quick to reply, “Doctor, we’ve cleared the airway and the patient is experiencing mildly labored breathing. We’ve trialed him with oxygen by face mask at a rate of fifteen liters of oh-two per minute. Initially, our goal of SaPO2 will be ninety-two to ninety-six percent.” Monitoring the SaPO2 levels allowed trauma personnel to check a drowning patient’s pulmonary functions and blood-oxygen saturation levels.

      “Has he regained consciousness?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Okay, continue monitoring him. If you detect a decline in his ventilatory status or SaPO2, find me stat. We’ll move on to endotracheal intubation if necessary.”

      “Yes, Doctor.”

      “Oh, one more thing. If he comes to and is able to increase his breathing efforts without requiring extraordinary support, we’ll need to move him out of the ER. We are seeing patients on gurneys in the waiting room.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Cort was alive, but unconscious. He was unable to breathe without the assistance of the face mask and mechanical ventilator. Oblivious to what was going on around him, he lay in the emergency room for more than an hour on the respirator. And nobody knew his identity.

      When he first regained consciousness, he had been moved to a recovery room on the second floor. Although he was still breathing through a face mask, he had awakened long enough for the trauma team to determine that he was going to fully recover.

      He recalled nothing of what had happened after he’d blacked out somewhere near the sunken aircraft. Sore and exhausted, Cort tried to open his eyes to observe his surroundings. He couldn’t.

      He tried to raise his arm and then he attempted to wiggle his feet. Although he had feelings in his extremities, he felt like he was wrapped in a cocoon.

      Cort’s conscious mind was returning. He recalled the plane crash and being underwater. He’d swum for an eternity until he couldn’t. He couldn’t remember if he gave up or if he was helped. It was all pushed to a dark corner in the back of his brain.

      He heard voices and tried to open his eyes again. Suddenly, his eyelid was opened and a flashlight rudely blasted his retina. The sudden intrusion of light triggered nerve impulses that passed through the optic nerve to his brain, resulting in a knee-jerk reaction.

      Cort simply squirmed. But that was all it took to bring smiles to the three health care providers huddled around his bed.

      “Well, sir, welcome back to the land of the living. I am Dr. Kenny Wayne.”

      Cort tried to talk, but his throat hurt. He subconsciously tried to reach for his throat and relieve the pain, but couldn’t.

      “Hang on, sir. Let us help you. Nurse, go ahead and remove his face mask.”

      Cort’s eyes were fully open, and he glanced around the room, searching for his wife and daughter. He mouthed the word wife. Enough air passed over his larynx that one of the nurse’s smiled and nodded her head.

      “Wife?” she asked.

      Cort nodded.

      She continued. “Sir, do you also have a lovely daughter? Around eleven or twelve years old.”

      Cort managed a smile and nodded. Tears began to flow from his eyes. He blinked rapidly as the salty fluid flooded his eye sockets. He’d had enough salt water for one day. Or a lifetime, for that matter.

      The nurse took a tissue off the table next to Cort’s bed and dabbed his eyes. Cort smiled and nodded in appreciation.

      “Are you Michael?”

      He nodded again.

      She dabbed his eyes again and whispered to him, “I know exactly where to find them. Now, you listen to the doctor while I go downstairs and fetch them for you.”

      For the next five minutes, the doctor explained the ins and outs of Cort’s near-drowning experience. He was told about how he had popped up out of the water unexpectedly near the life raft full of people. Nobody knew how to perform CPR, but the rescue boats from both Mobile and Pensacola had surrounded the area within minutes of the airplane crashing into the water. Cort was lucky. It was not his time.

      “Of course, we’ll keep you overnight for observation to see how you do now that you’ve been removed from oxygen. If your vitals continue to stabilize, your lungs hold up as they appear to be, and your mentation remains normal, we should be able to get you out of here tomorrow.”

      He tried to focus on the doctor’s words and instructions regarding his care, but his mind was elsewhere. His eyes kept darting toward the door, hoping that each set of footsteps he heard were Meredith and Hannah.

      The doctor sensed that Cort wasn’t paying attention and finally congratulated him on surviving. He promised to check back in on him, and Cort smiled and mouthed the words thank you.

      The room was empty again, and Cort became somewhat depressed, as the nurse had not yet returned with his family. Cort wiggled around under the blanket and pulled his arms loose. He hated being confined, and his body was nice and toasty, too much so, in fact.

      He reached around the side of the bed until he found the wired remote, which allowed him to adjust his bed positioning and operate the television mounted in the corner of the room. Cort pushed the button that raised him up to a more seated position. Then he turned on the television.

      CNN filled the screen, and images of emergency rescue vehicles with their lights on and first responders scrambling about depicted a chaotic event. Cort expected to see the plane crash on the news. Instead, the scene was in New York’s Times Square.

      The chyron read Dirty bomb attacks in NYC.

      Then the screen switched to Atlanta. The scene there was similar. Possible terrorist attack at Atlanta concert.

      A split screen then appeared showing Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in complete darkness without power. Cort turned up the volume.

      “As midnight approached, residents along the New Jersey and Pennsylvania border reported seeing a bright streak of light followed by the power grid collapsing. Local and state authorities have not issued any formal statements although we’ve learned through the Department of Homeland Security that this collapse of the grid was caused by some type of electromagnetic pulse.”

      Cort heard footsteps running down the hallway, and he quickly turned down the volume. He focused his attention on the doorway. Hannah rushed through first and raced to his bedside. Her smile stretched across her face and drew his attention away from her red, bloodshot eyes caused by her crying. He hugged her and then looked over her shoulder to his darling wife.

      Meredith stood in the doorway with one arm folded in front of her, and the other dabbing at her wet eyes. She looked down shyly and then the waterworks opened up. She couldn’t contain her exuberance as she rushed to Cort’s side.

      The three of them held each other, transferring their love to one another without speaking.

      After a moment, Hannah broke their embrace and spoke first. “Happy New Year’s, Daddy. I brought you some champagne gummy bears. Mom said they were your favorite.”

      Cort grinned and looked at Meredith. He motioned for Hannah to come closer to him so he could whisper, “Mom was fibbin’. Those are her favorites.”

      Hannah bent over and kissed her father on the cheek. “I know, Daddy. I knew it would make her smile if I said that. She was very worried. I wasn’t. I knew God would protect you.”

      Cort touched her sweet cheek and smiled. He then motioned for Hannah to lean over and speak to him. As she came closer, he took another glance at the television, which showed cameras and reporters gathering in the White House briefing room.

      Meredith followed his eyes and then frowned at him. “You shouldn’t be seeing this, Cort. Let’s turn it off.”

      Cort shook his head side to side. He motioned her closer and whispered, “New York, Philly, Atlanta.”

      Meredith closed her eyes and sighed. “Can’t we talk about this—”

      Cort squeezed her hand and pulled her closer. “No. What happened?”

      “It’s much worse, Cort. DC got hit. Detroit. Chicago. LA.”

      Cort raised his eyebrows. “Who?” he asked in a barely audible whisper.

      “They don’t know. It’s obviously coordinated,” she replied.

      Cort leaned back on the bed and closed his eyes. He thought about the timing of his flight and the limited information he had from the newscast. The total power loss on an aircraft, completely obliterating all backup systems, was unprecedented in his recollection. He immediately wondered if there was a connection to these other events.

      His mind wandered to Congressman Pratt. A powerful, influential leader in Congress, now dead from some unexplainable airline catastrophe. Then he thought of himself. He had almost been killed too.

      Cort’s eyes grew wide and he glanced around the room before looking at the television coverage again. He didn’t believe in coincidences.

      Meredith noticed that he was becoming agitated. “Cort, please calm down. You have to get your rest. Please.”

      Cort grimaced and pulled her close to his face. He whispered again so only she could hear him.

      “I have to tell you about the Haven.”
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        Six Flags Great Adventure

        Jackson, New Jersey

      

      

      It took another hour to get the family out of the coaster and down to safety. Medical personnel were on the ground to check on J.C.’s injuries and also counsel the family on the emotional trauma he might sustain. Angela, being polite, allowed the local EMTs to advise them, rather than disclose that she was fully capable of helping her son through this. Nonetheless, it did help to have J.C.’s bruises checked out by other experienced medical personnel.

      The next challenge the family faced was finding their car. The only lighting in the theme park was held by park security in the form of a flashlight. They were guiding visitors to the exits and onward to their vehicles. As they walked through Six Flags, there was evidence of looting within the park.

      Stores and restaurants had been trashed. J.C. picked up a Superman cape, and Kaycee found a miniature basketball with the Batman logo on it.

      “Look at this place,” whispered Angela. “It looks like Hurricane Michael blew through here.”

      Two teenage girls rushed past them, holding bundles of tee shirts under their arms. One of the security personnel flashed his light on them and began blowing a whistle, but they took off undeterred.

      “Looters already,” added Tyler. “You’d think people would have more important things to be concerned with.”

      They made their way around the turnstiles at the front and continued to walk toward the parking lot. Tyler held Kaycee’s hand, and Angela kept her arm draped around J.C.’s shoulder as they walked.

      As they pushed through a crowd of people standing in front of them, they overheard some of the conversation.

      “One dude said we were attacked with missiles.”

      “Yeah, I heard the same thing.”

      “Nah, man, that’s stupid. Ain’t nobody gonna take on the good ole U.S. of A. I think it was one of them solar flares.”

      “No, dude. It wasn’t a solar flare. If it was, the sky would’ve gotten really bright. I think it was a nuke.”

      “Then where’s the dang mushroom cloud, huh?”

      Tyler pulled Kaycee a little closer and picked up the pace.

      Once they were clear of the scientist wannabes, Kaycee looked up to him and asked about what she’d heard. “Dad, are we in a war?”

      “Honey, I don’t know and neither do those morons. They’re all just guessing.”

      J.C. chimed in, a good sign. “I hope they didn’t hit Washington.” He sincerely wanted to see the sights, although Tyler knew that was impossible under the circumstances.

      “Son, the good news is Washington didn’t lose power, or at least that’s what the police officer told me back there. But places like Philadelphia and Baltimore and, of course, New Jersey did. That makes me think it could be just one big power outage.”

      They continued to walk in silence as Tyler tried to remember how to get to the car without the benefit of lighting to see the lot signage. They approached another group commiserating over the circumstances.

      “New York, too. Did you hear? Just as the ball was about to drop, explosions went off everywhere. People freaked out.”

      “Did they lose power like us?”

      “No, but folks were trampled to death and poisoned, too.”

      “Poison?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I heard.”

      Tyler put his right hand over Kaycee’s ear and pulled her head next to his side. Angela noticed and did the same to J.C. The group continued to speculate, but eventually the Rankins were out of earshot.

      “I think we’re down this row, Ty,” said Angela as she took the lead.

      “You’re right, Mom,” said J.C., who had suddenly perked up. “Come on, I’ll race you. I can beat you with one shoe on!”

      J.C. took off, sporting just one sneaker, and the rest of the family chased behind.

      “Good grief,” said Angela with a huff in her voice. Then Dr. Mom hollered at him, “Joseph Charles Rankin, slow down! You’re supposed to be traumatized, remember?”

      “Not anymore,” he yelled back over his shoulder. “Now I’m a survivor like Peanut!”

      Within a minute, they were huddled around the orange-and-white Ford Bronco, waiting for Tyler to open the door. Kaycee encouraged her dad to pick up the pace.

      “Come on, Dad. We’re freezing.”

      Tyler retrieved the keys from his jeans pocket and was about to unlock the door when he suddenly stopped. He stood up and looked around. There were no lights on anywhere. Including vehicles. No interior lights. No headlights. No engines could be heard.

      Nothing except the slight hint of dawn beginning to arrive on a new year.

      “Kids, stay here. I need to talk to your mom.”

      “Tyler, what’s wrong?” asked Angela.

      He held his index finger to his lips and motioned for her to follow him to the back of the truck. He looked around nervously and, satisfied they weren’t being watched, dropped to the ground and crawled under the truck.

      Angela walked around his legs and looked in all directions until Tyler rose off the ground holding a black hard-plastic gun case.

      “Do you think we need that?” she asked.

      “Yeah, maybe. I had to keep it hidden in the chassis because New York and Jersey frown upon the larger-capacity magazines I have.”

      “Tyler, we don’t know anything about what’s happened for sure. After we hit the ground, the firefighters got tight-lipped and the EMTs focused on their jobs. All we’ve heard is from those idiots back there.”

      “I know, Angela, but think about it for a minute. We’ve got a widespread power outage, which included killing our phones. We’ve talked about this. It has to be some kind of EMP.”

      “A solar flare? Or a nuke?”

      “Same result, mostly. All I know is that this place isn’t safe, nor will our trip home be. The minute I fire up this truck, they’ll be all over us, looking for a ride or trying to steal it.”

      He held out the gun case to remind her of its contents.

      “Do you think we’re gonna have to shoot our way out of here?”

      “I hope not. But I’m sure going to be ready.”

      Angela ran her fingers through her hair and walked a few paces away. She looked around the parking lot and then toward the east, where the sun began to peek over the horizon. She returned to Tyler’s side. “Tyler, you know what we have to do.”

      “Babe, I may be wrong about this. What if there’s nothing wrong?”

      “If you thought nothing was wrong, why did you crawl under the truck and get this.” She reached forward and rapped the case twice with her knuckles.

      “Well, um, I’m just—”

      Angela cut her husband off. “Listen, why take chances? If we’re wrong, we can always drive back home. But if we sit around Richmond, waiting on the news to tell us what’s happening, it could be too late.”

      Tyler nodded. “It may be too late already, depending on what caused this.”

      “So do you agree?” she asked.

      “Agreed. We have to get to the Haven.”
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        I-26 North of Spartanburg, South Carolina

      

      

      Will fought sleep as he drove past the Landrum, South Carolina, exit. He glanced down at his fuel gauge. He had a quarter tank left in the truck and quickly did some mental calculations. He’d have to stop in an hour, but he wanted to get away from the interstate before he did. He gripped the steering wheel a little tighter and sat taller in his seat, adjusting himself as he’d done frequently since he had hastily loaded the kids back into his truck along with a dozen duffle bags stored in his pantry closet.

      He stared down at the text message he’d received for what was probably the fortieth time since it came through right before he turned in several hours ago. The words were simple but meant so much.

      Time to come home. H.

      The decision to leave Atlanta behind was not difficult. His original choice to run away from Philadelphia was, on the surface, for the good of his children, but in reality was for Will to keep his own feeling of self-worth. He was a good man, a loving father, and, he thought, a considerate husband. Every aspect of his life was under attack and he simply needed to escape. Atlanta was the solution, and it served its purpose, until tonight. Now he’d been summoned home.

      He’d resisted the urge to turn on the satellite radio and pick up the news from the cable news networks. The kids were confused enough already, but they were too tired to protest when he woke them after they’d been asleep for less than an hour.

      Will glanced into the rearview mirror and saw each of them leaning against opposite sides of the truck, propped against pillows and covered with the comforters off their beds. To be sure, they were zonked out, but Will didn’t want them to hear what was going on around them.

      Hungry for information, he scrolled through his Google news feed and frequently monitored the online news sources he frequented. The events of the evening astonished him, but in a way, he’d expected them to occur at some point.

      It was a matter of time.

      Will drove for another hour and stopped for fuel. The sun was just beginning to rise, and he picked up two large cups of black coffee as well as some breakfast sandwiches and orange juice for all of them. It wasn’t until he fired up his diesel Chevy Silverado that Ethan stirred in the back seat.

      “Where are we?” he asked sleepily as he sat up in the back seat. He glanced toward the convenience store. “Hey, I really need to pee.”

      Will thought about the television playing inside and the chatter among the attendant and some of the locals. “Um, it’s out of order. We have to rough it.”

      He pulled around the side of the station and allowed Ethan to jump out to relieve himself. Will checked on Skylar, who was still asleep. A moment later, Ethan piled back into the truck. Will offered him a sandwich and Ethan declined, opting instead to sleep some more.

      That was fine by Will. It was not the time for explanations.

      He drove another hour and a half along Old Highway 64, running parallel to the South Mountains of North Carolina, until he picked up Interstate 40. A light dusting of snow had fallen New Year’s Eve, but the roads remained clear. As the sun was shining brightly, Will smiled as he admired the North Carolina landscape. It was incredibly beautiful, especially under the circumstances.

      He pulled off the interstate and made his way along narrow, two-lane country roads toward his destination. The kids had awakened, and after a brief pit stop for Skylar, during which she thoroughly enjoyed making yellow snow, they arrived at the end of their journey.

      Will slowed the truck and approached the entrance slowly. Stone and brick columns flanked two wrought-iron steel gates. In the center of the gates, the letter H stood out prominently. Will stopped the truck and lowered the window as two armed men approached.

      “Dad, where are we?” asked Ethan.

      Will ignored his son for now.

      The man dressed in khakis and a black hooded sweatshirt leaned into the window and spoke to Will.

      “Welcome home, Delta.”
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        Monocacy Farm

        South of Frederick, Maryland

        New Year’s Eve

      

      

      Once again, they convened. They’d come from Langley and Fort Meade, Washington and Arlington. They weren’t politicians or elected officials. They were spooks, spies, and soldiers. Government officials and bureaucrats—accountable to no one but themselves.

      As before, their host greeted them at the front door, braving the cold wind, which swept across the snow-covered grounds, land that had witnessed one of the bloodiest battles of the Civil War—the Battle of Monocacy. As he waited for his compatriots to arrive, he recalled the history of Monocacy Farm.

      In 1864, with General Robert E. Lee’s army under siege at Petersburg, Virginia, to the south, Confederate forces led by General Jubal Early conducted raids into Frederick, Maryland and the Monocacy River area. The forces of Union General Lew Wallace were overwhelmed by the Confederates and beat a hasty retreat to Baltimore.

      Emboldened by their successes, General Early rallied his troops and advanced to the outskirts of Washington, a surprise move that threatened to end the war with a decisive victory by the South.

      Fortunately for the Union, General Wallace was able to delay the Confederate’s advance long enough to allow General Ulysses S. Grant to send a portion of his Sixth Corps to defend Washington. The veteran soldiers, rested and more capable than the tired Confederates, successfully repelled the advance and saved Washington from the clutches of the Southerners. From that point forward, the Battle of Monocacy became known as the Battle that Saved Washington.

      Now there was a different battle occurring in Washington. One that involved high stakes for both sides and threatened to tear the nation apart much like it did in the 1860s. The men and women arriving at Monocacy Farm on New Year’s Eve were very much aware of the consequences of the fuse that had been lit. But they considered it necessary to save a nation they believed was founded on their ideals and principles.

      As the evening wore on, they weren’t celebrating, although they were sharing a traditional glass of champagne. As the clock ticked closer to midnight and the new year was upon them, solemn demeanors filled the grand ballroom.

      Conversations were had in the simplest terms, and some were more philosophical.

      “Newton’s Law of Motion posited that all forces occur in pairs such that if one object exerts a force on another object, then the second object exerts an equal and opposite reactive force on the first.” One young man with a British accent could be heard speaking above the others.

      An older woman responded, summarizing the theory, “For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.”

      “Exactly,” replied the Brit. “That is why this evening’s events will be met with resistance, but not necessarily from Washington’s reaction. There will necessarily be a force that rises in opposition to us, one that is formidable in ideology, if not will.”

      Their host interrupted the conversation and now had the attention of everyone in the room. A hush came over the gathering as he spoke. A ray of daylight began to peek through the heavy velour drapes.

      Comfortable with his command over his peers, he raised his voice so all could hear him. “The dawn of a New Year has arrived; let me be the first to propose a toast. As our friend just said, for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. That’s to be expected. Well, the same theory applies to the concept of luck.

      “One man’s luck is often generated by another man’s misfortunes. I, for one, believe that we can make our own luck. It will be necessary to achieve our goals as laid out in our carefully crafted plans.

      “With this New Year’s toast, I urge all of you to trust the plan. Know that a storm is coming. It will be a storm upon which the blood of patriots and tyrants will spill.”

      He raised his champagne glass into the air, and everyone in the room followed suit.

      “Godspeed, Patriots!”

      And so it began …
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        “Strategy without tactics is the slowest route to victory. Tactics without strategy is the noise before defeat.”

        ~ Sun Tzu: The Art of War
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The real rulers, you’ll never see.

        ~ Anonymous
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Tree of Liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.

        ~ Thomas Jefferson
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        * * *

      

      
        
        If they bring a knife to a fight, we bring a gun.

        ~ President Barack Obama, 2008
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Either you control destiny, or destiny controls you.

        ~ George Trowbridge in Doomsday: Apocalypse
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        October 2018

        Orlando, Florida

      

      

      Ryan Smart crouched down next to his bed and listened. At night, in the darkness, his home was eerily quiet, but he sensed a presence in the living room. He turned to the two sets of eyes that he could barely make out in the ambient light. They eagerly awaited his instructions.

      He put his arms on their shoulders and whispered, “Girls, we have to make a break for the front door. You have to run as fast as you can to keep up with your daddy. Can you do that?”

      Unable to fully comprehend the situation, they didn’t respond, but Ryan sensed they would follow his lead. He slowly rose from his crouch and steadied his nerves.

      “Run, girls! Run!”

      He bolted out of the bedroom and raced down the long hallway toward the front door. Behind him, the sounds of the girls’ feet digging at the floor in an effort to keep up grabbed the attention of the figure lurking in the dark.

      “Hey!” the voice shouted as Ryan raced by.

      Now the girls had a new sense of urgency as they ran to keep up. His oldest twin, by all of a minute, was quickly by his side while his other girl, who was slightly overweight, lagged behind like the chubby kid in the horror flicks who always got caught by the ghoul or the demon.

      “This way, girls!”

      Ryan rounded the banister of the stairwell and darted into the library, with his girls hot on his heels. They circled the antler chandelier that hung from the ceiling, its candelabra bulbs dimmed to a low orangish glow.

      The trio had eluded the ghostly apparition that had appeared out of nowhere, and now they had run full circle through the house until they reached the family room.

      That was when Ryan collided head-on with the dark figure dressed in a black cloak and a matching pointed hat.

      The Blair Witch.

      “Gotcha!” she exclaimed, the word coming out with a gravelly, evil hiss.

      Ryan tried to dodge the witch and rolled over the back of the L-shaped sectional sofa until he was tangled up with half a dozen pillows. Within seconds, the girls leapt on top of his back, doing a victory dance as they panted for air.

      “Hide, girls! She’ll put us in her cauldron and boil us for supper!”

      “I’ve got you now, my pretties!” The Blair Witch swung her cape and cackled.

      Blair Smart, his wife, dressed as a ghoulish witch, circled the end of the sectional and piled on Ryan, too. The Smart family, Ryan, Blair and their two English bulldogs, Chubby and The Roo, had become a tangled pile of people and pup.

      “Get off me, you monsters!”

      The Roo barked several times and then smothered her daddy with wet, sloppy bulldog kisses. Chubby, whose name was appropriately bestowed upon her from the day she was born, was the first to leave the scrum and plop on the cold tile floor of the kitchen, panting for air.

      “Ouch!” exclaimed Ryan as he rolled over in pain. The Roo had spun around and pushed off his nether regions in order to join her sister on the floor. Using his best English accent, he complained, “You guys gotta stop crackin’ me clackers. I might need them someday.”

      Blair swatted at him and kissed him on the cheek. “No, sir. You won’t.”

      Ryan pushed himself up on the sofa and pulled the witch close to him. “Hey, baby, you wanna get ghoulish with me?”

      “You’re weird,” she replied with a laugh. “No, we need to feed the girls. The cats are probably staring in the windows, looking for yummies. And I have no idea what we’re gonna eat for dinner.”

      Ryan pouted and held her hand as she rose to go into the kitchen. He stretched behind the sofa and reached for the remote to turn on the television. Orlando’s local news channel filled the screen, and he turned down the volume.

      If it bleeds, it leads—was a phrase often used by New York magazine in the eighties, referring to fear-based media. Over the years, Ryan had learned a newscast was no different than any other business. It had to make money. In order to make a profit, the station had to sell advertising time. The more viewers the station could boast, the higher the demand. It was basic supply and demand economics.

      A report was showing scenes of a violent attack in downtown Orlando at the Dr. Phillips Center, a performing arts complex that frequently hosted concerts, comedy and theatrical events.

      Following a comedy show featuring Kathy Griffin and Chelsea Handler, the attendees filed out of the facility only to be greeted by protesters angry with the duo for their stance on political issues. The verbal assaults had erupted into a barrage of fisticuffs, leaving several people badly injured. In today’s age of digital imagery courtesy of the smartphone, every punch that drew blood was replayed on the family’s big-screen television.

      “What happened?” asked Blair as she set the girls’ food down on their place mats. Chubby stuck her head in the bowl and began to chomp at her kibbles mixed with strained pumpkin before Blair could set the bowl down.

      “Same old, same old. Another day, another riot, or protest, or whatever has managed to piss someone off.”

      Ryan didn’t like to watch the news anymore. It angered him more than it informed him. Plus, he’d become keenly aware that the television news media fed him what they wanted him to see. The nation had become hyper-politicized. It didn’t matter what interaction Ryan and Blair had with the outside world, somebody’s political agenda or point of view slipped into their consciousness. They tried to avoid it by watching less television, to no avail, as tonight’s newscast proved.

      He was about to turn off the monitor when Blair stopped him. “Wait. Check out the Mega Millions payout. One-point-six billion dollars. Maybe we should play?”

      Ryan chuckled. “The lottery is a scam. It’s a tax on poor people by giving them hope to hit it big, but really they’re pissin’ their money away.”

      Blair slugged him. “You’re such a pessimist sometimes.”

      He shrugged and then mumbled, “I guess the news is getting to me.”

      Blair tried to cheer him up. “Come on. I have an idea. Let’s play a ticket. It’s only a dollar, for Pete’s sake.”

      It was a Friday evening and the drawing was to take place that night. Ryan didn’t want to go out just to buy a lottery ticket, but he wouldn’t mind going to Publix to pick up something to eat that didn’t require his bride to cook.

      “Okay, deal. But we have to get some Boar’s Head meats and cheeses with some of that thick Sara Lee Artesano bread, okay?”

      “Fine by me,” Blair replied. “Let’s pick our numbers. There are five regular numbers and then the sixth number works as a multiplier. If we hit the winning numbers, we can cash in on the one-point-six billion bucks!”

      Ryan laughed and pulled his wife to sit down next to him again. He turned off the television and retrieved his phone off the sofa table. “Okay, let me put our numbers on the notepad app; then we’ll head for the store. Whadya wanna play?”

      “No, we’ll do it together,” she replied. “Like this. I’ll pick a number, and then you pick a number. Right?”

      Ryan smiled and readied himself for the first pick. “Go ahead, Blair Witch. What’s the first number?”

      “Four. There are four Smarts, so we should pick four.”

      “Um, okay. I pick eight.”

      “Why eight?”

      Ryan quickly replied, “It’s my birthday.”

      “Everybody does that,” she said, shaking her head. She thought of her next number. “I pick eleven. One is a powerful number. Combining it with another one makes the number eleven, one-one, creating a master number.”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “Nope,” said Blair, who was very serious. “In numerology, the number eleven is said to have powerful forces that can guide you toward change and opportunity.”

      Ryan shook his head and laughed. “All-righty, then. I choose twenty-two. There are two of us and we’re a team. Two times eleven is twenty-two.”

      “Good grief,” said Blair with an accompanying eye roll. “Well, lucky for you, despite your logic, twenty-two is also a master number.”

      “Hey, I’m gettin’ the hang of this stuff.”

      Ryan just earned another eye roll. Blair summarized. “So we have four, eight, eleven, twenty-two, and we need one more. I choose one because we only need one set of numbers to win one billion dollars.”

      Ryan cocked his head. “Wait, the jackpot is one-point-six billion.”

      “I know, but after the government sucks the taxes out of our winnings, we’ll only get a billion.”

      “Oh, yeah. Damn government!” Ryan genuinely lamented the thought of paying nearly half his winnings in taxes. He immediately began to think of ways to minimize his tax bite. It was the American way.

      “All right,” continued Blair. “We’ve picked out five main numbers. Let’s add them all together. When we have that number, since it’s a multi-digit number, we’ll add it together to make our last number.”

      “Huh?”

      “Just trust me on this. I am the Blair Witch.”

      The two of them reiterated their numbers. One. Four. Eight. Eleven. Twenty-two. The total was forty-six.

      “Now what?” asked Ryan.

      “Okay, forty-six is a multi-digit number, so we’ll add four plus six to equal ten. Ten is our Megaball number.”

      “Why don’t we add together eleven and twenty-two?”

      “They’re master numbers.”

      “I’m so confused.”

      “Relax, Mr. Smart, I’ve got this,” said Blair with a smile. “One, four, eight, eleven, twenty-two, and the gold Megaball number is ten. I feel like a winner, how about you?”

      Ryan laughed and gave his wife a high five. The two fed the cats on the way out to their garage and talked during the short drive to Publix about how they’d spend their winnings. Blair was first with her wish list.

      “I’m a simple girl. You can just buy me baubles and bags. How about you? Do you still wanna build your dream beach house?”

      Ryan thought for a moment. Florida had just experienced two years of back-to-back devastation at the hands of Hurricane Irma and then Michael. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to deal with the storms that might come their way someday.

      “Actually, I was thinking the mountains.”

      “Tennessee?”

      Ryan shook his head and replied, “Nah, been there, done that. Twice. North Carolina, maybe. I love the Smokies, or even the foothills that would be within a couple of hours of the coast. Ever since I was a kid skiing around Banner Elk, I liked the concept of owning property in a secluded spot. You know, on a lake or maybe a river.”

      “Sounds heavenly,” cooed Blair as they pulled into the Publix parking lot, which was teeming with shoppers, or lottery ticket buyers.

      Ryan screeched on the brakes. “Watch out!”

      Blair used the dashboard to brace herself as their truck screeched to a halt. A homeless man pushed a shopping cart between two cars into the middle of the parking lot without looking. Ryan had seen him at the last second.

      Blair let out a sigh. “Jeez, Louise. We’ve got ya, buddy.”

      “No kidding,” added Ryan as he found a parking spot and the two exited the vehicle.

      Inside, the store was full, as fellow lottery winners worked their way around the customer service desk. A line of twenty people wrapped their way around the kiosk and into the floral department, waiting their turn to make a play for the Mega Millions jackpot.

      Blair sighed. “Honey, we can skip it. It’s pie in the sky anyway.”

      “No, I’ve got a feeling. You wait in line. I’ll hit the deli counter and pick up the bread. By the time I make the rounds, you’ll be near the front.”

      “Sounds good.” Blair squeezed her husband’s hand, and Ryan was off to gather up their dinner. By the time he got back, she was the next in line.

      He was slightly out of breath from his shopping. “Good, I’m glad I caught you before you got to the front. I have an idea.”

      “What is it?”

      “Let’s both play the same numbers.”

      “Why? We’ll just split the winnings.”

      “Exactly,” Ryan responded. “I’ll take a lump sum and deal with the tax hit. We’ll have plenty of money left over to build a new house or whatever. You take the cash payout over thirty years. That’ll give you a guaranteed income for life, pretty much.”

      At the time, Blair was forty-five and Ryan was fifty-eight. They never spoke about it, but longevity generally favored women, and their thirteen-year age difference would leave Blair to support herself for many years after Ryan passed away. His logic was solid.

      She shrugged. “Um, you’re the boss. Makes sense to me.”

      “Wait, what was that?” he asked with a big grin.

      “Makes sense to me,” she repeated.

      “No, before that. You know, the boss part.”

      “Shut up. It was a slip of the tongue in a moment of weakness. Give me a dollar. I might just keep my winnings for myself.”

      Ryan pulled out a dollar, and the two of them approached Carlos the customer service agent. His robotic actions didn’t allow him to notice that both of the Smarts played the same numbers.

      

      
        
        1 – 4 – 8 – 11 – 22 with a Megaball Number of 10.

      

      

      

      As they exited the kiosk, Blair pulled Ryan in front of the lottery ticket dispensing machine. “Wait, I wanna take a snap for Instagram. Hold your ticket next to mine.”

      They positioned their hands under the pink flamingo emblazoned below the Florida Lottery logo on the side of the machine. Blair took a couple of pictures and scrolled to her Instagram app.

      “No, you can’t post it on the ’Gram,” Ryan admonished. “Then everybody and their brother will know we won. They’ll be on our doorstep in the morning with their paws out.”

      “But—” began Blair before he interrupted her.

      “No, here’s what we’ll do. When we win, we’ll tell no one. We’ll hire one of those attorneys in Tallahassee specializing in lottery trusts to hide the identities of the winners from the public. Then we’ll systematically call all of our friends and family.”

      “But you said we can’t tell anyone,” interjected Blair.

      “No, not to tell them about winning. Instead, we’re gonna ask, no, beg for a loan. We’ll make it something big, like five thousand dollars. They’re all gonna say no. Right? So when we win, if we do tell them and they come around looking for their slice of the pie, we can say ‘remember back when I needed the five grand?’ My answer’s the same. N-O, no.”

      Blair shoved her ticket into her shorts pocket and escorted Ryan out of the store. “You’re so rude, husband.”
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        Early Morning

        New Year’s Eve

      

      

      Ryan Smart awoke before dawn on New Year’s Eve. It didn’t matter that a four-day-long holiday weekend was upon them. There were still things to attend to, and he had a couple of appointments scheduled throughout the day.

      He quietly kissed Chubby and The Roo on the top of their heads, then made his way to Blair, where he nuzzled up against her neck and whispered, “I love you.” A slight smile came across her face and she mouthed the words back to him. At this hour, that was as much as he’d get from his wife of nearly twenty-five years.

      She typically slept for a couple of hours past when he got up for the day. To balance things out, she always stayed up a few hours later at night. It was one of those compromises made in marriage that allowed a couple to have their alone time without having to take nights out with the girls or play in Friday night poker games with the guys.

      Ryan made his way into the bathroom and closed the door behind him so as not to disturb the girls. He hopped on the scales, as he’d done every day since the summer of 2018. Earlier that year, he’d become concerned about his heart. Hypertension and the threat of Type-II diabetes had raised alarms that he’d kept hidden from the love of his life. His doctor started him on medications, but Ryan was encouraged to do his part.

      He coupled a better diet with weight training and exercise at the local gym. By year’s end, he’d lost nearly fifty pounds and was in the best shape of his life. He vowed not to go back to his previously chubby self, a promise he made to himself, and for the benefit of Blair. It was selfish, he’d often thought to himself, to get so big in the first place.

      Turning sixty hadn’t caused him to place one foot in the grave, as they say. He looked in the mirror and a young man looked back, at least in Ryan’s eyes. To be sure, the graying hair wasn’t what he liked to see, but hey, at least it was all still there.

      His two-day beard came out gray, something he could deal with. What drove him nuts were all the squirrely hairs that emerged around his eyebrows, ears, and nose. Over the last several years, he’d become a proficient plucker, even watching YouTube videos to master the art.

      Then Blair warned him that at some point, his eyebrows might stop growing, so he took to trimming them. He wasn’t sure if she was pulling his leg, as images of Larry Hagman, J.R. of Dallas fame, and his bushy brows would pop into his mind. He returned to plucking anyway and was pleased to see the Hagman-brow theory was spot on. They sure enough came back, whenever and in whatever length they felt like.

      Ryan got dressed and made his way to the kitchen. As he got older, he found himself adopting an established routine that included fixing an insulated cup with a mixture of iced decaffeinated coffee and Fairlife low-fat chocolate milk. He’d started avoiding the caffeine to fight the hypertension years ago, not that he needed the stimulant to get the juices flowing in the morning, so to speak. He was always full of energy when he woke up.

      He poured a bowl of cereal and sliced up a banana for extra flavor. Ryan leaned against the counter as he turned on FoxNews to see if the world had gone to hell in a handbasket overnight. As he watched the news reports from New York City, where they were setting up security for the big New Year’s Eve festivities in Times Square, his mind wandered to the state of the nation.

      Over the last two years, the country had become even more polarized as the presidential campaigns heated up. The president had brought America’s economy to life in his first two years in office. Every demographic saw record employment and wage numbers. He began his campaign on the premise that he’d made promises to the American people and he’d kept them.

      But then the primary season began two years ago, and the rhetoric turned increasingly ugly. The president’s economic accomplishments immediately became a target for his political opponents. A constant barrage in the media began to take a toll on the American psyche. Despite stellar economic numbers to the contrary, politicians effectively began to convince the public that all was not as it seemed.

      When the Federal Reserve surprisingly raised interest rates in October just before the election, the stock market came tumbling down. The sell-offs became so large that program trading kicked in, virtually erasing all of the profits investors had earned in the past four years. This was seen as the potential death blow to the president’s reelection efforts, but his popularity remained firm with his base, and he managed a win in November.

      The protests in major cities had grown out of control after the election. The allegations of ballot tampering, foreign meddling, and cyber attacks on voting machines once again called the election results into question. Without any tangible proof that the president was reelected with the benefit of these alleged misdeeds, people took to the streets from coast to coast, expressing their anger by destroying businesses and others’ personal property.

      The National Guard had been called in to contain riots in Seattle, Portland, and San Francisco. Angry mobs stormed government buildings in Chicago, Detroit, and New York, demanding recounts and justice. The situation became so bad that local municipalities declared early evening curfews to keep the mobs off the streets, to no avail. There simply weren’t enough members of law enforcement to quell the uprisings. It was an anger that hadn’t been seen since the Vietnam War, and now it was relentless.

      Ryan watched as the reporting switched to the White House, where the president and his family were leaving for Florida to Mar-a-Lago in Palm Beach, Florida. The camera panned out to the protective iron fencing that surrounded the White House grounds, separating the beautifully manicured lawn from the many thousands of protestors holding up signs and chanting, “Hell no, we won’t go.”

      Ryan finished his cereal and chuckled. “Thank God for iron fences.” He rinsed his bowl out and placed it in the sink. After topping off his iced coffee drink, he headed for the front door. Before he left, he paused to look at the framed collage Blair had created two years ago. She’d displayed the photograph of their Mega Millions lottery tickets that she took. Underneath the image, the numbers 1 – 4 – 8 – 11 – 22 – 10 were written on the canvas with a black Sharpie.

      She’d also included a newspaper clipping from the Orlando Sentinel. He read the headline and the accompanying byline aloud. “Two local winners in one-point-six billion Mega Millions payout. Anonymous winners purchased tickets back-to-back at local Publix.”

      Ryan put on his jacket and wrapped a wool scarf around his neck. Then he smiled and said, “Thank you,” as he walked out into the icy cold North Carolina morning.
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        Morning

        New Year’s Eve

        North Carolina

      

      

      Ryan climbed into his new Ranger Crew XP 1000 NorthStar four-wheeler and fired the motor. The enclosed cab with climate control was a feature not found on any other off-road utility vehicle. Heck, at the twenty-eight-thousand-dollar price tag, he could’ve purchased a new midsized sport utility vehicle. But then, that wouldn’t befit the Ranger’s purpose.

      With the heat beginning to warm his feet and the morning sun revealing a smattering of snowflakes falling from the sky, Ryan took off for the barn and his morning meeting with his guys.

      It was understood by the regulars who lived on the property that every day was a workday, to an extent. To be sure, if somebody got hurt or had a matter to attend to off-property, they could certainly take the time they needed. However, they were expected back as soon as possible because they all shared a common mindset. You just never knew when a catastrophe might strike.

      Ryan drove along the gravel road that led away from the main house toward the always-locked front gate. On the few occasions when guests arrived, they had access to a telephone that rang in the main house first and then in his destination, the large barn that had been erected in the center of the property, designated HB-1.

      When he arrived at the barn that contained a large foreman’s office, his two main guys, his right arm and left arm, stood outside with mugs of hot coffee in their hands, allowing the steam to float into the air as they spoke.

      Ryan’s number one, who’d been there since he and Blair had purchased the property almost two years ago, was a hulk of a man. Standing six feet four, his tall frame was perfectly proportioned with his chiseled physique. Genetics favored him early in life, but working in the lumber industry following his stint in the military had hardened him into head-to-toe muscle.

      Known as Alpha, he was part of the crew who had assembled the post and beam barn that was the first modern structure added by the Smarts after they purchased the property. The company he worked for, Vermont Frames, had assembled the timber frame structure in Vermont, then dissembled it before shipping it on a flatbed trailer to the Smarts in North Carolina.

      Alpha was the head of the assembly crew, and during the construction of the barn, he and Ryan quickly became friends. His actual name was Roger, last name unknown, but that didn’t matter to Ryan. He hadn’t called him anything other than his nickname, Alpha, since the beginning.

      A former combat soldier in the United States Army, Alpha had proudly served his country during multiple tours in the Middle East. He’d trained with the Special Forces Operational Detachment at Fort Bragg and always enjoyed his time in North Carolina. When Ryan made him an offer to stay that included a home and an opportunity to be a part of something special, Alpha didn’t hesitate to accept.

      “Good morning, fellas,” Ryan greeted cheerfully as he exited the Ranger. “Snow might be coming.”

      “They got a foot in Vermont overnight,” said Alpha in his deep, baritone voice. “I don’t miss it at all.”

      “Same here,” said the older man who stood next to Alpha. “The damp cold gets into your bones.”

      “Echo, for a farmer, you sure do squall a lot about the weather,” quipped Ryan as he slapped the older man on the back. He pointed toward the barn door and suggested they go inside.

      As he did, Echo, born Justin Echols, responded, “Here’s the thing. When you’re farmin’, you hope for sunny blue skies and mild weather.”

      “God doesn’t make perfect weather,” joked Ryan.

      The former tobacco farmer continued in his crusty voice. “True, but he doesn’t have to make it so doggone inhospitable sometimes. I remember in the winter of oh-nine, the dadgum jet stream dipped down so low that the temperatures around Boone and Banner Elk never got above freezin’.”

      Echo, the title bestowed upon him by Ryan when he was brought on board to manage the property’s farming and livestock operation, had had a burgeoning tobacco farm until America’s penchant for smoking waned and the Federal Tobacco Quota Program was phased out years ago.

      He and his wife had tried to hold onto their business, but eventually the larger corporate farms that exceeded a hundred acres squeezed out the little guys like the Echols. The maxim that the only thing more lucrative than an acre of tobacco was another acre of tobacco held true. Eventually, the larger agribusiness companies like Cargill and the Koch brothers moved in and purchased up farms that were barely making ends meet.

      Ryan had met Echo at a nearby farmers’ co-op one day, and the two struck up a casual conversation. He invited the now-retired couple to the house for dinner, and they immediately hit it off. Throughout the evening, Blair and Ryan learned more about the valuable skills the Echols could offer and immediately convinced them to join the team.

      Ryan recalled how he’d brought Alpha and Echo on board as the three men settled into the chairs around a hand-built wooden table in the center of the foreman’s office. Over the past two years, the three of them, along with Blair, had expanded upon the Smarts’ dream for the property.

      They’d constructed numerous small homes and outbuildings with the aid of outside construction workers brought down from Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine during the winter months. Over time, families were accepted into their community. Others purchased property, and still more built small homes that would be just large enough to suit their needs.

      The Smarts also brought new life to the dozens of original structures that dotted the landscape of the two-hundred-acre property stretching along the meandering Henry River in Central North Carolina. These abandoned older structures had fallen into disrepair until Hollywood came knocking.

      Once the set of the Hunger Games movie franchise, the Henry River Mill Village was now owned by Ryan and Blair Smart, and it had taken on a new name—Haven.
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        Morning

        New Year’s Eve

        The Haven

      

      

      Western ghost towns have always been a tourist destination. Travelers enjoyed visiting the dusty remnants of old mining towns left over from the glory days of the Gold Rush era, now abandoned but still filled with iconic tumbleweeds and decrepit horse troughs.

      In the Eastern U.S., there was another financial boom in the early twentieth century that resulted in small towns and villages springing up in support of what became known as the Industrial Revolution.

      New innovations in manufacturing and automation swept the nation like wildfire, with small towns and villages being constructed to support the workers who came from rural America seeking work. Often situated along rivers or near shipping ports, these new manufacturing facilities took advantage of the easy transportation and the unlimited free power the steady flow of a river could provide.

      As a result, the quintessential mill town was born, with the iconic image of a riverfront factory attached to a large waterwheel. It was a scene that emerged all along the East Coast and became just as prevalent as any horse-drawn carriage.

      One such town had been established along the Henry River thirty minutes outside Hickory, North Carolina, one of the leading furniture industry centers in the state. The mill town, known as Henry River Mill Village, was established in 1905 and, like so many gold-panning towns of the Western U.S., promises of employment and high wages lured new residents.

      For a while, the new mill town delivered on those promises. In a short period of time, as interest in the town grew, more structures were constructed until thirty-five small homes, a two-story boardinghouse, and numerous outbuildings supported the population, who worked almost exclusively at the mill.
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      For decades, the mill produced miles upon miles of fine yarn. However, like the boomtowns that rose out of the crusty dirt during the Gold Rush, this mill town was destined to go bust.

      Eventually, industry found its way into larger population centers, using energy resources far more efficient than waterwheels, and the appetite for fine yarns began to lessen. The Henry River Mill shut down in 1973.

      Sadly, the town began to die. People moved away, seeking work or a better life for their families in large cities like Charlotte and Raleigh-Durham. The town was totally abandoned by 1987 when its last resident found work elsewhere and left. All that remained was a ghost town, a throwback to the industrial age from the turn of the early 1900s.

      The property changed hands as each owner fought vandals and mischievous teens. Then a totally unexpected thing happened to this quiet, desolate part of North Carolina. Hollywood came knocking.

      The Hunger Games movie team needed a location that exuded a dystopian feel in a post-apocalyptic world. The structures that remained were in remarkably good condition considering their age of over a hundred years. The producers agreed the abandoned town would serve as the ideal setting for the fictional District 12 that appeared in the first movie of the series.

      During the filming of the movie, the actors and production crew began to have an unusual feeling about Henry Mill Village. Very subtly, it became apparent that the property might be haunted. Several unusual sightings occurred, especially at night along the banks of the Henry River as well as in the main house, the largest of the structures on the property, where sounds of breaking glass and large objects striking walls could be heard.

      After the filming ended and the team pulled out, the town was returned to its abandoned state, but the rumors of the hauntings persisted. Since the filming ended, a family purchased the property and began to conduct historic tours on the property, focusing on the Hunger Games film and the property’s hauntings.

      When Ryan learned that Henry River Mill Village was discreetly on the market, as soon as he and Blair settled their Mega Millions lottery winnings with the state of Florida, they made an offer and closed thirty days later.

      The Haven was born.
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        New Year’s Eve
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      “What’s on tap for today, fellas?” asked Ryan as he fiddled with a pencil and a notepad on top of the table. His mind was still on the events he’d seen on the news earlier. Sometimes he hated when he was right.

      “Well, all the boys are still up north for the holidays,” began Alpha. “It was good of ya to allow them the whole week between Christmas and New Year’s weekend.”

      Ryan sipped his coffee through a straw and nodded. “We got an early start because winter hit them early and shut their building sites down. Plus, now that we’re in our second winter of remodeling the old worker homes, we’ve become more efficient.”

      “Storing the building materials in HB-2 helped,” said Alpha.

      “Well, it made sense to have them bring another barn with them from Vermont when they came south in October. We’ve got all the lumber we need to do our renovations and frame up several more homes. The window and door packages in the shipping containers, coupled with the roofing materials, just about give us four new tiny homes for the right buyer.”

      Echo added to the conversation. “Speaking of which, Miss Blair said you have two sets of prospects coming in today. That’s kind of odd for a holiday, isn’t it?”

      Ryan shrugged and sat back in his chair. “Not if you watch the news. The country’s fallin’ apart, boys.”

      “Just like you said it would,” added Alpha. “I’ve got buddies who went into the Guard after they left the Army. They’re being deployed all over the place, from the Mexican border to the big cities. The president keeps adding more guardsmen because the media argued he was violating Posse Comitatus with his use of regular military.”

      The Posse Comitatus Act was passed by Congress in 1878. The law prohibits the use of the military for law enforcement purposes. The act allows, however, the president to mobilize the National Guard in a state with the governor’s consent, and usually upon the state’s request. This carved out an exception to the act in which the National Guard could be used under state authority or by executive order of the president.

      “From what I’ve seen on the news in the last week or so, we’re gonna need to double the size of the Guard,” said Ryan. “Either way, interest in the Haven has grown substantially over the last six months, and we’re now at the point we can be very selective.”

      “Based upon what you have in place, what kind of people are you still looking for?” asked Echo.

      Ryan stood and wandered around the spacious foreman’s office. “You know, Echo, we’ve always treated this like a business, but it’s not about money. You guys know what happened that enabled us to cut the check for this place. We have a much larger purpose, as you know, that will benefit all of us. Toward that end, the selection of the people whom we sell to is the most important role I have.”

      “It’s a people business,” added Alpha.

      “Exactly,” said Ryan as he walked past his right-hand man. “With every home or parcel we sell, it’s not about the money but, rather, whether this person is a good fit for our community. They have to be like-minded thinkers, committed to what we believe in. But they also have to offer something of value.

      “Security was first and foremost, and we’ve filled those slots with very capable folks. We’ve also made arrangements with our security team that ensures they’ll be here when the time comes.

      “Initially, we needed guys who were handy with tools, both from a construction standpoint and the ability to maintain anything mechanical around here. Even in a grid-down scenario, with our solar arrays and accompanying power generators, our machinery will be a luxury that must be maintained to last for many years.”

      “Farmers too, right, boss?” asked Echo.

      “You bet, my friend. Farmers, hunters, expert canners, and even survivalists. We never know if a situation might arise in which we’ll need to send a team outside the Haven on a run of some sort. We need people who can go beyond the gates, live off the land if necessary, and get back here alive.”

      Alpha asked, “How do you feel about your medical personnel?”

      “Weak. The ones we do have on board are absentee owners. There’s no guarantee they’ll make it here if a catastrophic event occurs. Sure, we have several of us who know how to bandage up wounds and deal with minor breaks. Blair has made sure our Armageddon Hospital is well equipped and stocked with supplies. But we need more people capable of treating sickness and injuries.”

      Alpha finished his coffee and looked at the snow flurries that were beginning to land on the windows. “If this stuff sticks, you might have cancellations.”

      Ryan walked over to see for himself. He pulled out his phone, which beeped, indicating he had a text message from Blair. She was awake.

      “Well, the first guy is a communications specialist. During our background check, we confirmed he had ample knowledge of different radio systems and off-grid communications methods. Heck, the guy even claims he can set up what he called a Bob Ware phone system.”

      “Huh?” asked Alpha. “You mean barbwire?”

      Ryan laughed as he finished off his coffee. “You heard me right the first time. I said Bob Ware, like it was some fella’s name. The guy coming this morning was born and raised in Texas. He’s an avid hunter and fisherman. He’s got the comms skills and—”

      “Hang on, boss,” interrupted Echo. “You gotta help me out here. What’s a Bob Ware phone system?”

      Ryan smiled and explained what he’d learned online. “The guy brought it up during our second phone interview and promised to give me the details when he comes by this morning. Here’s what I learned. Back in the day, especially on large ranches in Texas, barbed wire was used to encircle their property and keep the cattle in. In order to communicate with the ranch house, or a barn like HB-1, they hooked up store-bought telephones to the barbed-wire fencing.”

      “No way,” said Alpha.

      “Yeah, true story,” continued Ryan. “They’d run a thin wire from the house to the barbed wire. The telephone signal would follow the length of the wire and transfer down the line along the barbed wire to the other phone’s location.”

      “Well, I’ll be dogged,” said Echo. “I’ve had a farm and I’ve never heard of such.”

      Ryan patted his friend on the back and made his way toward the door. “Well, I hope we’ll never need such a crazy way of communicating, but this new guy has the mindset to create one if, or shall I say when, the time comes.”

      Leaving that ominous thought hanging in the air, Ryan took off for the newest building on the property, Haven House, designated HH.
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      “Where are they? Where are my girls?” Ryan announced as he quickly closed the heavy wood-carved front door in an attempt to keep the cold wind from blowing the moist air into the Smarts’ home. The winter storm that had been predicted days ago was showing itself, prompting hazardous-driving warnings and causing air travel to descend into chaos due to cancellations.

      “They’re in here, Daddy, eating their brunch like good girls,” Blair replied on behalf of the girls, whose faces were buried in a bowl of kibbles and boiled egg. Rarely did Chubby and The Roo come up for air when it was time to eat. Chubby, naturally, knocked her yummies out first. Then she’d hover over her sister’s bowl until she finished. At the first opening, she’d sneak in and lick The Roo’s bowl. The poor child never seemed to get enough to eat.

      Ryan entered the kitchen and kissed Blair on the cheek.

      “Your lips are cold!” she playfully protested.

      “Yeah, but your cheeks are warm. Thanks for thawing me out.”

      She swatted at him with a kitchen towel and turned back to the stove. “I’m gonna invite Alpha, Echo, and his missus over for lunch. I’ve got chili simmering, and corn bread is next on my to-do list. Whadya think?”

      “For sure. I’ve got that interview at eleven. After that?”

      “Yeah, I’ll let them know,” replied Blair. She continued mixing the corn bread recipe from her Aunt Sissy’s cookbook while Ryan scooped up the girls’ empty bowls and set them in the sink. Then Blair turned to business. “Are you still a hundred percent on the new guy?”

      Ryan opened the refrigerator and stared inside. He surveyed his choices on something to munch on, much like a bear who’d just entered a campsite and was faced with too many options. He opened the deli drawer and pulled out a pack of sliced Swiss cheese to satisfy his craving.

      “You know how it is,” he began. “We seek these people out, or they’re referred to us. Then we scour the web and social media to see what we can learn about them. They have no idea we’re even interested in pitching the Haven to them. Yet we know they’re open to the prospect based upon their Facebook posts.”

      “I know,” interjected Blair. “Our whole approach is weird, but we can’t just open the Haven up to anybody. We have to be able to trust these people to have our backs, and everyone else’s who lives here. You build a team through recruitment, not an open or revolving door.”

      Ryan put away the cheese and munched on a slice as he spoke. “Well, this fella fills a void we have in the communications aspect of the Haven. When the time comes, knowledge will be power, or in our case, information will help us secure the place. Whether it’s within the confines of our fences and walls, or keeping abreast of events around the country, we can better protect ourselves from outsiders by keeping up with their activities.”

      “His paperwork looks good, too,” added Blair.

      When the Smarts came up with the concept of the Haven, they decided to be very selective in whom they sell property to. Because of their financial windfall by winning the lottery, they didn’t need the money from prospective entrants into their secretive community. However, they felt it was necessary to charge their new residents something so they had a financial stake in the Haven—skin in the game, as they say.

      If a prospective resident had a strong résumé, which meant having useful skills, a verifiable background, and a like-minded approach to preparedness, but were unable financially to make a purchase with cash, the Smarts would finance the property with only ten percent down and low payments thereafter.

      Ryan grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator and drank half of it down. He rummaged through the junk drawer, as they called it. It was a catchall for everything from pens and notepads to scissors and Ryan’s pillbox for his daily medications. Despite his excellent conditioning, now that he was in his sixties, his doctor suggested he continue his blood pressure and cholesterol medications daily.

      He checked his watch. “Do you wanna meet him?”

      She brushed past him and touched her hand to his shoulder. “Nah, I trust your judgment. The vetting part passed my test.”

      “All your PI training paid off,” added Ryan. When he and Blair met, she’d maintained a private investigator’s license, during which time she became adept at conducting background investigations. With the explosion of information on the internet, her duties in vetting prospective buyers online was much easier.

      “Somewhat, but you’re the best judge of character. Size him up, and if you’re not sure, introduce him to Alpha. He doesn’t like many people, so if he approves, then I say bring him on board.”

      “He wants to buy an existing place. He’s into the rustic feel of the Haven.”

      Blair laughed. “Good, sell him H13 down by the old mill site on the river. It’s got plenty of ghosts to satisfy his rustic feel.”

      Ryan hit the bathroom before going back out into the cold and stopped to check the news headlines on his iPad. A lot of the focus in Washington was on the briefs being submitted to the Supreme Court in advance of next week’s big court hearing. He read part of the story to himself.

      The justices called for more briefs in the president’s attempts to shut down the Twenty-Fifth Amendment action taken against him by his cabinet. They seem to be singularly focused on the propriety of the attempt, so the Court granted review of the lower court decisions to determine if the overall case had merit.

      There have been several amicus curiae, friends of the court, briefs filed by nonparties to the action from all sides of the political spectrum. One Court commentator referred to these additional briefs as noise, claiming they were purposefully designed to confuse the Court as to the real matter at hand.

      All eyes will be on the president’s legal team, led by Pat Cipollone and Hayden Blount, a former clerk to Justice Samuel Alito. Court watchers believe Blount has a unique perspective into the minds of the justices that could tip the scales of justice in favor of the president.

      Ryan closed his iPad and smiled.

      “You go, Foxy!”
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      “I’m impressed with your security,” said the young man as he extended his hand to greet Ryan. “Walter O’Reilly. Nice to meet you, sir.”

      Ryan tucked his cell phone back into his pocket and removed his glove in order to shake hands with their visitor. “Ryan Smart, and sir is not necessary. It just makes me feel old.”

      The two shared a laugh and O’Reilly continued. “Well, I have to say it wasn’t a bad drive from St. Louis. After I passed Knoxville and got off the interstate, it was a little bit over the river and through the woods, but not too bad.”

      Ryan looked at O’Reilly’s transportation. It was a newer model GMC conversion van with an enclosed trailer attached to its hitch. The jet-black ensemble had a mysterious look about it that raised Ryan’s curiosity. “That’s quite a rig. I guess, um, I expected you to fly in to Charlotte and rent a car.”

      O’Reilly kicked sheepishly at the gravel beneath his feet. He rolled his head on his neck to relieve some of the tension built up during his long drive. Then he explained, “Nope, that’s all I’ve got. I mean, sir, um, Ryan, I don’t want to be presumptuous, but in a way, I guess I am. I’m here to stay. I’ve sold my condo in St. Louis. I’ve packed up everything I want or need. Your wife indicated that you have a box truck that I could use to pick up some furniture in Hickory, or even Charlotte, if necessary. Most importantly, I’ve come with two forms of payment—gold or junk silver.”

      Ryan chuckled and looked back at O’Reilly’s vehicles. They were like new and most likely filled with the man’s earthly possessions. He and Blair had verbally agreed to accept him into the Haven if he passed Ryan’s sniff test. Not that Ryan was gonna sniff the man’s armpits, or his butt, like the girls were prone to do. Ryan just needed to get a feel for O’Reilly to make sure he was going to be a good fit and, most importantly, trustworthy. Once a new arrival became a resident of the Haven, the lives of their neighbors would be just as important as their own.

      “Walter,” started Ryan as he motioned for the man to join him in the Ranger, “or should I call you Gene?”

      “Actually, I go by the nickname given to me by my grandfather, Walter O’Reilly Sr. I’m technically the third.”

      “Yeah, I remember that from your paperwork,” interjected Ryan.

      O’Reilly was about to continue when a pickup truck approached containing Alpha and Echo. They pulled to an abrupt stop. Alpha and Echo jumped out of the truck and joined them.

      Alpha addressed Ryan without looking at the visitor. “We’re about to run to the back forty and feed the cattle. Blair said you wanted to see me?”

      Ryan replied, “Yeah, just for a minute. I want you to meet Walter O’Reilly. He’s come to see us from St. Louis.”

      Alpha and O’Reilly shook hands.

      Then Echo stepped forward to shake and began to laugh. “Did you say your name was Walter O’Reilly? As in Radar?”

      “Um, yeah,” replied the shy young man. “I was about to explain to Ryan about my nickname. You see, a bit of trivia here, but my name is the same as the character on the old television show MASH. In fact, my grandfather was stationed at Joint Base Charleston in the 628th Mission Support Group as part of the communications squadron.”

      “Nice pedigree,” Alpha added.

      “Yes. Well, anyway, his nickname became Radar. My father was a professor, and because he didn’t go into the military, gramps didn’t give him a nickname. When I was a kid, he nicknamed me X-Ray because I was into the X-Men comic books. Long story short, nobody calls me Walter or Gene. I’ve always been known as X-Ray.”

      “Well, alrighty then,” said Ryan, his favorite response to a long-winded explanation. “Whadya think, boys? We’ve got a communications whiz with a comparable name to a famous television military guy, and his chosen name is already part of the military phonetic alphabet.”

      Alpha was still unconvinced. “Can you shoot a gun?”

      “I can hit the mark,” X-Ray replied confidently. Then he pointed his thumb over his shoulder at the trailer. “I’ve got a Hornady progressive press plus dies, powder, etcetera. Everything you need for multiple calibers.”

      “I didn’t know this,” said Ryan.

      “I was saving it. You know, just in case you didn’t think I was a good fit.”

      Ryan shrugged and glanced at Alpha. His eyelids lowered like he was a wolf stalking his prey. Ryan knew his friend of two years very well. They had become, for all intents and purposes, brothers.

      Alpha began to pepper X-Ray with questions. “Defense weapon of choice?”

      “Mossberg 590.”

      “Sidearm?”

      “S & W, forty cal.”

      “Battle rifle?”

      “AR-15, full auto.”

      “How?”

      “I bought an eighty percent lower and milled it myself.”

      Alpha stopped and smiled at Ryan. “Come on, Echo, we’ve got mouths to feed.”

      The two men nodded to X-Ray and left without another word. Ryan patted the young man on the back, who was somewhat taken aback by Alpha’s approach during the conversation.

      As the two piled into the Ranger, X-Ray spoke first. “I don’t think he likes me.”

      “No, you’re wrong about that. Alpha never wants new people to know what he thinks. It’s just his way. He’s very guarded. He was that way with me at first.”

      Ryan drove up the gravel road and turned onto a trail that led downhill through a tree-canopied stretch of woods. “You two will get along fine.”

      “Does that mean I’m in?”

      Ryan hesitated before responding, allowing him time to enter the clearing overlooking the Henry River. A lone cabin stood on the banks of the swiftly moving water. The location of the old mill was clearly defined to their right, as the ruins following the fire of forty-plus years ago had never been removed.

      “That’s why we’ve come here first, X-Ray. Welcome home.”
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      “Come on in and take a load off!” shouted Ryan from the dining room. He was setting out pitchers of sweet tea and lemonade for lunch. He’d already put out bowls, spoons, and a variety of toppings for the chili, ranging from shredded cheddar cheese to onions.

      “I brought dessert, if we have room for it,” said Echo’s wife, Charlotte. She allowed her husband to hold the Reese’s peanut butter pie while she removed her wool coat and matching gloves. Charlotte and Echo had married straight out of high school and were still very much in love. They had one child, a daughter who was killed in the line of duty. She had been a sheriff’s deputy for St. Louis County. During a routine traffic stop on Interstate 270, on the southside of Florissant, she was shot in the chest by the driver and ultimately died during surgery.

      It broke her parents’ hearts, as this occurred about the time they were having difficulty making ends meet on their tobacco farm. The culmination of events led them to choose a new direction for their life, and that led them to the Haven.

      “Why don’t you set it on the table in here, Charlotte?” asked Ryan. “I’m about to bring out the chili, and the corn bread will be right behind it.”

      Blair emerged from the kitchen with two baskets covered with white cloth napkins. Steam emerged from the hot corn bread, filling the room with a scrumptious aroma as she walked past the group.

      “Hi, guys,” greeted Blair cheerfully. “Grab a seat and get prepared to be stuffed. I’ve made two crocks full!”

      “Great!” exclaimed Alpha, who was single and a man known for speaking in single-word sentences.

      Within minutes, the table was full of food and everyone was passing it around before digging in. After their mouths were full with a taste of chili, corn bread, and hot peppers from the garden, Blair started the conversation, talking about X-Ray.

      “Alpha, whadya think about the new guy?”

      He quickly chewed down an oversized spoonful of chili and nodded. “Seems okay to me. We didn’t talk about his communications capabilities, but I guess you guys covered that before he got here.”

      Ryan chimed in. “We did, but I also made him open up his trailer before I accepted his payment. The back of the thing looked like a mobile command center of some type. Frankly, his whole rig appeared to be designed for surviving on the road. The conversion van gave him ample sleeping and cooking capabilities. The trailer was tricked out with ham radio equipment, CB radios, and portable satellite dishes enabling him to access the internet from anywhere.”

      “Impressive,” added Echo.

      “Yeah, and there’s more,” continued Ryan. “He’d created a sealing system that made the trailer into a rolling Faraday cage. Once the doors are closed, an airlock-type device seals the edges so radio waves can’t enter.”

      “Like a microwave oven?” asked Echo.

      “Exactly. I was skeptical at first, so he had me get inside the trailer while he locked me in. It kinda gave me the heebie-jeebies, you know? Anyway, once sealed inside, my cell phone couldn’t receive a signal. He’d given me a crank emergency radio to turn on. I tried to find a station. Nothing but static.”

      “He’s a geek,” mumbled Alpha between bites.

      Ryan took a sip of tea and decided to tease his number one. “True, but geeks can fit in here, too. There can only be one alpha, right?”

      Alpha sat a little taller in his chair and grinned. He lifted his glass and lowered his voice to his deepest baritone level. “Damn straight!”

      “Plus, his gun capabilities help, too,” added Blair. “I can’t believe I missed that part.”

      Ryan wiped his mouth and took a long drink of his Arnold Palmer, a fifty-fifty mixture of sweet tea and lemonade that had been his favorite drink since he played golf in high school in the seventies. “He explained that oversight, as I’ll call it. First, he never talked about his guns or interest in gunsmithing on social media. He simply has a belief that the government is always watching.”

      “Paranoid much?” asked Charlotte jokingly.

      “Can’t say as I blame him, honey,” Echo responded. “During those congressional hearings, they’ve practically admitted that they’re in cahoots with the feds.”

      Ryan continued. “He also said he’d never purchased a weapon through a licensed firearms dealer.”

      “That explains why I couldn’t find any purchase information on him when I used my license to access the ATF database,” added Blair.

      “Right,” continued Ryan. “He bought everything he has from private sellers either through Armslist or at gun shows.”

      “What about the powder for his ammunition?”

      “Black market,” Ryan replied. “He told me it’s easier than you’d think if you accessed the right 4chan boards or subreddits.” Ryan referred to the chat boards frequented by anti-government users and many conspiracy theorists.

      “Wow,” said Charlotte. “I think I’ll stick to canning and sorting heirloom seeds. I’ll leave 4chan and subreddits to the youngsters.”

      The group laughed and made small talk as they finished up their meals. Alpha and Echo were going down to the recently completed schoolhouse to finish up a few things that afternoon, and then everyone was going to settle in for the New Year’s Eve festivities on television.

      After Ryan and Blair cleared the table and brought in fresh plates for Charlotte’s peanut butter pie, the conversation turned philosophical.

      Charlotte asked, “Ryan, do you have any predictions for the new year?”

      “You know, I’d love to say something profound like I’m praying for world peace, a cure for cancer, and I’d like everyone to hold hands while they sing ‘Kumbaya.’ That’s not gonna happen.”

      Blair reached over and touched her husband’s hand. “You’re the eternal pessimist.” This drew a laugh from the group because in most every aspect of his life, Ryan tended to be overly optimistic. Over the years, he’d become soured on the course of the country he loved so much.

      “I’m sorry, y’all, but I can’t help it. I’ve tried to block out the signs of a society descending into the abyss. Most of it is cultural, and you have no idea how many times I look in the mirror to say ‘you’re just old-fashioned.’ A relic. A dinosaur who doesn’t understand young people.”

      “Boss, you’re not ancient, like me,” said Echo jokingly, who was only four years older, but appeared to be a decade apart.

      Ryan lifted his forkful of pie in Echo’s direction and nodded his appreciation. “I guess I consider myself a throwback. It’s just that I have a genuine concern for the direction of our country and the events following the election.” Ryan’s voice trailed off as his voice got somewhat emotional. Blair squeezed his hand, offering him encouragement to continue, which he did.

      “Let’s just say that my doomsday clock has ticked a little closer toward the apocalypse. I honestly believe that we’re one bad news story away from societal collapse. It could be a catastrophic event that triggers mayhem. Or, as we’ve seen, it could be political unrest that pits one side of the nation against the other.”

      “Like a civil war?” asked Charlotte, whose family had roots dating back to the war between the states.

      “That’s the thing, Charlotte,” replied Ryan. “And it’s complicated. Back in the 1800s, the two sides of the war could be clearly defined by geographic boundaries that necessarily made it easier to determine who was a Southerner and who was from the north. Today, it’s different. Despite certain states voting either red or blue during an election cycle, we’re really a nation full of purple.”

      “With no specific boundaries to contain one side or the other?” added Alpha inquisitively.

      “Right,” Ryan replied. “A civil war in the sense of what happened a hundred sixty years ago couldn’t happen today. Now it would be more brutal because weapons are more powerful, and there would be more innocent people caught in the crossfire.”

      “A lot of innocent people,” added Blair. “Think about it. I consider everyone at the Haven politically astute and knowledgeable. You have to remember, however, that half of Americans don’t give a crap about politics. Less than sixty percent vote in presidential elections and even fewer during midterms. Those apathetic voters are the innocents that Ryan refers to.”

      “Exactly, darling,” said Ryan. “When you watch the news and see people lying down in the middle of the highway or occupying Wall Street or some such, they’re not representative of America. They are only a rabble-rousing few. Likewise, when everyone screams about white supremacy as taking a foothold just because once in a while a group of idiots with white hoods over their heads run around a town square in Pulaski, Tennessee, doesn’t mean all of us are racists. Painting folks with a broad brush is unfair.”

      “Yet here we are,” interjected Alpha.

      Echo agreed. “That’s true.”

      Ryan looked to Charlotte. “Going back to your question. Despite the apathy, as Blair put it, there is sufficient anger on both sides that eventually the trains are gonna collide head-on in a tunnel. In my opinion, the actions taken by the vice president and the other members of the president’s cabinet were the functional equivalent of a bus accelerating to run over the man while he wasn’t looking.

      “Listen, I get that a lot of people don’t like our president. I didn’t like the last one, but he was duly elected. But elections have consequences, and he’s won twice. Do I wish he’d stay off Twitter? Absolutely. At first, I thought it was entertaining because he constantly tweaked the media. Now every tweet is used against him, and it makes his already difficult job of governing even more so.

      “However, I never imagined his own people turning on him like this. For two years, he endured a never-ending supply of subpoenas and congressional investigations after he lost the House in the last midterm.”

      Ryan paused and shook his head. Then he added, “He managed to get reelected only to be attacked from within.”

      The table had grown solemn as Ryan had said aloud what all of them had been thinking since November.

      Finally, Blair broke the silence. “The question is, where does it end?”

      Ryan leaned back in his chair and set his napkin on the table. He fiddled with it until it was folded neatly. His response was prophetic.

      “I’m afraid a storm is coming.”
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      By later that afternoon, the overcast skies took over, and any hope of warmer temperatures was dashed. The second interview of the day, a family of four from Trenton, New Jersey, was an interesting bunch. The father was a holistic healer who had co-authored a book with a well-known sustainable-living expert on how to produce their own food and medicine.

      As the preparedness movement gained steam in the early part of the century following the Y2K scare, homesteaders and survivalists combined into a new segment of society known as preppers. Living a preparedness lifestyle was predicated on principles of self-reliance and an honest belief that the potential for catastrophic events was real.

      A catastrophic event, to families like the Smarts and the others who lived at the Haven, generally included some type of collapse event that caused a long-term loss of electricity, a deadly pandemic, a collapse of the global financial system, or the societal collapse that necessarily followed.

      The worst-case scenario envisioned by most preppers was a total collapse of the power grid. The world was wired, interconnected through technology, and completely reliant on the use of electricity. Gone were the days of the nineteenth century when a family could hunt, fish, and grow their own food. Today, most American cupboards barely had enough food for a week. They relied upon just-in-time inventories at grocery stores to keep them supplied, not realizing that in a catastrophic event, those grocery store shelves would be emptied in days, if not hours.

      This new potential addition to the Haven filled two key holes for Ryan—holistic healing methods and a trauma nurse. The diametrically opposed careers of the husband and wife were intriguing to Ryan.

      How could a couple, one who made a career of modern medicine and the other who focused on natural healing agents, coexist? In Ryan’s mind, it was akin to a leftist being married to a far-right conservative. He was certain the conversations about their respective days over dinner were interesting to say the least.

      Alpha escorted the family up the gravel driveway to where Ryan customarily met his prospective residents, the circle drive around the water feature lined with stone, built in the 1800s. In a throwback to the Old South, the three-tiered fountain pumped water up through the center, and then it trickled out of a pineapple, only to be recirculated again. The pineapple was symbolic of Southern hospitality, which was generally the Smarts’ approach to every visitor. At least, thus far.

      “Good afternoon, everybody,” he greeted as he pulled the scarf a little higher on his neck. “I’m Ryan Smart. Welcome to the Haven.”

      The father approached Ryan first, and the two men shook hands. His wife stepped forward and she exchanged small talk with Ryan about the beautiful entry to the property. The oak-lined driveway had an air of mystery about it as the centuries-old trees created a tunnel-like canopy over the gravel. The leafless branches swayed in the wind like ghostly arms threatening to scoop up an unsuspecting passerby.

      Ryan was pleased with his initial impressions although he wasn’t too thrilled to see they were driving a Subaru. Blair had admonished him many times not to judge a book by its cover, and just because someone drove a Subaru didn’t mean they were a tree-hugger from the left coast. He promised her that he would keep an open mind without reminding her that he’d been right every time. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but there was something about Subarus.

      “Let me take y’all on the nickel tour,” he began as they piled into his truck. With the temperatures dropping and the group of four in tow, he decided to park the Ranger. The Chevy Suburban was the oldest-running vehicle nameplate in America and a favorite of law enforcement and U.S. Special Forces. His Z71 Midnight Edition package gave the large SUV a sinister look, complete with black-painted wheels, a black mesh grille, and black roof rack crossrails. It befitted the mystery behind the iron fence that surrounded the Haven.

      Ryan casually inquired about the husband’s background in holistic healing methods and the family’s level of preparedness. His interview process always centered around questions, slyly incorporated into the conversation, to elicit a truthful response as to whether they were committed preppers.

      A prospect’s skills were very important to the prequalifying process, but their commitment to leading a preparedness lifestyle was tantamount when determining whether a long-term relationship could be established.

      Ryan pointed out the highlights as they drove slowly through the Haven. “All of these saltbox-style homes have a distinct purpose. Some are occupied with families, as you can see, while others make up all the essentials of our own town.”

      He was interrupted by the family’s oldest daughter, a girl of ten. “We wanna see where Katniss lived!”

      “Yeah,” added the youngest girl. “Tell us all about District 12!”

      Ryan looked up in the rearview and forced a smile as the girls’ mother told them to wait until later for the Hunger Games tour.

      Tour? Ryan bristled. He was not a tour guide for the Hunger Games, but he shook it off. It had happened before, so he continued. “The Haven was designed to be self-reliant and separate from the outside world in a time of crisis. It’s a place to take refuge in times of turmoil and to protect your family when chaos strikes during a catastrophic event. Here, you surround yourself with like-minded people who have a common goal—protect those you love using the unique skills each of us has. It’s a place where you can find safety in a storm and a feeling of community at the same time.”

      The husband, who rode next to Ryan in the front of the Suburban, nodded as Ryan spoke. “We wholeheartedly agree, don’t we, honey?”

      “Sure,” the wife replied unemotionally.

      Ryan slowed and pointed to his right. “Here on the right is our Armageddon Hospital, as we like to call it. Ma’am, it may not have the quantity of medical equipment you’re accustomed to in the hospital where you work, but you’ll find we are remarkably well equipped. Why don’t we pull in here and let you take a look?”

      He slowed the truck and eased off the road in front of the building, and she replied, “No, I’m sure it’s fine, Ryan. Listen, would it be possible to show the girls the places where the movie was filmed, or at least point them out along the way? You know, Peeta’s bakery, the Everdeen home, and maybe even some of the places where they practiced their archery?”

      Ryan sat silently for a moment, allowing the Suburban to idle and his blood to stop boiling. “I’d love to, but it is getting late in the day, and the weather is getting worse. I’m afraid we’ll have to save that for your second visit.”

      The husband questioned Ryan’s statement. “But we’re ready to make a decision, aren’t we, honey?”

      “Um, well, I don’t know,” she replied. “Ryan, our children are young, and they haven’t been exposed to things like we adults have. I have to ask you something.”

      Ryan put the truck in drive and continued down the road toward the schoolhouse. He anticipated she might ask about furthering the education of their children, a common question from parents. “Sure, go ahead.”

      “Well, um, I noticed your assistant was carrying a weapon.”

      “Yes, he was. We all do while we’re on the property.”

      She sat up in the backseat and glanced at her husband. “Um, you mean you’re carrying a weapon now?”

      “Yes, two, actually. One on my hip and another around my ankle. In addition, there’s one in the console under your husband’s elbow.”

      Ryan stifled a chuckle, but smiled as the man jerked his arm off the armrest, recoiling as if a rattlesnake had revealed itself.

      “Oh,” she said in a concerned tone. “Why is that necessary? I mean, right now, anyway. Is something happening?”

      “Ma’am, you never know when the day before is the day before. In other words, a collapse event can, and most likely will, happen when you least expect it. It’s a good habit we’ve adopted, and we expect everyone who lives here to do the same.”

      Ryan’s mind tried to recall the extensive pre-interview file Blair had created on the family. They represented they were pro-Second Amendment and were comfortable handling firearms. Additional training would be provided once they became full-time residents, although they were encouraged to practice with their own weapons in their hometowns. The wife’s hesitation regarding the presence of firearms didn’t mesh with their prescreening.

      He pulled up to the school, where Alpha and Echo stood on ladders, erecting a sign that read Little Red Schoolhouse, a name that accurately described the barn-red-painted building surrounded by a stand of white pine trees.

      “This is our newly constructed schoolhouse. We have several educators, who will teach children of all ages when the time comes. Would you kids like to take a look?”

      “Yeah!” replied the youngest.

      “Um, okay,” the other equivocated and then bargained, “After this, Mom, can we see the Everdeen home?”

      “Yes, honey, I’m sure Mr. Smart won’t mind taking us around to see all the buildings.”

      Not a chance, Ryan thought to himself.

      He left the truck running, and the family emptied out and approached the schoolhouse. Ryan introduced Echo, the more patient of his two guys and the least likely to offend a new prospect. Alpha was not a people person.

      While Echo showed them around, Ryan sent Blair a text.

      

      Ryan: The wife is gun-shy. Scared is more like it. Maybe the husband too?

      Blair: What? I spoke to them about it during the phone interview.

      Ryan: When?

      Blair: Last summer.

      Ryan: That was before the Delaware Valley school shooting.

      Blair: Yeah, so?

      Ryan: They also want a Hunger Games tour.

      Blair: NO! Give them the boot.

      Ryan: Their resumes are strong and they fill a void.

      Blair: Doesn’t matter. If they’re a pain in the ass from the start, they’re always gonna be a pain in the ass. Boot them!

      Ryan: OK. Love.

      Blair: Love you.

      

      The group emerged from the school, and Ryan heard the mother promising their much-awaited Hunger Games tour that wasn’t going to happen.

      “Folks, I’m afraid that something has come up, and we’re gonna have to adjourn this for a second interview at a later date.”

      The husband looked puzzled and glanced at his wife. “But there’s more to see, right?”

      “Well, of course, but you’ve got the gist of what we do,” Ryan replied. He wasn’t going to disclose anything else to them, especially the location within the Haven of their food storage and armory. “Let me have Alpha drive you back to your car.”

      Ryan purposefully bailed out of the interview and turned the family over to Alpha. If they peppered him with questions, he’d just stare back in response. He politely thanked them for coming and sent them on their way.

      Not everyone was a good fit for the Haven, regardless of potential.
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      The onset of evening, coupled with a light snow, had engulfed the Haven as Ryan returned home for a New Year’s party with Blair and the girls. Blair was baking potatoes to be smothered in leftover chili, sour cream, and cheddar cheese, a meal that would clog the best of the human body’s arteries, which was why she only dished it up on special occasions like holidays.

      “How long until the bakers are ready?” asked Ryan. “I wanna take the girls out for a romp in the snow.”

      Blair adopted a motherly tone, showing a vulnerable, soft side that only applied to Ryan and their bulldogs. “Twenty minutes, but no longer. It’s dark outside and I’m worried about snakes.”

      “Snakes? Darling, the snakes have been hibernating for months.”

      “It’s not hibernation, it’s called brumation for rattlers. And they do move around, even during the winter months sometimes.”

      “Brumation? What?”

      Blair walked up to Ryan and whispered in his ear, “Do not get my children hurt or lose one of them in the dark. If you do, you’ll see what happens when rattlesnakes bite.”

      Ryan chuckled. “Yes, ma’am.”

      He put the girls in their matching camouflage harnesses and attached them to a six-foot-long matching leash. The Roo, a name that was a derivative of Scamper-Roo, was appropriate for a sixty-two-pound bulldog who could run like the wind. If she got the slightest inkling that something in the woods was interesting enough to investigate, she’d be gone in a flash. Chubby, on the other hand, would stand by and watch.

      While her children, big and small, went out to play in the snow, Blair stoked the fire and turned on the news. Once again, the screen was filled with thousands of protesters who’d encircled the White House. The screen switched to a replay of the president’s remarks as he boarded Marine One earlier. A reporter had shouted a question to him about allegations of corruption within his administration. Leaving his wife and son standing alone, the president turned and addressed the issue.

      “All too often, we think of corruption as a low-level problem within government. We’ve all heard stories of the cop who accepts a bribe to let someone off or the bureaucrat who demands an extra tip before granting a permit.

      “What has been brought to my attention is a level of corruption that goes far beyond a few individual bad apples within government. I’ve seen nation-states around the world that exist mostly to enrich the rulers and the tiny circles of political cronies at the top of the food chain.

      “I was astonished, as many of you were, to learn that some of the former members of my cabinet who rose up against me with this bogus Twenty-Fifth Amendment claim are also alleged to have committed corruption while they held a position of trust within my administration. I find this unconscionable, and I’ve asked Attorney General Christie to look into the allegations thoroughly.”

      The president turned to rejoin his family, and then he suddenly stopped. He returned to the press gaggle and added the following thoughts.

      “One more thing. There are those who claim my requests to investigate these matters are a way to gain revenge or at least discredit my former cabinet members. That simply is not true. Combating corruption is not just about eliciting trust in government, it’s about maintaining peace and security as well.

      “Historically, the pattern is clear for anyone to see. Corruption spurs revolutions, enabling extremist groups and, ultimately, fueling civil wars. Do you think America is immune to this possibility? I don’t.

      “When people come together to protest in other countries, we need to pay attention. That’s because, as we’ve all seen, the ramifications can be vast, and regime change can come much faster than anyone expects.

      “The same holds true in this country. In America, the right to peaceful protest is a given. So is the right to vote. When the will of the people is spoken at the ballot box, it should be respected. What was done back in November by these corrupt individuals amounted to an attempted coup d’état. We can’t have that in America.

      “Many countries prefer not to shed light on their corruption for fear of losing the confidence of their people in the government. I’m not afraid to do that. By uncovering the actions of these corrupt individuals and holding them to account, we can ensure they get the punishment they deserve.

      “It’s imperative we recognize that government corruption and the insecurity of those governed go hand in hand. The more effective we are at addressing these issues, the more effective we’ll be in both ending conflicts and stopping violence before it breaks out in the first place.”

      She’d heard enough. Blair turned off the television and returned to the kitchen. In her mind, the whole bunch in Washington was corrupt. They lied to get elected, and then they spent their years in office manipulating voters and donors to stay there. Needless to say, she was a big supporter of term limits. In her mind, it seemed to work pretty well for presidents.

      As she passed through the foyer, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. The move to the Haven had been good for her in many ways. She often withheld the truth from Ryan because the way she felt about their home in Florida was not his fault. It was her idea to move there, and he’d give her anything she wanted if he could.

      No, it had been the culture shock and the cramped surroundings that brought on the fits of anxiety she’d begun to experience not long after their initial move to Orlando. There was never any silence in their neighborhood, even at night. During the day, cars and people scurried about. Kids playing outside, shrieking at the top of their lungs, became an annoyance.

      The nonstop roar of lawn equipment was a constant irritation. At night, the blare of sirens or police helicopters pursuing bad guys interrupted their attempts to relax. Even as she fell asleep, all she could think about was the fact the next morning, it would all crank up again. There simply was no respite.

      Their lottery win was a miracle in so many ways. What excited her most was not the prospect of buying things. She never really cared about stuff, although she frequently teased Ryan about it. What she really sought was peace and serenity.

      Blair prepared the girls’ dinner of kibbles and strained pumpkin, designed to assist their digestive system. They had just turned eleven, which was remarkable. The two sisters were loved and well cared for. Age was just a number to those two, as they still considered themselves to be puppies. Kinda like their parents.

      As Ryan returned with the snow-covered, wet pups, Blair paused to smile and admire her home and family. There was nothing more important in the world than their being together and safe.
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      Blair had turned the volume down on the television an hour before. As predicted, Ryan had drifted off to sleep with The Roo piled on top of his lap. To her right, Chubby’s tongue stuck out over her signature English bulldog underbite. She too was in a deep sleep as the three of them snored blissfully.

      She had one eye on the festivities in Times Square as one unknown performing artist after another lip-synced their way through a song. Nothing but smiling faces braved the icy cold weather of New York City, as a sea of blue Nivea hats and foam wands waved happily to the music.

      Once in a while, the cable news networks would switch to celebrations around the world. Christmas Island and Samoa were the first places to welcome the new year, but Sydney, Australia, was the world’s first major city to put on a real performance for the big event, one that overshadowed New York City with its firework displays.

      Ryan made her promise to wake him at 11:30 if, as he put it, he happened to fall asleep early. Every family had traditions around holidays. Waking Ryan up at 11:30 was one of the Smarts’.

      “Ryan, it’s almost New Year’s.” She started the arduous process. “Wake up. I wanna go in the media room so we can watch all the network coverage at once.”

      He tried to shake himself out of his fog. “What? Um, I’m awake. I was just resting my eyes.”

      “Yeah, resting your eyes for two hours,” said Blair with a chuckle as she wrapped a blanket over Chubby to keep her in a slumber. They’d wake the girls to go to bed after midnight.

      “Did I miss anything?” asked Ryan as he straightened up in his chair and slid The Roo off his lap. She managed a big stretch and grumbled at the rude intrusion on her sleep.

      “Nope, but let’s go into the media room and watch. You fire up the TVs while I get the bubbly.”

      “Why can’t we just watch from here?” protested Ryan as he stood to stretch his legs and pop his back.

      “I wanna see all the angles in Times Square,” replied Blair. “Plus, they’re gonna include Vegas too.”

      Ryan grumbled, “I don’t understand why we even have the media room and all those televisions. I hate television. Why would anyone want more than one TV?”

      Blair ignored his complaining and gathered up their iPads and reading glasses. Both were tools that were constantly by their sides when at home.

      “Here, grumpy,” began Blair. She handed Ryan the devices. “Take these, please. I’ll be right there.”

      Ryan was fully awake now, but still in a grumpy mood. He didn’t like being awakened from a deep sleep. “Seriously, Blair, the media room is like polygamy. The same thing applies to wives. I don’t get these polygamists. Why in the heck would any man want more than one?”

      Blair, who was halfway to the kitchen, stopped in her tracks and swung around. She set her jaw, and her eyes closed to a slant—her death stare. “Whadya have against wives, mister?”

      “Nothing. I’m just saying we don’t need all of these TVs.” Ryan tried to backtrack. He knew the look. His attempts to defend and retreat didn’t work.

      “No, it sounded to me like you were equating televisions with wives. Are you saying I’m like a TV, something to be available only when you want it. To turn on and off as you please?”

      Blair had started walking toward him, causing Ryan to freeze. “Um, no, no, no. Seriously, darling. I didn’t mean that at all. I—”

      She was right in his face now. He glanced around to see if he had a place to run to, but he was trapped against the sofa. He backed up, waiting to get pummeled.

      Blair burst out laughing, as she’d gotten him again. She was the consummate practical joker, frequently teasing Ryan to keep him on his toes. She couldn’t resist this time, despite his half-sleepy rant being harmless.

      She leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. “Come on, grumpy. But get it together. If I miss something, I’ll be really pissed!”
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      “Blair!” Ryan shouted her name from the media room. The tone of his voice raised alarms in the half-sleeping girls, who scrambled out from under their blankets and came running into the media room.

      When Blair arrived, champagne and glasses in hand, she stopped in the middle of the doorway, astonished. “What kind of fresh hell is this?”

      “Shh. I don’t know where to start. A plane crash in Alabama. The transportation systems in DC are at a standstill. A concert was evacuated in Atlanta. And now they’re reporting a massive power outage stretching from parts of New Jersey into Philadelphia and Wilmington, Delaware.”

      Blair set the bottle and glasses on a sofa table and walked around the massive sectional to approach the televisions. She glanced at her watch. It was less than ten minutes until midnight. “Ryan, this has to be coordinated. Jeez, all of this happened since I went to the kitchen? It’s been two minutes.”

      “The plane crash showed up on the chyron of CNN first. Then the DC airports reported computer issues. I’m most concerned about the power outage.”

      Blair pointed at the FoxNews channel. “Turn this up. They’re talking about it now.”

      “At approximately 11:45, only a few minutes ago, reports came from Philadelphia that power plants had failed suddenly throughout the PECO Energy Company system. PECO operates primarily in southeastern Pennsylvania, covering all of Philadelphia and Delaware County.

      “However, new reports are coming in that the power outage is much more widespread. PSE & G, the power company servicing much of New Jersey, including the state capital of Trenton, has reported a similar incident at the exact same moment. Reports coming out of Wilmington, Delaware, are similar.

      “Because these events have just occurred, we haven’t been able to reach Homeland Security for comment. As you can see on your screen, we are covering both the ball drop in New York City and this power outage simultaneously to keep you abreast of the latest.”

      Blair was pacing the floor, periodically walking close to the sixty-inch monitors to get a closer look. She suddenly pointed to the ABC broadcast of Dick Clark’s New Year’s Rockin’ Eve. “Ryan, look! Turn up this one!”

      The screen that had been split between coverage of the Beyoncé concert evacuation and Times Square suddenly enlarged to New York, where chaos ensued. As he increased the volume, a harried Ryan Seacrest was screaming into his microphone over the panicked revelers.

      “I don’t know what’s happening, but everyone is running for their lives. Explosions have rocked Times Square in the last minute. The famous ball was the first target, and the crystals shattered into millions of pieces and began raining down on thousands of people below. Shards of glass struck their faces, embedding like tiny knives in their skin. Our production crew scrambled for cover on our elevated stage, and currently, I’m hiding under a tarp used to protect our cameras from the wet weather.

      “My producers are telling me to leave. To get out. But to where? Now that the glass has stopped falling, I can catch a glimpse of what is happening around our stage, and it isn’t pretty. The panic has caused people to push and shove, knocking one another to be used as a springboard to flee from the attack.

      “And make no mistake, this is an attack. It is nothing short of a war zone down here. I’ve heard more than a dozen explosions, maybe two dozen. I’ve lost count. Some of the bombs struck targets while others seemed to detonate in midair. I don’t have any idea where they’re coming from or how they got here, but they were clearly airborne. I’ve not heard anything resembling an explosion near the ground. All of it came from above.”

      Ryan’s phone rang, so he handed the remote to Blair. She continued to turn up the volume on the televisions as they reported from the various locations under siege around the country.

      “Yeah, Alpha.” She could overhear Ryan’s side of the conversation. “We’re watching too. Wait, what? Detroit, Chicago, Los Angeles too? How? How do you know this?”

      Ryan hesitated and stared at the monitors. Blair turned the volume down momentarily to listen in. They both shook their heads in disbelief.

      “Okay, okay. Keep those lines of communication open. Gather up Echo and head over to the house now.

      “No, not the new guy just yet. We need to assess this situation between the four of us. The decisions we’re about to make will impact a lot of lives. Hurry!”

      Ryan disconnected the call and glanced at the time. It was just after midnight. He noticed his hands were shaking, but not out of fear.

      “What about the other cities? There’s nothing on the news about—”

      Ryan interrupted her. “Coordinated attacks. Alpha called his guy at the FBI as soon as this happened. The agency is freaking out, he said. All of these events occurred within fifteen minutes of each other, with the attack on Times Square coming last.”

      Blair turned around and studied the televisions again. Most of the networks were focused on Times Square because that was being viewed by hundreds of millions of people around the world. The chyrons scrolled at a furious pace as news broke of the attacks around the country. The FoxNews production team was in such a frenzy they didn’t bother spellchecking what they inserted onto the constant feed.

      It didn’t matter, as what was happening was clear to all. An attack on the United States, and it affected Americans from coast to coast.
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      “Champagne?” asked Blair with a chuckle as she raised the bottle and glasses in the air.

      “Yeah, right.” Ryan sighed and rolled his eyes. “It’s happening. I don’t know by whom or from where. But one thing is certain. It’s hitting the fan right before our eyes.”

      Blair motioned for Ryan to sit on the sofa. “Keep watching while I put this away. Red Bull?”

      Ryan laughed. “You know me so well. Better make it a double.”

      Blair kissed her husband on the top of the head and left. Ryan alternated between the four large televisions mounted on the wall, muting three of the networks and focusing on CNN, which always did the best job of covering catastrophic events when they occurred around the world.

      “Information continues to come into CNN’s newsroom as our reporters make every effort to assemble and cover this breaking story for you. The White House has issued a statement that the president is being kept advised of these events, but other than that, they were unable to comment further at this time.

      “The perpetrator of these heinous acts is unknown, as no group has claimed responsibility. What we do know is that they were carefully orchestrated to have a maximum terror-like effect on each of the targets. The plane crash outside Mobile, Alabama, may be an anomaly, a simple coincidence unrelated to the much larger scale attacks around the country.”

      The sound of the Red Bull can popping open announced Blair’s return to the media room. Ryan, who allowed himself a minute to rest and gather his thoughts, stood and began pacing the floor, as he often did when he was brainstorming. He was simply incapable of sitting still.

      Blair handed him his can, and then she held his hand for a moment. “Listen to me. We’ve got this. We built this place for a reason, and this is it. No worries, hubs.”

      Ryan relaxed his body and took a long gulp of his favorite beverage. “First, two things. Happy New Year.” He bent over and kissed his wife to ring in the new year.

      “What’s the other thing?” she asked.

      “White rabbit. White rabbit,” he replied, generating a hearty laugh between them. For years, they’d followed the custom to bring them good luck throughout the month.

      “Oh, yeah, white rabbit, white rabbit,” Blair repeated. “We’re gonna need it.”

      Blair removed a three-ring binder that was tucked under her arm. “I brought the book.”

      After winning the Mega Millions jackpot two years ago, the Smarts had begun to brainstorm their plans for a place like the Haven. They searched around the country for locations ranging from the Mountain West to Texas and even the Cumberland Plateau in Tennessee.

      Once they settled on Henry River Mill Village, Blair was charged with the task of creating a set of rules, policies, and procedures for the Haven that applied to pre-collapse living as well as what to do when the proverbial crap hit the fan.

      Her organizational skills were incomparable. Blair had a knack for anticipating issues that might arise and established a detailed response to each. While Ryan used his background in real estate development to create a solid foundation for the Haven in the form of buildings and infrastructure, Blair created the book, a detailed guide to ensure the Haven withstood the storm, no matter how bad it was.

      They pulled the ottoman closer to the sectional sofa and opened the binder to the operational guidelines section.

      Ryan glanced up at the news networks, which continued to be transfixed on the events in Times Square. “Blair, I know we don’t have time to be philosophical, but I have to ask. Did you ever think we’d be at this point? I mean, look at the news. We’re smack-dab in the middle of everything we’ve talked about for years.”

      She leaned back against the sofa cushions and grimaced. “Okay, all honesty right now.”

      “Yeah.”

      “At first, when you started talking about prepping, I went along with it because it seemed important to you. You weren’t going overboard buying nuclear fallout shelters or escape pods that would jettison us out of our home on a moment’s notice. Everything you did was common sense.”

      “We couldn’t afford the escape pod, or I would’ve bought one,” Ryan interjected with a laugh.

      “No doubt, but listen to me,” Blair continued. “Everything you purchased—from extra food to gallon jugs of water, to medical supplies—could always be used at some point. However, the last ten years really opened my eyes to how the fabric of our society is crumbling. I liked the concept of the Haven for many reasons, both personal and as to what was best for our family.”

      “Me too,” added Ryan.

      Blair leaned forward and pointed at the monitors. “But this. This kinda stuff here. No way. I never thought something like this would happen. I know you did, but honestly, not me. I love you for believing in the worst-case scenario, because our planning and the Haven will hopefully keep us all safe.”

      “All is the operative word, too. We’ve created a community here that’s only half full. There are others out there, many of whom are directly impacted by what’s happening on those TVs. I feel responsible for them also.”

      They both turned as Alpha’s unmistakable knock came on the front door. The hard pounding was reminiscent of every cop’s method of demanding someone open up. Before Ryan could push himself off the sofa, Alpha and Echo entered the foyer. Both girls, who’d sprawled out in front of the fire, shot up off the floor and greeted the men. Their exuberance was refreshing as their butts wiggled, causing them to slip on the snow-covered entry. After getting the requisite attention from the guys, they moseyed back to their spots to watch the activity.

      “TEOTWAWKI, right, Ryan?” asked Echo as he entered the media room first. He often used the acronym TEOTWAWKI, the end of the world as we know it, when referring to a post-collapse way of life.

      “Come on in, guys,” replied Ryan. “I don’t know, but it sure looks like the start of something.”

      “My buddy with the FBI agrees,” added Alpha, his voice deep and ominous. “He was real honest with me. There are a lot of agents shocked that we were caught with our pants down on this one. With our abilities to monitor every aspect of communication in this country, he can’t believe they didn’t have a whiff of these attacks.”

      “Nothing at all?” asked Blair.

      “Well, he did tell me a FISA warrant was obtained today, but they thought it was related to Islamic terrorists. In his opinion, some group with more lethal capabilities than those radicals are behind this.”

      “Why do you say that?” asked Ryan.

      Alpha walked up to the wall of televisions and paused. He spoke with his back to the group. “The feds’ gut reaction based upon the coordination and the methods used suggested a foreign government. Russia, maybe China. Heck, even North Korea is a possibility.”

      “Methods?” asked Ryan.

      “The power outage in the Mid-Atlantic region was more than just the grid. It included vehicles and other equipment.”

      “EMP,” mumbled Blair.

      “Yes,” continued Alpha. “In DC, the attacks were on several forms of transportation, including the DC Metrorail system, the airports, and mass transit systems like the buses.”

      “That doesn’t sound like an EMP,” said Ryan. “They were targeted.”

      Alpha turned and nodded. “Yeah. The FBI’s initial assessment points to a cyber attack.”

      The room fell silent for a moment as the news networks were switching from one catastrophic event to another. All of the screens depicted a common scene—panic, chaos, and mayhem.

      Ryan stood and paused all the monitors. He casually set the universal remote on the ottoman next to the binder. Then he spoke. “Our first job is to prevent that madness from infiltrating the Haven. Security is job number one. Alpha?”

      “Our protocols are simple. We have sectors of the perimeter assigned to all residents. Everybody has a two-way radio and knows the drill. Sidearms and rifles are mandatory.”

      “Do the residents know?”

      Alpha held up his iPhone to reveal the display to the group. “I muted the phone. I’ve had a dozen calls and twice as many text messages. They know, and they’re all waiting on me to direct them.”

      Ryan smiled and patted his friend on the back. “Don’t let me hold you up. Get your perimeter security established.”

      Echo stepped forward. “What do you want me to do?”

      “First, go see our newest resident. Explain the situation and tell him to be on standby. I haven’t decided what role to place him in just yet. Blair and I will figure that out. Does he have one of our radios?”

      “Not yet,” replied Echo. “I’ll take him one. Do I issue him weapons?”

      “No. He’s got his own, trust me,” replied Ryan. “Tell him to monitor our emergency frequency on the radio. Based upon what’s happening, I expect the cell service to crash at some point.”

      “What else?” asked Echo.

      Ryan thought for a moment. “This might be premature, but I’d feel better if we moved the livestock away from the fences on the back forty and center them in the Haven. I don’t want some foolish hunter taking potshots at our meat and dairy.”

      “It’ll be the last shots they take,” said Alpha.

      Ryan chuckled. “I get it, but we also don’t want to get the sheriff on us either. This thing is just now unfolding. For the time being, the rule of law is still in place.”

      “Okay, boss, I’ll get on it as soon as the sun rises,” said Echo, who immediately started toward the door.

      Alpha followed him, and as the men were about to exit, Echo turned and looked at the Smarts. “Boss, thank you.”

      Simple words, sincerely delivered.
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      For the next hour, Blair and Ryan made copious notes of what needed to be done as they kept a watchful eye on the news. Since midnight, no other attacks had transpired, but the wake of the first wave was being felt by many. The northeast from Washington, DC, to New York took the brunt of the complex blitz that systematically collapsed power grids, halted air travel around the nation, and caused hundreds of casualties as panic spread through Times Square.

      “We have to recall the rest of Alpha’s team—Bravo, Charlie, Delta, and Foxtrot,” said Blair as she thumbed through the security personnel section of the book.

      “Foxtrot will have the greatest difficulty,” added Ryan in response. “She’s in DC, and air transportation in the entire region has come to a halt. Honestly, I’m not even sure if she has a car.”

      Blair shook her head. “I’ll message her anyway. We can count on her, right?”

      “Yeah, she’s solid. You know she’s in the middle of this Supreme Court thing for the president. She might be delayed.”

      “We’ll see,” mumbled Blair. Ryan didn’t need to press the issue. Blair had voiced concerns about Hayden Blount from the beginning. She had skills that the Haven needed. Most importantly, she was single without family ties to cloud her judgment or decision-making. Blair had suspected all along that her new position with the law firm representing the president would require her to stay in Washington.

      “Bravo and Charlie?” asked Ryan.

      “I’ll message them to return home, but knowing them, they’re on their way already. Bravo is probably half a case into your beloved Red Bull, and Charlie probably ditched her date without so much as a goodbye.”

      Ryan laughed. “Those two are hard-core. Alpha did well recruiting them from Academi.”

      Academi was a private military contractor that provided security to dignitaries and businessmen on foreign soil. They were also used extensively by the government to handle missions that had to be disavowed by Washington if something went awry.

      Originally established in the late 1990s by former Navy SEAL officer Erik Prince, his company, Blackwater, had undergone a change in branding over the years as the private contractor was tied to several scandalous operations overseas.

      To recruit Bravo and Charlie, Alpha contacted his network of operatives within the military and put out feelers. He sought covert agents and former military personnel who’d been sheep-dipped. Sheep-dipping was the process of taking someone who’d been in public service in the military or intelligence community and replacing their documented life with one that was created out of thin air in order for them to serve as covert agents of the government.

      It was important to have one or two members of this caliber on the team in order to gain information or undertake operations on behalf of the Haven against the U.S. government. The level of training undertaken by Bravo and Charlie at Academi exceeded his own. Depending on how hard society collapsed, with these two operators by his side, they could take on all threats.

      “What about the off-site residents?” asked Blair before adding, “We committed to notifying them of a potential long-term event.”

      “I can’t imagine that they’re not glued to their TVs,” replied Ryan. “Do your best to reach out to them, but don’t spend a lot of time convincing them. Our job is to make them aware. They have to decide whether the threat is real.”

      “I’m gonna focus on those who have their homes built or renovated first. And I’m gonna tell them not to come empty-handed. Beans, Band-Aids, and bullets. They know what to do.”

      Ryan took a deep breath and exhaled. “That brings us to the land owners who haven’t built yet. We promised to contact them as well.”

      Blair flipped over to the section of the book that identified families who were accepted into the Haven but didn’t have a place to live yet. Ryan had modified the original bakery building as seen in the Hunger Games movie into a dormitory-style residential structure. It was not meant to be a long-term housing option, but was only for those who hadn’t built yet but needed a place to go.

      “Are we still under sixteen?” asked Ryan, who’d only installed sixteen bunks surrounded by small cubicles to provide a sense of privacy. Lockers had been built to help store their belongings. Also, the bakery building had a small kitchen, showers, and a shared bath.

      Blair thumbed through the dossiers generated on each of the residents. She spoke under her breath as she did. “There are some valuable assets here. No kids. We’ve got enough of those already.”

      “Alpha has a plan for the kids,” Ryan interjected.

      “The oven, like in ‘Hansel and Gretel’?” joked the Blair Witch.

      “Nope. You’ll see. Focus, darling. Are there less than sixteen?”

      “We’re right at it. We’d have a full house if they all show up.”

      Ryan nodded and stood. “We’ve gotta contact them all and make the offer. That was our agreement. They’ll have sanctuary here until the dust settles. If this is going to be a long-term situation, we have enough building materials to add three more homes.”

      “We can make that work,” said Blair. “Where are you going?”

      “I need to see X-Ray.”
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      Ryan bundled up and took the Ranger along the gravel road that was now covered with a slight accumulation of snow. He turned down the path through the woods toward the cabin assigned to X-Ray. He felt like it was important to give X-Ray instructions in person and to provide him a sense of what was expected of him at the Haven.

      As Ryan approached, he noticed all the lights were on in the cabin and X-Ray was carrying pieces of equipment from the trailer into the house. As Ryan arrived, X-Ray paused for a moment, nodded his acknowledgment, and then continued inside.

      Ryan stomped the snow off his feet before entering X-Ray’s cabin. He was amazed at how quickly the man had turned one of their smallest residences with only spartan furnishings into a warm, cozy home—complete with computer stations, ham radio transceivers, a variety of handheld scanners, and a CB base unit.

      “Looks like you’re getting settled in,” announced Ryan as he walked inside.

      “Oh, yeah. I planned on unloading my communications gear tomorrow, but, well, things have changed drastically, haven’t they?”

      Ryan shrugged and continue to survey his equipment. “Yeah, it seems like your timing was perfect. Heck, if I didn’t know better, I might think you knew this was coming.”

      X-Ray unconsciously froze for a moment, just long enough for Ryan to notice, and then continued shuffling the equipment around on top of the picnic table that served as a dinette set.

      The young man turned but didn’t make eye contact. “Uh-huh. I’ll be right back.” He brushed past Ryan and hustled outside to his trailer to bring in another load.

      Ryan’s curiosity was piqued even more so. He didn’t want to say anything to Blair, and certainly not to Alpha, both of whom had a tendency to be overly skeptical of people’s intentions. But Ryan’s antennae received a number of warning signals concerning their new arrival.

      He was very eager to enter the Haven. That was fine. He paid in silver and gold. That had never happened before. Most importantly, he came with everything he needed to bug out permanently. He couldn’t possibly know that he’d be accepted into the Haven. It just struck Ryan as odd that the young man had sold or given away all of his earthly belongings before coming there, and then hours later, the nation was under attack.

      “Sorry, Ryan,” said X-Ray as he dropped the gear and hustled back outside, shouting over his shoulder as he went, “I’m not much for small talk right now.”

      Ryan followed him outside and offered to help. “What can I do?”

      X-Ray was shuffling around inside his trailer, which swayed back and forth from the man’s movements. “Nothing, actually. I need to get out the Faraday cages and get them set up first thing.”

      A Faraday cage is a container of any shape or size that’s designed to block electromagnetic fields. The conducting materials are usually made of wire mesh or metal plates that protect the contents from external electric fields. In the event of a large electromagnetic pulse event, whether naturally occurring, like a geomagnetic storm from the sun, or man-made in the form of a nuclear detonation of any size, the Faraday cage prevents the highly charged particles from destroying the electronic components of the contents.

      He emerged from the back of the trailer with two sets of panels under each arm. Ryan stepped to the side as the young man walked with purpose into the cabin.

      “You have portable Faraday cages?” asked Ryan.

      “Yessir. Simple construction, actually.”

      X-Ray began to assemble the panels, which had been constructed by creating a frame out of wood and wrapping it with fine steel mesh. He quickly assembled the pieces into a box and then inserted one of the receivers along with a battery backup system.

      Within the available space, he stored several handheld ham radio units, portable two-way radios, and other small electronics like GPS devices, a cell phone, and an iPad.

      He quickly set the top of the Faraday cage in place and screwed it down. Lastly, he wrapped all the seams with two-inch-wide aluminum foil tape. Satisfied, he scurried outside once again, leaving Ryan in awe of the man’s planning.

      “Just one more, okay?”

      “Uh, sure,” said Ryan, who was fascinated by the young man’s organizational skills in creating his post-collapse communications system. Just as he and Blair had done over the last two years in preparing the Haven for this moment, it appeared X-Ray had undertaken the same meticulous planning and practiced for this moment.

      Ten minutes later, the trailer was emptied, the communications equipment was secured and fully functional, and X-Ray flopped on the sofa in front of the fire, exhausted.

      Ryan spoke first, still intent on learning more about their newest resident. “I notice you don’t have a television set up. We have a DirecTV antenna on the roof.”

      “Yessir, I know. But, um, no, thanks. I get all the news I need from the internet.”

      “Me too. So, X-Ray, what do you think about all of this?”

      “I absolutely love it here, Ryan. Naturally, I spent the day getting oriented. I met a few of my neighbors from down the river. Nice people. Echo came and checked on me a little while ago and brought me a radio. It’s all good, you know.”

      Ryan smiled. He hadn’t spent a lot of time around the twentysomethings. They had a different energy about them, almost manic. X-Ray appeared nervous, far more so than the relatively calm demeanor he’d exhibited earlier in the day.

      Initially, Ryan had come to the cabin to ask the young man to make a run for supplies at 6:00 a.m. when Walmart reopened in nearby Hickory. After speaking with him further and seeing his reaction to Ryan’s subtle comment about X-Ray’s knowledge of the events that were occurring, he elected to keep him closer to home.

      He also determined that X-Ray should be kept under the watchful eye of Echo. The older man was very astute and had a heckuva BS meter. Echo would make sure he kept on top of X-Ray’s activities without tipping his hand. Alpha had his hands full with security matters, and if he sensed X-Ray was a problem, the young man would end up floating facedown in the Henry River.

      “Well, I just wanted to stop by and see how you were coming along,” said Ryan. “For the time being, you’ll be reporting to Echo. I imagine that’ll be okay with you.”

      “Um, sure. I also plan on monitoring the news, ham transmissions, and military frequencies.”

      “Military?”

      “Absolutely. Between military movements and FEMA activity, we can keep abreast of the areas of the country that are considered hot spots by the government.”

      “What made you think of doing that?” asked Ryan.

      “Well, sir. I believe that knowledge is power. My communications apparatus is designed to tap into all available sources of information so we can be a step ahead of everyone else.”

      “Good to know, X-Ray.”

      “Sir, I want you to rest assured that I am a team player, one hundred percent. A storm is coming, and we need to be ready.”

      A storm is coming. A phrase Ryan had used earlier in the day, but somehow, to their newest addition to the Haven, it seemed to take on a more profound meaning.
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      “How are things?” asked Blair as Ryan entered the dining room. He’d shed his winter gear and kicked off his signature L.L.Bean duck boots. He walked behind her and began to rub her shoulders as she continued to thumb through the three-ring binder.

      “Darling, you must be exhausted,” he began to reply. “At least I caught a few winks before the drama hit the news. You haven’t slept at all. Let me take over for you.”

      “Nah. I’ve already made my phone contacts, and now I’m working on emails. The phone calls are a pain because everybody wants to talk about what’s going on. After rehashing what we know, which is only slightly more than what the news is reporting now, a call was taking fifteen minutes. Now, that’s exhausting.”

      “Are they coming?”

      “Yes, at least the ones I spoke with. I have text messages and emails that I’m about to go through. Listen, I have to tell you something.”

      Ryan sensed the concerned tone in Blair’s voice, so he immediately pulled out a chair and sat down next to her. “What is it?”

      “Ryan, the plane crash in Mobile—Michael Cortland was on that flight.”

      “Good God, no. Is he alive? Was he with his family?”

      “Yes, and alone, as he was returning from Washington,” she replied. “He’s being treated at the intensive care unit in a Mobile hospital. I found out through a news report.”

      Ryan had a puzzled look on his face. “Cort has an important job on the Hill, but he’s certainly not newsworthy. Why would they mention him?”

      “There’s more,” replied Blair. “One of the passengers who didn’t make it was Johnson Pratt.”

      “Oh man. He’s the chairman of the House Judiciary Committee. That’s the guy who’ll be leading the impeachment proceedings against the president.”

      “Well, he’s dead now. Anyway, because Pratt was a high-profile congressman, I guess Cort being on board was also newsworthy.”

      Ryan leaned back in his chair and clasped his fingers behind his head as he stared at the ceiling. “Blair, this whole thing stinks.”

      “You mean about Cort?”

      “No, all of it. The attacks. The way they were carried out. The targets. They all seem random, yet …” Ryan’s voice trailed off as he received a text message.

      “Who is it?” asked Blair.

      “Delta just arrived.”

      “Oh, good.”

      “Yeah, but he brought his kids.”

      Blair began to thumb through the binder to locate Delta’s profile. She located the highlights and read them aloud. “Will Hightower. Ex-cop. Philly SWAT. Security guard in Atlanta. Everything is current. I don’t see any mention of children living with him.”

      Ryan interrupted. “I know he’s divorced with a wife up in Philadelphia. He’s got two kids, but he told us they wouldn’t be coming to the Haven with him due to a nasty custody arrangement.”

      “Well, they’re here now,” said Blair, who appeared somewhat annoyed by the additional responsibility the two children placed upon the community.

      “How old are they?” asked Ryan.

      Blair looked through Delta’s profile and responded, “Daughter, Skylar, is age eleven. Son, Ethan, is about to turn sixteen.”

      Ryan stood and walked toward the front door. “Not too bad. They’re old enough to take care of themselves to an extent. Remember, Delta is being counted on for an important security role on Alpha’s team. He doesn’t have time to watch over kids.”

      “Are you leaving again?” asked Blair. Ryan had a lot of nervous energy.

      “No,” he muttered as he fired off a text. “I told Alpha to get Delta settled and have him report to HB-1 at 8:00 a.m. for our regular briefing.”

      He stood in front of the bay window that looked out over the front yard, down the tree-covered drive and toward the front gate. The sun was now rising over the treetops and a new year was beginning. As he reflected on the task ahead of them, Ryan received another text. At first, he ignored it, assuming it was just Alpha acknowledging his instructions. Then his phone dinged again, reminding him that the message hadn’t been read yet.

      He pulled the iPhone out of his pocket and hit the green-and-white message icon. He didn’t recognize the number. In fact, it wasn’t a name or a phone number. The sender of the message came across on the display as 322-MM. The message itself was short.

      This is just the beginning.

      Godspeed, Patriot.

      Blair stood and approached Ryan. “Honey, what is it? Who is it from?”

      Ryan shook his head. “I have no idea.”
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      There comes a day when a person realizes they have the opportunity to turn the page on their life’s story. As they do, the feeling can be exhilarating, or simply a relief as you put the broken pieces of yesterday behind you. It’s a point when one feels there’s so much more to life than the years you’ve left behind. When Will Hightower arrived at the front gate of the Haven and Alpha greeted him with the words welcome home, Delta, a page had turned, and a new day presented itself.

      “How’s it going, Alpha?” asked Delta as he left his old life behind and transitioned into his new one as an integral part of the Haven’s security team.

      “Good to see you, bud,” replied Alpha in his typical, unemotional way. “Listen, I hate to do this to you, but with the situation as it is, I need you and …” Alpha’s voice trailed off as he stuck his head slightly into the window and scrutinized the kids in the backseat.

      Delta picked up on Alpha’s hesitation. “That’s my daughter, Skylar, and this is my son, Ethan. They were staying with me for the New Year’s weekend until, well, you know.”

      “Right. Right. Anyway, I need you guys to exit the vehicle for a moment while we give it the once-over. Nothin’ personal. Just protocol.”

      Delta nodded. “I know.”

      He unlocked the door and slowly exited the vehicle. Alpha was accompanied by two other residents, who were armed with AR-15s, full combat kits, and sidearms secured inside their chest rigs. When Alpha created his security unit, he made sure they were outfitted as close to military police specifications as he legally could.

      One of the residents was holding a German shepherd on a leash; the dog was pacing back and forth with his nose in the air.

      Delta pointed at the dog. “New addition?”

      “Yeah, he’s from Paws and Stripes, a nonprofit that provides service dogs to ex-military personnel. Sometimes they’re assigned to soldiers with PTSD. Other times, through some strings being pulled, they are allowed to retire when their handlers are discharged from service. This is Captain, and his training is in illegal drugs and bomb-making materials.”

      Delta waved at the resident and in Captain’s direction. “Well, he certainly is well trained, although slightly agitated.”

      “All of us are a little on edge,” replied Alpha dryly. “I need your kids to exit the vehicle, too.”

      Delta opened the back door and asked the kids to come out. Both of them protested due to the cold, and then they began to pepper their dad with questions.

      Ethan was first. “Dad, what is this place?”

      “Why are we here, Daddy?” asked Skylar.

      Delta quickly wrapped his arms around both kids and led them away from the truck. “I’ll explain everything when we get to my cabin.”

      “You have a cabin here? Why?” asked Ethan.

      “In a moment, son. First things first.”

      One of Alpha’s men led Captain around the truck. He was swiftly wagging his tail as he did his duty. After a couple of peeks inside, he came to the Hightowers and spent an inordinate amount of time sniffing Ethan. Then he stopped and barked several times at Ethan and Skylar.

      Alpha stepped in and motioned for Captain’s handler to lead the dog away. “Delta, let’s step over here.” The two men walked away, leaving the kids standing alone, perplexed and confused.

      “I think I can explain,” began Delta when they were out of earshot.

      “I’m listening,” said Alpha with a gruff.

      “As you know, I work security at Mercedes-Benz Stadium in Atlanta. I had a shift last night for a concert and took the kids with me. They wandered down to the field level, in front of the stage. There was a lot of marijuana floating around, and I’m sure their clothes still smell like it.”

      “Did they smoke it?” asked Alpha. The use of drugs was strictly prohibited within the Haven, and only the Smarts’ home had alcohol. Drugs, drinking, and weapons don’t mix.

      “No,” Delta lied. “You know how these concerts can be. After the chaos, we had a heckuva time getting out of there. Ethan hit his head, and Skylar was really shaken up. Both of them went straight to bed at my place without taking a shower. When I got Blair’s text, I loaded them up and hauled our cookies up here.”

      Alpha glanced over Delta’s shoulder and studied Ethan. The boy didn’t leave the best impression on those who met him for the first time. Delta knew this, but there wasn’t anything he could do about at it this point. They lived in a world in which young people focused on their individuality rather than the impressions they made on others.

      In a society that emphasized selfies on social media platforms like Instagram and Snapchat, it was hard to tell a teenage boy he needed to get a haircut and get rid of the earrings. They were more likely to flip you off and run away than comply with your suggestions.

      Alpha nodded to the guards on duty and motioned for them to open the gates. “All right, Delta. Again, sorry for the inconvenience. Get your family settled and be at HB-1 for our morning briefing—oh eight hundred. We’ll bring you up to speed then.”

      “Thanks, Alpha. By the way, am I the first to arrive?”

      “Echo is here full-time, as you know. Charlie arrived an hour ago, and Bravo is en route.”

      Delta turned and loaded the children back into the car. After he shut the door behind them, he returned to Alpha and spoke.

      “It’s good to be home, brother.”
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      “Dad, are you gonna tell us what’s going on?” asked Ethan, barely waiting for his father to pull away from the front gate. The icy snow crunched under the weight of the SUV as he drove up the hill, with Haven House in full view up ahead. Delta drove around the circle drive that surrounded the water fountain. He turned left toward a long row of cabins that stretched half a mile along the gravel driveway.

      “Son, it’s a long, kind of complicated story. Here’s what I want us to do. Our place is up here on the left. Let’s get unloaded, get a fire going, and whip up some hot chocolate. I’ve got about an hour before I have to report to work.”

      “Daddy, do you work here, too?” asked Skylar.

      “Yes, baby girl. It’s an unusual job, but it’s very beneficial to all of us right now. You’ll see what I mean when I explain everything. Okay?”

      “Okay, Daddy. I kinda like it here. It’s, um, woodsy.”

      Delta admired his daughter in the rearview mirror. She was so innocent despite the turmoil his family had been put through. He wished he could insulate her from the madness. Maybe the Haven would give him that opportunity.

      “Here we are,” he proudly announced as he pulled up to the front of a nondescript, saltbox-style cabin that looked like all the others on the road. This one differed in that it had an old tire swing tied to a massive oak tree’s low-hanging branch.

      Back in early summer, Delta had come up to the Haven on two successive weekends to help the residents clear twenty acres to generate more pasture for the beef cattle Ryan had purchased at auction that spring. Everyone had pitched in to clear underbrush and cut down trees before sowing seed for the pasture.

      Delta had brought a cord of wood to his cabin and stacked it inside a lean-to shed in the back. After eight months, the mixture of hickory and oak was well seasoned at this point. It was a valuable commodity to be used in the wood-burning stove that performed double duty as a cooktop and a source of heat. While Ethan fetched the wood, Delta unpacked and got the kids settled in the small bedroom.

      On another trip to the Haven last summer, Delta had borrowed the Haven’s box truck and drove down to Charlotte, where he shopped at IKEA. Their furniture, and the low prices, fit Delta’s needs perfectly. When he’d outfitted the second bedroom with the bunk beds, he never imagined a scenario in which the kids would be with him. Now, with trepidation, he wondered if it would last.

      “Okay, you guys, let’s grab a seat and I’ll explain,” began Delta after glancing at his watch. He had an hour before he left for the morning briefing.

      “Dad, what’s happening?” Ethan started the conversation.

      “Okay, first, let me tell you about the Haven. When I moved to Atlanta, I interviewed for several jobs. I put my résumé on websites, I networked on social media, and I put feelers out to people who knew about my track record in law enforcement. One of the opportunities that came my way was the Haven.”

      “Do you have two jobs, Daddy?” asked Skylar.

      “Sort of, baby girl, although now it’s most likely just one. This one.”

      “Did you get fired because of us?” His daughter was genuinely concerned by the fact that her brother had disobeyed their father’s orders at the concert the night before.

      “No, Sky. Nothing like that. It’s just that, well, um, things have changed in the world.”

      “Is that why you wouldn’t let us turn on the radio, and made us pee outside?” Ethan was a smart kid and very observant.

      Delta was apologetic. “Yes, and I’m sorry about that. I wanted the opportunity to explain what’s happening without a bunch of noise coming at you both from the news media.”

      He paused and gathered his thoughts. There wasn’t a need to hit them with all of it, as they were both too young to understand. He continued. “Several things have taken place around the country that the police are still trying to sort out. New York City, Washington, Detroit, and, um, others have been subjected to, um …” Will paused as he tried to find the words.

      “Daddy? Just spill it,” said Skylar with conviction, causing Delta to laugh. Kids don’t need to be coddled. They need to be exposed to the world gently, but truthfully.

      “Okay, I will,” he replied. “The news reports indicate parts of the country are under attack. Some of it is serious; other events are more of a nuisance, we think. Either way, I needed to get you guys to a safe place where we won’t be exposed to the craziness.”

      “Was the concert attacked last night?” asked Ethan.

      “Yes, son, I believe it was. I have no idea why, but it was.”

      “So why do you have a job here?” he asked.

      “Son, I’ve seen a lot of horrible things in my career with the police. I believe our society is very fragile, and that one mistake, or an intentional act, could cause people to get angry or even violent. I wanted a place to keep my family safe in the event things got out of hand.”

      “You mean like these attacks?” asked Ethan.

      Delta sighed and walked over to the wood-burning stove to add a couple of chunks of hickory. “Yes, that’s exactly what I had in mind. I couldn’t afford to purchase the place on my own because my priority has always been to provide for you two the best I could. So I made a deal with the owners, who hired me to work here in exchange for this cabin at the Haven.” Delta waved his arms around the cabin, which consisted of a single bath, two small bedrooms, and the open living space where they were talking.

      “So is the whole place surrounded by fences and armed guards?” asked Ethan before adding, “It’s kinda like a prison.”

      Delta grimaced, not sure how to take Ethan’s statement. “Well, fences and guards can have two purposes, depending on how you look at it. When you go to jail, they’re designed to keep the prisoners in. At the Haven, the security has been created to keep people out.”

      “Why, Daddy?” asked Skylar.

      Delta sat down next to his daughter and took her hands in his. “Well, baby girl, depending on how bad things get out there, some people will be hungry and desperate, and they’ll be looking everywhere for food, water, and shelter. At the Haven, we’ve taken steps to provide all of those things for the people who live here for a long time.”

      “How long, Daddy?”

      “As long as it takes.”

      “As long as it takes to do what, Dad?” asked Ethan.

      “Son, depending on what’s happening, it could take weeks or months or maybe even years for the country to become normal and safe again.”

      The kids digested their father’s words while he prepared two mugs of Nestlé instant hot chocolate. He topped their drinks with marshmallows and whipped cream. Delta opted for instant coffee, fully caffeinated. It had been a long night.

      After he returned with the drinks, he got hit with a question from Ethan that he’d hoped to avoid.

      “Dad, about these attacks. Did they hit Philadelphia too?”

      Crap. He didn’t want to lie, but he had a feeling where this was headed. “Maybe, son. They don’t know for sure yet.”

      “What does that mean?” Ethan was skeptical of his father’s response.

      “Well, there was a large power outage in the area that included Philadelphia, plus New Jersey and parts of Maryland.”

      Skylar set her mug on the table and scooted to the front of the sofa. “Daddy, are you gonna get Mom? She should be safe, too.”

      “Baby girl, your mother’s on a cruise ship and wasn’t due to get back into port until tomorrow morning. You guys know how I feel about Frankie, but he is a cop and perfectly capable of keeping your mom safe.”

      Skylar vigorously shook her head in disagreement. “Not like you can, Daddy.”

      “Dad, if it’s bad enough for the three of us to come here, it’s bad enough for Mom to come too.”

      A chill came over Delta’s body at the thought of his ex-wife staying with him. And, most likely, she was a package deal with that treacherous wife-stealing ex-partner of his.

      “Guys, your mom has a new life now, one that doesn’t include me. She’ll be just fine up north.”

      “No, she won’t, Daddy,” protested Skylar.

      Ethan agreed. “Come on, Dad. You can’t just leave her up there. You have to go get her.”

      Delta took a deep breath and tried to keep his composure. “Son, honestly, your mother doesn’t like me very much. I can’t see how we could possibly live under the same roof.”

      “You have to try, Dad. We can’t just leave her.”

      “Son, you don’t understand,” Delta interrupted him. “It’s complicated.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s simple. Either you go get her, or I will. Or take us home.”

      Delta gulped down the last of his coffee and glanced down at his watch. He’d have to hurry to avoid being late.

      “Okay, let me think about this and see what my options are. For now, you guys stay here. Keep the fire going, and when I get back, we’ll talk about it some more.”

      Barely saying goodbye, Delta bolted out the door into the bright morning sun, with no clue as to how he was going to handle this.
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        Hyatt Centric Times Square

        New York City

      

      

      As a couple, Tom and Donna Shelton had experienced the ups and downs of life. Their marriage had always been on solid footing despite Tom’s devotion to the military and his country. This trip, intended to commemorate their fortieth wedding anniversary, had produced the greatest physical and emotional challenge of their lives together except for Donna’s cancer scare.

      When Donna had been diagnosed as having breast cancer years ago, the family drew closer together, and the crisis forced Tom to reevaluate his life. He’d always put his duties as the commanding officer of the Naval Weapons Station at Joint Base Charleston above his family, and they understood because of the importance of his position. Donna’s breast cancer diagnosis changed everything.

      Tom planned his retirement from the Navy, and Donna fought the cancer. Her doctor had spotted a peanut-sized shadow on her left breast and immediately performed a biopsy. The test confirmed their worst nightmare—the mass was cancer.

      Donna was in shock. Consumed with the possibility of dying before she turned sixty, terror overcame her. Spending countless hours at the infusion center, followed by a lumpectomy and chemotherapy, Donna’s emotions ranged from sad, angry and worried to, at times, completely unpredictable. Then there were the side effects of the chemo. Hair loss, exhaustion, and nausea. But the couple persevered.

      Tom’s retirement was a blessing to the family. Outwardly, he put on a good face to assuage any guilt Donna might have for causing him to exit the Navy before he’d planned to. Inwardly, Tom still felt a sense of duty, and as a result, he secretly maintained lines of communication with the military to keep him in the loop by receiving classified information and, based upon his years of experience, lending advice when called upon.

      The family declared a miracle when Donna’s cancer was defeated after a year of chemo. She followed up with the doctor, and her scans had continued to read clean for the last four years. This anniversary celebration at Times Square for New Year’s Eve was the start of a countdown of another sort for Tom and Donna. For many cancer survivors, reaching five years without recurrence means a much higher probability of survival. In the coming year, without any hiccups, Donna could declare herself cancer-free and put the ordeal out of her mind.

      For those who haven’t experienced a loved one with cancer, using the term journey to describe what the cancer patient goes through was not entirely accurate. The term journey implied a stress-free, almost zen-like experience. What cancer patients and their families actually experienced was fear and sheer exhaustion.

      It was a level of stress that surpassed what Tom and Donna had just been through. When he and Donna made it back inside the hotel room, they breathed a collective sigh of relief. The chaos on the streets below their upper-level room in the Hyatt Centric Hotel in Times Square had begun to dissipate somewhat. The stampede of hundreds of thousands of New Year’s Eve revelers had evacuated Broadway and scampered through the streets of Midtown like mice fleeing a cat in a maze.

      Then Tom’s phone had buzzed. The message was ominous, but it also evoked memories of a former life, one in which he’d performed admirably for his country and for those in power who didn’t wear the uniform or a U.S. flag on their lapel.

      He glanced down again at the text he’d received. A communication from a part of his life he considered to be dead and buried. Yet, rising from the ashes like a phoenix, his secretive second job was regenerated and born again.

      

      The real danger on the ocean, as well as the land, is people.

      Fare thee well and Godspeed, Patriot!

      MM

      

      “Tom, is that from Willa?” Donna asked apprehensively. She’d found her way under the covers and had propped against the headboard as she flipped through the news channels with the volume turned down. Watching was one thing, hearing the details was another.

      “Nah, wrong number,” Tom lied.

      “Dear, wasn’t that a text message?”

      “Yes, but it was still wrong,” replied Tom before shoving the phone in his pocket. He worked to change the subject. “I need to charge my phone. Let’s use yours to reach out to Willa, okay?”

      Donna pointed to the chest of drawers, where her cell phone sat next to Tom’s wallet. He retrieved it for her and then made his way into the living area to locate his phone charger. When he was out of Donna’s sight, he deleted the text message.

      He stood in the darkened living area for a moment before wandering into the kitchenette. He could use a stiff drink but opted for their celebratory bottle of champagne instead. Donna was chattering away with Willa, reassuring their youngest daughter that the old folks were okay.

      The swelling of Donna’s ankle persisted, and Tom noticed his wife hid the injury from Willa, just as she had hidden her breast cancer diagnosis from him at first. After the truth came out, Tom wasn’t upset about the fact she’d withheld the truth. As he knew, being tight-lipped about certain subjects was a part of life, and among the secrets spouses keep from each other was the condition of their health.

      For whatever reason, whether it was the fear of stigma, unwanted pity, or an attempt to not burden others, Donna, like so many women, had kept her husband in the dark about her cancer. It wasn’t until she was told she needed surgery that she opened up to Tom and their daughters about her illness.

      Now Tom was wrestling with an old secret of his own, one that didn’t affect his marriage, but certainly weighed heavily on his soul. He mumbled to himself in the dark, with only the ambient light from the bedroom television dancing through the doorway.

      He wasn’t sure why he didn’t turn the lights on. In the moment, he felt like remaining in the dark.

      “Why are you texting me again?” he muttered to himself as he fumbled through the cabinets to find two glasses. He unscrewed the wire holding the cork in the champagne bottle and grimaced. He continued talking to himself, oblivious to Donna’s conversation with Willa. “I don’t wanna get sucked back in again. I can’t help you anymore.”

      Tom sighed, retrieved a kitchen towel, and moistened it to gain a firm grip on the cork. Just as he was about to pop the cork, a fist pounded on their hotel room door.

      “Open up! Police!”
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        Hyatt Centric Times Square

        New York City

      

      

      The pounding on the door was relentless. It wasn’t the polite knock of room service personnel or a neighbor. It was the thump-thump-thump, three pounding knocks on the door, that was adopted by every law enforcement officer in America. Without saying a word, the person on the other side knew a cop wanted you to open the door.

      “Tom, who is it?” shouted Donna from the bedroom. She switched on the wall-mounted lights above the nightstand.

      Tom ignored her question and turned his attention to the intrusion. “Just a moment,” replied Tom, who was now dressed in his pajamas. He started toward the bedroom to retrieve one of the robes from the bathroom suite when the knocking persisted. Now Tom was aggravated. He turned around and put his eye to the peephole to view the hallway. What he saw was straight out of a pandemic novel.

      He turned the bolt lock and the handle at the same time, allowing the door to open and the accompanying light to flood in. Three men and a woman stood in the hallway with a push cart ordinarily used by the housekeeping staff, but was now filled with white Tyvek hazmat suits, masks, goggles, and gloves.

      “Sir, the mayor has ordered a mandatory evacuation of Midtown as a result of the attacks. All guests of the hotel must leave immediately.”

      “Mandatory?”

      The officer replied, “Yes, sir. May we come in so we can get you outfitted with a Tyvek suit and other protective gear?”

      “Um, my wife’s in bed.”

      “I’m here, Tom,” interrupted Donna, who had snuck in behind him, wrapped in her new robe. She flipped on the foyer light and hopped on one foot as she retreated into the living area to turn on additional lights.

      “Come in,” offered Tom as he stood out of the way. One male and one female officer entered the hotel room while the others remained in the hallway.

      They questioned Tom and Donna about where they had been when the drone strikes hit and how long they might have been exposed to any radioactive fallout. Donna became frightened at the brusque questioning.

      Tom tried to calm her by pushing back against the officer. “Officer, isn’t it a little early to declare this to be a dirty-bomb attack? I mean, it’s been less than two hours.”

      “The initial readings are conclusive, sir. We have to move quickly in order to—”

      Tom interrupted with a question. “Wouldn’t we better off staying in this sealed environment, you know, to allow the material to dissipate?”

      The officer became agitated. “Sir, our orders come from the mayor’s office with the added confirmation of the governor. Mandatory means mandatory. Now, where are the clothes you were wearing while outside?”

      Tom pointed toward the closet in the master bedroom suite. “We stripped them off and wrapped them inside the comforter from the bed. We’d sat on it when we—”

      The female officer interrupted Tom. Pointing toward Donna’s injured ankle, she asked, “Ma’am, do you need some assistance with getting into the Tyvek suit? I’d be glad to help.”

      “No, I can manage,” replied Donna. “Where are we supposed to go?”

      “Are the airports open?” asked Tom.

      “No.”

      “What about Grand Central Station? It’s not too far from us.”

      “No, sir. It was hit as well,” replied the lead officer. “The City of New York has an evacuation plan in place. You are in evacuation zone six.”

      New York was one of the most densely populated cities in America, both from a permanent resident standpoint, as well as visitors and workers. The New York City Emergency Management office had created a website called Know Your Zone. During any type of crisis, ranging from a major hurricane to a mass evacuation due to pandemic or nuclear attack, anyone could access the website, input their location, and be given directions to the nearest evacuation center.

      “What does that mean?” asked Donna.

      “You are to report to Norman Thomas High School at 111 East Thirty-Third Street between Park and Lexington Avenues. They’ll be able to explain your options.”

      “Options?” asked Donna.

      “Yes, ma’am. You’ll be evacuated from the city using a combination of school buses and chartered transportation. There are many destinations. They’ll be able to tell you more at the evacuation center.”

      “Who’s going to drive us?” asked Tom.

      The officers rudely chuckled at his inquiry. “Sir, there’s never been gridlock in the city like this in its history. You’ll have to walk.”

      “I can do the math, Officer. That’s more than ten blocks. My wife has a sprained ankle. She can’t go anywhere on foot.”

      “Bailey!” the officer shouted to one of the men in the hallway. “Get a wheelchair up here for this woman.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Tom was incredulous. “You want us to push a wheelchair ten blocks or more in this madness? That’ll be impossible.”

      “Sir, the evacuation order is mandatory. You’ll be fine.”

      Tom and Donna felt helpless as they were being forced out of their hotel room. While they donned their Tyvek suits and associated gear, the officers stepped across the hall to contact another hotel guest.

      Donna whispered to Tom, “Do we really have to leave? Maybe they’ll get distracted and we could wait, you know, at least until morning.”

      “That might be worth a try,” he replied. “Let’s gather our things and try to stuff it all in a duffle. We’ll make it look like we’re cooperating.”

      “Good idea.”

      Tom retrieved their bags, and they picked through the essentials to take home with them. Donna was willing to leave behind the majority of her outfits in order to keep the plush robe Tom had purchased for her the night before.

      They had just finished packing when Officer Bailey pushed the wheelchair into the room and waited.

      The lead officer poked his head in to address the Sheltons. “Okay, are you two squared away? Do you know where you’re supposed to go?”

      “Um, yes, we do,” replied Tom hesitantly. He was puzzled at the continued presence of Officer Bailey.

      “Good,” said the officer in charge. He turned to the remaining officer. “Bailey, escort these folks down to the east side emergency exit. Remember, 111 East Thirty-Third Street. You head east about four blocks to Park Avenue, and then south a dozen blocks to the high school. Good luck.”

      Tom closed his eyes and shook his head, as their plan had been thwarted. Donna reluctantly sat in the wheelchair, and Officer Bailey piled the two duffle bags in her lap. After an extended wait for the elevator, they arrived in the service hallways of the hotel, where a line waited to exit the Hyatt. The refugees were all dressed in Tyvek suits and were carrying suitcases and blankets.

      Once they reached the exit door, a hotel security officer handed them two bottles of water and a printed map with the route to the evacuation center highlighted. He thanked them for staying at the Hyatt Centric Hotel, apologized for the inconvenience, and directed them out into the chaotic streets of Manhattan.
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        New York City

      

      

      Tom wheeled Donna into the middle of a dark alley amidst the dozens of hotel guests, who milled about in their white Tyvek suits like ghosts looking for a house to haunt. Most were confused at the suddenness of their eviction from the hotel, while others were frightened at being thrust into the mayhem occurring on the streets.

      “We stayed in our room for a reason,” began one man. “My wife and I didn’t want any part of this, and that was before the attack.”

      “Do you think they’re telling us the truth?” asked another man. “You know the government. You can’t trust them. This could be some kind of false flag?”

      “A what?” asked a lady in response.

      “You know, that’s when the government manufactures a crisis in order to—”

      Tom had heard enough and began pushing Donna through the confused guests toward where the alley opened up onto West Forty-Fifth Street. He put Donna in charge of navigation, and she used her pocket reading light to illuminate the map.

      “Tom, let’s go with the flow of people whenever possible,” she suggested. “If we see a street that turns south that is less crowded, we’ll take advantage of it.”

      “I agree, dear,” said Tom. Then he leaned down and kissed his wife on the cheek. “I’m proud of you.”

      She touched his cheek and kissed him back. “Well, thank you, Mr. Shelton, but for what?”

      He smiled. “For not falling apart, now or earlier. For being a great soldier during, you know, the last four years. For loving me for the last forty.”

      “It’s because I love you and trust you that I can do all of those things. So, as the heroes always say, let’s roll!”

      Tom laughed as he pushed her to the edge of the sidewalk. The mass exodus from Times Square had lessened considerably since they had fought their way back into the hotel hours ago. The pain and suffering, however, had not.

      Revelers who’d been trampled sat against the walls of tall buildings or had sought shelter in doorways of businesses, complaining of injuries or crying because they were distraught. As Tom pushed Donna down the middle of the street between stranded vehicles, an occasional body could be seen—eyes open, heart stopped.

      They both turned their heads to avoid seeing the dead, opting to put it out of their minds rather than dwell on the senselessness of what had happened. On one occasion, as they made their way past Bryant Park near the New York Public Library, a body blocked their narrow path between the parked vehicles. Tom gently pulled the older woman by both feet until she was out of the way. He knelt down next to her battered body, shut her eyelids, and said a prayer for her.

      The solemn moment was a reminder of how lucky they were under the circumstances, and it gave Tom a newfound vigor as he pushed a little harder to get his wife to safety.

      It took them an hour and a half to traverse the New York City streets toward the Norman Thomas High School. They knew they were close when they observed a military presence at the intersection of Park Avenue and East Thirty-Third Street. A roadblock consisting of two Humvees greeted refugees as the line wrapped around the tall office building that housed Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing.

      After forty-five minutes, they turned the corner and were able to see the evacuation effort. Dozens of school buses, New York Metro Transit buses, and private charter buses were lined up on West Thirty-Third Street, facing in the direction of the East River and Queens.

      The refugees standing in line were orderly, unlike the pushing and shoving of those fleeing Times Square. Tom surmised that the people in line were familiar with the city’s emergency plan, and he now considered the early, mandatory evacuation of the hotel to be a blessing. After these buses pulled out for destinations far away from Manhattan, it would take a lot longer to remove those who remained.

      “We’re next in line, Tom,” said Donna in an attempt to get her husband’s attention. Exhausted from the mile-long trek through the madness, Tom had momentarily checked out from reality.

      He pushed Donna forward through one of five rope lines that led to the buses. A woman with a clipboard, a communications headset in her ear and a sidearm on her hip, motioned them forward.

      “Destination?” she asked in a curt manner. Her eyes darted from Tom’s face to Donna in the wheelchair. “No, first, I have to ask, ma’am, are you confined to a wheelchair? This doesn’t look like—”

      “No,” Donna quickly replied. “I twisted my ankle, and the hotel provided us this for transportation. We had to travel fifteen—”

      “Okay, good. Destination?”

      “We’re from Charleston, South Carolina,” Tom responded.

      “Here are your options,” the woman continued. “Let me warn you that all air travel in and out of LaGuardia and JFK has been cancelled indefinitely. These buses can take you east to MacArthur on Long Island, but the flights are booked up for six days. For that matter, flights are booked up everywhere at this point a minimum of five to seven days, depending on airport location.”

      “What about bus travel?” asked Tom.

      “The Port Authority bus terminals are located in the middle of the attack zone near Forty-Second Street and Eighth Avenue. Not an option.”

      “Um, what are our options?”

      “Long Island, as I mentioned. Then there’s Allentown or Scranton in Pennsylvania, Poughkeepsie or Albany in New York, or New Haven, Connecticut.”

      Donna turned in the wheelchair and looked up to Tom. “None of the options are good for going home. Let’s just go to Long Island. It’s probably the closest, right?”

      The officer nodded.

      Tom’s mind raced. He wasn’t sure if it was feasible, but there were markers to be called in. Sure, it had been years, but it was worth a try.

      “Sir?” The officer impatiently insisted on an answer.

      Tom quickly replied, “We’ll go to New Haven.”

      Donna studied his face. “Tom, why there?”

      “I’ll explain on the bus. Let’s go.”
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        New Year’s Day

        Six Flags Great Adventure

        Jackson, New Jersey

      

      

      Tyler Rankin made sure the kids were buckled up in the backseat of his Bronco and confirmed that they’d locked their doors. While his family waited for him, he took another moment to walk toward the exit of the Six Flags parking lot to look for potential obstacles blocking their escape.

      The other park-goers wandered around the parking lot, displaying a variety of emotions. Most were puzzled and bewildered as to what could have caused their vehicles to stop functioning en masse. The vast majority of Americans were oblivious to the term electromagnetic pulse. The concept of an EMP destroying the power grid and the small electronics they relied upon never crossed their minds.

      The emotions of the people standing around, comparing theories and speculating about what was going on, ranged from distress to agitation. Tyler had studied the devastating effects of an EMP enough to know Americans were not prepared for life without electricity, or vehicles without power. Soon panic would set in, immediately followed by anger.

      It was time to go.

      Fortunately, very few vehicles were departing Six Flags at the moment the EMP struck. The exits were clear, and the only potential obstacles were people standing in the way. He made his way back to the truck, where Angela gave him a smile of encouragement.

      “Okay, babe, what’s the plan?” she asked as he settled in his seat. Tyler glanced in the backseat. In the short few minutes that he’d stepped away, their exhausted children had nuzzled against their pillows and fallen asleep.

      “Good work.” He pointed in the backseat with his right thumb.

      Angela chuckled as she snapped open the gun case and removed their handgun. She seemed to weigh the weapon in her hand before she expertly pulled the slide and confirmed the chamber was empty. Then she examined one of three magazines stored within the eggcrate foam of the case’s interior, all loaded with .45-caliber bullets. She slapped one of the magazines into the bottom of the pistol’s grip and loaded a round into the chamber.

      “It was easy, actually,” she explained. “The kids asked me what happened to all the cars, and I started explaining to them about pulses of energy and how electronics can’t take the short powerful bursts. I was barely into the how’s and why’s when I noticed they were both out.”

      “Well, I hope they stay that way for a while,” said Tyler. “Listen, we’ve got a lot to talk about, including how we’re gonna get home. But first, we need to get away from all of these people.”

      “I’m ready. Are you gonna just plow through them?” asked Angela as she pointed toward the groups of people standing in the way of the exit.

      “Pretty much. Hopefully, they’ll be surprised when our truck starts and heads toward them. It’s about half a mile to the exit. Under the circumstances, that’s a long way. If I’m right, they’ll move out of the way, shocked at a working vehicle. If I’m wrong, they’ll block our exit in an attempt to catch a ride or worse.”

      “Worse?” asked Angela.

      “Yeah, steal our truck.”

      Angela looked ahead and nodded. She slowly slid her hand onto the gun and cradled it in her lap.

      Tyler noticed the subtle movement and smiled. “It’s gonna be fine. Just hold on.”

      Nervous with anticipation, he wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans. He glanced into the backseat one more time to check on their sleeping beauties. Then he turned the key in the ignition just enough to see if the dashboard lights and gauges responded.

      “We’re in business,” said Angela as the vehicle started.

      “Okay, here goes.” Tyler tried to start the motor, but it wouldn’t turn over.

      “Ty, what’s wrong?”

      “Um, it’s cold. The truck always has a hard time with a cold start in the winter.”

      “Dammit, Tyler, people have already noticed the sound. Keep trying!”

      The engine groaned but wouldn’t fire.

      “They’re coming!” Angela raised her voice, causing Kaycee to stir in the backseat.

      “Mom?”

      “It’s all right, honey. Lie down. The truck’s being stubborn.”

      “Hey, does your truck run?” a woman shouted from their left. Both Tyler and Angela whipped their heads around to see how close she was.

      A man shouted from behind them, “Hold up, buddy! I need a ride to the hotel. Come on, kids!”

      Tyler looked in the rearview mirror and saw a man running toward the Bronco with three teens in tow.

      He tried the ignition again, and this time the motor started. He didn’t hesitate as he pushed the manual stick shift into first gear and let the clutch out. The truck lurched forward toward a group of women, who shrieked and jumped out of the way.

      “Let’s go!” Tyler said excitedly as he pushed the gas pedal to the floor. He quickly shifted gears as he picked up speed.

      As predicted, most of the people on the exit road were in shock to see him coming, but a few attempted to wave him down. Tyler didn’t hesitate. He laid on the horn and kept going for them, assuming they would jump out of the way. It was a game of chicken he was willing to play to win.

      “Oh, crap!” shouted Angela. “Another car just pulled out of a parking space.” A vintage Chevy pickup from the sixties pulled out of a space ahead of them. The truck was struggling to run, most likely due to the cold weather.

      “I’m gonna shoot the gap through the cars. Hold on!”

      Tyler slowed and found an opening between the parked cars. This sent them to a different parking row and a whole new set of obstacles in the form of people standing in the way.

      He slammed the palm of his hand on the horn as he approached, sending them scampering for cover.

      “Go! Go! Go!” shouted J.C. from the backseat. Both kids were awake and leaning forward to observe the action.

      Angela turned around and instructed them to sit back, which they did, for all of ten seconds. Then their curious faces were back to see their father play demolition derby with the stranded motorists.

      “Almost, babe,” Tyler said calmly.

      “Oh my god!” exclaimed Angela, pointing to their right. “They swarmed the pickup truck, and they’re pulling the driver out of the front seat.”

      “This is why we aren’t slowing down,” mumbled Tyler, who gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. He leaned forward in his seat and bore down on a large group blocking the final turn before they were out of the park.

      “They’re not moving!” shouted Angela.

      “They will.” Tyler slammed his fist on the horn as he roared toward them at nearly sixty miles an hour.

      “Move, you idiots!” shouted Angela as she waved her arms across the inside of the windshield.

      Tyler pressed forward, and several men stood in front of the crowd, defiant.

      “Dammit!” shouted Tyler out of frustration as he let off the gas.

      Angela looked over at him and said, “No, Ty. Keep going. I’ve got this.”

      He picked up speed again as Angela cranked the passenger-side window down. She hung her arm out the window, cocked the hammer on the forty-five, and fired a shot over the heads of the group blocking their exit.

      They screamed and panicked in unison. Jumping out of the way or pushing their way to safety, the sound of gunfire created an opportunity for Tyler to roar past them, with the assistance of his wife’s quick thinking.

      Tyler glanced in the rearview mirror at the people who’d recovered from the scare, shaking their fists and giving him the middle finger. He didn’t care about their hurt feelings. The Rankins had hundreds of miles to travel to get to safety, and this was just mile one.
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        New Year’s Day

        Near Fort Dix

        New Egypt, New Jersey

      

      

      Tyler drove as fast as the forty-five-year-old truck could travel, leaving Six Flags and the throngs of stranded visitors chasing them down the road. Without a predetermined destination other than the New Jersey Turnpike, they found themselves approaching the small town of New Egypt, a small community of twenty-five hundred known for its wineries. Before they entered the quiet town, Tyler pulled into the Bible Baptist Church and drove around to the rear of the buildings, next to a softball field. He quickly turned off the engine and exhaled, the first time he’d done so since they’d escaped the parking lot.

      “Way to go, Dad,” said Kaycee with a thumbs-up. She and J.C. exchanged high fives. The youngsters were old enough to appreciate danger, but they were still at an age where any adventure generated an adrenaline rush, regardless of the circumstances.

      Angela, who’d kept a death grip on their sidearm throughout, finally pried her fingers off the pistol’s grip and set the weapon on the console between them. Tyler looked down at the gun and up to his wife’s lovely face and smiled.

      “You’re an animal,” he said jokingly. “When you shot over their heads, you scared the bejesus out of them. You talk about parting the Red Sea. Moses couldn’t have done better, babe.”

      “Agreed. That’s why I did it. They were challenging us, and I don’t think those guys would’ve moved. Your horn wasn’t working, so I used mine.”

      They laughed and reached across the console to hug one another. They looked into the backseat, and the kids were staring at them, smiling.

      “What?” asked Tyler.

      “Oh, nothing,” began J.C. “Sometimes you two are gross.”

      “Gross?” asked Angela. “There’s nothing gross about me loving your father.”

      “You guys are always hugging and kissing and stuff,” said J.C.

      “Good thing, buddy,” said Tyler. “The day that stops, we’ve got big trouble. Let’s get out of the truck and stretch our legs while I think. Everybody, keep your eyes open in case somebody saw us pull in here. We’re surrounded by trees, so I think we’re okay.”

      “I’ve gotta pee,” announced J.C. innocently.

      Angela chuckled. She looked around for their options. Near the baseball field were a few porta-potties. “Kaycee, why don’t you guys use the bathroom over there. We have a long trip ahead of us.”

      “Okay, Mom,” said Kaycee as she led her brother by the hand toward the toilets. She could be heard talking to J.C. as they left. “I almost peed my pants when I saw you fall out of the roller coaster.”

      “I was too scared to pee,” replied J.C. “All I could see was the ground, and then I couldn’t breathe. It was like my whole body froze, including my pee.”

      The two continued chatting as Angela and Tyler opened the rear hatch of the Bronco. He began rummaging through their bags, which consisted of clothing, snacks, a cooler of drinks, and two backpacks. The two identical black backpacks differed only in the gear attached using the MOLLE attachments on Tyler’s. Pronounced molly, MOLLE was an acronym for modular lightweight load-carrying equipment. The system allowed for several attachments to be added to a backpack or military-style chest rig.

      Tyler was capable of carrying more weight than Angela. He unzipped the main compartment and began to empty his gear onto the floor of the Bronco.

      “What are you looking for?” she asked.

      “Do you remember that tin of cookies Brett sent us last year for Christmas?”

      “Yeah. They were terrible. Five different types of Fig Newtons? Ugh.”

      Tyler laughed as he found the tin in the bottom of the bag. “The kids liked them anyway, right?”

      Angela shrugged. Tyler opened a side zipper pouch and pulled out his Morakniv Eldris firestarter/knife combo. The black knife with the short blade was perfect to store in their backpacks or tie around their necks when hiking. He removed the fixed blade from its hard plastic sheath and carefully cut the aluminum tape that sealed the tin.

      “The cookies sucked, but the tin came in useful,” Tyler said as he opened the lid to reveal a Kenwood TH-D74A triband radio. The Kenwood model enabled him to access ham channels, citizens bands, and emergency responder networks. Plus, it had built-in GPS capabilities.

      “Is that from work?”

      “Yeah. Richmond Fire-Rescue received upgraded handheld units three months ago. They offered the old units to us at a dime on the dollar. These originally sold for five hundred fifty dollars. I paid fifty bucks.”

      Angela took it from him and looked at the myriad of buttons on the front of the device. “How do you turn it on? Or, should I say, will it turn on?”

      “I hope so,” replied Tyler. “I created a small Faraday cage out of the cookie tin. I tested it when I loaded our packs before the trip. Let’s see if it worked.”

      Tyler took the handheld radio back and pressed the power button. He beamed as the display lit up and a beep announced the Kenwood was fully operational.

      “What’s that, Dad?” asked Kaycee as she and her brother returned from their porta-potty break.

      “Well, guys, I think this little radio may help us avoid a lot of aggravation on our way home. I know the logical, fastest way to get back to Richmond; however I-95 through Philly, Wilmington, Baltimore, and DC doesn’t sound like a very good idea under the circumstances.”

      J.C.’s chin dropped to his chest. “We’re not gonna see the Liberty Bell or Independence Hall, are we?”

      Tyler pulled his son close, draping his arm over his shoulder to give him a hug. “I’m afraid not, buddy. Not on this trip. That said, we’re still going to have an exciting road trip on the way home. If my memory serves me, we’ll drive through the countryside, maybe ride on a boat as we cross the Delaware, just like George Washington, and then, to top it off, we’ll go in a tunnel under the Chesapeake. Whadya think about that?”

      “Sooo cool!” exclaimed J.C., who jumped around on one foot, prompting Angela to look down at his feet.

      “Joseph Charles! Did you go in those nasty porta-potties with one shoe on?”

      “Um, yes, Mom. But I hopped in on one foot, right, Kaycee?”

      “That’s true, Mom. I watched him. But his sock is all wet from running through the wet grass.”

      Angela rolled her eyes and smiled at Tyler. “This is your son,” she said with a laugh.

      “Oh no, you created that monster. My child is the sweet one.”

      Angela playfully shoved Tyler, who, caught off guard, slid backwards and nearly fell on the wet grass where the snow had melted.

      “Hey! Bad form!” shouted Tyler back and tried to catch Angela, who easily eluded his clutches as she raced around the Bronco.

      “Can’t catch me, pokey!” said the more athletic Angela, who kept the hood of the truck between them. Tyler was about to make another move when his radio squawked to life.

      He could barely hear it because he had the volume turned down. He quickly adjusted the volume, but the transmission was lost. It was, however, a reminder they needed to make a decision and hit the road.

      There were a number of factors to consider, the most important of which related to traffic and population centers. Tyler had already decided to avoid the interstate. Tens of thousands of vehicles traveled along that stretch of interstate in any given hour, almost all of which would’ve become disabled by the EMP.

      Tyler knew it was best to avoid large areas of population and even small towns if possible. Their experience in the Six Flags parking lot confirmed that. He’d never driven the back roads from this area to Virginia before. From recollection, he knew the area was rural—a definite plus.

      He was familiar with the ferry that ran between Cape May at the southernmost tip of New Jersey and across the mouth of the Delaware River into Delaware near Ocean City. About ten years ago, the ferry had run aground on a sandbar during an unusually low tide. The event had made the news and caught Tyler’s attention.

      After they crossed the Delaware, the ride down to Chesapeake Bay would also be fairly desolate compared to the alternate routes through Baltimore and Washington, DC. The final stretch into Virginia would be across Chesapeake Bay via U.S. Route 9, the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel.

      “That’ll be a breeze,” he mumbled to himself as he rooted around under the driver’s seat in search of the atlas. The seven-year-old map book was a little out of date, but the roads hadn’t changed any in this area. He studied the route and smiled. Roughly three hundred eighty miles of back roads and a straight shot to Richmond.

      Now the only challenge they should face was fuel.
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        USA Health University Trauma Center

        Mobile, Alabama

      

      

      Michael Cortland fought sleep. Despite being reprimanded on two occasions by the night nurses on duty, Cort continued to monitor the events around the country through the news. He desperately needed a cell phone. Not to reach to any members of his staff but, rather, to speak with his father-in-law, George Trowbridge. The words rang in his head, pounding out the throbbing pain resulting from his near-drowning experience.

      Either you control destiny, or destiny controls you.

      His rest was fitful at best. Initially, he’d fought sleep as he hungered for information and tried to create his own working theory as to who was behind the random attacks around the country. They were varied in their targets and methods, yet perfectly timed to occur just before midnight on the East Coast.

      The coverage was riveting. The media lived for drama such as this, and every network, including ESPN, had some kind of coverage. Lost in all of the reports of terrorism was the crashing of Delta Flight 322 into the Gulf of Mexico at the mouth of Mobile Bay.

      The local stations were on the scene, covering the rescue efforts. Thus far, no cause of the aircraft’s total loss of power had been determined, nor was there a complete death count.

      Cort knew one thing for certain. He was alive, and Congressman Johnson Pratt, the would-be prosecutor of the president, was not.

      On the third visit by the floor nurse, Cort’s lifeline to the outside world was cut off. She removed the remote function from his hospital bed, disconnected the power cord to the television from its outlet, and stood on a chair to toss the cord above the television. Cort followed her every movement, and as she finished, he quipped, “You don’t trust me, do you?”

      She didn’t think it was funny and stormed out of his room.

      Unplugged, Cort finally drifted off to sleep, if one could call it that. The images of death and destruction from around the country were quickly replaced with a vivid recollection of his own near-death experience. He tossed and turned as he re-created the nightmarish event in his mind.

      Known as re-experiencing, having flashbacks to a traumatic event was a hallmark symptom of people suffering from posttraumatic stress syndrome. Some people had vivid nightmares that were exact replays of the trauma they experienced. Replicative nightmares, during which the brain replays the event over and over in a continuous loop, were the brain’s effort to process what had happened. During sleep, Cort replayed the moment he left his seat to help Congressman Pratt. In his dream, he recalled how he swam past the dead bodies strapped into their seats until he reached into the darkness and touched the congressman’s bloated body wedged into his seat. For nearly two minutes, Cort held his breath, fully in control of the situation, until he wasn’t.

      However, as the dream replayed, it became increasingly bizarre. His mind soon introduced a new twist to the events. His subconscious inserted a story he recalled learning as a child in Sunday school, the parable of the Good Samaritan as told by Jesus in the Gospel of Luke. Probably one of the most misinterpreted Gospels, it’s the story of a man who comes across a traveler on the road from Jerusalem to Jericho who’d been beaten, robbed, and left for dead.

      Other travelers, noticing the injured man, nonetheless passed him by. However, the Good Samaritan approached the victim, bandaged his wounds, loaded him onto his donkey, and rented him a room at the inn to recover.

      Cort, however, had his own interpretation, one that instilled horror into an already emotionally shocking experience. He had been taught from an early age to help those around him, whether he was different from them or not. His family crossed his mind as he swam to check on the congressman. With each row of seats he passed, the drowning victims gradually lost their skin until they were nothing more than ghostly, shadowy skeletons lying limp in their seats.

      The closer he got to the first-class section in his quest to save the congressman, he too began to lose hunks of flesh, floating off his skin into the water, only to be nabbed by fish that swam around the wreckage. Congressman Pratt, however, was not deteriorating in his dream. He was alive and well, breathing and laughing, as Cort transformed into a wraithlike apparition of his former self.

      Cort’s nightmare repeated, with each replay becoming more ghastly and frightening. Soon, the dream was so realistic that his body began to shiver from the cold depths of the Gulf of Mexico. His body shaking uncontrollably, Cort tried to force himself awake, reliving the precise moment when he took the last forced breath under water before he blacked out.

      “Mr. Cortland. Mr. Cortland! Wake up, wake up.” The nurse tried to awaken him, but Cort, in his deep sleep, heard the voice of the gate agent in Atlanta, paging him to enter the doomed aircraft. His brain rejected the request, screaming within itself to run from the gate, don’t get on the plane.

      Don’t wake up!

      The nurse repeated her plea to Cort. “Wake up, sir!”

      “Huh. What?” Cort was forced out of his sleep through the gentle prodding of the morning nurse. He opened his eyes slightly to see the curtains open and a beautiful sunny day awaiting him outside. No dark, murky waters. No tiny bubbles floating past his eyes. No skeletons. No bloated congressman.

      “Good morning, Mr. Cortland,” the nurse began in her south Alabama drawl. She tenderly wiped the sweat off his forehead with a cool, wet cloth. “You were having quite the ornery dream. Try to calm down and take deep, level breaths.”

      Cort nodded and glanced around the room. After getting his bearings, he relaxed and his pulse returned to normal.

      “Wow, that was awful,” he said as he tried to push himself up in the bed.

      “Let me help you.” As she assisted Cort to get adjusted and more comfortable, she explained that his dreams might be vivid for a few days as his mind processed what had happened during the crash. “Perhaps I should find a psychologist on duty to come speak with you before you’re discharged this morning.”

      “Wait? Discharged. Already?”

      “Well, I know it seems sudden, but Dr. Wayne stopped by earlier and checked your vitals. You have recovered remarkably well, and most importantly, your breathing is excellent, as I just witnessed.”

      “So I get to go home this morning?” asked Cort, seemingly astonished at the good news. He wanted out of that hospital in the worst way, hoping he could leave the demons behind in the process.

      “Absolutely,” she replied. “A discharge nurse will stop by to provide you some instructions. Your wife has already called this morning to inquire about your condition. She has assured Dr. Wayne that she’s capable of caring for you at home. Naturally, bed rest is essential. If you have any difficulties breathing, or side effects of the antibiotics we’ll send you home with from the hospital pharmacy, you’ll need to come back and see us. Okay?”

      Even if he didn’t agree, Cort wouldn’t admit it. “Yes. I feel great. What time?”

      “I believe your family is on their way to the hospital now. We have some paperwork to finish up, and then, as I said, the discharge nurse will speak with you and your wife. I said all that to say, um, probably by eleven?”

      “Works for me,” replied Cort with a big smile. He asked for some water, and she informed him a breakfast of liquids would be brought by shortly. He needed to avoid solid foods for a day or so until his throat healed. She also recommended he minimize his conversation, and by no means should he raise his voice.

      Cort nodded and leaned his head back. He wasn’t afraid of sleeping at this point. He was now contemplating his family’s future.
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        Interstate 95 Northbound

        Near Sherwood Island, Connecticut

      

      

      After they left the city, Donna and Tom speculated as to what would happen next around the country and whether the Times Square attacks were part of a much larger terrorism operation. The opinions of their fellow passengers varied and ranged from wild-eyed conspiracy involving the Illuminati to more conventional precursors to war as utilized by the Russians. Tom, who preferred to get all the facts before he rendered an opinion, listened to the conversation and occasionally joked with Donna as arguments broke out between the refugees over their respective theories.

      When Donna finally dozed off, Tom was left alone with his thoughts. The text message troubled him, and it certainly influenced his analysis of the New Year’s Eve attacks. He recalled the times he had been called upon to perform seemingly mundane tasks or provide innocuous information that appeared harmless on its face but might have been involved in some grander plan to which he was not privy.

      He wasn’t able to sleep, as everything he’d done for his clandestine friends was analyzed from different angles. His brain tried to reconcile his actions of the past with the events of last night. Is there a connection?

      The turnpike turned toward the east at Sherwood Island, a Connecticut State Park overlooking Long Island Sound. The wheels created a series of tromping sounds as the fully loaded school bus crossed the bridge, stirring Donna in her seat. Her head bounced off the window slightly, jarring her fully awake to a rising sun.

      “It’s a new day,” she mumbled. She reached over to grasp Tom’s hand and smiled. “Happy New Year, dear.”

      “Happy New Year to you as well, Mrs. Shelton,” he said with a smile and kissed his wife.

      She probed his eyes and sensed he was troubled. “You haven’t slept, have you?”

      His response was curt. “No, just relaxing and thinking.”

      “About?” she asked, pushing herself up in the uncomfortable vinyl seat that was full of tears and holes. She didn’t care. She was glad to be out of the Tyvek suit that had caused her to sweat while sitting in the wheelchair, despite the cold temperatures.

      Tom waved his hand in front of him. “You know, all of this.”

      Donna pressed him. She knew her husband too well. Tom, like most men, usually had to have his thoughts dragged out of his mind, kicking and screaming. “Tom, please don’t equivocate,” implored Donna. “What’s on your mind? Or perhaps you should explain why you jumped at the opportunity to come to New Haven. Do you know someone here? Somebody we can stay with while we wait for an available flight?”

      “Um, yes and no. I mean, okay, I do know someone here. A man. A powerful, wealthy man whom I met once years ago while we were in port at nearby Groton. I was summoned, along with my commander at the time, to meet this man and his associates.”

      Donna warily twisted in her seat to avoid hitting her tender ankle. She gave it a slight wiggle to confirm the swelling had reduced somewhat thanks to the Advil she continued to take. Facing Tom, she asked, “You’ve never told me about this? You came here frequently before you assumed your duties at Charleston. You never mentioned meeting a man like this.”

      Tom sighed and glanced around to see if anyone was eavesdropping. He slowly leaned into his wife and lowered his voice as he responded, “This man, whose name I will tell you when we’re off the bus, invited us to his home one afternoon. It was all very mysterious, you know, like in a movie. He made me an offer, Donna, one that I thought was harmless, but financially lucrative, all the same.”

      “He paid you to do a job?” she asked. The change in the tone of her voice indicated her concern about where the conversation was leading.

      “Donna, don’t worry. It wasn’t anything illegal, at least I don’t think it was. I was called upon from time to time to provide information about what I did for the Navy and, on rare occasions, delay implementation of an order. I never knew why, or how it impacted anything that I was responsible for. I just did it.”

      “They paid you for this?”

      “Yes, a monthly stipend that I received until the time of my retirement. Dear, it paid for our daughters’ college and our grandchildren’s private school. It was the kind of money I didn’t make in the Navy that allowed me to create a better life for our family.”

      “I never saw the money come through our accounts.”

      “I had a numbered account in the Turks and Caicos Islands.”

      Donna leaned back against the window and folded her arms. “How long did you hide this from me?”

      “Eleven years, until now,” he replied as he dropped his chin to his chest. “I opened it while we were in Providenciales for our anniversary trip.” Tom was genuinely remorseful for keeping this secret life from his wife. He’d hoped it could remain buried, but the circumstances forced the skeletons out of the closet.

      “I know you can’t say his name, but who is he?” she asked as she leaned forward and whispered, “Is he in the military? A politician? What?”

      “No, not really. He runs a firm in Washington. One of those think-tank, political-influencer operations that all the politicians hire to get what they want. He’s one of the big movers and shakers in Washington who control which politicians get elected, which laws get passed, and who gains from it all financially.”

      “And you were associated with these men for over ten years?” Donna averted her eyes and stared out toward the sunrise. The bus was approaching New Haven, where they were to be dropped off at the local bus terminal.

      “Yes, mostly through encrypted phone calls and text messages,” replied Tom. He hesitated for a moment. He considered telling Donna about the text message he’d received in the hotel room. This was yet another secret, a lie of omission, that he had to keep to himself, for now.

      That, plus the fact George Trowbridge was more than one of the movers and shakers. He was, in fact, the man. The tip of the spear. A maker of presidents. A builder, and destroyer, of nations.
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        New Year’s Day

        HB-1

        The Haven

      

      

      The mood was solemn in the main barn of the Haven as Delta entered for the morning briefing. Ryan was speaking with Alpha while Echo got reacquainted with Bravo and Charlie. The four of them had known one another for over eighteen months. Echo, who was the fourth member of the security team, had rejected the Delta moniker because he had had a bad flight experience on a Delta Air Lines flight and therefore considered the name to be bad karma, at least as it applied to him. Thus he skipped to the next option in the military alphabet, Echo. Besides, with his last name being Echols, Echo simply made sense.

      “Good morning, everyone,” Delta announced his presence, as the group had turned their backs to the door while they discussed the news coming out of the northeastern United States.

      “Welcome back, Delta,” said Ryan, turning to approach and greet him with a hearty handshake. “How about some coffee? We’re all operating on two hours of sleep combined.”

      “Yeah, that would be great,” replied Delta. As Ryan made his way to the kitchenette to pour a mug for Delta, Echo was the next to say hello.

      “Everybody, I want you to know Delta is one helluva woodchuck. Last summer, this guy practically gnawed the trees to the ground and chopped them up with his bare hands.”

      The two men exchanged handshakes and then bro-hugs. Delta genuinely liked Echo and looked upon him as a fatherly figure. His own dad had passed away when he was a new recruit in the Philadelphia Police Department. Delta’s father had spent seventeen years on the force, but the stresses of the job, coupled with the alcohol he used to cope, forced him into an unexpected heart attack way too early in life. His mother had never recovered and died herself soon thereafter from a stroke. The Hightower family had a history of coming apart at the seams.

      “Thanks, Echo. I like working with my hands.”

      “Bravo, Charlie, you two haven’t met Delta, am I right?”

      Bravo stepped forward first and gave Delta a firm handgrip and chest bump. Charlie, tough, but still a woman, opted to wave from afar.

      “Nice to meet you guys finally,” said Delta. “It seems that every time I drove up from Atlanta, you’d just left or were scheduled to come in.”

      “True, true,” added Bravo. “In our jobs, Charlie and I have to travel a lot. All of this stuff happening gives us both a chance to put down some roots.”

      Charlie chimed in. “Out of chaos came order, right, Bravo?”

      “Damn straight!”

      The two operators gave each other high fives. Will admired the comradery they shared. He’d had that once with the men and women of Philly SWAT. His partners might not have been military, but they certainly were on the front line of the war that had taken over the streets of America.

      Ryan returned with Delta’s coffee and the Mr. Coffee carafe, which he promptly emptied by topping off everyone’s mugs. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

      “You got it, boss,” replied Echo. The sounds of chairs scooting on the wooden floor of the foreman’s office preceded the start of the meeting. The scene was reminiscent of any board meeting in a corporate office somewhere, except the members of the Haven security team were fully armed and dressed for battle.

      Their backgrounds were diverse, which allowed for differences of opinion and due deference during the decision-making process when necessary.

      Ryan had everyone’s attention as he began. “We’ve all seen the news, so there’s no need to rehash what’s happening outside the Haven. Blair spent all night contacting off-property residents to advise them of our opinions concerning these events. Whether they choose to come is up to them. They are adults.

      “With respect to our existing residents, everyone has a role to play. Not counting the people in this room and Blair, we have thirty-eight people on the property, plus four children.”

      “Six,” interjected Alpha. “Delta’s kids make six.”

      “Oh, yeah,” said Ryan.

      Delta spoke up. “Ryan, I can explain. You see—”

      Ryan raised his hand and stopped Delta. “Not necessary. It is what it is, and we have the flexibility to deal with two young mouths to feed. We’ve finished construction on our church and the schoolhouse. We have at least two teachers on our roster. When Blair and I envisioned the Haven, we included children in the plan even though we didn’t have any of our own.”

      “Um, thanks,” said Delta. “I promise they’ll pitch in any way they can.”

      “I have something in mind, by the way, but we can talk about it later,” said Alpha.

      Ryan nodded and continued. “Overnight, Alpha set up our perimeter security. We could use more warm bodies to fulfill that role. Based upon the responses Blair has received, we should have help coming. Although we’re still missing the newest member of our security team, Foxtrot.”

      “When did you bring him on board?” asked Bravo.

      “Well, he is a she, for starters,” replied Ryan.

      “Good! I didn’t want to be the only female in this sausage-fest!” exclaimed Charlie.

      Alpha, in his baritone voice, couldn’t resist needling her. “Charlie, you’re part dude anyway. My guess is you’ve got a sausage of your own packed away in there somewhere.”

      “You wish, big boy! If I did, it would be a Johnsonville and not a Vienna sausage!”

      The group burst out in laughter as the two former Army veterans went at each other. After enjoying the lighthearted moment of locker-room talk, military style, Ryan brought the room back to order.

      “Anyway, gentlemen, and lady, Foxtrot is MIA. She lives in DC, and the whole city is in chaos after the transportation system came to a standstill. She might be delayed anyway.”

      “Why’s that, boss?” asked Echo.

      “She’s an attorney, and a dang good one too. In fact, she’s on the legal team handling the president’s case in front of the Supreme Court.”

      A few glances were exchanged between the military members of the team—Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie.

      Ryan picked up on the skeptical attitude and nipped it in the bud. “Listen, Foxtrot isn’t ex-military or law enforcement, but she certainly can hold her own. She’s like a wolf in sheep’s clothing.”

      Echo gave his opinion as the only other member of the team to have met her, as Alpha had been on National Guard duty when Foxtrot was interviewed. “Actually, boss, do not let appearances deceive you. She’s more like a badass Barbie. This young woman can shoot, fight, and break you down with her good looks. I feel bad for the guy who assumes she’s a pushover because of her appearance. They may not live to regret it.”

      Ryan added, “Not to mention the fact that you can throw her out in the woods with nothing but a knife and she’ll find a way to live better than we do.”

      “Good enough for me,” said Alpha. “I hope she gets here in time for the real fun. That time will be coming soon enough.”

      The security team discussed their protocols, any perceived weaknesses, and personnel holes they needed to fill. Ryan filled them in on X-Ray and the importance of his communications skills to the Haven. They also discussed preparing a space within HB-1 for his gunsmithing equipment and the bullet-manufacturing machinery.

      Alpha was about to discuss their rotating shifts, which ensured one of the five security members on-property were always roaming the perimeter and conducting frequent gate checks, when Delta interrupted and asked to speak with Ryan first.

      The two men walked out into the barn where they could talk.

      Delta hesitated as he mustered up the courage to make the request. “Ryan, I don’t know how to bring this up, but I’ve got a problem.”

      “What is it?”

      “Well, as you’ve heard, I’ve got my son and daughter with me. It was my weekend to spend with them in Atlanta under our custody agreement. Um, all of this was totally unexpected, you know.”

      Ryan smiled and patted Delta on the back. “Hey, don’t you worry about that. They’re your kids, and we can manage. There are other children here and more on the way. We’ve planned for them, and trust me, two more children won’t be noticed.”

      Delta took a deep breath and grimaced. “Um, it’s not just that. Well, the kids are insisting I drive up north and find their mother. She’s on a cruise with my ex-part—her boyfriend and they’re due into port tomorrow morning in New Jersey.”

      Ryan walked away and rolled his neck on his shoulders. “I know about her from your file, Delta. I also seem to recall that you guys have a strained relationship at best. If I remember, she uses the kids as a club to get you to pay your support. Am I right?” Ryan didn’t mince words.

      “Well, yeah,” Delta replied sheepishly.

      Ryan thought for a moment. “I don’t wanna come off as being a jerk, but you have to understand. Every personnel decision is carefully thought out. Make no mistake, the people we invited into the Haven have been approved using a process very much like filling a job in any major corporation. You’re hand-selected by Blair and myself, carefully vetted, interviewed, and then, even if there is a modicum of baggage in your lives, you’re still accepted based upon certain assumptions. Do you understand?”

      “Of course. Ryan, I know this, and that’s why I hesitated to bring this up. However, my kids are insistent, and I know how they can be, especially my oldest, Ethan. I have to find a way to deal with this.”

      Ryan was about to speak when his phone rang. He glanced down at the display and saw that it was Blair. “Hang on. I’ve gotta take this.”

      Delta stood there, staring at the ceiling of the barn, looking for divine guidance to get him out of this pickle. He needed to be a part of the Haven for the benefit of his children and himself. He firmly believed the country was on the verge of collapse, and neither Atlanta nor Philadelphia would be safe for his children.

      Ryan returned from his call and approached Delta. “Listen, we’ll take this up in a little while. I’ve got to deal with a situation at the front gate, and then I’ll meet you back at your cabin. Okay?”

      “Yeah, sure. But what do I tell—?”

      Ryan cut off Delta’s question. “We’ll talk after I’m done,” he replied before bellowing across the barn, “Alpha! Come with me!”

      The two men rushed past Delta, leaving him wondering about his future.
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        New Year’s Day

        The Haven

      

      

      Ryan was perturbed as he drove the final stretch of driveway to the front gate. This was day one of what could be public unrest and panic exploding across the nation, and one member of his security team wanted to gallivant into the dead zone, as the media called the regions surrounding Philadelphia without power. Now a group he rejected was trying to beg their way inside the Haven. As he pulled the Ranger to a stop, he retrieved his cell phone from his pocket and read the mysterious message he’d received earlier.

      This is just the beginning.

      Truer words were never spoken, he thought to himself as he noticed the family of four huddled together under the watchful eye of his guards. He’d barely reached the gate when the holistic healer and his wife, the emergency room nurse, began to speak at him simultaneously.

      The husband spoke first. “Have you seen the news?”

      “We can’t go home! There’s no power,” the distressed wife shouted.

      Like a tennis match, the husband took his turn. “We have no other options, Mr. Smart.”

      “Please let us in!” The wife’s volley was more forceful.

      Ryan held both hands up and walked closer to the gate. “I’m sorry, but it doesn’t work like that. We can’t let you in.”

      The chair umpire had spoken. The husband’s mouth fell open, and his distraught wife immediately gathered her children against her hips. She began to cry. Between sobs, she asked for an explanation. “But why? I don’t understand. You brought us here to—”

      “Ma’am, hold on. I didn’t bring you here. This was part of a process, and you both knew that. During our interview yesterday, I got the distinct sense you have an issue with our use of weapons—”

      The husband immediately interrupted. “She’s over that, right, honey? Weapons aren’t a problem. It’s just, with everything in the news, we kinda agreed that there are too many guns. But now we get it.”

      “It’s not just that, sir,” continued Ryan. “Yesterday was the most important part of the process of bringing new residents into the Haven. My interview with you, and the feeling I get from it, is the determining factor. There can only be one decider, as they say, and that’s me.”

      “Why did you exclude us?” asked the wife.

      “Ma’am, with all due respect, you excluded yourselves,” replied Ryan frankly. “Your most important role to the Haven was your medical training and expertise. You had no interest in seeing our medical facilities. You seemed more concerned with giving your children an opportunity to see the Hunger Games filming locations.”

      “I know, but the kids had traveled a long way and—” the woman began before Ryan cut her off.

      “Listen, things could get ugly at some point when we’re all called upon to defend these gates. The other men and women of the Haven need to have confidence that you’re all in. I didn’t get that sense from either one of you.”

      The wife continued to cry, and now the children were whimpering, staring at Ryan as if he were the evil man who’d just run over the family pet in the street. The husband separated himself from his family and approached Ryan at the gate. Instinctively, the guards raised their weapons slightly, prepared to open fire if the man tried something rash.

      “Mr. Smart, you don’t understand. We live in Trenton, New Jersey. There is no power. In fact, CNN reported the outage extends as far south as Wilmington in Delaware. That’s a hundred and forty miles of mayhem according to the reports. We’re unarmed. We’ll never make it.”

      “Sir, I’m sure you can find a place to wait it out here in North Carolina. Do you have any friends or family that you could call on?”

      “No, everybody we have is in Jersey,” he replied as his voice trailed off. He was naturally dejected, and Ryan was feeling bad for the family.

      “Wait here,” Ryan instructed.

      Ryan walked away from the gate and rubbed his temples. He called Blair and they discussed the pros and cons of allowing the family in despite their earlier decision. On the one hand, both parents had valuable skills needed in the Haven, and everything else about their background was positive. However, their apparent lack of seriousness yesterday, when the world wasn’t collapsing around them, spoke volumes about their commitment as unrest escalated around them.

      Blair, who was more levelheaded and unemotional in her decision-making, looked at it from an outside recruiter’s perspective. She asked two simple questions.

      Were you satisfied with your decision yesterday to reject them?

      Is your reconsideration of their application based upon what’s best for the Haven or your emotions?

      Ryan couldn’t argue with the conclusion. They would remain outside the gates. Now the compassionate side of the Smarts tried to find a solution. This was when Ryan dropped the bombshell that Delta wanted to retrieve his ex-wife.

      Blair immediately objected. “Ryan, we don’t need any soap-opera drama within the Haven, especially now that our worst fears have materialized. He just needs to explain to his kids that it’s not gonna happen.”

      Ryan wanted to agree, but he’d talked with Delta directly and recognized the conflict that was brewing inside him. He was being forced to choose between his commitment to his children and the Haven.

      After Ryan didn’t speak for a moment, Blair continued. “Here’s the thing,” she began. “When Delta accepted his role here and the cabin we gave him, there was never any expectation that he’d have his kids here full-time. Heck, at the time he accepted our offer, his ex-wife was keeping the kids from him.”

      “I know,” said Ryan sheepishly.

      “My point being this. Like the family outside the gate, everyone we’ve dealt with knew what was expected coming in. Delta knew it was just him and not his children. So what’s next? He goes and gets the ex-wife? What about her boyfriend, the wife-thief? Does he get to tag along?”

      “Probably,” replied Ryan.

      “No. No way. This is a no-drama zone. We have excluded so many people for less than allowing a totally dysfunctional family unit within our gates. Tough love, Ryan. It’s the only way.”

      “What do you suggest?” he asked.

      “The family from Trenton can find their way home or get a hotel room somewhere until things settle down, which you and I both know isn’t going to happen. It’s up to them.”

      “And Delta?”

      “He either stays put, with his kids respecting his authority as a father. If that’s his choice, we’ll allow an exception to our agreement because they are his children. Or he can deliver them home to their mother and then get himself back here ASAP.”

      Ryan agreed, and as part of the role he accepted within the Haven, he was charged with delivering the bad news to all involved.
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      Prowler deserved to live in the wild. The Maine coon, considered the oldest breed of American domesticated cat, had a storied past. Distinctive in their physical appearance, the long-haired breed was frequently mistaken for raccoons when seen in the wilderness of Maine, their native state. Many theories existed as to this unique breed’s ancestral origins.

      One folk tale posited that before Marie Antoinette, the Queen of France, was executed in the late 1700s, she attempted to flee France aboard a ship captained by Samuel Clough. She loaded the ship with her most prized possessions, including her beloved Turkish Angora cats. Although she never made it to America, her pets reached the shores of Maine, where the Angoras bred with other cats to create the Maine coon.

      A more interesting theory, one that scientists deemed to be genetically impossible, but then again, what do they know, was that long-haired feral cats mated with bobcats in the wild. This accounted for the combination of the large size, bushy tale, and unusual tufts of hair commonly seen on the tips of the Maine coon’s ears.

      Whatever the explanation was, Prowler, Hayden Blount’s Maine coon, was as much a dog as he was cat. He weighed twenty pounds, the size of a beagle and larger than most terriers. Coupled with his long grayish-black hair, he was an imposing creature with eyes of steel. In the dark, he’d frighten the bejesus out of any burglar or invited guest, not that Hayden ever had either.

      Looking into his golden-yellow eyes, it was clear Prowler possessed an inner confidence and above-average intelligence. Fiercely loyal, the breed was known to be cautious, but not mean, around strangers. Prowler was different. Unlike most families who made a point to socialize their pets, Prowler had only known one human—Hayden.

      He was independent and clingy, as many cat breeds could be, but he was hardly a lap cat. If one were to discuss the average Maine coon with a breeder, they’d describe them as a gentle giant, very vocal in their mannerisms, and an excellent pet for families.

      They’d never met Prowler.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Hayden was not a drinker, but last night was the exception and not the rule. An empty bottle of cabernet sat on the coffee table between the television and the sofa, where she’d finally passed out after watching the news reports for hours. Hayden had slept until ten o’clock on New Year’s Day, partly due to exhaustion from the ordeal she’d been through in the subway, but also aided by the wine.

      Prowler, however, was not a patient cat. He’d grown accustomed to a schedule, one in which his mommy fed him at oh dark thirty, left for a dozen hours or more, and then returned well into the evening for a second feeding. While it was true that Prowler ate a hearty meal of Beneful wet dog food supplemented with a dose of taurine, an amino acid used in the metabolism of fat, late last night, his internal body clock was pissed that he hadn’t been fed breakfast.

      He began to let Hayden hear about his displeasure with a chorus of yowls and trills, a high-pitched, chirp-like sound usually made by songbirds, but one adopted by Prowler when he wanted attention.

      The cacophony of vocalizations stirred Hayden, whose head immediately began to pound upon the ambient sunlight hitting her eyes. She had a few choice words for Prowler, who gave it right back to her in spades. The odd couple got their respective feelings out on the table, and then Hayden apologized to her bestest pal for a number of things, including drinking too much, sleeping on the couch instead of their comfy bed, and not feeding him on time.

      Prowler indicated that all was right with the world again by rolling around on the floor, playfully swatting at the cork that had rolled off the coffee table, while emitting a gentle meow.

      Hayden quickly fed Prowler before heading to the shower for the second time that day. The first was an absolute necessity to wash off the stench of the subway. The second was required to shock her body back to life after her self-pity wine party as she watched the nation collapse around her.

      The attacks, and the potential impact they had on the political climate of the country, consumed her thoughts as she watched the news reports. In America, everything was politicized. The attacks could be blamed on the president for not maintaining his focus on the nation’s defense amidst his various scandals. The president, on the other hand, could point the finger of blame on the other side of the aisle, arguing their past Defense Department budget cuts had resulted in a lack of resources to track terrorists.

      Either way, the side with the best narrative would win, although the playing field was not exactly level. The president had made a mortal enemy of the mainstream media, and he rarely was the beneficiary of a favorable news report. As the chilly water poured over Hayden’s head, she wondered if the finger-pointing blame game had already begun.

      She toweled off, wrapped herself in a robe, and walked across the cold tile floors to the kitchen, where she popped a K-Cup pod of Death Wish coffee into her Keurig coffee maker. Known as the world’s strongest coffee, Death Wish coffee was Hayden’s choice for when she had to stay up late working on a legal matter at home.

      Despite the high caffeine content, the smooth, never-bitter coffee had a hint of chocolate and cherry, her favorite combination in candies. Hayden, who took pride in her body and maintained a near-perfect, toned physique, had a weakness for chocolate-covered cherries. When she didn’t have time to make her own, she opted for Cella’s—America’s oldest brand of chocolate-covered cherries, having been first produced at the end of the Civil War.

      With her coffee made, Hayden took a deep breath and walked to her oversized windows and looked at the Potomac. More snow had fallen overnight, and a sudden chill overcame her as she experienced a déjà vu moment. She had stood in this exact spot, in her robe, overlooking the Potomac just hours before when she had learned of the attacks in New York City.

      Since that time, she’d learned the terrorists had struck in many ways and in many places. Her mind raced as she wondered what that meant for her future.
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      Hayden got settled on the couch with a three-day-old cheese Danish and her lap cat. Most of the CNN coverage showed a repeat of the images flashed across the screen from earlier that morning. Surfing the cable networks, she landed on the FoxNews channel, which featured a panel discussing the options available to the president if he deemed the attacks upon the nation were part of a larger, coordinated effort. The group debated whether the actions taken thus far constituted an act of war.

      Judge Andrew Napolitano, one of the participants in the roundtable discussion and a renowned libertarian voice, recounted the words of a book he’d read years ago on the subject of American autonomy titled Choose Freedom or Capitulation, America’s Sovereignty Crisis.

      “In that book, the author, a Harvard professor at the Kennedy School of Government, argued that by most definitions, an act of war, as established by accepted legal precedent, involved violent acts by an aggressor against a country or people who did not consider themselves to be formally at war with the attacker.

      “However, with the advent of terrorism, and especially as a result of technologically advanced weaponry, the author proposed that any act dangerous to human life should constitute an act of terrorism, especially if it was intended to intimidate or coerce a nation, its government, and its civilian population.”

      “Judge,” began the panel’s moderator, Bill Hemmer, “based upon what we know at this point, the terrorists have employed several types of, as you called it, technologically advanced weaponry—cyber, electromagnetic pulse, and autonomous drone-delivered dirty bombs.”

      Napolitano interjected his opinion. “And, Bill, let me throw in the prospect of the incidents in Atlanta, and quite possibly Mobile, as being connected as well. All totaled, six of our major cities have been attacked, all of which by what some might argue to be nonlethal weapons.”

      Bill Hemmer interrupted Napolitano’s thought. “Judge, are you saying that these attacks might not authorize the president to retaliate in kind or invoke some of the protections outlined in the Constitution or by past precedent?”

      “There are many factors to consider, Bill. First off, any retaliatory strikes need to be approved by Congress, in my opinion. The practice of circumventing the War Powers Act by this president, and his predecessors, must stop. In the context of declaring an act of war, neither the Constitution nor any Act of Congress has stipulated what format a formal declaration of war must take, despite the fact they have the force of law. Once that declaration is made, the president’s options widen considerably.”

      Hemmer asked, “Martial law? Invoking continuity of government?”

      “Yes to both, but under circumstances such as these, a formal declaration that the events constitute an act of war is probably not necessary, especially with full public support. Remember, Bill, in a political climate such as the one we live in today, I believe public opinion constitutes nine-tenths of the law, as the saying goes.”

      Hayden retrieved her laptop and began to research the practical impact a declaration of martial law or implementation of the government’s continuity-of-government plan would have on the operation of the Supreme Court.

      Her research began with Executive Directive 51 signed by President George W. Bush in 2007. Formally known as the National Security and Homeland Security Presidential Directive 51, the executive action replaced and expanded upon a similar directive signed by President Bill Clinton in 1998.

      The directive provides that during a catastrophic emergency, in order to preserve the Constitution and the nation’s government, the president may appoint a National Continuity Coordinator, whose task was to work between the three branches of government to protect and ensure the functionality of certain national essential functions, from critical infrastructure to law enforcement functions under a martial law declaration.

      Hayden, who considered herself a very capable attorney, one whom the president trusted with the future of his presidency, read the actual verbiage in Directive 51 and shook her head in disbelief. This executive order granted the president complete control over both private and public sector activities, all in the name of national security.

      From the definition of catastrophic emergency, determined solely by the president, to the specific tasks given the assistant to the president for Homeland Security and Counterterrorism who became the designated National Continuity Coordinator, this was a power grab that belied everything Hayden knew about constitutional law. Yet it was in place and Congress had done nothing for two decades to curtail its mandate.

      The directive allowed the president broad powers once martial law had been declared, including the ability to seize and control all transportation and communication, regulate the operation of private enterprise, restrict travel, and suspend habeas corpus.

      Hayden assumed the president would also suspend the operations of the Supreme Court during this period of catastrophic emergency, however he elected to define the term. Her mind began to process the ramifications of this on her supplemental brief to be argued on Friday. If the president were to declare martial law and invoke the powers granted to him by Directive 51, the justices would not consider their motion, and all hearings would be postponed.

      However, Inauguration Day, January 20, was fast approaching. The law did not require a large public ceremony on the National Mall, which had become customary in the last century. As recently as Gerald Ford’s inauguration, which took place within the White House, the president could formally take the oath of office anywhere that the chief justice of the Supreme Court was present, including an underground bunker.

      Hayden was beginning to generate a theory, one awash in conspiracy, when her phone rang. It was her boss, Pat Cipollone.
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      In the front yard of Delta’s cabin, Ryan and Delta spoke at length about the predicament they faced. With Delta nervously pushing the tire swing back and forth, Ryan relayed his concerns and the options he’d come up with, taking into account Blair’s input. After ten minutes, Ryan received another call from the front gate, as the family from Trenton was becoming impatient. Delta was feeling the pressure to make a decision, so he asked to speak to his children alone. After Ryan departed, Delta went inside to sort things out.

      Prior to the incident in Philadelphia, Delta had been a good father. Oftentimes, it was difficult for law enforcement officers to leave the stresses of their job back at the station when they called it a day. The constant pressure and fatigue of their careers caused by long shifts, dangerous assignments, inadequate gear, and, at times, mismanagement by superiors led to family problems as cops coped with the daily transition from the beat to their home.

      Delta was one of the few who’d avoided the anxiety, depression, and even PTSD while he was assigned to Philly SWAT. As a result, he’d played an active role in Ethan and Skylar’s upbringing until their close-knit family imploded.

      During the tumultuous years following the incident in Fairhill Square, Delta lost control of the parenting aspect of his relationship with the kids. Tantrums, whining, and not listening all came with the territory. In the last year, Ethan had thrown a healthy dose of aggression and back talk into the mix.

      Respect for authority was something ingrained in Delta’s psyche. Like the military, a law enforcement officer understood that a hierarchy existed within their department, and giving deference to a commanding officer was paramount for their team to function when their lives were on the line.

      A child’s impudence, or back talk, was a form of challenging a parent’s authority. It showed a lack of respect, especially if the child succeeded, or if the parent was over the top in their response.

      From the moment Ethan arrived in Atlanta, he’d shown a level of disrespect for Delta that went relatively unchecked. A noncustodial parent, especially in a hostile divorce, had a difficult row to hoe. Delta only had his children’s ear for a few days, while his ex-wife, Karen, could manipulate them for weeks and months on end.

      This family dynamic made Delta’s decision even more difficult. It would be one thing if he had a decent working relationship with Karen as they attempted to lead their children to adulthood. However, the opposite had been the case since the day she had been discovered cheating on him.

      Everything that went wrong in their lives was piled upon his shoulders, and the blame was laid at his feet. The tone had been set during the last two years, and taking a firm hand with Ethan now would serve to push the teen even further away.

      Against that backdrop, Delta decided to employ a tactic he hadn’t used in his tenure as a dad. He was going to lie.

      Not a big lie, at least not in his mind. He preferred to look at it as a little white.

      “Hey, kids,” Delta began, trying to adopt an upbeat tone. Little white #1. “Mr. Smart and I just had a long conversation about your mom, and we’ve come up with something that will work out perfectly.”

      “Okay, Daddy,” said Skylar, who sat up straight on the sofa and gave her father an adoring smile. Ugh. I will get zero father-of-the-year votes.

      “As you guys know, your mother is out on the cruise, and most likely they’ve been made aware of the situation on the East Coast.”

      “The power outage,” interjected Ethan. “Is it going to be fixed soon?”

      “That’s what we’re hearing,” replied Delta. “The crews are working overtime to restore power, and my bet is it’s up and running before her ship arrives in the morning.” Little white #2.

      “Will you be able to meet her at the dock?” asked Skylar.

      Delta walked away and added one more chunk of wood, which wasn’t necessary, to the fire. He simply couldn’t make eye contact as he lied to his children. “No, and here’s why. The news is saying that cruise ships and airline traffic have been halted because of the uncertainty. All that means is your mom will have an extended vacation at sea. Lucky her, right?”

      Lie was too strong a word for that statement. Delta considered that a fib coupled with a half-truth based upon supposition. He honestly believed the cruise line would know better than to drop their passengers off at a port with no electricity. It was more likely they’d leave them stranded somewhere else, like New York City or near Richmond.

      “How will we know?” asked Ethan.

      Delta had to be careful. Constant little white lies and fibs could become a crutch that ended up being exposed. He decided to tell the truth on this one. “I’m going to stay in contact with the cruise line and determine when and where they plan on dropping off their passengers. Plus, your mom has her cell phone on her, so we can stay in contact that way.”

      Ethan seemed to be buying Delta’s approach. “I know, I’ve been trying to call her, but all I get is her voicemail. She’ll call me back at some point, I hope.”

      “I’m sure she will, son. In the meantime, we’re going to stay here at the Haven. I’ve got a job to do, and you guys will be a part of the action as well.”

      “Really, Daddy?” asked Skylar.

      “Yes, ma’am. In about a week, they’re going to get the school up and running, and they’re looking to you kids for help. Because there are children of all ages at the Haven, we have to consolidate grades together, decide which schoolbooks to use from the library we have, and stuff like that. They might even ask some of you to help teach the younger kids. Would you like that?”

      Skylar hopped off the sofa and hugged her father. “I would, Daddy. I think this is going to be a fun adventure.”

      “At some point, you’ll bring Mom, right?” pressed Ethan.

      Delta punted the question. “Let’s take it one day at a time. After the cruise ship arrives and we’re able to make contact with her, then the four of us will come up with the best plan of action.”

      Ethan appeared skeptical, but he eventually acquiesced by saying okay. Relieved that he’d bought a little time to avoid telling the kids he had no intention of bringing their mother and her boyfriend to the Haven, he quickly turned to the front door to send Ryan a text.

      
        
        DELTA: We’re staying here.

        RYAN: Good choice. I’m sending these folks on their way.

        DELTA: Thanks.

      

      

      “Say, Dad?” asked Ethan.

      Delta turned and faced his son, pleased that his demeanor had improved. “Yes, son.”

      Ethan held his phone up to show the display to his father. “My cell phone is dying, and I forgot my charger at your place in Atlanta. Do you have a charger?”

      “Um, what kind of phone is that? Mine’s an Apple.”

      “It’s an Android by LG,” Ethan quickly replied. “The Apple lightning cable won’t work.”

      Here came the whopper of little whites. “Oh, no problem. I’ll ask around and find you a charger, okay?” If his son’s cell phone was inoperable, he couldn’t contact his mother and determine that his dad had just filled the room with lie upon lie upon lie.

      “Okay, thanks, Dad.”

      Ugh!
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      The Cortlands lived in an historic part of downtown Mobile known as Carlen-Midtown. Named in part for the historic Carlen House, the neighborhood used to be on the westernmost edge of Mobile before expansion in the early 1900s encircled the area as the South recovered from the aftermath of the Civil War. The antebellum homes comprising the neighborhood were once referred to as The Loop because of the system of roads connecting it to the rest of the city. In the 1990s, some of the homes that had fallen into disrepair were purchased by savvy investors, renovated, and sold for a profit. The market value of the neighborhood tripled, and when Cort’s mother passed away, he inherited the family residence.

      “Daddy, does it hurt anywhere?” asked his seven-year-old daughter as she assisted him along the brick-paver walkway to their kitchen entry door.

      Cort gave Hannah a little squeeze and attempted to hide the grimace on his face. “You know, it’s a different kind of hurt. It’s not like I was beaten or banged up any. Sure, my waist hurts from the seatbelt holding me in place, but the rest is like a dull ache. I feel like I just finished running to New Orleans and back without stopping.”

      “Like an elephant sat on you?” she asked innocently.

      Cort nodded. “Yeah, kinda like that. I’m pretty sure if I could get Dumbo to sit somewhere else, I’d get better real quick-like.”

      His wife, Meredith, rushed up the steps and unlocked the kitchen door. She held the wood-framed screen door open as Hannah led Cort inside. She leaned over and kissed her husband on the cheek as he passed.

      “Maybe that’ll make your boo-boo better, too.”

      Cort smiled, paused, and kissed her back. “Just being home with you guys is making a world of difference. Lots of kisses will have me up and running by tomorrow.”

      “No way, mister athlete,” she said with a stern voice. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      Cort furrowed his brow and walked into the kitchen. He mumbled, “We’ll see.”

      Once inside, Meredith put the teapot on the stove and found some chamomile tea, Cort’s favorite. The soothing effects of the flavonoids provide several medicinal benefits, including treating diabetes, reducing inflammation, and helping with sleep and relaxation.

      “Isn’t it a little early in the day for chamomile?” asked Cort.

      “Not from what I understand,” began Meredith in response. “The nurse told me about your dream episode. Do you wanna talk about it?”

      Cort briskly shook his head without knowing it. The last thing he wanted to do was relive the nightmare. Ordinarily, he didn’t remember his dreams when he woke up for the day. This time, it was different. The images were seared into his mind.

      “No, but we do have lots to talk about. Obviously, my iPad was lost in the wreckage. I need to get some information off the one I use here at the house.”

      “No, Cort. You shouldn’t be working. You’re supposed to rest.”

      Cort closed his eyes and nodded. This was going to be difficult, but it had to be done. He tried to keep his voice calm—doctor’s orders. “Honey, I know. But there are some calls I need to make, and the contact information is on iCloud.” Cort was referring to the data storage service provided by Apple for users of their iPhones and computing devices.

      “Like who? Who do you need to call that can’t wait until tomorrow? It’s a holiday, you know.”

      Meredith was justifiably upset with him. She’d almost lost her husband. They barely had a foot in the door and Cort wanted to phone his associates in the government.

      “Honey, just a couple of calls, and then we can talk about what happened.” A promise Cort intended to keep.

      “And are you gonna explain to me what the Haven is?” she asked.

      “What?”

      “Last night, as we were leaving, you said something about the Haven. What does that mean?”

      Cort wondered what else he might have said while dealing with the stress of almost dying. “Yes, we will talk about that.” He began to leave the kitchen and head for his study when Meredith stopped him.

      “Cort, I’ll get it for you. Please just sit down.”

      He continued walking through the kitchen and headed across the living room, where Hannah had turned on their gas fireplace.

      “Daddy, Mom said you probably won’t be interested in watching the New Year’s ball dropping in New York after what happened. I recorded the AKC dog show that came on this morning. I wanna see if any English bulldogs are gonna win.”

      “Speaking of which, where is Handsome Dan?”

      Hannah pointed over her head as she got settled on the sofa. “He’s probably asleep on my bed.”

      Cort grumbled as he left the room and entered his study. “Man’s best friend, what a joke.”

      He shut the door behind him to prevent Hannah from walking in unannounced. He expected Meredith would bring his tea soon, so he hustled to remove the rare, antiquarian books from one of the upper shelves that only his six-foot-five frame could reach.

      The void revealed a safe that was guarded with a biometric, fingerprint locking device to open it. The lock released with a slight click. As Cort opened the door, his mind wandered to his brush with death. How would Meredith access the safe? One that she had no knowledge of? Would they have to bring his right index finger from the morgue to retrieve the contents?

      He shrugged and thought aloud, “Doesn’t matter now.”

      He reached in and emptied the contents onto the cabinets below. Two handgun cases. A zippered deposit bag from First Community Bank full of cash. A GPS device and an old flip-style cell phone with a charger rounded out his stash that he jokingly referred to as the break-glass-in-case-of-emergency stuff.

      Cort carried the items to his desk and set them on the leather inlay. Then he collapsed in his chair. He took a moment to examine the contents, which he hadn’t touched in two years. He popped open the cases first and handled the two nine-millimeter handguns. One was a Glock 26 Gen 4 concealed-carry weapon, and the other was a full-sized Glock 17.

      He set them aside and then unzipped the bag full of hundreds and twenties, neatly bundled in the bank’s colored currency wraps, totaling ten thousand dollars. Finally, he plugged the cell phone charger in the wall outlet behind him and connected the phone. It would take a few minutes for the battery to charge sufficiently to make a call. This gave him an opportunity to retrieve his iPad and find the private, encrypted phone numbers he needed.

      After Cort bent over to attach the phone to the charger, a twinge of pain in his abdomen jolted his body. He hoped the searing feeling was a result of the seat belt restraining him during the crash and nothing else. He shuddered as he shook off the pain, unaware that Meredith stood in front of his desk, staring at the guns and money covering the desk in front of her.
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      The sprawling, sixty-three-acre estate located in the tiny community of Katonah, New York, was located ten miles from the Connecticut state line. It was barely forty miles north of Times Square, but the owner was very much in tune with the plight of those running for their lives. He had watched the multiple televisions in his study as the news reports flooded the networks. The attacks were brilliantly orchestrated for maximum effect—instilling fear. He couldn’t have done it better himself, only it wasn’t him this time.

      “Father, have you slept?” asked his forty-eight-year-old son, Jonathan, the heir apparent to the family fortune and, more importantly, the reins to the various foundations and organizations created by his father, György Schwartz. For Schwartz, being one of the thirty richest and most powerful men in the world had been hard-earned through taking risks and engaging in shrewd financial dealings. However, his life had begun in poverty, a condition that shaped his life and world view.

      “Some.” The word was barely audible as the eighty-eight-year-old man had become increasingly tired, resulting in the sound of his voice reaching the level of a near whisper. “I am an old man, but I still have memories of the day the Nazis entered Budapest in ’44. We ran for our lives, frightened of the unknown and the rumors of what the Nazis did to our fellow Jews. Those who didn’t leave disappeared to a fate the world should never forget.”

      With nothing but the clothes on his back, Schwartz learned to survive in Nazi-occupied Hungary. He had an uncanny knack for manipulation and applying his creativity to fool the Germans. When the Nazis hired teenagers to hand out deportation notices to Jewish families in Budapest, Schwartz destroyed them all because his instincts told him that deportation was equated with death. He was right.

      He began to pose as the Christian godson of a Nazi collaborator within the Hungarian government. This enabled him to go to school and avoid the Nazis’ scrutiny. His ingenuity saved his life, but only subjected him to a more frightening period of time as World War II came to a close.

      In 1945, Soviet and German forces fought house to house during the Siege of Budapest. Young Schwartz had become comfortable after creating the ruse that he was a Christian, only to be displaced by the horrors of war. It was a period of time that humbled him.

      After the war, he emigrated to England and studied economics. Considering himself to be somewhat of a philosopher due to his childhood experiences, he obtained degrees in philosophy but found his position in life among economists and investors.

      Drawing upon his vast experience in European economic affairs, Schwartz moved to New York and began his financial career on Wall Street. By age forty, he’d established his own hedge fund with a quarter of a million dollars, which grew to four hundred million in just ten years.

      Today, through speculative currency trading and keen stock trading, Schwartz had amassed a fortune in the billions and, through his philanthropy, had created dozens of organizations with a singular goal—achieving human equality and a New World Order.

      His hedge funds had generated profits considered to be extraordinary by any definition. His foundations had spent billions around the world assisting the plight of the poor. However, the end game for Schwartz and his family, led by his son, Jonathan, was a world without borders. Their prerogatives in the U.S. centered around reducing inmate populations, increasing government assistance to those in need, creating a pathway to citizenship for migrant workers, and taxing the wealthy entities, individuals and corporations alike, in order to lift people out of poverty.

      His organizations were extremely complex by design. Transparency was their enemy, as many eyes, public and private, watched their every move. Despite this, Schwartz had learned as a young boy how to move through the shadows and how to survive.

      With his vast financial resources, a loyal group of like-minded individuals, and an uncanny knack for reading political tea leaves, he was able to effectuate change by destabilizing nation-states, financial markets, and the psyches of the citizenry. He was only one man, but he commanded an army of political agitators.

      “May I have the staff bring you some tea and biscuits?” Jonathan was concerned for his father, who’d aged considerably over the last several years. A joint DOJ and SEC investigation into the financial dealings of several of his organizations had made for several tirades and restless nights. The Department of Justice was focused on their funding of splinter groups around the country that were part of a newly created hate-group list by the president. In his opinion, the Securities and Exchange Commission inquiries were purely vindictive and retaliatory. Schwartz employed hundreds of attorneys and compliance auditors to ensure they didn’t run afoul of the law. As far as he was concerned, the investigation was nothing more than political payback by the occupant of the White House.

      “Yes, son, thank you,” the old man said as he settled in his leather office chair. He pulled out a writing pad and began to scribble some notes.

      His son made the request of the staff and took a seat in a Queen Anne chair situated on the other side of his father’s desk. As his father appeared deep in thought, Jonathan politely sat quietly, allowing the brilliant analytical mind to work.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      While he waited for his tea, he twirled his pen around on top of the notepad as if it were a compass looking for magnetic north, or pointing him in the direction to obtain answers.

      After a few moments in which the two men sat across from one another in silence, Schwartz spoke. “Son, this is not the work of terrorists, at least not as they are defined by Washington. This is far more nefarious. It is a form of genocide I have not seen since my days in Budapest. It cannot continue.”

      “Father, the news media is already pointing fingers of blame at the Russians, who are ostensibly retaliating for the U.S. bombing raids of Tehran as this administration tries to spark a revolution. The other theory is China, partly because of the technology used in the attacks and also due to the escalating trade war initiated by the president.”

      “It is neither,” said Schwartz. “The technology is irrelevant. The weapons of choice were ideal because of the lack of attribution. The perpetrators of these attacks knew this. They are also adept at media manipulation, as are we.”

      “Then who, Father, and why?”

      “Specifically, I don’t know, although I can speculate. The why is a matter of connecting the dots. Son, we have an opportunity that should not be squandered. I know this president as well as he thinks he knows me. He is about self-preservation. He knows how to swim with the sharks.”

      “What are you suggesting, Father?” his loyal son asked.

      “I am suggesting the election is over. He believes he has won if he can just overcome this last hurdle before the Supreme Court.”

      “Do you believe the president is behind the attacks simply to avoid his potential ouster?”

      “I believe that a delay benefits him. I don’t know if he orchestrated the attacks. Regardless, a vacuum of power will be created when he invokes martial law. I intend to fill the void.”
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      Schwartz paused the conversation with his son while their tea was served. After a brief conversation, he lay down to rest until lunchtime. His meals were carefully planned by an on-staff nutritionist. For health reasons, a general practitioner lived on the estate and was charged with the responsibility of extending the man’s life. Money can buy influence, the best in medical care, and an estate protected by high-tech security, but it cannot buy you immortality. Schwartz knew this when he began grooming his son to take the reins, and the events of New Year’s Eve presented a scenario in which he could accelerate his goals of destabilizing the U.S. dollar and the institutions of government that kept a thumb on its citizens.

      “Son, have you reached out to our contacts?”

      Jonathan wandered about the spacious private dining room while his father finished a simple lunch of organic field greens, a steamed vegetable medley, and a steaming bowl of quinoa splashed with a couple of tablespoons of vegetable broth for flavor. Quinoa, pronounced keen-wah, was a grain crop somewhat related to spinach, but was often ground into flour to be used as a rice and pasta substitute.

      “Yes, sir, I have. Over the years, we have effectively diminished the argument of the right that claims Washington is full of deep-state boogeymen. Our sources in the media debunked the notion that there is some type of shadowy cabal of unelected bureaucrats that secretly runs the government. Little do they know, right, Father?”

      Schwartz grinned and waggled his right index finger at his son while he ate. “Make no mistake, they have their own deep-state operatives.”

      “To be sure, sir, but not as many or as dedicated as ours.”

      “What do you have for me, son?” Schwartz was in no mood for an ideological conversation. Decisions had to be made. He carefully guided another spoonful of quinoa into his mouth.

      “Sir, our sources in the White House tell me that the president had nothing to do with this. In fact, he was outraged that the intelligence community had no inkling of what happened.”

      His father interrupted him. “Which goes to my point from this morning. The bumbling fools in the Middle East, or even the Chinese or Russians, would not be able to keep an operation such as this one completely under wraps. Too many leaks. Too much incompetence.”

      “And the threat of retaliation, Father. Have you considered the possibility the president has orchestrated a false flag?”

      A false-flag event occurred when a government undertook a secret operation in which it appeared to be attacked by a foreign enemy in order to justify going to war. It had been a favorite tool of government propagandists for centuries, primarily as an ideological weapon to control the citizenry with the fear of a manufactured enemy.

      “Ah, a tool used by the greatest tyrants in our history,” began Schwartz, suddenly becoming philosophical. “Herr Goebbels once said, the bigger the lie, the more it will be believed.” Schwartz was referring to Nazi General Paul Joseph Goebbels, one of Chancellor Adolf Hitler’s top advisors.

      “Yes, sir. Stalin, too,” added Jonathan.

      “Oh my, yes. Josef Stalin. For him, the easiest way to gain control of a population was to carry out acts of terror. As he proved during his reign, the public clamored for laws because they feared for their safety from a foreign enemy.”

      “Not unlike this country after 9/11,” interjected Jonathan. “If it is a false flag, what is their angle? Who is their boogeyman?”

      Schwartz pushed his plate away, carefully dabbed the corners of his mouth with a white cloth napkin, and managed a chuckle. “Why, I am, of course, son.”

      “Father, you believe all of this has been planned and coordinated in an effort to come after you?”

      “No, son, not me per se. But rather causes and ideals that I hold dear. Consider this. The president will have the opportunity to invoke provisions to ensure the continuity of his government. By declaring martial law, he will be able to postpone the Supreme Court proceedings indefinitely, or at least beyond his inauguration. In addition, in times of war, and arguably, the United States is at war with someone, the people rally around their leaders. They become very patriotic and nationalist-thinking.”

      “The opposite of our goals,” added his son.

      “Precisely. They are counting on the public to fall into line. Whether some type of extraordinary legislation comes out of this, or perhaps executive orders advancing the president’s agenda, remains to be seen. My point is this. These attacks appear to be targeted, with a specific purpose of causing maximum damage to regions where the population consists of those who stand in opposition to the president and his political positions.”

      Jonathan stopped pacing the floor and sat down at the dining table on the opposite end from his father. He paused as a member of the staff gently knocked to announce her presence. While she cleared the dishes and offered the two men coffee, Jonathan scrolled through his iPad.

      “The attacks are targeting the resistance movement,” he said after they were alone again.

      “Except for San Francisco, Portland, and Seattle,” added Schwartz.

      “I wonder why those areas were spared.”

      “They’re waiting for a reaction, son. This is going to be a carefully played game of chess in which the winner will control the soul of America.”

      Jonathan nodded and then furrowed his brow. “How do you play a game, or fight a war, when you cannot identify your opponent?”

      His father quickly answered, “You draw them out into the open. Make them reveal themselves.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Son, heretofore, we have fought the battle on our own turf. We can no longer be satisfied with organized marches in Washington or occupations of Wall Street or even simple acts of defiance by blocking interstate highways. The broken windows and skirmishes of Portland must be expanded to America’s heartland.”

      “The suburbs that are considered immune from activity,” added Jonathan.

      “Yes. In this ideological war, one that is now fought with advanced weaponry, we should expand the battlefield. I am tired of the inner cities burning in angst while suburban America sleeps safely in their four-bedroom home with two cars in the garage and a swing set in the backyard. They do not understand the plight of their fellow Americans because it doesn’t directly affect their lives.”

      “We should encourage the resistance to rise up everywhere, not just in our typical, targeted enclaves.”

      Schwartz smiled. “Yes. The American South, for example. Midsize cities like Richmond, Charlotte, and Charleston. First, they must be made uncomfortable; then their eyes will be opened. While we destabilize society, I can finish my task of weakening the U.S. stranglehold on financial markets.”

      “Father, we have to work diligently to discover who initiated these attacks. If our theories are correct, the course of this nation will change drastically.”

      “Yes, son. I am tasking you with drawing upon all of our resources. Take the fight to the streets. I will expedite my financial activities, and if successful, it will cause an economic catastrophe that will turn everyone against this president.”

      “Unleash the hounds,” said Jonathan matter-of-factly.

      His father smiled and repeated his words. “Unleash the hounds with a storm never before seen on American soil.”
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      “Oh, I didn’t hear you come in,” he said nervously. He pushed off the arms of his chair and stood to face his bewildered wife.

      “Obviously not,” she said in a soft voice. “What’s this all about, Michael?”

      Ugh. She only called him by his given name when she was truly upset.

      Cort fidgeted with his hands and then finally spread them out in defeat. “Honey, I can explain. Will you please sit down?”

      She handed him his iPad and set the cup of tea that was still steeping between the two weapons. “Let me close the door. I don’t want to frighten Hannah.”

      Cort was somewhat taken aback by her insinuation that the presence of the cash and weapons on his desk would frighten his daughter. The family had discussed the purpose of weapons many times, and Hannah appeared totally comfortable with them. Cort even took her to the gun range from time to time when he practiced.

      He took a sip of tea and carefully sat back in his chair. He was beginning to regret rejecting the doctor’s offer of pain medication. At the time, he was feeling okay because he was under the influence of the intravenous analgesics administered during his recovery. Cort didn’t take any prescription drugs, and he was concerned pain medications might alter his state of mind during a time that required clear thinking.

      She sat down, her gaze alternating between Cort’s eyes and the contents spilled out on his desk. Just as he was about to speak, a short tone sounded on the cell phone, indicating it had powered up.

      “What was that?” Meredith immediately asked.

      “Um, it’s a backup cell phone,” he replied as he gestured over his shoulder. “I’m charging it because I need to place some calls.”

      “Why can’t you use our phone? Or my cell?” she asked. Her hands had retreated inside her sweater sleeves, and her arms were folded in front of her, subconsciously wrapping her body as a protective mechanism.

      “This phone is encrypted. When I make calls on it, nobody can listen in or trace its origin.”

      “And the guns? I didn’t know you had them in the house. I thought we agreed that your weapons should be stored in the gun locker at the range.”

      Cort closed his eyes and nodded. “Yes, we did, and I’m sorry for not telling you about these two. I assure you, they’ve been kept locked in the safe until now.”

      Meredith leaned back in her chair and exhaled. She shook her head. “What safe? Cort, I don’t understand any of this.”

      He pointed over her right shoulder toward the top of his ceiling-to-floor bookcases. She noticed the empty space and the wall safe door half open.

      “How long has that been there?” she asked.

      “I had it included when they installed my built-ins. I should’ve told you, but honestly, I thought I’d never have to open it under circumstances like these.”

      She reached forward and picked up a bundle of hundred-dollar bills. She used her thumb to flip through the cash to see if it was real. She set it down gently, as if it might explode if it wasn’t handled properly.

      “Cort, I hope you know how this looks. It looks sketchy, illegal, and more than anything, a lie. I don’t know who you are. Are you a spy? A drug dealer? What?”

      At first, Cort was apologetic for hiding this from his wife. He realized his job to sell her on the Haven would be that much more difficult now. He also knew what was best for his family. He might have gone about it the wrong way, but he had good intentions.

      Like a Good Samaritan who almost died?

      “Honey, let me explain this part, and then we have more important decisions to make,” Cort began.

      Meredith relaxed in her chair somewhat and listened intently to Cort as he told her about the safe, its contents, and how it was there in case of emergencies.

      “Cort, I know you’ve been through a lot, and I empathize with how you feel. Hannah almost lost her daddy, and I love you more than life. Is it the plane crash or what’s happening in the news that prompted you to run in here first thing, shut the door, and empty your emergency safe?”

      “All of the above,” replied Cort. He had to decide whether it was necessary to reveal his theories about the connection between the plane crash and the terrorist attacks around the country. He held that close to his vest, for now. “Something is happening, honey, and I believe last night’s attacks were only the start.”

      “It’s terrorists,” she interjected. “It’s always terrorists. You of all people should know that because of what you’re privy to.”

      “That’s true, but trust me when I say the Islamist groups aren’t capable of what I’ve seen reported. There was advanced weaponry involved, including the possible use of dirty-bomb materials like uranium, strontium-90, or cobalt-60.”

      “I teach Sunday school and third graders, not high school science.”

      “Those are radioactive materials that, when coupled with conventional explosives, can disperse deadly radiation over a large area. That’s what happened in New York and Detroit. I believe the mid-Atlantic states were hit with an EMP and …” Cort’s voice trailed off before he posited his theory that his aircraft was struck with a radio frequency weapon. It was the only explanation he had that would result in a total blackout of the plane, and it had been planned to occur at the same time as the other incidents.

      “I get it. We live in a dangerous world.” Meredith spoke after Cort stopped. She was being very patient with him. “I still don’t understand. You’re home and safe. Are you just making sure this stuff is still here?”

      Cort took a deep breath. It was time to drop the next hidden bombshell. He had so many, he wasn’t sure where to start. “Let me tell you about the Haven.”

      “Yes, please do,” she said with a hint of snark.

      “A year or so ago, your father suggested that we have a place to go to, other than here in Mobile, in the event of a national emergency. You know, a safe place far away from population centers and where we could have others to help protect Hannah.” Cort played the protect-the-child card and the daddy-said card in the same hand. It was if he held the ace through ten of spades in his bridge hand.

      “Daddy suggested this?” Meredith asked.

      “Yes. You’ve seen how the country seems to be descending into the abyss. We may not see it as much here in Mobile as in other parts of the country, but it’s only getting worse.”

      “I know. Do you think these attacks are going to make it worse?”

      “Very much so. Meredith, I have to make some calls and see what the intelligence agencies are saying. You know, the stuff that doesn’t make it to the news. If I’m right, and you know I hate when I am, then we have to go.”

      “Go where? This Haven place? I don’t even know where it is. And for how long? Hannah starts back to school a week from Monday.”

      Cort decided to avoid the second part of her questions. He didn’t know how long either. It could just be a week, or it could be several months, or longer. He’d learn more after a couple of calls.

      He stood and walked around the desk. He leaned against it and took Meredith by the hands, who had begun to cry. Despite the pain screaming through his chest, he assisted her out of the chair to hug her as she began to sob.

      “This is not my world, Cort. This is yours and Daddy’s. I live in Mobile, Alabama, with our gorgeous daughter. I teach third graders and Sunday school. I don’t want any part of, um, whatever all of this is.”

      Cort felt bad for his wife for two reasons. While he had almost lost his life, she had gone through the trauma of uncertainty because of it. Her life had been on the brink of being shattered, and by God’s miracle, Cort had survived the crash.

      Also, he chastised himself. By insulating her from the real threats the nation faced from terrorist attacks and political unrest, he’d treated her like a porcelain doll that could easily be broken. Her father was guilty of that as well. As a result, Meredith was not fully prepared for a future that could include fighting for their lives.
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      A scratching at the door caused Cort and Meredith to break their embrace and burst out laughing. She wiped the tears off her face and gave her husband a kiss on the cheek. Without saying another word, her smiling eyes told him she’d support whatever decision he thought was best for the family.

      “That’s your son,” Meredith said with a chuckle as she gently ran her hands down his chest.

      “Good thing. If it was Hannah, I’d think we’d have bigger problems than the apocalypse.”

      Meredith slowly opened the door, allowing Cort plenty of time to brace for the impact. If he thought getting body-slammed by the Gulf of Mexico at a couple of hundred miles an hour hurt, wait’ll he got a load of the bruising English bulldog affectionately known as Handsome Dan.

      The door had barely cracked when the big guy stuck his nose in and bulled past her, his four legs grabbing the area rug, propelling his seventy-pound frame toward Cort. With his tongue flopping from side to side and drool splattering in all directions, Handsome Dan greeted his favorite parent by virtue of gender.

      It was a guy thing, Cort had surmised after the puppy had entered the Cortland home for the first time. A direct descendent of Handsome Dan XVII bred by Diane Judy of Johnson City, Tennessee, Cort, through contacts he had at Yale, had purchased the stout pup for Hannah when she was four years old. His sire, whose original name was Sherman, as in the Sherman tank, assumed the Yale mascot position in late 2006. English bulldogs had excellent dispositions with children and were sturdy enough to handle a child’s roughhousing.

      “Come here, Handsome,” said Cort as he knelt down to the dog’s level. They had taught Handsome, his shortened name, not to jump on people a long time ago as he continued to grow. By some standards, he was considered to be a dozen pounds overweight. However, his veterinarian gave him clean bills of health twice a year, so the Cortlands did their best to keep him around seventy pounds.

      The wet, sloppy kisses covered Cort and he loved it. It helped him relieve the stress from the conversation with Meredith and allowed him to transition from loving husband back to being the chief of staff to a powerful senator.

      “I’m gonna leave you boys alone,” said Meredith as she admired the reunion. “I’ll keep Hannah out of your hair while you make your calls.”

      “I love you, honey!” said Cort while he scruffed on Handsome’s backside.

      “I love you back, Cort.” She playfully waved her fingers at him and then slowly closed the door. Cort exhaled. It was gonna be okay. Now he had to get to work.

      The first call he placed was to his boss, Alabama Senator Hugh McNeil. When the voicemail picked up, he remembered that he wasn’t using his regular phone. He left a detailed message. “Senator, this is Cort. You probably don’t recognize this number, but it’s a backup phone I have. You’re also probably not aware of the fact that I was on Delta Flight 322 out of Atlanta. Sir, Congressman Pratt is dead. I don’t think that is public knowledge. In any event, please call me back at this number.”

      Cort left the time and phone number. Within minutes, the senator had called back and expressed his shock that Cort had been on the flight. Then the two men talked about Congressman Pratt, shared a couple of stories, and naturally, the conversation turned to the political void left by his departure.

      “Michael,” said the senator, who always referred to Cort by his given name out of habit, “I don’t know if Pratt’s death will change the trajectory of the hearings regarding the president and any possible impeachment trial. I will say this, the woman who’s next in line to Pratt on the House Judiciary Committee is from a red state. She’s consistently in a reelection battle, especially after the Texas legislature redrew their districts. She doesn’t have the same hankering for kicking the president out of office as most in her party.”

      “Sir, she has to know the trial would go nowhere in the senate,” added Cort.

      “That’s right, young man. So why bother, in my opinion. They lost the election. They’ve got these traitorous RINOs running point on this Twenty-Fifth Amendment mess. She might just allow us to eat our own.” There was no love lost between the senator and the Republicans In Name Only—RINOs.

      Cort chuckled. “Sir, Ronald Reagan would be rolling over in his grave if he were around to see this.”

      “He sure would, Michael. Before we hang up, let me mention something to you by way of a heads-up. Because of my status as ranking member on the Senate Intelligence Committee, I am on the short list of those who will be afforded protection by the Secret Service and the military in the event the president invokes the continuity-of-government provisions put into effect years ago.”

      “Do you think the president plans on declaring martial law?” asked Cort.

      The senator paused before responding. He was a heavy breather, so Cort knew he was still on the line. “It’s too early to tell, but I will say this. From what I’ve seen and, knowing the political advantage the president will enjoy if the government is shut down due to this terrorist crisis, I’d expect a declaration sooner rather than later.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Again, I’m telling you this for a reason,” the senator continued. “My wife and I will be moved to an undisclosed secure location like Raven Rock, Greenbrier, or Mount Weather. As much as I’m in disagreement with this policy, you do realize these protections aren’t afforded to my staff, right?”

      “Yes, sir. I understand. We’ve made our own arrangements.”

      “Good to know, Michael. Be safe, and I will contact you on this number once I know more.”

      The two men disconnected the call, and Cort leaned back in his chair. Handsome was sprawled out on the wood floor in front of the fireplace. Like the others in the home, they had been retrofitted to allow for natural gas burners and logs. The old chimneys and flues of the pre–Civil War home weren’t considered safe for roaring wood-burning fires. He pulled the remote out of his desk drawer and turned the burners on low. Handsome enjoyed the heat on his back legs as arthritis began to take its toll on him.

      Cort’s next call was to Meredith’s father, George Trowbridge. His bedroom had been transformed into a high-end hospital room with the finest equipment, and highly trained medical staff lived on the premises to help him cope with his failing kidneys.

      It was hard for Cort to fathom that just yesterday morning, he’d been standing at the old man’s bedside, discussing their favorite topic—Washington politics. It wasn’t that his father-in-law didn’t love his daughter and Hannah, but politics was his passion, and Washington was his playing field.

      On this call, Cort intended to lead the conversation with a simple question, and he wanted a straightforward answer from the most powerful nonpolitician in Washington.

      What did you mean when you said either you control your destiny, or destiny controls you?

      He never got the chance to ask.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        George Trowbridge’s Residence

        Near Pine Orchard, Connecticut

      

      

      Once they were dropped off at the bus station, shuttle buses were made available to take the refugees to the airport and hotels within walking distance of restaurants. Tom chose to hire an Uber driver to take him to the home of George Trowbridge. He didn’t know the address, but he remembered how to get there from the Connecticut Turnpike. He directed the driver to the Leetes Island Road exit, and they headed due south toward Long Island Sound. Twenty minutes later, they approached the security gate manned by two armed guards at the Trowbridge Estate.

      Tom got out of the vehicle and approached the guards, who quickly closed ranks and slowly raised their weapons, causing Tom to hesitate. He began to question his decision, but since they’d made their way out here, he followed through with his plan.

      “State your business,” the lead guard demanded.

      “My name is Commander Thomas Shelton, Joint Base Charleston. My wife and I would like a moment to speak with Mr. Trowbridge if he’s in residence.”

      Tom was intentionally formal in an effort to exude some form of authority and importance. At least, he hoped it would encourage the guards to call the house, with the possibility of gaining entry. It worked, as the lead guard immediately placed a call.

      He stood there for ten minutes, aimlessly kicking at a few loose stones on the concrete driveway. The guards remained stoic as they awaited their orders. Tom noticed that two security cameras had adjusted their position to focus on him. One zoomed in several times before returning to its original line of sight surveilling the driveway and the open lawn.

      A phone rang in the guardhouse and a third guard emerged. “Sir, you and your wife may enter. We’ll send the car on its way.”

      “Thank you. Let me retrieve my wife and our things.”

      Tom quickly turned and helped Donna out of the backseat. She was able to walk on her bad ankle by placing her hand on his shoulder. The guards swiftly grabbed their bags and placed them on a stone ledge near the iron gate.

      “Sir, with apologies,” the lead guard began, “we need to search your things and perform a pat-down search. Ma’am, we’ll call for a female—”

      “That’s quite all right, young man,” Donna interrupted. “If it’s okay with the commander, I’ll allow one of you handsome gentlemen to do the honor.”

      The guards managed a smile and Tom laughed. “By all means, but don’t get too frisky with my wife. I can still pack a punch.”

      “Understood, sir,” the young man said with a smile.

      Moments later, a black Cadillac Escalade approached the gate. The driver helped the Sheltons into the car, stowed their gear in the back, and roared up the driveway to the entrance of the stately home. With her husband’s assistance, Donna was helped up the marble entry steps, where a female member of the Trowbridge staff welcomed them into the foyer.

      “May I get you something to drink while you wait?” the young woman with a British accent politely asked.

      “Miss, we would love something warm to drink, perhaps some tea,” replied Donna.

      “I’ll have it brought to you.” The young woman left them standing alone in the foyer as they took in the grandeur of the Trowbridge home.

      “Was it like this the first time you came here?” Donna asked.

      “I never got inside. Back then, there were no security guards at the front. The driver took us around the side of the house, where Mr. Trowbridge was sitting by his pool with a couple of his assistants. The meeting was short, and then we were on our way.”

      Donna turned to her husband and asked, “What makes you think he’ll remember you from such a short meeting?”

      “Oh, he remembers. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be standing here.”

      “Commander Shelton,” a voice echoed through the marble entry. A man stood at the top of the wide, sweeping staircase against a large, fifteen-foot-tall window. “Please come with me. Mrs. Shelton, I presume?”

      “Yes, Donna.”

      “I understand you have an injury,” the man who was about their age began. “We have an elevator used by the staff if you’d prefer.”

      Donna smiled. “Thank you. I can make it with the assistance of Tom and the handrail. Besides, I’m dying to take in the view of the water.”

      The aide chuckled and turned around. “Oh, it is breathtaking. Sadly, over time, one takes it for granted. Please, we’ll be seeing Mr. Trowbridge in his master suite, unfortunately.”

      Tom and Donna gave each other a puzzled look before starting up the stairs. She was hobbling slightly but moved significantly better than just a few hours ago. They were fortunate the ankle wasn’t broken, or even more seriously sprained.

      At the top of the stairs, the hallway revealed several bedroom doors, although the ornate double entry doors at the east end of the home obviously led to the master suite. They followed the aide into George Trowbridge’s master bedroom and were astonished at what they saw.

      The room was the size of a small home, with multiple sitting areas, a study complete with floor-to-ceiling bookcases, and furniture purchased from the finest antique stores in the world. The furnishings, however, stood in stark contrast to the myriad of modern medical equipment surrounding Trowbridge’s bed. It resembled the equipment Donna had grown accustomed to while she was taking chemotherapy and recovering from her surgeries.

      Tom immediately stopped and pulled on Donna’s hand to halt her progress. He whispered to the aide, “I have to apologize. I had no idea Mr. Trowbridge was ill. This was a terrible mistake, and we shouldn’t have intruded.”

      “Commander,” Trowbridge’s voice boomed across the room, “my kidneys may be failing me, but my hearing is just fine. Please come in.”

      Tom shrugged and followed the older man’s instructions. He glanced over at the massive fireplace. The flames danced up and down, warming the room with both its heat and the orangish-yellow glow. His eyes followed the flames upward, where they became fixed on an astounding carving in the granite fascia. A skull and bones protruded out of the stone, in addition to the numbers 3-2-2 carved beneath. Tom was staring when Trowbridge interrupted his examination of the sculpture.

      “May we have some privacy?” asked Trowbridge, and the medical staff quickly exited the bedroom. His aide remained, taking a seat on a settee near the fire.

      “Sir, I sincerely apologize for the intrusion,” began Tom as he slowly approached the bed. “I don’t know if you recall when we met—”

      Trowbridge waved his arm to dismiss the question. “Commander, I remember everybody I’ve met as well as the circumstances surrounding our relationship. My body may be failing me, but my mind is as good as it was decades ago when I graduated from Yale.”

      Tom smiled and reached for his wife’s hand, encouraging her to stand by his side as he spoke. “Donna and I were in Times Square last night when the attacks occurred, and have been evacuated here until we can find a way home to Charleston. She sprained her ankle during the melee and is having some difficulty walking.”

      Trowbridge closed his eyes and grimaced as if a jolt of pain had gone through his body. Donna shot Tom a glance, as she knew he was aware that her ankle had become measurably better. She recognized her husband was seeking the old man’s sympathy.

      Tom continued. “I really need to get her home to Charleston, and I wondered if you might have a suggestion as to how we could do that?”

      Trowbridge leaned forward in the bed and hollered for his aide. “Harris!”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Check on any available means of transport that will hasten my friend’s trip to Charleston, or as close thereto as possible,” ordered Trowbridge. Then he turned his attention back to Tom. “I assume if we can’t deliver you to your front door, a nearby location would suffice.”

      “Yes, sir. Absolutely.”

      Harris left the room to make inquiries, allowing Trowbridge to explain his illness to Tom and Donna. Donna carried the conversation, telling the sickly man about her experiences with breast cancer and how it had changed her outlook on life. He, too, was philosophical.

      “I’ve devoted my life to making our great nation a better place. Naturally, there are those who disagree with my devotion to the Constitution and the methods I employ to preserve America’s ideals. Quite frankly, in this day and age, we can’t even agree as to how those ideals should be defined.”

      Trowbridge paused and pointed toward a crystal glass of water with an ordinary plastic bendy straw. The contradiction was not lost on Donna, who retrieved the glass and assisted him as he took several sips of water.

      Then he continued. “I’ve seen the political divide grow wider in our nation to the point it appears to be irreparable. You know, Tom, countries come and go. There’s never been a nation-state or empire that hasn’t collapsed. I fear America is doomed to that same fate.”

      “Is it too late, Mr. Trowbridge?” Tom asked.

      “Maybe, maybe not. One will have—” He stopped speaking as Harris returned. Tom and Donna stood out of the way as the aide whispered in Trowbridge’s ear.

      “Ah, yes,” said Trowbridge with a grave chuckle. “I know her well. What is her destination?”

      Harris leaned in to whisper.

      Trowbridge nodded his approval. “Very appropriate, I suppose.”

      Harris then added, “Sir, your son-in-law just called. I took the liberty of telling him you were unavailable.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll get back to him in due time. First, please make the arrangements for our friends so they can be on their way.”

      Tom and Donna’s demeanor picked up considerably at the prospect of getting home soon.

      Donna spoke first. “Sir, I can’t thank you enough for seeing us like this and especially for your help.”

      “I’m glad to help. Commander, may I assume that your wife is aware of our relationship?”

      Tom sheepishly nodded, honestly afraid that he would be rebuked for betraying the confidential association they’d established.

      Donna spoke up. “Sir, my husband has kept a secret, your secret, for many years until about an hour ago. Even as he felt the need to explain how he knew you and why he felt like he could call upon you for help, Tom withheld all the details. I will never pry into his business, nor will I expect him to divulge anything to me.”

      Trowbridge chuckled. “You are a good soldier, Mrs. Shelton.”

      “And, sir, may I thank you for helping us put our daughters through college and our grandkids into private schools.”

      Trowbridge had a hearty laugh at Donna’s candor. “Commander, you’ve married well. I hope you have the ability to take care of this fine woman during the times of turmoil that are headed our way.”

      “I do, Mr. Trowbridge. In fact, Donna and I have planned ahead for the type of collapse that you alluded to a moment ago. May I tell you about it?”

      “By all means,” said Trowbridge, who was genuinely enjoying his visit with the Sheltons.

      Tom began to explain to Trowbridge the concept of the Haven and how it was designed to provide safety to people like them who wanted to avoid the social unrest that might spread across the nation during a time of crisis. During Tom’s explanation, Trowbridge listened intently, and his smile grew bigger as Tom passionately explained his belief that the Haven was one of the best investments they’d ever made.

      Harris returned and provided his boss a simple nod. Unexpectedly, Trowbridge asked Tom and Donna to leave the room for a moment and instructed Harris to close the door behind them.

      Puzzled by the sudden change in demeanor, the Sheltons waited outside in the hallway, staring mindlessly at Long Island Sound, where boats traversed the water like it was any other day.

      Several minutes later, the door to the bedroom opened, and Harris invited them in again. Trowbridge was sitting more upright now, with a Mont Blanc pen and a small lap desk with stationery spread across it.

      Tom and Donna approached, their eyes searching for an answer as to why they had been dismissed.

      Trowbridge adopted a more serious tone. “Tom, Harris has made the arrangements for you. They are unconventional, but they will solve your problem, mostly.”

      Tom was humble and apologetic. “Thank you, sir. I hope it wasn’t any trouble.”

      “Nothing is trouble for me. There’s only should I, or shouldn’t I. You both will be guests of the USS Virginia, which leaves Groton at thirteen hundred hours.”

      “A nuclear submarine, sir?” questioned Tom. “With all due respect, the commander—”

      Trowbridge cut him off. “Is within our employ. The matter is arranged, and your late addition to the ship’s manifest allows less time to scrutinize your presence.”

      “Okay, thank you, sir,” said Tom, who immediately felt guilty for questioning his benefactor.

      “There is one more thing, Commander,” said Trowbridge as he handed a letter to Tom, who maintained eye contact. “I have provided you an accommodation. I need something else from you in return.”

      “This letter?”

      “Yes. Please deliver this letter for me. Its contents are eyes only for the recipient. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, of course, sir.” Tom turned over the letter to see a name scribbled on the front. “But, sir, how will I know this person and where to find her?”

      “You’ll know, Commander,” replied Trowbridge. He appeared tired and he slowly slid down in his bed as Harris removed the writing tray. “Mrs. Shelton, it was a pleasure meeting you. Commander, thank you for your service to our country, and to me. Godspeed, Patriot.”

      Tom’s face turned ashen as the parting words hit him like a hammer. “Um, to you as well, sir.”

      Harris didn’t hesitate to intervene, and the Sheltons were hastily removed from Trowbridge’s bedroom. Without saying another word, they were led down the staircase to the front door, where Harris gave them their instructions.

      “Our driver will take you to NSB New London. The commanding officer of the Virginia will be waiting for you with your credentials. Safe travels.”

      Tom and Donna were hastily escorted out the door, and once in the cool, crisp air, they both exhaled from holding their breath during the whirlwind exit.

      Alone for the first time, they waited as the Escalade returned to pick them up. Donna leaned over to Tom and asked, “Who’s the letter addressed to?”

      He read the name. “Meredith Cortland.”
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        New Year’s Day

        Cape May, New Jersey

      

      

      Angela offered to drive the first leg of the trip back to Richmond, enabling Tyler to gather information from their Kenwood portable transceiver. The children had fallen asleep again, allowing Tyler and Angela to talk freely for the first time about what was happening around the country.

      The stereo system Tyler had installed in the ’74 model Bronco had been fried by the EMP. He lamented that he didn’t have the original AM radio that was standard equipment in the truck. After his father’s truck had been given to him as a teen, he’d naturally upgraded the sound system first. The upgrade was susceptible to the enormous pulse of energy generated by the EMP, ruining its components.

      The truck, on the other hand, was running perfectly. As they started their trip, they had to drive around the perimeter of the massive military base at Fort Dix. The unusual sight of the orange-and-white Bronco making its way down the country roads was only surpassed by the groupings of military vehicles departing the base en route to the major population centers of Trenton and nearby Philadelphia.

      Tyler explained the president had followed the advice of the Congressional EMP Commission led by Dr. Peter Pry, Admiral James Woolsey, and others. Since the 1980s, when Speaker Newt Gingrich began to warn Congress about the EMP threat, the nation’s lawmakers only paid lip service to following the commission’s recommendations but were unwilling to allocate the necessary funding to protect the power grid.

      When the president took office, one of his first actions was to reconstitute the EMP Commission, and upon the recommendations of Dr. Pry and Admiral Woolsey, he ordered the nation’s armed services to work diligently to harden their vehicles and equipment against the devastating effects of an electromagnetic pulse.

      As a result, the troop carriers and armored personnel vehicles at Fort Dix were able to be dispatched to assist the National Guard in dealing with the social unrest that erupted in the major Atlantic Seaboard cities hit by the EMP.

      Tyler was able to confirm that the localized EMP strike had had its greatest impact on a hundred-mile radius around Philadelphia that included the cities of Wilmington, Trenton, Reading, and Atlantic City.

      Through careful monitoring of the emergency channels, they determined that the Cape May-Lewes Ferry was fully operational, although the wait times were significant. Travelers were trying to escape New Jersey and head farther south in an effort to avoid the chaos along the Wilmington-Trenton corridor along I-95.

      “Tyler, if the EMP attack only effected this isolated area, maybe we won’t have to leave our home,” Angela said hopefully. “We love it there, and the kids are comfortable. We have great careers with promising opportunities.”

      “Babe, I wanna say that all of this doesn’t have anything to do with Virginia, but I’m afraid these other events lead me to believe otherwise. All public transportation in DC was shut down simultaneously. New York is in chaos, and as we heard the first responders say, dirty bombs were likely detonated around Times Square and other key landmarks like Grand Central Station, the Empire State Building, and the new World Trade Center.”

      “It has to be terrorism, right? I mean, Russia or China wouldn’t pull crap like this.”

      Tyler turned off the radio and stuffed it between his thigh and the console. “Agreed. Those guys wouldn’t mess around with this little stuff. They’d fire nukes. This is definitely terrorism, and the attacks were widespread. It’s not just where we are. Stuff happened across the country, both big and small.”

      “Like Atlanta?” asked Angela.

      “Yeah, can you imagine what it was like trying to get out of that stadium? What about Mobile and the plane crash? Too coincidental.”

      Tyler glanced in the backseat to confirm the children were still sleeping. He leaned over to Angela and continued. “Babe, let’s get home and reassess everything. We’ll have access to the news networks, and we could even call the Haven to get their opinion. Ryan and Blair seemed like they’d provide us honest advice without sugarcoating the situation or unduly raising alarms, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah, I trust them,” replied Angela. “It’ll be a shock for the kids.”

      Tyler chuckled and looked at them again. “Nah, I don’t think so. I think they’ll look at it as a new adventure. It’s like I read once in a novel. Every great adventure necessarily starts with running away from home.”

      Angela nodded and pointed ahead. “Check it out! Pretty impressive.”

      “Epic!” said J.C., whose little head had emerged from underneath a blanket so he could see.

      “I thought you were asleep,” said Angela as she scooted up and craned her neck to look at J.C. in the rearview mirror.

      “Nope, been awake the whole time,” said J.C. “And I’m not scared, are you, Kaycee?”

      “Nope,” she replied.

      Tyler turned around in his seat and reached for the blankets to reveal both kids’ faces. “You’re awake, too?”

      “Yup, the whole time,” replied Kaycee. “I heard every word.”

      Angela continued to glance at J.C. as she slowed the truck at the Cape May terminal. “How about you?”

      “Me too, every word.” J.C. was grinning as if he’d just scored an extra Popsicle without his parents knowing it.

      Angela started laughing. “That’s it. You’re both grounded.”

      “Why?” protested Kaycee.

      “Um, for … for … for unauthorized eavesdropping, right, Dad?”

      Tyler smiled and nodded. “Absolutely, a heinous offense, in my opinion. Unauthorized eavesdropping carries a grounding punishment of twelve hours.”

      “Sweet! I can handle that,” said J.C. with a chuckle. Once again, the two peas in a pod exchanged high fives.

      Angela shook her head as she inched the truck along toward the next ferry. “Wow, Tyler. You are brutal when it comes to doling out the discipline.”

      He smiled and sat back in his seat. “Yup, that’s why I’m the beloved parent.”
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        Congress Heights

        Washington, DC

      

      

      They began the conversation with the customary New Year’s well-wishes. Cipollone, the lead attorney fighting the attempt to oust the president via the Twenty-Fifth Amendment, never stopped working. Like Hayden, the man was dedicated to his profession and, most importantly, his clients. But the events of New Year’s Eve changed the dynamic in their approach to the president’s defense.

      “Blount, I’ll get right to the point,” he bellowed into the phone. He was riding in a vehicle, and the traffic noise came through loud and clear. “I’m on my way to the White House now. The Chief of Staff has put out a 9-1-1 for an all hands on deck in the Oval, sans the president.”

      “Sir, I believe—” Hayden was about to caution her boss when he cut her off.

      “Do you remember when Rahm Emanuel made the comment in ’08 that one should never let a good crisis go to waste? Do you remember that?”

      “Yes, sir, but—”

      Cipollone interrupted, ignoring Hayden’s attempt to speak, which was unlike him. The street-noise levels were at a fever pitch as horns blared and people were shouting in the background. “If the president chooses, and it’s certainly his prerogative, to declare martial law, the Supreme Court would be forced into recess for a considerable amount of time, or at least beyond the inauguration. Blount? Can you hear this? It’s chaos!”

      Hayden raised her voice. “Sir! You can’t advise the president on this. You have to be able to maintain a level of plausible deniability, or we might be conflicted off the case.”

      “Blount, the president is looking to us for advice. That’s our job.”

      “But, sir, the implementation of the continuity-of-government plan is clearly within the president’s purview. However, because a suspension of proceedings at the Supreme Court is a necessary result, we have to maintain a certain autonomy or independence from the decision-making process. Otherwise, opposing counsel will accuse our firm of suggesting the extraordinary action of declaring martial law as a means to protect the president legally.”

      “Look out!” Cipollone screamed into the phone. He regained his composure and returned to the call. “He would be delaying the case, not stopping it altogether.”

      “Yes, sir, legally speaking, that’s true. However, as his political advisors pointed out, pushing the Court proceedings beyond the inauguration will have a profound impact on public opinion. Once he puts his hand on the Bible and raises his right hand, that imagery will send a message to the public that he was duly elected by the people. Support for the Twenty-Fifth Amendment attempt will wane, especially from those on the right who pushed it.”

      Cipollone didn’t respond immediately, but Hayden knew he was still there by the noise being emitted through the phone line. Finally, he spoke. “I can’t even go to the White House to explain my position. The mere fact my name appears on the White House visitors’ log will raise questions. An exchange of phone calls is one thing, sitting in on a conference call with the president to debate invoking martial law is another.”

      “I agree, sir,” said Hayden, with a sigh of relief. She admired her boss and his passion for protecting the president, but as was the case with most attorneys, he looked at things through the prism of the law. Whether a particular case impacted a business’s operation, or the emotional toll a divorce took on a family, or the political machinations of a president, an attorney’s job was to provide legal advice, and only an empathetic lawyer understood the case from the client’s point of view.

      Hayden, who disdained politics, understood people. She had also studied this president. While most politicians focused on re-election, the president had to focus on self-preservation. The average politician fought to win at the ballot box. This president had to fight the court of public opinion and a never-ending barrage of congressional investigations, many of which had criminal implications.

      He wasn’t an attorney, but he certainly was street-smart. The president didn’t require her firm’s advice to understand how he would benefit from invoking the powers afforded him by Directive 51 and an accompanying martial law declaration.

      She disconnected the call and flopped backwards on the couch. The scenes on every major television network depicted major cities in chaos. Some people were frightened. Others were simply opportunistic thugs looking to take advantage of a weakness in the system when law enforcement was stretched too thin.

      Hayden, however, was waiting for the third element to show themselves.

      The anarchists.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cortland Residence

        Carlen-Midtown Neighborhood

        Mobile, Alabama

      

      

      Cort led Handsome Dan into the living room to join Hannah on the sofa. He tried to keep his composure and not let on that there was any kind of problem. “Hey, ladies, did an English bulldog win this year’s best in show?”

      “No,” replied a dejected Hannah. “It was some kind of dog called a fricassee.”

      Meredith laughed and wrapped her arm around her daughter’s neck. Cort wasn’t exactly sure what a fricassee was, but obviously it wasn’t a dog.

      “Hannah, a fricassee is a food dish. You know, like chicken fricassee. It’s a stew with white wine and vegetables.”

      “What kind of dog won?” asked Cort.

      “It was a bichon frise,” replied Meredith in her best French accent. “It’s a small breed in—”

      Hannah interrupted her mother’s explanation. “Daddy, it’s a stupid poodle. A white fluff ball that shouldn’t even count as a dog.”

      “I vote we fricassee the poodle!” shouted Cort as he raised his right arm in the air. Handsome was in agreement, letting out two hearty gruffs to join in the celebratory pronouncement.

      Mommy buzzkill intervened. “Nobody’s gonna fricassee a poodle, or a bichon frise.”

      After a few more jokes about poodles and stewpots, Cort looked back toward his study to encourage Meredith to go with him. She picked up on the nod of his head and left Hannah and Handsome on the sofa to discuss why he should enter next year’s AKC beauty contest.

      Meredith slowly closed the door behind her. “What did you find out?”

      “Well, I spoke with Senator McNeill first. He said, but couldn’t say, you know what I mean?”

      “Yeah, it’s the way Washington works.”

      “He expects the president to declare martial law at any moment. In fact, he’s already been notified by the Secret Service to be ready to join other members of Congress in the facilities around the East Coast designed to protect the high-ranking officials of our government.”

      Meredith sat down and studied the guns and money, which remained in the same place as earlier. “I wish we all could be so lucky.”

      Cort leaned up against his desk again and patted her on the leg. “But, honey, we are. I’ve anticipated this day coming, and I’ve made arrangements to keep us safe at the Haven. It may not be an underground bunker with the military guarding it, but it is fenced, and it is guarded with some well-trained ex-soldiers and members of law enforcement.”

      “What would we do there? What about food? Hannah is just a child. How would we fit in?”

      “Listen, you have to trust me,” replied Cort. “The people who developed the Haven, Ryan and Blair Smart, have thought through every detail. There’s a school and a church. It’s located on hundreds of acres and along a river too. Hannah will have lots to do and so will you if you want. They need teachers and also somebody to lead Sunday school.”

      “Can we leave if we want?”

      “Of course, honey. Anytime, although if things get bad and the martial law declaration goes into effect, I can’t think of any place I’d rather be than the Haven.”

      Meredith wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. She looked outside at the beautifully manicured lawn and the stately oak trees that adorned their front yard. “We can come back, right?”

      “As soon as it’s safe. I promise.”

      She nodded and squeezed her husband’s hand. “From what you’re saying, I gather we have to leave soon. Am I correct?”

      “Yes, tonight, in fact. I’ve already checked flights, and there’s a nonstop out of Pensacola to Charlotte that leaves at nine. If we get our things packed, we can make it.”

      “I trust you, Cort. You’ve never been an alarmist, and I’m proud of you for thinking ahead like you did. I just wish you’d told me about it. I’m not that fragile, you know.”

      Cort bent over to kiss the love of his life. “I know and I am so sorry. It’ll work out, you’ll see. Now, would you like to help me break the news to our daughter?”

      Meredith rolled her eyes and smiled. “It’s all you, Daddy-O. I’ll be here for moral support, but you’re gonna have to sell her.”

      “But you’re the mom,” protested Cort. “Listen, it’s a known fact that fathers don’t understand preteen girls. There are so many factors to consider, most of which have nothing to do with what happens under this roof.”

      “Oh, you mean like friends at school, girls and boys alike? And band practice? And the history club?”

      “Um, yeah. I guess all of those things.”

      “Yeah, good luck. I can’t wait to see you use all of the political skills you’ve learned in Washington to deal with our twelve-year-old daughter.”
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        New Year’s Day

        Cape May, New Jersey

      

      

      Tyler and Angela had just missed the 10:55 ferry departing for Lewes, Delaware, but were assured they’d be on the next available boat, which would leave an hour later. While they were in line, Tyler wandered around and struck up conversations with several travelers who’d packed their cars and trucks with more than just the customary suitcases to take a trip. Many of these people lived in New York City and had fled immediately after the drone attacks.

      While the kids enjoyed running around the ferry and taking in the sights of the lighthouses and seagulls, the Rankins struck up conversations with as many people as they could to gather information about what had happened the night before.

      The attack on New York was officially being labeled as terrorism by the Department of Homeland Security. The possible culprits ranged from radical Islamists to splinter groups funded by the North Koreans, both of whom had a perceived axe to grind with the U.S.

      After Hamas rebels had fired over four hundred rockets into Jerusalem, the Israeli Defense Forces struck back with a vengeance. Working with the U.S. Navy, who remained a permanent fixture in the Mediterranean Sea, the IDF rained hellfire upon Gaza and Hamas strongholds, including compounds, observation posts and rocket-launching locations. Palestinians and their Iranian allies vowed revenge, assuring America that the fight would be taken to their homeland in retaliation.

      The Kim regime in North Korea, officially known as the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, was anything but democratic. The Kim dynasty spent over half a century coalescing the North Korean people socially, ideologically, and with loyalty to their Dear Leaders.

      The president made every effort to normalize relations with the rogue nation, but when the U.S. intelligence agencies determined that Kim Jong-un continued to hide nuclear missiles in more than a dozen hidden locations around the Hermit Kingdom, the president cut off talks and a war stance was adopted. Crippling sanctions and a massive military buildup threatened to bring the Kim regime to its knees. Many political analysts opined that the New Year’s Eve attacks had been orchestrated by Kim using operatives embedded in America.

      Tyler knew the world was a dangerous place and that America seemed to be the target of the bad actors’ ire. He’d seen administrations try to make peace with the haters, to no avail. Then he watched as this administration took a get-tough stance. The result was the same. The United States was despised by many nations that vowed death to all Americans.

      The eighty-minute ride across the Delaware was disheartening for Angela and Tyler. What could have been a momentous occasion for their children ended up being an eye-opening exercise that reminded them a war could be, and in fact had been, brought to America’s doorstep. They were aware of this eventuality, which was why they prepped.

      The ferry arrived across the Delaware, and the Bronco eased down the ramp onto firm ground. “Okay, you guys, that was pretty cool, right?” asked Angela as she relinquished the driving duties back to her husband.

      “It was amazeballs!” exclaimed Kaycee.

      “I wish our phone cameras worked,” lamented J.C.

      Angela allowed a pout, as her son enjoyed memorializing their trips through photographs and videos. The child even had his own Instagram account with a good-sized following.

      “J.C., when we get home, we’ll get us all new phones, how’s that?” Angela tried to make it better. “Besides, you’ll never forget this experience, right?”

      “Yeah, I suppose. Um, how much longer?”

      “We still have quite a way to go, guys,” replied Tyler. He glanced down at his fuel gauge. He’d driven a hundred miles on this tank and would need to stop soon. “How about all of you help me find some gas, okay?”

      The next twenty miles took nearly an hour as they stopped at one gas station after another, only to find out their pumps were empty. After the attacks, many residents of southern Delaware fled south in an attempt to avoid the anticipated masses of refugees out of Wilmington and Philadelphia.

      With no luck at the gas stations and the fuel needle already on E, Tyler and Angela discussed alternative sources.

      Tyler made his proposal. “Let’s start down some of these side roads but continue to head south toward Chesapeake Bay. All we need is a can of fuel here and there to keep going.”

      “How much does it hold?”

      “Twelve gallons,” replied Tyler.

      Angela shook her head. “I never even paid attention to how often we stopped on this trip.”

      “Every two to two and a half hours.”

      “Babe, I don’t wanna get stuck in the middle of nowhere. I kinda lost track of where we are. Delaware? Maryland? New Jersey? It all looks alike over here.”

      Tyler looked around, searching for some kind of identifying marker, not that it mattered. “We just crossed into Delaware.”

      “That’s right, Dad,” said J.C. “Didn’t you see the sign back there?”

      Tyler rolled his eyes and reached for Angela’s hand. “It’ll be okay. Look for a friendly face who might help us. Or look for a lawnmower. Where there’s a mower, there’s—”

      “Dad!” exclaimed Kaycee. “There! On your right. There are two gas cans in that shed by a riding lawn mower.”

      Tyler stepped on the brakes and slowed to a stop in front of a white farmhouse. A for sale sign was pressed into the ground near the gravel driveway entrance.

      He and Angela made eye contact and he glanced at the gun. She slyly picked it up and placed it in her lap. Tyler slipped the gear into reverse and backed the car up the narrow, two-lane road until he had room to turn into the driveway.

      He hesitated and then drove forward. As he did, Angela made a suggestion. “Let me go to the front door. They might be more receptive to a mother in need of assistance.”

      “Okay, gimme that.” Tyler reached for the weapon, glancing in the backseat as he did. Both children were watching their every move. Sadly, they were growing up fast in this new year.

      Angela left the truck and made her way to the front door. She rang the doorbell several times and waited while a man came to the front porch. His presence must have startled her because she took a couple of steps back.

      The two spoke for a minute, and the remaining Rankins in the Bronco determined from the man’s body language that he was not going to grant Angela’s request.

      Tyler, nervously fiddling with the pistol, was intently focused on the conversation between Angela and the man, as he was prepared to leap from the truck to rescue her if there was a problem. This was why he didn’t notice Kaycee and J.C. slip out of the backseat and out the passenger side of the Bronco.

      Tyler caught a glimpse of them out of the corner of his eye as the two kids raced along the back side of a hedgerow toward the small shed Kaycee had spotted earlier. Within seconds, they had each grabbed a red gas can and were scurrying back again to the truck.

      They arrived at the door, and Tyler leaned through the bucket seats to help them load the gas cans behind him.

      He shook his head and gritted his teeth to speak under his breath. “You two are in big trouble.”

      “We’re already grounded,” shot back Kaycee.

      Insolence. But funny at the same time.

      Tyler got them settled and started the truck as Angela made her way down the sidewalk to join her family. She was shaking her head side to side and then shrugged with her arms spread apart, indicating her disappointment.

      Tyler mouthed the word hurry, causing Angela to pick up the pace. She was barely in the front seat when Tyler threw the Bronco into reverse and hurriedly backed out of the driveway.

      “Where did that come from?” she questioned when the sloshing gas cans caused the odor to fill the Bronco.

      “Um.” Tyler began to explain before hesitating. He didn’t want to condone what the kids did. It was, in fact, potentially dangerous. But, on the other hand, it was quick thinking and was absolutely what needed to be done. “Well, it appears these two are growing up to be gypsy kids.”

      Angela looked her children in the eyes, who immediately cowered under their mother’s glare. “Guys, really? You stole the gas?”

      Before the kids could respond, Tyler and Angela burst out laughing.

      “Sorry, Mom,” apologized J.C. first. “It’s just that …” His voice trailed off.

      Angela couldn’t punish their kids for helping the family out, under the circumstances. “You two are now on double secret probation.”

      “On top of being grounded?” squalled Kaycee.

      “Yes, ma’am,” replied Tyler. “And after we stop to top off our tank, your mother and I will discuss what exactly double secret probation means.”

      Now the parents exchanged high fives.
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        NSB New London

        Groton, Connecticut

      

      

      NSB New London, the Navy’s first submarine base located at Groton, Connecticut, was known as the Home of the Submarine Force. Established as a naval yard and storage depot after the Civil War, the naval base was used sporadically until 1915 and the advent of submarine warfare. Over time, the facility was transformed into the U. S. Navy’s primary submarine base and training school. Now, NSB New London occupies nearly seven hundred acres and was home to fifteen nuclear submarines. Almost every submariner in the Navy passes through Groton before deployment at sea around the world.

      Tom and Donna barely spoke en route to the base. Both of them contemplated the encounter they’d had with George Trowbridge and agreed to wait until they were on board the USS Virginia before they dared to discuss their observations.

      Despite the powerful man’s assurances, Tom still had his doubts about their ability to board the Virginia. Nonetheless, their driver was able to sail through the security checkpoints, and within an hour, they were being escorted to the port commander’s office to wait for the Virginia’s commanding officer for further instructions.

      While they were alone, Donna opened up the conversation by discussing Trowbridge’s health. “Tom, I’m somewhat familiar with kidney failure. Immediately following my diagnosis of breast cancer, as you recall, I became distraught and began researching the worst-case scenarios on the internet. One of the likely results of advanced cancer is kidney failure.”

      Tom whispered back, “Do you think Trowbridge has cancer?”

      “No, not necessarily,” replied Donna. “But this is what I wanted to tell you. I studied dialysis and it appears that Trowbridge is permanently hooked up. He’s either been through several kidney transplant attempts, and his body rejected them, or he has something else going on that prevents a surgery. Either way, he’s probably dying.”

      Tom subconsciously touched his coat where the letter to Meredith Cortland was held. “Do you think his mortality prompted the writing of this letter?”

      “Considering the circumstances and our sudden appearance on his doorstep, I find it odd that he’d hastily pen a letter to be delivered by relative strangers.”

      Tom nodded in agreement as he stared mindlessly at the polished tile floor. “Not to mention the fact that I have no idea who this person is or where we’ll meet her.”

      “Maybe she’s on this ship?” asked Donna.

      “I don’t know. In case you missed that part of the conversation, we’re traveling on a submarine.”

      “Under water, fabulous. Don’t remind me.”

      A naval officer dressed in his blue and black camouflage fatigues approached the Sheltons and asked them to accompany him to meet the commanding officer. He motioned for them to take a seat in an office, where they waited. Several minutes later, a dapper man in his forties entered and closed the door behind him. He was carrying a manila envelope that he immediately handed to Tom before they had an opportunity to shake hands.

      “Welcome to NSB New London. I’m Commander Jeffrey Anderson, the CO of the Virginia.” Commander Anderson extended his hand to shake Donna’s.

      Tom immediately stood. “Commander Tom Shelton, USN, retired.” He and Anderson saluted one another.

      “Welcome, Commander Shelton,” said Anderson. “I look forward to having both of you aboard the Virginia as my official honored guests.” Anderson stressed the word official and added a smile as he did. He motioned for Tom to sit down and encouraged him to read through the dossier that had been created for them.

      After a moment of thumbing through the paperwork, Tom looked up at Anderson. “The Discovery Channel?”

      Donna shot him a puzzled glance and then turned her attention back to Anderson, who explained, “This is a cover I’ve used in the past when our mutual friend has needed an assist. The Discovery Channel produced a series titled Submarine: Hidden Hunter many years ago before the Virginia was commissioned. The series followed the pre-commission process as we put her through a battery of tests and sea trials. The advanced technology, which included, at the time, her air-independent propulsion system, was revealed. Finally, an inside look at raw recruits in Basic Sub School depicted the strenuous, regimented training our submariners have to endure to earn a spot on the Virginia.”

      “So, as the paperwork indicates, we’re producers considering a follow-up series now that the Virginia has seen battle.”

      “Exactly. We’re leaving in less than two hours, and your inclusion as my personal guests will not be scrutinized. Plus, it’s a relatively quick trip for the Virginia. Although we’re permanently based here as part of SUBRON 4, we’re going to spend some time in Norfolk in preparation for our next mission. Classified, of course.”

      “Subron?” asked Donna.

      “Um, sorry, ma’am. Submarine Squadron four.”

      “What if we’re confronted while on board?” asked Tom.

      “You won’t be, but as a precaution, I’d like you to remain confined to quarters unless I accompany you. We’ll be putting the Virginia through the paces, covering nearly seven hundred nautical miles at twenty-eight knots.”

      “Full throttle,” commented Tom.

      “That’s correct, Commander. So, are you ready to come aboard? I’ve got work to do, and I’d like to get you settled while my crew is hustling around. And, ma’am, I understand your ankle needs some attention. I’ll have a member of the medical team look in on you and get you squared away for your future travels. I understand you’re from Charleston?”

      “Yes, and thank you,” replied Donna, who glanced over at Tom with a look of sadness. “It’s our home port, for now.”

      They walked slowly so Donna could favor her leg. As they went, Anderson told them about the Virginia.

      “Designated SSN 774, the Virginia is actually the tenth Navy vessel to be named for the Commonwealth. Our sub is nearly four hundred feet long and has a beam of thirty-four feet. The crew consists of fifteen officers, including myself, and a hundred seventeen enlisted personnel. We’ve traveled nearly a hundred thousand nautical miles on our last three deployments, and quite frankly, it never gets old. It’s in our blood.”

      Donna laughed. “What is it with you sailor boys? You just can’t get enough.”

      “I loved the open sea, Commander,” said Tom. “However, it wasn’t until I was permanently stationed at Joint Base Charleston that I learned to appreciate my family. Are you married?”

      Commander Anderson stopped before they boarded and smiled. “I am. Her name is Virginia.”
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        Congress Heights

        Washington, DC

      

      

      “Well, Prowler, I guess we’re on hold until the president makes a move,” said Hayden to her adoring cat. The beast of a feline had curled up on her lap to relax while she devoured the news and nursed her hangover. She hadn’t heard back from Cipollone, so she assumed he’d followed her suggestion.

      “I hate sitting here, doing nothing,” she mumbled before picking up her cell phone. She saw the three calls placed to her from Blair Smart at the Haven.

      She hadn’t taken Blair’s calls, not because she was necessarily avoiding her responsibilities to the Haven, but mainly because she didn’t know whether going there was necessary yet. By all indications, the attacks had stopped by late afternoon on New Year’s Day, allowing first responders to deal with the damage and state governments to restore order.

      Plus, Ryan and Blair had looked to Hayden as a source of information, the type of insider stuff she could relay to them without necessarily betraying her confidential relationship to the president. Truthfully, anything she had at this point was only speculation, but at least she could advise them about the president’s options.

      Hayden scrolled through her phone to locate recent calls. Just as she was about to press Blair’s number to return the call, a text message came through. She furrowed her brow as she read it aloud.

      
        
        Luck can come from a tragic sequence of fortuitous events.

        For one, everything in life is luck.

        Godspeed, Patriot.

        MM

      

      

      Hayden stared at the display to determine who sent her the message. The sender didn’t have a name, only a three-digit number followed by a two-digit number, separated by a hyphen.

      
        
        322 - 04

      

      

      “What the hell does this mean?” she asked Prowler, who squinted his mysterious golden-yellow eyes as he considered the question. Hayden studied her cat for a moment as if she were waiting for a response. One of these days, he’d speak and send her screaming into the night.

      She read the message again, trying to discern its meaning. Then her phone dinged, announcing another message. It came from the same source.

      
        
        Trust the plan.

        MM

      

      

      Hayden gave Prowler a gentle push off her lap and she jumped off the couch. She ran her fingers through her hair and reread the two messages.

      “Seriously, people. Who are you, and what’s with the cryptic messages? What plan? And who got lucky? It sure wasn’t me!”

      Hayden watched as a single boat puttered along the Potomac away from the city. Her mind drifted away as the words rattled in her head. Luck. Plan. Patriot. Godspeed.

      She swung around and walked back toward Prowler, holding her outstretched arm with the text message screen displayed as if the farther away she held it from her body, the less it had an effect on her.

      “Godspeed? Who talks like that anymore?” It was if she’d received a text from the seventeen hundreds. After considering the intent behind the text messages, she laughed it off as a prank or being sent to the wrong phone number.

      Hayden thought maybe she had cabin fever, and despite the fact DC was out of control, her little corner in Congress Heights appeared to be relatively calm. She thought about calling Blair and decided to give it another couple of hours. Instead, she decided to prepare herself for the inevitable drive to the Haven by topping off her truck with gas and picking up some supplies at her favorite off-grid shopping destination, Walmart.
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        West Clay Street

        Jackson Ward neighborhood

        Richmond, Virginia

      

      

      The Jackson Ward neighborhood in Richmond was less than a mile from the Virginia State Capitol. The row houses that stretched from one end of West Clay Street to the other had been built at the time of the Civil War. Following the war, previously free blacks, as they were called during the era, from the north joined with freed slaves and their descendants to create a thriving community that became known as the Black Wall Street of America.

      The neighborhood, initially called Jackson Ward at a time when political precincts were referred to as wards, also became known as a center for black entertainment. Dubbed the Harlem of the South, the venues were frequented by the likes of Ella Fitzgerald, Duke Ellington, and Nat King Cole.

      Over time, however the community fell into disrepair. After the civil rights movement of the sixties, and the desegregation that accompanied it, the inner-city properties were abandoned. Jackson Ward became the target of redevelopment plans, severely disintegrating the historic community.

      However, at the turn of the twenty-first century, at the urging of Virginia’s governor, a push was made to preserve the historic neighborhood by placing the buildings on the National Register of Historic Places. Taking advantage of tax credits and favorable financing, investors came in and revitalized the neighborhood. One of those investors was the Schwartz family’s charitable organizations.

      Several homes in the five hundred block of West Clay Street were purchased and renovated. For a while, they were used as low-income residences. The close proximity to the state capitol soon found a better use for the homes—a staging ground for political protests against the Virginia state government.

      Virginia was going through a period of political transition. More and more government employees chose to live in the state and undertake a lengthy commute to Washington, DC. Defense contractors flooded the Northern Virginia area, and their employees filled overbuilt neighborhoods left empty following the housing collapse of 2007 and 2008. The political demographics changed from red state to purple to leaning blue in the span of two decades.

      Change takes time, and the Schwartz foundations were prepared to play the long game. New Year’s Eve simply accelerated their timetable.

      That afternoon, a group of forty-seven people assembled in the four row houses along West Clay Street. Prior to the New Year’s Eve attacks, their activism was limited to coordinating astroturf political protests in Richmond and Washington, DC. Astroturfing, a term derived from the artificial grass used at indoor stadiums, was the practice of creating an illusion that the public outcry was spontaneous and supported by the grassroots of citizens.

      In reality, the organizations behind these large gatherings paid the protestors, funded their expenses, and coordinated their efforts. They were a tool to manipulate the media into spreading the false premise that the entire populace was behind a measure when in reality the protestors were paid to vocally embrace the cause du jour.

      On this evening, an actual grassroots protest, of sorts, was being planned. The men and women who attended the call to action weren’t there to recruit protestors for fifteen dollars an hour to ride in a bus to Washington for the day. These people were the true believers in the cause. They called themselves the Resistance, although they identified with many different groups spread around the country.

      Until now, they weren’t organized as a collective. Operating on a regional basis, rarely were they called to perform a task outside their home states or a nearby large city. These were the hard-core few, often labeled as anarchists, a slur that many resented but others wore as a badge of honor.

      Those on the right claimed anarchists were hell-bent on battling the police and destroying property, all in an attempt to voice their displeasure with the government. Meanwhile, these self-identified anarchists claimed to be on a quest for a just and equitable society, and that political labels were more than irrelevant. They were counterproductive and divisive.

      Modern society looked upon the anarchists gathered on West Clay Street that evening as hoodlums and thugs who were trying to circumvent the ballot box to effectuate change. The gathering of young people saw themselves as something different and pointed to history to make their case.

      They argued that throughout history, it has been necessary to shock the system in order to get people’s attention. Riots and work stoppages were necessary in order to protect workers and to form labor unions in the early twentieth century.

      The violence surrounding the civil rights movement was necessary to pass the critical legislation protecting the rights of all Americans regardless of race. Since the turbulent sixties, many Americans believe the times demanded a unified struggle to get the attention of those who were comfortable in their surroundings and oblivious to the plight of others.

      They had bucked the system, shunned the government, and sometimes rioted to make their point. Now the battle would become much more personal. They wore black clothes and black bandanas to cover their mouths. Some wore the white Guy Fawkes masks used most recently by Anonymous, a loosely organized group of hacktivists known for their attacks on government and corporate computer systems.

      Historically, the Guy Fawkes mask had been used by the Loyal Nine, the original Sons of Liberty, when organizing resistance to the British Crown during the years leading up to the American Revolution.

      On one occasion, knowing they were going to need help organizing a resistance movement, the Loyal Nine turned to Bostonian Ebenezer Mackintosh and his gang of miscreants known as the South Enders.

      Mackintosh was a poor shoemaker who was generally considered lower class in Boston at the time. After the death of his first wife, Mackintosh became involved in the militia and later joined the infamous Fire Engine Company No. 9 in South Boston. Over time, he became a fixture and a leader in the poor communities of Boston’s South End.

      As the head of the fast-growing South End gang, he coordinated activities of the annual Guy Fawkes Night held on the fifth of November. In 1605, Guy Fawkes was a member of the Gunpowder Plot to assassinate King James and several members of the House of Lords. The plot failed, but Fawkes became well known for his insurgent activities. Animated masks honoring Fawkes began to surface, featuring an oversized smile and red cheeks, a wide upturned moustache, and a thin vertical pointed beard.

      Mackintosh used the occasion of Guy Fawkes Night to light an enormous bonfire and recruit more members into his gang. He orchestrated most activities in the south part of the city. Inciting public disturbance was not foreign to them. The insurgency became a thorn in the side of the British, enabling the Loyal Nine to sow the seeds of liberty and advance the cause of freedom.

      Today, groups like Anonymous and others had to conceal their identities from the thousands of cameras that existed in the Orwellian state that was modern America. In the past they’d used a variety of tools ranging from megaphones to wooden poles to chunks of concrete so they could draw attention to poverty, racism, educational inequality, and gender bias.

      Now the gloves were off. The restraints had been lifted. They had been given deadlier tools capable of fighting back against what was being perceived as a war against those who needed their protection the most.

      This meeting on West Clay Street in Richmond, Virginia, was not the only one. Others like it were being held in Alexandria, Virginia; Charlotte, North Carolina; Memphis, Tennessee; and Atlanta, Georgia.

      Their marching orders were the same—make them feel uncomfortable. Take the fight to Main Street America. Leave your mark everywhere as a constant reminder of who we are.

      Resist!
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        Walmart

        Clinton, Maryland

      

      

      Hayden had been raised by her family to be independent and self-reliant. Growing up, she hunted, fished, and enjoyed camping. She loved the outdoors and learned to live off the land, studying survival methods of foraging, trapping small game, and surviving in extreme temperatures.

      Eventually school took over her life and she had to place her hobbies on the back burner. She still found ways to maintain her self-defense survival skills. Frequent trips to a gun range in Maryland were a part of her routine. Before the family farm was sold, she took trips back to Tennessee to camp and hike. Also, once she moved to Washington, she learned to defend herself physically through Krav Maga and verbally through the law.

      Hayden prided herself on being a defender. Not necessarily of criminals, although she could. No, she was a defender against bullies. From childhood to the highest levels of power, Hayden defended those who were persecuted by mobs, whether it was kids in a schoolyard or an overbearing media.

      She made her way through light traffic to nearby Clinton, Maryland, located just ten miles east of Alexandria, Virginia, where the closest Walmart was located. Hayden rarely went grocery shopping, taking the majority of her meals at her desk, except for the occasional working dinner with her associates at work or with a client.

      Hayden went to Walmart for many reasons, including purchasing ammunition for the weapons she kept in her gun locker at the Maryland Small Arms Range in nearby Meadows, Maryland. The range was frequented by military personnel stationed at Joint Base Andrews, some of whom she’d struck up friendships with.

      The quick fifteen-minute trip was uneventful. Upon arrival at Walmart, however, she was surprised at how full the parking lot was considering it was a holiday. She’d assumed everyone had emptied their bank accounts and maxed their credit cards by Christmas or were assuredly tapped out from the after-Christmas sales.

      Once inside, Hayden was astonished. The checkout lines were all open, and they were seven customers deep. Overflowing baskets of bottled water, canned goods, blankets, and other supplies could be seen.

      She shook her head and turned to the left, where she found an abandoned grocery cart near the pharmacy. She commandeered it and set about filling it up. While she was in the pharmacy area, she stockpiled first-aid supplies, vitamins, and health supplements. She added at least three each of the toiletries she used.

      She stopped in the camping supplies aisle and filled her cart with a variety of camping gear and off-grid cooking supplies. She didn’t anticipate having to sleep in the woods overnight, but it was a part of her stored gear that needed backup supplies.

      Making her way through the sporting goods aisles was more difficult. At her final stop, a crowd had amassed around the gun counter as customers, primarily men, waited on their purchases. Maryland did not preempt federal law regarding gun purchases. Most eligible buyers could make their purchase in the length of time it took to get a response on their background check.

      Hayden didn’t need any more weapons; eight was more than enough. However, as her father had told her once, you can never have enough ammo because without it, your gun is nothing more than an expensive club.

      She politely pushed past the men and made her way to the counter. Two frenzied clerks stood waiting for the phone to ring. Their ammunition stock had dwindled, but it was far from empty. Hayden glanced around at the men who had the presence of mind to make their gun purchases quickly, considering the circumstances. The one thing they hadn’t done yet, she surmised, was purchase ammunition. They were most likely waiting to pick up their weapon first.

      All eyes were on Hayden, not just because she’d muscled her way into the all-men’s club at the Walmart weapons counter, but even dressed-down in her Duke sweats, she was incredibly beautiful.

      “Good afternoon, miss,” the older clerk greeted her. “Are you here to purchase a gun?”

      “Maybe she wants a pink Crosman air gun?” said one of the men at the rear of the crowd, which drew a hearty laugh from his fellow shoppers.

      “No, ammo only, please,” replied Hayden, ignoring the continuing snide remarks directed at her.

      She focused on her arsenal rather than what she already had in her storage locker and in the condo. Everything she was about to purchase would supplement what she’d take to the Haven if it came to that.

      “Okay, ma’am, tell me what you need,” the friendly clerk offered.

      Hayden thought for a moment. Had this been several years prior, she would’ve run up against Walmart’s internal policy limiting ammunition purchases to three boxes per day. That restriction had been lifted, and now, unless a do-gooder salesclerk picked up the phone and contacted local law enforcement without cause, the sky was the limit for Hayden.

      “I’ll need five hundred rounds per weapon,” she stated confidently. This drew gasps from the men behind her in line, and then several chuckled as more jokes were cracked about how BBs come packed in thousands.

      The clerk retrieved a pen and a pad of paper to begin making notes. Hayden reeled off her firearms, some of which were duplicated, like her handguns.

      “A thousand rounds of nine millimeter, Luger, one hundred fifteen grain. Give me the PMC Bronze.”

      “Okay.”

      “A thousand rounds NATO five-five-six. Make them Federal, American Eagles. Sixty-two grain.”

      The clerk nodded. Hayden heard some whispers coming from behind her. “She’s got two AR-15s. Who is this chick?”

      “A hundred rounds of Remington sluggers. A hundred rounds of bird. And three hundred rounds of double-ought buck. All Remington, please.”

      The clerk wrote down her request. “Um, ma’am, I’m glad to accommodate you. But, um, how much more do you need? Do you realize how much this ammo will weigh? We can’t help you to your car with it all.”

      “I appreciate your concern, but I can handle it.”

      “I’d be glad to help the little lady,” muttered the man directly behind her, who continued to crowd Hayden at the counter. She didn’t consider the men to be a threat to her safety. They were just jerks to be ignored unless they crossed her boundaries. Then they’d get taught a lesson.

      “Okay, what else?” asked the clerk.

      Hayden rounded out the ammunition she needed for her hunting rifles and her AR-10. Although her weapons varied due to their specific uses, she tried to maintain common, interchangeable calibers.

      She took her time, paid for all of her purchases, totaling almost fifteen hundred dollars, and walked out of the store feeling better prepared. The parking lot had filled to its maximum capacity now, and customers were making their way through the rows of cars looking for an available space. An older woman was trailing Hayden as she pushed the overloaded shopping cart to her Range Rover. She waved to the woman to let her know where her car was, and the driver waved back in appreciation.

      As Hayden finished unloading, she noticed another car had arrived and was waiting for her space, continuously inching forward in an attempt to take the spot before the older woman. Hayden was about to walk toward the car to tell the male driver the space was already promised when she noticed there were two other males sitting in the backseat. It struck Hayden as odd that nobody was in the passenger seat, but it didn’t matter. She turned around and got in her own vehicle.

      When she backed out, she deliberately backed into the direction of the male driver, effectively preventing him from taking the space. Then, once the old woman was parked, Hayden pulled out of the way of the man, who revealed his irritation with a honk of the horn and the display of his middle finger.

      The gesture caused Hayden to laugh. “Another bully defeated,” she said aloud as she pulled forward again and idled directly behind the older woman’s car. Her instincts told her that the irate man might take out his anger on the woman who won the spot.

      He whipped the wheel to the left and jetted past her, shooting her the bird a second time. Hayden had adopted an idiom many years ago when dealing with an unreasonable temper tantrum. Let them stew in their own madness. Engaging the person never ended well. Instead, she decided to let their anger ruin their own day, not hers.

      The older lady exited her vehicle, waved to Hayden, and gave her a smile in appreciation. Hayden considered what she did to be a small gesture, a random act of kindness that the world needed more of. However, the encounter inside the store with the rude men, and now with the driver in the parking lot, was a reminder that emotions such as anger and resentment could fester into bigger problems. In fact, the unrest she’d observed in the news reports was testament to that.

      Hayden stopped by the gun range and emptied her gun locker. If circumstances required her to leave for the Haven on short notice, she wouldn’t have the luxury of gallivanting around town. She planned on getting ready to leave.

      She approached a highway overpass as she crossed from Maryland back into the District of Columbia. Three young men dressed in black had gathered around the bridge abutments and were spraying the pillars with black spray paint. They weren’t graffiti artists whom she’d seen work in the past. No, these men had an agenda.

      They were each in various stages of completing the same image—a rose held in a man’s fist. Hayden thought for a moment and reached for her iPhone. She found the camera app and slowly approached the overpass. Without the artists’ noticing, she snapped a picture.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      A single black rose held high in the air. It had to be symbolic of something, Hayden just didn’t know what.
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        New Year’s Day

        Capeville, Virginia

      

      

      “Thirteen dollars a gallon? You’re joking, right?” Angela was incredulous. Tyler had pulled into the Lankford Truck Plaza on Virginia’s Eastern Shore, excited about the prospects of replenishing their near empty gasoline tank. The cans pilfered by the children had topped off the Bronco’s tank and left some to spare, gaining them an extra forty miles before stopping. With a fill-up, they could easily make it to their home in Richmond.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, but we simply pass on the cost of the fuel we get from our jobber,” the assistant manager explained. “Fuel is scarce all over, with most stations along the Eastern Seaboard closing up as a result. The only reason we have any to sell is because we’re the first station on this side of Chesapeake Bay. And, as the sign outside reads, we’re the last stop for fuel as well.”

      Angela was still stewing when she noticed a line was forming behind her of angry travelers, likely frustrated by the exorbitant cost, but exasperated by Angela’s quibbling with the manager.

      She rolled her eyes and reached into her pocket to provide the man her debit card. “We need to fill up on pump four.”

      “Cash only. Credit card machines are down due to what happened in New York.”

      “What?”

      The man rudely rapped the palm of his hand on the counter. A piece of copy paper with the words CASH ONLY scribbled in ballpoint ink had been taped to the counter next to the advertisement for Marlboro cigarettes on sale.

      Angela rooted around in her pocket and retrieved all of her crumpled-up cash. She flattened out the bills one at a time and spread the money out on the counter. “Give me ninety-four dollars’ worth on pump four.”

      The man scooped up her cash, and without saying a word to acknowledge her purchase, he shoved the money in his pocket and looked to the next person in line.

      Angela was about to leave and then decided against it. “Hey, I need a receipt for that. You know, for tax reasons.”

      The assistant manager glared at her, retrieved the cash from his pocket, and promptly rung the transaction up on the register. He angrily tore the receipt off the machine, ripping it in two, and dropped it on the counter.

      She scooped up the receipt and smiled as she walked out of the truck stop, knowing that she’d made the probable thief’s day a little less pleasant.

      Tyler had already started pumping the gas when she returned to the truck. “Babe, we can only get ninety-four dollars’ worth of gas. The thirteen-a-gallon price was correct.”

      “That’s nuts,” Tyler grumbled.

      “Well, this place is full of thieves, so let’s forget about it. It’s probably karma, anyway.”

      “Huh?”

      “You know, for taking that man’s gas back there.”

      Tyler finished pumping the gas and replaced the fuel nozzle. “Angela, please don’t be upset with the kids. They were just trying to help. And, as it turned out, it made a difference. We wouldn’t be standing here if they didn’t.”

      “I get that, but at the same time, what’s next? What kind of risks will they take down the road in an effort to be helpful? They’re just kids.”

      Tyler nodded and opened the door for his wife. She was getting settled in when he bent over and kissed her on the cheek. He whispered in her ear, “You’re right. I’ll talk with them about it when we get home. For now, we’ve got a hundred miles of smooth sailing to the house. Let’s regroup, get a good night’s rest, and then address all of this tomorrow. Cool?”

      Angela reached up to touch Tyler’s face and kissed him back. “Cool.”

      A few minutes later they approached the Eastern Shore Welcome Center, where a number of travelers were parked on the side of the road near the toll booth. Tyler slowed down before going through the lanes to pay.

      “What do you think the deal is?” he asked.

      Angela studied the travelers, who turned in their direction as they drove by. “They’re waving at us. Maybe their cars aren’t running.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” said Tyler. “I mean, how did they get here?”

      Tyler slowly approached the four-lane toll booth marking the entry to the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel. At nearly eighteen miles long, the bridge and tunnel combination was considered one of the engineering wonders of the world. Nicknamed Chessie, it stretched from Virginia’s Eastern Shore to the mainland near Virginia Beach.

      The bridge provided scenic, breathtaking views of Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic Ocean. Along the route, the bridge dipped down below the water’s surface at the Thimble Shoal Channel tunnel and later at the Chesapeake Channel tunnel built between two manmade islands. The tunnels allowed the shipping channels to remain open for oceangoing vessels traveling in and out of Chesapeake Bay.

      As they sailed past the unmanned toll booth, the Rankins looked forward to yet another aspect of their adventure. This time, they would take in a spectacular sunset during their drive across the bridge.

      When they emerged on the other side of Chessie’s Thimble Shoal tunnel, it would be dark. Very dark.
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        New Year’s Day

        Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel

        Virginia

      

      

      Tyler stopped the truck at the man-made island entering the Thimble Shoal tunnel in order to take in an incredible sunset. The family had been through an incomparable ordeal beginning with being stranded on Kingda Ka just eighteen hours ago, to almost losing J.C. in the process of getting rescued. Their drive home had been uneventful other than the issues surrounding gasoline. With the final leg of their journey coming up, Angela and Tyler looked forward to traveling through the familiar territory that was just ten miles ahead of them on Virginia’s mainland.

      “Okay, who’s ready to go home?” asked Tyler, who, despite not having slept all night, was remarkably alert and in good spirits. Their children had slept plenty, and Angela had even managed a catnap here and there. Tyler was functioning on adrenaline and a sense of purpose, plus an occasional bottle of Angela’s Starbucks Cold Brew.

      “We are!” Kaycee and J.C. responded in unison.

      “I’ve got shotgun!” yelled Angela, and she broke in a sprint to return to the Bronco.

      “I’m taking the wheel this time!” said J.C., who pushed off his sister to get a head start. He was almost on his mother’s heels when Kaycee caught him.

      “No way, I’m almost sixteen. Let me drive!” shouted eleven-year-old Kaycee.

      She and J.C. jockeyed for the lead as they raced each other to the truck. When they arrived, the two youngsters pulled and tugged at one another to open the driver’s door and slide behind the wheel.

      Tyler, who thoroughly enjoyed the goofy kids he and Angela had raised, reached into his pocket to retrieve the keys. He held them high over his head with two fingers and dangled them just out of Kaycee’s reach. “Hey, goobers. Nobody’s going anywhere without these.”

      “No fair, Dad!” she protested, drawing a laugh from Tyler.

      “We’ll talk fairness when you turn sixteen and learn to ask daddy dearest for the keys then. How’s that?”

      Kaycee pretended a pout and then raced around the truck to enter the seat behind her mother.

      “Hey! That’s my side of the truck,” said J.C. “I want to watch the sunset some more.”

      “We’re going in a tunnel, dork,” Kaycee shot back, teasing her younger brother.

      Tyler shook his head and slid behind the wheel. He started the ignition and eased onto the road, which started its merge into two lanes. The tall concrete walls created a canyon effect that immediately blocked out the last remaining daylight and took them inside the cylindrical structure.

      Rows upon rows of fluorescent lights lined both sides of U.S. 13 as the road took a noticeable drop below the surface of Chesapeake Bay. Angela studied the structure, periodically pointing out certain features to the kids. They’d traveled less than a mile when Tyler made an observation.

      He leaned over and whispered to Angela, “Have you noticed we’re the only car in here. I mean, nothing has passed us coming out, and I don’t remember seeing anyone driving in while we were watching the sunset.”

      His wife shrugged and looked forward and then to their rear, as if to confirm what he was saying. “Um, maybe people have stopped for the night. Plus, gas is scarce and unaffordable, right? Traffic did die down the farther south we traveled.”

      Tyler seemed unconvinced. “Yeah, I guess.”

      With no traffic to contend with, Tyler stepped on the gas and quickly emerged on the other side of the Thimble Shoal tunnel. The sun had completely dropped below the horizon, and darkness had spread across the bay. They drove across an artificial island as the road narrowed to two lanes just before they entered the slightly longer Chesapeake Bay tunnel.

      “Hey, Dad, somebody didn’t pay the power bill for this tunnel,” said Kaycee jokingly.

      The fluorescent lights were not working, nor were the periodic yellow caution lights that had flashed continuously in the first tunnel.

      “Still no traffic, babe,” said Tyler. He took a long look in his rearview mirror, expecting to see headlights coming their way. Still nothing.

      “Look out!” exclaimed Angela, causing Tyler to react by letting off the gas and slamming on the brakes.

      The kids were thrown forward in their seats, and their stowed gear shifted around in the back. Tyler stopped just before running into the side of a pickup truck pulling a camper that had jackknifed, blocking both lanes.

      “What’s the deal?” asked Tyler, who allowed the engine to idle with the headlights illuminating the crash scene.

      “Now I see why no cars were coming out,” said Angela. “It would have been nice if they’d warned us back there about the accident.”

      “Maybe they tried,” began Tyler. “Those people were trying to wave us down, remember?”

      “Yeah, but they weren’t cops or DOT workers,” replied Angela. She began looking around the tunnel. “It’s so narrow. Do you even have room to turn around?”

      Before Tyler responded, he saw movement under the camper. “There! Did you see that? It looked like somebody was under the camper, waving their arm.”

      “They may be hurt,” said Angela, her medically trained instincts kicking in.

      Like most doctors, Angela was well-versed in the types of actions that could get her into legal trouble, especially malpractice matters. In order for a doctor to be liable for rendering medical treatment while off duty, they must owe a duty to the patient, such as a prior doctor-patient relationship. In most U.S. jurisdictions, a doctor has no affirmative duty to provide medical assistance to an injured stranger.

      Angela, like most physicians, would never walk away from someone with a traumatic injury if she thought their life was in jeopardy.

      She unbuckled her seat belt and reached for the door handle. “Let me check it out.”

      “No,” said Tyler sternly. “You stay here with the kids. I’ll be right back.”

      Before she could protest, Tyler jumped out of the Bronco and jogged to the jackknifed rig in front of them. He glanced inside the front seat and found it empty. He dropped to the ground and looked under the camper for the arm that he was certain had waved at him.

      Nothing.

      The whole situation bothered Tyler. Where were the emergency responders? Was Virginia Beach in the middle of something that prevented assistance from coming into the tunnel?

      His mind raced as he stood and walked over the tongue of the camper’s trailer to hop to the other side. That was when he found the source of the movement.
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        New Year’s Day

        Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel

        Virginia

      

      

      Seven people were bound and gagged, tied together with electrical wiring and heavy-duty extension cords. Tyler stood in shock as he tried to see in the dim light provided by the Bronco’s headlamps reflecting off the beige tiles lining the tunnel’s walls.

      He carefully approached a woman who’d fallen over near the bottom of the camper. It was her wiggling around that had caught Tyler’s attention as he drove up on the jackknifed rig. He reached down to set her upright when her eyes grew wide. She grunted, trying to speak through the bandana that had been tied through her mouth and around the back of her head.

      “Hold on, let me remove the—”

      Tyler never finished the sentence as he was knocked across the back of his head with a two-by-four. The blow stunned him but didn’t knock him out. He rolled across the concrete pavement and landed against the tile wall near a storm drain.

      He tried to get on all fours and pick himself up, but the attacker was on him, kicking him in the side, knocking him down again.

      “Don’t get up,” a man snarled at him in the dark. The man turned and spoke to another man. “Tie him up like the others. Check his pockets.”

      Tyler was still coherent, although his head was throbbing. The blow had caught him behind the right ear and just below the crown of his head. His head immediately began to swell, but his bigger issue at the moment was his inability to breathe due to the kicks in the ribs and stomach. The lack of oxygen and the still air in the tunnel prevented him from defending himself and shouting to Angela.

      As the other attacker manhandled him onto his stomach and brusquely pulled Tyler’s hands behind his back, he could make out his initial attacker speaking with a third person, a female.

      “All right, it’s the same as before. This time don’t let them drive away.”

      “I won’t,” the woman replied. “We’ve got one of theirs. They ain’t gonna just leave him behind.”

      “Either way, we’ve been workin’ this deal for too long. We’re lucky the po-pos ain’t showed up.”

      Tyler could hear the woman kissing her partner, the ringleader of this trio of thugs. He was in pain but was fully aware of what was happening.

      The three were opportunists, common criminals taking advantage of this car wreck in the tunnel. There was only one way out, and that was back toward Virginia Beach. He was still astonished that law enforcement hadn’t arrived on the scene yet, but from the looks of the bodies piling up around him, perhaps nobody was able to reach out for help, or cell service was unavailable inside the tunnel.

      Tyler stayed on the ground and pretended to be incapacitated as the other man rifled through his pockets. He took Tyler’s license and credit card, together with the fifty dollars in cash out of his left pocket. He tossed aside the license before shoving the cash and credit card in his pocket.

      “How’d we do?”

      “He’s the poorest one yet,” the man replied in disgust. “Fifty bucks and some plastic.”

      The leader voiced his disappointment. “That sucks.”

      “I’m done with this crap, man. Let’s get the hell outta here.”

      The woman agreed. “Yeah, we can burn through these credit cards on the other side and then head up to Wilmington. They’re tearin’ up the town, from what the news said.”

      “We’ll take the new guy’s car,” began the leader. “If we see any cops, we’ll tell ’em to hurry. Man, we’ll be long gone before they figure it out.”

      Tyler’s eyes grew wide as he tried to come up with a way to warn Angela. He wiggled around to get a better view of his surroundings, hoping to find some way to signal to her. There were no options and he was too late. The trio left the hostages and split up.

      The woman left first, finding her way between the camper and the pickup as Tyler had done. The leader circled around the front of the pickup, his feet shuffling along as he squeezed between the bumper and the wall. The man who tied up Tyler walked around the back of the camper, kicking Tyler in the side one more time as he walked past.

      Tyler closed his eyes and concentrated. He felt helpless. His only option was to try to be seen by Angela, so he forced himself to roll over in an attempt to reach the underside of the camper. Wedged against the tires, his progress was stopped, and all he could do was listen to what was happening.

      “That’s close enough!” Angela shouted. “Don’t take another step.”

      “Or what, lady?”

      “I’ll drop you to the ground, as in dead!”

      Tyler had never heard Angela like this. Her voice reflected a combination of anger and crazy.

      The attacker’s steps slowed but didn’t stop. Each of them inched forward toward the Bronco, hesitating at first and then, emboldened by their numbers, pressed the attack.

      “Come on, lady,” the leader continued. “You got a gun or somethin’? You ain’t gonna shoot it.”

      “Try me,” snarled Angela.

      The man nearest Tyler laughed and lowered his voice. “Give it up. You ain’t shootin’ nobody.”

      “Really?” Angela asked sarcastically. “Who wants to be first?”

      “Step aside and give us your truck!” the woman shouted at Angela.

      “No!”

      “Lady, you ain’t no killer,” the leader shouted as he picked up the pace and approached the truck.

      “No, I’m a mother!”

      Angela quickly fired two rounds into the man’s torso, the explosive report of the powerful .45-caliber weapon echoed off the tunnel’s walls.

      “Billy!” exclaimed the woman as she could be heard rushing to the leader’s side.

      “Damn you!” shouted the other man as he dashed toward Angela.

      Two more shots rang out, and the sound of the large man’s body crashing into the grille of the Bronco could be heard, indicating the second attacker had been hit.

      Suddenly, the woman jumped between the camper and the pickup, dashing through the tied-up bodies, but she didn’t escape. Two of the men tied together rolled over in unison and tripped her, causing her to stumble and crash to the pavement before striking her head on another car.

      Tyler could hear her scrambling to get up, and the grunts of the hostages told the story. Working together, several of the tied-up pairs hopped on their butts until they were on top of the woman, pinning her down so she couldn’t get away.

      Seconds later, Angela emerged around the wrecked camper, swinging the gun from side to side, searching for a target.

      “Tyler!” she shouted.

      He grunted his response and tried to wiggle out of the restraints. She rushed to his side and loosened the cloth used to gag him.

      “Are they dead?” he asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” she replied. “How many more?”

      Still gasping for air, Tyler said, “Just her. Make sure that one doesn’t get away.”

      Angela made her way around the tied-up bodies and only stumbled once as she found the men sitting on the injured woman who’d been part of the attack. The woman was struggling to get up, but the more she did, the more the men pushed the weight of their bodies down on her back.

      Angela removed their gags so they could speak. “Are you guys okay?”

      “Sure,” replied the younger of the two. “Can you untie us?”

      “Hang on,” she replied. She swung around and ran back to the Bronco. As she cleared the camper, she found the kids, who’d left the Bronco. They were staring at the dead man who’d collapsed against the truck’s grille.

      “Kids, I said stay down in the backseat.” She used her arms to herd them away from the dead body.

      “Sorry, Mom, but we knew they were dead.”

      “Yes, Kaycee, they are. And I really didn’t want you to see this. Please get back in the truck.”

      “Okay,” said a dejected J.C.

      Angela made sure they were secure, and then she retrieved Tyler’s knife from his backpack. She returned to the hostages, and despite her concern for her husband, she untied the two men holding the woman down first. They immediately returned the favor and trussed the woman up, facedown on the concrete highway.

      After she untied Tyler, she checked on everyone to see if anyone had more serious injuries. While she checked her husband’s protruding knot on the back of his head and his tender ribs, sirens could be heard in the tunnel, although the echo effect obscured the direction they were coming from.

      She helped Tyler to his feet, and they made their way back to the Bronco. In her backpack, she kept several instant ice compresses. The single-use packets provided pain relief from sprains to bee stings to nasty bumps on the head. She simply squeezed the packet and shook it vigorously, resulting in an icy cold method of reducing the swollen knot on Tyler’s head.

      “Okay, your ribs aren’t broken, but they are bruised.”

      Tyler nodded and said, “It hurts to breathe, especially when I inhale.”

      “Understandable. Until you heal, you’ll be taking more shallow breaths. I’m gonna give you some Advil for your pain. You really need another ice packet, but both injuries are on your right side. I’ve got some KT Tape in my bag. I’m gonna wrap it around your midsection and then add two more ice compresses. I’ll wrap them in place until we can get you to a hospital.”

      “No,” said Tyler, taking shallow breaths in between sentences. “Home. Let’s get home.”

      “Okay, okay,” she said with a laugh. She pulled out the Kinesio tape, an elastic cotton strip with an acrylic adhesive used to create a snug fit. “Hold still while I get you taped up. Then I’m gonna check with the police who just showed up.”

      Tyler nodded and allowed his wife, the ER doctor, to patch him up. Before she could get him into the truck, two police officers emerged between the pickup and camper with their weapons drawn. They immediately checked the pulse of the two dead attackers and cautiously approached the Bronco.

      “Are you folks all right?” the female officer asked.

      “Yes, my husband’s banged up, but we’re better than those two. I’m Dr. Angela Rankin.”

      The male officer addressed Angela. “Dr. Rankin, I’m Officer Francis, and this is my partner, Officer Wilson. Um, ma’am, did you shoot these two men?”

      “I did,” she quickly replied.

      “We’re gonna need the gun, please, ma’am. It’s just procedure.”

      “Sure, I understand,” replied Angela as she reached behind her back and pulled the handgun from the waistband of her jeans. She held the barrel with her fingers and handed it to the officer like she was holding a dead rat by the tail.

      “Thank you.” The female officer led the conversation while the other officer placed the weapon in a plastic baggie he retrieved out of his rear pocket. “Please stay with your vehicle while we process the scene. Detectives are on their way and will need to take your statements. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, of course,” replied Angela.

      “Do you folks have ID?”

      Angela retrieved her license from her pocket and handed it to the officer. She looked at it in the truck’s headlights. Tyler explained that his was on the ground behind the camper. After a few more instructions, Angela got Tyler settled in the passenger seat. She walked around the back of the Bronco to avoid stepping on the dead man who was bleeding out on the pavement.

      For a minute, the family sat in the truck before Angela found the presence of mind to shut off the ignition. After the police officers established temporary lighting in the tunnel, she turned off the headlights as well.

      An ambulance arrived together with an investigative unit that would undertake the hours-long, arduous task of processing this crime scene. Ten minutes had passed, and none of the Rankins spoke a word until J.C. broke the silence.

      His innocent words saddened Angela, who never wanted her children exposed to something like this.

      “Mom, dead people don’t really look like they’re sleeping.”

      He was right. There was nothing peaceful about being dead.
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        Naval Station Norfolk

        Norfolk, Virginia

      

      

      It was late evening when the USS Virginia arrived at the Naval Station in Norfolk, Virginia. The base was the home port of four carrier strike groups and their assigned ships. In addition, the six submarines of the Atlantic Fleet, now supplemented with the Virginia, occupied what was generally recognized as the world’s largest naval station.

      While on board, Donna was seen by one of the specially designated doctors who’d been awarded the Submarine Medical Insignia. He’d been through medical exercises and qualification measures in submarine warfare. The additional training required for the special designation included radiation health, diving medicine, and submarine medicine.

      Life aboard a submarine has been described as raunchy, cramped, and occasionally, the underwater vessel literally smells like a porta-potty. It took a psychological toll on the submariners. There were additional risks, however.

      Every day at sea brings with it a certain amount of risk, including exposure to radiation. Nearly one-third of the Virginia’s interior was made up of nuclear components related to powering the vessel and its payload of armaments.

      Tom, who was invited to spend some time with Commander Anderson, enjoyed a tour of the Virginia and hung out for a while in the submarine’s control room and attack center.

      The doctor bandaged Donna’s ankle to immobilize it, allowing Donna to put more weight on it as she walked. As he cared for her, they discussed her cancer and the effect radiation exposure might have on her remission status.

      Since Donna was alone with the doctor, she told him about being in Times Square. The doctor confided in her that the Department of Defense believed the drones were equipped with dirty bombs. He went on to explain the impact that might have on her remission from the breast cancer and what signs to watch for in the future.

      Donna was initially distraught, but the doctor quickly reassured her that the chances of her body ingesting enough of the radiological material to set her back were slim. He provided her a sedative and suggested rest was absolutely necessary for her ankle, and her state of mind.

      She eventually shook off the negative thoughts and allowed the sleeping aid to work its magic. When Tom awakened her, she’d slept the entire trip from Groton to Norfolk.

      “Dear, Commander Anderson has a car waiting for us. All military installations in the country have been placed on their highest level of readiness.”

      “I slept like a baby,” she mumbled as she sat upright in her bunk. “There’s something to this sleeping while on the water.”

      Tom laughed and helped her get ready. She was able to put more weight on her ankle now, so moving about was much easier. Within ten minutes, they’d gathered their belongings and were escorted onto dry land, where a base police vehicle awaited.

      It was late that evening as they drove from the naval base to the city of Norfolk. Their plan was to secure a hotel room, rent a car, and study the news reports so they could make a decision. The MP apologized for rushing them off the base. Naval Station Norfolk, like all military installations around the country, had been placed on the highest level of security alert.

      After 9/11, the Department of Defense established a terrorist threat system known as Force Protection Condition, FPCON for short. The five levels of protection range from FPCON Normal, which applies to a situation of no terrorist activity, up to FPCON Delta, describing a situation when a terrorist attack had taken place or was occurring in the immediate area of the base.

      This was a red flag to Tom as to the position the DOD had taken following the New Year’s Eve attacks. Their intelligence must have indicated future terrorist attacks were imminent for them to place all military facilities on FPCON Delta—the highest state of alert. In fact, if this designation had been made before they boarded the Virginia, even Trowbridge’s connections couldn’t have gained the Sheltons passage on the submarine.

      As they drove down the Hampton Roads Beltway toward town, half a dozen police cars and emergency vehicles raced past them with their sirens and emergency lights fully operational.

      “Wow!” exclaimed Donna, fully recovered from her Ambien-induced deep sleep. “Something big must’ve happened.”

      The military police officer provided an explanation. “We constantly monitor local law enforcement frequencies in case something outside the base develops into a threat to our security. That’s especially true since last night.”

      “Makes sense,” interjected Tom, who’d had the same procedures established for Joint Base Charleston.

      “Yes, sir. Anyway, the locals kicked it into high gear a little while ago. Apparently, there was a multicar collision in Chessie that escalated into something far worse.”

      “Chessie?” asked Donna.

      “Oh, sorry, ma’am. Chessie is the nickname for the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel. The accident blocked both lanes of the tunnel, but that’s only part of it. There have been reports of hostages and shots fired inside. SWAT teams have been dispatched and also ambulances, as injuries, even fatalities, are presumed.”

      “Great,” began Tom. “It seems to be a sign of the times.”

      “Yes, sir,” said the driver. “I have to say, this is nothing compared to the reports coming out of DC and my hometown of Philly. The city of brotherly love is anything but that. It’s like a war zone up there. Washington has major problems, too. In DC, with transportation at a standstill, together with panic spreading down from New York into the capital, the National Guard had to step up in an effort to restore order.”

      “This happened tonight?” asked Tom.

      “No, that’s the thing about it,” replied the officer. “These savages began burning the city during the daytime, totally different from what we’ve seen in the past. Usually, once nightfall hits, the torches are lit. Not on this New Year’s Day. Cities are burning round the clock.”

      Tom leaned back against the headrest and closed his eyes, wishing this nightmare would end.
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      While Donna checked in at the DoubleTree Hotel near the Norfolk Airport, Tom rented a car at the twenty-four-hour kiosk operated by Payless Car Rentals. It was midnight when they were finally able to crash on top of their bed and stare at the ceiling.

      Tom spoke first. “When we got married, I promised you our lives wouldn’t be boring. I have to say, the last twenty-four hours has more than fulfilled my promise to you, Mrs. Shelton.”

      Donna laughed. “I’ve come to appreciate boring. Boring is good.”

      Tom’s fingers found his wife’s hand, and they lay there for a moment, holding one another. They joked about what they’d been through.

      “Let’s recap, shall we?” began Donna.

      “Sure, go ahead. Let’s recap then hit the minibar for a nightcap.”

      “You’re a poet and didn’t know it,” said Donna as she raised his hand up and down, rhythmically pounding it on the mattress.

      “Yeah, I guess so. Where do we start? Our fabulous hotel dinner for two, topped off with pricey champagne? Or should we go straight for the good stuff. You know, when we were in the middle of Times Square on New Year’s Eve, waiting for the ball to drop.”

      Donna laughed. “It’s a shame we can’t stop there, because all of those things helped fulfill one of my dreams with you.”

      “Why don’t we? Stop there, I mean. Let’s remember the experience before the world went to hell.”

      “I wish I could,” said Donna, turning suddenly serious. “We need to decide if we’re going back to Charleston or to the Haven.”

      Tom let go of her hand and sat up in bed. He found the television remote on the nightstand and began to scan the cable news networks. There weren’t any new attacks, so the reporting focused on the aftermath of the New Year’s Eve incidents.

      “It’s all the same,” said Donna. “People are looting, stealing, and acting out because they can. There aren’t enough police officers to control the rioting.”

      “The good news is only certain cities are experiencing this. The large metropolitan areas that were the brunt of the attacks are the worst.”

      Donna propped up against the headboard too, using an extra pillow to elevate her ankle. “Tom, should you reach out to Tommie? I know you have to respect her job, especially at a time like this, but we need to decide if it’s safe to go home.”

      “I could call Blair and Ryan at the Haven,” countered Tom. “They keep a pretty good pulse on these things, and I consider them both to be levelheaded.”

      “Sure, but I know what they’re gonna say,” began Donna as Tom joined her and the two spoke in unison.

      “Come to the Haven. You can always go home if nothing happens.”

      They laughed together as they politely mocked the developers of the Haven. Tom finally regained his composure.

      Tom directed the subject to the Smarts. “You know, I never got the sense those two were trying to sell us property. It was more like, I don’t know, an interview. It’s as if they were trying to surround themselves with people they could trust.”

      “And get along with,” interjected Donna. “They didn’t seem to need our money. They needed us more.”

      “That’s what sold me on the place, and it’s the best insurance policy we’ve ever purchased. I could call Blair or Ryan, and even Tommie, but I think I know what we should do.”

      “Listen, Tom. The Haven is practically on our way home anyway. Why not stop there, ride out this storm, and decide whether it’s necessary to stay or not. Our cabin is stocked with food and drinks. The closets are full of clothes. You love to fish, and I’m sure I can hang out with some of the kids who are there. I just got an email from Blair the other day with pictures of the new schoolhouse. I’d love to put some of my old teaching skills to work.”

      “It’s settled, then. Crack of dawn, we’re up and at ’em, headed to the Haven.”
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        Richmond, Virginia

      

      

      It was three hours before the CSI unit had adequately processed the crime scene, cleared the crashed vehicles, and removed the dead bodies. Although Tyler and Angela had been cleared to leave, they were cautioned against backtracking up to the interstate. Wilmington’s streets were out of control, and social unrest had spread into Baltimore and Washington, DC. Despite the anticipated delay, the Rankins were still better off waiting for the tunnel to be cleared. So they napped until they were given the go-ahead.

      It was almost midnight when they pulled into the driveway of their modest Richmond home near VCU Medical Center on East Clay Street, where Angela worked. Tyler insisted that he was fine to go home and argued repeatedly against going to the hospital for X-rays. Angela constantly felt his forehead and neck for signs of a fever. She gave him a pass on a hospital visit because he wasn’t exhibiting any signs of a concussion or broken ribs.

      The military bases around Virginia Beach, Norfolk, and Newport News were bustling with activity as they drove past. The National Guard had been called in to regain control of the cities from Washington, DC, to New York City, as well as those that had been attacked in other parts of the country.

      Despite being exhausted, Angela and Tyler flipped through the news networks, gathering as much information as possible. The events of the last twenty-four hours had frightened them, and they feared for their family’s safety.

      “Tyler, even Richmond is in chaos as refugees are spilling into the city from the north. It’s just a matter of time before the crap that we’re seeing in Baltimore shows up at our doorstep.”

      “Agreed. We’ve got to go. It’s like we’ve said, we can always come back. I mean, look at the trouble we had getting home. In another few days, we may have trouble getting out of town.”

      Angela wandered around the living room as she spoke. “I think you’re good to travel. I mean, at least from a medical perspective. But how do you feel?”

      “I’ll let you know in the morning. I’ve been banged up before. Remember the West End fire?”

      Tyler had been in one of the first fire crews on the scene of a massive house fire in the city’s West End neighborhood. During an effort to save a child trapped on an upper floor, a support beam fell on him, knocking him to the floor. He managed to get up and reach the child before they crawled onto the roof and were assisted to the ground. He suffered a back injury in the process that took weeks of recovery and rehabilitation.

      “Is your pain as bad as that?” asked Angela.

      “No, not even close. I swear, I’ll be fine. Besides, we have no choice.”

      “Agreed,” said Angela. She reached for the remote to turn off the television. “I’ve seen enough news, how about you?”

      “No doubt. Plus, I’m tired of being part of the news. Between last night and this evening, it makes me wonder what tomorrow will bring.”

      Angela helped him off the sofa and stood in front of him. “I love you, Tyler Rankin. When I met you, I found me. I’ll never forget the moment, and that day. We’d known each other for forty-seven days, practically living and working under the same roof. And then, all of a sudden, it struck me on day forty-seven. I really love this guy and I want to spend the rest of my life with him.”

      “Yeah.” Tyler beamed. “I remember. Just out of nowhere, you told me that you loved me.”

      Angela teared up, a rare show of emotion. Then she laughed. “Trust me, I remember. And what did you say in response?”

      “Um,” Tyler hesitated.

      Angela laughed as she wiped a few tears off her cheeks. “Yeah, exactly. Nothing. Nada. Crickets.”

      “No. Not really. I said—”

      Angela was not gonna let him off the hook. “You said something like we share the same secret.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Tyler, that was so lame. When a woman says she’s in love with you, you say it back.”

      Tyler was in big trouble, and he knew it. “I did, eventually.”

      “But you left me hanging!”

      “I know, I know. I mean, I couldn’t believe it. You’re beautiful, smart, and way better than I deserve. I thought for sure you’d change your mind after we got to know one another.”

      Angela led him into the bedroom. “Nope, and here we are, twelve years later. We have our beautiful kids, Kaycee and J.C. Our life is anything but boring. And the future is, well, if nothing else, gonna be interesting, right?”

      “No doubt.”
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      Jonathan Schwartz finished up a phone call and joined his father standing in front of the fire. Father and son had a nightly ritual in which they shared a glass of brandy and focused on their accomplishments in order to finish the day on a positive note. Tonight, as midnight approached, the mood was solemn. Millions weren’t made. Hundreds weren’t freed. Today, thousands weren’t given an opportunity at a better life.

      “The future is far from certain, son.” The old man was philosophical. He took a sip of the brandy and grimaced as it soaked his throat going down.

      Jonathan toasted him. “Lincoln once said the best way to predict your future is to create it.”

      “It is hard to disagree with that statement except there are so many uncertainties. One of my adversaries believes that either you control destiny, or destiny controls you.”

      “An adversary with one foot in the grave, Father. Unlike you.”

      “Do not underestimate him. He is tired, and his body may be ailing, but his wits are sharp. There is no more formidable adversary than he.”

      “Still, he’s no longer a field general. He has an army, but how are they led?”

      Schwartz finished his brandy and set the glass on a cocktail table near two leather chairs facing the fireplace. He gestured for his son to join him as he lowered himself onto the luxurious Italian leather.

      Jonathan hovered near the fire for a moment, gently running his fingers along a blackish-bronze sculpture of a fist holding a black rose in the air. He adjusted it so the base lined up with the edge of the mantel. Then he joined his father, who responded to the question.

      “He fights differently than I. I rely upon raw emotion and the will of the people. He is subtle. Even mysterious, as if form and sound doesn’t exist in his actions. His forte is deception and sleight of hand.”

      Jonathan interrupted his father. “In that way, he determines his opponent’s fate.”

      Schwartz laughed. “That, my son, is how he wins. Many consider fate and destiny to be interchangeable, but they are not. Fate is predetermined by the natural order of things. Regardless of what man does to alter their actions, their fate is the end result of the culmination of events in one’s life.” He took a deep breath and continued. “Destiny is much different. There is an element of choice in destiny. Qualities such as courage, compassion, willpower, and patience all have a profound impact on one’s destiny. Fate is that which you cannot change.”

      Jonathan sat a little taller in his chair, always confident in his assertions. “I believe that destiny is on our side.”

      His father countered. “George Trowbridge believes it to be on his.”

      “We’ll see,” mumbled Jonathan as he finished his brandy and set it forcefully on the table between them. “The fuse has been lit.”
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        In the beginning of a change, the patriot is a scarce man, and brave, and hated and scorned. When his cause succeeds, the timid join him, for then it costs nothing to be a patriot.

        ~ Mark Twain
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The following five attributes marked Rome at its end; first, a mounting love of show and luxury; second, a widening gap between the very rich and the very poor; third, an obsession with sex; fourth, freakishness in the arts, masquerading as originality and enthusiasms pretending to be creativity; and fifth, an increased desire to live off the state.

        ~ Edward Gibbon (1737–1794) in his Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire
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        Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.

        ~ George Santayana, philosopher and novelist
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The real rulers, you’ll never see.

        ~ Anonymous
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        American Airlines Flight 5463

        Pensacola to Charlotte

      

      

      Humans were not meant to be airborne. Michael Cortland repeated this to himself throughout the ninety-minute flight from Pensacola to Charlotte on that New Year’s night. It had only been fifteen hours since he’d been plucked out of the Gulf of Mexico following the ill-fated Delta flight on New Year’s Eve. Somewhere during the ordeal, he’d sworn off flying forever, he was sure of it.

      Yet, there he was, buckled into a Canadair RJ-700, a sixty-eight-seat regional jet manufactured by Bombardier. Cort knew all of these details because during the preflight checks, he’d read the safety instructions backwards and forwards and insisted that Meredith and Hannah do the same.

      His anxiety was so bad that he admonished a passenger seated in front of him to pay attention as the flight attendants went through their safety briefing. The two exchanged words before Meredith was able to calm Cort down. She’d pulled a bottle of water out of her carry-on and insisted he take two of her Zoloft tablets, a medication prescribed to her for premenstrual dysphoric disorder. PMDD was similar to PMS, except more serious.

      Before they left the house, Meredith had researched whether Zoloft would help Cort with the aftereffects of the plane crash and the post-traumatic stress he would most likely encounter. Her online research, and a quick conversation with Cort’s attending physician at the hospital, confirmed the medication would help.

      The doctor made it abundantly clear that he did not approve of Cort’s flying so soon, especially the same evening following the crash. Meredith didn’t approve either, but Cort was very convincing. He was genuinely concerned for the safety of his family.

      The Mobile airport was still closed due to the investigation, so they made the one-hour drive into Florida to catch a flight from Pensacola to Charlotte. They’d purchased their tickets online but still had to go through the check-in process because Cort was traveling with weapons and Handsome Dan.

      Interestingly, his ability to bring guns on board the aircraft was easier than convincing the American Airlines personnel that their seventy-pound English bulldog was an emotional support animal under the FAA guidelines.

      Cort was unaware of any limits placed on the number of weapons that could be checked aboard an aircraft, but he assumed the handgun and two rifles he brought would not be a problem. Still, procedures would need to be followed. Cort lived in a time in which pocket knives, snow globes, and gel inserts for your shoes couldn’t be brought through a TSA checkpoint.

      His weapons were stored in sturdy, hard plastic cases that contained fitted foam made for each gun. His ammunition, because it was less than .75 caliber, could be stored in the same cases, and Cort ensured the magazines were empty.

      The ticket agent studied Handsome Dan throughout the check-in process, even going so far as to call in two different supervisors to assess the situation. Meredith had obtained by fax an ESA letter from Cort’s attending physician, the second reason for her phone call.

      In recent years, the major airlines had tightened the leash on comfort animals as passengers began to abuse the privilege. Everything from squirrels to miniature ponies had emerged as candidates to help fearful passengers get from one destination to another. Passengers had become lax in their restraints of the animals as they were allowed to wander the cabin midflight, at times misbehaving, biting other passengers, or defecating at will.

      It became incumbent upon the ticket agents to determine if the passenger had the proper paperwork, which included the ESA letter—a signed letter from a veterinarian stating the animal was trained to behave without a kennel—and a health vaccination record from the vet.

      Meredith had the ESA letter and Handsome’s vaccination history, but not the training letter. After explaining to the American Airlines agent the circumstances behind Cort’s crash, the three personnel made a judgment call and allowed Handsome on board. To his credit, the stout pup sat quietly as he passed inspection, despite the fact that a yappy poodle disrupted the entire terminal.

      The process helped distract Cort from the task at hand. It wasn’t until the family was buckled in and the pilot had pushed the aircraft away from the gate that reality set in for Cort. His palms became moist and then sweat began to pour down his forehead. After his stomach rolled over the first time, he looked around to see how many rows he’d have to race down to reach the lavatory. This thought process reminded him of swimming through the Delta aircraft in search of Congressman Johnson Pratt, a noble gesture that almost got him killed.

      Cort had applied some logic when he booked the flight. He wanted to sit with Handsome next to him, but Hannah and Meredith nearby. He pulled up the seating chart and found an entire row open. He purchased all six seats. Meredith and Hannah sat across the aisle, and he strapped Handsome in the middle seat next to him. Cort felt most comfortable in the aisle and immediately pulled down the window shade after they boarded. He had no intention of looking outside.

      Several times throughout the flight, he second-guessed his decision to leave so abruptly and, especially, the choice of transportation. The news reports coming in from around the country indicated gas shortages had swept the nation as panicked Americans topped off their tanks and fuel trucks stopped running altogether due to the attacks.

      Then there was the matter of the electronic failure of the Delta flight. Cort wasn’t all that familiar with the operation of commercial jets, but he did understand the effect an electromagnetic pulse could have on one. He’d been part of many Pentagon briefings with his boss, Senator Hugh McNeil, in which the use of EMPs in warfare were discussed.

      The development of directed-energy weapons capable of disabling electronics on a specific target was a high priority for the Department of Defense, as well as other military powerhouses around the world. The downing of Delta 322 had all the earmarks of a pulsed energy attack.

      Now Cort needed to know why. Was it purely coincidental? Sure, Congressman Pratt, the man who would lead the impeachment charge against the president, might be a target of political opponents. But was murdering everyone on an airplane to get to one man necessary?

      Or was there more than one target?

      Cort’s mind raced to many different scenarios and plausible explanations. The Zoloft managed to keep him in his seat and not throwing up in the lavatory, but it did little to calm his anxiety.

      He kept a constant watch on the Flight Tracker display on the small monitor embedded in the back of the seat in front of him. They were making their final approach into Charlotte, and a sense of relief began to wash over him. Then he recalled he had been less than a mile from home when Delta 322 hit the water, and a wave of anxiety hit him again.

      To reassure himself, he elected to open the window shade. He stretched to reach over their passed-out, snoring bulldog. “Some comfort you are,” Cort whispered to his bestest pal with a grin. With a slight grunt to overcome the pain in his midsection, Cort reached the shade and forced it upward.

      He closed his eyes and shook his head before opening them again to confirm they hadn’t betrayed him. Fires roared out of control throughout the Charlotte cityscape.
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        Schwartz Estate

        Katonah, New York

      

      

      György Schwartz knew that it didn’t matter whether he was right or wrong. What mattered was how much money he’d made when he was right, and how much he lost when he was wrong. He was a rich man financially because he survived by recognizing his mistakes and admitting when he was wrong. He was rich spiritually because he’d had a profound impact on the geopolitical affairs of the world for decades.

      When pressed on the issue of his political influence during an interview with the BBC, he dryly quipped, I cannot and do not look at the social consequences of what I do. Nobody believed that statement, least of all Schwartz, yet it was delivered with conviction and sincerity.

      In the United States during this time, almost everyone had an agenda. News networks were identified by whether they leaned left or right on the political spectrum. Television networks were known to cater to certain demographic groups. Print media attracted journalists who were like-minded thinkers.

      Even authors of fiction, those who conjure up characters and scenarios to provide entertainment for their readers, couldn’t help but allow their personal beliefs to slip through in their writing. We’re all humans, after all.

      Schwartz was different. He had wealth, and with his vast riches, he was able to exert a tremendous amount of influence over political candidates at all levels of governments, in any country. Money runs campaigns, and Schwartz was generous with his contributions, provided the candidates fulfilled a commitment to advance his agenda.

      There was, however, one matter that he had not yet addressed. Something that would either bankrupt him or make him the richest man on the planet. Today, he would complete his quest to collapse the U.S. economy and cause the collapse of the dollar.

      “Good morning, Jonathan,” he said in a cheerful voice as his son arrived in the estate’s magnificently appointed conference room. Television monitors were installed and framed as if they were works of art. To break up the walls, exquisite paintings adorned the walls, and sconce lighting allowed an eerie glow to cast shadows on the ceiling.

      “Did you sleep well?” his son responded, imperceptibly nodding to the butler, who poured his morning tea. Father and son were accustomed to making small talk while the staff served their breakfast. Most mornings, the two men met in the dining room, but today, one that would not be forgotten by financiers around the world, required them to have access to all the electronic tools necessary to effectuate their plan and monitor the results.

      “Tre bone, konsiderante,” Schwartz replied, relaying the fact he slept well under the circumstances. Schwartz chose to speak in Esperanto, an unusual, secretive language he’d learned from his father, a speaker and writer who’d traveled Europe following his release from a Siberian prison camp after World War One. Esperanto was designed to be an international language, loosely based upon Latin. “Grava tago atendas.”

      An important day awaits. The words came out of his mouth with the singsong rhythm of an Italian cardinal speaking to one of his aides, or of Michael Corleone in The Godfather III.

      “Shall I make the calls?” asked Jonathan, curtly dismissing the staff and directing them to close the doors as they departed. He’d been up for hours as the European markets opened. Before he went to bed, he’d alerted the family’s business associates in Asia to be prepared for a busy day.

      Schwartz wandered around the conference room, pausing to survey the inhospitable winter landscape outside. The snow had fallen throughout the night, obliterating the line between the lawn and a small lake located behind the stately home. Schwartz chuckled to himself. Nature’s stormy wrath had a similar effect on the world as his life’s work—blurred lines and eliminated boundaries.

      To a stranger, Schwartz might have appeared disinterested in making conversation with his son. As he focused on the white splendor that engulfed his home, one might mistake his faraway thoughts as unfocused, perhaps hearkening back to his native Hungary. But his mind was singularly focused on the task at hand.

      When he began to speak, his son took meticulous notes. The Schwartz financial empire was comprised of many multinational corporations and organizations, utilizing a complex network of brokerage accounts enabling him to effectuate secretive transactions.

      Schwartz continued to give his son direction, using his brilliant mind to announce his plan. A financial attack he’d plotted and dreamt about for many years.

      “Dominica, St. Kitts, Providenciales, Cook Islands, Nevis, Panama.” His voice was grave as he listed the most used tax havens in the world, where offshore accounts and shell companies were the norm.

      The intricacy of the trades was remarkable. The sums of money, billions, were astounding. Jonathan typed furiously on his iPad, his longish fingernails tapping the glass screen as he recorded his father’s directives.

      “Father, this will take days,” Jonathan lamented when Schwartz stopped to gather his thoughts.

      “No, it will not!” he shot back, taking his son’s demeanor as insolence. “We must complete these transactions before the opening of the Asian markets.”

      “That’s in five hours.” Jonathan was wounded by his father’s rebuke. He shook it off, taking into account the magnitude of the moment. He added, “The Australian markets open an hour sooner.”

      “Understood, son. Currency trades of this magnitude will have repercussions throughout the global financial system. They will draw attention, and rightfully so. That’s by design. I want them to notice. I want them to know their currency is under attack. Frightened animals act irrationally. We’ll be prepared for the next step when they do.”

      Jonathan nodded and sipped his tea. He relaxed as his father’s tone changed. “These will be scrutinized by the CFTC. Taking a one-point-three billion short position in the euro, coupled with a corresponding long position in the dollar, will not go unnoticed.”

      The CFTC, the United States Commodity Futures Trading Commission, had been established during Schwartz’s early days as a hedge fund trader to regulate options and futures markets. He’d been navigating through their regulations for decades, which was ironic because his trading activities were responsible for quite a few of them.

      “I’m aware, but Washington is in chaos. The president is hiding. With the help of your friends, the regulatory apparatus will be focused on things other than their jobs.”

      Jonathan continued to study the currency transactions. The size of these trades would rival those that triggered the Asian financial crisis in 1997 and the collapse of the British pound sterling in 1992. The process of short-selling and long-selling had been used by traders for decades to manipulate markets in their favor.

      “There is more, son,” Schwarz continued. “The U.S. markets will be closed indefinitely, but their equities will be sold internationally, nonetheless. I want to put pressure on corporate America to force Washington to intervene abroad. I want you to systematically dump our positions in American equities too.”

      “Father, we stand to lose a considerable amount of earned profits gained.”

      Schwartz sighed and managed a sigh. He pulled his maroon-colored silk housecoat closed and stuck his hands in his pockets. Looking at the winter wonderland outside, the thought of his goals being realized warmed his heart.

      “It’s all for the greater good, son.”
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        Haven House

        The Haven

      

      

      Ryan Smart sat in a comfortable, rolled-arm chair in the corner of their master bedroom, sipping his morning drink concoction, a fifty-fifty blend of Couple’s Coffee and Fairlife two percent chocolate milk. His daily routine, when he didn’t have to hit the ground running, began with perusing the day’s news headlines on his iPad and waiting for his lovely wife to wake up. Blair started to stir on her own, and Ryan paused to admire her beauty.

      “I’m so lucky to wake up next to someone so beautiful every day,” he said in a soft tone as she sat upright in bed. His compliment was corny, yet sincere. He loved her more than life.

      Blair’s long blond hair covered half her face, and the half that was visible revealed an eye that was barely open. She slowly shook her head from side to side in disagreement.

      “You can save that one for the Thanksgiving prayer, buddy.” Blair immediately fell backwards onto her pillow and pulled the covers over her head. Then she added, her voice muffled by the covers, “It’s too early. Go away.”

      Ryan laughed and took another sip of his coffee drink. He considered teasing Blair and even ripping all the covers off her to get her good and riled up, but he resisted his devious urges. They had a long day ahead, one of many to come, he presumed. He would need his wife and partner well rested.

      “Can I talk to you?” he asked sheepishly.

      Blair slowly removed the blankets covering her head. Her hair was now completely over her face, making her the perfect vision of Cousin Itt from the classic Addams Family shows. “Go ahead. I may or may not be listening.” She covered back up and got settled in to catch a few more winks.

      Ryan ignored her efforts to hide. “Things are escalating. Overnight, riots broke out in cities across the country. I’m starting to see a pattern here. The locations aren’t the usual high-profile targets to garner media attention. Instead I’m seeing places like Nashville, Phoenix, and Richmond. Even Charlotte.”

      Blair started to come to life, as Ryan knew she would. “What pattern?”

      “In all the reports I could find, there’s a noticeable effort to target the suburbs. Especially wealthy and middle-class neighborhoods. I’ve been looking at images of families driven out of their homes by fires. You know, mom, dad, and two small children holding nothing but their freakin’ teddy bears.”

      Blair sat up and propped herself against several pillows. She reached for her bkr water bottle. The iconic glass-and-silicone bottle was a constant companion to Blair, as she’d vowed to stay hydrated. “We’ve talked about these rabble-rousers before. They always seek media attention. What’s the point in going into the burbs?”

      “I don’t know, but it can’t be coincidental. The national media hasn’t mentioned it, really. They’ve shifted their focus back to what the president is going to do, and how all of this relates to the Supreme Court.”

      “Have they identified any specific groups who are behind the riots?” asked Blair, now fully awake and reaching for her own iPad.

      “No, but there are some images that have emerged on Twitter. You know, thugs dressed in head-to-toe black outfits. Leather boots, faces covered in black bandanas and topped off with a black hat or mask. It’s all intended to intimidate anyone who dares to stand in their way.”

      “They have their uniforms and we have ours—camo.”

      Ryan chuckled. “Just like the blues and the grays of the Civil War. Every army has their own colors.”

      “Well, there’s also this,” added Blair as she held up her iPad. She routinely checked news from Florida. She pointed to an image from the front page of the Gainesville Sun newspaper’s website. It depicted a group of armed men patrolling the streets of an affluent neighborhood. All were carrying AR-15s and dressed in camouflage clothing.

      “Exactly,” said Ryan. “That’s what I’m talking about. Newton’s laws of quantum physics.”

      “Huh?” Blair wasn’t that awake yet.

      “You know, for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction,” Ryan explained. “On New Year’s Eve, somebody, and I have no idea who, fired the first shots.”

      “Big ones,” interjected Blair.

      “Oh yeah. But now the ground war has begun. It’s almost like a civil war between left and right. The Antifa bunch do what they do best—create a lawless environment. You know, anarchy. The guys on the opposite end of the spectrum bow up and show they’re tough by walking down the street carrying their guns. In the past, everyone mouthed off at each other and then went home. Not now.”

      Blair continued to read through the article from Gainesville. “The good old boys from Ocala who came to join their friends in Gainesville shot and killed three UF students who were part of the Antifa protestors.”

      “Were they protesting or setting fires like in these other cities?” asked Ryan.

      Blair scrolled further down the article. “Apparently, the students, dressed in black like the others, were carrying lit torches toward a gated community near Gainesville Country Club. Fires had already been set around town. Before they could scale the gates, the good old boys opened fire. Three were killed, and half a dozen were wounded.”

      “How would the guys from Ocala even know to be there?” asked Ryan.

      Blair shrugged. “Beats me.”

      The two continued reading their respective news articles before Ryan went to the kitchen and prepared Blair’s coffee. When he returned, he got down to business before he left for the morning briefing at the Haven Barn.

      “I had a text from Alpha. We’ve had a few new arrivals, and I suspect more will be coming throughout the day. I wanna get jobs assigned to everyone so we can be ready for anything that comes our way.”

      Blair sipped her coffee. “Sounds good. I’ll check the roster and try to make a few more calls, but, Ryan, I can’t chase these people down. Either they’re gonna take advantage of what we have here, or they’re not.”

      “I totally agree. Do you need me to assign anyone to you? You know, admin, security, anything?”

      “Nope,” she replied with confidence. “Today, I’ll do an orientation for some of the new peeps. My focus is going to be on establishing routines and a sense of normalcy. Idle time creates idle minds, and idle minds concoct drama that we don’t need. This is not a time for sitting around commiserating or hand-wringing.”

      Ryan laughed at the tough nature of his wife. She was sweet and adorable on the exterior, but on the inside, she had a resolve that nobody should underestimate. He approached Blair and gave her a kiss, something he’d never failed to do in all of their years together.

      “We know what to expect,” he began. “Now we need to make sure everyone is on the same page. I love you.”

      They kissed again and the two embarked on the second day of the apocalypse, fully expecting more surprises to be thrown their way.
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        CNN Center

        Atlanta, Georgia

      

      

      At This Hour host, Kate Bolduan, sat upright in her chair and addressed the camera. “As we continue to keep our viewers abreast of the situation with foreign exchange markets via the chyron on the screen, I’d like to move to another topic that has been heavily on the minds of legal analysts. I’m referring to the president’s use of executive orders following a contentious election.”

      CNN had maintained its regular programming lineup as it continuously broadcast scenes from areas around the country that were directly impacted by the attacks of New Year’s Eve. Bolduan was joined on the news set by two attorneys.

      One was Jeannie Ray, a former attorney for the Clinton Foundation and a member of the now disbanded special prosecutor’s team headed by Robert Mueller. The other, a longtime Washington insider, Rachel Black, had been the United States associate attorney general but was best known for her legal representation of President George W. Bush during the 2000 presidential election recount in Florida.

      Bolduan began the conversation with a pointed question directed at Rachel Black. “Rachel, you’ve been down this road before, in a way. You have a contested election, the electorate is angry at the result, and political animus rules the day. What advice do you give the president?”

      “Kate, today is a deeply divided time. There is an anger out there, a rage, that isn’t healthy. In the lead-up to this election, the acrimony that we were seeing, um, we also saw in the 2016 election, and we saw it again this year. It is a bitterness, to the point of being apoplectic, that is tearing us apart. In my opinion, it’s corroding the very fabric of our democracy.”

      Bolduan pressed further. “Rachel, isn’t the president partly to blame for this hostility? I mean, take his use of executive orders and the recent firing of his cabinet. Why wouldn’t that justify the anger and rage you referenced?”

      “First of all, Kate, as I argued in 2000, just because one side doesn’t like the results doesn’t mean you can overturn the outcome afterwards. Bush versus Gore was the first attempt I’ve seen to delegitimize an election, and it happened again in 2004, 2016, and now in 2020. It’s sour grapes from a bunch of sore losers, in my opinion.”

      Bolduan held up her hand and tried to tone her guest down, but before she could speak, Jeannie Ray, the other panelist, fired back, “I think Rachel is missing the point here. Or avoiding it, whichever. The matter before the Supreme Court has nothing to do with the allegations of election fraud and ballot manipulation. We’re talking about the president’s own cabinet speaking out to protect the nation from someone who is clearly mentally unstable. The Twenty-Fifth Amendment was put in place for a reason, and we were seeing it properly implemented until the bloodletting.”

      Black chuckled and shook her head condescendingly. “The bloodletting, a term coined by this network, is a farce. The cabinet serves at the pleasure of the president. He can fire any of them, or all of them, as he deems fit. Just because it doesn’t suit your political agenda doesn’t make it illegal.”

      “Politics has nothing to do with this,” Ray shot back. “We’re talking about a mentally unstable president who needs to be removed from office. The people who know him best—his cabinet, his co-workers, if you will—agreed. The law was followed, and he should’ve stepped aside in the best interests of the country.”

      “That’s a load of crap, and you know it,” countered Black. “The president has undergone more scrutiny from the media than any in history. He has submitted himself to frequent physicals and mental-acuity tests since the issue regarding his mental competence was raised on day one of his presidency. Besides, where was the vice president and the cabinet before the election? Hmm? They rode his coattails back into office, and lo and behold, the traitors to the nation tried to remove him in order to take over.”

      “Traitors is a pretty strong word, don’t you think?” Bolduan interjected a question in an effort to take back control of the interview.

      The two female panelists were having none of it. This was their stage now.

      Ray ignored her question and was now glaring at Black. “Traitor? The vice president is a good man, widely respected on both sides of the aisle.”

      Black laughed at the statement. “Yeah, sure, when he’s a convenient stooge for the left. Do I need to remind you of the names he’s been called? The accusations made about his religious beliefs? The way he’s been treated—”

      “He is just one of the cabinet members. Look at all of the others, Rachel. Besides, none of that is relevant. The Twenty-Fifth Amendment was designed to create a process, and your president decided to shun the Constitution, a document that he tries to wrap himself in most times, or at least when it suits him. He fired his detractors, all good people, in order to save his presidency.”

      “That’s his prerogative.” Black shouted her response. “I’m sorry that the political lynching didn’t work out for you.”

      “What? Lynching?” Ray was incredulous. “How dare you hearken back to the dark times in this nation when race relations were at their worst. That’s a word that should never be used in the public discourse.”

      “Good grief! It’s just a word. Would you rather me call it mob justice? Vigilantism?”

      Bolduan interrupted. “Rachel, two members of the president’s cabinet are African-American. One might construe your use of the—”

      “Well, well, nice of you to notice, Kate,” snarled Black. “How many times has this network referred to the president as being racist? Yet he has diversity in cabinet. I stand by my statement.”

      Ray had a stack of notes in front of her on the table. She picked them up and slammed them on the desk in front of her. An awkward silence ensued until Bolduan touched her hand to her earpiece.

      “It’s time for a hard commercial break, but when we return, we’ll look at the president’s options in times like these, including the use of martial law.”

      Into her open microphone, Ray mumbled, “Every tyrant’s favorite weapon.”

      Black and Ray were glaring at each other when one of the CNN producers, speaking into Bolduan’s earpiece, instructed her to step away from the host’s chair. She quietly excused herself although the two women seated across from her hardly noticed her departure.

      She walked around the back of the rolling cameras and the bright lights that illuminated the set. She accepted a glass of water and a touch-up of her makeup as two of the show’s producers approached her.

      Bolduan spoke first. “These two don’t like one another very much.”

      “Ray is seething. Look at her,” said one of the producers, who nodded in the direction of the two panelists. The two women were not speaking, but their body language spoke volumes.

      “Well, Black instigated the whole thing with her attitude,” the other producer chimed in. “I thought Jeannie held her tongue pretty well.”

      Bolduan shook her head and laughed. “I thought they were going to come to blows.”

      “Good, let ’em,” said the first producer. “It’ll be ratings gold.”

      The group observed the two women, who sat with their arms folded in front of them, staring in different directions. Bolduan asked, “Did you guys catch what Ray said after I signed off? Did that come through the mic?”

      “Oh yeah,” said the second producer, “and guess what? It hit the airwaves too.”

      “You guys didn’t cut it? You had seven seconds.”

      The first producer pointed her thumb over her shoulder. The big guys made a snap decision and said to run with it. The press will talk about it for a day or two.”

      “Publicity,” muttered Bolduan.

      “Name of the game, Kate,” said the second producer. “You need to get back in the chair. This segment should be fun.”
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        Congress Heights

        Washington, DC

      

      

      Hayden Blount’s mind was focused on the uncertainty of the upcoming Supreme Court hearing when she awoke that morning. As a single woman, her life didn’t involve a partner or getting kids ready for their day. Her career was everything and garnered a hundred percent of her attention. From her early days as a clerk for Justice Samuel Alito until the present, a junior partner with the prestigious firm of Stein Mitchell, her employer was provided a dedicated lawyer who spent every waking hour thinking about the cases she was assigned.

      Today was no different. To be sure, most people would be consumed by the signs of collapse occurring around them. The power grid had failed in large parts of New Jersey, Eastern Pennsylvania, and Northern Maryland. Curfews had been established from Baltimore to Trenton, but that didn’t stop people from taking to the streets. Looting was rampant, and law enforcement was overwhelmed.

      Similar unrest was being experienced closer to home as Washington, DC, was still attempting to restart its public transportation system in the aftermath of the cyber attacks. The mayor had commissioned an emergency advisory council that worked in conjunction with the Department of Homeland Security to conduct a cyber forensic investigation to determine the cause and the culprit.

      However, the task of fixing the problem was almost insurmountable. The malware inserted into the systems couldn’t be easily removed, and therefore the computers themselves had to be replaced and the new ones programmed. The internet technology specialists were estimating this to take weeks, not days.

      Hayden, however, was not consumed by the drama associated with the New Year’s Eve attacks. Nor was she overly concerned about the status of Friday’s hearing by the justices on the fate of the president’s objection to the Twenty-Fifth Amendment removal from office. She was confident in her brief and the legal position she argued. Whether the hearing occurred on Friday would be determined in short order by the president’s potential use of his martial law powers.

      No, Hayden was singularly focused on two things. One was the series of text messages she’d received before she’d hustled off to Walmart. Ominous in their tone, it prompted her to go on a shopping spree for ammunition and supplies.

      As she entered the kitchen to make coffee and feed Prowler, she picked up the television remote to turn on the news. Then she grabbed her phone and read the messages aloud.

      “Luck can come from a tragic sequence of fortuitous events. For one, everything in life is luck. Godspeed, Patriot.”

      She fixed her coffee and glanced at the TV screen. The volume was muted, but the antics were unmistakable—two partisan contributors were going at it. She recognized Rachel Black immediately. Black was an icon for conservative, female attorneys, as she was somewhat of a glass-ceiling breaker in Washington.

      Hayden looked at the phone a second time as she took her first sip of coffee.

      
        
        Trust the plan.

        MM

      

      

      She’d tossed and turned all night replaying the words in her head. She searched the far recesses of her memory in an attempt to remember who talked like that. The term patriot was used often by those on the right who felt it was their duty to protect the Constitution.

      In legal circles, conservatives often argued that the Constitution was under attack by activist judges who considered the Constitution to be a worn-out, out-of-date document that needed to be brought into the twenty-first century.

      Whoever sent this anonymous message clearly considered her to fall within their definition of being a patriot. Hayden couldn’t dispute that, although she always tried to see legal issues from both sides of an argument. That was her job, and failing to do so usually ended in disastrous results for a client.

      But the second message still puzzled her. Trust the plan. She had no idea who the mysterious MM was who sent the message, nor did she have a clue as to what their plan was. The night before, she’d fallen asleep with Prowler curled up on her lap and her iPad resting on his side as she searched the internet for people whose initials were MM.

      The results were as varied as the theories Hayden had generated about the events of New Year’s Eve. Matthew McConaughey came to her mind first, naturally. She was single and generally uninterested in dating, but she wasn’t oblivious to the man’s sex appeal.

      The next person who came to mind was Marilyn Monroe, but she was dead. Another Marilyn, Marilyn Manson was next, but, um, no, it wasn’t her, or him, or whichever. Hayden wasn’t sure on that point.

      Marshall Mathers, also known as Eminem, was an option, but not likely. She ultimately found a website called People By Initials. The site listed hundreds of people with the initials MM, including the celebrities who came to mind. She researched them all, and none of them had government or political connections. Eventually she drifted off to sleep.

      After feeding Prowler, she made her way into the living room with her coffee and a Yoplait blueberry yogurt. The commercial break ended, and the CNN discussion continued. Curious as to why Black and her fellow guest were so animated before the commercial, Hayden turned up the volume to listen in.

      “And we’re back with our panelists, fellow attorneys Rachel Black and Jeannie Ray,” began Kate Bolduan. Hayden had met Bolduan at a dinner party in New York years ago. Bolduan had been pregnant with their daughter and had been accompanied by her husband, Michael David Gershenson, who’d just been named managing director of a major real estate client of Hayden’s firm. Bolduan was a genuinely nice person and a respected journalist. Hayden’s interest piqued as the discussion continued.

      Bolduan took a deep breath and addressed her guests. “I’d like to get your take on the issue of martial law. We are in the throes of a crisis in this country following the attacks of New Year’s Eve. Six major U.S. cities were brought to a standstill by various tools of terrorism. Local law enforcement is ill-equipped to handle the unrest, and some authorities are clamoring for the president to act. What should the president do? Rachel Black, you first.”

      Black sat a little taller in her chair and leaned onto the desk to look Bolduan in the eye. Her response was curt. “Whatever is within his legal authority.”

      Bolduan, caught off guard by the sudden change in Black’s demeanor, pressed for more. “That’s just a few words from an eloquent attorney. Would you care to expand on what those options might be?”

      “Obviously, the elephant in the room that everyone wants to address is martial law,” began Black in response. “So let’s do it. The concept of martial law is not expressly mentioned in the Constitution, but the activation in time of rebellion or invasion is addressed in Article One, Section Eight. Also, the suspension of habeas corpus, which prevents someone to be held by the government without due process, is available under Article One, Section Nine.”

      Hayden knew all of this, and the arguments had been made many times. Several times in the history of the country, martial law had been declared to varying degrees. The most obvious and often-cited example was when President Abraham Lincoln declared martial law during the Civil War. Hayden’s mind wandered as she equated the hostilities associated with the Civil War to today’s sociopolitical climate. The similarities were remarkable.

      “He needs to ask the Congress to make the declaration!”

      The sudden outburst by Jeannie Ray brought Hayden back to the present.

      Ray, red-faced from the previous exchange, continued. “Lincoln had the authorization of the Congress. This president, despite what he might think of himself, is not a dictator. If it’s for the good of the country, the Congress will agree. In just a few days, the new Congress will convene, and he can get their answer. Not before then.”

      Black couldn’t mask her distaste for Ray and her position. Looking at Bolduan, she said, “Kate, I’m pretty sure if the election had gone differently, Jeannie would take a counter position. The law is clear. Supreme Court precedent in the case of Ex Parte Milligan laid the groundwork. The president can declare martial law when circumstances warrant it. Look around you. These monitors of your live news feeds depict an America collapsing from these attacks.”

      Bolduan began to speak when Black cut her off and continued. She turned to Ray and said, “Come on, Jeannie. You spoke earlier of doing what’s best for the country. Are you arguing against the president because you want America to descend into the abyss?”

      Ray slammed her fist on the table in response. “No, I’m trying to argue against a tyrant of a president using this opportunity to avoid getting kicked out of office. I resent you saying otherwise.”

      The two women began shouting at one another, prompting Hayden to stand and approach the television monitor for a closer look.

      “Prowler, get over here,” she shouted to her Maine coon cat. His instincts were to fight and he’d enjoy a good human catfight. “I think they’re gonna come to—”

      Before Hayden could finish her sentence, it happened. Ray stood and shoved Black until her chair spun around on its swivel base. Black had barely caught her balance to avoid falling to the floor when Ray gave her another push. This time Black couldn’t avoid the sudden plunge downward.

      “I can’t believe this!” shouted Hayden at the screen as Prowler hopped on the coffee table to get eye level to the action. The two of them had ringside seats to the scrap.

      Black leapt to her feet and lunged at Ray headfirst, thrusting the crown of her skull into Ray’s midsection, knocking her backwards. Ray, in an attempt to avoid falling, grabbed Black’s hair with both hands, causing her adversary to scream in pain.

      The two rolled over and over across the studio floor until they crashed into the supports of the news feed monitors Black had referred to earlier. After several blows were exchanged, members of the production team moved in to break it up.

      Hayden watched with her mouth agape, more astonished that the CNN cameras continued to roll than she was at the fight itself. Only the ringing of her phone could drag her away from the spectacle befitting a Jerry Springer episode.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Congress Heights

        Washington, DC

      

      

      Hayden had barely pressed the accept button on her iPhone when she heard Pat Cipollone’s voice. “Blount! Are you watching CNN?”

      “Um, yes.”

      “My money’s on Rachel. She’s a real fighter. I’ve squared off in court against her in the past. She’s a take-no-prisoners type of litigator.”

      Hayden laughed and decided to play along, enjoying the playful banter with her boss. “It seemed to me she was blindsided by Jeannie Ray. She should’ve never let her guard down like that.”

      “Maybe, but how could she expect Ray to start throwing punches?” countered Cipollone.

      “Because, sir, you should always expect the other side to fight dirty. We’re at war.” Hayden used the phrase facetiously, but deep down, she felt that one was coming.

      “Interesting choice of words, Blount,” said Cipollone. “My guess is the president agrees with you.”

      “Have you heard something?”

      Cipollone chuckled and replied, “You know, unofficially, off the record. The usual malarkey.”

      “And?”

      Cipollone hesitated, and Hayden turned her attention back to the television momentarily as CNN broke away from its coverage of the catfight to update a report from Richmond. There, news crews showed buildings on fire near the Virginia State Capitol building, the location of the capitol of the Confederacy during the Civil War.

      “Richmond?” muttered Cipollone into the phone. “This is spreading like the plague.”

      “No doubt,” responded Hayden, who brought the conversation back to what her boss had called about. “Sir, have you heard something from the president?”

      Cipollone returned to the conversation. “His chief of staff, actually. Without saying so officially, he told me that, with ninety percent certainty, the matter before the Supreme Court will be postponed indefinitely.”

      “Wow, the president is going to declare martial law.”

      “It appears so. But, interestingly, he may not specifically suspend habeas corpus. A decision hasn’t been made yet.”

      “But, sir, they go hand in hand. I don’t know how—”

      Cipollone cut her off. “It’s political brinkmanship, Blount. You’re right, naturally. By exercising his executive privileges under Article One, Section Eight, all governmental functions will come to a standstill while the military gets things under control. I’d be shocked if that process took less than a month.”

      “Just in time to get inaugurated and to regain the public trust.”

      “Exactly,” said Cipollone. “Listen, his chief of staff is very politically astute. He single-handedly turned this presidency around. On the political battlefield, he was more of a general than the general who occupied his position before him.”

      “What does that mean for the case, and us?”

      “The hearing will be postponed indefinitely,” replied Cipollone. “The president, his new cabinet, and the justices will be taken into the government’s labyrinth of protective bunker complexes around the country for safekeeping.”

      “Continuity of government,” added Hayden.

      “Yes, and frankly, at least in my lifetime, I can’t think of a more appropriate time to do so. 9/11 was the closest thing to a war on our soil, and the use of the airplanes pointed directly to a specific group of terrorists. This is different. The weaponry and planning were far more sophisticated. The targets were diverse, yet they weren’t.”

      “Sir, what do you mean by that?” asked Hayden.

      Cipollone hesitated. “Um, never mind that. It’s rambling speculation from someone who hasn’t taken a shower to fully wake up yet. Blount, are you comfortable remaining in Congress Heights? That part of the District has the potential to get ugly.”

      Hayden had the sense he was giving her a nudge to move to safer surroundings. “I have a place to go, sir, thank you. Might I ask you about something else, off topic?”

      “Sure.”

      “Have you ever run across a political movement symbolized by a black rose? Yesterday, I saw a group of people dressed in black with face masks to obscure their identities. They were spray-painting a fist holding a black rose on a bridge abutment near my condo.”

      Cipollone gave his opinion. “A black rose, something that doesn’t exist naturally, usually symbolizes death or something coming to an end. You know, like a relationship breaking up. I’m unaware of any relationship to political movements, if that’s what you’re driving at. Do you think it’s connected to these attacks?”

      “I don’t know,” replied Hayden. “I just found it unusual that in the midst of all of this, graffiti artists would be taking to the streets unless they had a specific purpose or agenda in mind.”

      “Well, if you think it’s related, call our contacts at the FBI. Let them sort it out.”

      “Okay, it’s probably nothing. Thank you for calling me, sir. Is there anything else?”

      “No, Blount, that’s it. Keep safe and we’ll stay in touch by phone. If something changes, I’ll let you know, but watch for the president’s declaration today. I suspect they’re working on the verbiage now.”

      The two said their goodbyes and disconnected the call, neither aware that it would be many months before they spoke again.
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        Rankin Residence

        East Clay Street

        Richmond, Virginia

      

      

      It was almost midnight on New Year’s Day when the Rankins pulled into the driveway of their 1920s Craftsman-style home in downtown Richmond. Angela was curled up in the front seat with her head leaning against the window, while the kids had crawled under their respective blankets in the back. Tyler had pulled into the short driveway and turned off the ignition, yet none of his family stirred. For a moment, he contemplated leaving them there because they were sleeping so soundly, but when he heard a group of teenagers yelling down the street, he thought better of it.

      That night, the family had slept hard. Their ordeal since New Year’s Eve was more than most could endure, yet they’d managed to get home safely. Angela was the first to rise, as was often the case. It wasn’t unusual for her to be up as early as five thirty so she could go for a run. That morning, she allowed herself to sleep in. It was almost seven.

      The house was quiet as she spun the cap off a Starbucks Cold Brew coffee drink. She wore Tyler’s pink Hilton Head sweatshirt that she’d commandeered out of his closet when they first met and claimed as her own since. It had become a security blanket, a reminder of his love and ability to protect her, as she’d vowed to love and protect him forever.

      Angela walked around their modest home, which had been renovated before they purchased it several years earlier. The home was their place of refuge. It was a place where the family gathered at the end of a long day and ate supper together when her schedule as an emergency room resident allowed. Oftentimes, the family played board games or spent time together in a local park.

      The Rankins were a family, but moreover, they were close-knit friends and an alliance, of sorts. Kaycee and J.C. would much rather spend time with each other, or their parents, than with the other kids in school or the neighborhood. Angela credited that family closeness to helping them survive the harrowing experience aboard Kingda Ka and their ability to avoid being killed in the tunnel under the Chesapeake Bay.

      As she strolled barefoot on the wood floor, admiring the ornate woodwork and the period pieces of furniture she’d purchased at yard sales, she began to question whether Richmond was a long-term home for them.

      She liked the vibrant atmosphere that downtown Richmond offered. Their home was within walking distance to the convention center, the Richmond Coliseum, and the Downtown YMCA where they frequently worked out. Both she and Tyler could walk or jog to work if they wanted to. The kids’ school was close, and overall, despite being in an inner-city neighborhood, they felt safe.

      But her heart was still in the Carolinas. Richmond, and her position as an emergency room physician at the Virginia Commonwealth University Medical Center, was a means to an end. Her goal was to make it through her residency and immediately hope to land a job closer to Hilton Head.

      She was staring aimlessly out the front windows when Tyler eased up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. He nuzzled against her neck and kissed her, a gesture she’d never tire of.

      “Good morning, Dr. Rankin,” he whispered in her ear as she turned to kiss him back.

      “I guess so,” she responded in a melancholy tone.

      Tyler immediately noticed and pulled away so he could get a better look at her. A rare tear streamed out of her right eye.

      He showed his concern but tried to lighten the mood at the same time. “Hey, hey, why the gloom and doom?”

      Angela sniffled and wiped her cheeks with her sleeve. “More doom than gloom,” she replied before pausing. “Um, well, maybe a little gloom.”

      Tyler took her by the hand and led her to the sofa, where they sat next to one another. Angela scooted up against the back and tucked her legs underneath her. He looked her in the eyes and said, “Talk to me.”

      “We both know what needs to be done,” she began. She pointed her thumb over her shoulder towards the bedrooms. “We have two miracles asleep in there, and we’ve always vowed to do whatever it takes to protect them.”

      Tyler squeezed her hand and gave his wife a reassuring smile. Half-jokingly, he said, “We’ve done a great job, too. They’re both still alive.”

      Angela laughed and playfully swatted at him. “Barely! But protecting them means more than keeping them alive, Dad. It means insulating them from the ugliness of the world, too.”

      Tyler sensed where she was going with the conversation. His words were simple, but emphatic. “We have to go.”

      She nodded and allowed another tear to escape. “We’re so close, Tyler. Six more months at VCU and I could start looking for something closer to home. The kids are flexible and ready to go wherever we go. Now this crap has messed up the whole program.”

      “I thought about everything last night after you guys fell asleep in the truck. What if you asked for a leave of absence? You know, pause your residency program while we go to the Haven.”

      “I don’t know. The whole thing is regimented. It definitely would take me off schedule for getting into a fellowship, not to mention the fact it will give my future employers a reason not to hire me.”

      “Okay,” said Tyler as the realities began to set in.

      “I’ll probably have to drop out, but I think it’s worth a try. It doesn’t matter. What matters is taking care of our kids.”

      Tyler glanced past Angela and looked down the hallway. A sleepy-eyed J.C. had wandered out of his bedroom in his Feast Mode pajamas featuring a dog wearing a red-stocking cap and salivating over a line strung with fish, a turkey leg, and pumpkin pie. Tyler nodded to Angela to turn and look at their son.

      “He’s adorable,” she said, her heart warmed by the sight of her sleepy man. “This is why we make sacrifices. For him and Kaycee.”

      Tyler nodded. “Agreed.”

      The family spent the next hour waking up and unpacking their things from the trip, and then they sat down to discuss their plans. Although Tyler and Angela had made up their minds, they wanted to include their kids in the conversation.

      Their home was never run like a top-down dictatorship. Certainly, the kids had their moments when they were growing up. Both Tyler and Angela handled disciplinary duties equally. Usually, all it took was a disapproving look from their mother, and the kids would stop what they were doing immediately. Tyler was more of a softie and a little easier to be manipulated. To their credit, the kids never played their parents against each other. That wouldn’t have ended well.

      “Guys, here’s the plan,” began Tyler after they’d finished breakfast. “We’re gonna run some errands today, and this afternoon, hopefully before dark sets in, we’re gonna head down to the Carolinas to our place at the Haven. How does that sound?”

      “Yeah! I love it there!” replied an exuberant J.C., who was always up for an adventure. Then he turned to his sister. “How about you, Peanut?”

      “I can be ready in five minutes,” added Kaycee. The events of the last two days had had a profound impact upon her. Perhaps, being older than J.C., she had a better appreciation of how much danger the family had been in. Her younger brother saw everything as an adventure that always worked out, just like on television.

      “Well, that’s good,” said Angela, who noticed Kaycee’s demeanor. “We do have some errands to take care of, and you two have important jobs to do while we’re gone.”

      “What’s that?” asked Kaycee.

      “Well, for starters, can I trust you guys to do the laundry from our trip?”

      “Piece of cake,” replied J.C.

      Tyler started laughing. “Let your sister run point on laundry duties, okay, buddy?”

      “I got it, Dad,” Kaycee replied. “What else?”

      Angela scooted her chair up to the table. “We don’t know how long we’re gonna be gone, so I need you guys to pack both summer and winter clothes. We’ll stuff jackets in the truck, so don’t put them in your suitcases. If you have any special toys to bring, put them in our grocery tote bags.”

      “Roger that, Mom,” said J.C., a lover of military action movies.

      Tyler and Angela exchanged glances and shared an eye roll. The boy was gonna be a handful someday. He was a miniature version of the president, only without a Twitter account.

      “Where are you guys going?” asked Kaycee.

      “Well, I’m gonna head down to the hospital and talk to my administrator.”

      “Mom, do you have to quit your job?” asked Kaycee.

      “I hope not, but—” began Angela before J.C. interrupted.

      “Maybe you could take a yatus?”

      Since J.C. was a toddler, he’d become enamored with the word hiatus, although he could never manage to pronounce it correctly. When he used it, it came out as yah-toose, not that it mattered. Everyone in the family knew what he meant.

      “That’s right, buddy. Mom is gonna see what they say.”

      “Your dad has errands to run as well, right?” Angela looked at Tyler to elaborate.

      “I need to get replacements for our cell phones, for starters. Also, I need to replace the evidence taken by the police last night.”

      “The gun?” Angela mouthed the words.

      Tyler nodded and continued. “We need some food and supplies for the cabin, and I think that I’m going to buy us another truck, something more reliable and a little faster.” He mumbled his way through the last part of his answer.

      J.C. became distraught. “But, Dad, what about the Bronco? You can’t sell it!”

      Angela reached over and touched Tyler’s arm. “I kinda agree. That was your dad’s truck. Besides, they’d never give you what it’s worth, anyway.”

      “What if I keep the Bronco, buy a good used truck with a trailer, and use it to bring the Bronco with us?”

      “Sounds like a plan,” replied Kaycee. “We can bring more stuff that way.”

      Angela leaned back in her chair and laughed. “That’s your daughter the prepper talking.”

      Tyler beamed. He’d taught his family well.
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        George Trowbridge’s Residence

        Near Pine Orchard, Connecticut

      

      

      George Trowbridge’s trusted aide, Harris, led the lanky visitor up the wide marble stairwell of the expansive home overlooking the ocean. The snowstorm had moved out to sea, and the sun was shining brightly, reflecting off the white blanket that still covered the estate’s grounds.

      The visitor had been summoned overnight, and the inhospitable weather was not an excuse for nonattendance by the man who’d set the events of New Year’s Eve into motion. Despite his failing health, Trowbridge was still very much in charge, but he was angry. Someone within his trusted circle had gone off the reservation, as they say, nearly resulting in the death of his son-in-law, Michael Cortland.

      Nathaniel Hanson Briscoe, a descendent of John Hanson, the president of the First Continental Congress, was also the owner of Monocacy Farm, the location of the secretive meetings that launched the New Year’s Eve attacks. Briscoe, who used his middle name when he introduced himself, was an aristocratic, cerebral ex-politician who’d made a name for himself in the defense industry.

      Hanson Briscoe’s contacts throughout the military-industrial complex needed high-level access to those in government who held the purse strings of the U.S. budget. Trowbridge was the gatekeeper who could make the introductions, in exchange for a quid pro quo, or two.

      As is often the case in politics, one side to a backroom deal needed the other more than vice versa. Trowbridge always maintained the upper hand in a negotiation, and as a result, he was owed many favors from those he assisted. Of all those who owed George Trowbridge, Hanson Briscoe was at the top of the list.

      Harris escorted Briscoe into Trowbridge’s master suite, where the elderly man was receiving his morning medications and checkup. The two visitors stood casually as the medical team completed their work. Quietly and efficiently, they prepared Trowbridge for another day in which he operated from the confines of his bedroom. After they left, Harris nodded and slowly backed out of the room, leaving the two powerful men alone.

      “George, you are looking well under the circumstances,” began Briscoe as he slowly approached Trowbridge’s bedside. Briscoe always dressed in his finest suit and an ankle-length herringbone overcoat in the winter. He held the coat over his arm, refusing to surrender it to the estate’s staff when he entered the home.

      Trowbridge sized up his business associate, noticing the jacket draped over his forearm. He surmised that Briscoe didn’t plan on staying long, or expected he’d be dismissed in short order. Trowbridge had learned in his past dealings with Briscoe that the man had several hang-ups, the biggest of which was his continuous quest to gain recognition for the efforts of his ancestor John Hanson.

      Briscoe argued, as many others in his family had before him, that John Hanson was in fact the first president of the United States, not George Washington. The Hanson family maintained for centuries that in November 1781, when John Hanson became the first President of Congress under the Articles of Confederation, that bestowed the honor of first president upon him. At the time, the U.S. Constitution had not been ratified, but the government was in place.

      Be that as it may, history hadn’t been kind to the Hanson family’s efforts, and it continued to be a point of contention for Briscoe. He worked overtime to make a name for himself, working in the shadows and reminding anyone who’d listen that his lineage was every bit as important as the Founding Fathers’.

      Trowbridge didn’t care about such matters. He was interested in the present and what needed to be done to direct a nation into the future. A nation, in his opinion, that had lost its way. The events of New Year’s Eve, although orchestrated and planned in large part by Briscoe, would’ve never come to pass without Trowbridge’s blessing.

      All of the attacks that evening had been known to Trowbridge in advance, including the use of the directed-energy weapon on Delta Flight 322. During the planning phase, those operatives within his employ inside the government had been responsible for delivering travel plans and flight manifests to Briscoe.

      It was Briscoe who’d made the final decision on whether to call off a particular operation or not. In fact, one of the planned attacks had included an intentionally failed attempt on the president’s life. Trowbridge theorized that the president’s most ardent supporters would rise up in arms at the botched assassination. When the logistics of the attempt didn’t lend themselves to the desired result, Briscoe wisely called off the plan.

      What Trowbridge needed to know was why the attack on Delta 322 wasn’t called off considering his son-in-law was on board the flight. It was a question he needed to ask directly so he could study the body language of the man whom he trusted, but who also had motive to clear the playing field as Trowbridge neared the end of his life.

      There would be a successor to the throne of power. Hanson Briscoe wanted to take the seat next. George Trowbridge had other plans.
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        George Trowbridge’s Residence

        Near Pine Orchard, Connecticut

      

      

      “Please, Hanson, pull up a chair,” began Trowbridge as he pressed a button that maneuvered the back of his bed a little taller. He was now sitting upright and could see his guest’s body completely. “I trust you had an uneventful flight.”

      Briscoe looked around warily before setting his jacket on a side chair underneath a nearby window. He settled into the leather chair adjacent to Trowbridge’s bed. The man appeared nervous, a telling sign. It was also a mistake. Trowbridge immediately smelled blood and was more cautious with his words. If his suspicions were correct, then Briscoe was to be considered a dangerous threat to the Trowbridge dynasty and would have to be eliminated.

      “Yes, George, it was uneventful, and the invitation was wholly unexpected. I appreciate the use of your helo.”

      “This weather is not conducive to traveling three hundred miles by car,” Trowbridge added. He took a deep breath and began, choosing to make small talk, but establishing how their meeting would go. Trowbridge wanted Briscoe to do all the talking while he assessed the man’s responses and demeanor. “How are you feeling about the first phase of the plan?”

      “I thought it went very well,” he began to reply with confidence. “As you know, we had to abandon the Mar-a-Lago operation, and we—”

      Briscoe’s cell phone began to chirp in his jacket pocket, immediately drawing a scowl from Trowbridge. When he met with someone, he expected their undivided attention. Briscoe gave his host an apologetic look before reaching into his pocket. He took a moment to study the display before shutting off the ring volume.

      “George, it’s the markets,” he said as he shoved the phone into his pocket. “Schwartz is making his move.”

      Trowbridge nodded his head. “To be expected.”

      Briscoe continued. “I assume you’ve confirmed the appropriate course of action with the Treasury Secretary.”

      “I have, and with the fed chairman,” replied Trowbridge. “Schwartz pulled these shenanigans once and caught everyone off guard. Kudos to him, as it made him a rich man. You can’t fool this old fool twice. His efforts will backfire, and he won’t realize the mistake he’s made until it’s too late.”

      “What about Interpol?”

      “They’ve been alerted,” replied Trowbridge. “International wiretaps and warrants have been issued for the offshore accounts that Jonathan Schwartz uses for these types of dealings. Our contacts in the FBI’s financial crimes division are closely monitoring his U.S.-based activities. Justice will be meted out with lightning speed.”

      “The media?” asked Briscoe.

      “Our friends at the Financial Times will break the story, and the Fox Business Network will make sure it is disseminated throughout the U.S. He’ll be as toxic as a nuclear waste dump within days.”

      Briscoe smiled and rubbed his hands, lending the appearance of a miserly scrooge celebrating the bankruptcy of another. The man’s body relaxed, and he slid down into the comfortable chair as if he were enjoying a casual chat with an old friend over cognac and cigars.

      A wry smile came across Trowbridge’s face as he saw the noticeable change in Briscoe’s demeanor. Trowbridge often laughed at the so-called expert poker players who bragged about their ability to read their opponents. Those people had never played the kind of high-stakes card games that Trowbridge was accustomed to.

      “I’ve received reports that unrest has spread across the country, especially in unexpected locales. May I assume these are organized efforts?”

      “They are, George,” Briscoe replied. “Our network has responded quickly and with equal violence.”

      “Any problems?”

      Briscoe grimaced. “Only in Richmond, but we have teams descending upon the city this morning. The public will applaud our efforts.”

      Trowbridge appeared to be uninterested, casually refolding the end of the blanket that was tucked just below his shoulders to keep him warm. “What about the death toll from the Delta flight? How many?”

      Briscoe’s body stiffened in his chair. The question caught him off guard, as intended. “Um, one-oh-nine, passengers and crew. The target, um, Congressman Pratt was one of the dead.”

      “Survivors?” Trowbridge asked the questions that he already knew the answers to. He’d conducted his own, independent investigation of the downing of Delta Flight 322.

      While it was true that Cort was a late addition to the flight, the manifest with his name on it had been filed with the FAA. For over an hour, Briscoe’s team was, or should have been, aware of Cort’s presence on that flight.

      Trowbridge’s investigation had revealed that the Frenchman, who had been one of their top operatives because of his development and knowledge of radio frequency weapons, a highly prized tool of terror, had been inadvertently killed as he slipped off the oil rig’s elevated platform. The ex-military operators hired to protect the man had disappeared by prearrangement.

      For Trowbridge, it was all too convenient. Briscoe had the answers and Trowbridge expected him to volunteer them. A lie of omission was just as big a lie as one of words. He was going to give Briscoe the opportunity to admit his operation almost killed Cort, whether by accident or design.

      A few beads of sweat appeared on Briscoe’s forehead. “They keep it warm in here for you, don’t they?”

      Trowbridge glared at his contemporary and nodded. He wasn’t acknowledging the fact that the room was kept warm. He was relishing the fact that the room, and its suddenly hot feel, was closing in on Hanson Briscoe.

      Trowbridge offered the younger man a glass of water and subtly changed the conversation to the next part of their intricate plan to push the nation to the edge of a second civil war. As the two discussed the arrangements, Trowbridge slid his hand under the blanket and pressed a buzzer, summoning Harris.

      When his aide arrived, Trowbridge held his hand up, indicating that Briscoe should halt the conversation. Trowbridge waved his hand for Harris to approach, and then he pointed to his ear. Harris picked up on the cue and pretended to whisper in his boss’s ear.

      “Hanson, old friend, would you excuse us for just a moment?”

      Briscoe nodded and left. Just as the door shut, Trowbridge mustered the strength to push himself up a little taller in the bed. Harris awaited his instructions.

      “Not now. Not here. But soon. I want him gone. Without a trace.”

      “No message?” asked Harris.

      “Oh, it will be loud and clear.”

      “Sir, I was unable to install the GPS tracking device in his jacket as you requested. Shall I send a team with—”

      Trowbridge waggled his finger at his aide and pointed his thumb over his shoulder. “Quickly, so we don’t raise suspicion.”

      Harris didn’t hesitate, pulling the wafer-thin piece of electronic circuitry out of his pocket. He flicked open a spring-assisted knife and created a small incision where the outer pocket met the main body of the overcoat. Within seconds, the device was inserted, and Briscoe, who kept his jacket with him like a security blanket, could be found anywhere, anytime.

      Trowbridge nodded his approval, and Harris exited the room, holding the door open for Briscoe—the dead man walking.
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        Hilton Garden Inn, Airport

        Charlotte, North Carolina

      

      

      “Okay,” began Cort cheerily as he returned to the hotel room, wiggling a key fob over his head. “How does a brand-new, barely broken-in Chevy Suburban sound to you guys?”

      Handsome Dan was the most vocal in his response, immediately attempting to jump as high as his eight-inch legs could hoist his oversized girth of a waistline. The key fob was the target of his excitement, as the big boy couldn’t care less about Suburbans.

      “Too excited for words,” said Hannah as she threw a pillow at her father. She enjoyed the slumber-party atmosphere of the night’s stay in the hotel. She’d never slept on a pull-out sofa bed and enjoyed creating a wall of cushions and excess pillows to build a lean-to structure on top. She’d said it was her way of getting ready to sleep in the woods.

      Meredith didn’t respond, reacting instead by pointing toward the local news she was watching on the television. Cort slipped the fob in his pocket, much to the chagrin of Handsome, who immediately found his way to the tile-floored foyer to stay cool.

      “Is this about the fire?” Cort said as he slid onto the edge of the bed next to his wife. She had the volume turned down with the closed-captioning scrolling across the bottom, Cort suspected it was because she didn’t want their young daughter to hear all the gory details that the news media liked to relay.

      “That’s part of it,” she replied with a sigh. “They have no idea what started the fires, and there was no discernible pattern to the targets. They were clearly arson, with the locations ranging from high-end homes to government buildings. The media is calling it the Night of Rage.”

      Cort took the remote from his wife and turned up the volume slightly. “Why?”

      “Apparently, mobs were seen in the vicinity of all the fires before they were set. Last night, around ten o’clock, groups started congregating in different parts of the city. Cort, it wasn’t just inner-city violence, either. I mean, the homes that were set on fire were big McMansions. Even their historic district was hit.”

      “The graphic reads coordinated.”

      “Right,” added Meredith. “Their newly appointed fire chief said the fires were set in a way that prevented his department from responding to all of them. As he put it, he had to play God with the Lord’s water.”

      “What did he do?” asked Cort.

      Meredith grimaced as she replied, “He protected homes first and businesses only if he had the resources. Makes sense to me, but not to the business owners, many of whom were minorities, apparently. They’re crying racism.”

      “That’s the chief in the picture,” said Cort, pointing to the split screen. “Um, he’s black.”

      Meredith shrugged, and her eyebrows rose. “I guess that didn’t matter.”

      The two watched the news a little longer until the coverage shifted to the mug shots of several white men whose faces were covered in tattoos. Cort shook his head in disbelief at the men’s appearance and turned the volume up louder. The reporter explained.

      “The Ghost Face Gangsters are a prison-based gang that has been operating in Georgia for twenty years until their recent expansion into other large Southern cities. In the last three weeks, several incidents have been attributed to suspected members of the gang, including a deadly jailbreak in nearby Gaston County that left two corrections officers dead.

      “According to the Anti-Defamation League, they are one of dozens of white supremacist prison gangs operating in the greater Mecklenburg County area. The three escaped men shown on the screen are on the lam and considered considerably dangerous.”

      The station’s news host asked the reporter, “We’ve received reports that the Ghost Face Gangsters may have been involved in last night’s Night of Rage, is that correct?”

      The reporter nodded and his facial expression turned serious. “That’s right. Police sources tell us there has been a turf war brewing between the Ghost Face gang and the Trinitarios, a New York-based gang composed primarily of Dominican Americans. Like the Ghost Face Gangsters, the Trinitarios members rose out of the penal system, this time in New York State. Their numbers have swelled over the past decade and so have their areas of influence. Their territory now includes Charlotte.”

      Cort turned off the television and tossed the remote over his shoulder, where it landed squarely on top of a pillow, emulating a trick basketball shot he’d perfected as a teen in which he’d shoot the ball blindly over his shoulder, finding the hoop every time.

      “I have an idea,” he said with a chuckle. “Why don’t we load up and get the heck out of Charlotte?”

      Meredith leaned over and hugged her husband while she gave him a long kiss on the cheek. “I really love you, Cort.”

      “That’s a good thing, Mrs. Cortland. Our daughter, who’s watching our every move, probably appreciates that.”

      “No, I mean it. The Haven, and your ability to overcome your fears to get us there, takes a tremendous amount of courage. I love you for that.”

      Cort genuinely blushed and smiled. “Aw, shucks, ma’am. ’Tweren’t nothin’.”

      “Yes, Cort it was. I woke up several times last night as you fought through the nightmares. You were knocked out by the Zoloft, so you probably don’t remember. There were several times that you began kicking and flailing about. The moans were what saddened me the most. It was heart-wrenching.”

      “Honey, I’m sorry. I had no—well, um, I don’t remember the dreams from last night, but the night before. Those were awful.”

      She hugged him again and stood, using her arms to help Cort up. “We’ll get through this together, as soon as we’re safe at the Haven.”

      “Sounds good,” said Cort as he reached into his coat pocket. He pulled out a small single-page map of the area surrounding the airport. “I picked this up at the front desk. If we head out this back way through Pinecrest, we can stop at Walmart and pick some things up for the cabin.”

      “Sounds good to me,” said Meredith. “Once we get there, I’d like to stay put until all of this mess blows over.”

      The Cortlands quickly gathered their things, coaxed Handsome off the floor, and made their way to the rental car to start the final leg of their journey.
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        Delta’s Cabin

        The Haven

      

      

      Will Hightower was having difficulty transitioning to his role as Delta, one of the lead security personnel at the Haven. When he signed on with Ryan and Blair, he’d assumed he’d be flying solo. He was estranged from his ex-wife, who’d done little to rehabilitate his image as a father in the eyes of their kids. If anything, she’d torn him down further as it related to his fifteen-year-old son, Ethan.

      Skylar, however, was a different matter. She had been somewhat shielded from the media circus inflicted upon the Hightower family two years prior, and for whatever reason, she hadn’t succumbed to the onslaught of negativity directed at Will. She was still a daddy’s girl and probably would remain so as long as Will didn’t screw it up.

      This was their second full day at the Haven, and routines were being established for the single dad. He awoke early to prepare breakfast for his kids. He dressed in his uniform that now consisted of a full military kit that held his sidearm, extra magazines for both the pistol and the AR-15 he carried, as well as a radio. He stopped once to check himself in the mirror before he gave final instructions to the kids. He looked more like Rambo than the former uniformed security guard for a stadium, his job of just three days ago.

      “Okay, here’s the plan for today,” Delta began, trying to be upbeat. He sensed his kids were bored with this new arrangement, and he wasn’t ready to explain to them how bad it really was beyond their secured perimeter, because he wasn’t totally sure himself. This was one of the items on his agenda during today’s morning briefing. “I’ve got my meeting and then I’ll be making rounds. I plan on seeing you guys back here at noon for lunch. Cool?”

      “That’ll be cool, Daddy,” replied Skylar enthusiastically. “I’ve got my paintings, and Miss Blair has commissioned some artwork.”

      “Whoa!” exclaimed Delta. He was impressed with his daughter’s big-girl speak. “She commissioned some artwork? What are you supposed to do?”

      Skylar proudly sat up in her chair as she finished off another scoop of oatmeal mixed with a cinnamon-sugar blend. “I’d asked her about things kids could do around here. Miss Blair said we were all living a simpler life now and that wasn’t such a bad thing. She talked about the tire swing we have in front. That tire has been here since before the Hunger Games movie. She said she wouldn’t be surprised if Katniss played on that swing.”

      Delta began laughing at the sincerity of Skylar’s statements. He loved her innocence. Delta glanced over at Ethan, who continued to shovel oatmeal into his mouth in an effort to avoid interacting with the rest of the family.

      “Sky, does she want a painting of the swing?” asked Delta.

      “Yes. The cabin, too. She said this was one of her favorite spots when they bought the place. I promised her a beautiful painting for her wall.”

      “I’ll bet you do a fantastic job.” Delta leaned over and kissed his daughter on the forehead. He turned his attention to Ethan. “Son, you’ll stay here with your sister, right?”

      Ethan didn’t look up from his bowl. He toyed with a clump of oatmeal and nodded his head. Will had hoped the change of scenery and a new adventure might bring Ethan around. He was beginning to wonder whether his son’s attitude was normal for fifteen-year-old boys. He tried to remember what he was like at that age. Although he couldn’t conjure up any specific memories, he certainly didn’t remember being perpetually sullen and ill-tempered.

      “Right, Ethan?” he reiterated his request.

      “Sure, Dad, whatever. Are you gonna find me a charger for my phone today?”

      “Top of my list, son.” The lies continued. Delta walked over to muss his son’s hair, but Ethan just pulled away. The attempt to make some kind of contact with his son failed, again. “Okay, I love you guys. Be good, and I’ll be back for lunch.”

      “Okay, Daddy. Love you!”

      Ethan didn’t reply. He stood and took his empty bowl into the kitchen without saying goodbye. Delta grabbed his gear and left, pulling the door tight behind him.

      Skylar began to gather her sketching materials and headed toward the door.

      Ethan interrupted her. “Where are you going?”

      “Um, in the front yard to sketch the house and tire swing. I’ll paint it inside because it’s too cold out.”

      “Hang on.” Ethan stopped her. He sat on the sofa and motioned for Skylar to join him. Although she was anxious to get started on her project, she reluctantly joined him.

      “Okay,” she said hesitantly as she set her materials down and plopped down on the slip-covered sofa.

      Ethan began. “What do you think about Mom? I mean, do you think she’s back from her cruise and home safe, or what?”

      “I dunno. Daddy said he’d try to call her.”

      “Do you think he is?”

      Skylar hesitated, indicating she wasn’t so sure. “Um, I guess so. I mean, he said he would.”

      Ethan had a quick comeback. “He also said he would find me a charger for my cell phone, and he hasn’t so far.”

      Skylar was growing uncomfortable with the conversation. She didn’t like it when her mother criticized her dad, and she didn’t like it when Ethan did either. She began to stand and leave when Ethan gently touched her arm and pulled her back down.

      “Ethan, I don’t know. What’s the big deal. Mom’s probably safe at home with Freddie, or they’re still on the cruise ship. Either way, I’m happy here with Daddy.”

      Ethan rolled his eyes. “You mean you’re not bored out of your mind?”

      “We just got here,” she replied. “I haven’t had time to get bored yet. Besides, Miss Blair has given me a job, and Daddy said there would be other things for us to do.”

      “Like what?” asked Ethan.

      “I don’t know, but he’ll tell us when it’s time.”

      Ethan stood and walked around the room. “Well, I don’t think he has any intention of talking to Mom. He sure isn’t gonna go get her.”

      “Yes, he will,” Skylar shot back.

      “No, Sky, he won’t. They hate each other, and Dad has everything he wants now. We’re here with him, and Mom is out there somewhere, probably in trouble.”

      “You don’t know that!” Skylar was becoming afraid for her mother now. “Besides, living with Dad isn’t so bad. You’ll see.”

      “Whatever,” Ethan grumbled. He wasn’t hearing what he wanted to from Skylar, so he rudely dismissed her. “Go on, do your painting or whatever. I’m gonna play with my new Nintendo until the batteries die. Then we’ll see how long it takes Dad to get me more batteries.”

      Ethan angrily swiped the handheld Nintendo device off the coffee table and stormed off to their bedroom. Skylar sat on the sofa for a moment, staring at the fire through the small glass opening on the wood-burning stove.

      She contemplated the fate of her mother and what her father’s true intentions were. At eleven, she knew she had little, if any, control over what her parents decided. She was still of the opinion to go with the flow because they knew what was best for her.

      There was one thing she vowed, however, as she considered the circumstances her family was in. She’d never grow up to be like her brother.
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        West Clay Street

        Richmond, Virginia

      

      

      Joseph Jose Acuff was also known as Chepe, a Spanish name of endearment bestowed upon him as a boy because of his cherublike face. Chepe, however, was anything but a cherub. He had a master’s in public administration from Cal-Berkley and was well respected as an advocate for reforming payday loan practices. He was widely recognized as he walked the halls of Congress, running in the same circles as congressional aides and those who had the ears of powerful politicians in DC.

      Chepe led a second life, however, one that was unknown to the politicians whom he lobbied. He was a radical communist and Antifa leader who advocated the violent overthrow of the U.S. government. His platform on social media was one of the most widely followed by anarchists around the world.

      As far as Chepe was concerned, nothing was off-limits. Regime change, murder of the rich and powerful, and harassment of public officials and media personalities were just some of the things on his bucket list. He was a student of Saul Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals, a manifesto authored for communist activists on how to run a movement for change.

      Encouraging charismatic leaders like Chepe, Alinsky provided simple guidance on how to organize low-income communities, the proverbial have-nots, into a powerful voice. Many grassroots political movements over the past fifty years could be attributed to the techniques suggested in Rules for Radicals.

      Chepe was on Jonathan Schwartz’s payroll. He’d been recruited while attending graduate school in Berkley after making headlines for leading protests against conservative commentators on the Cal-Berkley campus. Once on the radar of the FBI because of his ties to radical leftist organizations, Chepe was instructed to avoid the limelight and public displays of protest. He was turned into an insider, one who knew his way around Washington, while still being able to recruit operatives for Antifa.

      Chepe excelled in his role and had become a rising star in the shadow organizations controlled by Schwartz. The events of New Year’s Eve triggered the chaotic scenario he’d been waiting for. His dream was to take advantage of government dysfunction during which the rule of law could not be enforced.

      He was a cerebral radical, oftentimes engaging in elaborate conversations with his contemporaries about the impact Saul Alinsky had on the American political landscape. His favorite of Alinsky’s rules, rule number nine, posited the threat is usually more terrifying than the thing itself.

      For decades, political change in America was effectuated by scaring people via the media until laws were passed to meet a certain ideological goal. Chepe’s job was to create the news headlines at the most opportune moment to benefit his political allies in Washington. The opportunity to back up those threats with real violence was a dream that Chepe thought would never materialize, until now.

      He’d been tasked with setting Richmond on fire, literally. His teams worked throughout Richmond to occupy first responders with widespread arson fires. While the fires raged, the members of his teams raged as well, smashing windows, destroying businesses, terrorizing and killing innocent homeowners while law enforcement officers chased ghosts.

      He’d been so successful on the night of January first that his boss, under direct orders from Jonathan Schwartz, instructed Chepe to pick a handful of his top people and travel to Charlotte. Just as General William Tecumseh Sherman had carved a wide swath of death and destruction through the South in the final year of the Civil War, Chepe, one of Antifa’s top field generals, would do the same. From Richmond to Charlotte to Atlanta and beyond, he’d lead an army of have-nots on a fiery display of terror.

      He was preparing to leave when a box truck arrived in front of the properties owned by the Schwartz foundation that acted as a rally point for the Richmond operation. Chepe wasn’t expecting any type of delivery, especially since the normal signage or tee shirts weren’t being used during the activities undertaken around Richmond. He stopped packing his duffle bags and peeked through the curtains of his upstairs apartment.

      Two burly men dressed in black with gray beanie caps made their way to the front door. Most likely, based on Chepe’s past dealings with his benefactors, the drivers were longshoremen from New Jersey. They nervously looked around before knocking.

      Chepe bounded down the stairs to greet them. He opened the door. “Gentlemen.”

      The driver spoke up. “We have a delivery for Sabokitty.”

      Chepe smiled and took an envelope from the driver. He opened it and began reading the typewritten delivery notice. He glanced past the men toward the box truck. A vehicle trailer was attached to the truck’s hitch with a small Nissan pickup in tow. He shook his head in disbelief.

      “The pickup, too?”

      “No, that’s for our return trip. We’re to leave all of this with you. It’s my understanding you’re heading to Charlotte today.”

      Chepe furrowed his brow, surprised that these men were aware of the plan. “Yeah.”

      The driver continued. “Take the truck. It has a crew cab capable of carrying you plus four more.”

      “Fuel? That’s a real prob—”

      “Both tanks are full,” the driver responded abruptly. “If there’s nothing else, we need to get back.”

      Chepe hesitated. “Um, I guess not.” The men walked away, and he called after them, holding the delivery notice over his head. “Hey, do you need to teach me how to use this stuff?”

      “The guys you’ll meet up with will know.”

      For a moment, Chepe watched the men unhook their transportation. He read the list again, which included military-grade weapons such as shoulder-fired missiles, grenade launchers, automatic weapons, and the corresponding ammunition.

      They had equipped him for a war.
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        Congress Heights

        Washington, DC

      

      

      “Prowler, are you up for a road trip?” Hayden walked toward the ceiling-to-floor windows as her cat made figure eights through her legs, methodically moving between them and rubbing against her calves. Cats were not bred as a herding animal, like some dog breeds, but they’d acquired this behavior, known as marking, as a way to get attention or, at times, manipulate their owner into doing their bidding. Whether it be a good scruffing behind the ear or a bowl full of yummies, cats, like most dogs, learned to communicate to their human companions through a series of actions and reactions. Humans, for their part, enjoyed being manipulated by their furry friends.

      “Okay, okay.” Hayden relented to Prowler’s persistent movements, mainly because the large cat threatened to trip her up by accident. She bent over and hoisted up the twenty-pounder and cradled him like a baby. Prowler nuzzled against her chest and purred his appreciation.

      The Washington area had received a significant amount of snowfall overnight, but the skies showed signs of clearing. She looked across the Potomac River at the plumes of smoke rising from Arlington Ridge on the other side of Reagan Washington National Airport. The primary commercial airport servicing the DC-metro area and its twenty-three million passengers a year had sat dormant since the cyber attacks of two nights ago.

      The lack of public transportation had caused commuters and travelers to take to their vehicles to get around the District, causing traffic jams and tempers to flare. Traffic on Interstate 295 between her building and the Potomac was slow but moving.

      “I think we’ll avoid the interstate, big boy,” she said to an oblivious Prowler. “We’ll head toward Joint Base Andrews and then pick up 301 toward Virginia. Whadya think?”

      Prowler was asleep. He was a twenty-pound snuggle cat.

      Hayden carried him to the sofa and gently laid him on a gray faux-fur blanket, Prowler’s favorite, from Pottery Barn. CNN was now covering news from the London Stock Exchange about the impact the attacks on the U.S. were having on international markets. Hayden wasn’t invested in the markets, opting instead to purchase physical silver and gold with her after-tax earnings. Both precious metals had skyrocketed in value as trading opened in foreign markets.

      Before she began packing her Range Rover, she had to carefully consider what to bring. She had some things at her cabin already, namely food and clothing. Ryan had stored some of her weapons in the Haven’s armory, and the ammunition she’d brought down on her previous trips had gone into storage as well.

      She hadn’t unloaded the truck from yesterday’s shopping trip to Walmart, as everything was designed to be used for bugging out. As a result, her task was limited to stuffing a few duffle bags with additional clothing and personal toiletries. She retrieved her handguns out of a safe built into her closet and set them next to the door by the rifles retrieved from her gun-range locker.

      If she got pulled over during the four-hundred-mile trip to Henry River Mill Village in North Carolina, it would take weeks to talk her way out of the legal trouble law enforcement would make for her. However, she expected the cops would be the least of her troubles.

      She filled a large olive drab duffle bag with her weapons and readied them for transportation down the elevator to the secured parking garage. She made several trips down with her rucksacks and Prowler’s gear first, surveying the garage and the building to determine if any looky-loos were present. Her building was remarkably devoid of activity, so on the fourth trip down, she carried the heavy bag of weapons.

      Prowler, curious at the activity, conducted his potty business and was sitting patiently by the door when Hayden came up for him. Before she left, she looked around her loft, which she’d called home for years. It was her private space, decorated to reflect her taste, and perfectly suited the two of them.

      In the moment, sadness came over her as she walked through one final time, as if she were checking a hotel room for a forgotten item. Prowler joined her side, periodically stopping to examine a piece of furniture or to swat at one of his many toys that were scattered about. It was their home, and he sensed they were leaving for a long time.

      “We’ll be back, buddy,” said a melancholy Hayden. Her life revolved around the law and, most recently, defending the President of the United States. It was a dream job that surpassed her position as a clerk to Justice Alito on the Supreme Court.

      Prowler responded with a meow, of sorts, using a deeper tone than he customarily used. He’s not so sure, Hayden thought to herself.

      Neither was she.
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        DoubleTree Hotel

        Norfolk, Virginia

      

      

      Tom Shelton returned to their hotel room at the DoubleTree in Norfolk, frustrated and annoyed with the circumstances. He had been pleased to find the rental car counter open at the late hour the night before, but when the attendant revealed their GMC Yukon would be only half full of gas, Tom became agitated.

      “But, sir, you only pay for the gas you use,” explained the clueless young woman. She reminded him to return the vehicle with the same amount of gas as it had now. Tom didn’t want to explain to the naïve woman that he expected gas shortages to become the norm after the attacks, and the gas-guzzling Yukon would consume half a tank in just a couple of hundred miles. They had nearly four hundred miles to travel to get to the Haven.

      Donna Shelton greeted him as he entered the room, where she sat on the edge of the bed, watching the local news. “You were gone a long time.”

      “Yes, and unfortunately, I came back with less gas than when I started. As I suspected, the influx of travelers out of the northeast coupled with the attacks has stopped fuel trucks from running.”

      Donna stood and helped her husband remove his coat. She planted a kiss on his cheek and whispered reassuringly, “We’ll be okay. Come sit down. There’s more.”

      “Now what?” he asked, trying his best to shake off his fussy attitude.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t hear about this while you were out,” she said, pointing at Norfolk’s WAVY News on Your Side playing on the television. “A wildfire got out of control overnight. It’s to the south of us, just beyond Chesapeake.”

      Tom read the news chyron. “The Great Dismal Swamp? Really? Dear, are you sure they’re not referring to Washington?”

      Donna gave him a playful slug and led him to the sofa to sit down. She had her iPad open to the Google Maps app. The Great Dismal Swamp extended from Southeastern Virginia into North Carolina. It was a vast area of forest combined with wetlands and tall grasses to create one of the most unique ecosystems along the Atlantic Seaboard. It was also no stranger to wildfires. A spark from a logging operation in the mid-1920s caused the Great Conflagration, which consumed nearly one hundred thousand acres. The fire raged for three years. More recently, in 2011, another fire caused by a lightning strike scorched six thousand acres and burned for weeks.

      Donna was about to show Tom the road closures when he grabbed the remote and turned up the volume. The news crew on the scene was standing near a massive blaze that melted the light snow and the surrounding pine trees. The reporter explained what had happened.

      “Here’s how a peat fire occurs. Beneath the Great Dismal Swamp lies large areas of peat. You know, the partially decomposed organic matter resulting from fallen trees, leaves, and other plant material. Eventually, after a few million years or so, peat transforms into coal or oil. Even in its current state, it’s highly flammable.”

      The news anchor interrupted the reporter with a question. “It’s so damp out there. And we had a fresh snowfall. How does something like this begin to burn under those wet conditions?”

      The reporter held his hand to his earpiece and turned as a sudden gust of wind blew dark smoke toward his position. “It does seem out of the ordinary, but here’s how it works. Once the fire is ignited, and let me reiterate, we don’t have an official cause as of yet although authorities have told me off the record that fireworks landing in the swamp is most likely the source of ignition.”

      “From New Year’s Eve?” asked the news anchor.

      “That’s right. You see, it doesn’t take much to ignite the peat. Once the fire sets in, it sinks into the surface and spreads down to the peat layer, which can be as deep as fifteen feet below ground. That’s why a peat fire is so difficult to extinguish. You have to saturate the swampland with more water. In 2011, folks around here were praying for a tropical storm to move through after the fire began. As you might recall, the rains never came.”

      The reporter’s voice trailed off and Tom lowered the volume. He turned his attention to Donna, who was holding her iPad to show him the route options.

      “All the major roads leading south of us are closed,” she began. “Traffic is being diverted to our west.”

      “Richmond,” interjected Tom. “I suppose we could make our way to I-95. It’s a little out of the way to begin with, but then we should be able to make up time. Listen, it’s only a six-hour drive from here under heavy traffic. If we get going, we can be there by dark.”

      “I’m almost packed and we’ve already checked out. All we have to do is load up.”

      Tom patted his wife on the knee and stood to gather their belongings. He went to the bathroom, and while he finished, Donna told him about her phone call with Blair Smart.

      “How are they holdin’ up?” asked Tom.

      “They are incredibly prepared,” Donna replied. “They have a plan and they’ve stuck to it.”

      Tom washed his hands and looked at the mirror. There’s that word again—plan. Everybody seems to have a plan.

      “Oh?” he said inquisitively.

      “She’s reached out to all of the property owners and heard back from most. Except for a few who intend to wait and see, as she put it, almost everyone who has a cabin is on their way. They only have limited space for property owners who haven’t built yet, but some have campers or motor homes. Plus, they have some kind of dormitory set up too.”

      Tom emerged from the bathroom still drying his hands on a towel. He dropped it into a pile on the floor created by Donna to make housekeeping’s job easier. He helped Donna pack the last of their things. As they made their way to the door, they both looked around the room one last time to confirm they hadn’t forgotten anything.

      Tom asked, “Do they have an opinion about all of this?”

      The conversation continued as they walked alone down the hallway to the elevator.

      “She said they’ve been too busy getting everything in order to give it an honest assessment,” replied Donna. “And she reminded me that they felt your military experience would be useful in sorting through the hyperbole seen in the news media. Remember, neither Ryan nor Blair have a very high opinion of the media.”

      “I don’t blame them,” quipped Tom as the elevator made its way to the first floor. They stopped their conversation as they walked through the hotel lobby. Several groups of people were standing around, watching television monitors and talking on cell phones. Travelers and refugees alike were at a loss as to what they should do next.

      The Yukon was parked near the front door and Tom quickly loaded the bags. Always the gentlemen, he helped his wife into the truck and walked around to the driver’s side. Just as he opened the door, his cell phone rang. It was their daughter Tommie.
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        Norfolk, Virginia

      

      

      “Hey, Dad, can you talk?” His daughter’s voice was hushed and sounded hurried. Tommie Shelton, their youngest daughter, was a Naval Intelligence officer stationed aboard the USNS Invincible in the Persian Gulf. Her full-time job was to lead a team that tracked terrorist activity emerging from Iran and Yemen. He hadn’t heard from her since their conversation on New Year’s Eve prior to the attacks.

      Tom stopped short of entering the truck and replied, “Um, sure. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, Dad. I’m worried about you two, but this is my first opportunity to get an outside, secure line.”

      “Honey, we’re fine. We’re in Norfolk, making our way to the safe place. You remember the Haven, right?”

      “Good, Dad. I’m sorry, but I have to hurry. Is Mom within earshot of you?”

      Tom noticed Donna was intently watching him. She motioned for him to get into the truck. He shook his head and raised his left hand with his index finger in the air, indicating she should wait just a moment. He quickly backed out of the truck and shut the door. As he spoke with Tommie, he wandered around the side of the truck, fully aware that Donna was following his every step.

      “Not anymore,” he replied. “What’ve you got?”

      “Dad, I can’t believe I’m about to say this. I mean…” Her voice trailed off, causing Tom to grow concerned.

      “Spill it, Commander!” he ordered somewhat jokingly.

      “Dad, this is being analyzed from a lot of different angles, do you understand?”

      “Yes, but how do you see it?” he asked.

      “It’s not just us. It’s several intelligence agencies.” She paused and then continued. “Dad, it’s not an external threat.”

      “A cell? They’ve been embedded within our borders for—”

      “No, Dad.” Tommie cut him off. “It’s not a cell either. Internal.”

      Her words soaked into Tom.

      Internal. Not from outside, but from within.

      “Do you have any kind of confirmation of this?” he asked.

      “It’s fluid, but the process of elimination is leading several agencies to this conclusion,” she replied. She paused again. “Dad, I can’t say any more, and we’re on strict time limits for our communiques. Tell Mom I love her. Bye.”

      Just like that, his daughter, the terrorist catcher, abruptly hung up. Tom stared at the icons on his phone’s screen and then slowly shoved the device in his pocket. He thought back to the number of times he’d been called upon to perform some innocuous task on behalf of George Trowbridge. His mind wandered to the immense power that people like Trowbridge wielded, and then he considered the advanced weaponry available to Trowbridge’s minions—just as he once was.

      Tom slowly entered the truck and started the engine. He plugged Richmond into the navigation system in the Yukon and started them on their journey to the Haven. Donna sat in silence, clearly aggravated that Tom had found it necessary to exclude her from his side of the conversation. After several minutes, he tried to explain.

      “Dear, that was Tommie,” he began sheepishly. “She could only talk for a minute.”

      “A minute that obviously required you to exclude me.”

      Tom nervously gripped the steering wheel and chose his words carefully. “Tommie is very protective of you, and I have a tendency to overreact sometimes. We just didn’t want to worry you.”

      Donna turned sideways in her seat and leaned against the passenger door. “Tom, no more secrets. You promised. I’ve barely gotten over your special relationship with that man Trowbridge, and now you find it necessary to talk to our daughter without me? I’m worried about her, too, you know. We could be at war and she’s sitting on a boat at the devil’s doorstep.”

      Tom felt terrible. He had assured her there would be no more secrets. He considered assuaging her concerns by telling her that Tommie was not at the devil’s doorstep, as she put it. Most likely, the two of them were. Somehow, he wasn’t sure that would provide her a sense of relief.

      “She’s fine and she wanted me to tell you that she loves you.” Tom reached over the console to take his wife’s hand in his. He felt bad and saw how hurt his wife was. He needed to stop coddling her, and now was as good a time as any. “Donna, you’re right. I’ve hidden too many things from you for too long. We have a new lease on life, and after what you’ve been through, I doubt anything I tell you could be worse.”

      Donna bristled. “Exactly, Tom. Or is it Commander?”

      Ouch.

      Now he knew he had to come clean about everything, from the mysterious text message to Tommie’s revelation.

      “Let me go back to New Year’s Eve first,” he began. He took a deep breath and exhaled. “Donna, I love you, and I’m sorry.”

      “I love you, too. You have to believe in me, Tom. Please.”

      “Okay,” he said with a smile. He reached into his pocket and retrieved his cell phone. With one eye on the road, he retrieved the deleted text message he’d received that night. He quickly logged into his iCloud account, found the deleted text message and restored it to his phone. As he went through the motions, he considered how the message had impacted him. It was signed in a way that reminded him of his past dealings with Trowbridge. “Here’s a text I received after we’d fought our way back to the Hyatt.”

      Donna took the phone from Tom read the message.

      
        
        The real danger on the ocean, as well as the land, is people.

        Fare thee well and Godspeed, Patriot!

        MM

      

      

      “Who is MM?” asked Donna.

      “Truthfully, I don’t know for certain,” he replied. “It could be the initials for one person, or it might have been sent by any of a number of people with access to my cell phone number.”

      “But it was meant for you, right?”

      “I think so, and that’s based upon the reference to the ocean and my career in the Navy. However, it’s the sign-off that caught my attention.”

      “You mean Godspeed, Patriot?”

      “Yes. When I was still commander at JB Charleston, after my agreement with Trowbridge, I’d receive instructions via text message. They weren’t as cryptic as this, but they were signed with Godspeed, Patriot.”

      Donna read the message again and then gingerly returned the phone to Tom as if the device were some type of material evidence in a conspiracy. “What does it mean?”

      “It was an expression of good wishes, or safe journey. The word patriot was always included because the people I worked for considered themselves patriots and defenders of more than the Constitution. They thought of themselves along the lines of caretakers of the American way of life.”

      “Do you mean like throwbacks to Revolutionary times?”

      “Yes, I suppose. Back then, loyalists were those who opposed independence and wished to remain under British rule. Patriots were the continentals, the rebels, the revolutionaries who sought to break away. Over time, defenders of the Constitution, or, in many cases, the so-called American way of life, considered themselves to be patriots.”

      Donna thought for a moment. “I guess I’m a patriot, but then I’m old-fashioned. This is a topic we can debate for hours. Why did they send you this message?”

      “I don’t know. It didn’t require me to do anything, so I didn’t think it was important enough to trouble you with.”

      Donna pointed to the phone that sat in the cupholder of the console. “Is this why you chose to take the bus to New Haven?”

      “That was coincidental,” he quickly replied. “I considered it to be the least likely destination for people fleeing the city. It was while you were sleeping that my mind raced, considering the possible connection between Trowbridge and the text. Frankly, I thought the man owed me an audience considering the years of service I’d given him.”

      Donna relaxed and rubbed her husband’s shoulder. Tom rolled his head on his neck again, welcoming his wife’s touch.

      “Well, I’m glad it worked out because he got us farther along than we could’ve done on our own. From what I saw on the news this morning while you were out, the highways from New York to Philadelphia to Washington are filled with violence and mayhem. Each day gets worse.”

      Tom slowed the truck as he approached Richmond. I-295 southbound was closed, and they were being routed north on the freeway.

      “Now what?” said Tom out of frustration as he followed the string of cars onto the interstate that looped around Richmond. “At this rate, we’ll be back in New York before we know it.”

      Donna used her iPhone to pull up the Apple app store. She searched for Richmond traffic and found the WTVR News 6 traffic app.

      “Okay, this is not fire related. All it says on here is disturbance, whatever that means. Anyway, the good news is that you run directly into I-95, which takes us through the city.”

      Tom shook his head and moved along with the flow of the traffic. The Dismal Swamp fire had sent them sixty or seventy miles out of their way. It wasn’t the time they’d lost that concerned him. It was the wasted gasoline. They couldn’t make it all the way to the Haven, so a stop was necessary anyway.

      “Well, imagine that,” said Tom as they pulled onto I-95 southbound. A traffic jam.”

      Donna continued to study her phone. “There’s nothing about it on the traffic app. I’m thinking this is just a temporary slowdown caused by refugees out of the northeast like us.”

      Tom stretched his arm to reach into the backseat of the rental to find his Navy cap. He’d worn the dark navy cap for years after he’d retired. He joked that it kept his head on straight.

      They crept along the highway, making slow progress, when Donna interrupted the silence and pointed to their right. “Look at that, Tom.”

      Tom leaned forward in his seat to look past his wife at a spray-painting under the overpass. It was a black rose held high by a fist.

      “I’ve seen that before somewhere. Um, maybe in Europe during the unrest.”

      “You mean in Paris?” asked Donna.

      “Well, it started there before spreading to Belgium and the Netherlands. It was the beginning of that uprising a few years back.”

      They were both staring at the black rose, and Donna had raised her phone to take a picture when Tom suddenly slammed on the brakes, throwing her forward in her seat.

      “Watch out!” he shouted as he quickly confirmed that the doors to the truck were locked.
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        George Trowbridge’s Residence

        Near Pine Orchard, Connecticut

      

      

      “Harris,” Trowbridge began as he was handed reports on financial market trading to open the day, “bankers and executives in the high-tech industries have been preparing for the inevitable decline of the U.S. dollar for decades. From dinner parties in Silicon Valley to cocktail soirees on the Upper East Side, the rich not only expect the collapse of our currency, but they plan to profit from it. We are no different.”

      Harris handed his boss a Microsoft tablet. The screen was filled with a chart showing the U.S. Dollar Index. The index measured the value of the dollar relative to select international currencies including the euro, the Japanese yen, the pound sterling, the Canadian dollar, the Swiss franc and the Swedish krona.

      The index was established in 1973 soon after the Bretton Woods agreement and the abandonment of the gold standard. The dollar has traded as high as 164.72 during the middle of the Reagan administration to a low in the early days of the real estate market collapse of 2008 at 70.70.

      “Sixty-eight and falling,” muttered Trowbridge as he handed the tablet back to his aide.

      “Sir, is it time to step in?” asked Harris.

      “No, let’s give the feds time to raise the alarm, get their warrants from our judges, and move in.”

      “That could take days,” added Harris, a former attorney.

      “Ordinarily, but not today. The calls have already been placed.”

      “What about equity markets?” asked Harris.

      “Under the circumstances, only the currency markets are impacted by Schwartz’s moves. With stock markets closed indefinitely, the central banks will act to shore up asset prices. The nation will just have to endure until we can set up Schwartz to take the fall.”

      Harris nodded and stood quietly for a moment, and then he spoke his mind. “Sir, this is a re-creation of 1968, only the catalyst is more pronounced.”

      In 1968, America was teetering on the brink of societal collapse. The Vietnam War had polarized the nation. Two prominent leaders, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and Martin Luther King Jr., had been assassinated. Political rancor had elevated to a fever pitch as the presidential election approached. Social tensions had boiled in a similar manner to current conditions.

      “Harris, when society comes apart at the seams, the elite, the ones capable of controlling the masses, don’t stand by to watch the carnage. They have contingency plans, just as we do. These circumstances are different.”

      “How so, sir?” asked Harris. “I mean, the results are similar, just more pronounced.”

      “Ah, there is a difference, as time will reveal. I like to call it managed mayhem. There will be a period where a purge occurs. My goal is to ensure that those who agree with my philosophies, and those of our Founders, prevail. Over the past two decades, the balance of power has tilted in favor of a European-socialist form of governance. I’m simply trying to tilt it back to its Constitution-based roots.”

      “Isn’t this likely to be temporary?”

      Trowbridge sighed. “Maybe, depending on how our nation’s leaders respond. First, the cleansing must take place. And then a leader will step forward to bring America back to her former greatness.”

      Harris was about to speak when his cell phone rang. “My apologies, sir. I should take this.”

      He listened intently to the other end of the line. He nodded several times, occasionally mumbling a response.

      “Thank you. I will let him know.”

      “What?” demanded Trowbridge.

      “Two things, sir. First, your daughter and son-in-law have left their hotel and are en route to the Haven.”

      “How trustworthy is our surveillance team?”

      “The best, sir, at your request. They will shadow them the entire trip, only intervening in the event the family is in grave danger.”

      “Good, I cannot risk pushing my daughter further away. If she senses I’m trying to meddle in their lives, even under these dire circumstances, I could lose her forever.”

      Trowbridge showed a rare sign of emotion. He’d become estranged from his daughter when she’d learned that her father had established a blueprint for Cort’s life. Meredith was proud of Cort’s accomplishments, and she refused to allow her father to manipulate their lives like they were pawns in his political chess matches.

      Little did she know that he was masterfully setting the course of their lives from afar, creating opportunities for Cort without his knowledge. It was a roadmap for his son-in-law’s life that had been set the day he married Trowbridge’s only daughter. They were pawns, for now. Soon, their level of importance would jump exponentially.
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        Pinecrest

        East of Charlotte Airport

      

      

      The Cortland family chattered away about the things they wanted to purchase at Walmart. Hannah focused on things to entertain themselves while at the Haven. Meredith reeled off a number of creature comforts and items that would make her job at the school easier. Cort focused on practical items such as food, first aid supplies, and ammunition for the guns he’d brought from home.

      When he opted to take the back streets along Old Steele Creek Road toward Walmart rather than a more direct route to the Haven, he presumed any additional rioting or unrest would be absent until nighttime. He presumed incorrectly.

      They had just approached the major intersection at Wilkinson Boulevard when a group of a dozen people stormed into a Church’s Chicken restaurant to their left. Cort was stunned to see the attackers wielding clubs and baseball bats, mercilessly beating the few patrons before running out the side entrances carrying purses and trays of food.

      Cort tried to remain calm as he looked for a way to avoid the men running across the parking lot toward their truck. “Meredith, crawl in the backseat and get down. If you can, reach for my handgun case. It’s sitting underneath my duffle bag.”

      Their vehicle was surrounded by cars and Cort had no good options. He started to put the truck in reverse when the men ran past them, ignoring all the parked cars. They had another target in mind.

      To Cort’s right, a group of men came running out of the woods near the Walmart shopping center. They were screaming and hurling rocks at the attackers of the Church’s restaurant.

      “Gun,” whispered Meredith as if she were trying to hide the weapon from the men battling one another in the middle of the intersection.

      Cort reached back and took the case from her. He reached into his pocket to retrieve the key and unlocked the case. He pushed the magazine he’d loaded with bullets this morning into the bottom of the grip and readied the weapon.

      The light changed to green, but none of the traffic moved. Cort had no intention of being stuck in the event the melee escalated to involve the motorists. He also gave up on the prospect of shopping at Walmart. His priorities changed to protecting his family and survival.

      He put the truck in reverse and inched backward to create space between the Suburban and the pickup truck in front of him. He turned the wheel to the left and lurched into the other lane until he arrived in the restaurant’s parking lot. Squealing the tires, Cort sped backwards, completing his one-hundred-eighty-degree turn around, and raced away from the intersection.

      After checking his mirrors and noticing that only one other SUV had made a similar maneuver, he exhaled. “It’s okay, honey. You can come back up here if you want.”

      Meredith’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Um, no, thanks. I’m good. We’re good.”

      Cort nodded, fully understanding how she felt. He looked for the next major cross street and turned right, systematically making his way toward the west until he ran into Billy Graham Parkway.

      “Daddy, how much farther is it to our new place?”

      “A little over an hour, Hannah,” he replied, focused on the road in front of them.

      She didn’t immediately say anything, and then after a moment, she muttered, “Not too bad.”

      Cort closed his eyes momentarily as he turned on to US 321 and headed north toward Henry Mill River Village. He wanted to avoid exposing his daughter to the collapse he’d foreseen when he purchased property at the Haven. It was an investment that was low in cost, but high on commitment. They were required to leave their spacious, historic home that had been in the Cortland family for a century in exchange for a two-bedroom cabin about the size of their living room in Mobile.

      It would’ve been easy for Cort to stay in his hometown under the presumption that a small Southern city was immune to big-city unrest. He’d just witnessed what societal collapse looks like, and he’d never felt better about his decision to purchase the cabin at the Haven than in that moment.
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        Front Gate

        The Haven

      

      

      “I’m Delta.”

      Cort stared into the eyes of the man who greeted him at the front gate of the Haven. He chuckled and exchanged a knowing glance with Meredith, who had finally joined him in the front seat for the last twenty minutes of their ride. The name Delta would forever be etched in Cort’s mind with his New Year’s Eve flight from hell.

      “Of course you are,” said Cort with a smile as he extended his hand out the window to shake Delta’s. “Michael Cortland, but everyone calls me Cort. This is my wife, Meredith, and my twelve-year-old is in the back. Her name’s Hannah.”

      Hannah waved before her companion in the backseat made his presence known. “Woof!”

      “Oh, yeah. Lest I forget, Handsome Dan, our English bulldog, is also pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      “It’s nice to meet you guys,” said Delta. “This won’t take long, but if you don’t mind stepping out of the vehicle, we have to do a quick security sweep. Also, I don’t know how your handsome friend does with other dogs, but we have a German shepherd who’ll be sniffing around the chassis. You know, just to be sure.”

      “Sure about what?” asked Meredith, who was leaning across the armrest.

      “Bombs, ma’am. It’s just a precaution.”

      Meredith scowled and whispered to Cort, “Really? Bombs?”

      Cort shrugged and turned to Hannah. “Honey, we’re gonna step out of the truck for a moment while they make sure everything is safe. Will you put Handsome’s collar back on and attach his leash?”

      “Sure, Daddy.”

      The Cortlands stood to the side while Delta’s security detail did their jobs. Delta struck up a conversation, starting with Hannah.

      “I have a daughter who’s about your age. Her name is Skylar. Trust me when I say she’ll be excited to meet you.”

      “Sounds good,” interjected Meredith. “Are there any other kids around elevenish?”

      “Several,” replied Delta. “However, everyone has been sticking to themselves, and Sky hasn’t really met anyone. She’d love to have someone else to play with besides her brother.”

      “How old is he?” asked Cort.

      “Fifteen going on three, at times, and thirty, at others,” replied Delta with an eyeroll.

      “Teenagers, gotta love ’em,” Meredith quipped.

      “Yeah, but that’s only part of the story,” said Delta.

      One of the security team hollered over at Delta, “We’re good, boss.”

      Delta smiled and gave Cort a thumbs-up.

      Meredith asked another question. “Cort mentioned something about a school on the property.”

      “Yeah, as a matter of fact, it was just finished New Year’s Eve before, well, you know. They call it the Little Red Schoolhouse.”

      This grabbed Hannah’s attention, who’d been patiently waiting for Handsome to stop urinating on every bush nearby. “Wow, neat! Is it really red?”

      Delta knelt down to her level. “It is fire-truck red.”

      “Cool.”

      “Say, Hannah, do you know why fire trucks are red?”

      “No, sir?”

      “Okay. Let’s ask Siri.”

      “Who?”

      “You know, Siri. On the Apple iPhone.”

      Meredith interrupted. “She doesn’t have a cell phone yet. We were gonna wait until she turned twenty-one.” The adults laughed at the suggestion.

      “Well, let me tell you something, Hannah. Siri is a wealth of information. She is the brain of an iPhone, and if you ask her a question, she’ll give you an answer. Do you wanna see?”

      “Sure do!” exclaimed the child enthusiastically.

      Delta reached into his pocket and retrieved his cell phone. He powered up the display and then smiled at Meredith with a wink. After the ding notification alerted him that Siri was waiting for him to speak, Delta asked, “Hey, Siri, why are fire trucks red?”

      Delta held the phone out for everyone to hear the answer.

      The robotic, female voice responded, “Because they have eight wheels and four people on them, and four plus eight is twelve, and there are twelve inches in a foot, and one foot is a ruler, and Queen Elizabeth was a ruler, and Queen Elizabeth was also a ship, and the ship sailed the seas, and in the seas are fish, and fish have fins, and the Finns fought the Russians, and the Russians are red, and fire trucks are always Russian around.”

      The group stared at Delta’s phone in disbelief until, simultaneously, they broke out in uproarious laughter.

      “This is a joke, right?” asked Cort, hardly able to contain himself. “I mean, you programmed that somehow.”

      Delta had a huge grin on his face. “Nope, all the iPhones do it. Try it sometime.”

      Meredith gave Hannah a high five. “Look at that, Hannah. You learn something every day.”

      Hannah, however, was still intrigued about the Little Red Schoolhouse.

      “That is cool. Hey, Mom, you’re a teacher. Can we go check out the schoolhouse later?”

      “Um, honey, we’ll need to—”

      Delta raised his hand and smiled. “Say no more. I’ll call Ryan and let him know you’re here. I’m sure he’d love for you to get started if you’re up for it.

      Meredith smiled and nodded. “You know, I think all of us are ready to put the events of the last few days behind us and get started on our new adventure. So, yes, if it’s okay, Hannah and I would love to invite Skylar to join us while we check out the school. We might even get things set up for the new school year so all the kids can have something to look forward to.”

      “Excellent,” said Delta, who offered a fist bump to Hannah. “I’ll make the calls. I assume you guys know where to go?”

      “I do,” replied Cort.

      “Good. Our cabin is to the left. Once you go through the roundabout at the fountain up ahead, take a left, and we’re down on the right. Our yard has a tire swing in the front.”

      “Cool!” exclaimed Hannah, who didn’t hesitate to tug Handsome back toward the truck.

      Meredith helped the stout pup into the backseat while Cort exchanged a few final words with Delta. “Is everybody here?”

      “Not yet,” replied Delta. “We have a regular meeting of the security team at the main barn in the mornings. Are you a part of our security?”

      “Not likely,” said Cort. “I mean, I can handle a weapon, but I’m not trained like you guys probably are. Are you ex-military?”

      “Nah, cop,” replied Delta. “Well, I’m sure Ryan has something in mind for you. I’ll make the call, and you guys get settled in. He’ll probably be around soon enough.”

      The men shook hands and the Cortlands entered the Haven, full of excitement.
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        NBC Studios

        Temporary Studio Set

        Secaucus, New Jersey

      

      

      MSNBC host Craig Melvin shuffled through the notes just handed to him by one of the production assistants. He listened to the instructions being given to him from his producer as he shuffled through the pages, reading the text message stream between their reporter and Chepe. The PA had also printed a map of the downtown Richmond area so Melvin could have a visual of the major roadways and points of interest.

      He turned his attention to his producer. “They invited us to imbed with them?”

      “That’s right, Craig. As soon as Hallie closes out her segment, we’re gonna go to breaking news and throw it over to you. It may very well cover the entire hour.”

      Melvin was happy to oblige. He’d covered societal unrest for the network as a reporter in years past before making the leap into the anchor’s chair. When MSNBC approached its on-air talent about evacuating New York following the dirty bomb attacks at Times Square to a temporary studio setting across the Hudson River in Secaucus, New Jersey, Melvin was the first to volunteer.

      He had a sense that the attacks were part of something bigger, more sinister. As the news reports came in from around the country, he gathered his personal effects and was the first to arrive at the former New Jersey Motor Vehicle Commission facility. Until his co-workers were located and brought across the river, he stood vigil as the sole news anchor available to the network as events unfolded.

      Working with completely unedited, raw footage from news cameras and private cell phones, Melvin began to piece together a pattern to the attacks, one that troubled him deeply. He wasn’t quite prepared to voice his opinion to his executive producer, opting instead to be a constant part of the news coverage, which enabled him to gather more information.

      In his mind, the fact that Antifa was organizing to begin a series of protests and marches in Richmond, Virginia, of all places, was intriguing. He knew Antifa and their leadership. He also knew who pulled their strings. Melvin began to suspect something of a counterinsurgency operation. If he was right, all hell would be breaking loose very soon.

      “Okay, Craig,” said his producer into his earpiece. “You’ll be live in thirty.”

      Melvin prepared himself and opened his segment as always. As instructed, he prepared himself to go live to Richmond, where an NBC news video team from their Washington, DC, bureau was in place to provide footage and a report.

      After they dispensed with the preliminaries and set the scene for their viewers, the reporter relayed what he knew.

      “Craig, when the march began, it seemed aimless. The group meandered through the streets of Richmond, stopping to chant and raise their fists in the air, but mostly gathering steam with random additions to their growing throng.”

      The reporter paused as he ran to keep up with the black-clad protesters, who began to move forward at a slow jog. Running backwards with a cordless mike, the reporter periodically glanced over his shoulder to avoid stumbling.

      He continued. “However, all of that changed about ten minutes ago. The group seemed to coalesce around a goal as it became clear they were headed toward Interstate 95. As you know, I-95 is a major north-south thoroughfare that runs along the Atlantic Seaboard from Maine to Florida. The highway splits Richmond in two and is the most heavily traveled stretch of interstate in Virginia, especially now, as it’s packed with motorists fleeing the carnage in the northeast.”

      Melvin interrupted, asking a question to allow the reporter to catch his breath. “Do they have a recognizable leader? And also, do you know why they’re headed for the interstate?”

      The reporter held his fingers to his earpiece and nodded. “Craig, I was invited by an anonymous text signed by Sabokitty. Because I’ve covered these types of organized protests in the past, I am familiar with the moniker. Sabokitty is the organizer, although I have no idea which of these individuals he or she is. I do know this, however. They intend to take the interstate.”

      “Wait. What was that? What do you mean by take the interstate?” asked Melvin.

      “That’s the exact question I asked when I was told why we’d changed direction. At first, I began laughing, trying to visualize what that meant. I imagined General Patton standing on top of a tank with his field glasses, surveying the French countryside. When the protestors didn’t laugh along with me, and I could see the resolve in their eyes partially obscured by bandanas and masks, I realized they were serious.”

      Melvin interrupted again. “As we watch your footage, we can see people at the front of the pack begin to separate their rather large group into a series of smaller ones. What do they have in mind?”

      “I’m told that this is the next step in their operation. They plan on crowding the on-off ramps and moving onto the overpasses. The goal is to disrupt traffic but spread out so the police can’t contain them.”

      “How many protestors are there?” asked Melvin.

      “Craig, it started with about a hundred. As the group passed Gilpin Court, a low-income housing project near the highway, its numbers swelled by more than double. The group includes men and women. Children, too. All ages are represented. Frankly, Craig, many of the new participants don’t know why they’re marching or what they’re protesting. They just want to be a part of something.”

      Melvin leaned back in his chair as the producer indicated the camera was going to focus on him and pull away from the live feed. His facial expression became serious as he quickly transitioned from news anchor to opinion contributor.

      “Well, I must say this is indicative of what we’ve been reporting to you from around the country. New Year’s Eve created a night of fear for many as the terrorist attacks struck all walks of life. What we are seeing now are pure acts of defiance.

      “None of these marchers appear afraid. To the contrary, they have a steely resolve to make their message heard. Their march may not change the world, or even the city of Richmond, but it will serve to put many on notice that this nation is about to undergo a radical transformation.

      “New Year’s Eve lit a spark in the hearts of many people. What we are seeing manifest itself in Richmond is a grassroots effort by the people to let their voices be heard.”
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      Hayden was making her way up the interstate on-ramp when her phone rang. The display read Blair Smart. She’d tried to call Blair an hour ago after she’d crossed the Potomac from Maryland into Virginia. The two exchanged pleasantries before getting down to business.

      “Foxy, tell me you’re on your way to the Haven,” said Blair in a serious tone.

      “Blair, I wish you guys wouldn’t call me that,” said Hayden half-jokingly. “I happened to be the sixth in line on the security team, but I honestly believe Alpha labeled me Foxtrot, or Foxy, on purpose.”

      “He’s got the hots for you, Hayden.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever. Not interested. We don’t need that kind of soap-opera drama at the Haven.”

      Blair laughed. “Oh, girl, we’ve got drama. Don’t you worry about causing more. You know, Ryan and I’ve talked about this. There are some pretty nice single guys roaming around the Haven. Why don’t you consider—”

      “No.”

      “But you haven’t met—”

      Hayden was emphatic. “Blair, no. I don’t need the aggravation of a boyfriend.”

      “Don’t you get lonely?” asked Blair.

      “No, I have Prowler,” replied Hayden.

      “He’s just a cat. You need someone to talk to. Share your day with.”

      Hayden shook her head vigorously. “Listen, I’m all about my career and I have Prowler to share my day with. I don’t need some guy to monopolize my time or vie for my attention when I’ve got a lot going on.”

      The traffic slowed and then sped up in spurts as she continued the conversation. She changed the subject away from her love life, or lack thereof. “To answer your question. Yes, I’m on my way. I had to wait on the president to declare martial law.”

      Blair interrupted her. “I’ve been glued to the news today while dealing with other things. I haven’t seen anything about his making it official. Oh, did you catch the scrap on CNN?”

      Hayden chuckled. “Yeah. Prowler did too. He said it was lame.”

      Blair let out a hearty laugh. “I miss that cat, and so do my girls. Who knew they’d get along?”

      “The three of them see each other as equals,” replied Hayden.

      “That’s because they’re about the same size, lol,” added Blair before going back to the issue of martial law. “He hasn’t officially declared martial law. Do you know something I don’t?”

      “Yeah, sort of. Let’s just say it’s in the works and an announcement will be made before the end of the day, most likely.”

      “Good to know,” said Blair. “I’ll pass it along to the guys. I’m glad to hear you’re on your way. I tried to reach you after the attacks.”

      “Um, I know, and I apologize for not getting back to you. I had my own aggravations to deal with on the Metrorail. I’ll tell you about it when I get there.”

      “Where are you?” asked Blair.

      Hayden looked at her navigation screen on the Range Rover’s dashboard and then glanced at an upcoming sign suspended across the six-lane highway. “I’m near the merge lanes of I-95 and I-64 just north of downtown Richmond. It’s slow going, but steady. I expect it’ll clear out on the other side of the city.”

      Blair hesitated before she spoke. “People are bailing out of New York and any parts of the northeast where their cars are still working. They all wanna come south. What makes them think we want them?”

      “Beats me. I’m glad I found you guys and have a place—” Hayden stopped speaking as traffic came to an abrupt halt. She was underneath an overpass and glanced to her right. The same graffiti was painted on the concrete abutment holding up the road above her.

      “Blair, what do you know about graffiti or artwork that looks like a fist holding up a black rose? I saw it in DC and now it’s spray-painted here by the interstate.”

      “A black rose? I really don’t know, Hayden. I can ask around. Describe it again.”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Hayden put Blair on speaker and navigated through her iPhone to the camera app. She took several pictures of the graffiti with plans to compare this image to the one seen near her home.

      “It’s a fist held straight up, clenching the stem of a black rose. They’ve sprayed red paint to outline the image, almost like the color of blood.”

      “And it’s the same in both places?” asked Blair.

      Hayden took Blair off the speaker before responding, “Yeah, almost identical. Obviously, two different people did the work, but the design is nearly identical. It has to be related.”

      “I agree,” said Blair. “I don’t believe in coincidences. Hey, let me mention one more thing. Like I said, I’ve been monitoring the newscasts and going online to local news websites to get updates for people. You need to be careful going through—”

      Hayden never heard Blair say the word Richmond as a cinder block came crashing down on the hood of her Range Rover, startling her and causing her to drop the phone.

      This was just the beginning of the onslaught.
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      Hayden screamed, and Prowler angrily screeched as another large rock pelted her hood, which protruded just beyond the side of the bridge. Fortunately, her windshield wasn’t exposed to the people throwing the heavy construction materials over the side. The same could not be said for the cars in front of her.

      Windshields were shattered, rear windows were broken out, and one man emerged from his car with gashes in his face, causing his vision to be obscured with blood. Other drivers panicked, trying to force themselves forward to get out of harm’s way, or backwards, to gain protection using the overpass as a shield.

      The vehicle in front of her, a Mini Cooper, had been utterly destroyed by the blocks of concrete. All the windows, including the sunroof glass, were smashed. The back bumper of the Mini was only a few feet away from Hayden, so she could see the interior clearly. A woman was slumped over the steering wheel with a jagged piece of concrete embedded in her scalp.

      Hayden frantically looked in all directions. She was in the far-right lane, having just entered the interstate. This gave her the opportunity to use the hard shoulder to move forward. However, there were several cars already scooting over to make their way past the bridge. Hayden inched backwards and received an angry blare of a horn for her efforts.

      “Thanks a lot, buddy!” she shouted, waving her fist in her rearview mirror. She ignored his horn and relied upon the backup camera on her Range Rover’s dashboard to avoid hitting the hostile driver.

      She was able to create enough space between her truck and the Mini to turn her steering wheel and navigate toward the shoulder. Now she needed a little polite help from her fellow motorists. She kept inching the front of her truck into the traffic, hoping someone would allow her in. Just as a car slowed, the vehicle that passed by her suddenly veered left and careened into the Mini Cooper, adding insult to injury. The resulting crash caused the sedan to block most of the emergency lane and immediately subjected the driver to a barrage of concrete debris.

      “Are they going to run out of crap to throw at us?” A frustrated Hayden yelled her question as she leaned forward to determine if there was sufficient room to squeeze by the wrecked truck. Another chunk of concrete came hurtling down from above and broke out her left headlight. Frustration grew to anger that quickly changed to fear.

      Suddenly, a dozen people dressed in black clothing and wearing masks similar to the way the graffiti artists had been dressed the day before appeared at the chain-link fences guarding the interstate from pedestrians. They were using bolt cutters to create openings.

      All of them were carrying aluminum baseball bats, tire irons, or large pieces of concrete. Hayden immediately reached into the back of the passenger seat and felt for her loaded handgun, which was stashed in a pouch behind the seat back.

      “Prowler, backseat. Now!” The Maine coon sensed danger and jumped into the backseat on top of a duffle bag.

      Hayden pulled the slide on her gun to load a round into the chamber but not before one of the attackers smashed the passenger side of her windshield with an aluminum bat. Another crawled onto her hood and jumped into the air, waving a club over his head like a lunatic.

      With the cars ahead of her disabled, Hayden was cornered, and her attackers knew it.
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      Tom had sensed danger as he saw chunks of cinder blocks and concrete flying downward from the overpass in front of them. He instinctively looked up through the glass sunroof to determine if he and Donna were in danger of being struck, comforted by the span of steel beams and concrete above their heads. He checked his mirrors and turned in his seat to see if the vehicles behind him were being attacked. They were as well.

      “We’re trapped!” he shouted as the blaring of car horns reverberated off the steel and concrete that surrounded them. Tom quickly weighed his options. He didn’t have any.

      They were in the far-right lane, and the guardrail pinched the shoulder of the highway, so the oversized Yukon couldn’t fit through. Vehicles succumbed to the debris both in front and in back of their position. In a frantic attempt to escape the barrage of debris, vehicles crashed into one another. Some drivers were badly injured as the rocky materials broke through windshields and sunroofs.

      “Tom! There are people running down the hill over there!” Donna shouted and directed his attention to the right side of the overpass, where more than a dozen men raced down the hill, waving a variety of weapons. Tom wished he had one of his battle rifles. This assault would’ve been over in short order.

      He glanced in the rearview mirror again beyond the small red KIA tucked under his bumper. He decided that backing out of the perfect choke point created by the bridge abutments and the stalled traffic was not an option. He looked forward again. “I’m gonna squeeze through!”

      “Tom, we’re too wide. You won’t fit.”

      “We’ll see.” Tom turned the wheel to the right so that the Yukon barely scraped the guardrail.

      “You’re gonna tear up the side!” Donna warned him.

      “Who cares?” he quickly responded as he forced himself between a Toyota Camry and the guardrail. The driver of the Camry began shaking her fist at him and beating on her horn out of anger as the bumper of the Yukon shoved her to the side. Tom gave the heavy truck gas, and gradually, a path was cleared, allowing him to scoot along the guardrail, with the KIA following his lead.

      “Oh no!” shouted Donna, pointing at a masked man flailing away at the passenger window of the car in front of the Camry. The shiny black Range Rover was taking a beating until the man successfully broke out the glass.

      In Tom’s military career, he’d seen brutality. He’d seen the deadly toll of war and the bodies of the wounded when they returned home. They were visuals he’d never erase from his mind, nor did he want to. It was a constant reminder that war was hell, and regardless of the methods employed to wage it, the toll on humanity was the same.

      The Range Rover shook violently as the attacker fell forward into the front seat. The darkened windows of the four-door sedan obscured his view of what was happening, but when the man freed himself from the passenger door, he fell backwards onto the pavement in a heap, his face ripped to shreds beyond recognition.

      Donna screamed as she saw the man’s mangled face.

      “Unbelievable,” muttered Tom, aghast at the grotesque appearance of the man’s face.

      “Tom, the driver is trying to get your attention.” Donna had noticed as the chaos continued. The other attackers were mercilessly beating the vehicles and some of their passengers. The rear passenger window of the Range Rover rolled down, and a woman driver turned towards their truck, waving to get their attention.

      Tom glanced around and then rolled down his window. “Are you okay?”

      The driver shouted to be heard over the melee. “Yes! Can you scoot back so I can get in front of you? We can make it by the wreckage.”

      Tom pointed toward the attackers’ reinforcements. “There are more coming!”

      The woman glanced forward and then shouted to him, “I’ve got them. Please make room for me so I can get out.”

      Tom gave her a thumbs-up and placed the truck in reverse. The driver of the KIA immediately began to honk his horn at Tom, but he ignored the complaint. He slowly made contact with the KIA’s front bumper and then pressed the gas pedal to the floor. The tires squealed at first, but then the KIA began to relent as it was pushed backwards into other cars that were trying to follow them along the shoulder.

      “That’s enough, Tom,” said Donna. “She’s clear. Oh my god!”
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      Hayden winced and forced herself against the driver’s side door as her attacker released a guttural scream. Another blow of the baseball bat caused the passenger glass to explode inward, forcing her to cover her face with her arm and protect herself. The next thing she heard was Prowler.

      “Rrrreeeeer!”

      With lightning quickness, Prowler leapt from the backseat onto the console as the attacker stuck his head through the window to reach for Hayden. The large house cat became a vicious animal, drawing upon his instincts to protect Hayden.

      First, Prowler clawed at the man’s hand to force him to withdraw from Hayden’s arm. This caused the man to fall forward slightly so that he was half in and half out of the Range Rover. This was a fatal mistake that resulted in a brutal beatdown that only could be imagined in a horror movie.

      With a continuous roar of earsplitting screeches, Prowler ripped into the man’s face. The first couple of blows pulled the bandana-style mask away, exposing his skin. The next several clawing motions came so fast that Hayden, whose body remained pressed against the driver’s door, couldn’t attempt to count. She’d never seen Prowler act like this before.

      Scratch after scratch, he clawed at the man’s face, ripping into his skin until pieces of flesh began to fly about the truck. The attacker was screaming in agony as Prowler’s last blow found the man’s eyelid, ripping it away from his eyeball. It was a gruesome sight, sickening to anyone who might’ve witnessed the scene.

      But not to Prowler. It was the beginning of the end for his mommy’s attacker. He growled again, a deep guttural sound that caused the hair to stand up on the back of Hayden’s neck. While all around her, motorists were being terrorized by people dressed in black, smashing their weapons against windshields and car hoods, her cat was viciously mauling one of their comrades.

      Hayden readied her weapon, prepared to shoot the poor, hapless marauder who had become limp from Prowler’s ruthless and barbaric mutilation of the man’s face. She raised her weapon, but the man’s body weight finally pulled him backwards onto the highway.

      Prowler jumped up onto the window opening, disregarding the bits of broken glass under his feet. Hayden feared he’d jump out after the man, who was likely unconscious from the beatdown the Maine coon had put on him.

      “No! Prowler, stay!” She gave him orders as she would a dog. Prowler was trained that way and understood. He stood alert but didn’t chase after the attacker. He continued, however, to bitch about it, emitting a series of growls and yowls to express how pissed off he was.

      Hayden had to stay alert. The assault was not over. She glanced to her left and saw two men with spray-paint cans drawing the black rose symbol on the hood of an SUV while a woman pounded on the driver’s window with a tire iron.

      “Prowler, we’re getting out of here!”

      Hayden looked to her right and got the attention of an older couple who’d fortunately been spared from the onrush of rioters. She took a chance and rolled down her rear passenger window. She waved at the driver to get his attention.

      The driver, an older man wearing a white sweater and a baseball cap with a U.S. Navy insignia, checked around his car and rolled down his window.

      “Are you okay?” he yelled to her amidst the screams and shouts of the attackers.

      “Yes!” replied Hayden. “Can you scoot back so I can get in front of you? We can make it by the wreckage.”

      The man looked forward and pointed. “There are more coming!”

      “I’ve got them. Please make room for me so I can get out.”

      The man hung his arm out the window and gave her a thumbs-up. He was driving a GMC Yukon that was more than strong enough to force the red Kia parked against his rear bumper out of the way. The Kia driver slammed on his high-pitched horn, but it was no match for the brutish, three-ton Yukon.

      The driver squealed the tires, shoving the offended Kia out of the way to make room for Hayden to get in front of the Yukon. As she did, the attacker was awakened by her right rear tire running over his arm, snapping it in several places.

      “Sorry, jerkoff!” shouted Hayden, who wheeled her truck onto the emergency lane, only to be met by half a dozen screaming banshees racing toward her, carrying buckets of paint and bricks.
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      “Really?” asked Hayden as she gritted her teeth and set her jaw. “What is their problem?” She inched forward so that the front end of her smashed-up truck was able to get around the wrecked vehicles blocking the road. She periodically glanced in her rearview mirror to make sure the Yukon was behind her.

      Hayden had learned to shoot as a young girl on her family farm. Although most of her practice was with long guns, primarily while hunting, she’d taken the time to learn how to use a sidearm by practicing extensively with her father. She was naturally right-handed, but she’d learn to throw darts left-handed and had transferred her ambidextrous skills to shooting as well.

      Hayden rolled down her window and glanced over at Prowler, who was still loaded for bear. “Hold on, buddy, and watch your ears.” The fur on the tip of the Maine coon’s distinctive ears wiggled slightly as he hunkered down in the passenger seat.

      Hayden eased her way onto the shoulder so that the truck would barely fit between the guardrail and the wrecked vehicle. The Yukon was wider than her Range Rover and would experience a tighter squeeze, but should be able to clear the narrow opening.

      She hung her left arm out the window. The fresh set of assailants was upon her when she fired the first warning shots over their heads. Two rounds exploded out of her weapon, causing the group to scatter and jump for cover. This also had the effect of attracting the attention of the first group, who immediately stopped their assaults on other motorists and looked in Hayden’s direction. She was now the focus of the entire group’s ire.

      They began hurling expletives in her direction, together with anything at their disposal. Rocks bounced off the rear hatch of her truck, and a quart-sized can of paint sailed over her roof, nailing the Yukon on the hood and exploding in a spray of red. The driver immediately turned on his windshield washers and smeared the red paint until it began to dissolve.

      Hayden had cleared the opening but didn’t immediately take off, opting instead to ensure the driver of the Yukon could make his way through the opening. She could hear the high-pitched, squeaking sound of metal on metal as the Yukon bulled its way past the wreckage.

      Another can of paint pelted her truck, soaking the hood in blood-red stain. A man jumped from behind the wreckage and raced toward her door. Although Hayden didn’t want to shoot anyone unless she absolutely had to, she took aim at the aluminum bat he was wielding and quickly fired three rounds until she found the barrel.

      The sting the man experienced from the bullet ricocheting off the hard aluminum caused him to yell in pain, and he dropped the bat. Once again, the attackers sought cover, giving Hayden the time necessary to accelerate down the shoulder of the road. Because traffic had been stopped by the attack, all of the southbound lanes had opened up and she was able to speed away.

      Hayden managed a smile as she noticed the driver of the Yukon was behind her, with nothing more than a poorly painted red hood to go with the gold factory paint of his truck. She slowed to pull over and assess the damage to her truck. The Yukon pulled alongside and an older woman shouted to Hayden, “Thank you! Godspeed!”
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      Tom reacted to Donna’s outburst by gripping the wheel and jamming on the brakes. It wasn’t her intention to startle or warn him, but it was a genuine expression of astonishment.

      “What?” he asked.

      “That woman ran over the guy,” she replied.

      “Good,” said Tom as he focused his attention and followed the Range Rover forward. They made slow progress through the gap between a wrecked vehicle and the guardrail, scraping the side of the Yukon with a high-pitched squeal.

      Suddenly, a can of paint struck the hood and emptied a splash of gooey red paint all over the truck. The windshield was also covered in red, so Tom turned on his windshield wipers in an attempt to wash it away.

      That was when gunshots could be heard. “Get down, Donna. Now!”

      Donna slumped down and crammed herself between the seat and the glove box. Tom also slid down in his seat to lower his profile. He felt this would protect him from gunfire and more debris being thrown off the overpass.

      The Range Rover was past the wreckage, but the driver paused as if to wait for Tom to follow. He set his jaw, gritted his teeth, and forced the beast of a truck past the debris.

      “Is it safe?” asked Donna as she slowly rose out of her crouch.

      Tom glanced around one last time as he raced to keep up with the Range Rover. “Yeah, come on up. That woman just saved us.”

      “Was she firing the gun?”

      “I believe so. She did a good job, too. She only used a few rounds to send those thugs scrambling for cover. Hold on. I wanna catch up to her and say thanks.”

      Tom accelerated so that he was next to the driver’s side door. Donna rolled down the window, causing the cold wind to blow throughout the truck. She leaned her head out the window, and the female driver responded by rolling down her window as well. She smiled at Donna and gave a casual, polite wave.

      Donna shouted to the driver of the Range Rover, “Thank you! Godspeed!”

      The woman suddenly slowed and the Sheltons never heard her response. Seconds later, they were taking advantage of the now deserted interstate. Full of apprehension, Tom focused his attention on the highway in front of them while Donna kept the black Range Rover in her side-view mirror for as long as she could, concerned about the fate of the young woman who’d probably saved their lives.
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      Hayden was puzzled. Did she hear correctly? She slowed down suddenly to attempt to speak to the passenger of the Yukon. She hung her head out the window and shouted, “What? What does that mean?”

      The driver took off at a high rate of speed and probably never heard her ask the questions. Hayden couldn’t blame him. She wanted to get as far from Richmond as she could, but first she needed to make sure her truck could continue.

      While she inspected the exterior and found everything to be safe, she continuously mumbled the word Godspeed to herself.

      “Come on, people. Where is this coming from? Godspeed.”

      She urged Prowler to sit in the driver’s seat while she hurriedly removed bits of glass from his seat onto the floor mat. When the center console and seat were cleared of the debris, she dumped all of it onto the side of the road.

      Still puzzled, she continued to talk out loud. “I’ve gone nearly my entire life and never heard anyone say that except in some old Charles Dickens movie or some such. Godspeed? Safe travels? Good luck? What’s the context?”

      She rolled her eyes and shook her head as she walked around the Range Rover to the driver’s door. A couple of cars sped past, apparently following through the gap she and the Yukon had created. Hayden was more troubled by the use of the term Godspeed in the text messages and from the passenger in the Yukon than she was about the condition of her Range Rover. After all, she had insurance, she thought to herself with a chuckle. Big whoop.

      As she got back under way and traveled through Richmond, she saw fires burning out of control in the vicinity of the state capitol. Traffic slowed on I-95, allowing her the opportunity to view the historic colonial-style structure as she passed. She recalled from her history studies that the building had been conceived by Thomas Jefferson and had managed to endure centuries of political turmoil and bloodshed.

      Now, sitting high atop a hill in the center of Richmond, the capitol once again appeared to be surrounded by turmoil.

      Hayden laughed to herself and then said, “Godspeed, Richmond. Looks like you’ll need it.”

      She glanced one last time at the historic structure; then the voice of her former boss, Justice Samuel Alito, came into her head.

      “That’s it, Prowler!” she exclaimed, stirring the cat out of his curled position. “Justice Alito said that to me once. I was traveling back to the farm and he said, Godspeed, Miss Blount. I wonder…”

      Her voice trailed off as she immediately began to process the events of the last few days and the mysterious texts she’d received. Was there a connection between them and a Supreme Court justice? And why would he reach out to her like that?
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      Ryan entered the kitchen and hugged Blair around the waist. He kissed her on the back of the neck and whispered, in his best Hank Williams voice, “Hey, good-lookin’. Whatcha got cookin’?”

      Blair smiled and allowed Ryan to snuggle her before she playfully turned on him. “Get off me. I’ve got hungry children who are demanding breakfast.”

      “Breakfast? It’s almost noon o’clock!” Ryan laughed as he turned around to find the girls sitting side by side like statues, waiting for their yummies. He addressed his four-legged daughters. “Don’t you two have school today? Have you cleaned your rooms or done any kinds of chores? Ever?”

      The English bulldog sisters simply stared back at him, Chubby’s lower jaw protruding outward with her tongue half out of her mouth while The Roo was more closed-mouth, opting instead to study Ryan. She’s a thinker.

      “Pffft.”

      Blair snapped her head around and looked at Ryan.

      “Shew, Chubby!” exclaimed Ryan as he pulled his sweatshirt up over his nose.

      “Don’t blame the child,” interjected Blair.

      “What? It wasn’t me!” Ryan’s voice rose several octaves as he pointed down at Chubby, who appeared to be laughing at him. “Look at the smile on her face. She did it!”

      Blair pushed past him with two bowls of yummies for the girls. “What kind of father blames his gassiness on the children. So rude, right, girls?”

      The girls were less interested in the debate over the guilty gasser and chased after Blair, who placed their breakfast down at the end of the kitchen island.

      Ryan feigned a pout. “Whatevs. Hey, I don’t have much time. Can we get caught up before I spend the day with the guys?”

      “Yeah, me first,” responded Blair. She fixed them both salads topped with canned chicken and the last of the raw vegetables in their refrigerator. She’d prepared cut celery, carrots, and broccoli to be served with egg dip for New Year’s Eve, but needless to say, the party never got off the ground.

      Ryan added some cornbread croutons and doused the salad with low-fat bleu cheese dressing. He often joked about how salads are supposed to be good for you, especially for dieters. But by the time you add shredded cheese, maybe a boiled egg, and your favorite dressing, you might as well have swung through the Chick-fil-A drive-thru window.

      “Talk to me,” he said as he shoved a forkful of lettuce into his mouth.

      “Well, I heard from Hayden. The good news is that she’s on her way. The bad news is that I lost contact with her in the middle of the conversation. I’m not sure what happened, but it sounded like she dropped her phone.”

      “Has she called back?”

      “No, and I’ve tried a few times to reach her. She was on the road somewhere. I was just about to warn her about the problems in Richmond when I lost contact.”

      Ryan continued eating and nodded his head. “Foxy will be fine. She’s like a younger version of you. You don’t tangle with a wildcat.” Ryan allowed a sly grin and looked up over his forkful of salad to wait for his wife’s response. He loved to tease her and she took great pleasure in giving it back to him.

      She closed her eyes slightly and gave him the look. “Shut up.”

      That drew a big smile from her husband. “Speaking of wildcats, is she bringing that beast, Prowler?”

      “I’m sure she is. I miss our cats from home. I really think they would’ve enjoyed living in the boonies.”

      “Lord knows there are plenty of mice to catch,” added Ryan. “Besides, they seem to prefer tropical climates. Whadya have planned for this afternoon?”

      “With the new arrivals, I’m gonna do a quick orientation after lunch. I’ll assign jobs to those you haven’t already recruited for your stuff. Also, with the Cortlands’ arrival, our kid population is almost maxed out except for the Rankins. They’re supposedly heading this way too after Tyler and Angela get their jobs squared away.”

      “Can they get the school ready for Monday? I want everyone settling into a routine and not getting complacent. You know?”

      “Yeah. The school will be ready. Let me just tell you where I think we are on several things. Besides school, I think our weapons and ammo numbers are excellent. I’m sure Hayden will add to that significantly. The Sheltons and Rankins, not so much.”

      Ryan asked about food and supplies. “Are you gonna send out another shopping team this afternoon?”

      Blair nodded. “I think I will. As long as it’s safe and the stores have things we need on their shelves, we’ll snatch it up. Also, I had Echo make a bank withdrawal and sent him into Hickory to the gold dealers. I checked spot gold this morning, and prices are starting to rise.”

      “Is the dollar still crashing?” asked Ryan.

      “They halted trading, so it’s bottomed out. As soon as I saw the reports this morning, I sent him to buy all he could find before the locals figure out what’s happening.”

      “Junk silver, too?”

      Blair grimaced. “I doubt it. We buy all they get as soon as it comes in.”

      Ryan finished his lunch and cleared their plates into the kitchen. He refilled his water bottle and washed his hands. Blair joined him to wash hers. She rolled her head around, causing a noticeable series of crackles.

      “Darling, is there something else bothering you?” he asked.

      “No, not really,” she replied. “People are asking a lot of questions. Naturally, they’re concerned about their futures and they’re also starved for information.”

      “Yeah, I’m getting the same thing.”

      Blair washed her hands as she spoke. “They’re looking to us for leadership, and I think it’s important that everyone is on the same page with what we believe is going on out there.”

      “What are you thinkin’?”

      Blair wiped her hands and wandered out of the kitchen toward the family room. She stopped to stare at the news reports of riots in major cities around the country. “Your security team is top notch. But you also need advisors and people to act as your right arm. Ryan, you can’t spread yourself too thin because if the Haven gets challenged, you’ll be overwhelmed trying to wear too many hats.”

      Ryan took her by the hand and encouraged her to sit on the hearth with him. They stared into the spacious family room while the fire warmed their backs. He squeezed her hand. “I’m listening.”

      “Cort is a levelheaded guy and a politician. I like your idea of making him your right arm from an administrative aspect. He can play bad cop to your good cop role.”

      “I can be the bad cop when necessary.”

      Blair chuckled. “No, honey. You can’t. You’re too nice. I’m a better bad cop than you are. Talk to Cort. He’s a real asset because he’s fought in the trenches of DC’s swamp.”

      “I will. What else?”

      “Tom Shelton will be here this afternoon, too. He’s a general, for Pete’s sake.”

      “Commander,” Ryan corrected. “But virtually the same thing.”

      “Okay, a commander. Let him be more involved in the defense strategies of the Haven. I trust Alpha, don’t get me wrong. But he also has a tendency to be very rah-rah, gung ho Marine with his security details. That works well with Bravo, Charlie, and maybe even Delta, but your civilians-turned-security team members may not get it. Tom has experience dealing with all levels of the military. He can handle a direct crisis and the day-to-day security without wearing out our people.”

      Ryan smiled. This was just one more reason why he loved his wife. She offered another set of eyes, a different perspective, from which to manage the operations of the Haven. “I agree a hundred percent.”

      Blair pushed off her husband’s knees and stood. She reached for his hands and hoisted him upward. They weren’t getting any younger.

      “The Sheltons and the Cortlands will both be here before suppertime. Let’s have them and the Echols over to talk about things. Okay?”

      “Book it, Danno,” he replied, using one of his favorite sayings from the original Hawaii Five-O television series.
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      Delta arrived back at his cabin with a sack full of barbecue sandwiches under his arm. He was in a jovial mood after speaking with Ryan about involving the kids in some of the Haven’s activities. He could only imagine what it was like for Ethan and Skylar. They’d been taken away from their home and their things. There wasn’t any television in his cabin, and in the dead of the damp, North Carolina winter, there wasn’t much for them to do outside. Hopefully, the new activities would lift Ethan’s spirits, too.

      “Hey, guys! I’ve got some news. Barbecue for lunch, too.”

      Ethan emerged from the bedroom looking as if he’d been asleep. “Did you find me a phone charger?”

      “Um, not yet,” replied Delta. He wouldn’t be able to hold his son off much longer. “But I have something else cool to tell you about.”

      “What is it, Daddy?” asked Skylar, who emerged from the kitchen area. Her hands were covered in multiple colors of paint. Delta frowned for a moment, wondering if the commissioned artwork required a brush, or if she was finger painting. He shrugged it off and motioned for them to join him at the dining table as he unpacked the sandwiches.

      “What’s this, Daddy?” asked Skylar.

      “Venison barbecue with homemade sauce. Wait’ll you taste it!” Delta unwrapped the foil and slid a sandwich in front of each of them. Both kids settled in and took big bites. A good sign. “And look what else I have.”

      “What?” muttered Ethan with a mouthful of sandwich.

      Delta pulled out a sixteen-ounce bottle of Mountain Dew. “Do the Dew!”

      Ethan chuckled and then snidely remarked, “Very Southern, Dad.”

      “Yeah, it is, and I like it,” said Delta. “Okay, let me tell you the news. First, for you, Sky.”

      “All right!”

      “Yeah, first thing is this. Another family just arrived from Alabama. They have a twelve-year-old daughter.”

      “I’m eleven,” she added.

      “I know, and guess what, her mom is a teacher. She’ll be one of the ladies who’ll be teaching at the Little Red Schoolhouse.”

      “Neat.”

      “Sooo, they wondered if you’d like to help them set up the classrooms? School starts in a week, just like it would at home. Miss Meredith and Hannah, that’s their daughter, plan on working on it this afternoon.”

      “When did they get here, Dad?” asked Ethan as he continued to eat.

      “About an hour ago, but they want to hit the ground running. I met Mr. Cortland and he’s a really nice guy.”

      Ethan never took his gaze off his barbecue sandwich. “Does he have an Android phone charger?”

      “Ethan, I don’t know, but you can bet I’ll find out.” Delta showed his aggravation, and Ethan’s reaction by raising his eyebrows and dropping his sandwich spoke volumes. Both Hightower men were over the cell phone issue, for different reasons.

      “Daddy, when do I get started?”

      “Right after lunch, Sky,” replied Delta, who then turned to Ethan. “You’ll have a new job, too, son.”

      “Doing what? Scrubbing the blackboards?” His sarcastic tone threatened to put a downer on Delta’s upbeat outlook for his kids’ afternoon.

      “No. Actually, it’s something very important for our safety. It requires a lot of responsibility and a good attitude.”

      “Are they gonna make me carry a gun? I don’t want a gun, Dad.”

      Will finished his sandwich and gathered up the trash to take to the kitchen area. “It’s a job doing security, but not carrying a gun. You’ll be part of the drone surveillance team.”

      “Drones?” Ethan’s interest perked up. “Like the kind that fly?”

      “That’s exactly right, son. You guys grab your jackets and let’s head out. I promised to deliver you both right after lunch.”

      “Come on, Ethan! We’ve got jobs to do!” Skylar scurried off and put on her imitation UGG boots and her overcoat.

      Ethan slowly made his way to the bedroom, where he donned his black trench coat. Delta loved his son, even though he was trying at times. But first impressions were not good. He wondered if the boy had any clothes that weren’t jet black to match his hair.

      The trio loaded up in the truck and headed off to the school. While Ethan waited in the front seat, Delta escorted Skylar inside and made the introductions. The two young girls hit it off immediately, and they set about exploring the schoolhouse and all of the supplies the Smarts had acquired over time.

      When Delta returned to the truck, he noticed that his cell phone’s display was illuminated. He suspected his son had attempted to access the phone and found it to be locked by the face-recognition app.

      He chose not to say anything to Ethan about the intrusion, opting instead to see how the rest of the day played out. Delta assumed any fifteen-year-old boy would jump at the chance to operate a camera-equipped drone all day. Sure, monitoring the Haven’s perimeter might not be as much fun for a teen as snooping in people’s windows, but it was a start.

      In any event, Delta hoped it would be sufficient to distract Ethan from the never-ending quest for a cell phone charger and access to his mother. He also expected a turnaround in Ethan’s attitude.

      Turned out, he was wrong.
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      The main barn at the Haven, designated HB-1, had been a central gathering spot from the first day Blair and Ryan Smart had purchased the property. During the filming of the Hunger Games, the existing buildings were left in their original state in order to lend authenticity to the movie. Only the large barn had been updated with modern plumbing and electrical wiring, together with a large meeting room that was now used as a conference room for Alpha’s team.

      Initially, the Smarts used the space to meet with prospective contractors and their subs. Now it had a variety of uses, from storage to a meeting place. This was Alpha’s domain, as Blair and Ryan spent a considerable amount of time at the main house or on the property overseeing renovations.

      The morning started at HB-1 with a meeting of security personnel in the conference room. Throughout the day, Alpha and members of his team would gather for meals together, plan their activities, or retrieve equipment based upon the project they were working on.

      One of those projects was an addition to their security program that Alpha had concocted many months ago. It employed the use of mini-drone quadcopters to act as eye-in-the-sky surveillance of the Haven’s perimeter. Although Ryan had told him that money was no object, Alpha was cost-conscious in choosing the right machine to do the job.

      The Haven was parceled together with hundreds of acres of land that was bordered by a county road for a long stretch, as well as the Henry River for the entirety of its southern perimeter. The entire boundary totaled several miles.

      He chose a midrange quadcopter to perform the surveillance task—a DJI Spark Ultimate model. At five hundred dollars, it was definitely on the high side of mini-drone options, but its video capabilities suited their needs perfectly.

      The alpine-white quadcopter was equipped with a dual-axis gimbal camera capable of taking both twelve-megapixel still photos as well as 1080p video technology. The features Alpha liked the most were its GPS and night-vision capabilities, its thirty-one mile per hour speed, and a range in excess of a mile. By deploying three of the quadcopters—one at the center of the Haven and one at each end of the oblong-shaped tract—he could cover the entire property from the sky.

      The quadcopter, like all devices of its kind, had a negative. The operator could only use it for fifteen minutes at a time before it needed to be recharged. In a time of crisis, this would limit their capabilities. So, at Alpha’s request, Ryan doubled the fleet to six. Besides, as Ryan accurately pointed out, if one broke down, they’d have backups.

      “Three is two, two is one, one is none,” Ryan had reminded Alpha at the time. Alpha was not a prepper. He was more of a survivalist, as many ex-military veterans were. But he saw the logic in many of the preparedness concepts Ryan had taught him, and embraced the lifestyle completely. After the events of New Year’s Eve, he was glad he did.

      “Alpha? Are you around?”

      Delta led his son into the barn, where Alpha waited by a long workbench. The quadcopters had their own storage shelf built. Each one was labeled from H-Quad-1 through H-Quad-6. Thus far, due to lack of operators, none of them had been deployed. Ethan would be the first operator to patrol the perimeter.

      “Back here, Delta.” Alpha’s voice boomed through the empty barn. “I’ve got H-Quad-1 ready to deploy.”

      “Sounds official, Dad,” whispered Ethan.

      “It is, son. Listen, this is a very important job and I hope you don’t take it lightly. Security is the number one priority around here.”

      “You must be Ethan,” greeted Alpha as he extended his right hand to shake with the teen. He held the quadcopter remote in his other hand.

      “Um, yes.” Ethan appeared intimidated by Alpha, whose large stature and booming voice immediately commanded the respect of anyone he came in contact with.

      “Glad to have you on the team, Ethan. You’ll be the first member of our drone air force. Take a look.”

      Alpha fiddled with the remote controller, and suddenly a low hum could be heard from the back of the barn. Red and green lights could be seen rising into the tall rafters before coming slowly in their direction.

      Alpha maneuvered the drone closer to the group. “Smile, gentlemen. You’re on camera.”

      “Hey, that’s pretty cool,” said Ethan as he genuinely seemed to enjoy the moment. He managed a smile for the first time, causing Delta to smile as well.

      “Watch this,” said Alpha as he made a couple of adjustments on the controller. The quadcopter’s rotors revved up and the drone raced through the barn doors at a high rate of speed until it was out of sight.

      “Wow! Where did it go?” asked Ethan as he chased after the device and stood in the opening.

      Off in the distance, the high-pitched whine of the rotors could be heard. Alpha walked next to Ethan and showed him the controller. “Check out the display.”

      “Is that the main house?” asked Ethan.

      “It is,” replied Alpha.

      Delta joined their side and put his hand on Ethan’s shoulder so he could see as well. Ethan didn’t pull away this time, a good sign. Delta and Alpha exchanged imperceptible nods at one another. In full disclosure, Delta had told Ryan and Alpha about the difficulties he’d been having with Ethan. He also told them that Ethan needed something to be a part of, or he’d be a handful to control. Apparently, the Haven’s drone air force piqued the teen’s interest.

      Ethan was impressed. “The camera is amazing.”

      “Yeah, it is. The new model allows us to record directly into a computer at the main house. All the footage can be reviewed until it is erased, or in the event of an attack, it can be monitored from one central location so we can address our vulnerabilities.”

      “Attacked?” asked Ethan.

      “Son, we don’t know what to expect,” started Delta, who’d planned on downplaying Alpha’s choice of words. Then he thought better of it. Perhaps his son needed to know how dangerous this world could become. “There will come a point in time that outsiders will want what we have here at the Haven.”

      “That’s right,” interjected Alpha. “By having eyes on the ground as well as in the air, we can react quicker to someone trying to infiltrate our perimeter.”

      “You have a wall, right?” asked Ethan.

      “True, but not along the river,” replied Alpha. “Boats, rafts, and swimmers could cross and make their way inside the Haven. One of your primary duties will be to patrol the shoreline until we get our own boats ready for deployment.”

      “We’ve got a navy?” asked Delta, who was unaware of the boats.

      “We have boats,” replied Delta. “We’d prefer not to use them to patrol because of the anticipated shortage of fuel, and the noise will attract curious neighbors. They’ll be deployed as a reactionary force. That’s why the drone patrols are so important. A quadcopter can buzz up and down the riverbanks and search for intruders much faster than a boat can.”

      “I like it,” said Ethan. “You can count me in, sir.”

      Delta couldn’t suppress the grin on his face.
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      “The sell-off started with a mysterious plunge that immediately caused the exchange to halt trading. Foreign exchange markets intervened with multiple ten-second pauses to prevent steeper declines in the U.S. dollar. Abroad, futures trading was halted within minutes thereafter.”

      CNBC’s morning market-analysis program, Squawk Box, was playing on one of the television monitors in the Schwartz conference room. Jonathan Schwartz had rejoined his father to watch the aftermath of their currency manipulations. Joe Kernen, reporting from NBC’s London offices due to the evacuation of Midtown New York, appeared disheveled as he caught his breath and continued.

      “Traders also speculated that the selling could be attributed to a large fund, or group of funds, liquidating its position in the dollar. The dollar index has fallen to a level well below its lows of 2008, and it appears that there is no end in sight. With Washington in disarray due to the terrorist attacks of New Year’s Eve and speculation running rampant that the president will be announcing the implementation of the U.S. continuity-of-government contingencies, there is little to soften the blow of this free fall as investors are more than jittery. They are downright terrorized at the prospects of a collapsing dollar.”

      Schwartz chuckled as he lowered the volume on the set. “As well they should be. After the forex markets halted trading on the dollar around the world, they will test the waters by reopening the futures market. At first, there will be nervous investors looking to buy in at the bottom of the decline. Others will continue to dump the dollar before it crashes further.”

      Jonathan pulled up a chair next to his father and sat down. “In the meantime, we’ll step back in. There will be a whipsaw effect in dollar futures that will cause a wild market swing upward. We will profit from that, and then in the morning, the Treasury Secretary will announce that all is right with the world as the mighty dollar regains strength and—”

      His father finished the sentence. “We’ll crash it all over again. Son, markets like stability. There’s a reason we developed the concept of velocity logic. Our computer programs can instantaneously detect market movement over time in relation to all indices. As a result, we can overcome the built-in safeguards by Wall Street and London. Our trades happen much faster than their reactions.”

      “It’s ingenious and nearly undetectable,” his son added.

      “That’s why we use it sparingly. Some have weapons of mass destruction. We have weapons of financial devastation. We can destroy businesses, banks, and now, my son, empires, using the power our wealth affords us.”

      The two men sipped their tea in silence as they monitored the frenzied trading activity shown on the various news programs. Live feeds from around the globe—including London, Chicago, Tokyo, and Hong Kong—revealed the same images.

      Schwartz finished his tea before pushing his cup and saucer to the side. He leaned forward on the conference table and folded his hands in front of him. “Son, this president has always had tyrannical tendencies, in my opinion,” he began.

      Jonathan nodded his agreement.

      “Our actions will hasten his incentive to declare martial law. I believe despite his physical stature, he has a bit of a Napoleon complex. His overly aggressive, domineering behavior on social media and in his approach to the news media compensates for his inadequacies as a leader. I believe he relishes the opportunity to wield power through the military. He has probably dreamt of the opportunity to consolidate control over the government within the executive branch.”

      “My sources tell me that will happen today,” interjected Jonathan.

      Schwartz continued. “Yes. I bring this up for a reason. The president has longed for an attorney general within his control and loyal only to him. One that is not accountable to the Congress or the media. By declaring martial law, his Department of Justice will have unfettered powers to investigate, arrest, and stall prosecutions.”

      “Undoubtedly, habeas corpus will be suspended.”

      “Those placed under arrest can potentially be held indefinitely without any rights to protest their detention.”

      “Dad, why are you bringing this up now?”

      Schwartz took a deep breath and pushed his tired body out of his chair. He wandered around the conference room, pausing to look at each of the monitors. He stopped at the screen that displayed the CNBC reporting. He tapped on it with his knuckles before turning back to his son.

      “They all know who’s responsible for this. Every one of these so-called experts are whispering around their respective water coolers. As I close my eyes, I can hear the Schwartz name being bantered about.”

      Jonathan tried to reassure his father. “It’s a natural assumption, but it cannot be proven. Frankly, there are any number of world financiers who could’ve pulled this off.”

      “Son, not true, and you know it. Plus, we’ve accomplished this before. To be sure, we’ve been caught, as in 2018 when the Hong Kong exchange fined one of our funds for compliance failures during the series of shorting trades on Great Wall Motors. The fine was miniscule compared to the profits gained, and in China’s autonomous region, there were no criminal charges to be filed. The U.S. is different.”

      “Yes, I understand. Still, Father, there would have to be investigations, court hearings, SEC and Treasury hearings. The process is long and drawn out. The Hong Kong matter took nearly four years to come to a conclusion.”

      Schwartz began to wander the room. He looked down at the elaborately designed Persian rug and raised his arm, finger waggling as he walked. “Ahh, but therein lies the rub, as Hamlet said. The declaration of martial law and the corresponding suspension of habeas corpus sets aside the normal rules. Americans love to lie to themselves with their often-used phrase innocent until proven guilty. That is an absolute farce. In this country, a seasoned federal prosecutor can indict a ham sandwich, as they say, and under martial law, said ham sandwich can be arrested and detained indefinitely.”

      “In other words, trumped-up charges,” said Jonathan, grinning at his intentional play on words.

      Schwartz smiled and shrugged. “Taŭga.” He used the Esperanto term for appropriate.

      “What do you suggest?” his son asked.

      “Perhaps it would be an appropriate time for a trip to our New Zealand home. The weather is much more favorable this time of year.”

      “As is the jurisdiction,” added Jonathan as he rose from his chair to make the arrangements.
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        Critical Care Hospital

        Richmond, Virginia

      

      

      It had been a trying morning for Angela, beginning with her usual trek near the grounds of the Virginia State Capitol, which lay between their house on one end of Clay Street and the VCU Medical Center Critical Care Hospital on the other. As she made her way past the Richmond Coliseum, she began to notice a crowd of fifty or more people walking from the VCU campus toward the capitol building. They seemed to be on a mission, not interacting with onlookers, but clearly moving toward the antebellum building with a purpose.

      Angela had experienced something similar just a couple of years prior. Hundreds of protestors had descended upon the state capitol building one day in November, carrying signs and chanting down with hate. The focus of their anger was the state attorney general’s opinion that Virginia’s colleges could not include sexual orientation as part of its discrimination policies.

      The protest was intended to be peaceful. Nonetheless, a police escort, including horse-mounted officers, escorted the group to the capitol so they could yell at a building that was largely empty at the time.

      However, that night, things began to turn ugly as the protestors, frustrated that they weren’t getting a response or any form of interaction with state officials, began to cause damage to storefronts and offices along East Broad Street. Reports indicated that the VCU students were joined by outsider groups who were largely responsible for the destruction and near-riot conditions. Angela recalled how they could hear the ruckus that evening from their home eight blocks away.

      The scene this morning was reminiscent of that protest, only this time, there was no police escort, and instead of holding signs, the protestors were carrying clubs and rocks.

      Angela paused and found a side street to further her progress to the Critical Care Hospital without running head-on into the mob. She was shaken at first, and then her resolve strengthened as she became more convinced that she and Tyler were making the smart move.

      Cornering the administrator of the residency program was a more difficult task than avoiding the angry mob. The night before, while the Rankins were trying to survive the attack in the tunnel, parts of Richmond exploded into what the media was calling anarchy. Neighborhoods and businesses were under siege from hoodlums and vandals.

      People were randomly attacked walking down sidewalks or were pulled from their cars while stopped at intersections. Flash mobs stormed convenience stores and small businesses, ransacking shelves and robbing employees. Fires were randomly set throughout the town, and not in the usual neighborhoods associated with social unrest. Rather, the affluent seemed to be the brunt of the attacks, with one neighborhood being evacuated as the SWAT team was called in to restore order.

      Dr. Jennifer Mason, the administrator, spent her days managing the program and creating the daily schedules of those under her wing, but she was still a highly skilled doctor. Pinning her down that morning was near impossible, and Angela, despite the fact she was not supposed to be on the schedule for several more days, pitched in to help.

      The Critical Care Hospital at VCU housed many intensive care units for patients who were critically injured or ill. Trauma patients ranging from gunshot victims to burn patients were constantly being treated at the hospital on East Clay Street. However, Angela had never experienced anything like the chaos in the emergency room this morning.

      She’d been a fan of television shows like Grey’s Anatomy and ER when she was growing up, getting a thrill and an adrenaline rush when the emergency rooms portrayed on television dealt with a mass casualty event. Whether it be a plane crash or a building collapse, the television doctors and nurses sprang into action to save the day.

      In reality, however, the mad rush and a chaotic ER rarely occurred. At least not in Angela’s experience, until today. This moment was what she dreamed of. The opportunity to bounce from gurney to gurney, assessing a patient’s condition and then diving in to save lives and limbs.

      Angela had donned a set of scrubs from her locker and got to work. Patients had been arriving throughout the night from the relentless beatings being administered around the city. Burn victims had pushed the hospital to the brink, with some minor cases being sent to other hospitals in the area.

      She’d just finished treating one of the burn victims when Dr. Mason grabbed her attention. “Rankin! Get over here!”

      Angela joined her administrator’s side as the women stood out of the way to allow a gurney to be pushed into the room. Two uniformed officers of the Richmond Police Department accompanied the patient, who was handcuffed to the rails of the bed.

      “What’ve we got?” asked Dr. Mason. An EMT from the ambulance service that accompanied the patient provided her the vitals.

      “The patient was transported from I-95 after being taken into custody. He was involved in an armed assault of motorists when one of them fought back.”

      “How long has he been unconscious?” asked Dr. Mason.

      The EMT replied, “He was in and out when we loaded him into the wagon. After he was cuffed to the gurney, he became violent and began thrashing around. Per the RPD policy, because he was officially in custody, we sedated him.”

      Following the Freddie Gray incident in Baltimore years ago in which a young man taken into custody flailed about in the back of a police paddy wagon, resulting in his death, the Richmond Police Department authorized emergency medical technicians to sedate injured patients taken into custody to avoid further complications from their injuries.

      Angela carefully examined the unconscious man’s face. It had been horribly mangled, and a gauze patch was strapped to one of the man’s eyes.

      “What did this?” she asked.

      The EMT shrugged. “We really don’t know. It had to be a bobcat or something like that. His eyeball was hanging out of the socket by the optic nerve. After he was sedated and calmed down, we held open his eyelid and gently replaced it into the socket.”

      Angela carefully removed the bandaging and pulled her flashlight from her jacket pocket. She pried the patient’s eyelids open and ran a beam of light over them. The patient was still unresponsive, but his pupils instinctively reacted to the bright light.

      “Well, good work,” she began. “His pupils responded, so you most likely saved his eye. His face is another matter. We’re gonna need plastics paged on this one.”

      A nurse acknowledged Angela’s request and picked up the phone near the door to page a plastic surgeon.

      Dr. Mason examined the man’s hand and forearm. “There are tire marks embedded in his skin. Who ran over him?” She glanced over at the police officers.

      “Have no idea. Probably the same person who clawed his face off. This guy was one of a dozen who attacked motorists from an overpass. Once we arrived on the scene, they’d beaten most everybody they could get their hands on.”

      Dr. Mason continued to study the patient’s face. “Start him on fluids. Rankin, let’s clean up the wound and—wait. Forceps!”

      A nurse scrambled to her side and slapped the scissorlike tool with pincers at the end into her gloved hand.

      Angela leaned in to get a better look. “I see it.”

      Dr. Mason carefully spread the gash in the man’s jaw open and expertly inserted the forceps into the wound. “Got it. It was embedded in the jawbone.”

      Angela leaned back to provide Dr. Mason additional light. “That’s a deep gash.”

      “It’s a cat claw. Look, it’s not broken off. It pulled out of the animal’s phalanges and even brought some of the elastic ligaments.”

      Angela took a closer look. “That cat must have been enraged to do this. And look how big the claw is. I had a cat as a kid and it looked nothing like this.”

      Dr. Mason shook her head in amazement. She instructed one of the nurses to preserve the claw in case it was needed for medical study or evidence. She stepped aside, allowing the nurses to clean the man’s wounds and watch over him until the plastic surgeon arrived.

      Angela broke out in a nervous sweat, as she finally had Dr. Mason alone. They stood in the hallway watching the activity for a moment, and then she broached the subject of leaving. She’d barely gotten started into the conversation when Dr. Mason stopped her.

      Another ambulance had arrived, and two stabbing victims were being unloaded into the ER. The conversation would have to wait, much to the chagrin of Angela.
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      “Daddy, somebody’s here,” shouted Hannah from the front porch of the Cortlands’ cabin. She was enjoying the light snow that had fallen overnight. It was only the second time she’d seen measurable snowfall, the first being on her one and only visit to meet her grandfather in Connecticut.

      Cort emerged from the cabin and immediately recognized Ryan as he emerged from his heated four-wheeler. Cort shook his head and laughed as he pointed toward the Ranger. “Nice ride,” he quipped as he shook Ryan’s hand.

      “Good to see ya, Cort,” said Ryan before turning his attention to Hannah, who was standing as tall as she could to get noticed by the two men, who stood six feet three and six feet five, respectively. “You must be Hannah.”

      “Yes, sir,” she replied, extending her arm to shake hands.

      Ryan laughed and gave her a hearty shake. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Hannah.” Ryan paused as he noticed Meredith emerge from the cabin as well. He smiled and waved. “Hi, I’m Ryan.”

      “I’m Meredith, one of your new schoolteachers.”

      “So I hear. I also understand you wanna get started right away?”

      “If it’s okay.”

      “Well, the doors to the Little Red Schoolhouse are always open, and we’ve just hung the sign to finish off the construction. Any time you want to have a look, by all means.”

      Hannah waved to Ryan and then joined her mother on the porch.

      Cort turned to the founder of the Haven. “We have a lot to discuss, not only about what’s happened, but what comes next.”

      “I agree, Cort. I’m really glad you’re here. Now that the purpose for which Blair and I designed the Haven has come to pass, I need a right arm, somebody with good organizational skills and, more importantly, somebody I can trust with my inner thoughts. The security team is set as soon as one other person arrives. There’s somebody else supposedly due to arrive later who will help you and me as well.”

      “I’m glad to do anything you need, Ryan.”

      “Also, Cort, there will be times that I need to separate myself from disciplinary actions because I’m the developer of the Haven. You know, I can’t be heavy-handed sometimes.”

      Cort laughed. “Listen, I’m chief of staff to one of the most influential senators in Washington. I know how to play the bad guy.”

      “Perfect. You guys get settled and maybe take your girls over to the school. Head over to the house when you get a chance.”

      Cort slapped Ryan on the back and they said their goodbyes. He returned to the cabin, where Meredith and Hannah were getting a few things together.

      “I wish we could’ve gone to Walmart like we’d planned,” Meredith said.

      Cort hugged his wife and rubbed his daughter’s cold cheeks. “Ryan and Blair are detail-oriented people, and they’ve put equal emphasis on all aspects of the Haven. I’ll bet you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”

      “Good,” said Meredith. “Well, Hannah, are you ready to check it out?”

      “Yeah! Can we pick up Skylar, too? The more the merrier, I always say.”

      Her parents laughed at their daughter’s enthusiasm. Cort nodded in agreement and then he whispered to Meredith, “Ryan wants me to work directly with him, you know, on the administrative side. I guess I’ve gone from chief of staff to a senator to the chief of staff for, um, king of the Haven.”

      “Good grief,” said Meredith with a chuckle. “Enjoy your first day as Hand of the King.”

      Cort stood a little taller. “Hand. I like that. Like the Game of Thrones Hands.”

      “No, Cort. Not like those Hands. They always get stabbed in the back or beheaded.”

      “Good point. I don’t want my head on a pike.”

      They kissed, and Meredith was on her way. “Let’s go, Hannah. Skylar Hightower is supposed to meet us at school. I think you’ll like her. We’ll see about setting up the classrooms together.”

      The Cortland women arrived at the Little Red School House where Skylar greeted them at the door. She and Hannah immediately hit it off, and the two became inseparable as the day progressed. Meredith was impressed with the amount of supplies and school materials the Smarts had accumulated for the new school, which still smelled of fresh paint.

      Each of the three classrooms were divided into age groups—toddler through third grade, fourth through sixth, and seventh through ninth. A larger assembly room was designed for chairs to be brought in for large presentations. There were no classrooms for high schoolers. Those kids were expected to work around the Haven and continue their educations at home under the supervision of their parents.

      “Skylar, your dad said you have an older brother,” began Meredith as she coordinated distribution of materials to individual cubbies in each classroom. She was unsure how many students there were at the Haven, so she simply spread out what was available to her.

      “His name is Ethan and he’s fifteen,” replied Skylar. “He’s in high school and he doesn’t like it very much. My mom doesn’t know it, but he skips class most days.”

      “He does?” asked Meredith.

      “Yes, ma’am,” she replied politely. “Um, well, my parents got a divorce, and Daddy moved to Atlanta. My brother has been angry ever since.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. Divorce can be hard on kids.”

      “Yeah, I’m kinda okay with it except I don’t like how my dad lives so far away. I would never tell my mom this ’cause it would hurt her feelings, but I really like it here. You know, just being with my dad.”

      Meredith walked next to the young girl and put her arm around her. She knelt down onto one knee and looked her in the eye. “It’s tough being away from a parent. I understand what that’s like. But listen, if you ever feel the need to have a girl talk, you can always come to me, okay?”

      “Okay,” she replied sheepishly.

      “And me too,” added Hannah. “We could be BFFs.”

      “Yeah, besties.”

      The three continued setting up the classrooms. As they did, Meredith overheard Skylar talking to Hannah in another room.

      “My brother has run away before. Mom didn’t even go after him. She said if he didn’t want to live at home, that was okay by her.”

      Hannah chimed in. “I can’t imagine running away. I wouldn’t have any place to go.”

      “Neither did he,” said Skylar. “He has friends from high school, bad friends, my mom says. He never brings them to the house, so I don’t know what they’re like.”

      “Is he mad about something?” asked Hannah.

      There was a break in the conversation and Meredith strained to listen, thinking the kids had lowered their voice to avoid being heard. Finally, Skylar replied in a quiet, heart-breaking tone of voice. Her response spoke volumes about the mindset of Ethan Hightower.

      “He’s mad about everything.”
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      “Home alone, Peanut!” J.C. yelled after Tyler pulled out of the driveway. “Let’s make mac and cheese. Maybe hot dogs too.”

      Kaycee started laughing. “There’s no way Mom has that stuff in the house. I bet there’s plenty of quinoa and Dad’s oatmeal.”

      “Hey, what kind of food do you think we’ll eat at the cabin?” asked J.C. It had been a year since the family went there together. They had stocked the place with some outdoor clothing and camping supplies, but not food.

      “Last year, we went out to eat every night. Do you remember that Mexican restaurant? That was pretty good.”

      The two kids stared into the refrigerator, waiting for Oscar Mayer beef franks to magically appear, but they eventually closed the door, disappointed. Kaycee reminded her younger brother they had chores to do or their mom would be upset, so they started on the laundry first before going to their respective rooms to pack.

      “All my summer clothes are clean,” said J.C. to his sister, whose room was across the hallway.

      “Same here. I’m gonna pack my swimsuit in case we’re there in the summer. Do you remember the river that was by our cabin?”

      “It was muddy,” J.C. recalled.

      Kaycee said, “That’s because it was springtime and it had been raining a lot. It’s not always like that.”

      The two moved around their rooms, loading up their suitcases first except for the clothes that were being washed. Kaycee retrieved the grocery totes, and they carefully selected toys and games to play with. The family loved board games and playing cards together, so those options were a priority.

      After a break for peanut butter and jelly sandwiches with milk, Kaycee rolled the last load of wash into the dryer. “Mom and Dad’s clothes will be dry by the time they get home, and now we can—”

      The sound of glass breaking outside caused her to stop speaking.

      “What was that?” asked J.C. as he rushed to the bay window in their living room. He crawled onto the cushioned bench seat and parted the sheers to look outside. Kaycee quickly joined him.

      “Where did all of those people come from?” asked Kaycee as she pressed her face against the glass and looked to the west along Clay Street.

      “Kaycee, they’re breaking things. Look at the car windows.”

      Vehicles that were parked on the street in front of the residences were being beaten with metal pipes and baseball bats. On both sides of the road, the group would stop and indiscriminately pound on the hood, fenders, and windows of each car or truck until it was destroyed. Then they’d move on to the next one.

      “Look!” shouted Kaycee as she pointed to their left. Drivers who’d entered their street were frantically trying to back off of East Clay Street to avoid the mobs making their way toward downtown.

      A woman screamed, causing the kids to snap their heads back toward the west. The group had rushed onto the front porch of a home like theirs and were threatening a woman who was sitting in a rocking chair.

      “What should we do?” asked J.C.

      “We’ve gotta call Dad,” Kaycee replied as she scrambled for the phone. Just as she reached the kitchen, she remembered. “He doesn’t have a cell phone!”

      “Should we call the police?” asked J.C.

      Kaycee hesitated. “Um, I don’t know. They haven’t done anything to us.”

      J.C. suddenly backed off the bench seat and allowed the sheer curtains to close. “Not yet, you mean. They’re coming to our house!”

      “Why? We didn’t do anything!”

      The two kids ran into the middle of the living room and began frantically searching for answers to their questions.

      “Should we hide?” asked J.C.

      Kaycee ran to the back door and looked into their yard. There was activity in the house behind them, and she saw a woman race off her porch onto the lawn. She gathered her wits and turned to her brother.

      “Dad’s guns! Come on!”

      “Do you know how to use them?” asked J.C.

      “Yeah, he taught me last summer,” she replied as she raced down the hallway to her parents’ bedroom.

      J.C. followed behind, quizzing her as she ran. “When? Why didn’t he teach me?”

      “You’re too young.”

      “No, I’m not. I am older than—” J.C. froze, the rest of his sentence floating in a state of suspended animation as the windowpanes flanking their front door were broken inward.

      The two kids stared at each other, eyes wide in fright, as they could hear the voices of a man and a woman on their porch. When the sound of the dead-bolt lock snapping open hit their ears, they rushed into J.C.’s bedroom to hide.

      Kaycee gently closed the door behind them.

      “Lock it,” whispered J.C.

      “No, they’ll know we’re here for sure,” she countered. “Do you remember that space in your closet where the old furnace used to be?”

      J.C. nodded his head.

      “Can we both fit in there?”

      “No, just me.”

      Kaycee furrowed her brow as she considered her options. “I have to get to Dad’s shotgun, but I need to make sure you’re safe. Hurry, get in the crawl space and stay there until I come for you. Can you do that?”

      “Um-hum.”

      J.C. opened the bifold doors to his closet and moved some toys and a few stored pillows out of the way. The panel to the closet pushed inward and he made his way inside the dark, dank space. Kaycee quickly covered up the access point and closed the doors behind her.

      She made her way back to the bedroom door and cracked it slightly to look down the hallway. The man and woman were milling about the living room, picking up the family’s home décor and tossing it aside, as it wasn’t of interest to them.

      Kaycee knew they’d turn their attention to the bedrooms next, so she decided to make her move. She slowly opened the door to avoid detection, and as soon as the two intruders turned their backs to her, she dashed into the master bedroom. This time, however, she closed and locked the door behind her. Kaycee knew she’d be trapped in there whether the door was open or locked shut. If she forced the intruders to break in, she’d have the precious seconds she needed to respond.

      Tyler had purchased a bed that contained a hidden compartment in the headboard for his weapons. A key lock was installed at the top of the headboard with a spring-tensioned access door. Kaycee knew her dad kept the key in the nightstand drawer. She scrambled across the bed and retrieved the key. She stood on the bed and pressed down on the access door, which popped open. She quickly inserted the key and turned it.

      Nothing happened.

      Then she walked backward and studied the headboard. Why isn’t it opening?

      She grabbed the top of the headboard and gave it a slight shake, hoping the gun would suddenly reveal itself.

      “Let’s check the rest of this place out,” said a woman’s voice from the hallway.

      “I’m guessin’ they just left, ’cause there ain’t no car and the dryer’s runnin’,” her male partner added.

      Kaycee began to shake as panic set in. She dropped to her knees and flung the pillows out of the way. She ran her hands along the decorative panel inserts along the headboard. Then she felt the upper part of the panel give way. She pushed it a little harder and her dad’s Mossberg 590 shotgun fell into her hands.

      Yes! Let’s go! she shouted in her head. Kaycee stood on the bed and glanced out the bedroom windows.

      The mob was moving past their house and down the street toward the city. She quickly slid off the bed and made her way to the window, cautiously glancing outside. To her right, the streets were empty, although signs of the locusts were evident. To her left, the marauders were antagonizing a wayward motorist and breaking out windows of homes as they went.

      Kaycee swung around and steadied her nerves. It was still very quiet in the house except for the gentle tumbling sound of the dryer. She knew the moment she pulled the slide of the shotgun to load a shell into the chamber, as her dad had taught her, the loud metallic click would draw the attention of the intruders. Tyler had once told her that nothing frightens a burglar more than the sound of a shotgun racking a round.

      Kaycee decided to test his theory, but she’d wait until the people entered the room. With the gun in her hand, the lanky eleven-year-old gained confidence and stood defiantly waiting for them to enter. The only question she hadn’t asked herself was whether she was capable of pulling the trigger.
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      Kaycee heard them breathing before she saw the door handle begin to turn. When the lock stopped the handle’s progress, the intruder turned it the other way. Kaycee’s hands turned clammy and the barrel of the shotgun began to shake as her nerves started to fail her. The handle shook violently as the person on the other side grew frustrated.

      “Open up, dammit!” the woman screamed as her partner began to pound the six-panel door with the back of his fist. Blow after blow evidenced their anger and their violent intentions.

      “Go away!” shouted Kaycee.

      She heard the two whisper to one another. They were plotting.

      “Open up, kid!” the man shouted. “Or we’ll huff and we’ll puff and we’ll blow the door down. Then we’ll make you pay for the trouble you caused us.”

      “I’ve got a gun! I’ll shoot!”

      Kaycee was certain this would back off the duo of intruders. The response she got surprised her.

      They paused for a moment, and then the two thugs began laughing uproariously. It was an evil cackle combined with genuine delight at terrorizing the young girl.

      “You aren’t gonna shoot anyone!” shouted the woman. “Open this door, or we’ll burn the place down with you in it!”

      Kaycee instantly grew afraid that they meant what they said. She’d heard her parents talk about the fires around Richmond earlier and knew it was bad guys like these two responsible for them. She thought of her brother huddled in the dark space in his closet. She knew he could hear them shouting at her. There wasn’t much time.

      The first kick at the door almost broke it off its hinges. The flimsy bedroom door lock wasn’t designed to keep members of a crazed mob out. One of the marauders kicked again, and the door almost gave way.

      Kaycee didn’t hesitate. She squeezed the trigger and the Mossberg blasted a load of #10 birdshot into the center of the door, blasting a hole in the hollow door with over eight hundred lead pellets. The recoil knocked her backwards onto the bed while the shotgun flew over her head onto the floor by the wall.

      “Arrggggh!” the man screamed as the lead shot found its way through the opening. To be sure, the hollow door slowed the impact of half the shot, but the other half performed admirably, scattering into the hallway and ripping into the faces and exposed skin of the assailants.

      Kaycee flung herself over the back of the bed to retrieve the gun. Pain seared through her right shoulder, which was now partially dislocated. Yet she found an inner strength. She scowled as she picked up the shotgun and loaded another shell into the chamber.

      In position to fire again, she could see into the hallway. Blood splatter was all over the wall that was adjacent to J.C.’s bedroom. The drywall was littered with pellets, some of which fell out periodically as the young girl waited for the attackers to make their next move. She listened.

      Nothing.

      Had she killed them? Both, with one shot?

      Her mind raced as she took a step around the bed and cautiously approached the door. She steadied the shotgun’s barrel on the opening, planning to shoot again if she saw movement. The pain in her shoulder became worse, but she was able to block out the distraction. Kaycee peeked through the opening.

      It’s easier the second time, she thought to herself.

      Then she heard a dragging sound. Crawling noises across the wood floor and down the hall near their kitchen.

      Kaycee moved to the side of the bedroom door to view the hall from a better angle. There wasn’t anyone outside the door, and then she noticed a bloody handprint near the doorjamb of J.C.’s room.

      “Help me!” groaned the man from the area of their living room.

      “I’m trying,” whispered the woman. “We’ve got to go before she kills us.”

      “My shoulder,” the man was crying. “It’s… it’s… it’s gone.”

      Kaycee was emboldened. The young girl sensed fear in her adult attackers, and a killer instinct overcame her. She’d never felt this exhilarated in her life, even at the top of Kingda Ka. She pulled what was left of the door open and ran into the hallway.

      “You’d better run!” she screamed.

      The terrified woman screamed back, begging for their lives. “Okay! Okay! We’re leaving! Don’t shoot!”

      Kaycee moved slowly down the hallway, steadily pointing the shotgun in front of her. The shoulder pain was worsening, but she wanted to finish the job. She arrived in the living room and swung the gun back and forth. Then she turned her attention to the front door.

      The knob and door were covered in bloody handprints. A pool of blood had accumulated on the stoop. Kaycee ran to the bay window and slowly parted the sheers to look outside. The intruders were hobbling down the sidewalk, not looking back. The man was putting all his weight on his partner by draping his left arm over her while his right arm dangled from a mess of tendons and bone. A trail of blood marked their path out into the street.

      Instantly, Kaycee became overwhelmed with emotion. She gently set the gun down on the bench seat and buried her face in her left hand. The pain caused by the shotgun’s recoil, coupled with the realization that she’d shot someone, took a hold of her, causing tears to flow.

      Then she remembered J.C. Confident that they were alone, she gathered herself and went to his room. She opened the louvered doors to his closet, expecting him to still be barricaded in the old furnace compartment.

      She was wrong. He gave her a start as light filled the closet, and there he was, crouched and ready to spring out. As soon as the opening was sufficient, J.C. jumped up and hugged his sister.

      “Are you okay, Peanut?”

      “Yes, but easy on my shoulder.”

      “Okay.” He let go of her and looked past her. Some of the pellets had created holes in the drywall near his nightstand. “Um, did you kill them?”

      “No, almost,” she replied sadly.

      J.C., on the other hand, was intrigued by it all. He pushed past her and ran into the hallway. “Cool!” he exclaimed as he examined the blood and gore dripping down the hallway wall. For a moment, he stood in the hallway looking back and forth, surveying the scene.

      Kaycee walked past him and headed toward the foyer. “Come on,” she began. “We have to barricade the front door with the sofa or something in case they come back.”

      “I can do it,” proclaimed the eight-year-old muscleman. This didn’t surprise Kaycee because she’d seen her younger brother slide the furniture across the hardwood floors when it came time to help their mom clean house. “Do you think they’ll come back?”

      Kaycee glanced at the shotgun that rested peacefully on the padded window seat. “If they do, they won’t get inside next time.”
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      Richmond, Virginia, was no stranger to civil war or civil unrest. During the dark days of the first American Civil War, the city served as the capital of the Confederacy. Its strategic location made it a logical choice as several major railways terminated there, allowing the Confederate army to move weapons and supplies to the battlefield.

      During the Civil War, the Union forces made several attempts to invade Richmond. It wasn’t until the final campaigns of General Ulysses S. Grant that residents of Richmond evacuated, and the city was captured. It was a momentous time for many reasons. A week after General Grant visited with President Lincoln at the Virginia State Capitol, he was assassinated in Washington by a Confederate sympathizer, John Wilkes Booth.

      Also, during the Civil War, residents of Richmond fought one another. The Richmond Bread Riot took place in 1863 as the Confederate economy began to buckle under the strain of war. A series of laws passed by the Confederate’s Congress resulted in confiscatory taxes, leading to hoarding and inflation.

      A group of Richmond’s women took their complaints to Virginia’s governor, who refused to meet with them. Their anger turned into hostilities as a mob assembled outside the state house. The crowd grew larger and began to destroy businesses around the capitol in protest. The governor called upon the Confederate army to disperse the angry mob, a heavy-handed response that quelled the uprising.

      Now, more than a century and a half later, another angry mob was descending upon the Virginia Capitol. Like their predecessors, they destroyed property and viciously attacked anyone who stood in their way. This time, however, the Virginia governor did not call upon local law enforcement or the National Guard to shut down the mob. They were spread too thin dealing with unrest throughout Northern Virginia. Instead, a local group stepped up and quickly mobilized to meet the mob head-on, at the intersection of East Clay and North First Streets.

      The Richmond Guardian Angels were established in June of 2011 as an offshoot of the Guardian Angels of New York City. The Guardian Angels were a nonprofit volunteer organization of vigilantes formed in the late 1970s by Curtis Sliwa, a New Yorker fed up with rampant crime in his neighborhood. Working with his friends and family, he began patrolling the streets of their neighborhood and quickly gained national notoriety for stopping crime.

      Today, over a hundred chapters of the Guardian Angels have been formed around the world, training their members to make citizen’s arrests for violent crimes. The Richmond Chapter of the Guardian Angels had been credited for reducing crime and cleaning up neighborhoods with horrible reputations, such as Oak Grove, Hillside Court, and Broad Rock.

      Thirty-seven members of the Richmond chapter descended upon East Clay Street after one of their members heard the 9-1-1 dispatch reports over their police scanners. Dressed in their white, hooded sweatshirts bearing the red Guardian Angels logo, eagles wings with a shield bearing the Eye of Providence in the center, they descended upon East Clay Street to confront the angry mob.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Tyler had been sitting in traffic, frustrated that he was unable to get through the intersection of East Clay and First. A box delivery truck in front of him obscured his view, leading to his aggravation.

      He checked his new cell phone again to see if service had been established. He’d purchased the phones at a nearby Verizon store as it was closing unexpectedly. The mob descending upon the capitol earlier in the day had forced downtown businesses to send employees home early. The salesclerk gave Tyler their new phones as they were locking up, together with his personal assurance that he’d follow up and activate the phones after the store was closed.

      He powered on the display again and tried to call the house, but his service was still not available. He slapped the steering wheel out of frustration. Suddenly, two cars parked on the side of the street pulled out of the way, and Tyler decided to fill the gap. He’d purchased a gently used pickup, as the salesman had called it. Tyler didn’t care, as the truck had four doors and was strong enough to tow a trailer with his Bronco strapped down on top of it.

      The rig was long, making maneuvering in traffic difficult, but when the box truck moved up slightly, Tyler pulled onto the side of the street to park. It was only a block to his house and he could always return to pull the truck and trailer in front of their sidewalk when it was time to load up.

      He exited the truck and locked it. After a quick glance to make sure the Bronco was properly secured, he began walking toward the house. After a minute, he saw what the trouble was.

      A large group of rioters was harassing motorists, dragging them from their cars and beating them on the street. Tyler frantically looked around for a police response, but there wasn’t one. Suddenly, from both sides of First Street, the Guardian Angels entered the intersection. The groups clashed in a melee of fisticuffs and clubs swinging at one another.

      Tyler was awestruck as he watched the battle unfold. “This is madness,” he murmured as he looked around to determine if he was in immediate danger. The red berets of the Guardian Angels stood out among the crowd as the two groups created a forty-person scrum in the middle of the street.

      Over the screams and shouts of the two groups doing battle, Tyler couldn’t hear the shotgun blast emanating from his home. But he sensed his kids were in danger.

      Tyler wanted the handgun that he’d purchased earlier to replace the one taken into evidence by the Virginia state troopers. He turned to run back toward his truck, but a crowd of onlookers had emerged on the sidewalk, blocking his path backwards.

      He focused on getting to the kids instead. There wasn’t a way to go forward unless he wanted to become a part of the battle. So he looked down the driveway of the house he stood in front of and noticed they didn’t have a fence in their backyard.

      Without hesitation, he pushed past the owners, who stood in their driveway, and ran between the houses. At the rear of the property, a short scrubby hedgerow blocked his progress, but with his adrenaline racing, he easily hurdled the bushes. The sounds of the melee were behind him, and he began to feel confident that he could circle around the intersection and get to his home through the backyards.

      He sped along the driveway between the houses, becoming increasingly concerned about Kaycee and J.C. He turned left to run down the sidewalk, but in his frantic state, he didn’t see the person who raced toward him from his right. The two bodies collided, knocking them both into the grass part of the lawn between the sidewalk and the street.

      Stunned by the collision, Tyler shook the dizzy spell out of his eyes and searched for the Mack truck that had crashed into him.

      It was Angela.
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      Angela dusted the grass and dirt off her leggings before turning her attention to Tyler. When she saw it was him, she managed to laugh despite the tense situation. “Hey, watch where you’re going! I had the right of way!”

      Tyler was still doubled over in pain as he rose to his knees to make eye contact. When he saw it was Angela, he simply waved his hand at her and began to cough in an effort to catch his breath.

      She walked to his side and helped him stand. “Are you okay?”

      Tyler nodded and inhaled. He mustered a few words. “Yeah. Kids. Fighting.”

      “I know. Can you keep up?”

      Tyler nodded and pushed her ahead of him. “Go.”

      Angela didn’t wait for him and ran down the sidewalk, dodging stopped cars and pedestrians headed toward the fighting on First Street. With Tyler in close pursuit, the parents rushed toward the homes located behind theirs. After they reached the fourth house, they turned down the driveway and found the gate to the family’s wooden privacy fence left ajar.

      Angela hesitated until Tyler arrived, and then held her index finger to her lips, advising him to be quiet. She stuck her head through the fence and saw the yard was empty. She cautiously pushed the gate open and they eased into the yard.

      Tyler reached for the sleeve of her jacket and stopped her. “We’ve got to get over the fence somehow.”

      They both glanced around and looked for options. Tyler backed through the fence gate and a large galvanized trash can caught his eye. He hustled over to the trash can and emptied the garbage onto the driveway. Trying not to clank the galvanized steel on the fenced gate, he showed Angela their makeshift stepping stool.

      With one final look around, they raced toward the privacy fence that separated their yard from this one. They’d rounded a neatly stacked cord of firewood when Angela abruptly stopped. She pointed toward the ground and then her head turned on a swivel, looking for danger. A woman’s body was lying half-dressed on the wet mulch between the fence and the firewood.

      She knelt next to the body and felt for a pulse. The woman’s head had been bashed in by a piece of firewood that lay on the ground nearby.

      “Tyler, what’s wrong with people?” asked Angela as she pulled the woman’s clothes over her partially exposed body. Then Angela removed her track jacket to cover the victim’s bloody face.

      Tyler had finally caught his breath and had recovered from their collision. Seeing the woman’s dead body gave him a renewed sense of urgency. He reached down and urged Angela to take his hand.

      He was trying to urge her on but was also respectful of her feelings for the victim at the same time. “Come on, babe. We’ve gotta get to the kids.”

      Angela nodded, leapt on top of the trash can, and hoisted herself over the fence. She waited for Tyler to do the same and they ran hand in hand to the back door. Before they could ascend the steps into the kitchen, Kaycee opened the top half of the Dutch door and waved to them. J.C.’s head popped up into the opening as well.

      He couldn’t wait to break the news. “Mom! Dad! Peanut shot somebody! It’s so cool!”

      Tyler looked at Angela, who sprinted ahead to see what their kids had faced.

      Kaycee opened the door as Angela took the steps two at a time. She dropped to her knees and hugged her kids so hard that both begged for her to let go. J.C. wanted to pull her inside to show her the bloody mess, but Kaycee told her mom about her shoulder injury first.

      Tyler arrived and hugged his kids, then turned to Kaycee. “What happened?”

      “Dad, these two guys broke in, and I had J.C. hide in the closet. Then I ran into your bedroom and found your shotgun. Um, I knew how to open the lock. I’m sorry.” She hung her head.

      Tyler pulled her chin up and asked, “Are you guys okay?”

      “Yeah, it’s my shoulder. It hurts really bad from the gun. It’s stronger than the one you taught me to use.”

      Tyler closed his eyes and shook his head side to side. He glanced up at Angela, who returned the look of shock. Their daughter had found their gun and shot somebody.

      “Honey, let me see your shoulder,” said Angela. She examined Kaycee’s right shoulder and addressed Tyler. “She’s got a shoulder subluxation.”

      “The kickback on the Mossberg isn’t as bad as most shotguns, but it’s a lot for her size and frame,” offered Tyler. “Is it partial?”

      Angela nodded. “The humerus was partially kicked out of the glenoid socket. If it was knocked out totally, she wouldn’t be calmly standing here.”

      The recoil of the shotgun had partially dislocated Kaycee’s shoulder. The shoulder is one of the most mobile joints in the body. It contains many bones, ligaments, and muscles that work together to keep it stable. Because the shoulder is so mobile, it is very susceptible to dislocation. The shotgun’s kick had weakened the arm muscles and forced the upper arm bone out of the socket.

      “Do we need to get her to the hospital?” asked Tyler.

      Angela studied Kaycee’s shoulder for evidence of swelling and trouble moving the joint. After a moment, she shook her head. “I can take care of it here. Why don’t you go see what happened and take J.C. with you? I don’t want him to see me fix his sister.”

      “Closed reduction?” asked Tyler, whose EMT training had provided him with advanced first aid techniques like treating partial dislocations of the shoulder.

      “Yeah.”

      “Come on, buddy. You show me around while your mom gets Peanut fixed up.”

      J.C. didn’t hesitate, grabbing his dad by the arm and pulling him toward the foyer first to show him how the intruders had broken in. While their son gave the blow-by-blow details of the attack and subsequent shooting, Angela addressed Kaycee.

      “Honey, I know it hurts. What I’m about to do is gonna hurt for a brief moment, and then it’ll be good as new. Afterwards, we’ll fix you up with an ice pack and I’ll strap it onto your shoulder with an ACE bandage. Okay?”

      “Sure, Mom. No problem. Should I bite down on a wooden spoon or something?”

      Angela laughed and kissed her daughter on the forehead. “I don’t think that will be necessary. I’ll give you fair warning so that you can be ready, okay?”

      “Sure.”

      “Okay, you relax and I’m gonna count to five. After five, I’m gonna pop your shoulder back into place. Ready?”

      Kaycee smiled and nodded, opting to stare out the back door into the yard. Angela began the countdown.

      “One. Two. Three.”

      Snap!

      Angela expertly replaced the humerus into the shoulder joint while Kaycee’s body was relaxed.

      “Hey, you said five!” said Kaycee as she rolled her arm around as if it had never been dislocated.

      Angela smiled as she gently rubbed her daughter’s shoulder. “Did I? Oops, sorry.”

      Tyler and J.C. emerged in the kitchen. Tyler smiled as he saw that his daughter had regained mobility of her shoulder. “Are we okay?”

      “Piece of cake, Dad,” replied Kaycee.

      Tyler pulled two chairs away from the dinette set in the kitchen and motioned for the kids to take a seat. He reached into the top of the pantry and pulled out a bag of cookies. “Guys, munch on this for a minute while I talk to your mom, okay?”

      “Okay!” the kids said in unison as he set a package of Nutter Butters on the table.

      “I’ve been saving these for a special occasion,” he said with a wink.

      Tyler took Angela by the hand and led her into the hallway. When she saw the carnage and blood, she covered her mouth with her hand.

      “My god, Tyler.”

      “Yeah, no kidding. It seems they were trying to break into our bedroom, where Kaycee was hiding. She shot them through the door.”

      Angela walked closer to the wall full of shotgun pellets and bloody flesh. “She hit at least one of them.”

      “Maybe both, based on what J.C. told us,” added Tyler. He took a deep breath and exhaled. “Listen, we’ve got to get out of here. These two may have friends and might come back looking for revenge. But it’s not just that.”

      “What else?” asked Angela.

      Tyler sighed. “You’ve fixed our daughter’s shoulder. It may take some time to fix her memories of what happened here today.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Haven

      

      

      Blair walked along with the newest additions to the Haven, conducting an orientation for those who hadn’t been assigned a job or who were generally unfamiliar with the many changes they’d made to the property in the last year.

      “Our goal, first and foremost, was to create a community in which residents could feel safe from the madness that might be happening around the country. Naturally, all of you share an interest in preparedness and we’re all like-minded thinkers. We understand that the threats our nation faced were real, and lo and behold, our worst fears were realized.”

      “Blair,” interrupted one of the women on the tour, “I’m going to be very up front about something. We are the only African-Americans in the Haven. That just seems a little bit, um…” Her voice trailed off as if she was sorry she’d broached the subject.

      Blair stopped, smiled at the woman, and put her arm around her shoulder, a sincere, comforting gesture. “Listen, every decision we’ve made here is color-blind. The Haven is not intended to be exclusionary, nor is it a social experiment in which we check all of the boxes to cover every nationality and race. We live in dangerous times, as we’ve seen. Our goal was to bring together a group of people who share a common interest—the survival and protection of their family.”

      The woman nodded, and Blair gave her an extra hug of encouragement before continuing. “What’s important to us, as well as y’all, is the fact that everyone has an important skill, a certain level of expertise, that will play an important role in the sustainability and longevity of our community. Ryan and I have developed the Haven with the capability of living here for decades if necessary.

      “Keep in mind, this is where we live, too. We have a vested interest in your safety, as well as ours. Your strengths overcome our weaknesses. If we pull together, we can keep the madness at a safe distance while we find some semblance of normalcy in our lives.”

      Several of the people on the tour added their opinions, and Blair continued the casual stroll, making conversation. They stopped at the Armageddon hospital, where she assigned one of the women who’d been a pediatric physician’s assistant for years.

      Later, they struck up a conversation with Charlotte, Echo’s wife, who was logging in the newly received food and supplies into one of the Haven’s secured supply depots. Ryan had built several of these around the Haven. They were all block and brick structures designed to store food under cool, dry conditions. He’d constructed six of them, with a seventh in progress, in order to, as he would say, prevent all of their eggs from being in one basket.

      One couple had experience with canning and growing a garden, so they were placed on Echo’s team. Blair talked about their sustainability program. “Throughout the Haven, we have many gardens and greenhouses that take advantage of the varied soils, hillsides, and shade trees that make up the landscape.

      “Growing your own food is like growing your own money. And in a post-collapse world where grocery stores’ shelves are barren, the maintenance of these sustainable gardens becomes very important.”

      One of the attendees raised his hand. “Do you think it will come to that? I mean, empty grocery stores.”

      “It already has,” replied Blair. “We’re sending out teams twice a day, scouring the neighboring towns for any food and supplies that we will need for the future. Not everyone out there believes the events of New Year’s Eve will have a measurable impact on grocery deliveries. We disagree, as Echo’s teams can attest. Each run yields less.”

      “Will the sustainable gardening harvests last?” asked one of the women.

      “Forever, if we maintain them properly,” replied Blair. “There are several aspects to our program, but the most important has to do with the heirloom seeds we have stored and our harvesting procedures at the end of a growing season. We have sufficient seed packets in a wide variety of fruits and vegetables to last a decade. However, properly harvested, the heirloom seeds from the plant material can be reused the next season. The crops those seeds produce will produce new seeds to be used later.”

      A young boy raised his hand. “Why do you call the seeds heirloom?”

      Blair looked down to the boy and mussed his hair. “You’re here with your parents and grandma, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Well, that means there are three generations of your family at the Haven. Your grandma had a baby, then your mom had a baby, and one day you’ll meet a nice girl and you two might have a baby. Heirloom seeds work the same way. They’re grown in a tomato, for example. After we pluck it off the vine, we remove the seeds, dry them, and then store them for next year. Then we plant them and grow another crop of tomatoes. We do it over and over and over again, for years if necessary.”

      “That’s pretty neat,” said the boy with a grin, as he enjoyed the attention from the boss lady.

      “You know what, this is the type of thing you’ll learn in our new school,” added Blair. She pointed ahead toward the Little Red Schoolhouse. “Of course, you’ll learn the basics. You know, the three R’s—reading, ’riting, and ’rithmetic. However, you’ll also learn about practical, real-life things like growing food, basic first aid, and when you’re older, how to handle a weapon.”

      Blair continued their walk and then paused as some of the famous buildings featured in the Hunger Games movies came into view. Thus far, the new arrivals, to their credit, hadn’t bugged her about the movie set. As a result, she decided to reward them and spend some time explaining the background.

      She showed them the country store that had served as Mellark’s Bakery, and the Katniss Everdeen home, both of which had been restored and left intact. When she and Ryan purchased the property, they agreed that the history of Henry River Mill Village should be respected, and the prominence it received from the Hunger Games movies should not be forgotten. Several of the structures were renovated and put into use, but the exterior facades were left in their original state.

      Blair pointed out several wells that had been dug to ensure that fresh water was available and also the solar arrays that had been installed to take the Haven off the grid. A tour of a large greenhouse and a look inside the school finished off the walking tour.

      By the end of the two hours, everyone was enthusiastic about the jobs they’d been assigned, and any trepidation they had regarding life in a confined area disappeared.

      Blair and Ryan had adopted a survival mindset years ago. It was one thing to buy supplies and fill up their closets. However, to survive for years during the apocalypse, they had to adopt a preparedness lifestyle, one in which sacrifices were made and approaches to everyday living changed.

      Now their task was to instill this mindset into everyone who lived at the Haven. Their collective survival would depend upon it.
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      Ethan had spent an hour that afternoon learning all of the features and operation requirements of the quadcopters. Alpha was a very patient teacher, offering encouragement to the young man, who soaked in the knowledge. Eventually, he was left alone with the controller, and he practiced flying the drone around the Haven until he’d mastered its capabilities.

      Toward the end of his training session, something was said that puzzled Ethan at first, and then angered him. As Alpha was leaving, Ethan’s attitude changed, and he successfully hid his aggravation from Alpha. As he flew the drone along the perimeter of the Haven, his mind recalled the exchange.

      He’d asked Alpha if he’d been able to find a charger for his Android cell phone. He explained that he’d left his behind in Atlanta and that his dad would ask about one. Alpha knew nothing about it. To the contrary, he immediately offered one up out of an electronics cabinet in HB-1 that contained a variety of electronic devices and their accessories.

      Ethan instantly became mad at his father for lying about the availability of the charger. After Alpha left him alone, Ethan took the charger from the storage and raced back to the Hightowers’ cabin to retrieve his phone. While he operated the drone, he charged his phone with plans to call his mother as soon as he could.

      Once the phone was charged, he repeatedly tried to contact his mom or her boyfriend, Frankie, to no avail. This simply added to Ethan’s frustration, and the anger swelled inside him. As he stewed over his father’s lack of candor, he recalled the seriousness of the situation outside the Haven. His mind conjured up several horrific scenarios that could apply to his mom’s safety. He reminded himself that his father hated his mom, and that he’d be just fine without her in their lives.

      All of these things compounded the teen’s anger until he decided he’d take matters into his own hands. He returned to HB-1 and shelved the quadcopter. He chose another one out of its cubby in the barn and took it for a flight. This time, rather than patrolling the Haven, he ventured beyond the property’s borders in search of other homes and businesses.

      It was more than idle curiosity. Ethan Hightower had a plan.

      He’d picked up on the operation of the quadcopter quickly and now was highly confident in his ability to fly it around any number of obstacles. He’d also figured out how to adjust its programming. The first thing he did as he flew H-Quad-4 across the eastern perimeter of the Haven was to turn off its recording capabilities. He didn’t want anyone to come back later and see what he’d been up to.

      Secondly, he slowed down his flight speed. Before, he’d enjoyed buzzing about at high rates of speed, caring little about the surveillance aspect of his job. He was playing, but now he was all business.

      He began to surveil adjacent farms. There were only a few homes in the area, as this part of North Carolina was very rural. Ethan thought that might work to his advantage for what he had in mind.

      It took him almost an hour, and several different quadcopters, until he found what he was looking for. Just past the bend in the Henry River, at the edge of the Haven’s property, there was an isolated farmhouse. A white, four-door sedan was driving slowly up the driveway from the road.

      Ethan hovered high above the car and slowly followed it toward the garage. The driver pulled up short and stepped out. Ethan used the zoom function on the camera to get a closer look. An older man slowly exited the vehicle and walked around the trunk to the passenger side. He opened the door and helped an elderly woman get out. They leaned on each other as they made their way inside.

      “Perfect!” Ethan exclaimed before he caught himself and stifled his exuberance. He looked around to see if anyone had heard him, but he’d been left to his own devices for hours.

      He lifted the drone to a higher elevation and flew it back to HB-1, diligently making mental notes of the farmhouse’s location in relation to the barn.

      Minutes later, the drone was stored on its shelf and Ethan meticulously put everything away so as not to draw attention. Then he thought about his next step.

      He didn’t want to go back to their cabin, as he was afraid he might get trapped by his dad or sister. There was really nothing there that he needed. He had his favorite clothes on and he had his phone.

      Ethan took a minute and walked around the barn. He tried the door handle to the conference room, but it was locked. He began to open up some wooden lockers on the wall adjacent to the conference room. Each locker had a backpack stored in it.

      Ethan pulled one out and rifled through it. It contained some camping equipment, meal replacement bars, water purification supplies, and two bottles of water. Works for me, he thought to himself.

      He put his arms through the backpack straps, took another look around, and began making his way through the thick woods toward the location of the farmhouse.

      Yes, Ethan Hightower had a plan. It was not a good one. But he’d made up his mind. He was going to Philadelphia to get his mom, and he was gonna need a ride.
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      “This is getting ridiculous,” Tom lamented as he tried one exit after another in search of gasoline. He didn’t want to wait until the fuel gauge hit empty, but despite his best efforts, he found gas stations closed or out of gasoline.

      “This next exit seems to be an option,” added Donna, who pointed ahead toward the Guess Road exit off the interstate. Tom craned his neck and saw the Popeye’s Chicken sign across the street from an Exxon station. As he slowed to take the ramp, a Home Depot appeared on their right, and then several other familiar businesses could be seen.

      “We’ll give it a try,” he said as he waited for the light to change.

      Traffic was light, and he noticed that some of the businesses were closed despite being the middle of the day. He turned right onto Guess Road and smiled at the thought of a Quarter Pounder with cheese from McDonald’s. His hopes were dashed upon a closer look. The restaurant had closed, and a maintenance crew was in the process of boarding up the building’s windows.

      “Do you think they’re having the same trouble that Richmond is?” asked Donna. Her nose was pressed against the glass as she watched the men work to secure the restaurant.

      Tom was rubbernecking the activity as well, so when he pulled into the Exxon station, he didn’t notice that plastic bags covered all the pumps.

      “Dammit!” he exclaimed out of frustration. The store had a single clerk inside and a couple of customers, but clearly, they’d sold out of gasoline. Tom pulled through the pumps and glanced in both directions on the four-lane road. Several businesses were closed, but Popeye’s and Bojangles’ seemed to be operating on all cylinders.

      Donna leaned forward and turned the radio back on. They’d given up on listening to national news, as the networks had no definitive answers and instead supplied a variety of commentators who voiced their opinions via speculation.

      Tom had avoided telling Donna about his morning conversation with Tommie. The fracas in Richmond had interrupted their talk and she never brought up the subject again. As they drove south, mostly in silence, the pundits raised all kinds of possible culprits for the terrorist attacks, but none of them suggested an inside job, as Tom considered it to be. The ramifications of Tommie’s revelations were enormous. He suspected the intelligence agencies would leak the information to the media at an opportune moment, depending upon the leaker’s agenda.

      “I see a BP station a little farther down the road. Might as well give it a try.”

      Donna didn’t respond, instead focusing her efforts on finding a local Durham news station to determine why the businesses were closing. Tom pulled into the BP station and beamed when he saw motorists pumping gas.

      “Jackpot!” he exclaimed as he drove between a pickup truck and an old Buick in order to access the center pump. He was so ecstatic to be able to fill up, he shrugged off the price tag, which exceeded eight dollars per gallon.

      He frowned, however, when he saw a cardboard sign taped on the pump that read CASH ONLY. He had no idea how many gallons the Yukon held, but he guessed at least twenty-five. Based on the yellow warning light on the truck’s fuel gauge, he calculated he’d need two hundred dollars’ worth. A record fuel purchase in his lifetime.

      As he walked inside to pay, he pulled out his wallet. He only had a few twenties, so he dug into his emergency stash. When he was young, his father had taken him aside and taught him some of the basics to becoming a man. Some of the tips had to do with carrying a wallet.

      First and foremost, his father had told him, always carry your wallet in your front pocket when in a crowd to avoid being pickpocketed. He rarely followed his father’s advice on that point. His father also said don’t stuff your wallet with anything unnecessary. A fat wallet was considered a prime target for thieves.

      He was told to carry a condom at all times—just in case. This was old-school fatherly advice that Tom didn’t follow either. He was a rare young man growing up, opting to wait until he and Donna were married before he took the plunge into sexual activity. He laughed to himself as he wondered if there were any more like him today.

      The other important thing he learned was to keep a secret stash of emergency cash, as his father called it. Back then, a twenty-dollar bill was sufficient. Over time with inflation, he had increased the amount he carried to two hundred-dollar bills.

      He recalled explaining the logic to his son-in-law, Willa’s husband, one day. “I look at it this way. I think about what I paid for my first house. Then I compare that to what I paid for my new car. I paid more for my car than I paid for our first house. Twenty bucks barely gets you a number one at McDonald’s nowadays.”

      Tom reached into his wallet and retrieved the crisply folded hundred-dollar bills and handed them to the clerk. She took his cash and told him to come back for change when he was finished.

      He didn’t bother.

      Tom was mesmerized by the fuel pump as the dollars and cents ticked away until he’d spent over a hundred dollars.

      “Thirteen gallons so far,” he muttered, amusing himself over the outrageous price per gallon. He shrugged it off as he considered that Europeans had been paying these prices for years.

      As the pump continued to dispense gas into the truck, Tom heard shouting from the direction of the interstate. On the other side of the adjacent Family Dollar, people were marching down Duke Homestead Road, shouting and yelling. They weren’t in trouble but were clearly agitated.

      Expletives were hurled, and soon a hundred people or more had spilled out into the intersection of Guess Road and Duke Homestead Road. Donna turned in her seat and waved to get Tom’s attention. He rushed to the driver’s door and opened it.

      “The president is declaring martial law!”

      “When?”

      Donna was quick to reply. “Right now. I just found it on the radio. Listen.”

      Tom backed out of the truck and looked down the street just as the gas nozzle clicked, indicating the tank was full. He had thirteen dollars to spare on his prepaid amount, but he didn’t wait to squeeze a few more drops out. He returned the nozzle to the pump and climbed into the driver’s seat.

      Tom wheeled the Yukon around two vehicles blocking the exit and jumped a curb in order to get back onto Guess Road. He pressed the pedal all the way to the floor, and the heavy truck roared to life, speeding toward the intersection, where a large group of people had gathered. Many were carrying signs and waving banners.

      “Tom! You can’t run over them!”

      “Hold on!” Tom kept his speed, and some of the group noticed him racing toward them. They didn’t yield and instead faced him down defiantly.

      “Tom!”

      “Here we go!” he shouted as he whipped the steering wheel to the right and raced through an office building’s parking lot. He bounced over a sidewalk and slid across the grass in front of the entrance to an adjacent church.

      Donna turned to watch as several people in the crowd began to shout and throw rocks at them. Tom plowed through the wet grass and steered back onto the road, where his tires grabbed the pavement, causing the top-heavy Yukon to shake back and forth as it gained traction.

      “Are we clear?” He shouted his question.

      “Yes! Slow down, please!”

      “Not until we’re on the highway,” he responded under his breath. He weaved past several slow-moving cars and raced up the ramp on to I-85, looking in his rearview mirror the entire time. After a mile, he exhaled and removed his hands from the steering wheel, one at a time, to wipe the sweat off his palms.

      “Tom, do you think they were protesting the martial law announcement?” asked Donna, who was remarkably calm.

      Out of breath from the anxious moment, he replied, “Maybe, but that’s not what concerned me.”

      “What was it?”

      “Did you notice what was on the sheets they turned into signs?”

      “No, what?” asked Donna in reply.

      “A black rose held by a fist.”
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      Trowbridge was philosophical as he watched the events unfold from Mar-a-Lago. The president had formally declared martial law and, with a significant military presence protecting him, lifted off in Marine One, which had been transported from Washington to the Southern White House in Palm Beach, Florida. The fighter jets overhead were escorting the president and members of his family to Patrick Air Force Base in nearby Brevard, just north of Palm Beach.

      “Harris, when you’re the leader of the free world, you’re bestowed with a tremendous amount of power. This president has been besieged from the day he was elected in 2016. The constant attacks by the media and the opposition party may have bruised him, but it strengthened his resolve. It also created a martyr, of sorts.”

      “How so, sir?” asked Harris before adding, “Martyrs are typically deceased.”

      Trowbridge managed a slight laugh. “Well, if you believe the media reports, this presidency was dead on arrival in Washington. That proved to be a continuous false narrative. His reelection confirmed that.”

      “Sir, if the media couldn’t bring him down, either the Twenty-Fifth Amendment actions or promised impeachment proceedings will.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. At least a third of the country, if not more, believe those political machinations are nothing more than revenge and sour grapes. Some have outright called these efforts a coup against the president.”

      Harris pointed to the television. “Yet there he is. Still in charge.”

      “Taking actions to safeguard the ideals he believes in,” said Trowbridge before taking a deep breath. “What we have initiated is not different, although many will question our methods. It’s been said that if there’s something wrong, those who are capable of taking action should take action. That’s what we have done. History may condemn our efforts, but the results will be warranted.”

      Harris’s cell phone vibrated, and he quickly powered on the display to read a series of text messages. “Sir, there’s been a development.”

      “Go ahead,” grumbled Trowbridge. He was in no mood for surprises.

      “The Schwartz jet has been readied for takeoff.”

      “Have they submitted a flight plan?”

      “Not yet,” replied Harris. “However, they have circumvented FAA policy in the past when it suited Schwartz. His unexpected appearance at Davos the year you couldn’t attend is one such example. It enabled him to avoid media scrutiny and, frankly, was a blatant attempt to take advantage of your health issues.”

      Trowbridge nodded. The World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, was attended by world leaders, entrepreneurs, and wealthy financiers. Many deals were made, and alliances confirmed. It was during that January in 2019 that Trowbridge’s health took a turn for the worse, forcing him to ultimately be bedridden in his home.

      When Trowbridge didn’t verbally respond, Harris tried to get his attention. “Sir? Is there anything you’d like me to do?”

      Trowbridge rubbed his temples. If Schwartz fled the jurisdiction, the opportunity to use the martial law declaration to take him into custody would be lost. Once in custody, the Department of Justice could create any number of charges to hold him indefinitely, and well after martial law was lifted.

      “Ground him!” he blurted out louder than either man expected. “This might work to our advantage. He is showing himself to be a flight risk in the eyes of a court. Attempting to leave the country without a filed flight plan is ample evidence of that. Between the inability to get bond and the suspension of habeas corpus, Schwartz may spend the rest of his life confined to a prison holding cell.”

      “I’ll call our FBI contacts now,” said Harris as he scurried out of the bedroom.

      Trowbridge leaned his head against his pillow and closed his eyes, but not to nap. The safety of his daughter and Cort wore heavily on his mind. He desperately wanted to make arrangements for military assets to surround the Haven.

      But if he did, it would raise unnecessary suspicion and put them in danger. If he sent someone to pull them out and take them to a location he perceived to be safer, he ran the risk of alienating his daughter, which might also serve to push Cort away.

      And that couldn’t happen, as Trowbridge had big plans for his son-in-law.
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      Ethan was not an athletic kid, but fueled by adrenaline and excitement, he hustled through the woods of the Haven undetected and scaled the perimeter wall with the aid of a fallen tree. He cautiously made his way toward the farmhouse, using large oak trees and several outbuildings for cover. By the time he reached the side of the farmhouse, he was winded, but exhilarated.

      He had been part of a car theft before. Well, in his mind, it wasn’t really something as dramatic as grand theft auto or anything like that. It was more of a joyride. He and some of his buddies from high school had been running around, smoking weed, when they came upon a van parked behind a strip center near their neighborhood.

      The Sherwin-Williams paint store had used the van for delivering paint to contractors in the area during home construction and remodeling. It wasn’t fancy, but for the kids high on marijuana, it was that perfect storm in which stupidity and opportunity crossed paths.

      The driver had forgotten to remove the keys from the Ford Econoline van, and much to the delight of the high teenage boys, the vehicle was unlocked. For the next three hours, they drove around town, visiting the favorite hangouts of their classmates and doing donuts in the front yards of some kids they disliked.

      As their high wore off, reality sank in, and they thought it best to return the van to where they’d found it. In their mind, no harm, no foul. Ethan and the other boys didn’t get caught, so their success emboldened them to try more daring adventures.

      Soon, breaking and entering became part of their nightly activities. Once they found several pawnshops that happily accepted certain types of stolen goods in exchange for cash, no questions asked, Ethan and his pals decided to form their own criminal enterprise.

      All of which led to this moment that encouraged Ethan to return to his criminal roots and steal the old couple’s car. Now, as most criminals often do, Ethan rationalized his theft. It was necessary to protect his mom. They could drive the car back to the owners with a full tank of gas and maybe an anonymous thank-you note. Besides, old people shouldn’t be driving around in the middle of the apocalypse anyway. It was too dangerous. In his mind, he had the best of intentions. All he had to do was get the keys and he’d be on his way.

      Ethan ran to the side of the car. Most people didn’t leave their keys in their vehicles, but neither did most paint store employees. Ethan had learned early in life that if something happened once, it could happen again.

      And indeed it did. He eased his head over the passenger door to avoid being seen by the old couple inside their house. He grinned as he saw the keys dangling from the ignition of the gold 2004 Oldsmobile Alero sedan. It wasn’t a sports car like he’d hoped for, but it wasn’t a Ford Econoline van full of paint buckets either.

      Ethan quickly opened the door and slid into the passenger side of the Olds. He tossed the backpack in the backseat and then sat deathly still, waiting to see if he’d been noticed. When no one approached, he let out his breath and wiped the sweat off his brow.

      He sat up and slid across the bench seat behind the steering wheel. Ethan was only fifteen, but his mom and Frankie had taught him the basics of driving. Ethan had enrolled in the Pennsylvania Graduated Driver Licensing program, having obtained his learner’s permit several months before.

      He looked around and studied his surroundings. He didn’t have a map and wasn’t sure where to go. His first priority was to get off the farm undetected, and then he could make a run for it. The dirty gold sedan would easily blend in with traffic, and he’d be away from this backwoods hideout before anyone noticed.

      Ethan fired the ignition and calmly backed the vehicle around the side of the house until he was pointed out toward the driveway. He glanced at the fuel gauge, which showed the fourteen-gallon tank of the Olds was full. Ethan smiled, thinking to himself that old people were responsible like that, although a little too trusting.

      Back to the task at hand. He was careful not to gun the engine, hoping that the old people were hard of hearing or otherwise preoccupied. He gripped the wheel, ignoring his sweaty palms, which made it slippery. This was the moment of truth.

      The Olds moved forward and he casually drove down the tree-canopied driveway as if he were going on a quick trip to the store. He kept his eye fixed on the rearview mirror, fully expecting the old guy to come chasing after him with a shovel or a gun.

      None of those things materialized.

      Ethan found his way to Costner Road and then followed it in an easterly direction, per the dash-mounted Ritchie compass. Before he knew it, he found another cross street that pointed him north and in view of a sign marking the entrance to Interstate 40.

      His body awash with relief, Ethan began hootin’ and hollerin’ inside the Oldsmobile. He slapped his hands on the dashboard and picked up speed as he was eastbound and down on I-40. He fiddled with the radio and searched for some tunes.

      Ethan Hightower was about to have the time of his short life. He was free and on a mission. And he’d be gone five hundred miles when his day was done.
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      Tom and Donna were filled with apprehension and excitement as they approached the front gate of the Haven. The sinister branches of the leafless trees hung over the dark entrance like guardians of an asylum. Beyond the iron gates, the main house could barely be seen, slightly obscured by the mist that filled the air. Prior to this time, the Sheltons had driven to the Haven on sunny days, intent on spending a rustic weekend away from their beloved Charleston, with the secondary intention of stocking up for the apocalypse that they feared would be upon them.

      Tom had learned long ago to never underestimate the depravity of man. In a way, that was why he’d joined the Navy in the first place—to protect America from those who’d do her harm. The last few days had shown him that there were enemies within the nation’s borders as well. Combatants who’d stop at nothing to change the course of a nation’s history. The question he wrestled with was whether it was for the greater good.

      He pulled the busted-up Yukon to a stop, immediately garnering the attention of several men, who took up defensive positions behind the HESCO barriers installed behind the gate. Their reaction alarmed Donna, who’d been on edge since Richmond.

      They took nothing for granted as they made their way south toward Henry River Mill Village and the Haven. Every overpass was a cause for closer scrutiny. Each stranded motorist might have a weapon to ambush you. You just never know where the bend in the road might take you.

      “Tom?” she asked uneasily.

      “I’m not surprised, dear. I’ve felt like they do for hundreds of miles.”

      Donna managed a laugh and nodded her head. “What should we do?”

      “Let me reintroduce myself. Wait here.”

      Tom stepped out of the Yukon and immediately raised his hands high over his head. He was still wearing his Navy cap. “I’m Commander Tom Shelton, U.S. Navy Retired. My wife and I—”

      “Welcome home, Commander!” Alpha’s booming baritone voice was unmistakable.

      “Alpha, I never thought I’d say it’s good to hear your voice.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment, Commander. Please, sir, lower your arms.” Alpha turned to his men and instructed them to lower their weapons and open the gates. He and Tom shook hands and shared a bro-hug, a friendly gesture signaling to Donna that it was safe to join them.

      “Hello, Alpha,” she began. “You are a sight for sore eyes.”

      “Well, two nice compliments in one day,” Alpha said with a laugh. “My sizable head might swell up a couple more notches.”

      “We’ve had an interesting, but rough journey,” said Donna. She glanced back at the front of the Yukon. She hadn’t seen it from that perspective yet. The red paint on the hood looked like they’d plowed over half a dozen zombies on a country road.

      “Apparently,” said Alpha. He took a moment to apologize and explain that his men needed to inspect their vehicle as part of the check-in process. While they did their due diligence, the conversation continued.

      “How are things here?” asked Tom.

      “Hittin’ on all cylinders,” Alpha replied. “People are still arriving, and we’ve added some new residents since you were here last. They’re all a nice fit for the Haven.”

      “Are you keeping Ryan straight?” asked Tom.

      “Oh, yeah. You know Mr. Smart, he’s all work and no play. I’ll say this, his due diligence and planning has paid off. From the moment they sensed trouble, every aspect of what we’d worked towards was set into motion. We established our security and had reached out to almost all of the property owners before dawn on New Year’s Day.”

      Donna yawned and wrapped her arm through her husband’s to support her tired body. She addressed a concern of hers. “That’s good. Say, you mentioned some new folks. Are any of them medical personnel? I took a nasty tumble and hurt my ankle.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Blair recruited a top-notch ER doc and her husband, a firefighter who’s also an EMT. They can fix you up.”

      “Great,” said Donna. “Listen, where is their cabin located? I’d like to see her about something.”

      Tom glanced over at his wife’s face and gave her a puzzled look. It appeared she was talking about something more than a simple sprained ankle.

      Alpha responded, “Well, they’re actually not that far from you guys, but they’re not here yet.”

      “Oh. Are they on their way?”

      “I don’t know, honestly. I’ve been on the front gate for a few hours, and as of this morning, Blair hadn’t heard from them.”

      “Okay,” said a dejected Donna. She turned to go back to the truck and then she stopped to ask, “Where are they coming from?”

      “Richmond, I think,” replied Alpha.

      The Sheltons exchanged looks and shook their heads. Alpha noticed the odd reaction, so he asked, “Is that bad?”

      Tom kicked at the gravel and then stepped closer to Alpha. “Richmond is FUBAR. If they haven’t left yet, they’re probably up to their eyeballs.”
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      Ryan and Cort toured the entire perimeter of the Haven, reviewed several of the newer buildings, and discussed Cort’s role going forward. Cort was more than happy to stay out of Ryan’s relationship with the security team. Ryan had an excellent rapport with Alpha and the others, while Cort was not really a military type. Cort said that if anyone wanted to have a discussion about international diplomacy, he was their guy. Otherwise, he’d leave the nuts and bolts of perimeter security to Ryan.

      The two men strengthened their rapport, and by the end of the afternoon, they were discussing the residents. Ryan told Cort a little bit about their newest addition to the community, as well as the intrigue surrounding his background.

      “Cort, I can tell you now that Blair and I didn’t just accept every applicant into the Haven, including your family. Most of the folks here don’t realize that we surreptitiously recruited them. When we developed the concept, we sat down and identified all our needs. Then we set about finding people who could fill them, and who were likely open to the concept. Frankly, you were one of the rare exceptions to that process. When you contacted us about the Haven, I was a little shocked considering your position in government. I thought you’d have contingency plans using military protection.”

      Cort laughed a little. “Well, unfortunately, I’m one ladder rung below the top. If I were chief of staff to a cabinet member, then Meredith and I would be hunkered down in a bunker somewhere.”

      “Or unemployed, right?” asked Ryan with a chuckle.

      “That’s true. The bloodletting opened a lot of eyes, to be sure. Here’s the thing that everyone was reminded of after the president cleaned house. We all serve at the pleasure of the President of the United States. Cabinet members. Top military brass. Department heads. Even chiefs of staff, to an extent. The day of the bloodletting, I phoned Meredith and told her I was glad my boss didn’t take the Defense Secretary position he was offered after General Mad Dog Mattis resigned. Senator McNeil seriously considered the offer, but as chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee, he was already one of the most influential politicians in Washington.”

      Ryan was curious. “Why did you reach out to us?”

      Cort sighed. “It was based upon a conversation I had with my father-in-law some time back. It was a good idea, especially considering what I know about the nation-states that hate us. However, my wife was going through a period in which she didn’t want her father, quote, meddling, unquote, in our lives.” Cort gestured with both hands to create air quotes.

      “Daughters can be like that, I guess,” added Ryan.

      Cort shrugged and continued. “One day when I found myself stuck in an airport waiting on a delayed flight, I was bouncing around Facebook, looking at preparedness groups, and I saw someone mention the Haven. They provided a link to another page that discussed the concept in general terms, but never disclosed the location. I liked the idea, and based upon my father-in-law’s suggestion, I followed up with a direct message. I never heard anything again for weeks and had frankly forgotten about it.”

      Ryan hesitated and then smiled. He leaned over and lowered his voice. “Well, we didn’t forget about you. Please don’t be offended at this, but, Cort, after your inquiry, Blair began to conduct some research on you and your family. We vet everyone that shows an interest for the reasons I said a minute ago and to make sure you’ll coalesce with the group as a whole. By the time she reached out to you to pursue your inquiry, we’d compiled a pretty extensive file on you guys and determined you’d be a great fit for the Haven.”

      Cort leaned against the passenger seat and studied Ryan. “What did you say you did before you started this project? Counterintelligence?”

      Ryan laughed. “Yeah, right. I’d never pass their vetting process. No, Blair and I are students of reality television. The best way to learn about your fellow man is to take them out of their comfort zone and place them under the microscope of a camera. Pretty soon, you learn what they’re all about. We kinda do the same thing with our recruits.”

      Cort adjusted his seat and nodded. “Yeah, I see.”

      “Ryan, our process was intrusive and an invasion of privacy. But lives are at stake, including ours. If we bring the wrong person through those gates for an interview and reject them, they might come back with a larger group and try to take what we have. We’ve only rejected a few families, most recently on New Year’s Eve. It’s the kind of thing that keeps me up at night. Concealment is our friend.”

      Ryan wheeled the Ranger down the hill toward the banks of the Henry River. He pointed ahead to X-Ray’s cabin. Seconds later, he pulled up to the front door and X-Ray emerged onto the porch.

      “Come on, Cort. I want you to meet our newest addition.”

      X-ray waved and motioned for them to come inside. “Hey, guys! It’s a lot warmer in here. I’m working on that barbed-wire phone project I was telling you about.”

      “Barbed-wire phone?” asked Cort with a puzzled look on his face.

      Ryan laughed and motioned for Cort to lead the way. “Yeah, X-Ray is our resident tech nerd. Is that fair to say?”

      X-Ray shrugged and laughed. “Well, I guess if you call an old-school, wild-wild-west telephone system technology, then you’re right.”

      Once they were inside, Cort marveled at the extensive spread of electronics, monitors and computer systems that filled the cabin. X-Ray began the introductions by shaking Cort’s hand.

      X-Ray was in a jovial mood. “My name is Walter O’Reilly, but everybody calls me X-Ray, even before I arrived at the Haven.”

      “Like the corporal on M*A*S*H?” asked Cort. “I used to watch that show as a kid.”

      “That’s right. It’s kind of a long story. It’s a nickname my grandfather gave me, and I guess I grew into it, sorta.”

      “X-ray, this is Michael Cortland. He’s from Mobile but works in Washington for a senator.”

      Cort towered over X-Ray. “Everyone calls me Cort. It’s a nickname I’ve been stuck with for a long time.”

      X-ray’s demeanor suddenly changed. He turned tense and began rubbing his fingers on his palms. Neither Cort nor Ryan noticed his nervousness.

      “Nice to meet you, Cort,” said X-ray as he quickly turned his back to his guests. “Um, let me show you what I’ve got going on with the, um, phone design.”

      He sat down in a chair at his computer and powered up a screen that contained a schematic of the Haven’s perimeter. It identified the river boundary as well as the existing block walls. Just as X-Ray was about to explain, Ryan’s phone rang.

      “Excuse me, guys. I need to take this.”

      “Okay,” mumbled X-Ray.

      Ryan politely stepped away from the computers and wandered toward the fire. “Go ahead, Bravo.”

      He began to pace. “Why?

      “How many? Six? That’s overkill, don’t you think?

      “Does he have a—?

      “No, hell no. Don’t let him in. Tell him… You know what, hang on. I’ll be there in a minute and tell him myself.”

      Ryan disconnected the call and turned to a curious Cort. “Cort, we need to head over to the front gate. X-Ray, I’m sorry, but this’ll have to wait.”

      X-Ray spun around in his chair and held both hands in the air. “Hey, no problem. You know where to find me. Um, nice to meet you, Cort.”

      Cort waved goodbye and darted out the door to catch up with Ryan, who was already getting into the Ranger.
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        * * *

      

      X-Ray followed Cort to the door and quickly closed it behind him. Then he made his way to the edge of the window frame and peered around the corner, watching the Ranger make its way up the hill and under the tree canopy that covered the gravel trail.

      He exhaled, breathing normally for the first time in several minutes. He furiously rubbed his hands on his jeans to dry his sweaty palms. After wiping his brow on his sleeve, he began pacing the floor.

      After a minute, he took a deep breath and made his way to the fireplace. He stood on the hearth and wiggled the fireplace mantel until it loosened on its brackets. X-Ray glanced once more toward the front window, and satisfied Ryan hadn’t returned, he took the mantel off the stone wall, revealing a missing river rock the size of his fist.

      Another deep breath later, he set the mantel aside and retrieved a ZTE flip phone from the small space. The Tracphone was one of several in his possession that he’d purchased from a Walmart on the way to the Haven. The untraceable burner phones, as they were called, allowed him to create an anonymous phone account with a number from anywhere in the world. This particular phone was assigned a 307 area code that was somewhere in Wyoming.

      X-Ray ran his thumb across the numbers of the flip phone. He closed his eyes and steadied his nerves. He opened the text message app and began to type. He had to choose his words carefully so they weren’t misconstrued.

      
        
        The eagle’s mark is in sight.

      

      

      X-Ray set the phone down on his dining table as if it had shocked him with ten thousand volts. The device spun around in a circle for a moment before stopping.

      Now he waited. Will they respond? I’ve done what I was supposed to do, right?

      He paced the floor again, waiting for a response. He was hovering nervously near the front window, fearful that Ryan and Cort would return unexpectedly. He contemplated replacing the hearth and simply hiding the burner phone somewhere more accessible. Or perhaps he’d just throw it in the Henry River, never to be seen again. That would be an easy solution.

      Except he’d already sent the text. The door was open. You couldn’t delete a sent text.

      The eagle’s mark…

      Buzzzz.

      A response. X-Ray hesitated at first; then he walked to the table. He didn’t touch the phone, as if somehow his fingerprints would implicate him in something sinister. He turned his head sideways in order to look at the display head-on.

      
        
        Tell no one.

        Will advise.

        Godspeed, Patriot.

        MM
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      “Do you want me to handle this so you don’t have to get your hands dirty?” asked Cort. “I’d hate to see my Yale law degree go to waste just because of the apocalypse.”

      Ryan smiled. “Nah, I know this guy. Sheriff Bragg has been pretty nosy from the day we started building the block walls around our perimeter. It seemed the more we closed off our property, the more he felt he had a right to know what’s going on.”

      “It’s kinda like driving down a country road and you suddenly come across the iron gate and you wanna know what’s behind it,” added Cort.

      “Exactly. Nobody needs to know the extent of our preps, even the local sheriff. What puzzles me is why he felt the need to bring two carloads of deputies with him.”

      “Intimidation,” Cort quickly responded. “It’s a classic technique when law enforcement investigators are trying to bull their way into a place they don’t belong. He doesn’t have a warrant, and mere speculation is insufficient to enter your private property. By bringing a show of force, he hopes you’ll be afraid and back down.”

      Ryan laughed as they approached the gate. “Wrongo.” He parked the Ranger, and the two men quickly exited to join the standoff between Bravo, Charlie, and Burke County’s finest.

      “Good afternoon, Sheriff,” Ryan greeted in a monotone voice.

      “Mr. Smart,” the sheriff responded, together with a tip of his hat. “This doesn’t have to turn into a big production. We’re conducting an investigation of a crime in the area, and we’d like to take a look around.”

      “My people said you wouldn’t be specific about what it is you expect to find here.”

      “Well, it’s an ongoing investigation,” the sheriff replied.

      “I understand, but what does that have to do with us?” asked Ryan. “We’ve not reported anything to the sheriff’s office.”

      The sheriff pressed on. “We have reason to believe that someone from your—” he hesitated before continuing “—your community, um, might have some knowledge of a reported theft on an adjacent farm.”

      Cort detected the sheriff’s hesitancy and the way he spoke the word community. He decided to step in. “Sheriff, I’m an attorney. I understand you don’t have a warrant, am I correct?”

      “Yes, for now, but—”

      Cort cut him off. “Do you have someone that you’d specifically like to speak with?”

      “Well, no.”

      “And do you have anyone that is a specific target of your investigation?”

      “No, not yet. But we would like to take a look around and speak—”

      Cort was unafraid to challenge the sheriff’s authority. He turned and swung his left arm around behind him, prompting the sheriff and his deputies to look past where Cort and Ryan were standing.

      “Is there anything visible to you that constitutes evidence or might be associated with the crime you’re investigating.”

      “No, of course not,” he replied sheepishly.

      The sheriff backed down and his shoulders slumped. Cort inwardly smiled as he recognized the sheriff’s look of defeat.

      Ryan tried to pry out the purpose of the sheriff’s intrusion. “Look, Sheriff Bragg, I don’t want to appear unreasonable, but these are trying times, and we’d like to maintain our privacy. If you’ll just let me know what happened, we’d both be glad to look into it and report anything we find.”

      The sheriff kicked at some loose gravel and then slowly approached the gate. He lowered his voice, forcing Ryan and Cort to come closer.

      “Okay, here’s the deal,” he began. “An old couple who owns the farm immediately adjacent to your property reported a stolen vehicle a little while ago. We wanted to canvass the area quickly in the event we could locate it and the thief before they got away. I, um, understand that you’ve got a lot of new faces around here, and I thought, well, maybe somebody knew something.”

      “Sheriff, I can assure you that none of these fine people are car thieves,” said Ryan reassuringly. “In fact, we have more cars than we need. Heck, with the gas shortages being reported, all of our cars may be replaced by the horse and buggy soon.”

      Ryan’s folksy approach and humor helped defuse the unnecessarily tense situation. The sheriff saw an opening.

      “So you’ll let us come in and take a look around?”

      Ryan chuckled. “Um, no. I didn’t say that. But I promise you we’ll conduct our own investigation, and if anything comes of it, we’ll gladly turn over any car thieves to law enforcement.”

      “You can’t ask for much more than that, right, Sheriff?” Cort encouraged the sheriff to see it their way.

      “I suppose you’re right.” The sheriff tipped his hat and raised his arm in the air, circling his index finger, indicating to his deputies they should load up and leave.

      After they pulled away, Ryan gave instructions to Bravo and Charlie before pulling Cort aside. “Do you think there’s any truth to that? I mean, was he just making up a reported theft to get his foot in the door?”

      Cort grimaced and shrugged. “I don’t know. I kinda doubt it. I mean, was there a car theft? Probably. But I got the sense he wanted to snoop more than he wanted to investigate a theft.”

      Ryan nodded. “Yeah, me too.”
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      “Tom! Tom!” Donna emerged from the bedroom, still groggy from a fitful two-hour nap. Sleep came easily, initially; then the dreams began. One’s personality and their interaction with the world typically determines the contents of the dreams. For Donna, her dreams were used by her brain to subconsciously organize and compartmentalize her memories, thoughts, and interactions. This time, her dreams were more creative. They took bits and pieces of the day’s events, from the attack in Richmond to the angry mob chasing them through Durham. Only, in her dreams, she and Tom weren’t successful in avoiding the attackers.

      When she awoke and found Tom missing from the cabin, she immediately became concerned. It was a small space consisting of a single bedroom filled with two full-size beds and a variety of furniture to hold their belongings. The simple bathroom included a toilet, a pedestal sink, and a stand-up shower. The remainder of the space was open with the kitchen, dining, and living areas part of a single room.

      Tom had started a fire as soon as they arrived, and the wood-burning stove generated so much heat that Donna considered slightly opening the windows. Instead, she found her way to the front door to look for her husband.

      Tom was returning from the front yard as a vehicle was pulling away. When he saw her standing in the doorway, he hustled up the steps of the porch to join his wife.

      “Hey, I thought you’d still be sleeping.”

      “No, um. I had a dream. Who was that?”

      “That was Echo and his wife. Do you remember—?”

      “Of course,” replied Donna. “Very nice people. In fact, they were the only ones that were close to our age, not that it seems to matter to anyone here.”

      Tom laughed as he escorted his wife back into their cabin. She’d left the door ajar, allowing some of the cold air in, or the heat to escape, whichever the laws of thermodynamics allowed.

      “I remember when I broached the subject of age with Ryan,” began Tom as he backed his fanny to the woodstove and warmed his backside. “By the way, did you know he’s sixty?”

      “Really? You can’t tell.”

      “Yeah, lucky guy. Anyway, he quoted Mark Twain, of all people. He said age is an issue of mind over matter. If you don’t mind, it doesn’t matter.”

      Donna laughed. “Men can think like that. You guys look better with age. Women see it differently. We see our glory years slipping away.”

      Tom shook his head and approached his wife. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her. “Glory years?”

      Donna shyly looked down. “You know, when I was healthy and had smooth skin and, um, all my teeth.”

      Tom burst out in laughter. “Good Lord, Mrs. Shelton. You act like you’ve got one foot in the grave. We’ve already cheated death. Let’s not welcome it back in based upon a few wrinkles and a couple of missing molars.”

      A few tears streamed down her cheeks and she held her husband close to hide her angst. He felt like something was wrong inside her, but she didn’t want to unduly concern him. They’d been through a lot since New Year’s Eve. She felt responsible for it all.

      She was the one who insisted they take the ill-fated trip to New York at that time of year. She knew better than to put them in such a position considering the times they lived in. And to top it off, she inwardly chastised herself, she’d dragged her husband down to Times Square, ground zero for the terrorist attack on the city.

      “Hey, hey. Don’t be sad, dear. Is there something else?”

      She wiped her cheeks with the sleeves of her sweater and patted him gently on the chest. “No, not at all. It’s just, um, I’m glad we’re safe. And, Tom, I really do feel safe here.”

      “That’s good. These are good people.”

      Donna pulled away and yanked a Kleenex out of the box sitting on a side table. “I look forward to seeing Echo and his wife tomorrow. I hope the—”

      “Well, let me mention this,” Tom interrupted. “Now, you may not be up for it, but they were on their way over to the main house. Ryan and Blair have been having some casual get-togethers at suppertime. You know, potluck type of stuff. She knows we’re tired and by no means would be expected to bring anything, but we are invited to join them.”

      “When?” she asked.

      Tom began to take off his jacket as he replied, “Anytime. I suspect Ryan opens up the bar for cocktails beforehand.”

      Donna didn’t hesitate. “I’m there. Let me grab my coat.”

      Maybe a drink was just what the doctor would order for her melancholy mood.
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      Echo and his wife, Charlotte, were the first to arrive, as always. Charlotte loved to cook and enjoyed playing the role of the grandmother figure at the Haven. She and Blair had a close relationship, often having long conversations about what life would look like after a collapse event. They both agreed the Haven offered them the best chance to have a normal life.

      After Echo and Ryan set out the alcohol and mixers, the Cortlands arrived. Ryan provided them a quick tour of Haven House while Blair got Hannah settled in with videos and games. Hannah immediately asked whether Skylar was coming, and Blair responded that her dad was invited, so naturally Skylar was as well.

      The three couples were hanging out by the fire when Delta arrived alone. They encouraged him to fetch his children, but he declined, saying they were most likely tired from a full day of activities around the Haven.

      The conversation turned to events around the country, and everyone was sharing their opinions as more guests arrived. Ryan greeted Tom and Donna Shelton at the front door. He started by giving Donna a hug.

      “You guys have been through a lot,” said Ryan, feeling genuine compassion for the retired couple. His mother and father had been frequent travelers, unafraid to tackle any challenges associated with visiting unique destinations around the world.

      His mom had been born in Berlin, Germany, and grew up there during World War II. She’d experienced firsthand what the collapse of a nation looked like. Moreover, his mom had known hunger, fear, and isolation. She’d become a survivor during those difficult years as a young girl, foraging for food while avoiding the demented clutches of Russian soldiers as they invaded Berlin. Ryan was grateful to his mom for passing on those survival genes to him.

      Donna chuckled as she removed her coat. “Going to New York and Times Square had always been a dream of mine. Tom indulged me and tried to make it a trip of a lifetime. I could’ve done without the theatrics, however.”

      Tom laughed and joined his wife. He accepted a hug and gave her a peck on the cheek in return. They were every bit in love today as the day they were married.

      Tom began to remove his coat as Meredith approached to meet them. Ryan made the introductions. “I’d like you to meet Commander Tom Shelton and his wife, Donna. They’re from Charleston, but they took a roundabout way of getting here, am I right, Tom?”

      The older man laughed. “Boy, that’s an understatement. Over the river and through the woods doesn’t begin to describe the route we took to get here.”

      He extended his hand to shake Meredith’s. Instead, she moved in to hug them both. “I’m a hugger, if that’s okay.”

      Donna smiled and a tear appeared on her cheek as she accepted the hug. “Of course, dear.”

      “Donna, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to overstep—”

      Donna patted her on the cheek and shook her head from side to side. “No, it’s fine. It’s just. Well, we’ve got two daughters your age and I worry for them. They’re in the military and I’m sure they’re safe, but, well, you know.” Her voice trailed off.

      “I totally understand, Donna. And you’re right, I’m sure they’re safe, and most importantly, I bet they’re relieved that their parents have found a safe haven as well.”

      “Meredith, did you make this nice woman cry?” asked Cort laughingly as he approached the group with a glass of wine.

      “No, silly man,” replied Meredith. “I guess, um, we were just having a moment, right, Donna?”

      Donna laughed, wiped off her wet cheeks, and hugged Meredith again.

      Cort moved closer and shook hands with Tom. “I’m Michael Cortland, but my friends call me Cort.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Cort. I’m Tom and this—”

      Tom Shelton froze. A chill ran up his spine and he began to blink rapidly. Everyone noticed his sudden change in demeanor, and Donna let go of Meredith to reach for her husband.

      “Dear, are you okay? Tom?”

      Tom forcibly shook his body. His eyes darted from Ryan to Cort and then over to Meredith. He returned his attention to Cort. “Son, I’m sorry. Did you say your name is Cortland?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He and Donna exchanged knowing glances as the light bulb went off in her head as well. Tom addressed Meredith. “And you’re Meredith? Meredith Cortland?”

      A look of bewilderment overcame Meredith. “Um, yes. Cort and I’ve been married for nearly ten years.”

      Tom patted his jacket and reached inside to confirm the envelope was still there. He turned to Ryan. “Is there a place where I might have some privacy with these folks?”

      Ryan shrugged. “Sure. You can use my study. Tom, is there something I can help you with?”

      Tom furrowed his brow and thought for a moment. “No. Not just yet. I just need a quick moment with the Cortlands, and then we’ll speak with you if they deem it appropriate.”

      Meredith looked at Cort and then said, “Tom, I’m sorry, but what’s going on? This is all so mysterious.”

      Ryan took the lead and answered for Tom. “Let me show you guys some privacy where you can talk. Take as long as you need and then come out when you’re ready. Dinner can wait for a little while.”

      He escorted the group into his study and excused himself, gently closing the door as he backed out. Once they were alone, Tom pulled the envelope out of his pocket and fumbled with it nervously. Before he turned it over, he took a moment to explain. “I take it you both know George Trowbridge.”

      Meredith and Cort looked at one another. “Yes, of course. He’s my father.”

      Tom handed her the letter. “I have known your father for many years. Our relationship was, well, out of the ordinary. Let’s leave it at that.”

      “He has a lot of business associates like that,” said Meredith. She turned the envelope over and over again in her hands. “He gave you this? To give to me?”

      “Yes. When we evacuated from the city, we had several options that would get us to an airport that was still open. New Haven was one of those options. I’d been to your home on one other occasion, many years ago. I took a chance that your father was there and would agree to help us get back to Charleston, or here. He was very accommodating.”

      Donna interjected, “He booked us passage on a nuclear submarine. Can you imagine?”

      Cort grinned. “Yes, actually we can.”

      “Anyway, just as we were about to leave his bedside, he handed me this envelope. He didn’t tell me who you were or how I would even cross paths with you. Yet here we are. Standing across from one another.”

      “My father has a way of knowing things, I suppose,” said Meredith, who still appeared to be stunned by the developments. She looked to Donna for support. “You were at his bedside?”

      Donna picked up on the fact that Meredith might not be fully informed of her father’s medical condition. “Yes, but keep in mind, we arrived unannounced. He looked well and seemed to be getting excellent care.”

      All Meredith could do was nod her head as she studied the envelope. She picked at the sealed flap with her thumbnail as an inner debate raged within her. She’d quarreled with her father far too often. Most times, she regretted their exchanges, as a stubborn old man who claimed he only wanted the best for his daughter butted heads with a young woman desperately trying to find her own way with the man she loved. Meredith was completely unaware of the fact that Cort had a close, secretive relationship with Trowbridge.

      She looked at Cort. “Should I open it now?”

      Tom offered to leave and made his way toward the door. “Donna, let’s step out and give them some privacy.”

      Meredith quickly stopped him. “No. I mean, please stay. Obviously, my father held you in high enough regard to trust you with this letter. Plus, we both might have more questions regarding his, um, health.”

      Tom nodded and returned to Cort’s side. He patted the younger, much taller man on the back to offer his encouragement. “We’re here for you both.”

      Meredith carefully opened the envelope and retrieved the two-page letter. As she read, tears streamed out of her eyes and she fought back sniffles. She finished reading the letter and handed it to Cort, who quickly glanced at it.

      Donna broke the silence. “I hope this isn’t bad news.”

      Meredith shook her head. “No, it’s actually a very sweet letter. I love my daddy and always will. He just has a way. Well, you know.”

      Tom chuckled, and he reached out to take Meredith’s hands. “Listen, young lady. I’m a retired Naval commander. I treated my daughters as if they were under my command more times than I care to remember. But, at the end of the day, we’re still a loving family. It’s that love that pushes all those Commander Shelton moments out of their memories.”

      Meredith nodded and smiled. The waterworks turned from sadness to tears of joy. “I can see why he wrote the last paragraph.”

      “What did it say, dear?” asked Donna.

      “It read that we can absolutely trust Tom Shelton, but no one else.”
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      The Sheltons and Cortlands emerged from Ryan’s study in a jovial mood. Their timing was perfect, as Blair and Charlotte had begun bringing food from the kitchen for a family-style dinner of beans, rice, and ground beef. Mundane as the options might sound, Blair had had the foresight to include a variety of sauces, spices, and toppings to make the post-collapse staples tasty.

      Hannah was enjoying a Disney movie from Blair’s extensive collection, settled in on the sofa with Chubby and The Roo. She’d promised the girls that tomorrow she’d be back with Handsome Dan so the three English bulldogs could have a playdate. Hannah was impressed with the number of toys the girls had from their favorite online store—Bark Shop. Even Hannah recognized that the pups were spoiled with every imaginable toy.

      Ryan approached Tom and Cort briefly before everyone took a seat, and confirmed that all was well. They promised to fill him in on the details after dinner. In fact, the brief conversation led to a promise to have daily meetings between the three as they fostered the residents of the Haven through a post-collapse world.

      “Kudos to the chef,” exclaimed Delta, who was the only guest without a partner. He’d become accustomed to dining alone since his divorce, and this was the first family-style meal he’d had. “I never thought beans and rice could taste so good.”

      “How’d you fix yours?” asked Blair.

      Delta finished his generous spoonful and picked up a thirty-ounce jar of red sweet pepper relish. He turned the jar so everyone could view the label. “I used this relish. It’s made by the Amish.”

      “That’s good stuff,” added Ryan. “We bought a couple of dozen cases of it when we took a trip to Sarasota before moving here. I think we’ve got enough to last several years.”

      “Not with Delta around,” joked Blair as Delta scooped another tablespoon into his bowl.

      Everyone had a good laugh and continued their conversation, which turned to media reports from Richmond.

      “Tom, you were in the middle of the melee,” began Ryan. “Do you think it was orchestrated or spontaneous like the news reports are saying?”

      “I have to say orchestrated,” he replied. “It’s almost as if they had a plan of attack. Their first goal was to stop traffic, and they did so by assaulting the vehicles from the bridge overpass. Once vehicles were neutralized, dozens of thugs came out of nowhere to attack cars and motorists.”

      “Were they protestors?” asked Meredith. “I mean, what could they possibly hope to accomplish?”

      Tom furrowed his brow and shook his head. “No, they weren’t protestors as the media has portrayed them. They had a goal and that was to hurt, or even kill, people indiscriminately.”

      “Interesting choice of words,” said Delta. “Indiscriminately.”

      Tom shrugged, then explained. “Certainly not intentionally, Delta. However, it fits. In today’s age, our polarized society seems to be divided by race in many instances. While the people in the mob that attacked our cars were predominately black, there were whites in the group too. Moreover, at least from our limited perspective, the motorists being attacked were from all races and walks of life.”

      Delta shrugged and muttered, “That’s indiscriminate.”

      Meredith added what she’d picked up on from news reports in Charlotte. “The media is blaming the president and his supporters for creating a climate of rage and hate. Basically, they’re excusing the actions of the mobs in Richmond as being frustrated students and disadvantaged residents who decided to take out their anger on anyone in their path.”

      Ryan took a deep breath and gave his opinion. “That’s predictable, and we all see the media’s agenda coming out. Let’s be honest, a lot of Americans have had a lot to be angry about for a long time. Blacks struggled for a long time to get their freedom and continue to struggle for equality and opportunity. There are also working-class Americans who feel like a mouse on a wheel, living paycheck to paycheck, hoping for a better economic opportunity at some point.”

      “These issues have been ongoing for half a century,” interjected Cort. “The point, at least from my perspective, is that the anger started many decades before the president was elected. It dates back to the sixties and the civil rights movement and the Vietnam War.”

      “Exactly,” added Ryan. “I’m comfortable in saying this, however. Over the last dozen years, an us-versus-them narrative has risen to the forefront. Name-calling—including the labels racist, misogynist, dregs of society, and deplorables—is far too common. Eventually, when a large group of any people, especially proud Americans, continue to be called names and be disparaged by the media, whether it be news or entertainment, then hostilities can boil over.”

      Echo sat up in his chair and pushed his plate forward. “Ryan, are you saying that all of this social unrest is partly our side’s fault? And listen, by our side, I’m referring to conservatives. I make no bones about where I stand politically.”

      “You and I’ve had this conversation before,” Ryan began his reply. “To an extent, there’s plenty of blame to go around. I’ve been warning for years, albeit privately, that if the rhetoric and rancor didn’t get tamped down, we’d end up shooting at each other.”

      “But that’s not our fault,” said Echo.

      Ryan took a deep breath. “Okay, let me tell you a story.”

      Blair groaned. “Here we go. We’re about to get one of Ryan’s famous analogies or theories.”

      Most of the group chuckled, but both Delta and Echo were intently listening to Ryan.

      Ryan squeezed his wife’s hand and smiled. “You’ll survive. For the benefit of our new friends, I have a habit of making analogies so that they are relatable. Let me give you this example. How many of you have seen the Stephen King movie Needful Things?”

      Everyone raised their hand.

      “Okay, good. Now, you know there is this evil guy, Leland Gaunt, who shows up in this small town, Castle Rock, in Maine, of course, and opens up a shop. He calls it Needful Things. But Gaunt is more than a shop owner. He’s the devil incarnate. Now, he knows what makes the people of Castle Rock tick. He knows what they’re hiding, what their fears are, and how to stir up their angers.”

      “Yeah, my favorite scene was where the kid was throwing chicken poop and mud on crazy Wilma’s sheets,” said Charlotte before continuing, “I would’ve taken a switch to that boy if I caught up with him.”

      “See, that’s the point,” said Ryan, who had command of the room. “Wilma didn’t know it was young Brian who ruined her sheets. She thought it was Nettie. Gaunt played those two against each other to the point a crazed Wilma and a grief-stricken Nettie duked it out in the middle of the street with a knife and a meat cleaver.”

      “Gaunt pitted everyone against each other by playing on their emotions,” interjected Cort.

      Ryan smiled and nodded. “The same thing has been happening in America for decades. One side of the political spectrum has effectively convinced their constituents that our side is full of racists, misogynists, and is guilty of every ism created in the social-justice-warrior handbook.”

      “But we’re not saints either,” added Blair.

      “I agree. Our side has convinced us that everything related to government is bad. Washington is out to get us so that all of our tax dollars can be squandered on social programs and freeloaders and illegal aliens.”

      Echo agreed. “I have to say it’s hard to argue with that. All I’ve ever heard from people who think like me is that the government needs to get out of our lives and the downtrodden need to get a job.”

      “Here’s what I’m saying,” continued Ryan. “Many of us have lost the ability to step back and look at the situation from an independent, detached perspective. Why? Because the media and politicians, the real-life Leland Gaunts, keep us stirred up in a fit of anger against the other side. That’s called polarization, and we haven’t experienced levels of division this great since the sixties. Both the 1960s and the 1860s.”

      The group grew quiet as they allowed Ryan’s words to soak in.

      “That’s an interesting analogy to the Civil War,” said Delta, breaking the silence. “Do you think our country is headed toward a second civil war?”

      Echo started laughing and then apologized for his outburst. “Trust me, Ryan and I have discussed this topic since the day we met. I say yes. He says no.”

      Ryan smiled and pushed his chair away from the table slightly so he could cross his legs. “I can imagine that conversations like this were had around dinner tables over drinks in places like Washington, Georgia, or Charleston, South Carolina, in the late 1850s. Gentlemen, plantation owners, and slaveholders all vowed that the North could never be allowed to force their Yankee ways on the gentile Southerners.”

      “I’m a Yankee.” Delta laughed. “Pennsylvania born and raised.”

      Ryan pointed at Delta. “Again, his statement will help make my point. In the eighteen hundreds, America was divided culturally by geography and economics. The South was primarily agricultural, requiring large amounts of inexpensive labor to tend to crops and cotton. The North was primarily industrial, requiring machinery and more skilled workers to work in the factories or coal mines.

      “Make no mistake, slavery was a horrible practice and needed to be abolished. But Northerners had their own form of slave labor, too. The men they sent into those unsafe coal mines and unregulated industrial manufacturing plants were paid, and they were free, but they were put at great risk. History has shown that more people died in the industrialized North, working a regular job, than slaves died in the fields of Southern plantations. That doesn’t make slavery good, but it adds context to the struggle for equality.”

      Delta persisted. “Setting aside the basis for the Civil War, can it happen again?”

      “Back then, it was easy to define your opponent, the enemy. Southerners spoke in a distinctive dialect, and their cultural mannerisms were far different from those in the North. They lived in states like Virginia, Georgia, and others across the Southeast. As the conflict deepened, it was easy for certain states to secede because the vast majority of its citizens were like-minded thinkers.”

      “That wasn’t necessarily true west of the Mississippi,” interjected Cort, who was also a student of history. “States like Kansas and Nebraska were brutally divided as people were forced to take sides.”

      “The same is true today, Cort,” said Ryan. “Our nation is homogenized.”

      “There’s a hundred-dollar word,” said Blair sarcastically. She was always teasing Ryan, her author-wannabe, about his use of big words.

      “Do you mean like the milk?” asked Meredith, who decided to play along and tease her host.

      “Yes, and it’s not a hundred-dollar word,” replied Ryan with a wink. “Onomatopoeia is a hundred-dollar word. That means—”

      Blair interrupted him and raised her palm toward Ryan. “Hold up. You need to explain homogenized first.”

      Ryan grinned and playfully wagged his finger at his wife. “To homogenize something is to take two normally insoluble liquids, like fat and cream, and integrate them into something that works—milk.

      “Our society has become integrated since the sixties, supposedly into something that works. America is no longer divided geographically by culture or political thinking. North Carolina used to be a traditionally red state that has turned purple by the influx of liberals into areas like Charlotte and Raleigh-Durham. Virginia is similar, as left-leaning federal government employees moved into the northern part of the state, but commute to DC.”

      Cort was enjoying the conversation. “So, because the nation doesn’t have defined geographic boundaries, like whole states during the first Civil War, a division, or secession, couldn’t take place.”

      Ryan sighed. “No. Not in my opinion.”

      “Then how do we resolve the continued division between us?” asked Meredith.

      Ryan grimaced and then answered, “Sadly, I think it’ll happen the same way that Nettie and Wilma resolved it in Needful Things—with a butcher knife and a meat cleaver in the middle of the street.”
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      Skylar was having so much fun with her new friend, Hannah, and her mom that she’d completely lost track of time, although there was no set schedule for her. At home, her mom worked, and she was used to fending for herself after school. In fact, it wasn’t unusual for her to stop at a friend’s house to play and even eat dinner before her mom got home around six in the evening.

      She’d said her goodbyes earlier and declined the offer by Meredith to escort her inside. Despite the fact she was in a new place, under mysterious circumstances, Skylar was comfortable in her surroundings. The day at the Little Red Schoolhouse had helped give her a sense of normalcy.

      So when Ethan wasn’t at the cabin, and her dad was still busy, the isolation didn’t feel unusual. In fact, she immediately embraced it. Back home in Philadelphia, she’d probably turn on some brainless television show and get a snack.

      She wasn’t into video games like her brother had been when he was eleven. Skylar was a painter, and, on this evening, she was excited about being alone to focus on the artwork requested by Miss Blair.

      She retrieved her sketches from her bed and spread everything out on the dining table. Feeling a chill, she opened up the wood-burning stove’s door and stoked the coals like her dad had taught her. They kept a stack of firewood and kindling in the cabin to stay dry, so it didn’t take long for Skylar to get the heat going again.

      “I’m a pioneer woman,” she said to herself as she retrieved the last of the Mountain Dew her dad had brought home for lunch.

      She sat at the table and became immersed in her artwork. Time flew by, and Skylar stopped just once to use the restroom. She didn’t have a watch, but since it was dark outside, she assumed it was after six o’clock. Skylar found her dad’s laptop and opened it. Although the display was locked by a passcode, she could see the time.

      “Seven!” she said aloud as she instinctively looked around the nine-hundred-square-foot cabin to see if anyone heard her.

      Consumed by her project, Skylar had lost track of time and considered that neither her father nor Ethan had come back to the cabin. For the first time since their arrival at the Haven, she became concerned. She didn’t have a phone, and her father had a two-way radio, but he carried it with him everywhere.

      For the next fifteen minutes, Skylar paced around the cabin, stepping onto the front porch several times to look and listen for any signs of life. The Haven was like no other place she’d ever seen before. It was completely quiet and dark. Standing in the dim light emanating through the open front door, she blew smoke into the cold air as the water vapor in her breath condensed into tiny droplets of water and ice.

      Skylar grimaced, looked up and down the deserted gravel road one more time, and decided to go find somebody. She scurried back inside, gave the fire a final look-see to make sure it was safe, and bundled up for a walk.

      She ambled along the gravel road, kicking at rocks and blowing smoke, trying to make the most out of a frightening situation for a young girl. She expected to come across a moving car or a cabin with a light on, but neither materialized.

      An eastern owl screeched to her right, startling her. Skylar picked up the pace as she made her way toward the fountain in the middle of the circle between the main house and the front gate.

      She’d begun to jog toward the fountain when she came to an abrupt stop, causing her to slip on the gravel and fall to her hands and knees. Skylar wanted to scream in pain, but her voice betrayed her. A primal fear had overcome her as she froze on all fours, eye level to a ghostly creature that stared directly at her and hissed.

      Then it began to utter a low growl followed by a chattering sound. Skylar’s eyes grew wide as the all-white animal approached her. Mouth agape, she tried to find the strength to yell for help but couldn’t. She backed up, tearing the knees in her jeans on the gravel road, causing her hand to bleed on a sharp stone.

      The moonlight illuminated the animal, so Skylar could see it better. She stopped her retreat and, in total bewilderment, studied her adversary. She was face-to-face with one of the rarest creatures in existence—an albino raccoon.

      Albino raccoons, weighing twenty-five to thirty pounds, live naturally in the Eastern United States but rarely make it to adulthood. Because they weren’t born with natural camouflage like their counterparts, they spent the vast majority of their lives avoiding predators.

      The probability of Skylar encountering this unusual critter was similar to the odds of winning the lottery. Yet, there they were, in a standoff as the two tested each other’s will.

      Skylar was relieved to see that the ghost was in fact a raccoon. She was aware of the rabies threat from her classes in school, so she knew better than to reach out to the rare raccoon. At this point, she was happy for the experience and would like to be on her way, as she suspected was the case for her adversary.

      “Shoo! Go away, pretty girl!” Skylar had no idea how to determine the gender of the raccoon, but the animal was cute in its all-white fur, so she presumed it to be a girl.

      Skylar started to stand, and the raccoon rose slightly to mimic her actions. The standoff continued, as neither was willing to give ground. As Skylar found her footing, she inadvertently kicked a rock in the albino’s direction, causing it to react with a subtle hiss before moseying back into the woods.

      Skylar brushed the leaves and stones off her pants before letting the albino raccoon know she hoped to see her again sometime. The fear had left her, and she remembered the reason for being out in the dark alone in the first place. She picked up the pace and trekked up the hill to Haven House, where only a faint orange glow could be seen from the windows.
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      Jonathan Schwartz stood on the tarmac outside the Bombardier Global 6000 jet as the final preparations were being made for their departure. He wanted to personally supervise the loading of their luggage and nearly two dozen crates hastily put together by the estate’s staff. Under the circumstances, he and his father would not be traveling light for their trip to New Zealand. Computers, some family heirlooms, and precious metals would also accompany them out of the country. Jonathan surmised that their self-imposed exile from the United States would be long-lasting.

      The pilots were readying the aircraft as the final boxes were loaded in the baggage compartment. Jonathan paused to check his cell phone for any final messages or phone calls before he removed the SIM card. SIM, an acronym for subscriber identity module, was a small circuit board that, practically speaking, acted as a middleman between the phone and the carrier’s cell tower, allowing the two pieces of hardware to communicate.

      Each SIM card had a unique identifier that was engraved on the body of the card and communicated to the cell phone tower. Once it was removed from the phone, it didn’t have the necessary hardware to connect with a cell phone tower, rendering the phone useless, but untraceable.

      Jonathan was in the process of dismantling the device when a black Chevy Suburban came roaring around the side of the airport hangar. Several other vehicles could be seen at another entrance to the airport runway.

      He had to make a decision. They were caught by surprise and it was too late for the jet to take off. The baggage handlers were frozen like a deer in headlights, mesmerized by the sudden activity. Jonathan wanted to protect his father, but he knew there wasn’t a way to avoid his own capture.

      He glanced up at the porthole windows of the Bombardier. His father’s sullen face looked back at him. With an imperceptible nod and a wink, he received the blessing he needed to run. In a flash, Jonathan ran toward one of the baggage cars and grabbed a blue Danbury Airport uniform jacket. He quickly slipped his arms through the oversized jacket and scampered under the nose of the aircraft.

      The airport was dark except for the blinking runway lights. Jonathan had to hope that the approaching vehicles would be focusing their attention on the aircraft and the prospect of arresting its passengers.

      He raced across the concrete runway as fast as his leather Ferragamo slip-ons could carry him. His hopes of escape lifted when he hit the tall unmowed grasses between the runway, until he slipped and fell, falling forward. He tumbled over and over into a drainage ditch, ripping open his pants. Blood began to ooze out of his knee.

      Out of breath and scared, Jonathan lay in the cold grass, listening. Sirens were approaching, but he dared not look up to see how close they were to him. He rolled over onto his belly and began to crawl through the ditch. Now soaked and shivering, he came to a thirty-six-inch corrugated-steel culvert.

      He needed to get his bearings, so he risked popping his head out of the grass despite the closeness of voices carrying across the runway. The culvert led away from the aircraft. To where? Jonathan didn’t know. All he knew was he’d be caught if he remained where he was.

      A gentle trickle of icy water poured out of the culvert. He took a deep breath, put aside his fear of the dark, and entered the pipe. Crawling, slowly at first, Jonathan focused on a faint light off in the distance.

      He’d traveled for three hundred feet when he finally reached the other side of the culvert. He crawled up a slight incline and found himself next to another runway. He could no longer hear conversations, so he raised his body onto his knees to look back toward the terminal. At least a dozen FBI agents could be seen in the headlights of their vehicles, milling about the jet.

      His father was being led away in handcuffs and was thrown into the backseat of an unmarked car like a common criminal. Anger built up inside Jonathan before a tear rolled down his cheek. It saddened him to his core to see his father being treated that way.

      The sadness turned to fury when he began to assign blame for what was happening. Ultimately, it was the President of the United States who’d have to approve a hastily made arrest like this one. However, Jonathan Schwartz was also astute enough to know that revenge against his family would not be foremost on the president’s mind during this time of crisis. Someone else. A powerful individual who had both the contacts and the motives to settle old scores was behind this.

      Jonathan clasped his hands together and then extended his index fingers forward to emulate a gun barrel. He pointed toward the east. Toward New Haven. Toward George Trowbridge. Then he muttered the words, “It’s time for you to die, old man.”
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      Everyone helped clear the dishes from the table, and Ryan poured a final round of after-dinner drinks. He didn’t want it to appear that there was an unlimited supply of alcohol at the Haven. As part of their vetting process, they tried to learn about the personal habits and activities of their residents. If someone appeared to visit Cancun on a regular basis, constantly photographed with a Corona in hand, they were most likely excluded from the start. The Smarts were interested in a community of responsible adults, not partiers.

      The group assembled in Ryan’s study following dinner except for Charlotte, who insisted on cleaning up the kitchen and watching over Hannah. She really enjoyed the company of the young girl and wanted to allow the Cortlands the opportunity to participate in the discussions without feeling like they were pushing their child on their hosts.

      “Ryan, this is an impressive room,” began Tom as everyone walked around and admired his mix of historic collectibles and books. “I’m sure there’s a story behind every one of these pieces.”

      “Like this?” asked Cort, holding up a hardbound book depicting a colonial soldier holding a musket. “It’s from the Boys of Liberty Library. The Minute Men of Massachusetts by John Morgan.”

      “Yeah, that’s an old one,” added Ryan. “Published in 1892, if I remember correctly. It was part of a collection of school books taught in history classes before they started rewriting history.”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Everyone passed the book around before Cort placed it back on the shelf. After he did, Tom scooted up next to Cort.

      “May I see that again?” he asked.

      Cort used his basketball-player frame to easily retrieve the book from the upper shelf. He handed it to Tom, who studied the cover and then thumbed through the pages before returning it to Cort.

      “Hmm,” he mumbled and then turned to the rest of the group.

      Ryan slid several wood panels to the side, revealing multiple concealed whiteboards. “Guys, I have a theory, but I need the help of different perspectives. And, let me say, a very important voice in all of this hasn’t arrived yet. Her name is Hayden Blount.”

      “I know of Hayden,” interrupted Cort. “She’s a real up-and-comer. She’s one of the attorneys representing the president in front of the Supreme Court.”

      “That’s right, Cort. She’ll have some interesting insight into all of this, which is why our conversation tonight will probably extend into tomorrow after she has arrived, hopefully.”

      “Hopefully?” asked Meredith.

      “Naturally, Hayden lives in Washington,” replied Ryan. “And, because she had to wait and see what happened with the Court’s calendar, she got a late start to the Haven.”

      “She’ll have to travel through Richmond like we did,” added Tom. “Is she aware of the problems we had?”

      “We don’t know for certain,” replied Blair. “I was talking on the phone with her when the call was suddenly disconnected. I wasn’t able to reach her after that.”

      Donna shook her head, seeming to recall their own ordeal on the highway. “I’ll pray for her and her safe arrival.”

      Ryan turned back to the whiteboard. “Bear with me as I lay out what I’m calling the Leland Gaunt Theory.”

      “I told you,” lamented Blair, who laughed along with Meredith.

      “Cort does the same stuff,” she whispered.

      “All men think they’re Einstein,” Blair quipped.

      “Or Sigmund Freud,” added Meredith.

      “I heard that, and I’m ignoring you both,” said Ryan as he continued to use the specialized markers to write on the whiteboard. Applying different colors, he wrote down the locations of the major cities that were attacked, and the means. He also included the concert chaos in Atlanta and the downing of Delta 322, Cort’s aircraft.

      “Delta, let me ask you first,” Ryan continued. “At the stadium, the power was lost, but also, didn’t you say there was some kind of gas released through the ventilation system?”

      “Yes. Naturally, security treated it like a bioterror weapon. You know, some type of noxious gas or even anthrax. It turned out it was from smoke grenades.”

      Ryan thought for a moment. “Would it be safe to say the goal of the attackers, terrorists, or whatever was to create a mass panic situation but not necessarily kill anyone?”

      Delta shrugged. “Yeah. There were deaths, but they resulted from people trampled in the panic.”

      “What kind of concert was it again?” asked Ryan.

      “Beyoncé and Jay-Z.”

      Ryan stuck out his lower lip and nodded. He wrote this on the whiteboard under Atlanta. He then turned to Cort. “I know that you’re probably in no mood to talk about the plane crash, but can you remember anything about the moments before the plane lost power or immediately thereafter?”

      Cort exhaled. Interestingly, during dinner, the stimulating conversation, coupled with the adult beverages, was the first time he hadn’t been replaying the events of forty-eight hours ago in his head.

      “Honey, you don’t have to—” Meredith began, trying to protect her husband from the memories of the crash.

      “No, it’s fine. Actually, it helps. Two things stand out. One, we were on final approach into Mobile. You could see the lights of Pensacola on the right side of the aircraft and the oil rig platforms on the left side where I was sitting. Second, the power loss was total. I mean everything. Emergency lighting, cell phones, and anything electronic.”

      “EMP,” offered Blair.

      “More specifically, an RFW,” added Tom. “That’s short for radio frequency weapon. The military, and not just ours, has been targeting a variety of advanced weaponry that can be used to disable the electronics of specific targets using a directed burst of energy—an electromagnetic pulse, as Blair suggested.”

      Ryan asked Cort, “How far was the aircraft from these oil platforms? Close enough to be hit with an RFW?”

      “Absolutely, but I don’t recall seeing any flash of light or traces of a high-energy beam,” he replied.

      “You wouldn’t necessarily,” interrupted Tom. “Plus, the burst occurs so quickly, it would be barely perceptible to the naked eye.”

      Ryan wrote this information in the column designated Mobile. “Tom, is it safe to assume that a civilian couldn’t get access to a weapon like this?”

      “True, and not only that, most terrorist organizations, from al-Qaeda to ISIS to Hamas, couldn’t obtain one either. North Korea, maybe, but doubtful. This kind of technology is in its infancy, relatively speaking. The Russians and Chinese are working on it, but we’re way ahead of them.”

      Tom sat backwards into one of Ryan’s leather chairs. Meredith addressed him directly. “Are you suggesting that our own military might have shot down my husband’s plane?”

      “No, not necessarily. All I’m saying is that we’ve got the technology and it works. I can’t say the same for the technology of our adversaries.”

      Ryan wrote the word military with a question mark after it under Mobile. He then walked in front of the column designated Philly.

      “This couldn’t have been an RFW,” he began. “The outage was too widespread. Only a nuclear-driven EMP could kill the power from Baltimore northward into New Jersey. Yet it was isolated.”

      Tom leaned back in his chair and spread his arms with his palms facing upward. “I hate to say this, but once again, I must point to our military capabilities. We’ve successfully tested submarine-based nuclear-tipped warheads that are capable of flying and detonating at very low altitudes. The Starfish Prime testing of six decades ago focused on HEMPs—high-altitude electromagnetic pulse detonations.”

      “That’s all I’m familiar with,” said Blair.

      Cort wandered through the middle of the group. “I can tell you why the low-altitude nukes have been developed. It actually follows the lead of the Russians in a way. Moscow had successfully used cyber attacks against critical infrastructure in the past as a precursor to a ground incursion. Georgia, Estonia, and, later, Ukraine are all examples of this. By taking down the power grid and disabling communications, the smaller countries were incapable of fending off the Russian invasions.”

      “So we plan on invading Mexico or Canada?” asked Meredith, who’d become intrigued by the conversation. Her husband rarely talked shop in front of her.

      Cort chuckled. “Yeah, um, not on the drawing board to my knowledge. However, the use of a targeted EMP is an ideal way to disable an enemy’s electronics without causing similar harm to its neighbors. For example, we could take out the command and communications structure in Damascus, Syria, without destroying the electronics in nearby Beirut, for example.”

      “Exactly right, Cort. Again, it goes back to our military capabilities. The launching of a high-altitude EMP requires a rocket, with booster separation, the whole nine yards. The sub-launched low-altitude EMPs come flying out of the bottom of the ocean, race toward the detonation target at hundreds of miles an hour, and barely leave a trace at detonation.”

      Ryan wrote this information under the column marked Philly. He sighed and shook his head. He had turned to ask for people’s opinions about U.S. military involvement when they were interrupted.
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      The rest of the group had made their way into Ryan’s study, leaving Charlotte Echols behind to keep an eye on Hannah, who was watching television alone in the family room. She had finished clearing the table of glassware when she heard a gentle knocking at the door. Initially, she thought about hollering for Ryan or Echo to answer it, but then she shrugged it off. At the Haven, she’d never felt safer despite what was happening around the country. Besides, the bad guys don’t knock.

      Charlotte opened the door and was astonished to find a shivering and bloodied Skylar standing in front of her. “My goodness, child. What has happened to you? Come in, come in.”

      “Okay,” said Skylar sheepishly as she stepped through the massive wood doorway. “Um, I’m sorry to bother you, but is my dad here?”

      “Why, of course, Skylar. He thought you’d be at home with your brother.”

      “Hey, Skylar!” greeted Hannah, who’d heard her new friend’s voice. “Wow! Did you wrestle a bear?”

      Mrs. Echols shut the door and rushed off to find Delta.

      “Hey,” began Skylar. “I, um, you’re never gonna believe this. I saw an all-white raccoon.”

      “No way!” Hannah was genuinely intrigued.

      “Way. It was dark and I saw it in the road. It looked like it was glowing, like a ghost.”

      “I wanna see it!”

      “Yeah, maybe tomorrow. Um, I kinda need to talk to my dad first.”

      Delta rushed into the room with the rest of the group in tow. “Sky, baby girl, what happened? Where’s Ethan?”

      “Sorry, Daddy. That’s why I’m here. Um, I fell down on the road, but I’m okay except for my hand.”

      Delta turned around and searched for Blair. She was already headed for the bathroom to retrieve some first aid supplies and waved to him as she left.

      “Come here, honey. Sit down at the dining table and tell us what happened.”

      “I’ll get a glass of juice, or do you want hot chocolate?” offered Charlotte.

      “Hot chocolate, please.”

      “Baby girl, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, Daddy. Ethan never came home today. After Hannah and Miss Meredith dropped me off, I started painting and, um, the next I knew, it was dark out, and Ethan wasn’t home.”

      Delta glanced around at the curious faces and then closed his eyes. He couldn’t decide who to berate first, himself for leaving his young daughter unattended, or his son, who’d disappeared, shirking his responsibilities to watch over his sister.

      “I’ll call the front gate and let Alpha know what’s going on,” said Echo, who walked toward the fireplace to place the call.

      Meredith and Hannah sat next to Skylar. Meredith fixed the child’s disheveled hair while Hannah picked out a few more pebbles that remained embedded in Skylar’s jeans. Blair returned with a wet cloth, some gauze, and Neosporin to clean up Skylar’s wounds, which were not significant, but likely painful, nonetheless.

      “Delta, wasn’t your son working with Alpha this afternoon on his drone-surveillance project?” asked Ryan.

      Delta rose and turned to Ryan. He rubbed his temples and then ran his hands down his face in a sign of exasperation. “Alpha touched base with me at midday and said Ethan was enthusiastically taking to the project. He didn’t have a set time to finish for the day, and I just assumed he’d be back at the cabin before dark, as I instructed.”

      “That was two hours ago,” interjected Meredith in a slightly condescending tone of voice. Delta took the hit. No matter how safe the Haven was, you should always know where your children are.

      Echo returned to the group. “Alpha is notifying the security team. He’s sent guys to the barn and also around the property.”

      “Good,” said Ryan. “I have an idea. Join me in the study. Echo, call Alpha back and tell him to come to the house.”

      “He’s already on his way,” said Echo.

      “Ryan, I need to go look—” started Delta before Ryan interrupted him.

      “I understand, but hang on until Alpha arrives. Let’s go look at the drone footage. Also, this may relate to something else that happened today.”

      “What?” asked Delta.

      “First, let’s take a look, and then we’ll discuss this with Alpha.”

      The guys headed back into the study, where Ryan settled into his chair and powered up one of the television monitors on his wall. With a few keystrokes on the computer’s keyboard, he pulled up a program that displayed the names of all six drones in the Haven’s air force. In a spreadsheet fashion, the monitor displayed when the drones had last provided aerial footage to the computer’s hard drive. The only active camera that sent a recorded feed during the day was H-Quad-1. The other cameras could’ve been active, just not recording.

      While Ryan ran through the footage at four times normal speed, Alpha entered the room and addressed the group. “Okay, the last time I saw Ethan was around two thirty or a quarter to three. Thereabouts. He seemed to be doing fine, although I didn’t speak with him.”

      “That coincides with the footage,” added Ryan. “Man, he was all over the place. Really, he was flying too fast to effectively surveil anything.”

      “Does he have a cell phone?” asked Cort. “Let’s try to call him.”

      “Nah,” said Delta. “His battery died and I told him I’d find a charger for it. Frankly, all he wanted to do was contact his mother, who’s on a cruise and would create all kinds of complications, so I put him off.”

      Alpha took a deep breath and exhaled. “Well, I might have screwed up that program.”

      “Whadya mean?” asked Delta.

      “Well, the boy asked me whether you’d been looking for the charger, and I told him I didn’t know anything about it. Sorry, man. If I’d known—”

      “Crap,” said Delta.

      “Yeah, well, I showed him where they are,” continued Delta and then added, “You know, his attitude changed a little bit, but I thought it was just a teenager thing. You know, moody and all.”

      “Here we go,” interrupted Ryan. “I know this property. Dammit, Alpha. The sheriff was right.”

      “What? The sheriff?” asked Delta.

      Ryan paused the video at the point where Ethan had made multiple passes along the perimeter fence near the farmhouse adjacent to the Haven. Then he pressed play as the H-Quad-1 suddenly changed its orientation and flew at a high rate of speed before being shut down at the barn.

      Alpha gave his opinion. “He saw what he was looking for and made his move.”

      Ryan added, “Do you think the kid was smart enough to shut down the video feed via the controller?”

      “Yeah,” replied Alpha. “It’s not that difficult for a tech-savvy teen. We could pull the feed from the other drones, but what I just saw is far from coincidental.”

      “Would you guys please tell me what you’re talking about?” asked Delta.

      Ryan leaned back in his chair and clasped his fingers behind his head. “Late this afternoon, just before dark, I got a call from the front gate when the Burke County sheriff paid us a visit. He actually wanted to come in and look around, but I took a hard stance with him. Turns out his hunch might have been right.” Ryan looked at Alpha, who furrowed his brow and nodded.

      “What did the sheriff want?”

      “The old couple at the adjacent farm had their car stolen this afternoon. He wasn’t accusing anyone, but it’s part of his job to check with the surrounding residents to see if they’d seen anything. I think he was also curious and was using the car theft as an excuse to look around. We sent him on his way since he didn’t have a warrant.”

      “Jesus,” said Delta as he began to aimlessly walk around the room while rubbing his hands through his hair. “He stole a car. I mean, what the hell?”

      Alpha’s radio squawked to life and the room became silent as he spoke to Bravo. “Go ahead.”

      “There’s nothing out of the ordinary at HB-1 other than a go-bag missing from one of the lockers. I’m checking with the team to see if anyone pulled it for some reason.”

      “Are all the quads there?”

      “Affirmative.”

      Alpha signed off and returned the radio to his utility belt. “Delta, Ethan has a charger now and can be reached by phone. I suggest you try to call him.”

      Delta nodded and pulled his cell phone out. He called several times, but his son didn’t pick up the call. He left messages each time and then added text messaging to his contact attempts.

      He shrugged and then collapsed into a chair in front of Ryan’s desk. “What should I do? I mean, I’ve gotta go find him, right?”

      Cort spoke up. “Listen, I don’t profess to know anything about teenage boys from a dysfunctional family. Please, I don’t mean to be insulting, just truthful. But you’d never find him out there. Maybe he’s heading back home. Maybe he’s decided to go to Florida for the winter. All I know is this. There’s a frightened little girl out there that needs your help. I have one of those and I understand them. She needs her daddy and doesn’t deserve to be abandoned while you go on a wild-goose chase.”

      “That’s pretty blunt, Cort,” said Delta angrily. “He’s my son.”

      “Yes, and from what you’ve relayed to us all, he’s also very independent. Listen, I’m just throwing in my two cents’ worth. If you wanna go after him, by all means, go. We’ll take care of Skylar. But if you’re gonna chase after him to Philly, where the power outage is wreaking havoc, and take that young girl with you… Well, to me, as a dad, that’s the height of irresponsibility.”

      The men in the room allowed Cort’s words to linger. It was tough talk, but perhaps it was what Delta needed to hear.
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      Ethan Hightower was dejected and scared. He’d driven a little over half of his five-hundred-mile journey when the Oldsmobile he’d stolen developed a loud ticking sound under the hood. He didn’t know anything about cars. The Olds was hard to drive at times because it was larger than his mom’s Toyota, but he quickly got the hang of it.

      It was much faster than his mom’s car. When there was a clear stretch of highway, the opposite of the busy southbound lane of I-95, Ethan opened up the throttle, allowing the gas-guzzling Oldsmobile to reach ninety miles an hour. He cranked up the radio, rolled down the windows, and searched for a functioning radio station to listen to. He was having the ride of his life and he intended to enjoy every moment.

      The car’s motor hadn’t been tested like that in two decades, and the oil gaskets were none too happy. Soon, a leak developed, and as Ethan squandered gas, the engine lost its oil.

      He’d made it to South Richmond and pulled off at an exit in search of a gas station. With only a few dollars and some loose change he’d found in the glove box, he hoped to pay for some gas and steal the rest. He never got the chance.

      He turned west off the interstate and drove around in search of an open gas station. He smiled as he saw the lights of the Emerald Fast Mart near Cofer Road. The Olds limped toward the station; the pinging sound of the engine had now turned into a full-blown clatter.

      Just as he entered the parking lot, the motor seized and shut down. All of the lights on his dashboard lit up with various shades of red and yellow, indicating the death of the Oldsmobile. Ethan sat there in disbelief. He turned off the ignition and tried to start the motor. It wouldn’t turn over, prompting him to beat the steering wheel in anger.

      “Now what am I supposed to do?” he asked aloud as he studied his surroundings. There were no cars at the fuel pumps of the convenience store, but there were certainly plenty of patrons milling about the entrance. Young men carried on animated conversations amidst clouds of cigarette smoke. Brown paper bags with the necks of beer or liquor bottles were in their hands as they argued about world events or sports or the weather.

      Ethan didn’t know or care. He needed help, so he approached the men. Shy and unsure, Ethan finally mustered the courage to speak to the men, who’d given him the once-over but didn’t acknowledge him.

      “Hey, um, do you guys know anything about cars? Mine broke down and I think—”

      One of the men cut him off before he could finish. “Man, we don’t care nothin’ ’bout you or your busted-up old car. Go ahead on and don’t go bustin’ in on our conversation.”

      The rest of the men started laughing and toasted their liquor bottles together, allowing the loud clink of glass to put an exclamation point on the man’s admonition to Ethan.

      Ethan—young, naïve, and idealistic—persisted. “Come on, guys. I’m from out of town. My mom is missing, and I could use a break.”

      One of the men grinned, his gold teeth glimmering in the fluorescent light shining from the gas station’s canopy. He was the largest of the group and appeared to be the drunkest. He spun the cap onto his bottle of wine and forcefully shoved it into the chest of the first man who’d addressed Ethan. He was flexing the fingers on his right hand as he stood a little taller and approached Ethan.

      “Look here, man. You don’t listen too well.”

      The man had a swagger, a side-to-side swaying movement, as he walked toward Ethan. Ethan stepped back, but it was too late. A right fist connected with his jaw, spinning him around like a top until he landed facedown on the oil-covered pavement.

      Ethan tried to raise his arm to beg the man to stop, but his plea for mercy was ignored. Egged on by his drunk friends, the heavyset man kicked his size fourteen Air Jordans repeatedly into the side of Ethan’s body, knocking the wind out of the boy and likely fracturing several ribs.

      Ethan couldn’t breathe. He tried to crawl away, occasionally looking up for someone, anyone, to come to his aid. He was alone except for the pack of attackers, who were driven insane by the blood gushing out of Ethan’s mouth.

      Suddenly, the large man stopped kicking him. Instead, he grabbed Ethan by the jacket and stood him upright. He wrapped his arms under Ethan’s armpits and held him tight against his chest.

      The rest of the men took turns punching and kicking Ethan, battering the fifteen-year-old’s body beyond recognition. When the attack was over, his shoes and jacket were taken, as were his cell phone and the few dollars from his pockets.

      His body was left unconscious on the cold, dark concrete next to a dumpster in South Richmond, Virginia. Ethan Hightower’s day was done.
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      It was dark when Hayden pulled up to the front gate of the Haven. Several guards stood at attention with their weapons slightly raised. The appearance of her truck immediately placed them on alert. To assuage their apprehension, Hayden rolled down her window and yelled to the guards, “Don’t shoot. I’m Hayden Blount.”

      Alpha’s baritone voice bellowed back to her, “Foxy! It’s about time!”

      “Yeah, well, traffic was bad. How’re ya doin’, Alpha?”

      A flashlight lit up her face, and then another appeared at the passenger side of the Range Rover, drawing an angry hiss from an inhospitable Prowler.

      “Just fine,” he responded as he stopped just short of sticking his head in her window.

      Hayden immediately cautioned him. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Prowler didn’t take too kindly to the last guy who stuck his head through a window. There are still pieces of his face inside here.”

      Alpha let out a hearty laugh. “Yeah, sure. From that furball.”

      Hayden shrugged and leaned back in her seat. “Okay, big guy. Go ahead. Give it a try. Stick your head in and try to grab me.”

      By this point, Prowler was in full defensive mode and was standing on the passenger seat with his back arched. Alpha wisely chose not to test Prowler’s mettle.

      He declined. “Nah, it’s too late to wrestle cats. We haven’t gotten much sleep around here.”

      “Have you had trouble?” she asked, looking ahead impatiently, as she was ready to find her cabin and curl up under the covers.

      “No, not really. We’ve had a few issues, but nothing we couldn’t handle. I hate to have you do this, but we’ve got a protocol to follow, you know. I need you to step out of the truck while we do a quick search.”

      “I get it,” said Hayden as she noticed a guard approaching her vehicle with a German shepherd on a leash. “Who’s that?”

      “That’s Rex, one of our bomb-sniffing dogs.”

      “Seriously? Bomb-sniffing.”

      “Not really, although maybe. He was a former law enforcement K-9. One of two trained dogs here at the Haven now. Um, you might want to keep Prowler safe.”

      Now it was Hayden’s opportunity to burst out laughing. “From that?” she asked, pointing at the shepherd. “It’s the other way around, trust me.”

      She motioned for Prowler to join her, and he quickly made his way across the console and crawled into her arms. As she walked past Alpha, Prowler’s eyes lowered and glared at the large man.

      “Jeez, he is a killer, isn’t he?” asked Alpha.

      “You bet he is.”

      Hayden waited patiently until Alpha’s team gave him the thumbs-up. “Okay, Foxy, you’re good to go. I’ll let Ryan and Blair know you’ve arrived. She said you guys were on a call when something went down.”

      “Yeah, and somehow I stomped on my phone during the melee. Let her know I’m here and safe. I assume we still have our regular morning briefings at the barn?”

      “Absolutely,” replied Alpha. “Bring your weapons and ammo, and we’ll get them secured for you. Plus, we’ve picked up some new artillery since we saw each other last. We’ll get you checked out on it tomorrow sometime. Obviously, we’ve had to limit our range practice due to circumstances.”

      Hayden and Alpha bumped fists. It was a rite of passage that occurred every time she’d come to the Haven. It was the point where she transitioned from being Hayden Blount, the president’s legal counsel, to Foxtrot, one of the defenders of the Haven.

      She loaded Prowler back into the truck and made her way down the dark gravel roads. The tires crunched on the melted and then refrozen snow. As she passed the cabins on the main drive, she noticed lights were on inside almost all of them. Her remaining headlight reflected off the license plates from many states east of the Mississippi, from Florida to New York. She rounded a bend, and then the sight of one particular vehicle caused her to slam on the brakes, forcing Prowler to dig his claws into the leather seats to stop from tumbling onto the floorboard of the truck.

      “Well, would you look at that?” she asked as she stared at the GMC Yukon with the blood-red-painted hood. “Hello, and Godspeed to you, too.”
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      Richmond SWAT eventually showed up at the intersection near the Rankin home, and the enemy combatants who’d squared off for nearly an hour fled in all directions. Even the Guardian Angels, who ordinarily were praised by law enforcement for their nonviolent approach to neighborhood watch, decided not to stick around for the inevitable questioning by police. In anticipation of a dangerous physical confrontation with the various factions brought together to wreak havoc on Richmond, many of the members wielded weapons ranging from stun guns to pepper spray. They did not, however, break out their firearms.

      After the uproar subsided, Tyler approached his vehicles, full of apprehension. He’d prepared himself for the worst case, which included his new truck being vandalized and his belongings stolen. When he arrived at the truck-trailer combination, he shook his head in disbelief. Through it all, his trucks hadn’t received so much as a scratch.

      The family had packed everything they thought they’d need, and Tyler expertly loaded the vehicles, maximizing every available square foot of space. Tyler and Angela focused on the basics—food, water, medical supplies, and bedding.

      They also packed small appliances and things that might come in handy in the event they would be there for an extended stay. The kids brought games, Tyler loaded up tools, and Angela focused on hygiene. As a doctor, she recognized that bacteria, if left unchecked, could be just as deadly as a bullet. Once their things were loaded, the family stood in the foyer and said goodbye to their home.

      It was near midnight, forty-eight hours after the attacks, when they pulled up to the front gate of the Haven. Before he addressed the guards, his mind wandered back to Richmond and those final moments in the home they loved.

      “Mom, do you think we’ll come back?” asked J.C.

      “Of course, honey. I hope this is temporary and I hate that we even have to do it. But nothing is more important than our family.”

      “I know, Mom,” said J.C. with a slight whine. “But all of our things are here, and Dad said the trucks are full.”

      Tyler placed his arm around J.C.’s shoulder and gave his son a squeeze. “Hey, no worries, buddy. We can replace things and houses. But we can’t replace Rankins.”

      Everyone allowed the statement to soak in for a moment, and without another word, they loaded up in the truck for their new adventure.

      Remarkably, unlike other travelers on that day, their trip south to Henry River Mill Village was uneventful. The oversized fuel tank gave Tyler plenty of gasoline to make the three-hundred-mile trek. Angela carefully monitored Tyler’s emergency radio and the Bearcat scanner to listen to first responders being dispatched. That enabled them to avoid the bedlam that had overtaken Durham, North Carolina. Taking back roads delayed their travels by about an hour, but at least they arrived alive.

      After a brief delay at the gate while the security team checked out their trucks, the Rankins pulled into their cabin located on the bank of the Henry River. All of the lights were off in the nearby cabins except for the one immediately adjacent to them.

      “Look, we have a neighbor now,” began Tyler, pointing to their right as they made their way along the wet gravel road. “I never thought they’d sell that cabin to anyone.”

      “Why’s that, Dad?” asked Kaycee.

      “Supposedly, it’s haunted,” replied Tyler. “Your mom and I thought that would be kinda cool, but it was only a one bedroom, so we took the one next door instead.”

      “Yeah,” interjected a now wide-awake J.C., who’d slept the entire trip. “A ghost house would’ve been the best.” J.C. turned in his seat and slid onto his knees so he could crane his neck to look at the allegedly haunted cabin.

      “What do you think, Mom?” asked Kaycee.

      Angela looked in her side-view mirror at the dimly lit cabin and the black conversion van with trailer parked at its side. “Yeah, Peanut, I bet it’s full of spooks and boogeymen.”
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      “Just another day in paradise, right?” asked Ryan as he tried to find a place in a bed full of girls. Invariably, he was the last one to make his way to bed at night. Once Blair had her spot and the two sixty-some-pound bulldogs staked their claim on the perfect place to sleep, Ryan had to make do with what was left. It was a game of Twister that he never tired of playing.

      “Ryan, I like Delta, I really do. But we don’t need this kind of drama.”

      “I understand.”

      “I mean, here’s the thing. I’m not a kid person, don’t get me wrong. And I get that he hasn’t had a lot of practice over the last couple of years. Still, shouldn’t he have made an effort to make sure his two offspring were safely tucked into bed at their cabin? It’s not like he lives twenty miles away, for Pete’s sake.”

      “Honey, I can’t disagree. We both suggested that he bring them to the house. Now I’ve got a problem. Ethan has run off, stealing a car in the process. That brings unwanted attention to the Haven from the sheriff.”

      Blair sat up in bed and gritted her teeth. “Not to mention that we don’t know where Delta’s head’s at. Cort was shooting straight with him, and I appreciate it. But will Delta follow the advice or resent his bluntness? And will he ask us to babysit Skylar while he gallivants off to Philly?”

      “I don’t know,” said a stressed Ryan.

      Blair wasn’t finished. “Plus, Ryan, what if he doesn’t come back? You’ve heard the stories from the Cortlands and Sheltons. It’s getting worse, and now it appears that some puppet master, or maybe several, is pulling the strings.”

      Ryan propped his head up on a pillow. “Like Leland Gaunt.”

      “Yes, for once you’re right, Mr. Smart.”

      Ryan fell back on the pillows and began to laugh. The girls both stretched and groaned a little bit. It was their way of politely telling their parents it was time to go to sleep.

      Ryan thought for a moment and then he said, “Sometimes, I hate it when I’m right.”
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      The only light in X-Ray’s cabin came from the bluish glow of his computer monitors. He’d sat there, staring mindlessly at the screen, for the better part of an hour. As Ryan had requested, he’d been compiling information from news sources around the country and creating a daily report of conditions on the ground, together with the government’s response. It was a logical task that needed to be performed, and X-ray was the right guy for the job.

      He did consider himself the right guy for his side job. When he’d received instructions from his benefactors just after his arrival at the Haven, he found the request to be odd and likely harmless. He didn’t know this Michael Cortland, and he didn’t even bother to research the name online. He was in the process of unpacking and setting up his gear, not to mention trying to assimilate into his new community.

      Now it appeared he’d been drawn into some kind of conspiracy. One that involved the chief of staff to a powerful senator. X-Ray looked through the Google images of Cort standing with his beautiful wife and daughter at various Mobile social functions. They were a loving family. Why is he anyone’s target?

      He swapped windows and studied the coverage of the downing of Delta Flight 322. The reporting focused on the death of Congressman Pratt and the impact his demise would have on impeachment proceedings against the president. There was no mention of a Michael Cortland being a survivor of the crash.

      Was the information given to him by Alpha false? Was Cortland not on the plane? Or was his name scrubbed from media attention for a reason?

      Besides all of that, X-Ray was genuinely bewildered as to how his handlers knew Cortland would be there in the first place.

      There were more questions than answers, and X-Ray’s head began to pound as he tried his best to compartmentalize what he knew. He considered leaving it be, chalking it up to much ado about nothing. Yet the coincidences were too great and the cryptic message he’d received earlier in the day was emphatic.

      Tell no one. Will advise.

      “When?” he shouted the question aloud, instantly covering his mouth as if he’d just yelled Fire! in a crowded movie theater.

      X-Ray stood and wandered about his small cabin. He ran his fingers through his hair and wished he’d smuggled a bottle of gin into the Haven. A Tanqueray and tonic would hit the spot, he thought to himself as the burner phone in his pocket came to life, vibrating relentlessly.

      He quickly pulled the phone out of his pocket and flipped it open. He pushed the select key to change the display to the text function. He read the message and then collapsed back into his swivel office chair.

      
        
        Beware of those around you.

        All is not as it might seem.

        Godspeed, Patriot.

        MM

      

      

      “What?” he shouted again. “Beware of who? You? Jesus!”

      In a rare show of anger and raw emotion, X-Ray flung the phone across the room, where it careened off a lampshade and landed safely on the leather couch in front of the fireplace, its light-blue screen continuing to illuminate despite the attempt to kill it.
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        “Cruelty has a human heart, and jealousy a human face; Terror the human form divine, and secrecy the human dress.”

        ~ William Blake, English Poet, 1795
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        “The Patriot’s blood is the seed of Freedom’s tree.”

        ~ Thomas Campbell, Scottish Poet, 1795
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        “The best medicine against the grapes of wrath is a whiff of grapeshot.”

        ~ Napoleon Bonaparte, the newly installed commander of the Army of Italy, 1795
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        “Our task is not to bring order out of chaos, but to get work done in the midst of chaos.”

        ~ George Peabody, 1795–1869
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        “Scores will be settled …”

        ~ Early American idiom, circa 1795
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        “It’s never too early to start over, but it can be too late.”

        ~ Unknown
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        One Summer day at Yale, 1984

        Late Afternoon

        New Haven, Connecticut

      

      

      Secret societies have existed since the dawn of man—rituals, partnerships, alliances, clubs, and organizations whose activities were generally concealed from nonmembers. It should come as no surprise that Americans have created hundreds of secretive organizations since the days of the early settlers.

      Early on, these clandestine groups were largely political in nature as the early colonists sought a means to break free from the grasp of British rule. The American Revolution had been centuries in the making. Successful revolutions never start overnight. Beginning with the early settling of the New World and the attempts to colonize Roanoke Island in 1585, the Seeds of Liberty, the important stones that were laid into the foundation of American freedom and independence, had been sewn.

      Another secretive society was formed in 1832 at Yale University. A disagreement among collegiate debating teams resulted in a gathering of the school’s class valedictorian, along with fourteen others, to become the founding members of the Order of the Scull and Bones, later modernized to Skull and Bones.

      The exclusive Order of Skull and Bones existed only at Yale. For nearly two centuries, new Bonesmen, as they were called, were initiated into the secretive society. The seniors in the group tapped fifteen juniors at the university, literally, in a ritual evidenced by a tapping on the shoulder and a nod of the head. These select few became Bonesmen.

      The family names of former Bonesmen were historically notable—Vanderbilt, Bush, Rockefeller, Goodyear, Taft, Weyerhaeuser, Kellogg, and Trowbridge. The Order of Skull and Bones helped one another to greatness in America, rising to become influential leaders in business, Supreme Court justices, and presidents.

      From the beginning of its formation, the Order was under attack from professors who objected to its secrecy and from fellow students who claimed the Bonesmen enjoyed financial perks and educational favoritism.

      One such group of students started a new school newspaper at Yale called The Iconoclast. In its first volume, the editorial board of the paper dared to take the Bonesmen head-on. They tried to expose members of the Order and the alleged control over the university’s financial dealings the Bonesmen exerted.

      Year by year, the deadly evil is growing, they wrote in their inaugural issue. Out of every class, Skull and Bones takes its men.

      The article closed with this statement: It is Yale College against Skull and Bones!! We ask all men, as a question of right, which should be allowed to live?

      One thing was certain, The Iconoclast, a publication named for a person who attacked cherished institutions, was not allowed to live. The paper was immediately shut down, and many of its student-editors were expelled from Yale.
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      The legend of the Skull and Bones grew further when, in 1856, the Tomb, a windowless, brownstone meeting hall, was constructed. To this day, outsiders claim strange, occult initiation rites are held twice a week. This was all speculation, of course, because Bonesmen never speak of what happens within the structure’s walls.

      Within the Tomb was lodge room 322, the supposed sanctum sanctorum, the holy of holies, that contained pictures of the founding Bonesmen, together with the emblem of the file and claw.
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      The old engraving had become a symbol for the Skull and Bones with a meaning known only to them. Even the number, 322, had a special significance. Speculation had always run rampant, with no definitive answers emerging.

      One summer day at Yale, in 1984, the Bonesmen gathered at their private island retreat, known as Deer Island, on the St. Lawrence River. The forty-acre retreat was intended to give Bonesmen, students and alumnae alike, the opportunity to rekindle friendships, negotiate business deals, and discuss the politics of the day.

      On that particular summer weekend, a divisiveness grew within the ranks of the Bonesmen. President Ronald Reagan had pleased the conservative members of the Order while enraging the liberal constituency. In a rare showing of the breaking of the ranks of the Skull and Bones, the two disagreeing groups congregated in separate parts of Deer Island.

      The purpose of the agreed-upon separation was to allow cooler heads to prevail so the political acrimony could subside. The alcohol was locked up, and the most influential Bonesmen of the time hoped the arguments could be stopped.

      What actually happened during the cooling-down period would go down in history. The conservative contingent, led by George Trowbridge and Hanson Briscoe, used the rift as an opportunity to plan for the future. The two men could see the direction the country was taking, and in their opinion, it was a path reminiscent of Rome as the empire began to collapse.

      Trowbridge was a student of history. He recognized that collapse had happened to every empire in human history. It was, as he deemed it, a natural law that an empire achieves a certain level of success, its height of power and economic security, and then it implodes.

      In his mind, debauchery and decadence began to rule the day during the time of the Roman Empire, and its decline came soon thereafter. It became a society that was mired in political unrest. Trowbridge, Briscoe, and the other Bonesmen on the right side of the political spectrum agreed and made a solemn vow—this will not happen to America.

      Beginning that summer weekend, through the next three and a half decades, those Bonesmen, and others who agreed with their underlying premise, prepared for the day when they thought America would reach the breaking point.

      They were opportunists who wielded great power over the military-industrial complex and the politicians who controlled the purse strings. For decades, secretive alliances were formed. Politicians were bought. Rank-and-file employees of the government, the media, and strategic businesses were brought into the fold. An army, of sorts, was built, awaiting the moment when they were given the signal. A signal that would come from a single source—MM.

      The collective minds of these Bonesmen had come together that evening in October at Briscoe’s Monocacy Farm to celebrate their attempt to rescue America from a certain decline into anarchy. They set their plan into motion. It was a plan that had been developed, revised, and finalized, waiting for the right moment. It was a plan that was to be trusted.

      To these Bonesmen, the only way to save America was to bring it to the brink of destruction in order to build it back in the vision of the Founding Fathers. Their efforts created a framework, a plan, to give the nation a second chance.

      Trust the plan.
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        Haven Barn

        The Haven

      

      

      Blair Smart never looked back upon her life and thought—what might’ve been. As a high school freshman, she was pretty, popular, and full of potential. Then, one fateful day, while riding in the pickup truck of a classmate with her friends, the sixteen-year-old driver sped up a hill toward a railway crossing, hitting the tracks too fast, and lost control. Blair, who was sitting in the lap of a friend, was thrown forward into the windshield, causing significant injuries to her back and spine.

      The surgeries and recovery associated with the accident forced her to withdraw from high school and abandon the extracurricular activities she enjoyed. For months, as she fought through the pain—both physical, from the accident, and emotional, due to her withdrawal from her normal activities—Blair tried to focus on her future.

      Years later, when she first met Ryan, he told her that his father always suggested that he go to college. “You trade four years for forty,” Ryan had relayed to her his father’s sentiment. Four years of college would set him on a career path toward retirement.

      Blair would never forget the conversation the two of them had over beers at a beach bar on Longboat Key, Florida. They talked about the board game The Game of Life. After you start the game, you quickly have to make an important choice that sets the tone for your life. One path, college, enabled you to make more money in salary, but it took longer to get into the real world, so to speak. The other path, career, threw you right into life and the school of hard knocks.

      At age fifteen, due to the accident, Blair’s choices in the Game of Life were taken away. Her dreams of college and becoming an attorney were over. She was facing physical therapy, home-schooling, and a goal of attaining a GED rather than walking in the graduation processional with her friends.

      Yet she still had options. She was pretty and most certainly could find a husband, have kids, and follow the path of motherhood that so many of her girlfriends had in mind. Or she could enter the business world and find her own way.

      Which she did. With the bulk of her physical therapy behind her, Blair got a job in a beauty salon. Not as a stylist, but as the receptionist. Within just a few months, her organizational skills impressed the owner and she was elevated to the position of office manager. By seventeen, she’d abandoned hope of being an attorney but still pursued her paralegal training. This also led her to training to become a private investigator.

      The consummate overachiever, Blair had barely blown out the candles on her eighteenth birthday cake when she applied for, and received, her licenses in Florida as a paralegal and a private investigator.

      After meeting Ryan, the two worked together and developed various businesses together. Some were successful and others, not so much. But they didn’t care as long as they had a roof over their heads and they could be at each other’s side.

      When the Smarts won the lottery, they could’ve followed in the footsteps of other mega-millions winners by throwing lavish parties, spending money on toys, or impressing friends with expensive trips. Instead, they stuck to their plan, which focused on the safety and future of their family.

      Now, as she stood in Haven Barn watching introductions being made and small talk exchanged between the strangers who knew nothing of one another, her chest swelled with pride. None of the people gathered for the morning meeting realized that they were all brought together for a purpose, one that was conceived many years ago in the minds of Ryan and Blair Smart long before those lucky numbers had appeared on those ping-pong balls of the Florida lottery.

      Fate determines who enters your life, but actions determine who remains.

      “You! You’re the young lady that helped us in Richmond!” shouted Donna Shelton as she rushed to Hayden Blount’s side. “I’ll never forget your face, even in the middle of the chaos.”

      “You’re the gold Yukon?”

      “Yes, dear,” replied Donna. “Tom! Tom! Come here, quick!”

      Tom Shelton was speaking privately with Ryan when Donna got his attention. He excused himself and rushed over to her side with a concerned look on his face, until the recognition overcame him.

      “Impossible,” he began. “It’s you! My God, this is an amazing coincidence! My name is Tom Shelton.”

      Donna exuded exuberance. “I’m his wife, Donna. I can’t believe we’ve crossed paths again.”

      Hayden was also in shock at the unexpected turn of events. Her eyes darted around the room as she noticed the others pausing their conversations to listen in. “My name’s Hayden Blount, and I work in DC. I was on my way here, of course, when the whole thing happened at that bridge overpass.”

      “This is like the Twilight Zone,” said Donna as she spontaneously hugged Hayden. “Young lady, I don’t know how we can thank you enough.”

      “Let me echo my wife’s sentiments,” added Tom. “We’d been traveling in New York City and had been given a ride to nearby Norfolk from a, well, a friend.” Tom glanced at Meredith Cortland, who gave him a knowing smile.

      Donna picked up on his sudden pause and continued for him. “And here we are. What a small world this is, right?”

      “It sure is,” said Hayden.

      Tom recovered and his curiosity got the best of him. “Hayden, I have to ask you something.”

      “Okay,” she replied with a hesitant look on her face. Hayden lived in a world full of opportunists and vultures in Washington. Her legal training always kept her on guard.

      “During the melee, one of the men was trying to get into your vehicle,” Tom began. “Suddenly, he fell backwards onto the pavement, and his face was …” He grimaced as his voice trailed off.

      Hayden nodded and allowed herself a slight smile. “Prowler didn’t take too kindly to the guy invading his space.”

      “Prowler?” asked Donna.

      “He’s my Maine coon cat, and let’s just say he’s bigger than the average cat.”

      “More like a lion,” quipped Alpha from the other side of the room. Hayden glanced in his direction and then realized everyone had stopped talking as they became intrigued by the chance encounter between Hayden and the Sheltons.

      “He’s a big one,” added Ryan. “What happened?”

      “This guy, one of a dozen or more who attacked us, was trying to grab me through the passenger window,” Hayden replied. “Prowler was pissed. He did some real damage to the guy’s face.”

      “I can attest to that.”

      Hayden and the Sheltons turned their attention to the woman’s voice.

      “I’m Dr. Angela Rankin, a doctor at VCU. I was working in the ER when this patient came in, handcuffed to a gurney and escorted by police. We’d never seen anything like it. The consensus was he was attacked by a bobcat or something larger.”

      “No, just Prowler, although he’s as large as many dogs. He’s, well, very territorial.”

      The room erupted in laughter, except for Cort, who said, “There are a lot of coincidences here, including one that I haven’t mentioned yet. By the way, I’m Michael Cortland, but you can call me Cort. This is my wife, Meredith, and our daughter, Hannah, is with us too.”

      “Are you gonna tell them?” asked Meredith.

      “Yes, I think so,” he replied. “A couple of things. First, and I haven’t mentioned this to Delta over there.” Cort pointed in Delta’s direction, who waved.

      “My real name is Will Hightower, but around here, I’m Delta.”

      Hayden smiled at Will and introduced herself with her moniker while at the Haven. “They call me Foxtrot.”

      “Foxy!” shouted Alpha.

      “In your dreams, buddy,” Hayden threw it back at him before turning back to Cort. “Go ahead, please continue.”

      He glanced at Delta and explained, “When I met your daughter last night, I remembered something that I needed to ask you about. Were your kids traveling alone, possibly from Philadelphia to Atlanta? She might’ve been wearing a light blue sweat suit?”

      “Yes, exactly,” replied Delta. “How would you—?”

      “They walked right in front of me along the concourse when I was waiting for my flight to Mobile.”

      Delta perked up. “Wait. Hold on. The kids were on Delta 322 from Philly. I was at baggage claim to greet them.”

      “Delta 322 was the flight that continued to Mobile, and I was on it. Well, at least until it landed in the Gulf of Mexico.”

      “Huh?” asked Tyler Rankin. Angela squeezed her husband’s hand and he allowed them to continue.

      Meredith picked up the conversation, as she noticed Cort suddenly became withdrawn as he recalled the memory of New Year’s Eve. “There’s more, everyone. Cort was within reaching distance of Delta’s kids in the Atlanta airport. Also, the Sheltons met with my father, who lives in New Haven, Connecticut. They knew one another when Tom was in the military.”

      “That’s right, and then Hayden helped us in Richmond, and the guy who attacked her landed in Dr. Rankin’s ER.”

      “Angela, please. Doctor is so formal.”

      “Is this crazy or what?” asked Alpha.

      Blair smiled to herself. She understood how these things work. The universe finds ways to put souls together. That was how she and Ryan found one another. Some occurrences were just too inexplicable to be explained away as mere coincidence.

      Fate. Destiny. Call it what you will. Blair knew it was meant to be.
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      To some, it might seem like an episode of the television show LOST, but not to Blair. She knew all of these people intimately, more so than any of them realized. The School of Hard Knocks had taught her well as she entered adulthood in her teenage years. Everything she and Ryan had experienced in their lives, both before they met and after they were married, led up to this moment. Their successes gave them the opportunity to create the Haven and bring everyone together. But their failures and practical knowledge enabled them to create a group that would mesh under pressure. The fact, however, that they had interacted with one another in so many different, unexpected ways was more than just fate. It was almost supernatural.

      “Guys,” began Ryan, interrupting the conversation, “we’re gonna have more opportunities to get to know one another and trade stories about your journeys, but we’ve got some important business to discuss first. Would everyone please gather around the whiteboards with me?”

      The group wound up their conversations with one another, and Blair heard promises of several people to talk later. She studied the faces of the residents she and Ryan had handpicked to be the core members of their team.

      To be sure, everyone within the Haven had a role to play or they wouldn’t have been selected. Those within the community had been screened, vetted, and assessed as to how they would advance the Smarts’ goal of creating a safe haven during a time of societal collapse.

      She stood at the back of the room, watching Ryan begin the morning meeting, and she considered the strengths of the five diverse groups of people who had now coalesced together as an extended family.

      Blair expected that the connection between the Sheltons and the Cortlands would reveal itself. Naturally, Tom Shelton could never know she had the ability to peek into his financial affairs and had seen the regular monthly deposits into his account from an obscure limited liability company in Providenciales. Blair knew how their banking system worked, and a few phone calls to Barclay’s Bank in the Turks and Caicos enabled her to gain access. Then she’d traced the origins of the LLC back to George Trowbridge’s company.

      At first, she wasn’t sure whether the relationship would be a problem. She noticed that social events attended by Trowbridge never mentioned a daughter. Likewise, none of the images posted on Meredith’s Facebook or Instagram accounts referenced her father.

      She filed it away as information that was good to know, but not necessarily a reason to exclude either of the families from the Haven. As it turned out, it drew them closer together, and Ryan’s intuition from a year ago that Tom and Cort would make excellent advisors in the event of a collapse was spot-on.

      “All of you have found your way to the Haven from different directions and under exceptional circumstances,” said Ryan in a loud tone of voice to get everyone’s attention. “Every bit of knowledge you gathered along the way, all of your experiences, will help us formulate a plan to protect everyone in the community.”

      Alpha stepped forward. “Ryan and Blair have created an excellent security plan, and we’ve got a great team in place to implement it. But as Sun-tzu wrote in The Art of War, know thy enemy as you know thyself. We have to anticipate what happens next in the event the crazies bring their happy asses to our doorstep.”

      Hayden laughed. “Trust me. Crazy never takes a vacation in DC. From what I’ve seen, it’s consumed everyone outside the Haven too.”

      Ryan stepped forward. “One of the things that will help us is to develop a working theory of what’s happening. It should come as no surprise to any of you that I detest the media. All of them. They all lie, exaggerate, tell half-truths, and manipulate Americans to advance their own narratives. Their actions disgust me, but it is what it is. We need to determine if this situation is going to get worse, and whether we need to be prepared for the proverbial golden hordes descending upon us from nearby towns and cities.”

      Alpha stepped forward. “We all recognize the fact that the Haven isn’t exactly a secret in the community. Ryan and Blair built this place like a fortress for a reason. However, that most likely garnered the attention of the locals, and in a panicked crisis, word can spread quickly. Having a working theory of what’s happening and who’s behind it will help us explain, predict, and understand the causes of the collapse, and how we should adjust our security plan.”

      “Because security is all important,” added Ryan. “If you can’t defend it, it isn’t yours.”

      Members of the group began to talk to one another, and Cort moved closer to the whiteboard. He gestured toward the markers, and Ryan stepped aside to let him lead the conversation.

      Cort began to create a freehand drawing of the United States. He wrote in the names of the cities that were directly attacked—Seattle, Chicago, Detroit, Los Angeles, Washington, New York, and Philadelphia. Then, using a green marker, he wrote the words Atlanta concert and Delta 322 in smaller print over their approximate locations on the map. Finally, using a red marker, he wrote EMP next to Philadelphia; cyber next to DC; drone next to New York, followed by the various means of attack next to the other cities in the Midwest and Los Angeles. Next to Atlanta, he wrote the word terrorist. Next to Delta 322, he wrote the letters RFW.

      “Okay, thanks for bearing with me and I hope you can read my chicken scratch. My mom always said I wrote like a doctor but thought like a lawyer.”

      The group laughed along with Cort.

      Ryan spoke first. “I’m seeing a pattern.”

      Cort nodded. “Good, Ryan. Me too. You go first.”

      “Let’s talk locations,” continued Ryan. “Except for your flight, all of the attacks took place in major cities, although the attack at the Mercedes-Benz Stadium appeared isolated and unconnected.”

      “But the timing,” interjected Delta before Cort raised his hand to stop him.

      “We’ll get to that in just a moment,” said Cort. “Ryan’s correct, but let me take it one step further. What else do these larger cities have in common?”

      “Dense population,” replied Tyler.

      “True, but there’s more,” said Cort. “We touched on this briefly last night before everyone arrived. Consider the demographics of these six metropolitan areas.”

      Angela reeled off several characteristics. “Inner city. Minority. Poor.”

      “Exactly, Dr. Rank—um, Angela,” said Cort as he pointed the marker at her. “I’m a student of politics and, like Hayden, deeply in tune to the thinking of DC. Everything nowadays is looked at through the spectrum of a political lens.”

      Hayden nodded in agreement. “I’m not a politician, but it’s apparent that these cities weren’t just chosen because of their population size. They were picked because of their political proclivities.”

      “Yes!” exclaimed Cort. He turned to the map and ran his fingers around the interior of the U.S. border. “Where are the large-scale attacks on San Diego? Dallas? Houston? Kansas City? Or any of the major Southeastern cities. In my opinion, the traditional liberal voting enclaves were targeted.”

      “Ethnic cleansing?” asked Ryan.

      “Sort of,” replied Cort.

      “Richmond was falling apart at the seams,” added Tyler. “It wasn’t attacked, but it was feeling the heat.”

      “Charlotte, too,” added Meredith. “We saw gangs attacking one another in the street with clubs and rocks.”

      “Same thing in Richmond,” said Angela. “These people dressed in black broke into our house and tried to attack our kids. Then they moved down the street and ended up in a brawl with these guys wearing red caps.”

      “The people in Charlotte were dressed in black too,” added Meredith.

      “I saw them in DC before I left,” added Hayden. “They were spray-painting graffiti that looked like a fist holding a black rose in the air on a bridge abutment.”

      “We saw it in Richmond as well,” added Donna. “It was next to our truck just as the fighting began. You know what? They were all dressed in black too.”

      “Rosa Negra,” mumbled Ryan.

      “What?” asked Hayden.

      “Rosa Negra. They’re an anarchist federation made up of the worst of the worst from Antifa, Black Lives Matter, and the Occupy Wall Street groups. Rosa Negra means the Black Rose. That’s their symbol.”

      “Are they on the East Coast?” asked Cort.

      Ryan nodded. “Yeah, believe it or not, not all anarchist activity occurs in Seattle or Portland. The Black Rose is well-funded, organized, and at the beck and call of György Schwartz, the international money guy.”

      “The scourge of the right,” said Cort. “Schwartz and his organizations fund a lot of left-leaning political activity around the world. My father-in-law hates him.”

      Meredith furrowed her brow and gave Cort a puzzled look.

      “It sounds to me that what y’all witnessed in Charlotte and Richmond is the resistance fighting back,” said Ryan.

      Blair had teased Ryan about spending so much time on conspiracy theories concerning Schwartz and the so-called resistance. The point he continuously made to her was that the people who dressed up in their black garb and hid their faces didn’t have the kind of money necessary to fund their activities. He bought into the theories that the resistance was a tool of the Schwartz family to destabilize American society and draw attention to their political beliefs. Maybe he was right?

      “To me, this is only a small part of the overall picture we’re looking at,” said Delta. “You guys who know politics are probably correct. Here’s what I want to know. Who pulled the trigger to begin with?”

      “Big triggers,” added Alpha. “The advanced weaponry you guys have described did not come from your local gun shop. This is heavy artillery in today’s age of modern warfare.”

      “Especially the EMPs,” said Ryan.

      “I can shed some light on part of it,” interjected Tom. “From what I’m hearing of the power outages in Eastern Pennsylvania and New Jersey, the EMP had to be targeted, low trajectory, and fired from a fairly short distance. My guess is that it was delivered from an underwater location.”

      Cort stepped closer to Tom. “Russians? They have the capability and their sub warfare program is on par with ours.”

      “They certainly have the cyber capabilities that were used in DC and other parts of the country,” added Ryan.

      “All true,” replied Tom. “But toward what end? The Russians use cyber and electromagnetic pulse technology as a precursor to an invasion. They haven’t been beating the drums of war, nor are they amassed at our borders. In fact, they’ve reached out to the president to offer aid, according to the news reports.”

      “Subterfuge and propaganda,” interjected Alpha.

      “Maybe, but not likely,” said Cort. “Consider all of the scenarios. Why would the Russians risk getting their operatives caught in Atlanta and New York during the terrorist-like attacks on those locations? And why take down my flight? If they were going to deploy their radio frequency weapon to cause maximum damage, they would’ve tried it out on Air Force One or the chopper taking the president out of Mar-a-Lago. If they stuck with EMP weaponry and cyber, at least they’d have plausible deniability going for them.”

      The room became quiet as everyone absorbed the theories being bantered about. Hayden pushed her way to the front and took the red marker from Cort. On a board next to the one Cort had been using, she wrote Rosa Negra on the left side and then drew two arrows in the center, one pointing left and the other pointing to the right. She paused for a moment and turned to the group.

      “How many of you have received strange text messages since New Year’s Eve?” she asked as she raised her hand, indicating she was a recipient.

      Tom Shelton raised his hand. “I did on New Year’s Eve, and then another one after that. I must admit, the tone and tenor of the message was similar to the ones that I received when I was at Joint Base Charleston.”

      Hayden turned to the whiteboard. “I received them as well. Very mysterious and cryptic, but they had one common element. They were signed …” Her voice trailed off as she wrote the letters MM on the whiteboard. She turned and made eye contact with Tom, who nodded.

      “Same here,” he said.

      Hayden replaced the cap on the marker and tapped the board with the end. “MM. Who is this mystery person or group, and what does MM stand for?”

      The group looked at one another. Some shrugged and others shook their head side to side, as they were unable to give an opinion. Then the voice of a young boy provided an answer from the back of the room.

      “Minutemen.”
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      Hanson Briscoe’s uneasy feeling followed him from his meeting with George Trowbridge and was firmly ensconced in his psyche by the time he returned to Monocacy Farm. The damp, cold Maryland winter was unforgiving on his aging body, and the spacious rooms of the antebellum mansion did little to take the chill out of his bones. Despite the roaring fire in the large ballroom, Briscoe’s sense of foreboding prevented him from relaxing.

      He allowed himself a touch of brandy in his morning coffee as he prepared for the second wave of disruptive attacks within the United States. The next target would be popular with many, and a source of consternation for others. Despite the symbolism behind the next step, the real purpose was to create uncertainty by cutting off the ability for information to be disseminated to everyday Americans.

      He’d pulled open the ceiling-to-floor velvet drapes that covered half a dozen television monitors on the wall adjacent to the foyer. He rarely powered on the screens, opting instead to watch important news matters inside the privacy of his study. Typically, the ballroom was used to host political events such as fund-raisers and election night parties, when his candidates were expected to win, of course.

      One by one, Briscoe powered on the monitors to reveal nonstop coverage from both the cable news networks and the Big Three—CBS, NBC, and ABC. Each of the networks either interviewed pundits who did their best to prognosticate, or the screens displayed images of chaos transmitted from around the country, depicting an America on the brink of collapse.

      Briscoe pulled out his phone and initiated a series of texts to his cyber operatives around the world. It was important for the cyber sleuths to be misdirected to potential locations outside North America. He was keenly aware of the problem of attribution when cyber attacks were initiated, especially when it came to an attack on the nation’s critical infrastructure. Thus far, anyone with an opinion was able to point a finger of blame at the perpetrator of the New Year’s Eve attack. His next move would add to the confusion and provide even more arguments as to who the guilty party was.

      He sent the final text message instructing the well-paid and highly talented cyber warriors to initiate the next step in his intricate plan. He settled into an overstuffed settee in front of the screens and watched the images come in from Richmond and Charlotte. The news reports interspersed graphics with the live feeds showing the spray-painted graffiti of the Black Rose Federation, who’d suddenly become a prominent source of coverage.

      He sipped his coffee and winced, not at the temperature but rather at the strength of the brandy that he’d added to the cup. A second sip took away the sting of the alcohol, and he allowed himself a smile as he considered that he might just partake of several more cups of the concoction before the day was over.

      “La Rosa Negra,” he muttered aloud to no one. Briscoe was alone in the spacious home, as the staff had been told to stay away while he conducted this next phase of the plan. They were all good people and he trusted them, to an extent, but he also wanted to be alone with his thoughts.

      Briscoe was wrestling with the failed attempt on Michael Cortland’s life. He knew that it was a power play that could’ve reaped big rewards for him, considering the ill-health of Cortland’s father-in-law, George Trowbridge. Everyone within their circle of trust, a close-knit group formed years ago during a Skull and Bones retreat at Yale, knew that Cortland was the heir apparent to the Trowbridge legacy and power base.

      Briscoe, like his ancestors before him, had grown weary of living in the shadow of others. He believed he’d earned the right to carry the torch of power once Trowbridge passed away. Not Cortland, who’d never been involved in the company business, as his fellow Bonesmen referred to their geopolitical machinations.

      The fortuitous turn of events that landed Cortland a seat on Delta 322, the aircraft carrying the original target, Congressman Pratt, was too good for Briscoe to pass up. To be sure, he hadn’t received the flight manifest before the chopper took off from the remote area in the Florida Panhandle en route to the oil platform off the coast of Alabama. However, he still had the ability to call off the assassination and downing of the aircraft. He’d chosen to look the other way and allow things to play out.

      He never imagined Cortland would survive. At first, he scrambled to prepare his excuses for the mistake. Then, time passed and Trowbridge didn’t contact him. When he was summoned to the Trowbridge residence, he thought his days on earth were over, but the conversation was businesslike and even cordial. He left there feeling he’d been watched over by a guardian angel.

      All of which had resulted in this melancholy mood that had overtaken him since his trip to East Haven. The guilt of allowing Cortland to be put at risk of dying was beginning to weigh on him, and he was now seriously considering a mea culpa, an acknowledgement of guilt and a plea for forgiveness from the man whose wealth and contacts made this entire operation possible—Trowbridge.

      Suddenly, one of the screens turned to gray snow, an indication that the CNN news network had been unplugged. MSNBC suffered a worse fate. Smoke suddenly appeared to come out of the computer monitors embedded in the news hosts’ desk in front of them. They were startled at first, but when sparks shot out of electrical outlets near their feet, the newscasters shrieked and pushed away from the desk out of fear.

      The news sets from Fox News, C-Span and NBC News also experienced sudden bursts of smoke and sparks from their computer equipment. These network studios were housed in the same building in the four-hundred block of North Capitol Street in Washington.

      Within sixty seconds, all of the monitors either produced a blank screen or snowy static. Briscoe smiled once again as he poured the rest of the coffee and brandy down his throat with a wince. The harshness on his throat didn’t prevent him from standing up to pour another half cup of coffee, with half a cup of brandy. Sure, it was early, but unplugging the American news networks was a moment worth celebrating in Briscoe’s mind.

      He stood by the butler’s cart, taking another sip and enjoying the monitors that were devoid of any feed whatsoever, when a shadow crossed his vision just outside the ballroom’s massive doors leading to the back veranda.

      Then he heard a muted thud. It was metallic sounding, but somehow coupled with the sound of his marble floor. Briscoe could sense the intruders. He tried to appear nonchalant as he slowly set his coffee cup on the cart.

      He pulled his cardigan tight around his chest and nonchalantly walked toward the fireplace. The roaring blaze warmed his body, and just as he reached the hearth, that point at which the view of the ballroom was obscured by the curtains, he dropped to his knees, pulled back the area rug, and grabbed a stainless-steel ring that was inset into the wood floor.

      Briscoe quickly opened the hatch and dropped to the top rungs of an old wooden ladder. As he’d practiced many times before during his lifetime, he deftly slid the rug over the top of the hatch and slowly closed the door, leaving no indication that he’d escaped.

      He’d barely reached the dark, dusty basement floor when he heard the glass break in the rear doors and heavy footsteps pounding the floor above him, causing centuries-old dust and dirt to rain down upon his gray hair.

      From the early days of the settlers, who feared attacks by Indians, through the days of the Civil War, antebellum mansions had safe places and tunnels built in to their foundations to protect the owners from attack. Briscoe didn’t hesitate to use the labyrinth of tunnels to hide until dark, allowing him to escape into the cold morning air at Monocacy Farm that day.

      When he crawled out of a root cellar nearly a quarter mile away from the mansion, he was shoeless and shivering. But he was alive.
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      Blair swung her body around in search of the voice that had snuck up on her. She was so enthralled with the recollection of the events by the group that she hadn’t noticed J.C. and Kaycee Rankin, who’d entered the conference room behind her.

      “Kids, why aren’t you back at the cabin?” asked Tyler with a stern admonishment. He began walking toward them when Cort interrupted him.

      “Wait. What did you say, young man?”

      J.C. stood a little taller so he could be heard. “Minutemen. MM is used for Minutemen in some of the books I read about the American Revolution.”

      Blair looked down at the youngster in disbelief. “You read books about the Revolutionary War?”

      “Yes, ma’am. My dad says they won’t teach about it in school, so me and Peanut have to learn it on our own.”

      “Peanut?” asked a confused Blair.

      “That’s me, ma’am. My name is Kaycee, but they all call me Peanut.”

      “O-kay,” said Blair, drawing out the word as the sudden appearance of the kids and their interaction with the adults threw her off guard. Blair wasn’t around kids very much so they were somewhat alien to her, although her first impression of the Rankin children changed her point of view.

      Tyler and Angela had rushed to the kids’ sides and were about to escort them out of the conference room at Haven Barn when Cort asked young J.C. a question.

      “J.C., do you recall in the books any examples of the colonists using the initials MM on letters or marked on buildings?”

      “Yes, sir, and carved on trees too. It was a way to let the other people in town know who the good guys were.”

      Cort waved to J.C. and encouraged the boy to join him by the whiteboard. J.C. pushed his way through the crowd, and when he arrived at the front, rather than taking on a shy demeanor, he took charge of the room.

      “I always liked the stories about the Minutemen because they reminded me of my dad. He’s a firefighter and he’s always gotta be ready at a minute’s warning, just like the first Minutemen who fought for the revolution.”

      “You learned this on your own?” asked Blair, surprised that the child would be interested in such matters.

      “Yes, ma’am,” replied J.C., and then he went on to explain. “Two years before we declared independence, local towns tried to eliminate soldiers who might have been loyal to England from their local police and army forces. They wanted the patriots’ names to be kept a secret, so they told the men to be ready on a minute’s notice to fight the Indians or the British, or whatever was necessary to protect the town. That’s how they became Minutemen.”

      J.C. caught his breath and continued. “The first Minutemen were used in Massachusetts, and when the war started at the Battles of Lexington and Concord, the Minutemen led the charge.”

      Blair made eye contact with Ryan and smiled. He knew she was impressed with the kid. J.C. elaborated somewhat more and then yielded the floor back to Cort.

      “This makes sense, especially from a symbolism standpoint,” Cort began to explain his theory. “Someone, or a group, most likely, has decided to take things upon themselves to escalate the war of words between the left and right to a whole new level. I’m sorry to say this, but I’m beginning to see a pattern here that may have well-intended purposes based on the principles of our nation’s founding, but the execution of which will result in the deaths of millions of Americans.”

      “Wait, hold up,” interrupted Delta. “Are you saying our side started this mess? I mean, conservatives used their resources to attack typically liberal parts of the country, the consequences be damned?”

      Tom was quick to respond, “Delta, this is all speculation, but I, for one, am prepared to rule out a foreign country. They’ve never had an incentive to broadside us like this without a larger plan. The events of New Year’s Eve were intended to stir an already boiling over pot, in my opinion.”

      “I agree with Tom,” said Cort. “Nobody’s laid claim to the attacks. The weaponry was too advanced to be in the hands of terrorists. All of the attacks, including the downing of my plane and the incident in Atlanta at the stadium, were perfectly timed to coincide with the larger operations. This could very well be an inside job, in a manner of speaking.”

      “We attacked ourselves? I can’t believe that,” said Delta.

      Ryan moved in to calm everyone down. “I can. Given time, I can give you a couple of hundred examples of governments using false-flag activity to manipulate their citizens.” A false-flag event was a covert operation undertaken by a group, or a government, with the intent to misdirect the source of the action, but was ultimately used to manipulate the citizens of the nation under attack.

      “It’s not that surprising,” added Cort. “Adolf Hitler once said if you tell a big enough lie, and tell it frequently enough, it will be believed.”

      Delta continued to argue against the notion. “You’ve already said that nobody has claimed responsibility. Now you wanna blame our own government and, in the process, point the finger of blame at conservatives?”

      Ryan shot a glance at Alpha and then over at Blair. He welcomed dissenting opinion, but Delta seemed to be a little over-the-top in his counter-arguments. Blair suspected the weight of his decision to fetch his son, Ethan, or not, was causing him to be emotional.

      “Delta, we’re still in the early stages of this attack on America, and for all we know, it’s not over yet,” said Cort. “That said, the facts as we know them are beginning to point to a coordinated effort from within our own government because the tools were possessed by us. And, without stirring up too much controversy or upsetting the president’s legal counsel, who is with us, war and turmoil favor the commander-in-chief from a political standpoint. When a president is under siege politically, like ours is, it helps him to divert attention away from scandals and to focus the public’s ire upon America’s enemies.”

      Delta was still stinging from Cort’s rebuke the night before at Haven House after the disappearance of Ethan. He let his attitude show in his response. “Our president is tougher than any namby-pamby politician in office. He can fight his own battles without attacking our own. I refuse to believe he had anything to do with this.”

      Cort shot back, “Who else would have the authority to order these types of strikes?”

      Tom kicked at a dust bunny that lay at his feet and hesitated before speaking. Finally, he mumbled loud enough for those at the front of the room to hear him, “You’d be surprised.”

      Ryan intervened because he saw the meeting getting off track. “Okay, okay. Let’s not argue amongst ourselves over speculation. It’s a bunch of bickering that may have led us to this debacle to begin with, if what we know is true.”

      J.C. continued to stand in the midst of the adults, who were arguing over who to blame, when he raised his hand. “Um, his name is Alpha, right? And you’re Delta?”

      “That’s right,” replied Alpha in his baritone voice.

      “My name’s J.C. What kind of cool name can I have?”

      The ladies in the room laughed at the youngster’s confidence as he inserted himself into the adult conversation.

      “He’s quite a charmer, isn’t he?” asked Donna.

      “Just like his daddy,” said Angela, who gave Tyler a playful shove.

      Alpha walked up to J.C. and put his hand on his shoulder. “Well, J.C., the code word in the military alphabet for J is Juliett.”

      “No way, not a girl’s name!” protested J.C.

      “Hey, I have an idea,” said Hayden. “Since the young man is so charming, as all of us ladies will attest, let’s designate him R for Romeo.”

      “Yeah, Romeo!” exclaimed J.C. “I’ll take it!”

      “Romeo it is,” said Ryan. “And how about Kaycee?”

      “She’s Peanut,” J.C. quickly answered.

      “No, I’m grown up now and I want a code name, too. What’s the name for K?”

      “Kilo,” replied Alpha.

      “K for Kilo and Kaycee. Works for me!”

      The adults got a good chuckle, and the exchange with the kids worked to ease tensions in the room. Angela gathered up the newly designated Kilo and Romeo. The two kids protested briefly but then agreed to find their way back to the cabin.

      While the group continued conversations between themselves, Blair looked around the conference room. That was when she noticed that X-Ray, who’d stood off to the side the entire time and never once contributed to the conversation, had disappeared.
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      Delta had tossed and turned all night, regaining his former self as Will Hightower, estranged father to two kids, one of whom had run away and likely committed a felony in the process. After he and Skylar had returned to their cabin, the two talked it through. His daughter had been remarkably calm under the circumstances and, frankly, much more rational than he was.

      Skylar reassured her father that Ethan could take care of himself. She broke sister-code and revealed to Delta all of the misdeeds Ethan had committed since the divorce and Delta’s subsequent move to Atlanta. This caused Delta even more angst as he continued to pile heaps of guilt upon his shoulders, but Skylar, wise beyond her eleven years, continuously reminded her father that Ethan had experienced a lot as a teen, and if anyone could make it on his own, it was her brother. He might not be able to survive in the woods, but he could survive on the streets.

      Nonetheless, after their heartfelt conversation—during which Skylar promised to be by his side the whole way, or stay at the cabin and fend for herself, which she had grown accustomed to doing anyway back home—Delta was finally alone with his thoughts.

      He was torn between doing what he thought was the right thing for his child and the logical conclusions that invaded his thought processes. Naturally, Delta assumed his son was headed home, to Philadelphia, where hopefully Karen and even that louse Frankie, her boyfriend, would be waiting.

      He would be searching for a needle in a haystack. Ethan was not responding to his phone calls. If Ethan had run into trouble, either by running out of gas or running into the kinds of thugs roaming the streets like the Sheltons and Hayden had, then it most likely would’ve happened by the next morning. Likewise, if he was able to travel home without difficulty, he’d be there already. In either event, nobody had attempted to call him.

      Delta had to make a decision because people at the Haven were relying upon him, especially his young daughter, who’d be left in the care of complete strangers if he struck out without her. After what he’d heard that morning from those who’d had bad experiences in Richmond, he began to fear for Ethan’s safety even more. As the morning meeting broke up and everyone went about their daily chores, he felt obligated to pull Ryan and Blair aside to discuss his options. The Smarts were heading toward their Ranger four-wheeler when Delta caught up with them.

      “Hey, guys, can I talk to you a minute?”

      Blair grabbed Ryan by the sleeve, who was anxious to get back to Haven House for a follow-up meeting with Tom and Cort. They both stopped and waited for Delta.

      “You need a ride back to your cabin?” asked Ryan.

      “Well, um, sure, but that’s not the reason I need to talk with you alone. Can you give me a lift and I’ll go over it on the way?”

      “Hop in,” replied Blair, who volunteered the front seat to the longer-legged Delta.

      Ryan fired up the Ranger and got the heat going as they slowly made their way out of the sawdust and pine needle parking area that surrounded Haven Barn and onto the gravel road that ran through the heart of the former Hunger Games movie set.

      Delta jumped right in. “I barely slept last night, trying to decide what to do. You know, I have an amazing kid waiting for me up ahead. Sky gave me great advice and reassurances that she’d be fine whatever I decide.”

      “Including taking her along?” asked Blair with a hint of disapproval.

      “Nah. I told her that was not an option under any circumstances. Naturally, I believe in the old African proverb ‘If you wanna go quickly, go alone. If you wanna go far, go together.’ If Ethan got in trouble while on the road, he’d need my help right away, and I can’t necessarily protect one child while trying to rescue another. I could lose them both.”

      “Do you think Ethan is in trouble?” asked Ryan, who periodically glanced in the rearview mirror at Blair to gauge her reaction to the conversation.

      “I’ve heard nothing from Ethan or his mother. It’s impossible to tell, although I could argue no news is good news.”

      “You’re assuming he went back home, right?” asked Ryan.

      “I talked to Sky about that, too. He doesn’t have any close friends, and we didn’t have any other family except Karen’s sister in upstate New York. He wouldn’t pass Philly to go there.”

      “What are you gonna do?” asked Blair, who wanted to cut to the chase. She’d been annoyed by the drama from the beginning.

      “It’s a tough decision. I feel like a crappy parent by not chasing after him. However, I have no way of contacting him. He could be anywhere or stuck somewhere in Richmond facing the same issues the others came up against.”

      “Exactly,” said Ryan. “Richmond is too dangerous. I’d advise you to drive around the city if you’re going back to Philly to look for him.”

      Delta paused and responded, “Yeah, except Ethan doesn’t know what we know. He would’ve taken the direct route through the city, right into the heat of the frying pan. Besides, I’m not worried about any of that. I can handle myself.”

      “Sooo?” Blair was growing impatient.

      “Okay, Meredith and Donna both promised to watch over Sky for me and, without saying it, they are fully aware that something might happen that would prevent me from coming back. You know?”

      “Yeah,” said Blair. “You’re chasing after a runaway teen and leaving a loving, vulnerable daughter behind.”

      “I know, Blair. That’s not lost on me. But am I a piece-of-crap father for not trying?”

      “Delta, who cares what others think about you?” Blair was blunt in her response. “I know you’ve talked to a lot of the others to get opinions and advice. Here’s mine. Stay put. Take care of that beautiful little girl. Ethan’s fifteen going on thirty, from what I can see. He seems street smart. Just because he’s not eighteen, or technically not an adult, doesn’t mean he can’t fend for himself.”

      Ryan glanced over at Delta. “Man, I’ve got to agree. Either trust that Ethan makes it home or he comes to his senses and returns to the Haven. You should be here, either way.”

      Ryan wheeled the Ranger into the parking area in front of Delta’s cabin. Skylar came out the front door, waving to them with a big smile on her face. She was holding up the painting that Blair had commissioned her to create.

      Blair was the first to exit the Ranger and approach Skylar, who proudly presented the painting of their cabin to Blair.

      “Miss Blair, it’s perfect timing. I just finished it for you. Whadya think?”

      Blair accepted the watercolor painting from the young artist and a slight tear came to her eye. She studied it for a moment, dropped to one knee and gave Skylar a big hug.

      She whispered into the child’s ear, “I absolutely love it, Sky. Thank you so much for making it. Would you like to come up to the house and help me pick out the perfect frame, and then we can find a place to hang it?”

      “That would be awesome,” responded Skylar. “And while we’re there, we can talk about any other paintings that you’d like commissioned. I’m getting better at this. Practice makes perfect, right?”

      “It sure does. Now, go get your coat on and we’ll ride up together, okay?”

      “Deal!” shouted Skylar as she bolted back into the cabin.

      Blair turned around to Ryan and Delta, who were standing in front of the idling Ranger. Her demeanor immediately changed as she walked straight up to Delta and looked into his eyes.

      “If you abandon that sweet girl to chase after a kid who’s nothing but trouble,” she snarled, “you’d better not come back, or I’ll shoot you myself. C’mon, Ryan. Delta has work to do.”
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      Tom and Cort were pacing on the front porch of Haven House when the Smarts, with Skylar in tow, arrived. Blair hustled Skylar inside for a mug of hot chocolate while Ryan escorted the guys into his study. The guys worked together to build a fire and then got settled into the distressed leather chairs to talk.

      “Okay, guys, there’s a whole lot more to this Minutemen, patriotic rigmarole than meets the eye. I need some straight shootin’ here. Did we attack ourselves?”

      Both Tom and Cort began speaking at the same time.

      “Here’s the thing—” started Cort.

      “It may take some—” began Tom.

      They both stopped and gestured to one another to go first. Ryan made the decision for them.

      “Listen, it’s just us now. If either one of you are gonna equivocate and blow smoke, then I don’t wanna hear it. I can do plenty of that on my own.”

      Cort laughed. “You sound like Senator McNeill. He was never interested in long stories with no ending.”

      “Neither am I, ’cause we don’t have time. From what I’ve seen on the news, unrest is spreading outside the big cities into midsized towns as well. Richmond and Charlotte are just examples based upon our personal experiences. Before the meeting, there was a report out of Florida that there was a shoot-out between militia types and a bunch of college kids in Gainesville, for Pete’s sake. Nearby Durham had a similar incident near Duke.”

      “I think we saw that developing,” added Tom.

      “Here’s my point, y’all,” continued Ryan. “I love our location and the security we have in place. But if half a million people race out of Charlotte and head for the hills, as they say, although in this case, it would be the Smokies, we’re gonna have our hands full.”

      “We can all speak frankly, right?” asked Tom.

      “Absolutely,” replied Ryan. “What’s on your mind, Tom?”

      “If, and this is a huge if, our government, or those who pull the strings of government, orchestrated this attack, it’s possible that—” Tom caught himself and abruptly stopped as if he didn’t want to say the words aloud.

      Cort, however, didn’t hesitate. “What Tom’s trying to say is that if we were behind it, based upon the targets and methods, it’s quite possible that the president will order our National Guard to stand down and let the fire burn itself out.”

      “Chicago, Detroit, LA, Seattle,” Tom began before he took a deep breath. “They’d be on their own without government intervention.”

      “They’ll kill one another in the streets,” added Ryan.

      “Exactly,” said Cort under his breath. “It’s tantamount to ethnic cleansing.”

      “Or a reset,” said Tom. “Listen, I’ve worked around these people for a long time. Patriotism is just another way of saying we want things the way they used to be. You know, when America worshiped the flag and was proud of its leaders. A time when the nation was not self-absorbed or hung up on political correctness and social justice.”

      “They want us to tear each other apart, but not just on social media,” added Cort. “They want us to fight it out and let the best side win. And, I suspect, if the other side begins to gain the advantage, you can rest assured another attack of some kind will occur to even the playing field.”

      “Are you guys both saying that we can expect lawlessness? Intentionally?” asked Ryan.

      Cort and Tom looked at one another and nodded their heads in unison. The room remained silent for a moment before Cort spoke up.

      “Here’s what I envision happening, and most likely the media will scream bloody murder.”

      “What?” asked Ryan.

      “I understand Washington and I also know this president. He’s very streetwise and he knows how to play the game now. I see him marshaling his assets by using traditional methods of helping those in need through the Red Cross and FEMA.”

      “But it’s too dangerous in the streets,” interrupted Ryan.

      Tom smiled and looked over at Cort. “I see where you’re headed. Ryan is correct. It’s too dangerous to send FEMA and the Red Cross out there alone. They’ll need protection. The president will say something to the effect that if we focus on keeping the peace, we won’t have the resources to help the needy.”

      “They, whoever they are, want a second civil war,” surmised Ryan with a sigh. “Listen, don’t get me wrong, there’s no love lost between me and the radical leftists who’ve tried to take over this country. But don’t you think wiping out innocent Americans in an effort to create some kind of reset, as Tom called it, is a little much?”

      Cort smiled. “A revolution is a struggle to the death between the future and the past. Conservatives, by their nature, try to hold on to America as it was envisioned by the Founding Fathers. Liberals, or Progressives, as they like to call themselves now, see our nation as evolving from the eighteenth century, and our political institutions need to keep up with this natural evolution of society.”

      “Peaceful revolution doesn’t work,” added Tom. “Most times, to create drastic change within a society or government structure, you necessarily require armed conflict. Consider the Civil War. Slavery was entrenched in the South and many other states across the Sunbelt. Those in Washington tried, through legislation, to halt the practice, and they were met with strong resistance.”

      “If you oppose peaceful change, then you’re necessarily making violent revolution inevitable,” interjected Ryan.

      “Yessir,” said Tom as he leaned back in his chair. “Somebody way above our pay grades decided that the time was right for both sides to duke it out for the heart and soul of our country. The question becomes whether we can sit it out on the sidelines.”

      Ryan stood and walked toward the windows of his study that looked out onto the front lawn. Blair and Skylar were walking through the yard together. Every few feet, Blair would stop and point something out to Skylar, who’d make notes on a pad she toted under her arm. Ryan sighed and turned to his top lieutenants.

      “Call me selfish, but we have a duty and obligation to the ones we love right here at the Haven. I’m not interested in relitigating the past or doing the dirty work of others by getting involved in a second civil war. Make no mistake, however, if their war comes to our doorstep, then they’ll get their fight.”
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      “All right, boys, what did I miss?” Blair announced her late arrival to the meeting with a question. She had given Skylar another project to work on, and the child immediately got to work. Blair saw it as a way to keep Skylar focused on something other than the drama surrounding her brother.

      “Well, the country’s going to hell in a handbasket,” replied Ryan.

      “I knew that before New Year’s Eve,” said Blair with a chuckle as she backed up to the fire to warm her body. “Anybody have an opinion as to why? I mean, all of a sudden, somebody fired the first shot, am I right?”

      Ryan laughed and looked at the guys. “She’s wise beyond her years. No amount of college degrees or residing in the Washington swamp can substitute for good old-fashioned intuition. Right?”

      “I agree,” said Tom, who then turned his attention to Blair. “Our consensus is that a second civil war is coming, and the people who pulled the trigger, as you say, are powerful and have access to all the toys in our military’s arsenal. The guys on the other side, the usual suspects, are more adept at a ground war, speaking, of course, in military parlance.”

      “Gentlemen, the second civil war is already upon us and it’s been raging for some time,” said Blair. “Ask the families of fallen police officers or those who’ve lost loved ones to MS-13 gang members. Or the wife of Steve Scalise, the congressman who was nearly assassinated while playing softball. The way I see it, the second civil war has already begun, only the guns are now bigger and badder.”

      Ryan joined his wife’s side and put his arm around her shoulder to help her warm up. “The question we were about to address is how this affects us.”

      “Well, I can tell you this from news reports this morning that cities are burning and neighborhoods are being destroyed. Innocent bystanders are getting caught up in the fight between the thugs who are coming from all around and the armed militia that have always vowed to take up arms in the event of societal breakdown. I’m hearing the media use words like lawlessness, collapse, and yes, civil war. The pundits are no longer looking for a bogeyman from abroad. They’re starting to point fingers of blame within our borders.”

      “At who?” asked Tom.

      Blair chuckled. “My goodness, Tom, who else? The Commander-in-Chief. The wild accusations are everywhere. Not only has he committed these heinous acts in order to save his hide in front of the Supreme Court, but he’s delaying sending in the military to save the cities. They’re calling it a form of ethnic cleansing.”

      “Told ya,” said Cort, looking at Tom. “You have to wonder whether the people who instigated these attacks knew the suspicion would naturally be cast upon the president. Hayden said as much when she and I talked briefly this morning. Her firm acknowledged that the president stands to gain politically by what happened New Year’s Eve.”

      “Now he has a crisis to deal with, and the media is hammering him over it,” interjected Blair.

      “True, but as president, he can come to the rescue,” said Tom.

      “Or let it play out,” Cort quickly added. “Think of it this way. If he was aware, or even if he has conducted the same analysis as we have, delay in restoring order benefits him. He can walk the fine line between helping those in need and bringing order to the streets until the balance is tipped in his favor.”

      “Listen to what you’re saying, Cort,” began Ryan. “Innocent people are getting slaughtered in order to gain a political advantage, am I right?”

      “Yes,” replied Cort dryly. “It’s no different than the first Civil War. Consider this. When General Sherman began his march through the South from Atlanta to Savannah in late 1864, the Civil War was over for all practical purposes. Lincoln didn’t stop his advance or try to rein him in. He allowed Sherman to deliver a message to the Southerners who still wanted to hold onto the old ways. Don’t doubt me on this, Sherman wanted to wipe out the Southern way of life and kill as many Confederate sympathizers as he could in the process.”

      “And you think that’s what might be happening here?” asked Blair.

      “I do,” replied Cort.

      “Bottom line it for me,” said Blair. “How does it affect the way we protect ourselves?”

      Ryan took that question on. “It’s all about security. We have enough supplies to weather the storm. We just need to stay abreast of the news and especially what’s happening outside our walls. If we’re about to be overrun by scared citizens, or mobs laying waste to the farms around us, we need to be forewarned that they’re coming our way.”

      Blair sat in Ryan’s chair and brought up X-Ray. “Well, our newest member of the team was supposed to keep tabs on all of this type of stuff. Have you guys received any reports from X-Ray as to whether we’re threatened by a mass exodus or refugees out of Charlotte, for example?”

      “No, not yet, but I haven’t asked for that either,” replied Ryan. “We’re still trying to get a handle on all of this as we speak.”

      “Has he provided you any intel, using Tom-speak, about what’s going on around the country?”

      “No, not yet,” replied Ryan. “I know you’re wary of X-Ray, and I’m keeping an eye on him as well. He has the ability to monitor military and governmental communications that will give us a heads-up on anything that directly impacts the Haven.”

      “That’s great, and I’m anxious to see his work product,” began Blair. She was operating the Haven like a business. “There’s another thing I want to address about him. Did anyone else notice how he was acting during the morning meeting?”

      “What do you mean?” asked Ryan.

      “He was fidgety and unsocial,” she replied. “I didn’t see him make an effort to interact with anybody.”

      “Well, I can say this from my brief encounters with him around the Haven so far,” started Cort. “It may just be his way. He’s kind of an introverted geek.”

      “So, does that explain why he disappeared in the middle of the meeting this morning, just as you began your discussion about the text messages, the attacks and who was behind them?”

      None of the guys had an answer for that, so they remained silent.

      After a moment, Blair said what was on her mind. She swiveled in Ryan’s chair so she could look directly at Cort. “It’s time for some brutal honesty here, Cort.” Blair’s piercing eyes lowered as she studied him. She casually pointed as she spoke. “You have a close relationship with Meredith’s father, George Trowbridge. As do you, Tom. Now, I’m assuming, correctly I believe, that you two have never met before coming to the Haven, yet there’s this connection. A connection to a very powerful mover and shaker in Washington. One who most likely has the ear of the president, as well as his political opponents.”

      “Where are you headed with this, Blair?” asked Cort, who was uneasy with her challenging tone.

      “All of the attacks of New Year’s Eve have a certain common thread, as you pointed out earlier—political demographics. But what does the attack on your flight have to do with the rest of it? Coincidence? No way.”

      Cort answered quickly. “Based upon our theory that the folks who pulled off these attacks is a friend of the president, I believe the target was the man who was charged with taking him down through the impeachment process—Congressman Pratt.”

      “I have another theory and, Cort, you’re a smart guy, so I’m sure this has crossed your mind,” continued Blair. “Who else on that plane might be a possible target for a complex, highly unusual assassination attempt?”

      Everyone’s focus was on Cort when Ryan’s phone rang, interrupting the tense moment.
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        Near Cofer Road

        South Richmond, Virginia

      

      

      Ethan Hightower’s head was pounding. He couldn’t breathe and was having difficulty opening his eyes. But despite the beatdown he’d received outside the gas station in South Richmond, he was alive, and somehow, he was not lying in the cold against the green dumpster where he’d landed when the thugs were done with him.

      As he became more conscious, he struggled to catch his breath, causing him to begin a fit of coughing and choking on his own saliva. He reached for his throat only to moan in pain as his badly bruised arm betrayed him.

      “Momma! Na-na Jean! He’s awake!” A young girl’s voice pounded in his concussed brain, but he didn’t mind. It was a sign that he was alive and being cared for.

      “Stand aside, Celeste,” an elderly woman said. “Let me have a look.”

      Another voice addressed Ethan. “Young man, don’t try to talk or move. You’re in pretty rough shape, and we don’t rightly know how bad it is for you on the inside.”

      “Celeste, get the child’s sippy cup with water and also a cold wet cloth. He’s got a powerful fever and we need to cool him down.”

      Ethan managed to open his right eye to see his caregivers. A heavyset black woman in her forties hovered over the top of him, studying his facial movements. He glanced toward his feet, and a much older woman, possibly the child’s grandmother, peered at him over her wire-rimmed glasses with a concerned look on her face.

      The young girl, Celeste, Ethan presumed, arrived holding a child’s sippy cup with a picture of Bambi on the side. He tried to reach for it, but his arm was too sore to move. He suddenly became aware of the bruises and painful cuts he’d received from the beating.

      “Hold still, young man,” said the elderly woman. “We’re gonna get some water in your mouth and a wet cloth on your forehead. There ain’t no reason for you to talk, so just lie still for a minute.”

      The ladies doted over Ethan for several minutes in an effort to make him comfortable and to hydrate his body. After five minutes of cold compresses on his sweating forehead and neck, Ethan was feeling better and was able to take some of the woman’s pain medications.

      “Thank you,” he barely mouthed the words, but they clearly understood what he was trying to say.

      “You’re welcome, young man,” the elderly woman said. “I’m sorry that we couldn’t take you to a hospital, but we didn’t have enough gas to go into the city, and the ambulances ain’t runnin’ in South Richmond.”

      He looked around the room with his eye that was open and noticed he was in a bedroom. “How?” Ethan attempted to ask how he’d arrived in their home.

      The mother spoke up. “My son found you when he was out looking for food last night. He thought you were dead at first, but then felt your pulse. We didn’t know what else to do because the police don’t even bother to come down here, so we all worked together to carry you to our house down the street.”

      Ethan closed his eyes and began to visualize the blows descending upon him by the men at the gas station. He seemed to be reliving the beating because he winced and his body shook as he recalled the attack.

      “Hey, hey, take it easy,” said the mother. “It’s over, okay. You’re safe.”

      The elderly woman spoke up next. “Young man, you need to see a doctor or something. Do you live around here? Can we call your parents for you?”

      Ethan took a deep breath and then exhaled, gathering the strength to reply. The small sips of water were working wonders on his throat and mouth. He opted to try his other arm that hadn’t been injured. Anticipating the pain, but grateful it wasn’t there, he motioned for the mother to come closer to his mouth.

      “Okay,” she said as she placed her ear near his mouth. “Celeste, grab Na-na a pencil and paper. Hurry.”

      Ethan began to whisper to her, ignoring the pain as he mouthed the words. The mother repeated what he said.

      “Mom. Philly. Two-six-seven. Three-two-two. Twelve-fifty.”

      The older woman repeated the number and then looked down to Ethan. “Young man, do we have it right? This is your momma’s phone number?”

      Ethan shook his head side to side. “No,” he whispered.

      “Who is it?”

      The mother put her ear to Ethan’s mouth and then repeated his words again.

      “Frankie. Mom’s boyfriend.” She pulled away and looked down to Ethan. “You want us to call your mom’s boyfriend and not your father?”

      Ethan nodded and closed his eyes before falling asleep.
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        West of Danbury Airport

        Near the New York-Connecticut State Line

      

      

      Jonathan Schwartz ached all over. He was never one for exercise, choosing instead to control his weight by instructing the staff at the Schwartz Estate in Katonah, New York, to monitor his calorie intake. He rarely took his meals in public, in part because he feared assassination by poisoning or being rendered incapacitated, which might make him susceptible to being kidnapped. His father grew up in a world of post-World War II Nazi sympathizers and Russian mob activity that often resulted in the rich being kidnapped for ransom. He’d warned Jonathan to watch his back, and soon it had become ingrained as part of his lifestyle.

      As he began the midnight trek from the airfield at Danbury, Connecticut, back towards the estate, he cursed himself for letting his guard down. He should’ve known that his family’s enemies would use the occasion of the martial law declaration to their advantage. After all, he had rallied the Black Rose Federation to move into the suburbs of traditionally conservative cities to wreak havoc. It was a game of chess and he’d been blindsided.

      He continued walking along the deserted stretch of country road, wondering how his father was faring in a cold, dark holding cell in the basement of a federal courthouse somewhere. He was certain the Department of Justice would keep his location well hidden, and any information concerning his arraignment out of the press, if he was even entitled to one under martial law.

      His father might have been the big prize for the people behind the feds swooping down upon them the night before, but they certainly intended to have him arrested as well. Whoever gave the order must know that the son of the powerful financier wouldn’t sit idly by as his father was persecuted under what could amount to dictatorial rule for many months.

      But first things first. He’d been walking along Ridgebury Road toward the New York state line, dashing into the woods as the occasional vehicle passed. At one point, he stopped and retrieved his dismantled cell phone and the SIM card that he’d removed while on the tarmac next to the awaiting jet. He contemplated putting the phone back together for a moment to call a member of his staff or one of the family’s many operatives for assistance, but he resisted the urge. He knew the moment he placed the SIM card back into the device to activate it, he’d be on the feds’ radar and the manhunt would intensify.

      He eventually turned west when he came upon a farm located northwest of Ridgefield, Connecticut, and just a mile from New York. Earth Root Farm was a locally owned micro-farm specializing in organic crops produced with non-GMO seeds.

      Like any farming operation, including a small local operation like Earth Root Farm, the lights were on well before dawn as the employees prepared for their day.

      Jonathan was growing weary of the long walk and realized that he’d only traveled a third of the way to the estate. He was also keenly aware that their home was probably being watched. He crouched behind a granite boulder that was perilously close to the narrow tree-lined road that swept by the farmhouse and barns.

      In the driveway sat an old, slightly banged-up white Ford pickup that looked like thousands of others that traveled the roads of rural New York and Connecticut. It was idling, most likely to warm up its old bones for another day on the farm.

      Jonathan inched around the large rock and climbed up a slight incline until he could get a better view of the front of the two-story farmhouse and the pickup. The truck was unattended. He considered his options and the likelihood that the vehicle would be immediately reported as stolen. Then he thought about the fact that local law enforcement would be slow to react due to the circumstances surrounding the New Year’s Eve attacks, and most certainly the Connecticut police would need to get approval to enter New York State to pursue the stolen vehicle. That would take days with New York City still in the throes of mayhem.

      He decided to go for it. He raced across the lawn, his leather shoes crunching in the partially melted snow that had refrozen overnight. Without hesitation, he eased open the driver’s side door and slid into the warm cab of the truck. The vehicle was parked on a hill that sloped back toward the road. He placed it in neutral to avoid the reverse lights illuminating on the truck’s rear end. He released the parking brake and it slowly rolled backwards.

      Jonathan’s sweaty palms gripped the wheel. His eyes darted between the side-view mirrors, to ensure he wasn’t headed for a ditch or a tree, and the house, to make sure his theft hadn’t been discovered.

      Relief swept over him as the four wheels reached the pavement of Mopus Bridge Road, and he was able to easily turn the steering wheel to point the pickup toward the west. With one final glance toward the house, he eased into drive and slowly drove away, using only the moonlight to illuminate the one-lane road.

      After he narrowly avoided striking a concrete barrier designed to prevent vehicles from driving into Mopus Creek, he felt more comfortable turning on the headlights, enabling him to pick up speed, but not so fast as to draw attention.

      A minute later, he saw a single green sign that read New York – State Line sitting cockeyed on the shoulder of the road. Crossing that border just bought him time to escape into obscurity while he devised a plan to help his father and exact his revenge on George Trowbridge.

      During the twenty-five-minute drive toward the estate, the only place he could think to go at the moment, he considered the obstacles he faced by not being able to communicate with members of the Schwartz security team and his most trusted operators. Undoubtedly, the most obvious bank accounts used by the family were frozen by the Department of Justice, and his credit cards were locked.

      There was still money, precious metals, and weapons hidden at the estate, but he couldn’t risk going onto the property. To satisfy his curiosity, he drove near the estate, being wary of roadblocks or traps. Unsurprisingly, the roads leading to the Schwartz Estate were patrolled by New York state troopers and the occasional black Chevy SUV, whose appearance screamed federal law enforcement.

      Traveling into Pennsylvania was Jonathan’s next logical move. The family had a remote hunting lodge off U.S. Route 222 near Reading. It was rarely used and had been held by a charitable trust since the seventies. The FBI ranks were thinned as they investigated the attacks of New Year’s Eve. He seriously doubted they’d have the manpower to stake out a property owned by an obscure charity that the Schwartz family hadn’t funded since the early eighties.

      With a newfound resolve, and the confidence that he’d formed some semblance of a plan, Jonathan Schwartz picked up speed and headed across the Hudson River into New Jersey just as the sun rose on a new day.
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        George Trowbridge’s Residence

        Near Pine Orchard, Connecticut

      

      

      George Trowbridge winced as his medical team helped him to sit upright in bed. The mental strain surrounding the events of the last few days were beginning to take a physical toll on his body as well. Despite his doctor’s admonishments to avoid the news reports and to turn over his business dealings to someone else, Trowbridge ignored the well-intentioned instructions and carried on business as usual.

      His longtime aide, Harris, stood at the foot of the bed and powered up the monitors for him to view the latest news. “Sir, do you want the volume on any network in particular?” he asked as the monitors came to life.

      “Not yet, closed-captioning will suffice,” replied Trowbridge, who patiently waited for the nurses to finish taking care of his bodily waste. He’d grown accustomed to the embarrassment and humiliation of allowing others to clean him up each day. It was part of the medical routine to keep him alive, but disconcerting, nonetheless. When they were finished, he waved his arm toward a member of the house staff. “Please close that as you leave. We’re not to be disturbed until lunch.”

      After the door closed, Harris turned to his boss and asked, “Where would you like to start?”

      Trowbridge furrowed his brow and ignored the question. He studied the monitors that displayed a variety of news feeds with visuals from across the country.

      “We are witnessing the collapse of a great empire,” he began as he adjusted himself in the bed. “Throughout history, military, political, and financial leaders have sought to create great empires modeled after ancient Rome. Over time, nations were formed that spread their wings across continents and oceans. Take Spain, for example. With its mighty armada, it was able to conquer the New World, and the gold harvested allowed them to gain greater influence throughout Europe.”

      “Much to the detriment of Great Britain,” added Harris. “The cost of the colonies and the many wars that they fought in the eighteenth century took a heavy financial toll on their coffers.”

      “That opened the door for the great American experiment, the United States, to take over in the nineteenth century and beyond,” continued Trowbridge. “However, Harris, like all great empires, America was destined to collapse, and we were well on our way to yielding the title of greatest nation-state to the Chinese. Like Rome, we rose as a republic, with minimal central control, but we began to crumble under the weight of an expanding federal bureaucracy.”

      “We’re not even taking into account the rapid change in societal values that our country has experienced in the last five decades,” said Harris, who, unlike Trowbridge, was a devout Christian. “Rome was fraught with debauchery, declining morals and values, together with a general attitude of self-absorption.”

      “I can’t disagree, Harris, but frankly, I believe those types of societal issues are secondary to the bigger factor associated with the size and intrusion of government in people’s lives. The Founding Fathers never intended to create an out-of-control, centralized bureaucracy to exert authority over its citizens. They envisioned the state government, those legislators closest to the people they govern, determining what was best for their citizenry.”

      Harris pointed toward a monitor that showed President Xi Jinping commenting on the situation in America. “Depending on how this plays out in the States, is he the heir apparent to the world’s next great empire?”

      “Most likely,” replied Trowbridge. “I’m not so sure it will come to that. Invariably, the last people to understand that their empire is collapsing are those who live within it. Americans, who are self-absorbed, as you put it, would be the last to truly understand that their days are numbered. Most look at the gradual decline of the last fifty years to be a temporary setback, one in which a rebound is sure to follow.”

      “And you disagree,” interjected Harris.

      “I do. Historically, once an empire has been knocked off its pedestal, it’s replaced by a rising power that is typically more productive and forward thinking.”

      Harris wandered toward the monitors and tapped the ones that depicted the chaotic scenes from cities like Charlotte and Richmond. “How does instigating this help?”

      Trowbridge allowed a slight smile and responded, “We were sinking deeper into the abyss, Harris. It required a drastic change, a catalyst, to set the nation back to where it was.”

      “But not so far back that we couldn’t compete on the world stage, am I right?” asked Harris.

      “That is the plan. The United States, its political leaders, and its populace needed a wake-up call. Those who sat on the sidelines and watched the decline of our society and the nation’s standing in the world must now become engaged.”

      Harris walked over to the bed and set the remotes on the medical table next to it. “A civil war may be the natural result of this plan. Warfare is often the death knell of a declining empire. Great Britain is an example of that.”

      “True, but that’s an example of a nation that spread itself too thin by fighting outside its borders and meddling in the affairs of others. I believe the president will see this as an opportunity to close ranks, bring our military closer to home. If not to quell the unrest, then as a protective shield against any military power, whether from Beijing or Moscow, taking advantage of our moment of weakness.”

      “This will set the foreign policy of our nation back to the start of the twentieth century,” Harris opined.

      “Certainly, and one would hope that our new leaders, the ones who emerge out of this difficult time, will learn to pay attention to our own before we interfere in the affairs of others.”

      Harris was not convinced. “But, sir, what about the argument that we can maintain peace throughout the world while keeping the Russians and the Communist Chinese in check from expanding their power?”

      “Harris, we’re too powerful to be challenged at this point militarily, unless, of course, like the Brits of centuries past, we become spread too thin. Make no mistake, I will have an opportunity to get a message to the president. He thinks like I do, and I’m sure he’ll agree that pulling our military forces closer to home is the right course of action.”

      “And in the meantime, do we continue to stand down while the nation tears itself apart?”

      Trowbridge grimaced. “For the time being, yes. Today, Briscoe will initiate another important step in the plan. Redefining the role of the media.”

      Harris smirked. “After that, Briscoe will be eliminated.”

      “As planned,” added Trowbridge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Armageddon Hospital

        The Haven

      

      

      Angela stood in the center of the building that was once part of the Hunger Games movie set, and prior to that, it was a storage facility for bales of cotton used in the textile mill operated nearly a century ago. The transformation from storage to dystopian cabin to Armageddon Hospital was remarkable.

      She was impressed with the Smarts’ commitment to providing the makeshift hospital with as many modern tools as possible to care for wounds, including serious trauma injuries like those she was accustomed to treating. She and Tyler had often discussed what would happen if America was ever attacked or subjected to widespread societal collapse.

      The medical care system was overloaded under normal conditions, but if the nation was subjected to a significant collapse event, health care providers would be immediately overwhelmed.

      The Smarts attempted to address the same concerns by creating the functional equivalent of a walk-in clinic, adding advanced medical equipment under the assumption that hospitals and trauma centers would be unavailable to residents of the Haven.

      Tyler brusquely opened the door, startling Angela. “Okay, I’ve got our little monsters in their designated places and threatened them within an inch of their lives if they wander off.”

      Angela laughed. “Good luck with that. Listen, I’ve only begun to check out what’s available to us, but I’m impressed. Look.”

      Angela walked Tyler through the facility, showing him the fully stocked cabinets. “They’ve got a great mix of OTC medications and even some prescription basics.”

      “I’ll have to ask how they pulled that off,” added Angela as she stood to the side, allowing Tyler a closer look.

      “Online sources,” he mumbled. “Probably out of Canada. You know how that works, babe. You call into an eight-hundred number from a website. They ask you a handful of questions just like a physician’s assistant does at your general practitioner’s office, and maybe you have to take a pic of your arm in a blood pressure cuff. They’ll prescribe just about anything except scheduled narcotics.”

      Angela shook her head and smiled as she examined a bottle of a commonly prescribed medication for Type II diabetics. “And all for the low, low price of thirty-nine ninety-five.”

      “Yep, that’s about right,” said Tyler. He closed the cabinets and moved on to a larger enclosure. Inside were several military-style rucksacks packed full of emergency medical supplies. He lifted one up and felt the weight. Then he opened a couple of them and confirmed they were packed with the same supplies.

      “Whadya think?” asked Angela.

      “I hope we never have to use this stuff,” replied Tyler glumly. He took a deep breath and exhaled, clearly overwhelmed by the possibility. “Ryan has assigned a vehicle to me.”

      “A truck? I didn’t hear it when you pulled up.”

      “No, something more mobile. Come take a look.”

      Tyler grabbed his wife by the hand and led her through the front entrance. An olive-drab green Cushman electric golf cart sat in front of the hospital. It had a black roof with a solar panel affixed to it. Angela noticed the panel first.

      “Battery operated? With a solar panel?” she asked as she left Tyler’s side and bounded out into the parking area. She immediately began to inspect the vehicle.

      “Yeah, these guys have thought of everything,” replied Tyler. “Apparently, the local high school upgraded their own portable gurney cart, and Blair happened to be over there when it was delivered from Cushman. It’s just like the one you see on football games when a player gets hurt.”

      “Impressive. It’s got room for your medical gear, and look, it’s even got hooks for you to set up an IV drip while you care for the patient. They must’ve consulted with doctors on this recently. The hospital wasn’t this far advanced the last time we came here.”

      Tyler pointed back toward the door and led his wife by the arm inside. “Believe it or not, Ryan said he put things together based upon internet research and made a lot of the purchases on Amazon. He’d planned on calling us this month anyway and, well, um, here we are.”

      A small office was located at the back of the building and Angela entered it for the first time. There were several bookcases filled with medical books dealing with all manner of ailments and injuries. A metallic box sat on the edge of the desk and she opened it. Two iPads with chargers were contained within the egg-crate-style foam cushioning. There was a laminated page containing instructions and Angela read some of them aloud.

      “These iPads contain PDF files as reference materials for the Armageddon Hospital. There are downloads of trauma medicine techniques, a Physicians’ Desk Reference to help with identifying and dispensing medications, and specialty manuals on treating patients such as infants and the elderly.”

      “These guys have done their research,” said Tyler. “They even stored all of this in a small Faraday cage.”

      Angela continued reading. “The two iPads are identical and loaded with the same materials. Please keep them charged by only removing one at a time during the charging process.”

      Tyler listened to Angela describe more of the contents of the iPad and looked behind the partially closed door.

      “Check this out, babe,” he said cheerily. “I guess it’s official. Congrats on your new job.”

      Tyler removed a white lab coat from the back of the door. It was embroidered with the words Dr. Angela Rankin, Armageddon Hospital.

      “Let me see,” she said as she rounded the desk. Angela pulled the jacket on and was pleased with the fit. She reached into one of the pockets and retrieved a stethoscope. “I like it.”

      A voice interrupted them. “Well, it certainly suits you.” The sudden entrance of Donna Shelton startled the Rankins. “May I be your first patient?”

      “Hi, Donna,” greeted Tyler as he stood to the side so she could enter. “I was just leaving anyway. Ryan wants me to begin driving the roads and trails of the Haven so I become more familiar with everything. I guess I’m gonna double as an EMT and ambulance driver.”

      Angela exchanged a fist bump with her husband and then rewarded him with a kiss on the cheek. “Enjoy your first day on the streets,” she said with a chuckle.

      Tyler smiled at Donna, grabbed a trauma kit, and bolted out the door, leaving the two women alone.

      “Come on in, Donna, and take a seat,” began Angela. “I’m just now getting acquainted with the hospital, so I hope what you wanna talk about isn’t too serious.”

      Donna sat down and her shoulders immediately slumped. She subconsciously rubbed her chest just below her neck and then pulled her cardigan a little closer together.

      “Unfortunately, I’m afraid it might be.”
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        Monocacy Farm

        South of Frederick Maryland

      

      

      Briscoe managed a laugh, born out of exhaustion and fear, as he thought about how a person’s sixth sense worked. Leaning against a two-hundred-year-old oak tree, he surveilled the grounds between the house and where he’d emerged out of the tunnel. His eyes searched the woods, looking for any signs of movement indicating that his pursuers were aware of his location.

      “Left for love, right for spite,” he mumbled to himself as he thought of an old saying. An oft-repeated myth was that if your ears were ringing, it was a sign that someone was talking about you. If someone was speaking about you in a fond way, your left ear would ring. If it was your right ear, it meant they were speaking poorly about you. Then, as the superstition goes, if you begin saying names of people who might either love you—or hate you, if the right ear is ringing—you could then determine who triggered the sensation. Once the person’s name was said, the ringing would stop, and the culprit would be revealed.

      Of course, Briscoe knew that the changes in blood flow, such as after a fit of anxiety followed by unusual physical activity like he’d just subjected his body to, was the likely culprit. But in his state of semi-delirium, he couldn’t resist the urge to repeat the names of those who might wish him harm. Only one name caused the ringing to stop—George Trowbridge.

      Briscoe gathered himself up and began to dart through the woods toward the caretaker’s house located about a mile away. He was old and out of shape, but he’d managed to muster the adrenaline and drive to escape from his attackers. As he jogged through the sparse underbrush, using the trees as cover, he considered his plight.

      Trowbridge likely knew all along that Briscoe was extremely negligent in not overseeing the downing of Delta 322, or worse, the old man knew of his intention to kill Cortland. Either way, he was now a marked man, and he was sure his friends were few and far between.

      He stopped short of the clearing overlooking his caretaker’s home. The elderly man had managed the grounds and the housekeeping staff for nearly thirty years. Clarence Johnson had approached Briscoe one day and said his family was destitute. He’d been incarcerated for stealing from a convenience store and was released after four years in the Maryland state prison.

      Briscoe needed help around Monocacy Farm and gave Johnson a job as a groundskeeper. Over time, the man proved himself to be a loyal, hard worker and was elevated to being in charge of the sizable staff that maintained the property and served its guests.

      Briscoe waited over an hour to ensure that the caretaker’s home wasn’t raided by his attackers. During that time, he became increasingly paranoid about whom he could reach out to for help. His network of hackers might have been tipped off by Trowbridge’s people. His phone could’ve been monitored. Or they were simply waiting for an opportune moment.

      Either way, no one had appeared after the botched mission to take his life, so Briscoe forced his stiff and shivering body toward the kitchen door at the rear of the house. When he saw Johnson making coffee, he gently tapped on the door and spoke in a hushed voice.

      “Clarence, open up. It’s Hanson. Please hurry.”

      “Mr. Briscoe, is that you?”

      “Yes, please open up.”

      Johnson came to the door and he was quickly joined by his wife, who wrapped herself up in a housecoat to ward off the cold air. Briscoe moved into the warm kitchen, and Johnson took a glance outside before closing the door.

      “Listen to me. Close all the curtains and blinds.”

      “But, Mr. Briscoe, why do—?”

      Briscoe, cold and frightened, became agitated with his caretaker. “Because I said so, Clarence. Somebody broke into the main house and they tried to kill me.”

      “What?” asked Mrs. Johnson as she poured a cup of coffee, almost spilling it as she heard Briscoe’s statement.

      “Now, who’s gonna kill you, Mr. Briscoe? You’re a very powerful man.”

      “People more powerful than me,” he replied. “Please do as I say.”

      Briscoe wandered around the room for a moment as his body started to warm. Mrs. Johnson brought him some towels and offered one of her husband’s flannel shirts to change into. The shirt was massive on Briscoe’s wiry frame, but it was welcome and warming.

      Briscoe had to make a decision. Could he trust his longtime employee? Or would they fold under pressure, the type of painful coercion that his operatives would be capable of administering?

      The Johnsons had left him alone with his thoughts as he sat in the living room, which faced the driveway. He was beginning to feel more confident that he’d evaded his assassins, for now, but his next step was more uncertain.

      Despite the fact that Briscoe felt like he was in charge, at the end of the day, everyone’s loyalty was to Trowbridge. The man’s failing health did nothing to sway power from the others who’d come together after that night on Deer Island in 1984. Briscoe furrowed his brow and snarled as he thought about his place in life. He was no different than his ancestor and namesake, John Hanson, the first president of the Continental Congress, who never garnered the respect he deserved.

      “Well, I’m nobody’s stooge,” grumbled Briscoe aloud. He stood from the sofa overlooking the front yard and turned to find Johnson standing in the kitchen observing him.

      “Mr. Briscoe, what can I do to help you?” he asked.

      Briscoe closed his eyes and slowly shook his head. He’d made his decision. “Clarence, do you still have that handgun I gave you years ago?”

      “Yessir. I’ve never shot it, but I kept it tucked away in the nightstand like you said. All the bullets are still in the box, too.”

      “Good, I need it back.”

      Johnson made his way to the bedroom, and Briscoe adjusted his pants, which were now fully dry. He removed the caretaker’s flannel shirt and adjusted his sweater to look more presentable. He subconsciously felt for his cell phone to ensure it was still tucked away in the sweater’s pocket.

      Johnson returned with the weapon, the bullets, and his wife by his side, who spoke first. “Mr. Briscoe, maybe we should call the police. I mean, if there are people trying to kill you, the police can help, right?”

      “Not this time,” he replied unemotionally. He reached his hands out and took the weapon and ammunition from Johnson. It was a .38 revolver, something easy for Johnson to load and fire in the event of an intruder. Briscoe accessed the cylinder and checked to see if it was already loaded. He saw that it was empty, so he quickly inserted six bullets.

      As he shoved the remaining bullets into his sweater, his palms became sweaty as the realization of his next step hit him. Loose lips sink ships, and Briscoe couldn’t leave a witness as to his whereabouts.

      To be sure, Hanson Briscoe had killed before, but not like this. He gave orders and others fulfilled their duties. He watched the aftermath from afar, usually in the safety and comfort of Monocacy Farm. He took a deep breath and steadied his nerves.

      Without hesitation, he quickly grabbed a pillow off the sofa next to him, shoved the barrel of the pistol into it, and fired a round into the chest of the man who’d been his loyal employee for decades.

      His quick actions and the muffled sound of the revolver stunned the couple. Mrs. Johnson gasped and covered her mouth in astonishment as blood poured out of her husband’s chest, the wound causing him to drop to his knees beside her.

      Briscoe grimaced, but didn’t hesitate as he turned the gun on her, also shooting her in the chest. The couple, barely alive, were now lying together on the hardwood floor next to the kitchen where they gathered together for morning coffee before attending to the affairs of Monocacy Farm.

      Briscoe tried not to look at their faces as he covered them with the pillow and fired another round into their skulls, finishing the job. He stood and stared at the ceiling before hurling the blood-soaked pillow across the room.

      “Damn you, George Trowbridge! This is on you! You will pay for what I’ve been forced to do!”
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        The Varnadore Building

        Uptown Charlotte, North Carolina

      

      

      Uptown Charlotte was anything but uptown in many respects. Charlotte was a city of distinct neighborhoods, growing together over time as the Queen City became a regional financial hub and the second most influential metropolitan area along the southern Atlantic seaboard other than Atlanta.

      Uptown Charlotte, the central business district of the city, had been split into wards over time that were divided geographically by the interstate system. As was true in many American cities, new growth, spurred by the arrival of major corporations like Bank of America, Duke Energy, and Wells Fargo, dominated the landscape. The rapid population surge associated with the influx of corporate America brought noticeable change to the city’s landscape.

      New construction left behind pockets of abandoned buildings, low-income housing, and dilapidated retail structures. Just on the eastern outskirts of Uptown Charlotte was an area along East Independence highway where skeletons of once-proud structures barely stood, rotting away from the elements and vandalism.

      These were the parts of the United States that became the target of Schwartz-owned organizations. Using the massive war chest of cash at their disposal, the Schwartz Foundation acquired buildings that remained largely vacant as a city modernized all around them. Jonathan Schwartz and his father took advantage of U.S. tax laws to reduce their liabilities to the government while also using the buildings to funnel monies from foreign income sources back into the States.

      In the meantime, the crumbling structures could serve a secondary purpose—a staging ground for anarchist activity.

      The Varnadore building east of uptown was a seven-story, brick and glass office building built sixty years ago. Once the offices of Charlotte’s major real estate firm and builder, The Ervin Company, it was now abandoned and surrounded by others structures in similar condition. But the empty storefronts that once sold pool tables, hot tubs, and grandfather clocks all had one thing in common. They were owned indirectly by the Schwartz family. Now they were being utilized by Joseph Jose Acuff, who’d adopted the street name Chepe, to lead a ragtag group of assorted malcontents who had been brought together to ravage Charlotte.

      Chepe had arrived in Charlotte late the night before, but the midnight hour didn’t necessarily mean that the people of the city were tucked away safely in bed awaiting another day of work, school, or play. The city was already under siege by those who would become Chepe’s army, and the Ghost Face Gangsters, who’d migrated from Georgia in search of a new locale for their criminal activities.

      These two groups, coupled with the usual opportunists who sought the opportunity to break into storefronts and steal televisions as a display of their social angst, instilled fear in local residents. The police force was completely overwhelmed. The governor of North Carolina was hesitant to deploy the National Guard, and those who attempted to resist the anarchy taking place in the city were met with brutal, deadly force.

      After Chepe met with his new lieutenants to get a clear picture of the state of affairs in Charlotte, he joked that he could’ve stayed back in Richmond and simply let his minions burn Charlotte to the ground without his involvement. However, he had been given an order from Jonathan Schwartz himself. He’d learned that the Schwartz family was successful in creating chaos when chaos was called for, and he intended to follow their instructions.

      The ground-floor lobby of the Varnadore had been beautifully appointed in mid-century modern décor at one point in time, but as the building was abandoned and later purchased for a dime on the dollar by Schwartz interests, the vagrants moved in and tore out the old wood-stud walls to build fires during the wintertime. Now the lobby was a large open space, its broken tile floor, concrete walls and ceiling creating a cold, dungeon-like feel.

      Two men had pulled several wooden crates toward the center of the room so that Chepe could stand tall above his new charges. He began to deliver a speech that he’d used many times to rally his fellow anarchists.

      People of all walks of life needed motivation to act outside of their comfort zones. A shy child needed special encouragement to stand in front of a room to speak. A new resident needed to be prodded to join a gathering of their neighbors. Would-be rabble-rousers, those who spent their time flapping their jaws on social media, had never contemplated taking their anger to the streets to effectuate change. They did their part from the comfort of their sofas and through their weapon of choice—a computer.

      Chepe needed to elevate their involvement. They needed to do more than wear a funny pink hat in the form of a vagina. They needed to do more than lie down in the middle of the street and block traffic or carry signs in support of people who were from another country. They needed to do more than throw eggs at a politician’s home or pour paint on a socialite’s fur coat.

      Chepe took a moment to introduce himself and then he further quietened the crowd. Over a hundred men and women had crowded into the ground floor of the Varnadore building, with several dozen more standing above him on the balconies of the second and third levels. The group was somewhat raucous, filled with anticipation of their new leader, who they knew was sent by the family who’d helped fund their activist gatherings in the past.

      “First, I want all of you to pull down your masks,” Chepe ordered. He pointed to the variety of face masks worn to obscure the identities of the anarchists. Many had donned the Guy Fawkes masks worn by members of the Anonymous group. He picked them out of the crowd and explained why.

      “There are many in this country who drape themselves in the flag and declare their patriotism to be greater than all others’. Let me tell you something, the patriots, the Founding Fathers whom they revere so much were no different than we are. Think about it. The new land was ruled and colonized by Great Britain. Those colonists who rose up against the crown to take America from the England were looking for change. They formed a resistance. And they were rewarded for their efforts with a new nation.

      “The Loyal Nine, the men known by many as part of the Sons of Liberty, were the leaders of this movement as it began in Boston. Their resistance required soldiers, but not in the sense of an all-out war. Instead, they needed people loyal to their cause who’d do whatever was necessary to unnerve the British soldiers and harass the politicians who’d kept their foot stomped on the chest of the people.

      “Hiding in secret and gathering in buildings just like this one, these men rallied their operatives with fiery speeches. They also recruited people like yourselves who’d been shunned by the upper crust of society. They didn’t live in neighborhoods like Eastover, Wessex Square, and Myers Park. They weren’t welcomed into social clubs like Carmel or Providence.

      “They sought to shake things up just like we are. We know that the only way to get attention is to bring it upon ourselves. Like Guy Fawkes, who attempted to kill King James in 1605, and those like him, insurgents like ourselves learned to take the battle directly to those who want nothing to do with our cause. Followers of Fawkes adopted the masks like yours, with the oversized smile and red cheeks, upturned mustache and the pointed beard, as a show of support.

      “Together, the American Revolution movement, using the muscle and enthusiasm of the downtrodden, created a new nation. And once they did, they could take off their masks, come out of hiding, and be proud of their accomplishments.

      “So my question to you is this. How are we any different from the Sons of Liberty and the men they recruited to stir things up?”

      “We’re the same!” shouted a man in the rear of the room.

      “We need a new nation!” yelled another.

      “That’s exactly right!” Chepe responded. “This nation has lost its way. It no longer respects the common man. It’s all about corporate interests and lining the pockets of the rich. It’s time that we show them what the power of the people can do.”

      “Freedom!” a woman yelled.

      Chepe smiled and pointed in her direction. “Yes! Freedom. A free society of free individuals. No more capitalist economy, and do away with a nation-state that is governed by the wealthy. We deserve a society based upon equality of the human spirit, not one based upon a hierarchy established by wealth.”

      “We need to reclaim the streets!” a man near Chepe shouted.

      “Take our country back!” added another.

      “Exactly, and we’ll start with one neighborhood and one city at a time,” said Chepe. “Listen to me. We are not alone. All around the country, others like us are gathering and making their plans. While in the past we’ve tried to organize a nationwide movement, now we’re focusing on our task of showing Charlotte that we’re serious about real change.

      “We will no longer fight behind masks and under the shadow of darkness. That’s what they expect. The police, the politicians, the media expect us to sneak around like rats after the sun goes down. Not today. Today, we march into the homes of the wealthiest bourgeoisie of Charlotte, proud of our cause and determined to make our points.

      “Nobody will expect this bold action. They will be unprepared. They will learn what happens when workers are exploited, when people are told to shut up, and when they use their wealth and power to hold us down.”

      “Yeah!”

      “We’re ready!”

      Chepe allowed the demonstration to simmer and then he finally shouted over the crowd, “The fuse has been lit and it’s time for war!”

      The group roared its approval, and each of them symbolically removed their face coverings, from masks to bandannas, and slung them into the air as they congratulated each other on their newfound freedom.

      Chepe stepped off the crates and began to wander through the crowd, receiving pats on the back and words of thanks. He knew what he was doing. With his gift of rhetoric, he was able to convince this mob from diverse backgrounds to move throughout Charlotte, destroying property and murdering if they chose to.

      He gradually made his way to the front of the building and stepped out into the crisp, midmorning air. Chepe was contemplative as he stared out toward the glass towers of bank and insurance buildings in downtown Charlotte. He shoved his hands into his pockets and shuddered slightly as he warded off a chill.

      Then his cell phone began to vibrate.
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        The Armageddon Hospital

        The Haven

      

      

      Angela and Donna had spoken at length about the drone attacks on New York City and the probability that dirty-bomb materials might have been dropped onto Midtown Manhattan. Angela’s first inclination was to conduct online research into whether Donna might have been exposed to the radiation and then determine what impact, if any, it might have had upon her. That was no longer possible, at least for the moment.

      Between the power outages in the mid-Atlantic states and the unexpected cyber attacks on aspects of the nation’s infrastructure, internet connectivity had been intermittent at best. Angela, whose field of expertise was in trauma care and who was not fully versed in cancer treatment, had to rely upon the volumes of materials downloaded by Blair onto the iPads kept in the EMP-protected box.

      She and Donna studied the materials together, as Donna had a working knowledge of medical terms and procedures, especially as it related to her situation. As they reviewed the materials, they discussed the possibilities.

      “I’ve always known that just because my breast cancer was in remission didn’t mean the challenges were over,” said Donna as she scrolled through the iPad, looking for relevant articles. She and Angela had both plugged their chargers into the outlets to bring them up to one hundred percent before stowing one of them away, as per Blair’s explicit instructions.

      “It must’ve had a profound impact on your life, as well as Tom’s,” added Angela.

      Donna nodded. “When I found out that I had breast cancer, I was in shock. I was worried that I could die, which was terrifying. After spending hours at the infusion center, undergoing a lumpectomy and the chemo, I was struck by a range of emotions. My feelings were unpredictable. Some days I was sad and worried about my future and Tom’s. Other days, I’d be mad at the world for what had happened to me. Unfortunately, I’d take out my anger on him.”

      Angela stopped glancing at an article in order to be fully engaged in the conversation. She sensed Donna needed to pour her heart out. “Tom seems like a strong man.”

      “Incredibly so,” said Donna with a smile. “After my second chemo treatment, I was so sick that I couldn’t stand to greet him. I became depressed and locked myself away in a guest bedroom to keep him away from me. It broke my heart because I could hear the sadness in his voice as he begged me to come out, but I didn’t have the energy to lift my head up off the pillow.”

      “Yet you guys persevered and you beat it.” Angela tried to change the tone of the conversation. Donna was, after all, a cancer survivor.

      “Oh, yes. We’re both survivors, in a way. My cancer was finally defeated after a year of chemo. I religiously followed up with my doctors, and my scans have continuously read clean for years. In fact, I just recently reached the five-year milestone.”

      “Which greatly increases your survival probabilities,” interrupted Angela, who was aware of the importance of the clean screenings.

      “You know, survivor isn’t really the right term to use. It suggests something horrible like a car accident or the sudden death of someone you love, and you were lucky enough to get through it. Cancer, however, is not a onetime event. It continues forever, in a way. Remission isn’t the same as being cured.”

      “I understand.” Angela reached across the desk to take Donna’s hand. “I imagine that you have to pay attention to every change your body goes through. A cold isn’t just a cold anymore, right?”

      Donna set the iPad aside and clasped Angela’s young hand with both of hers. “Every ache and pain, each cough, or even a day of lethargy concerns me. It’s never out of my mind. That’s why I’m concerned about the effects of the radioactive substances released by those drones. You can’t see it or taste it, but if it was there, it can invade my body quicker than someone else’s.”

      Angela caught a glimpse through her window of Tyler’s medical cart driving up the hill toward them, so she wanted to summarize her opinion for Donna before he arrived. “Donna, of course I’m not an expert, as you know, but I want to be honest. It is possible that the dirty bomb materials could exacerbate your cancer and hasten its return out of remission. I suggest you see me daily to monitor your vitals.”

      “Tom will grow suspicious if I’m constantly reporting to the hospital. I don’t want to worry him unnecessarily.”

      Angela thought for a moment. “I have an idea. Why don’t you work here as my assistant? It’s my understanding that another potential resident with medical experience was turned away from the Haven. Meredith can handle the school duties with someone else. What do you think? Work here, and we’ll monitor you without Tom becoming alarmed.”

      Donna smiled and stood to embrace Angela. The two women fought back tears as they bonded over Donna’s illness. Finally, they broke their embrace just as Tyler was entering the building.

      Angela whispered into the older woman’s ear, “I almost lost both of my children to horrific deaths. They both live life with vigor and an amazing spirit. Always remember that saying you only live once is a myth.”

      Donna paused and became emotional. Angela reached down to touch the older woman’s cheeks, comforting her as she regained her composure. Donna mustered the energy to add one more thought.

      “The fact is that you only die once. You live every day.”
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        Eastover Neighborhood

        Charlotte, North Carolina

      

      

      Chepe had many weapons at his disposal, but the enthusiasm of his followers was his greatest. To be sure, the truckload of military-grade equipment ranging from fully automatic weapons to grenade launchers would allow him to launch a major assault on governmental targets. But those were wholly unnecessary for the first day of their attack on Charlotte.

      His first goal was to instill fear in those who wanted nothing to do with the fight between haves and have-nots. By directing his teams into the affluent neighborhoods of Charlotte, he’d not only intimidate those who have influence over government, but he’d also provide his fellow anarchists the pleasure of knocking the man down to size.

      Chepe had several lieutenants who’d worked in community organizing and shadowy anarchist activities throughout Charlotte in the past. He used them to create several teams that would descend upon locations throughout Mecklenburg County, starting around two o’clock that afternoon.

      By spreading throughout the metroplex, Chepe followed the suggestion of his lieutenants who’d intentionally started fires in a way that the locals couldn’t efficiently respond to. He hoped this would work as well. And, he confirmed, the Guardian Angels who’d confronted his people in Richmond were not active in Charlotte. He expected to have free rein as he moved from one wealthy neighborhood to another.

      Chepe led the way from the Varnadore Building toward Queens Road, which was located in the heart of Eastover. What he found astonished him and almost forced him to move on to another location.

      Shops and restaurants along the street had been looted, and some were smoldering from fires having been set inside them. Men wearing khaki pants and Izod sweaters were pushing shopping carts along the sidewalk, filled with all types of foods and clothing. The looters of Eastover were no different than those in the French Quarter of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina. They were just better dressed.

      There was a mob scene outside the Harris Teeter grocery store at the corner of Queens Road and Providence Road. The ornately designed building that lent the appearance of a colonial mansion was being emptied by local residents. Every window was broken out, including the one facing Providence that used to display an image of a fresh ear of corn. Only the lower part of the husk was visible, as the rest had been broken out to make room for both women and men to step into the store, only to later emerge with armfuls of groceries.

      “Where are the cops?” asked Chepe as he looked in all directions from where the driver had paused next to a Methodist Church across from the store.

      “Chasin’ their tails,” a man in the backseat responded. “Here’s what you haven’t seen yet. The difference in Eastover and the poorest neighborhoods in Charlotte is these folks are being polite to each other.”

      The three men in the car with Chepe burst out laughing and immediately began to mock the wealthy looters.

      “Oh yes,” one of them began in his best, proper English accent. “May I have a jar of that Grey Poop-on.” The man intentionally misstated the word Poupon for effect.

      The driver joined in the playful banter. “Naturally, sir. Would you please pass me a tube of Preparation H? Oh, no, not that one. I don’t use generic. The other box with the big H on it, por favor.”

      This caused the men to break into uproarious laughter, but Chepe remained stoic as he studied the activity. His job was to generate chaos and create panic amongst the wealthiest residents of Charlotte. It appeared societal collapse had undertaken to do that for him. He began to rethink the use of his resources.

      “What’s the plan, boss?” the driver asked Chepe.

      Chepe pondered for a moment. If the rich were out of food and resorting to looting, albeit in their country-club attire, what could he do to make their lives worse?

      Cut off their sources of food to force them to turn on each other, he thought to himself.

      “Contact the other teams.” He began to give his instructions. “Tell them to locate the largest grocery stores or warehouse clubs like Sam’s and Costco. Precisely at two o’clock, tell them to hit the stores hard and drive everybody out. Do whatever they feel is best to convince the shoppers that the store is closed indefinitely. Once they’re afraid to venture out of their McMansions and gated communities, they’ll begin looking closer to home for sources of food. Let’s see if love thy neighbor applies then, right?”

      The men laughed, and each of them picked up their two-way radios to reach out to the other teams. Chepe exited the vehicle and walked to the other six cars in their caravan to spread the word. Part of the team hustled off to the other end of Providence Road, where they’d stage an attack on the Laurel Market.

      Chepe stood in the street for a moment, studying the determined faces of the people exiting the stores. Their eyes darted about, most likely concerned about law enforcement arresting them. Or they were afraid their neighbors might recognize them. These people didn’t understand hardship, Chepe thought to himself. They only understood being judged.

      The calls had been made and his team gathered around him. Both men and women stood in a semicircle behind Chepe as they marched toward Harris Teeter. Two visions immediately popped into his mind.

      He thought of the video clips he’d watched when white people pounded clubs and baseball bats in their hands as the race riots in Selma, Jackson, and Memphis exploded in the sixties. The broken bodies and the blood streaming from them left a lasting impression on his young mind during his high school years.

      The second vision was that of the Statue of Liberty, standing proud as a symbol of freedom and peace. He’d devoted his life to helping people out of oppression in a nation that prided itself on its freedoms. Yet, in the not too distant past, men in pressed-white shirts carrying clubs would beat another man down just because of the color of his skin.

      Chepe, a white man who felt guilty for the privileges he’d been afforded as a result thereof, felt compelled to make up for the wrongs of the past. The brutal attacks on the residents of Eastover was only the beginning of what was to come in Charlotte and surrounding areas.

      Emboldened by his memories, Chepe, without warning, began to run toward the grocery store, holding a fully extended telescopic police baton in one hand and a nine-millimeter handgun in the other.

      The guttural cry emitted from his throat caused his comrades to pause in surprise, but then they joined the fray, running after Chepe as if they were Mongol hordes attacking unsuspecting villagers in a valley.
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        Haven School

        The Haven

      

      

      “Well, you guys, it’s our first day of school,” said Meredith cheerily as her new young charges got settled into their seats. The schoolchildren of the Haven ranged from six to twelve. After a long discussion between Meredith, Blair and Ryan, they all agreed that teenagers would help the community better by working under the direct supervision of adults and being homeschooled in the evenings. The youngest children, those under six, were being cared for as part of a day care program in the Katniss Everdeen home as designated in the Hunger Games movie. The rest, representing grades one through seven, were to report to school.

      Teaching a multigrade class presented some challenges for Meredith. The first challenge had to do with the maturity of the students. Developmentally, both from a social standpoint and an educational perspective, there was a vast difference between a six-year-old and a twelve-year-old.

      Over the past several decades, children had grown up much faster than their counterparts in the middle part of the twentieth century. It wasn’t just their exposure to things on television, or what they learned from other children. Technology enabled them to advance as well.

      Meredith took the approach that the broad range of kids simply meant that some had greater learning capabilities than others. The older kids could remain more focused while the first or second graders might require more supervision.

      She planned on adopting a balanced literacy format. She’d teach reading and writing lessons as a whole group, and then she’d divide the kids into smaller groups, which she could give individualized attention based upon their skill set.

      The same would apply to math curriculums and the social sciences. History could be taught to them all in a way that was easy to understand and that encouraged interaction between Meredith and her students.

      

      Meredith’s daughter, Hannah, was her oldest student, followed closely by Kaycee Rankin and Skylar Hightower. The three girls bonded almost instantly although Kaycee was more mature and adultlike than the other two.

      Young J.C. was not the oldest of the boys in the combined class, but he was the undisputed leader of the young men. He exuded confidence and commanded the room when he spoke. He was a born leader and would provide Meredith an excellent assistant, especially in history matters.

      They were nearing the end of their day when Ryan and Alpha arrived at the school and pulled Meredith aside. She gave the kids orders to put their books away and straighten their desks while she stepped into the library to speak with the guys.

      “Gentlemen, have you come to check up on me?” Meredith said jokingly.

      “Well, we wanted to make sure they hadn’t tied you up and stuffed you into a closet on day one,” replied Alpha with a laugh. “I remember this time when I was in grade school. A bunch of us—”

      Ryan raised his hand and shook his head from side to side. “No, Alpha. Meredith doesn’t need to hear your childhood war stories.”

      “But she might need to know that—”

      “Nope, not today. Tell her what you need.”

      “Okay,” Alpha said, disappointed that he couldn’t continue. “As you know, we have a perimeter-security program that involves drones. Some of the teenagers are involved in that, as well as a few adults volunteered. Truthfully, the adults can’t seem to grasp the maneuverability of the quadcopters. You know, you can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”

      “Hey, that probably applies to me,” complained Ryan.

      “Me too,” said Meredith, who got suddenly serious. “Let’s cut to the chase. Are you thinking of pulling some of these kids out of school?”

      “No, no,” Alpha quickly replied. “It’ll be an afternoon and weekends thing. Um, they don’t come to school seven days a week, do they?”

      “Sunday school at church, but that’s it on the weekends,” replied Meredith.

      “Then do you think any of the kids have both the skill set and the maturity to be worked into our rotation? We’re talking about a few hours after school and free time on weekends.”

      Meredith fidgeted as she considered her new batch of students. The oldest kids made the most sense, but neither Skylar nor Hannah had the requisite maturity level. She immediately chastised herself for sheltering Hannah and not preparing her to be a young woman.

      “Honestly, I can only recommend Kaycee at this point, although her brother is perfectly capable of handling himself. That kid could probably drive a truck if you asked him to.”

      “Of course. I remember him from the morning meeting, but how old is he?” asked Alpha.

      Ryan and Meredith replied simultaneously, “Eight.”

      “Really? I don’t know, guys,” said Alpha skeptically.

      “I tell you what,” Ryan began, stepping in to make a decision. “From what I know of those two, they are very tight knit, and they’ve managed to survive a situation in their home where they worked together to avoid being attacked by a bunch of thugs. Alpha, can you assign them their own quadcopters, but have them work together?”

      “Sure. I can designate them to the Henry River sector. The Rankins live down there anyway, and their cabin is centrally located along the entire stretch. They can practically work from home while staying completely familiar with one stretch of the Haven.”

      “I’ll tell them, but I want to do it outside of the earshot of their classmates,” said Meredith. “Let me speak to them after class lets out and I’ll send them down to HB1. Is that okay?”

      Alpha gave her a thumbs-up and headed toward the door. Ryan was about to leave when Cort arrived at the school.

      “Hey, what did I miss?” asked Cort.

      Ryan fist-bumped Cort and replied, “We’re recruiting soldiers. Meredith said Hannah would make a fine gunner.”

      “Wait, what?” Cort had a look of concern on his face.

      “They’re just kiddin’, dear,” replied his wife, followed by a playful shove directed at Ryan. “Mr. Smart, why do you wanna scare my husband like that?”

      They all shared a laugh. Alpha and Ryan left, leaving the Cortlands alone.

      “Is everything okay?” Meredith asked.

      “Yeah, um, I guess. I need to talk with you about your father. Is class almost over?”

      Meredith studied him and then replied, “It is. The kids are cleaning up now. I need to pull the Rankin children aside to talk to them about being part of Alpha’s drone squad. He’d like them to help monitor the riverbank during their off-school free time.”

      “J.C. is kinda young. Why not Hannah?” asked Cort.

      “I’m sorry, but she’s not ready, Cort.”

      He smiled and reached out to hug his wife. “I understand. Listen, take your time. I wanna take a look around the school.”

      Meredith kissed her husband on the cheek and dismissed the class. The Rankin kids were beyond enthusiastic when they were told of their new role within the Haven. They bolted out the front door and didn’t notice Cort standing to the side observing their interaction with Meredith.

      “Mom, are we going home now?” asked Hannah. “I need to start on my homework.”

      “Honey, I need to talk to your father for a moment. Can you wait for us, or do you want to get a head start and I’ll meet you back at the house?”

      Hannah hugged Cort. “Hi, Daddy. Bye, Daddy. I’m gotta get started on learning algebra. You know, it’s kinda like solving a puzzle, except you use numbers. I’ll see you later.” Hannah spun around and skipped through the door and down the stairs of the Little Red Schoolhouse.

      Her parents watched her for a moment and then Cort said, “The world needs mathematicians, too, you know.”

      “I know. I’m not ashamed of how we’ve raised her, although I admit I’ve sheltered her too much. It was a mistake and now she’s thrown into a cold, cruel world.”

      Cort hugged Meredith and consoled her. “You’ve sheltered her, and I’ve sheltered you. We do it because we want to protect the ones we love and hide the ugliness of the world from their view.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      “Ironically, that’s why I’m here,” began Cort as he broke their embrace. He looked down to the wood floor of the schoolhouse like a young boy who’d been caught cheating on his math test. “There’s more to your father than you know, and I have to tell you the truth about a few things. I want you to know that I love you and I didn’t want to lie about anything, but I thought it best to keep certain things to myself.”

      Meredith touched her husband’s cheek and smiled. “You’re a good man and an excellent husband. There’s nothing that you can say that will ever change how I feel about you. Now, you can start by cleaning the chalkboard and slapping the erasers while you spill the beans about dear old daddy.”
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        U.S. Route 222

        Near Lancaster, Pennsylvania

      

      

      Briscoe mustered all of his strength to control his speed and emotions. He’d left the Johnsons’ bodies lying in a pool of blood in the home that he’d provided for them since he’d elevated Clarence to the position of caretaker. They’d become like family to him, and just hours ago, he’d summarily dismissed them from employment by execution.

      Once he’d cleared Maryland and entered Pennsylvania by taking a number of country roads and detours, his paranoia subsided. He turned his attention to the man who’d ordered his death—George Trowbridge.

      Briscoe understood that word would spread among those he used to consider trusted friends and allies. Their loyalty would turn directly to Trowbridge, especially if the old man explained his reasons for ordering the hit. Briscoe was fully aware that Trowbridge had the ability to call upon federal authorities to track him down, asking them to cast aside anything else on their desk, including dealing with the collapse of America.

      Traffic was light on U.S. Route 222 as he approached the quaint town of Lancaster, Pennsylvania. He had more than a half tank of fuel and several hundred dollars in his pocket, money taken from the Johnsons.

      Initially, his only thought was to make his way to Canada and call on a childhood friend who lived just over the Maine state line in Saint Stephen. There were numerous places to cross the Saint Croix River in that desolate part of northeastern Maine.

      But then what? His life had been ruined by a miscalculation. He’d made a play, and it failed. Did he deserve to die? Should he be exiled? Not in his opinion. As he carefully drove through Lancaster, eyes darting in all directions to determine if local law enforcement was looking for the Johnsons’ vehicle, Briscoe’s attitude changed.

      He went from a frightened fugitive, deservedly on the run for a wrong that he’d committed, to a man hell-bent on revenge and desperately in need of an ally.

      A student of military history, Briscoe, like so many others, liked to quote Sun Tzu, the Chinese general and military strategist from the fifth century BC, who once wrote “The enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

      Briscoe smiled and laughed out loud as he said, “Trowbridge has no greater enemy than the Schwartz family.”

      Because it had been barely two hours since he’d left the caretaker’s home and, most likely, the Johnsons’ bodies had not yet been discovered, Briscoe chose to pull into a gas station that remarkably still had fuel. While the attendant pumped the tank full, to the top of the throat, as Briscoe had requested, he scrolled through his Notepad app on his phone.

      He periodically received briefings on the Schwartz family, not only as it related to their financial dealings, but more importantly for Briscoe’s purposes, he kept tabs on their political activism and the groups they used to promote their ideologies.

      One of their go-to guys for instigating unrest was Chepe. Briscoe scrolled through his notes and found the dossier that had been created on the DC Antifa leader. He’d been arrested a couple of years prior for aggravated assault, ethnic intimidation and making terroristic threats in connection with an Antifa mob attack on two Hispanic-American Marines.

      The Antifa members, calling the men Nazis and white supremacists, attacked them on the street despite the Marines’ denials of association with any such groups. Calling the men racist terms, spics and wetbacks, Chepe led the charge as the men were brutally assaulted by the mob.

      However, using the best criminal lawyers from Philadelphia that money could buy, courtesy of the Schwartz legal defense fund, Chepe’s trial was continuously postponed until an underling within the Antifa ranks stepped forward and admitted guilt. The man, who had no family and no criminal record, received a minor sentence plus probation, and most likely a generous compensation package from Jonathan Schwartz.

      Briscoe had notes on all of this as well as the most recent report on Chepe’s activities. His last known whereabouts were in DC, but the news reports Briscoe had watched out of Richmond had all of the earmarks of a Chepe-led operation. If Chepe was making waves, he was funded by Schwartz. That meant he had access to Jonathan.

      The attendant finished pumping the fuel and Briscoe paid him. Then he scrolled through the dossier and found Chepe’s cell phone number provided to Briscoe’s operatives courtesy of their NSA contacts.

      Briscoe started the car and pulled into a parking lot so that he was out of plain view of any passing police cars. He took a deep breath and placed the call. After several rings, a single-word answer set the wheels into motion that would turn one family’s life upside down and bring another’s closer together.

      One man’s gain is another man’s loss.

      “Yeah.” Chepe’s voice was brusque but hesitant.

      “Chepe, please do not hang up until you hear me out. My name is Harlan Briscoe, and I’m known to Jonathan Schwartz although we’re not necessarily friends.”

      Briscoe waited for a reaction from Chepe. For several agonizing seconds, there was silence on the other end of the line. He pulled the phone away from his ear and looked at the display to see if the call was still connected. He nervously continued. “Hello?”

      “I don’t know either one of you,” said Chepe in a monotone voice.

      Briscoe was relieved that Chepe stayed on the line, so he treaded lightly as he continued. “Okay, I understand that and I’m not going to press you. All I’m asking is that if you were to speak with Mr. Schwartz, you tell him that we have a common enemy and that I’m prepared to be his humble servant. Do you understand?”

      “I do.”

      “Thank you,” said Briscoe, his voice revealing his sense of relief at having jumped this initial hurdle. He took the next step, one that would either get him killed or guarantee his safety. “My phone number should show on your phone’s display. Please provide the number to Mr. Schwartz and tell him that I will meet him anywhere, anyplace, under his terms. He can call me as soon as possible.”

      Briscoe heard a click and he glanced at the display once again. The call had lasted fifty-four seconds, too quick for a typical law enforcement trace. He surmised Chepe was aware of the surveillance parameters.

      Now Briscoe waited. He hoped to have piqued Jonathan’s curiosity. With his father arrested at the airport, a fact Briscoe had learned on his own the previous evening through a conversation with one member of the hacktivist team, it was probable that Jonathan was seeking allies as well. Briscoe hoped the two men could help one another.

      He’d soon find out.
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        Schwartz Lodge

        Off U.S. Route 222

        Near Kutztown, Pennsylvania

      

      

      It had been many years since Jonathan had visited the hunting lodge off the Kutztown bypass northeast of Reading, Pennsylvania. One of thousands of real estate holdings his family had throughout the United States, the hunting lodge had been a place of refuge for his father during his early days of high-risk currency trading. He would come here with the family, hunt, smoke an occasional cigar, and teach Jonathan about geopolitics and financial market manipulation. It was an education his son could never receive in any business school.

      The lodge was a two-story structure built in the seventies using cedar shake shingles and matching siding. The interior was built with post-and-beam construction, featuring soaring ceilings and a massive stone fireplace in the center that could be viewed from both the living and dining spaces.

      Like most of the Schwartzes’ residential properties, a property manager came around once a month to make sure the pantry was stocked with nonperishable foods that hadn’t expired and that the utilities were in proper working order. The individuals were always instructed to be discreet and were well paid for their silence.

      Schwartz surveilled the property for more than an hour before deciding to enter. He’d managed to evade the clutches of the FBI. While he didn’t think they’d have the forethought to place agents at this obscure hideaway, he wasn’t leaving anything to chance.

      There was just one problem. The entry door’s locking system required that a code be entered. He had two options. One was to call the property manager and have him open up the lodge. The other was to access the code via his contacts in his cell phone. Either way, he’d have to activate the phone, which meant he could be discovered.

      Schwartz wandered back and forth in front of the stolen pickup truck, yet another complication in his attempt to elude the authorities. He was anxious to ditch the vehicle so it couldn’t lead to him.

      Exasperated by the situation, he pounded his fist on the hood of the truck. “Dammit!” he yelled in frustration. The sudden outburst was stupid, and he immediately closed his mouth, looking around the dense woods to determine if he’d been heard.

      The lodge was three miles from Kutztown and Route 222, a well-traveled north-south thoroughfare stretching from Allentown, Pennsylvania, into Northern Maryland. Jonathan was tired yet invigorated by the prospect of being able to ride out the storm at the lodge. If he was going to activate his phone, if only for a few minutes, he’d do it somewhere in Kutztown, where the FBI would presume he was just passing through.

      He reentered the pickup and drove back toward the small town of five thousand people of primarily German descent. Within minutes, he was sitting in the parking lot of the Kutztown University of Pennsylvania. Apparently, classes had been cancelled, as there were only a few people walking around the campus.

      During his escape, Jonathan had observed the change in the small towns as he drove away from Connecticut. Everything had come to a standstill. Businesses were shuttered, traffic was light, and he’d seen groups of people huddled around outdoor fires, carrying on animated conversations. The attacks of New Year’s Eve had caused the nation to stop its normal routine, and after more than a week, there was no indication that the normal American way of life was anywhere close to resuming.

      Jonathan took one last look around and began the process of reassembling his cell phone. He had half his battery life available, more than enough to locate the door-lock code for the lodge and then to power it down again.

      He nervously fumbled with the device, his mind racing as he thought of the potential danger he was placing himself in. He finally powered on the phone and scrolled through the contacts in search of the code. Just as he found it, two-zero-two-nine, his phone rang, sending shock waves through his nervous system.

      After his heart leapt out of his chest, he calmed his nerves when the display indicated that the caller was Chepe.

      “Yes,” he responded with trepidation.

      Chepe, his most cerebral anarchist operative, was short and to the point. “I’ll be brief. I know about your father. Someone has reached out to you. I believe he’s sincere. Do you want his name and number?”

      “What does he want?”

      “To help. He claims you have a mutual enemy.”

      Jonathan’s interest was piqued, but he wanted to remain cautious nonetheless. “Name and number.”

      Chepe responded and Jonathan closed his eyes momentarily as the ramifications of Briscoe reaching out to him sank in. Jonathan quickly switched his phone to speaker and pulled up his notepad.

      “Repeat the number.”

      Chepe did, and then he awaited instructions.

      “I’m here for you if you need me,” Chepe said, drawing a smile from Jonathan. He had an ally, and maybe another one, in the form of Trowbridge’s lead henchman, Briscoe.
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        Near Cofer Road

        South Richmond, Virginia

      

      

      Ethan was still asleep when his mother, Karen Hightower, began to sob over his battered body. A combination of her tears and kisses on his swollen face stirred him awake. He was having difficulty opening his eyes at first, but then he recognized his mother’s voice.

      “Ethan, my baby boy. Ethan, can you hear me? It’s your mom.”

      Ethan managed a slight smile, and then his eyes adjusted to the sunlight that was coming in through the windows. “Hey, Mom.”

      “My gosh, son. Who did this to you?”

      “Some guys. I don’t know. Doesn’t matter. I’m alive.”

      Karen looked around the room and toward the faces of the family who had rescued her son. “Thank you, but, um. Ethan, where’s Skylar? Was she—?” Karen broke down in tears and buried her face in her hands as she contemplated a similar beating being administered to Skylar, or worse.

      Ethan was able to raise his arm now and touched his mother’s shoulder. “She’s fine, Mom. She’s safe with Dad.”

      Ethan wasn’t sure why, but his mother’s demeanor immediately changed at the mention of Will.

      “Where the hell is he?” she demanded. “Where was the dad-of-the-year while my child was being beaten half to death?”

      Ethan shook his head side to side and tried to rise up in bed. He was too weak and immediately fell back onto the pillow. “It’s not his fault, Mom. He kept us safe. I’m the one that left, you know, to come find you. This is all on me.”

      “Ethan, don’t you even blame yourself for what happened here. Your father was supposed to take care of you. I knew I should’ve never let you go alone to—”

      “No, Mom. It isn’t like that. When things went bad, Dad had a plan. He took me and Skylar to this place. You know, it’s kinda like one of those compounds.”

      “Like a cult?” Karen shot back. “Is he some kinda religious fanatic or something? I’m gonna call him right—” Karen fumbled through her pockets to find her cell phone. She tried to power it on, and then she remembered that the battery had died, and she didn’t have a car charger.

      Ethan cut her off before she finished her sentence. “No, Mom. It’s a good place. Actually, a great place. I’m the one who chose to leave.”

      “Where is it, Ethan?” asked Frankie, who’d stood to the back and side of Karen while she reunited with her son. “Is it here in Richmond?”

      “Hey, Frankie.” Ethan managed a wave. “No, it’s in North Carolina.”

      Frankie stepped forward and appeared puzzled. “Where? North Carolina? How did you get here?”

      “Um, I borrowed a car from one of the farmers,” replied Ethan, who was still short of breath. He was feeling better physically, and his emotional faculties had returned. He tried to downplay his theft. “I didn’t want my dad to know that I was leaving on my own, so I took a car from a house outside the walls. I planned on taking it back when we went back there.”

      “Did you say walls?” asked Frankie.

      “What kind of place is this, Ethan?” asked Karen, who was still distraught and somewhat angry. She fired off more questions. “Did your Dad not really have a job in Atlanta? Why would he be involved in some kind of cult compound in North Carolina? None of this makes any sense.”

      Ethan was growing frustrated. His mother had a tendency to overreact and become angry with anything related to his father. Normally, around the house, he and his sister wouldn’t bring anything up related to Will. Now he had no choice.

      “Can you guys please prop me up? I really am feeling better. Just a little sore is all.”

      Frankie and one of the ladies who’d taken care of Ethan adjusted his pillows up against the headboard of the bed so he could sit up. He grimaced and groaned as he rose to a seated position, but he was glad to be upright. He was offered a glass of water with a straw, which he quickly drank down. With his parched throat quenched, and no longer being hovered over by his mother and Frankie, Ethan began to explain.

      He relayed to them what had happened at Mercedes-Benz Stadium on New Year’s Eve. The fact that he and Skylar were there unsupervised immediately raised the ire of Karen, who went on a rant before both Ethan and Frankie calmed her down.

      Then Ethan explained that Will was also known as Delta and that he was an important part of the Haven as a member of the security team. He also told them about the important job he’d been assigned, operating their drone patrols.

      “Mom, I was worried about you and got the feeling that Dad didn’t want to reach you by phone. I don’t know if that was true or if he really couldn’t get through, but I decided to head home on my own to get you.”

      Karen calmed down as Ethan showed signs of improvement. He also was displaying a maturity that was unlike his general demeanor in the past several years. She turned the conversation toward his injuries and listened to the family members for their assessment of whether he needed to go to a hospital or not. The general belief was that Ethan, with bed rest, would recover more each day.

      Frankie waited until the discussion of Ethan’s condition was over before he pressed him for information on the Haven. “Ethan, they call the place Haven?”

      “Yeah. It’s really big. It stretches along a river on two sides, and the rest of the property is surrounded by walls and iron gates. They’ve got supplies and all kinds of people who have different jobs. Some grow food. Others have special jobs like medical and teaching. They have a lot of security, like Dad.”

      “How did your dad find this place?” asked Frankie.

      Ethan gulped and pointed toward his empty Bambi cup. One of the teenagers rushed to refill it for him. “I don’t really know. All I know is that the security guys have nicknames. Dad’s is Delta. The head security guy is named Alpha. He used to be in the military.”

      “Is this Alpha person the one who created the Haven?”

      “No. Their names are Ryan and Blair Smart. I didn’t see them much. She stays at their house, mostly, and he rides around the Haven on a four-wheeler. You know, everybody has a job. Even Skylar.”

      “What?” asked Karen with a huff. “What kind of job do they give to a child?”

      “Mom, she’s not a baby, and she was actually very proud of the job given her by Blair. She was told to draw a watercolor painting or sketch or something like that. You know, of our cabin.”

      “Will has a cabin there?” Karen asked. “How the hell did he pay for it when he’s always behind on my support? He’s the lowest of low.” Her voice trailed off as she set her jaw.

      “I don’t know, Mom. I think he worked out some kind of deal or something.”

      Frankie stepped closer to Ethan’s bed. “Hey, don’t worry about all of that. Listen, Ethan. Um, do you think you could find your way back to this, this place called the Haven?”

      “Yeah, I think so. It’s not really that hard. It’s west of Charlotte off I-40. From there, it’s kinda tricky, but I think I can find my way.”

      “Frankie, what are you thinking?” asked Karen.

      Frankie reached out for Karen’s arm and pulled her to the side. “Let’s give Ethan a little time to rest. There’ll be plenty of time to talk. We’ve got a little road trip ahead of us.”
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        Haven House

        The Haven

      

      

      One of the outside patrols sped toward the front gate of the Haven, hunched over the steering wheel of his ATV, causing Alpha and Ryan to break up their conversation and draw their sidearms. The other two members of the gate security detail took up positions behind the solid block wall, prepared to shoot out the tires and possibly the driver if it was someone other than their own people. Fortunately, as the four-wheeler got closer to the gate, it slowed and the driver stood on the footrests to reveal his identity.

      Alpha, still concerned about the sudden approach, kept his weapon ready and exited through the pedestrian gate to approach the car. His voice boomed, reflecting his annoyance with the driver’s approach. “You wanna explain why you came barreling up here?”

      “Yeah, sorry about that. There’s a sizable group walking toward us.”

      Alpha was still annoyed. “You’ve got people watching I-40 all of this time and finally decide to tell us this?”

      “No, it’s not like that,” the man quickly responded. “There’s a lot of traffic heading out of Charlotte on the interstate, but they’re not stopping at the Hildebran exit. Well, I mean maybe a few. But, mostly, they keep going west toward Asheville.”

      “Then where is this group you’re talking about?” asked Ryan, who’d holstered his weapon and joined Alpha’s side. He turned and motioned for the other sentries to open the gate.

      “From the south,” the driver replied. “You know, we’ve concentrated our efforts on the highway because of the thousands of people fleeing Charlotte. You know, there’s really nothing to the south of us.”

      “Okay,” said Ryan. “You said sizable. How many cars are there?”

      “That’s just it,” the driver replied. “They’re walking. They’re coming toward the bridge up Henry River Road.”

      “How many?” asked Alpha.

      “A few dozen. Interesting thing, though. We didn’t see any kids. All men and women, both young and old. Also, we didn’t see any weapons, or at least no long guns.”

      Ryan furrowed his brow and thought for a moment. “Okay, come on in and let me talk to Alpha.”

      The driver eased through the gate as Ryan ordered the gate secured. Alpha contacted two more members of the security team to relieve him and Ryan at the gate. When he was done, the two men stepped into the gatehouse and studied a topography/road map of the area surrounding the Haven.

      Alpha traced his index finger around the map. “It seems odd that refugees wouldn’t have any children.”

      “And if they were locals, why wouldn’t they just stay home?” asked Ryan inquisitively. “Surely they know they’re better off. I mean, where the heck do they think they’re gonna go?”

      “Not here,” replied Alpha dryly.

      “They’re also unarm—” began Ryan before he caught himself as his fingers tapped an icon on the map. “Wait a second. I bet they’re from Valley Haven, just south of Advent Crossroads. If I remember correctly, the campers come from all over the country for couples counseling, and just to get away.”

      “And get right with the Lord,” added Alpha.

      “Yeah, something like that. I don’t know why they’d run them out of the retreat, but either way, it makes sense now. It’s a place that kinda focuses on leaving your worldly possessions behind. You know, cars, cell phones, iPads, etcetera.”

      “Where do I sign up?” quipped Alpha, making a rare attempt at humor.

      “You already did, buddy,” replied Ryan before continuing. “Here’s the thing. I didn’t want to close the bridge crossing the Henry River along our southern perimeter because I felt like the locals needed the ability to come and go.”

      Alpha stepped away from the map and looked Ryan in the eye. “Yeah, but this is different. As we’ve discussed before, we gotta do what’s best for us, right? We should’ve shut down the bridge from the beginning.”

      “I can’t argue with that, Alpha. I really don’t think we have a choice.” Ryan glanced out the guardhouse window toward the driveway. “Do you still have the Department of Transportation barriers hidden down the embankment on the other side of the river?”

      “Yeah, we have caution tape too. On the south side of the bridge, it’ll look like the bridge is closed for construction. I’ll position our people along the bridge to warn them off, with bullets if necessary.”

      Ryan nodded and wandered toward the gate. Henry River Road skirted the entire western perimeter of the Haven and was always an area of concern. His solutions for a scenario like this involved closing the bridge at the south and creating an armed roadblock at the northwestern corner of the Haven where the wall began. This prevented vehicular traffic from approaching their gates as well as large groups of pedestrians. He hadn’t implemented these protections as of yet, so securing the bridge was the first step.

      He didn’t want to draw unnecessary attention from the local sheriff by closing off a county road to traffic, but it was time to hunker down. It was a matter of time before hungry, desperate refugees spilled out of Charlotte from their southeast to find their way to the Haven. Their security plan was sound, and now they’d have to take defensive measures to control the area just outside their perimeter walls. If the sheriff came around to complain, then Ryan would deal with him when the time came.
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      “Looocy, I’m home!” shouted Ryan as he walked into Haven House, using his best Desi Arnaz imitation from the classic I Love Lucy program. Ryan laughed at himself as he realized that he was somewhat of a throwback to the sixties, when the show was popular. Although he was just a young boy at the time, the program was a favorite of his mother and they never missed an episode.

      Ryan was barely through the front door when the sound of puppy paws came barreling through the house on the wood floor. Chubby and The Roo led the way, with the ten-pound-heavier Handsome Dan in hot pursuit. Ryan smiled as he recalled the GEICO commercial from years ago depicting a spoof of the Running of the Bulls held annually in Pamplona, Spain. In the commercial, rather than bulls chasing the brave young Spaniards, it was English bulldogs racing through the streets.

      He dropped to his knees to greet the trio as they plowed into him, knocking him on his backside and rewarding him with wet sloppy kisses.

      “Blair, help me!” said Ryan as Chubby climbed on his chest and shook her head side to side as if she was the conquering hero. Somehow, Handsome Dan learned from the girls that he could physically abuse Ryan as well. The large pup walked across Ryan’s midsection, back and forth, until a misplaced paw caused Ryan to roll over in pain.

      After a moment of enjoying the scrum, Blair came to the rescue. “Come on, guys, give the self-proclaimed king of the castle a break.” She knelt down to help her husband off the floor. “You’re gettin’ too old for this, Mr. Smart.”

      “Never,” said Ryan as he sat up with a groan. “I let them think they’re winning.”

      Blair covered her nose with her right hand and waved the air in front of her face with the left. “Dude, you need to take a shower. You’re a little gamey.”

      “No, I’m not,” protested Ryan. “I took a shower yesterday.”

      “Well, try using deodorant, then,” Blair shot back as she stood over her husband. Ryan sat with his elbows rested on his knees as the three bulldogs circled around him like sharks.

      “I do. I mean, I did. I use that Gillette clear gel. Remember, from those five-packs I bought on sale at Sam’s Club?”

      “It’s not workin’, ’cause you stink, sir.”

      “No, I don’t,” said Ryan and then he turned to the playful pups. “Guys, what do you think? You wanna sniff my pits?”

      The Roo, whom the Smarts had labeled FOMO, an acronym representing the words fear of missing out, was the first in line to conduct a sniff test.

      “Ryan! Stop that. Don’t make my children sniff your pits. Use my deodorant if you have to or take a shower.”

      “I’m saving water, and deodorant,” said Ryan with a chuckle as he stood up. The bulldogs heard something at the other end of the house, most likely the last remnants of the snow falling off a pine tree, and went tearing after it, roaring their disapproval at the disruption.

      “We have a well,” said Blair disapprovingly. “Several of them, as a matter of fact. Come sit down, but don’t you dare flap those wings or I’ll make you sleep outside with the other daddy hounds.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” said Ryan as he slipped his L.L.Bean boots off and made his way to a chair at the dining table. “What’s new in the news?”

      “The good news is that there is literally no news,” said Blair, who was always careful to use the word literally in its proper context rather than as a filler to a sentence, a practice adopted by vocabulary-starved millennials. “The cyber attacks were directed at all forms of media, print, television, and many websites. Somebody wanted to take away our ability to know what’s going on.”

      Ryan chuckled. “It’s a shame they didn’t do that years ago. The country would’ve been better off.”

      “That’s the truth,” said Blair as she brought them both a bowl of potato cheese soup made with potatoes from the Haven’s gardens and powdered cheddar cheese they stored in the Haven’s prepper pantry.

      “We have a possible situation headed our way, but Alpha’s on top of it.”

      Blair crumbled some club crackers into her soup and took a bite. Her face contorted somewhat because it was too hot to eat. “So what’s the sitch?”

      “North of us, along the interstate, traffic is picking up with refugees streaming out of Charlotte, but for the most part, they pass our exit as they head toward the mountains. The problem is from the south.”

      “There’s no population down there,” interjected Blair. “How many people are we talking about?”

      “About three dozen, and I think they’re probably from the retreat.”

      “Valley Haven,” muttered Blair as she tried another spoonful of soup. “They’re harmless.”

      “I hope so, but you can never be too sure. Alpha has closed the bridge to any kind of traffic, and we intend to put the roadblock in place at the northern end of our perimeter wall soon.”

      “The sheriff will be pissed,” said Blair.

      “Yeah, but I think he has his hands full with all of the interstate traffic, some of which is on foot, I’m told.”

      Blair sat back in her chair and thought for a moment. “If you turn them away at the bridge, how are they gonna cross the river?”

      “Old Shelby Road. It’s only a mile or so downriver from here.”

      Blair didn’t want to argue, but she was always good at playing devil’s advocate. “As the crow flies, but they’ll have to backtrack several miles to get to the bridge by road. Couldn’t Alpha and some of the security guys escort them up Henry River Road until they move on?”

      Ryan hadn’t thought of that. “I suppose, but how many guys do we assign to the group to make sure they don’t turn on us? A dozen? That pulls away from our other defenses just so these people aren’t inconvenienced.”

      Blair wanted to add another thought when the ringing of Ryan’s phone interrupted them.

      “Hello?” he answered with a mouthful of soup.

      Ryan listened for a moment and then interrupted the caller. “X-Ray, hold on. I’m gonna put you on speaker so Blair can hear this too.”

      Ryan changed the settings on his phone and set it on the table between them. “Okay, X-Ray, go ahead.”

      “Hi, Blair.”

      “Hey, X-Ray. What’s new?” Blair exchanged a look with Ryan. She’d made it known that she didn’t trust their newcomer and frequently asked whether it was worth keeping him around.

      “Well, two things, actually. First, I’ve been monitoring some of the websites that are frequently used by white hat hackers. Supposedly, they’re the good guys, but you can’t always tell. Anyway, there’s this Zero Day bunch, former Harvard students and their professor, who are frequently on the message boards of this one site. They claim to know about the virus that hit the LA Times first and then spread to Tribune Publishing.”

      “Okay, we’re listening,” said Blair, who shrugged and continued to eat. She usually liked people to get to the point and dispense with the preliminaries.

      “Um, sure. Anyway, the virus was inserted through the LA Times’ printing process and quickly found its way into their main servers. Once there, it became disseminated throughout the Associated Press network of media outlets. All of these media companies, whether print like the Times or the Chicago Tribune, or television, share information through the same networks. The virus attached itself to articles shared by the LA Times and then it spread like wildfire. It’s traveling the globe now, and media companies worldwide are being shut down.”

      “Good, no more fake news,” said Ryan as he finished off his soup. He let out a slight belch, drawing a disapproving look from his wife.

      “Well, yeah, but it also impacts our ability to know what’s going on,” cautioned X-Ray. “I’m focusing on alt-web outlets, but they’re not always reliable. I’ve stepped up my monitoring of local law enforcement and the frequencies used by known patriot groups operating in the area, like Camp Constitution, the Three Percenters, and of course, the Oath Keepers.”

      Ryan shrugged and smiled at Blair. She mouthed the word whatever, drawing a chuckle from Ryan. X-Ray was on top of the outage and keeping them informed at the same time. Blair had a hard time giving the young man accolades because of her wary feelings about him.

      “Um, are you guys still there?” asked X-Ray after a long moment of silence.

      Ryan replied, “Yes, of course. Anything else?”

      “About Charlotte, something is going on there today,” he replied. “There are reports of people being attacked and killed throughout the city. Now, I don’t know Charlotte that well, but I jotted down the names of the neighborhoods as I heard them. These are the rich parts of town.”

      “Whadya make of that?” asked Ryan.

      “Well, logic tells me that the poor are taking from the rich, by force, it appears.”

      “Yeah, that’s logical, but not surprising,” said Blair, who appeared unimpressed at X-Ray’s conclusion.

      “It’s more than that, though,” he continued. “This is kind of like the fires that were reported in those first few days after New Year’s Eve. From what I’ve heard, the attacks were launched simultaneously at different wealthy neighborhoods around town. It’s as if the unrest was orchestrated by someone who was attempting to take advantage of law enforcement being spread too thin.”

      “Okay,” said Ryan. “You’ll keep us posted, right?”

      “Of course, but also be aware that the city is emptying out. I picked up on the scanner that road rage is happening all over the place as residents fight to get away from the carnage. Mostly they’re headed south on 95 and northwest towards us.”

      A slight tap at the door caught Ryan and Blair’s attention, as well as the sensitive ears of the bulldog brigade, who came racing from the back of the house toward the front entrance.

      “Okay, X-Ray, thanks.” Ryan signed off before disconnecting the call.

      “Are you expecting anyone?” asked Blair.

      “Nope, but it’s starting to feel like Grand Central Station.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Haven House

        The Haven

      

      

      Blair opened the front door while Ryan took their dishes and glasses to the kitchen. Tom and Cort nervously milled around on the porch with grim looks on their faces. Blair’s first thought was, Now what?

      “Hey, guys. Is everything all right?” she asked as she held the door open and waved them inside. Neither responded immediately, waiting until Blair shut the door behind them.

      Ryan emerged from the kitchen. “Were we scheduled for something? Is there an issue at the front gate?”

      Tom removed his jacket and hung it on a hook next to the Smarts’.

      Cort was wearing his Yale sweatshirt with the Y logo on the front. He replied to their questions. “No, we, um, actually, this is about me. I think I need to tell you something, but I felt like I needed to run it by Tom first since he’s more familiar with the situation.”

      Blair, who was standing behind the men, rolled her head on her shoulders and gave Ryan a look. She hated surprises. She and Ryan had planned the Haven down to every minute detail and went to great lengths to learn as much about their residents as possible before a collapse event brought them all together. However, as was always the case, the human dynamic could throw any organized universe into chaos.

      “Grab a chair,” said Ryan as he took a seat at the head of the table. Blair offered everyone something to drink, but they declined.

      “Let me get right to the point,” said Cort. “Earlier, I finished a long conversation with Meredith about this. Sometimes, a husband feels a need to withhold information from his wife in order to protect her. Or at least in his mind, he’s protecting her.” Cort paused, so Ryan tried to ease the tension.

      “It’s a fruitless exercise, my friend. Women have this uncanny BS meter that can see right into your head. You can’t hide anything from them, trust me.”

      Blair added, “Yeah, Cort. Trust him. Ryan is a terrible liar, whether bold face or by omission. With him, what you see is what you get.”

      Cort managed a grin. “After talking with Meredith, she told me to come see you guys. Here’s the thing. She and her father have been estranged for the last five or six years. Dear old dad, George Trowbridge, is probably one of the most influential people in Washington. His wealth and political power are rivaled by only a handful of Washington insiders.”

      “Did he ever hold office?” asked Ryan.

      Tom laughed. “He didn’t have to. He owned them already. Half of Congress and most presidents have been beholden to Cort’s father-in-law.”

      “He’s a kingmaker, as they say in political circles,” added Cort. “In any event, when my wife and George had a falling-out, they both became stubborn and went a long time without speaking with one another.”

      “What happened?” asked Blair.

      “Well, let’s just say that George had a daddy-knows-best approach toward his relationship with her,” Cort replied.

      “Did he not approve of you as her husband or something?” asked Blair.

      Cort chuckled. “Nah, just the opposite. After Meredith took me to her home for the first time, George practically recruited me to marry her. We had certain common interests at Yale.”

      “Like what?” asked Ryan.

      Cort glanced at Tom for support. With an imperceptible nod that Blair picked up on, Tom gave Cort the green light to continue.

      “I played basketball at Yale, but I was also determined to be a lawyer. During my junior year, I was tapped to join a group of students who’d carried on a tradition that dated back for centuries.”

      Ryan perked up. “Are you a Bonesman?”

      Cort smiled. “So you’re familiar with the Skull and Bones Society?”

      “Sort of. I remember it was a big deal when George H. W. Bush ran for president. Then it came out that W. had been a part of it as well.”

      “Well, I’m a member, as is Meredith’s father. During my time at Yale, a lot of alumni came to our gatherings, usually at a place called Deer Island. George wasn’t one of them, although he was one of the more famous Bonesmen who’d never held political office.”

      “Why didn’t he go?” asked Blair.

      “When George was at Yale, there apparently was a falling-out among the Bonesmen at the time based on political differences. George, and many who were politically inclined toward the right, pulled away from the others. Since I’ve arrived here, I’ve had more free time to reflect on what I recall from the stories told by my fellow Bonesmen, and what George has relayed to me over the years. I think the rift was greater than any of them let on.”

      Blair was trying to make sense of all of this. “Okay, Meredith and her dad didn’t speak for a while. I take it you stayed in contact with him?”

      “That’s correct, but it was more than a casual phone chat. He and I worked closely together on legislative matters. You know, exchanging information, discussing strategies. Things like that.”

      “That’s it?” asked Blair. “I mean, that doesn’t sound like some big national security secret. I guess I might’ve been pissed if Ryan had a secretive relationship with my dad and didn’t back me up if there was some kind of disagreement. Is there more to this?”

      “I think so,” replied Cort. “He was grooming me, Blair. He never expressly admitted it, but I believe George was steering me from position to position in order to eventually take the reins of his empire. You see, Meredith is his only child, and she has no interest whatsoever in what he does. I check off all the boxes—family, politically astute, and most importantly, I’m a Bonesman.”

      Ryan leaned back in his chair and sighed. “I don’t know, Cort. There could be worse things to become entangled with. From what you’ve described, your father-in-law is a wealthy, powerful, and respected man. He’s kind of a middle ground to the Koch brothers on the right and the Schwartz family on the left.”

      “Yes, in the past he has played both sides of the aisle, oftentimes pitting one side against the other to get what he wants,” said Cort, and then his voice lowered. “Until now.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Blair.

      Cort took a deep breath and explained. He began to nervously rub his hands together and then wiped his sweaty palms on his pants. “I saw him on New Year’s Eve before I flew home to Mobile. My visit was the reason I missed my earlier flight, and it was that hastily called meeting that placed me on Delta 322 from Atlanta to Mobile.”

      “What was the conversation about?” asked Ryan.

      “It was almost, well, philosophical. George is in poor health. Meredith didn’t know the extent of it until I filled her in this morning. Anyway, I believe he was preparing me for his death.”

      Blair could see that Cort was troubled and she leaned over to touch his arm. “Hey, the holidays do that to people, especially when they’re old and alone. I wouldn’t worry—”

      Cort smiled, but he interrupted her. “We’ve never had a conversation like that before. Plus, it was what he said at the end that stuck in my head. His eyes looked into mine, like they were probing my soul. It was the eeriest feeling I’d ever experienced, other than almost dying in that airplane.”

      “What did he say?” asked Ryan.

      “His last words to me were either you control destiny, or destiny controls you,” replied Cort.

      Cort’s words hung in the air as Ryan and Blair considered their meaning. Finally, Blair asked Cort what they meant to him. His response shocked her.

      “He knew.”
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      Ryan was beginning to get the picture. The group that lit the fuse on New Year’s Eve had intended to inflict damage on certain groups for the purpose of fanning the flames of discontent. He wanted to probe Cort further so he could fill in the blanks of his own theories of what had happened.

      “About what? The New Year’s Eve attacks?” he asked.

      “Yes, I think so,” replied Cort. “I’m not totally sure as to why he would be involved in something like that, although I could speculate. Moreover, because of his poor health, I don’t know how he’d have the ability to pull off coordinated terrorist attacks considering his circumstances.”

      “Yet his words were profound, and they did imply he knew what was about to happen,” added Blair.

      Cort hung his head and exhaled. “Yes.”

      Ryan looked at Tom. “You’ve been awfully quiet through all of this. What say you?”

      “This was Cort’s story to tell,” replied Tom. “That said, take it from someone who’s worked for George Trowbridge and his associates in the past, he, or one of his associates, was certainly capable of pulling off the type of coordination required to accomplish the attacks.”

      Blair stood up and wandered around the room. She rubbed her temples and then paused. “Why didn’t he clue you in? Hell, why didn’t he warn you? For Pete’s sake, you were on an airplane that was shot down, possibly using some of his resources.”

      “Honey, sit down,” said Ryan, who could tell his wife was getting agitated. “That was just a matter of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “If that’s the case, it was pretty sloppy, in my opinion,” said Blair, who continued to wander the floor. “If Cort is the heir apparent to some political machine or empire, you’d think the kingmaker, as you called him, would protect the prince a little better from being accidentally killed.”

      Tom spoke up. “We think Cort might have been the target, or at least by a stroke of luck, happened to be on the same plane as Congressman Pratt.”

      Now Blair was really confused. “His father-in-law tried to have him killed? That doesn’t make—”

      Cort stopped her. “No. No. He had no idea, I’m sure. It was probably somebody else.”

      “Someone went rogue, off the reservation, as they say,” interjected Tom. “Cort and I believe that while Pratt was the initial and, I might add, obvious target, Cort’s appearance on the flight’s manifest as the last standby passenger to be boarded was either overlooked or considered to be a fortuitous turn of events for whoever spearheaded this operation.”

      The room fell silent as they contemplated Tom’s words. Blair finally took a seat, but her body language spoke volumes. All of a sudden, this new wrinkle might put them all in danger. She was genuinely concerned.

      Cort sensed the tension, so he addressed the elephant in the room. “I’m thinking what all of you are thinking. I may have been the target of the downing of Delta 322, and it’s quite possible that the person or persons that orchestrated the attack may still be after me.”

      “I don’t know, maybe,” said Ryan. “How would they know that you were here?”

      “Well, I knew it and apparently so did your daddy-in-law,” replied Blair. “He gave the letter to Tom knowing that his path would cross with Meredith’s. If we knew it, then these people who work for Trowbridge might know it, too.”

      Cort stood and adjusted his sweatshirt. “You’re right, Blair, and I couldn’t live with myself if I brought that kind of heat on the Haven. I think that Meredith, Hannah and I should leave.”

      “Come on, Cort, sit down,” said Ryan, gesturing with both hands to have Cort return to the table. “Nobody’s going anywhere.”

      Cort tried to argue. “I’m putting everyone here in danger. If there’s a target on my back, they’ll … Well, you’ve seen what they’re capable of. They could drop a bomb here and leave a crater the size of Rhode Island.”

      Tom started laughing. “Cort, they’re not gonna drop a bomb on the Haven. Ryan’s right. Let’s talk this through.”

      “I agree, Cort,” said Blair. “Listen, you know me. I tell it like it is. If I thought you should go, I’d be escorting you to the gate myself.”

      “Me too,” said Ryan. “Besides, where would you go? You can’t go back home. You’d never make it to New England. Meredith and Hannah aren’t made for hiding in the woods. You’re staying and we’ll figure it out.”

      “Let me add this, too,” started Blair. “Even if you left, they, whoever they are, wouldn’t necessarily know that you’re gone. They’d come around looking for you and we’d have to fight them off anyway. At least you’d be here and add one more gun to the Haven’s defense.”

      Cort was humbled and he slid back into his chair, slouching somewhat as his tall frame stretched well under the Smarts’ dining table.

      “Okay,” said Ryan. “First, we have to keep this information within the four of us. I don’t know how much you’ve told Meredith—”

      “Everything,” interrupted Cort.

      Ryan looked to Tom. “How about Donna?”

      “Nothing,” he replied.

      “Good grief,” interjected Blair with an accompanying eye roll.

      “Well, she’s been feeling down lately, and I didn’t want to add to her worries,” Tom explained.

      Blair, who was not a feminist, but certainly considered herself a strong woman, said, “Gentlemen, I’m gonna say this one time. Women are not fragile. We bend, but we don’t break. Consider this. We’re capable of giving birth. Could any of you three do that? Hmm?”

      Silence.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Blair continued. “That said, in a stressful environment like this, and especially under the circumstances, the fewer people who know about this, the better.”

      “I agree,” added Ryan. “We run this community like a business, doing our best to keep the emotions out of it. George Trowbridge obviously loves his family and must have some amount of confidence in the Haven. Otherwise, you would be somewhere under his wing, whether Meredith liked it or not.”

      Tom interrupted. “He’s a man who keeps up with his assets. Sorry, Cort, not to insult your importance as a member of his family. Trowbridge invests a lot in people like you and me. He wouldn’t put us in harm’s way.”

      Cort reluctantly nodded.

      “Good, it’s settled, then,” said Blair. “You’re staying here. I want you to reassure Meredith that we’ll do everything we can to protect you guys. Ryan might bring Alpha into it because special security arrangements may need to be put in place. I don’t know. Whatever it takes, we’ll do our best to make it happen.”

      Cort sat up in his chair, emboldened by the show of support from the Smarts. “Thank you. I will never forget what y’all have done for us.”
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      Trowbridge’s health had taken a downturn as the aftermath of the attacks had begun to weigh heavily upon him. The desired results were being achieved. Certain parts of the country were in turmoil. Violence was widespread, and communities were in a lawless state. Local law enforcement was overwhelmed, and even when the governors dispatched the National Guard in some states like California, Illinois, and Michigan, they were instructed to perform crowd control only. Guardsmen were not asked to tamp down the riots with lethal force.

      The president was safely tucked away at Raven Rock and, for the moment, he was content with bringing overseas troops back home for further deployment to the hottest zones of unrest. Harris, Trowbridge’s aide, had spoken at length with the president’s chief of staff on two occasions.

      The administration was content with allowing the fires of collapse to burn on for another week or so until reservists were called up and overseas soldiers were recalled. Once the military assets were in place and ready for deployment under the martial law orders, the president would take the necessary steps by executive order to circumvent the Posse Comitatus Act.

      Posse comitatus originated in ninth-century England and was later used as a means to incorporate the military in domestic law enforcement actions. Following the American Civil War, Congress passed a law prohibiting the president’s use of military personnel in typically local law enforcement duties such as civil unrest.

      The limitation did not apply, however, to the deployment of the National Guard. The Guard was activated by a state’s governor but could not be activated by the president as a result of the Posse Comitatus Act.

      The president’s chief of staff told Harris that he would violate the act if he deemed it necessary to protect the American people, and deal with the consequences of it later. He suspected, however, that the leaders within the military would not act upon his orders. Therefore, he planned on ordering the Defense Department to reassign large numbers of military personnel to the National Guard to be deployed to select states.

      He addressed the ramifications of the fuse lit on New Year’s Eve. “A lot of Americans will die, Harris. I knew this in advance, and I believe the president is keenly aware of this.”

      Harris closed up his iPad and set it on a side table near the door. He joined Trowbridge by his bed.

      “Sir, we were headed toward a second civil war anyway. I remember a poll taken a couple of years back that showed forty percent of those asked believed a second civil war would take place within the next five years, and sixty percent thought it would occur during their lifetimes.”

      “Harris, I will always wonder if I did the right thing by suggesting these attacks. The American electorate had shifted from being informed and placing their votes on distinctions between policy or procedure. Instead, they rallied behind their team, whether democrat or republican, for better or for worse.”

      “Sir, I personally believe this country needed to be shaken to its core. I thought 9/11 would do it. I felt like the patriotism on display in the years thereafter revealed a turning point away from the divide that began in the sixties.”

      Trowbridge laughed. “I remember. They all flew flags on their cars and wore lapel pins professing their love of country. And then the arguments about weapons of mass destruction and Saddam Hussein started in Congress, and our politicians were back to throwing stones and hurling accusations.”

      Trowbridge sighed and then continued. “The bottom line is this. There was no more time for nuance. There was only time for war. So, war it will be for the foreseeable future.”

      “How will it end?” asked Harris. “When the president takes control of the streets?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. This conflict may be too large for our military to control. It may need to run its course.” Trowbridge paused, managed a laugh, and then grimaced at the pain caused by enjoying the moment. “Harris, I’m like the weatherman. I’m not in control of the storm, but I can tell you where it’s most likely to happen.”

      The two men fell silent for a moment as they stared at the blank television monitors. Ordinarily, several news networks would be displayed on the screens. After the cyber attacks of that morning, an actual news blackout had affected America.

      Comfortable that the national approach to the collapse was being managed by the president in a satisfactory matter, Trowbridge was ready to focus his efforts on his adversaries. He bristled when Harris reported that Briscoe had eluded the hit team assigned to kill him at Monocacy Farm. Their careless mistake would send Briscoe into hiding and possibly out of the country.

      Trowbridge was upset that he wasn’t able to exact his revenge for Briscoe’s betrayal. However, causing the man to scurry about like a cockroach when the lights were turned on was somewhat satisfying.

      “Still no news on Jonathan Schwartz?” asked Trowbridge.

      “No, sir. I have to tell you that the FBI’s ranks are stretched thin at the moment. They have morphed from an investigative agency to one concerned with future attacks. I don’t believe they’re assigning the resources necessary to find Jonathan.”

      “And his father?”

      “Tucked away in a holding cell at the federal prison in Petersburg, Virginia. It should suit him for many months until the dust settles around the country.”

      “Has the DOJ frozen their assets?” asked Trowbridge.

      “Obvious accounts, plus those that we provided to them,” replied Harris. “The Schwartz companies have real estate holdings all over the country. It’s likely that precious metals and cash were tucked away, you know, just in case.”

      “Jonathan will stick his head up out of a hole, either to free his father or come at me. Are our people in place to fend off any direct assault on the property?”

      “Yes, sir. We’re at platoon strength on a full-time rotational basis with a second group of forty on standby.”

      “On the water, too?” asked Trowbridge.

      “Absolutely. Yes, sir.”

      Trowbridge thought about Meredith and her family for a moment. He considered reaching out to Cort, but he was concerned that electronic surveillance might expose their whereabouts. He’d taken the steps to notify his closest friends to explain Briscoe’s betrayal. He suspected that the word had spread throughout his fellow Bonesmen and the operatives they employed.

      Trowbridge didn’t lose sight of the fact that Briscoe had allies of his own and might look for a way to come at him. As he contemplated this, his lower back was struck with a sudden jolt of pain, followed by an onrush of chills that overtook him. His brow broke out in a cold sweat and he began to shiver uncontrollably.

      Trowbridge was barely conscious as Harris summoned the medical staff into the bedroom suite to attend to the man whose health was deteriorating.
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      Minutes seemed like hours as Briscoe anxiously awaited a phone call from Jonathan Schwartz. He’d told himself that after thirty minutes, he was going to continue driving north until he reached the Canadian border in Maine. If Schwartz called in the meantime, he’d take it from there. Otherwise, he needed to put some distance between himself and Monocacy Farm.

      His vehicle was parked facing the midday sun, causing the interior to warm up. He hadn’t slept all night and was exhausted. Despite his anxious state, drowsiness began to overtake him. Twice, Briscoe snapped his head upright as he drifted off to sleep. The third time, he was just about out when the phone vibrated on the seat next to him.

      He immediately picked it up and looked at the display. He recognized the number, not because he’d spoken to the man on the other end of the line before, but because the briefings he’d received from his hacktivist team had included the number in a recent dossier update.

      His mind raced as he thought of what he wanted to say. He set his jaw, straightened up in his seat, and prepared to enter a new alliance.

      “Hello.” He began the conversation full of trepidation.

      “You’ve got less than sixty seconds,” said the voice on the line. He recognized Jonathan’s voice immediately. Over the years, he’d studied every public appearance of the heir to the Schwartz throne.

      “George Trowbridge tried to have me killed, and I have no friends right now. I suspect you feel about him the same way I do. Perhaps we can help one another.”

      “I can handle things on my own.”

      “Maybe so, but I have an additional option that you might not have considered. One that would cut the old man’s heart out, figuratively speaking.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Let’s meet. I can assure you that I’m alone.”

      “Stay by the phone.”

      With that, Jonathan disconnected the call. Briscoe allowed himself a slight smile. He needed an ally, and while Jonathan Schwartz would not have been his first choice, he was an unlikely one, meaning that Trowbridge would never suspect it.

      One thing that Briscoe knew that Trowbridge did not was the fact that each of the New Year’s Eve attacks were compartmentalized. No one knew of the details for each of the operations except for Briscoe. Trowbridge might have his suspicions regarding the downing of Delta 322, but he wasn’t certain. If Briscoe could finish the job by taking out Cortland, using Schwartz-hired operatives who’d shoulder the blame, then he might be able to sway his fellow Bonesmen to disregard Trowbridge’s accusations as being irrational.

      He could be back in the saddle, as they say.

      The phone rang again. It was Jonathan.

      “Hello.”

      “Meet me in the faculty parking lot at the University of Pennsylvania in Kutztown. How long will it take you to get here?”

      “About two hours,” replied Briscoe. He knew it would only take an hour, but he wanted to arrive early to check out the location.

      “Come alone or I’ll kill you myself,” Schwartz snarled before disconnecting the call.

      Briscoe pulled the phone away and dropped it on the seat next to him. He reached into his sweater pocket and felt for the revolver that he’d used to kill his caretaker.

      “Oh, I’ll be alone, just as you’d better be, my new friend. Both of us are capable of pulling triggers.”
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      Briscoe parked his vehicle two blocks from the university and chose to walk onto the campus to locate the faculty parking lot. Dressed in his cardigan, he looked somewhat professorial. Briscoe was not a public figure, and he seriously doubted that Jonathan would recognize him if they stood next to one another in a crowded subway.

      He assumed that Jonathan was staying somewhere close; otherwise he wouldn’t have suggested this location. Also, he’d probably been there before and knew it would be an easy location to surveil. As Briscoe traversed the sidewalks of the small campus, he checked his watch. He was early, by design.

      Schwartz pulled into the parking lot alone and backed the stolen pickup truck so that the license plate was pushed against a retaining wall. He sat there staring ahead for a moment, and then he began to look around the parking lot. He checked his watch, all in plain view of Briscoe, who was standing to the side and rear of the pickup.

      After ten minutes in which the two men assessed their surroundings, Briscoe decided to make the first move. To reassure Jonathan that he was alone, and to allow him the opportunity to run if necessary, Briscoe walked to the entrance of the parking lot and strolled in between the parked cars until he was out in the open. He casually walked past the front of Schwartz and then stopped to face him. The two men nodded to one another, and Jonathan casually waved him over as he rolled down the window.

      “Good morning, Professor,” said Jonathan with a hint of snark.

      Briscoe studied his attire and smiled. “Yes, I suppose I do fit in.” He paused and studied the pickup. “This appears to be a step down from your usual transportation.”

      Jonathan was remarkably loose and lighthearted. Briscoe studied his adversary. The son of the great György Schwartz appeared relieved to be talking with him.

      “Hop in, it’s stolen. You might as well join in the conspiracy.”

      Briscoe laughed. “Yeah, I have a stolen one as well. I really need to get it off the streets. Do you have a place where we can hide these for a couple of centuries?”

      “Yes. We’ll get your vehicle. I have a place about seven miles from here. There’s a few barns on the property where they can be hidden away with years of dust.”

      Twenty minutes later, the two men had parked their stolen vehicles in a barn located at the back of the Schwartz property. They removed the license plates and slung them like frisbees into a nearby pond. Schwartz assured Briscoe that he’d have the vehicles destroyed as soon as he felt comfortable reaching out to his people.

      Incredibly, the two men were nonchalant in their initial dealings with one another. It was as if they knew they couldn’t turn to anyone else. The odd pairing resulted in a mutual respect that was necessary as they hatched a plan to fight back against the man who put them in this predicament.

      It had been a long day full of a wide range of emotions. Incredibly, Briscoe felt safe in the presence of Schwartz, who was not known to be a violent man, although his employees were capable of it. Briscoe assessed his new ally’s demeanor and wondered if Jonathan had personally killed anyone, like he had.

      “Let’s cut to the chase,” began Jonathan after he poured Briscoe a glass of much-needed brandy. “We both find ourselves in similar circumstances. We’re fugitives from law enforcement. We’re also hiding from the tentacles of George Trowbridge. I’m speaking for myself, but I suspect you feel the same way. We don’t know which way to turn and whom to trust.”

      “I agree. Honestly, I think that I could handle the legal matters easier than the personal vendetta Trowbridge has against me. Cops and judges can be bought. Trowbridge, however, cannot.”

      Jonathan took a sip of brandy and reached for a cigar humidor that sat on the coffee table between them. He offered one to Briscoe, who declined. After he clipped the end of a Davidoff cigar and lit it, he continued.

      “While I would take great pleasure in ending Trowbridge’s life, I’ve given this some thought. He will be protected and nearly untouchable. At present, I don’t think I could find the professionals prepared to take on that task. I’m intrigued by the suggestion you made on the phone.”

      “George’s weakness is his son-in-law, Michael Cortland,” offered Briscoe. “I don’t know the family dynamic, but I do know that George has never mentioned his daughter in my presence. I get the distinct impression that her husband is the apple of the father’s eye.”

      “The son he never had,” added Jonathan.

      “Precisely. Cortland is our target.”

      “Rumor has it that Cortland was on the Delta flight to Mobile, am I correct?” asked Jonathan.

      Briscoe peered over his glass as he nodded.

      “And, may I assume that it was mere chance that he was on board that flight and, therefore, a level of plausible deniability was afforded the man responsible for the crashing of the aircraft.”

      Briscoe shrugged and toasted the air between the two men, indicating that Jonathan was on the right track.

      “Because”—Jonathan stretched out the word—“why else would Trowbridge want to kill his number one guy?”

      “Indeed, thus the reason we’re here,” replied Briscoe. “Two new friends sharing a brandy.”

      “All right, Mr. Briscoe. What’s the play?”

      Briscoe set his glass down and slid it closer to Jonathan, indicating he’d like a refill. While his host topped off his snifter, Briscoe laid out his proposal.

      “Cortland and his family have arrived at a secluded compound a couple of hours northwest of Charlotte. This place, built in the last two years by a couple from Florida, was designed as a safe place in the event of a catastrophic event.”

      “Or events like the ones you triggered,” interrupted Jonathan with a sly grin.

      “Guilty as charged. I suspect that’s a conversation to be had over another bottle of brandy. Be that as it may, I have eyes and ears everywhere. One of my people got word to me that Cortland and his family have arrived at this place they call the Haven. He likely considers himself safe there, and therefore, he’s vulnerable to attack.”

      “Attack? Attack by whom?” asked Jonathan.

      Briscoe took a deep breath and replied, “Time for me to make some presumptions. I know Chepe and how he operates. The Richmond unrest in the days following New Year’s had his fingerprints all over it. Then, before the news blackout today, it appeared he’d moved on to a new target—Charlotte. Am I right?”

      “Of course. Keep in mind, you started this fight, but we intend to finish it.” Jonathan paused for a drink; then he asked another question. “May I presume that your people were responsible for the cyber attacks on the media?”

      “Yes.”

      “Kudos. Fear of the unknown only serves to create paranoia in the masses. That plays to our benefit, you know.”

      “Don’t care,” shot back Briscoe. “This is not about who wins or loses initially, it’s about the long game. We think the deck is stacked in our favor.”

      Jonathan stood and began to laugh as he cracked a window to allow the cigar smoke to billow outside. “Would history have been different if General Grant and General Lee sat down with a bottle of brandy in the early days of the Civil War to have a casual conversation like this one?”

      “I don’t think so,” replied Briscoe. “Emotions ran high between the two sides then, as they do now. Sometimes, enemies need to fight it out for order to be restored.”

      “Well, as you said, that’s a conversation for another evening. For now, tell me how Chepe and my army of anarchists in Charlotte can help.”
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      “All right, people. We’ve got a slight change of plans,” shouted Chepe to his group as they spoke amongst themselves. They’d had several successful attacks on affluent neighborhoods and upscale shopping districts around the Charlotte metroplex. None of their ranks were injured or arrested. All of them were energized by their successes.

      After Chepe received the phone call from Jonathan Schwartz, he was somewhat dejected. After only a couple of days, his teams were hitting on all cylinders, working together to wreak havoc in the streets and frightening those who thought they could stay out of the fray.

      What pleased him the most was the grassroots effort he’d generated. People who’d constantly been under the thumb of the rich, barely making a living wage, now saw an opportunity to better themselves and level the playing field. For years, these citizens of Charlotte had worked hard and sacrificed in order to make money for the people who lived in these oversized homes and drove fancy cars. Now the blue-collar stiffs of Charlotte got a taste of the good life by taking what they wanted.

      Chepe likened it to rolling a boulder off a cliff. All the large rock needed was a little nudge and it did the rest of the work, tumbling down, gaining speed, and destroying everything in its path. Chepe wanted to nudge more boulders; however, Jonathan paid the bills, and Chepe would undertake the new mission.

      “Everybody, please. Quiet!” Chepe finally had to shout to garner their attention. The group quieted to a low murmur, so Chepe began.

      “You guys absolutely killed it yesterday! You should be proud that finally the fat cats and the one percenters got a taste of what life has been like for the rest of us. Way to go!”

      The group burst out in applause and cheers, congratulating one another with vigor.

      Chepe held his hands high in the air to calm the group down again. This time, they reacted much quicker. “We’re going to continue to do more of the same, but I’ve got to do someone a favor. Is there anybody here from Hickory?”

      “I am!” shouted a young man at the back of the room. “Well, not from there, but I went to school at Lenoir-Rhyne University.”

      Another man responded, “I was born and raised in Morganton, about twenty minutes west of there.”

      “Good, good,” said Chepe. “Would you two come closer, please?”

      The former college student in his early thirties and the local man, who was fortyish, made their way through the crowd, which parted as they approached the stack of crates Chepe used for addressing the group.

      “I’m Earl.” The older man introduced himself first.

      “I’m Oliver, but they call me Ollie,” the former student offered.

      Chepe knelt down and spoke to them. “Have either of you watched the Hunger Games movie?”

      “Yeah,” replied Earl.

      “Me too,” said Ollie. “In fact, the film was shot just south of Hickory at a place called Henry River Mill Village. It’s on the—”

      Chepe finished his sentence. “River. I know. When was the last time you saw it?”

      “Oh, it was back when I was in college. You know, right before the movie was shot.”

      Chepe looked to Earl. “How about you? Have you ever been there?”

      “Oh, yeah. I used to fish those banks when I was a kid. It’s been years, though.”

      Chepe waved one of his lieutenants over. He slid off the crates so the four of them could speak privately.

      He gave his instructions to his lieutenant. “Get Ollie and Earl a car full of gas, binoculars, camping gear, food, and weapons. They’ll be out front in just a few minutes. Go!”

      The lieutenant scampered off, leaving Chepe with his two scouts.

      “What do you want us to do?” asked Earl, who apparently was ready to assume the leadership role because he was older.

      “Here’s what I know,” Chepe began in response. “In the last couple of years, the property was purchased by a group that converted it into some type of compound. You know, those whacky survivalist-prepper types that think the sky is always falling and the guvment is out to get ’em.”

      The trio laughed at the way Chepe mocked the preppers. He put his arms around the two men and led them toward the front entrance of the former office building.

      “Yeah, I know the type,” added Earl. “They lived all over Western North Carolina. Selfish, too. I remember talking to them when I used to hang out after high school. They hoarded all of this food and stuff with no intention of helping their fellow man if something went bad.”

      Ollie wanted to learn more about their mission. “Do you want us to check the place out? It’s way off the beaten path, and there’s literally nothing around it except for the river and a few farms.”

      Chepe glanced outside and saw that his lieutenant had pulled a car around. “Look and learn. That’s all. I want you to make notes. Look at their security and write down any patterns that you notice. Try to make a map of the buildings. Heck, take pics with your cell phones.”

      “Um, the cell service isn’t working,” said Ollie.

      Chepe explained, “I know that, but your phone still is. You can take pictures and we can analyze them when you get back.”

      “What are we gonna do then?” asked Earl.

      “Maybe nothing,” replied Chepe. “Just be as detailed as possible, but above all, don’t get caught. If they see you scopin’ the place out, we’ll lose our element of surprise.”

      “Are we gonna attack the place?” asked Ollie.

      “Not if I can find another way, and that depends on what you two come back with,” replied Chepe.

      The lieutenant opened the door and gave Chepe a thumbs-up. He pushed the two scouts toward the front door as Earl asked one final question.

      “When do you want us to come back?”

      “Be here at dusk tomorrow afternoon. That’ll give you a full day and night of surveillance. Now go on and be careful. Do not get caught!”

      The two men rushed out the door and Chepe watched as they sped off toward the Haven. He turned back to his fellow anarchists, who were anxious to learn about the evening’s festivities. With a bounce in his step, he made his way back to his perch on top of the crates.

      “Okay, sorry about the delay!” he shouted, drawing the group’s attention back to him. “Yesterday, we opened up the eyes of the rich fat cats who get to complain about high taxes and government regulations during cocktail parties or at the country club while golfing. Today, we’re gonna stick it to the government that these fat cats rely upon to protect them. We’re gonna gather up some of our new friends who asked to join our cause, and we’re gonna march on city hall.”

      The shouts of approval echoed off the walls of the lobby.

      “Yeah!”

      “Finally, we get to take our government back!”

      “I’m tired of being under their thumb!”

      Chepe smiled as he calmed the crowd down. “Yesterday was fun, but today has the potential to be dangerous. I plan on breaking out the heavy artillery and sending this city a clear message!”

      More shouts of approval filled the air, and the group of anarchists worked themselves into a frenzy. All of them had a different cause they held dear to their hearts, but the one thing they had in common was they enjoyed destroying things.

      On that night, Chepe wouldn’t disappoint them as he prepared to try out the advanced weaponry delivered to him by Jonathan Schwartz. When he was done, Charlotte would be in shambles and its residents would be fleeing in all directions.
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        The Haven

      

      

      Tyler and Angela joined the security team at the Haven Barn for the morning meeting. Ryan thought all of his top people, including the educators, should be there to start their day so they were aware of any potential risks, or special projects going on around the property. Because the Rankins were the last to arrive at the Haven and were still getting to know people, they stuck to themselves at the back of the conference room, taking it all in.

      After a couple of days driving the roads and trails of the Haven, Tyler was thoroughly familiar with the layout and the various designations assigned to buildings and points of interest. He also dug into the medical supplies and other survival gear stored in the Haven’s Prepper Pantry and in the Haven Barn. He supplemented the basic medical gear on his four-wheeler with other things that would benefit him in an emergency.

      The meeting ended and he gave his wife a ride to the Armageddon Hospital, where she planned on perusing the medical files of all the residents at the Haven. Most everyone was healthy and only a few had prescription medication needs. Because they were likely to run out of their prescriptions soon, Angela wanted to review their files in order to find alternative health options.

      She had not been a student of homeopathic and naturopathic medicines in the past, but Blair had provided her lots of reading material to learn more. Echo and his wife had been planting a number of dietary and herbal supplements to be used as prescription medications ran out. She was impressed with how the Smarts had planned for the eventuality of a long-term stay within the walls of the Haven.

      “I love you, babe,” said Tyler as he kissed his wife on the cheek. The two were enjoying their new life at the Haven and were comforted by how quickly J.C. and Kaycee took to the new way of life. Angela went inside the Armageddon Hospital to start her file reviews, and Tyler headed north toward the top of the Haven. He wanted to clear some fallen tree limbs that blocked a trail after the New Year’s Day snowfall. He’d barely pulled out onto the gravel road when his two-way radio sprang to life.

      “We’ve got two hostiles attempting to cross the river!”

      “Location!”

      “Just downriver from the bridge, near the cabins.”

      “Are they armed?”

      “No, they’re drowning. The current’s carrying them downriver and—oh!”

      Tyler tried to discern who was speaking. He assumed the security team knew each other’s voices, because they didn’t call out each other’s call signs or names. All he could make out was that the voice reporting the hostiles in the river was a female and the other was a man, but not Alpha, whose voice was unmistakable.

      He stopped the cart and got his bearings straight. The usually calm, meandering river had been overflowing the banks as melting snow in the mountains forced water toward the Atlantic Ocean. The Rankins’ cabin was downstream from the bridge that had been closed off by the Haven’s security team.

      Tyler pressed the gas pedal down and spun around in the middle of the gravel road to head back toward the trail that led to his cabin. He hadn’t been summoned by the security personnel yet, but in these cold temperatures, the people in the river were in great danger.

      The radio chatter continued.

      “I’m headed that way,” barked Alpha into the radio. He began to use military parlance as he asked for a situation report. “Sitrep?”

      “One of the guys got caught in a fallen tree,” the female replied. Tyler recognized her voice now. It was Hayden. “His arm got tangled and the other guy crashed into him. Trust me, arms don’t bend like that.”

      “Roger that. Call medical.”

      Tyler fumbled for his radio. He had only used it once to test it.

      “This is Tyler. I’m en route with the cart. How far are they from the burned-out warehouse?”

      Hayden responded, “Two hundred yards downstream and holding. One guy is still hung up in the branches. The other is holding onto the trunk of a tree to keep from being swept away.”

      “I’m here,” said another member of the security team. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I see you,” replied Alpha.

      Tyler swung through the clearing and slowed his pace so he didn’t lose control of the cart. There was a small gathering along the bank just past the last cabin. X-Ray had stepped onto his front porch and waved at Tyler as he drove past. Less than a minute later, Tyler skidded to a stop next to Bravo and Alpha, who stood with their rifles pointed at the men.

      He slid out of the seat and joined the others. “What are we gonna do with them? They can’t hold on much longer.”

      “Good,” replied Alpha. “When they let go, they’ll float all the way to Conover—not our problem.”

      Before Tyler could suggest saving the two, Ryan pulled up in his Ranger. He had a pair of binoculars and took a closer look at the two men, one of whom was waving for help.

      “Idiots,” he mumbled as he passed the binoculars to Alpha. “What the heck did they think they were doing?”

      Alpha responded as he studied the intruders’ dilemma. “Hayden saw them first, upriver near the bridge. Who knows?”

      Tyler offered a solution. “Ryan, I used to be a lifeguard when I lived in Hilton Head. I had to fish some people out of stormy seas before. I can get these two.”

      “Why?” asked Alpha. “They’re not ours. Let them figure it out on their own.”

      Tyler grimaced. He couldn’t disagree with Alpha, but he also was a medical professional whose job was to save people in danger, both good ones and bad ones.

      He reached for the binoculars. “May I take a look?” Alpha tossed them to Tyler, who took a long look at the men who were tangled up in the fallen trees. “One guy has either a broken or dislocated shoulder. If he drops into the river, he’ll likely drown.”

      “Okay, one down,” mumbled Alpha. He cast a glance in Ryan’s direction. “Do you want me to shoot the other one so we can go about our business?”

      Ryan chuckled. “No, don’t shoot him. Listen, this is something Blair and I’ve talked about at length. Here’s our problem. Society has collapsed, but the cops haven’t gone on vacation. We can’t just go shootin’ people. I’ve probably pissed off a lot of the locals by closing the bridge. If we shoot these two, the sheriff will be all over us.”

      “Fine, then let them get tired and float off to wherever the Henry River decides to take them,” said Alpha.

      “Or let me rescue them. Hypothermia will set in soon and they’ll die if we don’t help. Angela can treat them and then we’ll escort them out of the Haven.”

      Ryan thought for a moment. “We do have a wet suit, just in case one of our people needed to get into the water.”

      “I know,” said Tyler. “I’ve added it to my gear on the cart. I also have the two-hundred-foot nylon ropes and hooks. I can wrap the ropes around their waists and you guys could pull them back to shore.”

      Alpha stepped forward to get a closer look. “What about the guy with the busted-up shoulder? How’s he gonna make it to shore with just us pulling him in?”

      Tyler walked up next to Alpha. “He’ll probably flail about, trying not to drown. The pain in his shoulder will be agonizing, so he’ll scream until he passes out.”

      A slight grin came over Alpha’s face. “Okay, I’d pay to see that. Let’s reel them in, but if they give us any trouble, we’re gonna throw them back. Deal?”

      “No problem,” said Tyler, who turned to get the wet suit on.
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      Angela raced out onto the deck of the Haven’s medical facility and arrived at the parking area just as Alpha brought Tyler’s medical cart to a stop. Tyler was wrapped in a sweatshirt and a camouflaged jacket, but he was still shivering uncontrollably.

      “Ty, how bad is it?” she asked as she immediately grabbed his wrist to check his pulse. As she spoke to him, she studied his eyes to assess his level of mental acuity. “How long were you in the water?”

      “Tah, tah, ten minutes,” stuttered Tyler as a fit of shivers overtook his body.

      Alpha raced around the cart to help Tyler stand. “Hey, Doc. It was more like twenty. He was having trouble freeing up this idiot, and then we couldn’t get the rope out to him to tow him back to shore.”

      “Okay, okay.” Angela was frantic, as she never imagined having to work on her husband. “I’ve got a fire in the cast-iron stove, and Donna’s waiting with blankets. Get him inside first.”

      Angela went to the back of the cart and looked at the unconscious young man thrown in the back. They hadn’t bothered to cover him with a blanket or jackets, opting instead to keep Tyler warm. She immediately saw that his shoulder had been dislocated. Just as she turned to get Alpha, Ryan pulled up in the Ranger with Charlie riding shotgun. She jumped out first.

      “We’ve got another one,” exclaimed Charlie. She threw open the rear passenger door of the Ranger and pulled out an older man, who was restrained with zip-tie cuffs. Like Tyler, he was shivering uncontrollably but didn’t appear to be injured further.

      “Okay, get him inside by the stove,” she instructed Charlie before turning her attention to the injured man in the back of the medical cart. “Ryan, can you help me carry this one inside?”

      Ryan nodded and then Alpha appeared from inside. “I’ll get the other end, Doc. You take care of your husband before you deal with these ass clowns.”

      Angela’s immediate concern was for Tyler and the risks to his body caused by being in the frigid water for so long. Hypothermia occurs when a person’s core body temperature drops below ninety-five degrees Fahrenheit. To a layman, a three-and-a-half-degree drop below the normal ninety-eight-point-six degrees doesn’t sound like much. However, a sudden drop coupled with the dampness of the water can be potentially fatal.

      In a cold river, the body loses heat through the process of radiating through the skin, conduction with the cold surface water, and convection from the constant currents. Overall, hypothermia causes moisture within the body to evaporate.

      Just a four-degree drop can induce mild hypothermia, or HT 1, evidenced by shivering and near normal consciousness. While she was concerned for Tyler’s safety, he was a young man in great physical shape. His body would be able to withstand the loss of heat and potential dehydration associated with even a twenty-minute period of exposure to the icy water. His ability to answer questions, albeit off by ten minutes, relieved her concern. He’d warm up by the fire and be fine within the hour.

      The other two men were in a much more serious condition. The older man, who was barely conscious, was no longer shivering. His demeanor and appearance indicated he was borderline incoherent, unaware of his surroundings. Angela’s initial opinion was that he was suffering from moderate hypothermia, or HT II.

      She’d examine him after she tended to the unconscious younger man. It was possible that his dislocated shoulder had resulted in more pain than the body could handle. The injured man was also relatively thin compared to the man who accompanied him.

      Angela walked alongside the stretcher as Ryan and Alpha brought the younger man inside. She touched his neck and forehead. By her best guess, his body temperature was below eighty degrees, an extremely risky level. He was likely near death and clearly in severe hypothermia, or HT III.

      “Get him off the stretcher and let’s cut off his wet clothes,” said Angela as she grabbed a gurney that was stored against the back wall of the Armageddon Hospital.

      “What about this one?” asked Donna.

      Angela was in her element. “Same thing. If he can’t take his own clothes off, cut them off for him. Ryan, I need more blankets and another set of hands.”

      “I’m on it!” Ryan raced out the front door and called for Blair on the two-way radio.

      Angela went to check on Tyler, who’d undressed himself and was wrapped in a white hospital blanket. His shivering had subsided.

      “Whadya say, hero?” she asked as she popped a thermometer into his mouth.

      “Hmm, ooh-kay,” he mumbled, allowing the thermometer to bob up and down as if he were talking with a sucker in his mouth.

      Angela checked her watch. “Three minutes, Ty. Don’t move until I come back.”

      She turned back to the older man, who was now naked under another white cotton blanket. His front was open, exposing his genitals. “This isn’t gonna be enough to keep him warm, or covered,” she said, pointing down between his legs without staring. “Can we unhook his restraints until we get his body temperature up?”

      “No,” bellowed Alpha from the other side of the room. “We don’t know anything about them.”

      Angela shook her head and wrapped another blanket around the front of the man. He began to shiver again and his eyes began to close.

      “I’ll get the other gurney,” offered Donna, who quickly jumped into action.

      “Guys, help me hoist him on the gurney. Cut loose these restraints. You can cuff him to the rails if you want, but I’ve got to wrap him up better than this.”

      Alpha and Charlie lifted the man onto the gurney after his wrist cuffs were removed. All of the blankets fell to the ground, leaving him naked momentarily. After he was cuffed to the rails, Angela wrapped him up again and slid him against the wall next to the stove.

      Blair suddenly burst through the door, carrying an armful of wool blankets. “These should help,” she said as she stopped to survey the situation. She shook her head with a look of disgust on her face. “Tyler first.”

      “I’m fine, seriously,” he said, rejecting the offer of the warmer blanket. Blair threw it in his lap anyway.

      She handed one to Donna, who replaced the wet cotton blankets on the man cuffed to the gurney. The heavy wool had an immediate effect on him, and his eyes opened and darted around the room.

      Alpha noticed that he’d become coherent and walked up to the gurney. He pulled his sidearm and cocked the hammer as he pointed the gun towards the man’s forehead.

      “Give me a reason, buddy,” he hissed, causing the older man’s eyes to grow wide.

      Angela shook her head and turned to Donna. “Can you help me with this one? I’ve got to set his shoulder and then do some tests.”

      “What can I do?” Donna asked.

      “Let’s roll him over onto his back. Charlie, will you help Donna hold this kid down? I need you to provide resistance as I gently snap his shoulder back into place.”

      They got into position and nodded when they were ready. The young man’s body was limp due to his lack of consciousness, making the procedure somewhat easier. Angela took a deep breath and pulled.

      Crack!

      “You broke it, good job,” said Alpha, who was watching from the end of the gurney.

      “No, I didn’t,” insisted Angela, who then ignored Alpha’s laughing. “Okay, ladies, help me get him positioned so that I can wrap his entire body with blankets.”

      “I need to cuff him,” said Alpha.

      “No, not yet,” Angela said with a hint of frustration at Alpha’s interruptions. “He’s not going anywhere.”

      “Now what?” asked Donna.

      “The goal of treating hypothermia victims, regardless of stage, is essentially the same. First, you prevent further heat loss by using blankets and placing the patient in a warmer space than the outdoors.”

      “Okay, check,” said Blair.

      “Next, we have to be careful not to manhandle him too much. His body is very fragile right now and could deteriorate rapidly. He’s susceptible to cardiac arrhythmia due to his heart muscle being irritated by the large drop in body temp. I really wish we had a heating pad or a couple of electric blankets to deal with this.”

      Ryan had reentered the hospital. “I’ll get on the radio and ask around. I’m sorry, but I never thought of that when we were setting up.”

      “Thanks, Ryan,” said Angela with a smile. She walked away from the unconscious man and approached Tyler. “The next few minutes will be critical. Let me check his body temp next.”

      She pulled the thermometer out of Tyler’s mouth and looked at it. She patted him on the head.

      “Now may I have a Dum-Dum?” he asked.

      “No, but you’ll live. Don’t move.”

      Angela removed the protective shield from the thermometer and placed it on a rolling metal table near her office. She looked in a cabinet until she found a rectal thermometer.

      “He’s unconscious, so this will help us get a quicker, more accurate reading,” explained Angela. After a minute, she checked the results. “Good, he’s up above eighty. Eighty-four, to be exact. Let’s keep him warm. In fact, Alpha, give me your socks.”

      “What? Why?”

      “We need to warm his feet. It’s important to get his extremities warm first.”

      “No, not gonna happen,” Alpha objected.

      “He needs his groin and armpits warmed, too,” Angela shot back. “You wanna do that for me instead?”

      “No,” he said with a gruff as he began to unlace his boots.

      Angela smiled and winked at Donna. She got a kick out of teasing Alpha. Warming the feet wasn’t necessary to keep the young man alive, but it would help prevent frostbite and the possible loss of his toes.

      After placing Alpha’s warm socks on the man’s feet, Angela stepped back and exhaled.

      “Okay, now we observe and wait.”
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      “All right, Angela, it’s time for you to take your husband home,” admonished Charlotte Echols as she shut the door to the Armageddon Hospital behind her. Donna and Angela had swapped two-hour shifts watching over their three hypothermia patients, and now Charlotte was going to take the graveyard shift until dawn. Tyler was fully recovered and was keeping Angela company while the two intruders were regaining their strength. After a brief visit with their parents, Kaycee and J.C. were taken to Haven House for a sleepover with Chubby and The Roo.

      “Yeah, it’s been a long day,” she groaned, looking at her watch. It was just past midnight. “Charlotte, it’s so late. Are you sure you and Echo are up for this? I can find someone else who is—”

      “Younger?” Charlotte finished her sentence. “Don’t you worry about me, Dr. Rankin. I’ve sat up many a night over the years caring for family members who were ill. On the farm, we took care of our own and didn’t bother running to the hospital for every ailment. I can handle a six-hour shift until Tom and Donna arrive in the morning.”

      “I’m gonna speak with Echo,” said Tyler as he made his way outside. He’d been acting as security, watching over the two men as they slept.

      “So, Doc, do you have any special instructions for me?” asked Charlotte.

      Angela walked over to the man whose shoulder had been dislocated. “Well, as you know, this young man was in much more serious condition than his older friend. I’ve repaired his separated shoulder and I’ve immobilized it the best I can considering his restraints. I told Alpha he wasn’t likely to go anywhere, especially in light of the fact that he’s nude under these blankets, but you know how our head of security can be.”

      “Oh, yeah,” said Charlotte with a snicker. “He can be brutish at times, but as my husband always says, he couldn’t think of anyone he’d rather share a foxhole with.”

      “I suppose.” Angela laughed as she felt the young man’s face and forehead. His color was returning, and his vitals were near normal. She made her way to the other gurney.

      “What about him?” asked Charlotte.

      “This gentleman appears to have fully recovered. I have to say, Charlotte, Tyler fished them out of the water just in time. Just another five minutes and frostbite would’ve been the least of his problems.”

      “Does he understand what’s happened to him? He’s partially dressed, but still seems out of it,” Charlotte observed.

      “No, and it kinda concerns me. His condition wasn’t near as bad as his young friend. He should’ve fully regained his faculties by now, or for sure when we dressed him. Ryan found a pair of fleece-lined Wrangler khakis and some wool boot socks to cover his lower half. I left his upper half undressed so I can check his vitals without fighting through clothing.”

      “He’s still tied down with those plastic cuff things?” asked Charlotte.

      “Yes, although not as tight as when they first brought him in. I was concerned about him losing circulation in his fingers and hands, complicating the healing process from his potential frostbite.”

      Charlotte walked to the IV-drip bag that was attached to the young man. “Do I need to change this? I’ve never done it before.”

      “Nope, he’s good to go until Donna comes in at six. She’s familiar with the process. Also, his catheter is in place and the bag has been emptied. No worries there.”

      “Good,” said Charlotte with a laugh. “I don’t want any part of that.”

      Angela smiled and headed for the door. “I get it. Listen, Echo has a radio, right?”

      “Yes, always.”

      “Then please do not hesitate to wake me if there are any complications. I can be here in less than five minutes. Promise?”

      Charlotte joined her and opened the door, allowing a rush of cold air to enter the room as they finished their conversation. The two women joined Echo and Tyler on the front porch of the Armageddon Hospital to talk about the day’s events before the Rankins loaded up into the medical cart to head to their cabin for some much-needed rest.

      “Good kids,” said Echo as he and Charlotte watched them drive away. “They seem so young yet so mature. You don’t see that much nowadays.”

      Charlotte nodded in agreement as she wrapped her arms through her husband’s, enjoying the warmth of the hug. “We’re lucky to have them both, and how about Tyler? I heard he had to argue with Alpha to go into the river after those two. That young man unselfishly risked his life for two strangers.”

      “Yeah, pretty amazing, really. I hope when these guys come to, they appreciate what everybody has done for them.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside the hospital, the voices of the Echols were muffled and barely discernible. It wasn’t their conversation that woke up one of their patients, but rather, the sudden rush of cold air that hit him, causing his body to shiver.

      The older man had been in and out of consciousness throughout the entire ordeal. At times, he was oblivious to his surroundings, and other times he was completely lucid but chose to hide it from his captors. Because, after all, that was what they were. He and his young companion were prisoners, and the big man with the deep voice had made that abundantly clear.

      That was why the prisoner didn’t let on that he was conscious. He knew nothing about the people who had rescued him, only to treat him like a common criminal afterwards. His mind had raced as he listened to their conversations, wondering if they were some kind of cult. He’d made up his mind as soon as his ability to focus came back that he needed to escape.

      So, after they loosened his restraints, enabling him to flex his hands and fingers, he got to work on the right wrist cuff that was closest to the cast-iron stove. The heat emanating from the stove caused the plastic to soften.

      Through barely opened eyes, he studied his captors, who periodically left him alone or turned their attention to their other patient. Slowly at first, and then with increased vigor and strength, he twisted and turned his right wrist in the cuff until it grew larger. Eventually, it was large enough for him to slide his wrist out completely and then return it to the restraint when he was being attended to. When he was alone, he removed his right arm and worked diligently at stretching and twisting the left cuff until eventually it was loose enough to free his wrist.

      Now, as the doctor and her husband, the fella who’d saved their lives, had left the hospital, the man had a decision to make. His buddy still appeared to be unconscious and incapable of escaping. He simply couldn’t help that. He needed to go.

      He considered overpowering the older lady who’d been assigned to watch them overnight. However, he was concerned the man on the porch was armed. He presumed that her husband was elderly as well, and his reflexes might be slow. But even a bad shot can find his target once in a while, and he didn’t want to die. He’d cheated death once that day; getting shot at was pushing his luck.

      He took a deep breath and steadied his nerves. All he had on were the khakis and a pair of socks. It would be cold, but his body now knew what extreme cold felt like. He decided a run through the woods in the cold, crisp Carolina air might actually feel good.

      Decision made. He carefully slipped out of the restraints and quietly removed the covers, keeping one of the gray wool blankets to wrap around his upper body. He made his way past the other gurney, pausing to tell his unconscious friend that he’d send help, before approaching the rear windows of the building.

      Moment of truth. Had these windows even been opened in the last century? They were made of heavy wood with lead glass panes. There were no locks on them, only carved handles at the top and bottom. With one final glance over his shoulder, he slowly pushed the window open, hoping that there were no loud squeaks or cracking noises.

      Smooth as silk, he thought to himself as he hoisted himself through the window and into the dark environs at the back of the building. With a smooth, deliberate motion, he closed the window.

      Seconds later, he disappeared into the darkness of the Haven.
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      “Okay, okay! Listen up!” Ryan tried to gain control over the frenzied mob that had descended upon the Armageddon Hospital. Echo and Charlotte had talked on the front porch of the hospital for a little over thirty minutes before they returned inside to warm up. At first, Charlotte thought her eyes betrayed her as she noticed the gurney was empty except for a pile of blankets. Echo immediately drew his weapon and moved through the building, thinking that the patient was hidden away in a closet or Angela’s office. That was when Charlotte noticed one of the back windows was not quite closed.

      Echo raised the alarm by contacting the main gate’s security team, who then alerted Alpha, Ryan, and followed a contact list as part of their protocols. Within fifteen minutes thereafter, security at the main gate was increased, and Alpha had assembled his top lieutenants at the hospital, along with Ryan.

      “Here’s what we’ve got,” Ryan began. “This man is in his late thirties or early forties. He’s white, six feet tall, maybe two hundred pounds, with sandy-blond hair that’s on the shaggy side. As far as we know, he’s only got on a pair of khakis and gray boot socks. It’s likely he’s wrapped in a gray blanket to stay warm.”

      “How did this happen?” asked one of the male residents.

      “It doesn’t matter and we don’t point fingers of blame here,” Ryan quickly replied.

      “What about our families?” asked another man.

      Ryan raised his hands to calm down their concerns. “We have planned for this situation. As we speak, Blair is reaching out to all of you with kids, either directly via two-way radio or by sending someone to your homes. Our procedures require the children to be brought to Haven House, where we’ll have beefed-up security. Blair and others will tend to their needs. While we search at night, only those of you who are experienced hunters will be used. If the manhunt extends into the daytime, then everyone with a set of eyes will be teamed up to hunt this guy down.”

      A female resident raised her hand. “What do we do if we find him? I vote that a bullet solves the problem.”

      “Yeah!”

      “Me too!”

      Ryan tried to gain control of the crowd once again. He reiterated their procedure in the event of an intruder. “We deal with problems as they are thrown at us, and the first order of business is to find this guy. Find him, hold him, and contact us by radio. Now, Alpha is going to organize us so that we can conduct our search in a grid pattern.”

      “Listen up.” Alpha’s voice boomed for all to hear. “Before I divide you into teams, let me give you some basics on hunting this guy down in the woods. First of all, it’s gonna be dark for several more hours. We’re hunting a frightened animal with nothing to lose. He doesn’t know his way around the Haven, and he will likely follow established roads and trails to look for our perimeter.”

      “Is he armed?” asked one of the men.

      “No, at least not yet,” replied Alpha. “Our armory is locked up like Fort Knox, and all of you should’ve followed our instructions on securing your weapons. The only way he gets a gun is if he gets the jump on one of you. That’s why we’re going to travel in teams, using a buddy system.

      “As you patrol the grounds, stay slightly separated but no farther apart than what your flashlight can illuminate. Use your lights, people. Don’t play cowboy and think you’re gonna sneak up on this guy. He’s more likely to see you before you see him. Also, assume nothing. If you believe a briar patch is too sticky to hide in, think again. Animals use plant material as protection; this guy will too.”

      Ryan stepped forward. “As you guys know, I preach situational awareness all the time. If there ever was a time for focused awareness, it’s now. Think of it as driving on ice and snow. Keep both hands on the wheel and have your attention totally focused on your surroundings. Do not take your eyes off the task at hand. Trust me, maintaining this level of concentration throughout the night will be tiring and stressful, but you cannot let your guard down. If you do, he will get one of your weapons, and that creates a whole nother set of dangers for us all.”

      “Ryan’s right,” added Alpha. “Eyes open and senses keenly aware of your surroundings. Also, do not shoot until you’re one hundred percent certain that you need to. This leads me to the earlier question that was asked about what to do when you find him.”

      Alpha paused and glanced over at Ryan. “I want this sucker alive. I’m beginning to wonder what brought them to the Haven in the first place. Just a few minutes alone with the guy will give me all the answers I need. Now, let’s split into groups and get started.”

      Blair had arrived for a moment to speak with Ryan. “I’ve got everyone secured, with help from the Sheltons, Cortlands, and Rankins to cover security.”

      Ryan pulled her to the side as Alpha issued his orders. “Do you want me to assign Delta to the house for extra protection?”

      “Nah,” replied Blair, who patted the AR-15 slung over her shoulder. “I’ve got everything I need right here.”

      Ryan was genuinely concerned for her safety. “I like Tom and Cort, and Tyler, too. But I’d feel better if I had an ex-LEO like Delta—”

      “Ryan, stop it. I’ve got this. In fact, I’m sending Tyler and Angela back to the hospital to keep an eye on the other guy. Did you think of the fact that the escaped man will come back for his partner? Also, one of ours might get hurt while searching for him. You need your medical team ready, not holed up at the house with a bunch of kids.”

      Ryan exhaled. “You’re right. It’s just that I feel responsible for all of these people, and in a way, I wish I’d let these guys fall into the river or allowed Alpha to just shoot ’em like he wanted to.”

      “Yeah, on both counts. Now we’ve got a mess on our hands. Listen, you’ve got a huge heart, and that’s admirable in the real world. Things have changed now. The rules are being tossed aside, and our survival will be dictated by circumstances that may require killing people. Or, at the very least, not going out of our way to save them. That’s neither here nor there. I’ve gotta get back.”

      Blair kissed her husband on the cheek and jumped onto her Kawasaki Prairie. Before she pulled away, she added one more thing. “Ryan, also, don’t forget. These two may have friends who will come lookin’ for them. What’s happening outside our walls is just as important as finding the guy inside them.”
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        * * *

      

      For hours, ten teams of two scoured the two hundred wooded acres of the Haven in search of the escaped prisoner. False alarms were common as frightened residents radioed in to Blair that they thought they heard or saw something near their cabin, only to find out it was members of the search teams.

      As dawn approached, a lead brought them to the north end of the Haven in an area near the location where Ethan had scaled the wall when he stole the car from the adjacent farm. A shed containing farm, landscape, and logging equipment had been ransacked. Echo, who knew the contents well, said a machete was missing as well as a battery-operated Coleman lantern.

      At first, Alpha ordered the search teams to remain in their designated sectors. He and Hayden, who’d been acting as rovers, raced to the equipment shed to meet with Echo.

      “Well, now he’s armed,” said Hayden as she surveyed the wrecked contents of the shed. “You wanna change your order from capture to shoot to wound?”

      “Not just yet, but we might have him cornered in the north sector. There are a lot of trees up here, some of which overhang the wall. After the kid ran off the other day, it was on my list of things to do, but the weather hasn’t allowed us to put a crew together to cut them down.”

      The two paused their conversation as Ryan arrived in the Ranger. He jumped out of the cab and jogged up to the shed. “I’ve got our two infrared drones heading up this way. I told the operators to look for single heat signals rather than pairs. As day breaks, I’ll increase the number of drone search teams.”

      “Makes sense,” said Alpha. “Ryan, the guy probably has a machete. If he sneaks up on one of our people …” Alpha’s voice trailed off. He didn’t need to say more.

      “I know you wanted to interrogate the guy, but I’m pissed, and some of our frightened residents are turning angry.”

      “Can I issue a shoot order?” asked Alpha.

      “Only if he resists,” replied Ryan, who reached into his right pocket and retrieved a blue latex glove. He put it on his left hand and then pulled out a revolver from his left pocket, holding the weapon by two fingers. “Make sure he’s dead and then I’ll put this in his hand.”

      “Self-defense,” muttered Hayden. “Nice touch.”

      “I saw it on a TV show,” said Ryan with a smile. “Under most circumstances, it might not fly, but during the apocalypse, it makes for an open-and-shut case.”

      Hayden nodded. “Agreed.”

      “Good. You two go find this guy and raise me on the radio as soon as you can. I’ll be back at Haven Barn, ready to react as needed.”
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      Alpha and Hayden welcomed the sun’s warmth as they worked their way along the wooded banks of the Henry River. This part of the Haven contained the most underbrush and uncertain terrain. Alpha, who knew every inch of the property, and Hayden, who was the security team’s most experienced hunter, were a perfect pair to flush out the escapee.

      “I’ve got a footprint,” announced Hayden as she immediately crouched to the ground and readied her AR-10. Alpha slid in behind her and joined her on one knee. She pointed to it with her left hand and then immediately regripped the rifle.

      Alpha had learned the art of tracking another human being in the military when he trained for jungle warfare. Whether he was searching for someone who was lost, backtracking himself after getting turned around, or chasing after a hostile, the art of tracking was part science, part survival instinct, and all about observing the details of your surroundings.

      “He stepped into a track trap,” whispered Alpha under his breath. “In the darkness, and in a panicked state, the guy didn’t think to avoid these areas of damp surfaces. Look up ahead, there’s another one sunk into the moss.”

      Hayden had adopted tracking techniques of her own when hunting deer. Wild pigs were easier to track in East Tennessee, where she spent most of her childhood hunting. Hogs tended to leave a big mess as they traveled. Between their heavy hooves and constant desire to forage for food, it was readily apparent which way a hog had moved through the woods.

      Deer were more difficult. They were capable of long strides and were relatively light on their feet. She was able to discern a buck’s intentions by following his tracks. They acted very much like an office worker driving home from work. They typically took a straight shot to their destination and then a sudden turn off the trail, like a motorist pulling into his driveway. The prints of the deer would become closer together and then suddenly veer off to one side or the other.

      Hayden would also look for signs that the buck stopped to nibble a few buds or maybe pawed for beechnuts. That was when she’d study the terrain, looking for a spot to have a better view of the woods. This gave her an increased opportunity to shoot her prey.

      “He’s most likely discovered the wall and knows that he can’t scale its ten-foot height,” said Hayden. “I’m thinking he wants to follow the riverbank until he’s cleared the end of the structure.”

      Alpha laughed and pointed ahead as he led the way. “He’ll be in for a surprise, won’t he?”

      “Yeah, a lot worse than what he faced in the water yesterday.”

      “Come on,” said Alpha as he led the way, setting a quicker pace now that they had tracks and daylight to assist them.

      After several minutes, Alpha raised his fist and came to an abrupt stop. “He’s been through here and it wasn’t that long ago. Check out this spiderweb.”

      Alpha directed Hayden’s attention to a broken spiderweb that hadn’t been rebuilt. He’d been trained to check for aerial spoor, the clues or scent of the animal, or man, he was tracking. In this case, with the cooler weather, a spider would’ve begun to rebuild its web within an hour to an hour and a half. This web remained destroyed.

      Snap!

      Alpha turned and pointed to his right ear. Hayden nodded and pointed ahead, encouraging Alpha to lead the way.

      With their rifles held at low ready, the barrels of the weapons pointed toward the ground in front of them, they followed the narrow path toward the point where the Haven’s wall met the Henry River.

      Arrggh!

      The man was groaning in pain, and Alpha smelled blood, figuratively speaking. He picked up the pace and Hayden scrambled to keep up. Thirty seconds later, they entered a clearing and found the partially dressed man lying on his back, writhing in pain.

      Hayden dashed past Alpha and circled behind the man, quickly surveilling the area to ensure they were alone. With his weapon pointed at the man’s chest, Alpha moved closer to investigate.

      He looked up and saw where the tree branch had snapped from the trunk. “I guess this is one branch we won’t need to cut down.”

      “Help me.” The man was barely able to speak, as the breath had been knocked out of him.

      “Screw you, pal,” said Alpha as he kicked the man’s legs apart and felt his pants for weapons.

      “There’s the machete,” said Hayden, nodding toward the base of the tree. Then she glanced back over her shoulder toward the river. “I guess he decided not to fight his way through the razor wire.”

      Ryan and Alpha had installed concertina wire stretching from the end of the block and brick wall into the Henry River, where it was affixed to an old fence post. Priced at only a hundred dollars per roll on Amazon, it had become one of their most used security tools. Any unsuspecting intruder would try to wade around the wall through the water, only to be sliced up by the razor-sharp wire.

      “That’s a shame. He’d really be torn up. Much worse than what I’m about to do to him.” Alpha shouldered his rifle and reached for the man’s arm to pull him upright. “Time to talk, buddy. No more foolin’ around.”

      Alpha drew his fist back and was about to land the first blow to the man’s face when the sound of a drone hovering overhead stopped him. He looked up, and within seconds, another drone appeared.

      “Crap! And to think those things were my idea.”

      “Alpha, this is Ryan. Over.”

      Alpha pushed the man back onto the wet ground and hissed, “Don’t move.”

      “Are you gonna answer him?” asked Hayden.

      Alpha looked into the sky and shook his head. “I don’t think I have a choice. If I beat the crap out of this guy, Ryan’ll be pissed. Blair, on the other hand, will give me an award.”

      “I like her,” said Hayden. “Tough as nails, which is exactly what we need right now.”

      “Ryan’s tough, too. He’s just less impulsive than I am. Probably better that way.”

      Alpha reached for his radio and looked up toward the drones. He waved to make sure they could see their recaptured prisoner.

      Ryan’s voice came across the radio. “I see. Good job, y’all. I’m on my way and I’ll send Tyler with the medical cart.”

      “Roger that,” said Alpha, who placed the radio back into his utility belt. He grabbed the man by the arms and hoisted him off the ground. “On your feet.”

      Hayden shouldered her rifle and quickly cuffed the man, giving the Safariland zip-tie handcuffs an extra-snug fit, much to the chagrin of the recaptured prisoner.

      “Let’s go,” said Alpha with a gruff as he dragged the man along the path at the base of the wall. The drones had departed and Alpha grinned slightly as he gave the man a shove, causing him to plant his face on the rough cinder-block wall.

      “Nooo!” The man begged for mercy as blood streamed down his forehead from a gash. “I just wanna go home.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure you do,” snarled Alpha, who gave the guy another shove against the wall. This time, the man turned slightly to avoid hitting his face, but crashed into it with his back, which had been injured by the fall.

      “I hear four-wheelers,” warned Hayden, subtly suggesting to Alpha to stop the extracurricular brutality.

      “Yeah, thanks.” Alpha helped the man up and led him into a larger clearing where the main trail opened up at the Haven’s northern perimeter.

      Tyler was the first to arrive on the scene. He noticed the man’s bloody face first. “Whoa, what happened to him?”

      Alpha was curt in his response. “Resisting arrest.”

      Tyler furrowed his brow and pointed toward his medical cart. “Bring him over here and I’ll patch him up.”

      “Nope. I want his buddy to see what he looks like first. He needs to know escaping is not a good idea.”

      “But—” Tyler began to protest.

      “Not gonna happen. He’s caused us enough trouble. I should’ve shot him like I wanted to.”

      Ryan arrived in his Ranger and jumped out before it came to a complete stop. “What happened to—?” He didn’t complete the question, the look of recognition on his face indicating that he’d answered his own question.

      “We got our man,” said Hayden, attempting to take the heat off Alpha and reminding everyone that the manhunt was over.

      Ryan sighed and pointed toward the medical cart. “Put him in the back and strap him to the rails. Alpha, stay with Tyler and make sure this guy’s properly secured. Hayden, I’ll need you to come—”

      His sentence was interrupted by a radio call from the front gate. “Ryan, this is Main Gate. Over.”

      “Go ahead, Main Gate.”

      “Um, we have three women and a couple of kids approaching us on foot. Do you want us to deal with it?”

      Ryan turned to Alpha, who said, “Go on. We’ve got this.”

      Ryan’s eyes darted from Tyler to Alpha and then to the battered prisoner. “Okay. But, Alpha, I think the guy’s got the message. Do we understand each other?”

      Alpha grinned. “Yep, I think he got it loud and clear.”

      The radio crackled to life again. “Main gate to Ryan, over.”

      “Go ahead,” Ryan responded.

      “These people are missing their husbands. From the descriptions they gave us, it could be the guys we fished out of the water. Over.”

      Ryan looked at Alpha and Hayden. “Let’s throw their fish back. Whadya say?”
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      Chepe’s men had taken up a position on a hillside overlooking the main gate of the Haven. They’d traveled around the river, using a route other than the one that ran parallel to the Haven’s walls after their foot surveillance discovered that armed men were guarding the bridge near the main gate. They used sketch pads to create a general outline of the Haven’s two-hundred-acre compound. Using various vantage points, they were able to identify buildings inside the property and likely uses.

      They’d camped in the woods opposite the row of cabins on the Haven’s easternmost boundary along the river. They saw the two men thrashing in a panic as they bobbed down the river until they became tangled up in the fallen trees. Earl, who was an experienced fisherman, warned of the treacherous waters in that part of North Carolina during the wet winter season. The Henry River in particular was known to be a calm, fairly muddy flowing tributary that easily became torrent-like during heavy rains.

      Ollie, whose eyesight was better than his older partner’s, adjusted the focus on the binoculars. He’d been watching the front gate ever since he saw the group of women and children approach from the road.

      “Two women, three kids, and an old lady. They’re arguing with the guards, and now a guy just showed up in a four-wheeler. It’s kinda cool, almost like a small car.”

      “That’s exciting,” said Earl sarcastically. “What’s the argument about?”

      “I don’t know. Wait. Here come a couple of other four-wheelers. One looks like those golf cart wagons they cart busted-up football players on. The other is just a regular all-terrain vehicle.”

      “Let me see.” Earl, who’d grown increasingly frustrated with Ollie as their mission wore on, took the binoculars. Ollie wasn’t interested in getting wet, dirty, or cold, opting instead for taking the easy way of surveilling the Haven. Earl, on the other hand, suspected this was going to be a target of Chepe’s, and he wanted to provide a full and accurate report.

      Earl studied the body language of everyone involved. “It’s the two guys they pulled out of the river. One’s beat up pretty bad and they’re both in handcuffs. Heck, one of them can’t even stand up on his own.”

      “What are the women doing there?” asked Ollie.

      “Hang on.”

      Earl continued to watch as the two captured men tried to pull away from their captors. The women and children rushed the iron gates and were trying to reach through the bars. The guards were doing their best to push them back but were unsuccessful.

      Ollie grew impatient. “Well? I wanna head back to Charlotte soon.”

      “I’m guessin’ they’re all family. They took the men through the small guardhouse and shoved them through another gate onto the ground. Looks like they’ve been released.”

      Earl watched for another minute and then handed the binoculars back to Ollie.

      “Now can we go?” Ollie asked.

      “No. Let’s wait ’til around noon. I wanna study their drone activity. My guess is that these people will step up their surveillance after what happened with those two guys. I doubt that’s what Chepe wants to hear.”

      Ollie began to study the skies over the Haven. “I just saw one lift off. It came from the middle of the property near that large barn we saw yesterday.”

      “I see it,” added Earl.

      “Here comes another one,” said Ollie. “It’s headed toward—quick. We’ve gotta take cover or it’ll see us.”

      One of the Haven’s quadcopters flew straight toward them and then took an abrupt turn toward the bridge crossing the river. It lowered its altitude and buzzed out of sight toward the south. The two men stayed hidden in the underbrush until they heard it returning at a high rate of speed.

      “Wow! Look at that thing go,” said Ollie.

      The high-pitched sound of the drone grew louder as it approached their position on the hillside and then started to quieten as it passed. The men craned their neck to watch the drone sail past. Moments later, it flew past them toward the south again.

      “They’re gonna start sweeping the river,” observed Earl.

      Ollie thought for a moment. “Do you think they’ll pull people from the wall?”

      Earl stood and backed deeper into the woods. “I’d count on it.”
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      Although the intruders were captured and subsequently expelled to their concerned families, the residents of the Haven were on edge as reality started to sink in. It was easy to forget about the dangers that lurked outside the protective walls that surrounded them. Most were not aware of the circumstances in cities and towns across America, where neighbor fought neighbor for scarce resources. The war of words waged behind the protective shields of avatars and made-up names on social media was replaced by the use of force, deadly at times, as people fought one another to survive.

      Ryan and Blair agreed that everyone needed a day off to put the stress of the prior evening behind them. Alpha and his security team took the time to discuss what had happened and what breakdowns in security led to the intrusion, if any.

      The rest of the Haven enjoyed a respite from their normal daily activities. It was an unusually warm day, which allowed the children to play outside rather than attend school. Some of the children practiced their quadcopter operations while others simply enjoyed an opportunity to be kids.

      At the Little Red Schoolhouse, Meredith and Hannah were working on the lesson planning for when everyone returned. Meredith was just about to write the outline on the blackboard when she got a visitor.

      “Knock, knock!” The man announced himself in a sheepish tone of voice. “Is anybody around today?”

      “Sure!” replied Hannah cheerily, but her mother tamped down her enthusiasm.

      “Wait, Hannah. Let me see who it is first.”

      Meredith walked out of the main classroom and carefully peered around the corner. X-Ray stood alone in the doorway, waiting for her invitation to come in.

      “Oh, hi,” she said hesitantly. “You’re X-Ray, right? We saw each other at the main house one evening but never really got a chance to talk.”

      “Um, yes. My real name is Walter, but everyone calls me by my nickname, X-Ray.”

      Meredith’s eyes darted around the room and then past X-Ray toward the grassy area in front of the school. She smiled and waved him inside. “Come on, I’ll show you around.”

      Hannah emerged from the classroom. “Hi, Mr. X-Ray. I like your name!”

      X-Ray fidgeted, nervously kicking at the floor with his sneakers. “Um, thanks. My grandfather gave it to me. It’s better than Walter, I guess.”

      “Mom, I wanna cool nickname like his. I’m gonna talk to Daddy about it tonight.”

      Meredith and X-Ray shared a laugh.

      “Come on, let’s show our guest around,” said Meredith. For the next ten minutes, the Cortland women walked X-Ray through the Haven’s school, pointing out the thoughtful features incorporated into the curriculum by Blair and Ryan. After he’d received the nickel tour, X-Ray paused.

      “Say, do you think your kids would like to learn more about computers? I have a couple of extra desktop PCs. You know, I could teach them the basics, depending on what they know already.”

      “That would be great, Mr. X-Ray. I had my own iPad at home, but I haven’t been able to use it here because we don’t have wireless.”

      X-Ray looked down at Hannah, who appeared to be anxious to learn. “Well, there’s a whole lot more to a computer than the internet. I’d be glad to show you some things that will help you later in life.”

      X-Ray gulped and closed his eyes for a moment, an emotional reaction that caught Meredith’s eye.

      She patted him on the shoulder and smiled. “Don’t worry. Things will settle down soon and we’ll all be able to return home to our normal lives.”

      “That’s right, Mr. X-Ray. My daddy promised that all of this will pass and we can go home to Mobile once it’s over. You’ll see.”

      X-Ray sighed. “You know, I think you’re right. Meredith, Hannah, I’m gonna go back to my cabin and sort through some stuff. I’m anxious to help the kids out any way I can.”

      With that, Hanson Briscoe’s inside man slipped out the door without another word.
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      Schwartz and Briscoe found they had more in common than once realized. Although they were from opposite ends of the political spectrum, their upbringing and family history followed similar paths. One thing they both agreed upon was the fact that a nation required a catalyst, a massive upheaval, in order to effectuate real change. Whether it be a continued lurch to the left and an adoption of European socialism tenets, or a retreat to the past, to the days of the nation’s founding, the winds of change could only occur through an internal struggle. Call it a civil war or insurrection or a battle of ideologies, to Schwartz and Briscoe, it was necessary for one set of core beliefs or the other to take the lead.

      The other thing the two men shared was their desire for revenge. Both of them lost sight of what had drawn the ire of George Trowbridge in the first place.

      To be sure, Briscoe had attempted to assassinate Trowbridge’s son-in-law. He’d begun to feel genuine remorse for his actions, even contemplating an apology.

      Jonathan was not quite as contrite. On the contrary, he maintained that politics, and the ideological war being waged in America, was fair game to now use all manner of techniques to gain the upper hand. Jonathan maintained that Trowbridge had just as many financial and potentially criminal skeletons in his closet as his father, and therefore the extraordinary decision to take advantage of the martial law declaration to imprison him was beyond the pale of fair play. As a result, he was prepared to stick Trowbridge in the heart by taking away the Cortland family, just as the old man had taken away Jonathan’s father.

      The men were once again sharing a brandy on that cold evening, sitting by the fire and talking about successful political strategies they’d utilized. They both agreed the events since New Year’s Eve would create a wholly new dynamic in the U.S., one in which the old rules and methods of operation would no longer apply. Whichever side won the battle to come, they faced the daunting task of bringing the nation back together and rebuilding the destruction resulting from the conflict.

      By prior arrangement, Jonathan had instructed Chepe to call him precisely at eleven that evening, and they agreed to speak for less than one minute. Early in the day, Jonathan and Briscoe had driven into town on a Kawasaki Mule side-by-side four-wheeler, wearing camouflaged hunting gear stored at the Schwartz lodge. They’d purchased more brandy, some food supplies, and half a dozen Tracfones to be used for future calls with Chepe.

      Tonight’s call would be the last one between the two men utilizing Jonathan’s old cell phone. They spoke for a moment and Jonathan advised Chepe he’d be calling back on the burner phone, after activating them through the satellite internet system at the lodge. Schwartz-affiliated operatives had tapped into the MegaFon internet service provider network in Russia.

      Established as part of Russia’s Digital Economy National Program, the system was designed to segregate Russia’s own web from the rest of the world to prevent future cyber attacks. MegaFon, the third largest communications provider in Russia, was partially owned by Gazprombank, an international banking conglomerate controlled by Schwartz family interests.

      Chepe, who’d grown frustrated with his inability to place cell phone calls to his operatives, had switched to satellite phones provided by Schwartz.

      Jonathan placed the phone on speaker so Briscoe could engage in the conversation as well.

      After Chepe had reported the details of his operatives’ surveillance, Briscoe explained that he had a man on the inside who might be of assistance.

      “This young man is one of hundreds of trusted operatives—insurance policies, as I call them—I employ around the country who are bought and paid for. Of course, as is almost always the case, I have some type of personal information on this young man that would be devastating to his future career paths or, at the very least, extremely embarrassing if it were to be made public.”

      “Is he a danger to my men once the operation begins?” asked Chepe.

      “No, on the contrary, he comes across as meek and timid. The people who should be concerned about his presence within this compound are the families of teenage boys. In any event, that’s not the issue at the moment. He’s an asset and can be used as we see fit. I can message him. Is there anything in particular you’d like to know about the compound?”

      Chepe was silent for a moment. “I mean no disrespect, but I don’t know him, and trust is a factor with the type of attack I have in mind. I would rather that he not be told we’re coming.”

      “I understand, but he does have value as a set of eyes inside the compound,” countered Briscoe.

      Chepe thought for a moment and then said, “Well, simply instruct him to advise you if the Cortlands leave. We’ve downloaded images from our people in Brussels who still have internet. Thank you, by the way, for the satphones in your last delivery.”

      “You are welcome,” responded Jonathan. “When do you plan on moving on the compound?”

      “Day after tomorrow,” replied Chepe. “There is one more operation to undertake in the Wedgewood area of Charlotte, near the Northlake Mall.”

      “Are you going shopping?” Jonathan showed a rare jovial side. Perhaps it was a combination of the brandy soaking into his body coupled with the prospect of driving a dagger through the heart of George Trowbridge.

      “Something like that,” replied Chepe. “Unless there is something urgent, I suggest we not speak again until I report in following the attack.”

      “Agreed,” replied Jonathan. He glanced over at Briscoe, who nodded.

      Jonathan disconnected the call and raised his glass of brandy to Briscoe. “To revenge!”

      Briscoe clinked the two glasses together. “Yes, to revenge.”

      Briscoe set his glass down and retrieved his phone from his pocket. He reinserted the SIM card for the sole purpose of sending this text to X-Ray.

      
        
        Keep your eyes on the eagle and advise if he takes flight.

        Godspeed, Patriot!

        MM

      

      

      Unfortunately for Briscoe, there were more sets of eagle eyes than just the ones that he employed.
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        Main Gate

        The Haven

      

      

      “Main Gate to Alpha. Over.”

      The radio transmission interrupted the morning briefing as Alpha was discussing increasing the patrols along the river. Annoyed, he yanked the radio out of his belt. “Go ahead.”

      “We have a group approaching the gate in a vehicle. Our scouts along the road indicate it is a man, woman, and a teenage boy. Pennsylvania plates. Just wanted to give you a heads-up, as our residence roster shows as full.”

      Delta, who was standing at the rear of the room, as had been his practice, stepped forward slightly and addressed Alpha. “Did he say Pennsylvania?”

      “Yes,” said Alpha. “Why?”

      “Would you ask the make and model of the vehicle?”

      Alpha pressed the mic button on his radio. “Front gate, give me a description on the vehicle.”

      “Maroon. SUV. Dodge, I believe. It’s slowly approaching now. Should I engage?”

      Delta began to wave his arms. “I know who it is.”

      “Stand down, Main Gate, but stay on alert. We’re on the way.”

      Alpha turned back to the group. “Bravo, will you finish this up for me? Ryan, Delta, let’s go.”

      Alpha was all business as he shouldered his rifle and headed for the rear of the room. He glared at Delta as he walked past. Ryan spoke briefly to the group and then he hustled to catch up.

      Once outside, Alpha waited by Ryan’s Ranger for Delta to join him. “Let me guess. It’s the ex and your kid.”

      “I think so, and if there’s a man with them, it’s my former partner and the guy who took up with Karen. His name is Frankie.”

      “Is he dangerous?” asked Ryan.

      “Not before this,” Delta began to reply. “Truthfully, before the incident in Philly, and his subsequent taking of my wife, he was a pretty good partner. Now, of course, I’ve got no use for the guy.”

      Alpha exhaled and piled his large frame into the front seat of the Ranger. Ryan sped away, and within a couple of minutes, they arrived at the front gate, where Frankie and Karen stood in front of the SUV with their hands raised over their heads.

      Ryan had barely brought his Ranger to a stop before Delta jumped out of the backseat and jogged up to the gate.

      “Will, tell these people to lower their weapons,” began Frankie. “We’re unarmed and you know us.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Alpha’s voice boomed from behind Delta. “And it’s not his call to make.”

      Karen tried to reason with Alpha. “I’m his ex-wife, and his son is in the backseat. He’s badly injured and we shouldn’t be treated this way.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” began Alpha before Ryan tapped him on the shoulder.

      “Let me take it from here, big guy,” whispered Ryan, who then turned to Delta. “I know this is family, but for your sake, and everyone else’s, let me handle this per protocol. Okay?”

      Delta stopped and nodded his agreement. He did move aside for Ryan to pass, and to create a little space between him and Alpha.

      Alpha made eye contact with him, scowled, and shook his head side to side. Like Blair, he wasn’t one for inserting unnecessary drama into the Haven.

      “Hello, folks. My name is Ryan. I’m sorry for the weapons, but we have procedures to follow. Now, if you’re in agreement, we need to search you and your vehicle for weapons. If there are any, please tell us now and turn them over. If you refuse, you’ll need to leave immediately. Do you have a problem with that?”

      Frankie spoke up for the group. “We’re unarmed. You can search all you want.”

      Ryan bristled at the man’s attitude but continued because this was Delta’s family, dysfunctional as it was. He nodded toward the guards, who brought the German shepherd over to the SUV to conduct their search.

      While Karen was being patted down by one of the female gate guards, she turned her head to the SUV. “Come on out of the truck, Ethan. Show your father what happened to you.”

      Ethan gingerly exited the truck, revealing his bruised face and arms.

      When Delta saw his battered body, he rushed to the gate to get a closer look. “Son, what happened to you? Who did this?”

      “Um, hey, Dad. I got into trouble at a gas station in Richmond. These dudes just decided to beat on me.”

      Karen was loaded for bear. “He’s lucky he’s alive, Will, and you should be ashamed for putting him in that position. Look at him! He was barely alive when that family found him.”

      “It wasn’t like that, Mom,” yelled Ethan. “All of that was on me, not Dad!”

      “Enough!” shouted Alpha. “Let my people do their job without this soap opera or I’ll send you all packin’.”

      Ryan turned and winked at Alpha. Then he leaned in to whisper to the no-nonsense head of security, “I need to get Blair down here. I suspect we’re gonna need to make a decision.”

      Alpha turned his back to the new arrivals and walked briefly with Ryan, who made his way behind the Ranger. “You’re not gonna let them in, are you? They can’t even get along with the bars separating them. What’s it gonna be like when they can actually slug it out?”

      Ryan laughed. “It’ll be like an episode of Jerry Springer. We could call it Friday Night Fights.”

      Alpha managed to laugh, as Ryan successfully eased the tension built up in his top security guy. “Okay, maybe that would be worth watching. Listen, boss, I’ll do whatever you say. But this bunch has the potential to screw up a pretty good thing. You know?”

      “I do. Let me get Blair down here so she can assess the situation with me.”

      Ryan raised Blair on the radio, and while he waited, Delta focused his attention on Ethan’s injuries. The security team gave Alpha an all-clear after a thorough inspection, and the travelers were allowed to lower their arms. Frankie and Karen nervously kicked at the gravel, waiting to learn their fate.

      Blair pulled up on her Kawasaki Prairie, her AR-15 resting in the gun clamps mounted to the front bracket. She quickly hopped off and spoke with Ryan behind the Ranger. She asked her signature question as she approached him.

      “What kind of fresh hell is this?”

      “This is the former Will Hightower family, plus one home-wrecker—the former SWAT partner.”

      “Fabulous. So why are they still standing there? Tell them to get the hell off our property or we’ll shoot them.”

      Ryan spontaneously erupted in laughter. Of course, he knew Blair was serious in her statement, and he’d come to expect that level of blunt honesty from her. Because he loved her so much, he never tired of her delivery. He was certain that if he told the security people to get out of the way, Blair would march up to the front gate, pull the charging handle on her AR-15, and tell the trio of travelers they had three seconds to vacate the premises, or prepare to die.

      “Okay, let’s talk about it, shall we?” Ryan tried to calm her down, knowing that shooting them wasn’t an option.

      Blair was incensed. “No, Ryan. Why should we talk? We told Delta that we can’t tolerate this soap-opera crap. We took in his kids because he’s a valuable member of our security team and he had no other options for them other than to leave altogether. Then the older kid steals a car and takes off. Now he brings mommy and the home-wrecker, your words, to create an episode of Modern Family inside the Haven? No f’n way. Not gonna happen.”

      Ryan had a hard time arguing with her logic, but he had a weakness, a kind heart, and a constant desire to help others, even if it placed himself in peril. “Okay, let me say this first. The boyfriend, Frankie, is persona non grata. He’s got law enforcement skills that would most likely be used against us if he and Delta got into a serious disagreement. That’s an easy decision. With respect to Ethan, we let him in once. Arguably, we could let—”

      Blair raised her hand. “Hold up. He stole the old man’s car off that farm to the north of us, bringing the sheriff and his posse right to our front gate. We should’ve kicked them all out for that reason alone.”

      “However, Delta stayed loyal to us and didn’t chase after Ethan. Apparently, the kid got beaten up pretty badly for his efforts.”

      Blair was having none of it. “What’s to keep him from pulling the same stunt again?”

      “He might, or maybe he’s learned his lesson. I believe in second chances.”

      Blair exhaled and looked around the Ranger at Karen. “What about her? Do you wanna let her in, too?”

      “She’s kinda mouthy,” said Ryan. “She laid into Delta pretty good the first chance she got.”

      “Oh, let me guess,” began Blair. “He lost his father-of-the-year award because his petulant brat teenager decided to steal a car and run off.”

      “Plus, he got the snot beat out of him in the process,” added Ryan. “Yes, that was all Delta’s fault and she let him know about it. Now, to Ethan’s credit, he just took responsibility for what he did and defended Delta.”

      Blair rolled her head on her shoulders and wandered around the back of the Ranger for a moment. She closed her eyes and shook her head side to side. After exhaling, she returned to Ryan and delivered her opinion. “Okay, Frankie hits the road. I don’t care how much everybody pisses and moans about it. He’s not comin’ in. Ethan can stay, but he doesn’t get any more passes. First screwup, no matter how insignificant, and we’re tossing him in the river. Got it?”

      “Yup. What about the mom?”

      “Well, mommy dearest needs to make a decision. Is she gonna stay at the Haven and take care of her kids, or is she gonna leave with her boy toy? If she stays, then I’m gonna read her the riot act. No arguments. No cold-shoulder attitude. She becomes a productive, good-natured, no-scrapping-with-ex-husband member of the Haven, or she’ll get tossed in the Henry River, too.”

      Ryan smiled and reached to squeeze Blair’s shoulder. “I’ll let them know.”

      “Nope, you’re too nice,” said Blair. She immediately walked away and marched toward the gate, where Ethan, Karen, and Frankie moved closer to hear the Smarts’ decision.

      “Who are you?” asked Karen.

      Immediately, Blair didn’t like the woman’s attitude, but she let it go. “My name is Blair and you’ve already met my husband, Ryan. Here’s what we’re gonna do.” Blair paused and then turned to Ethan.

      “Ethan, you can stay. But know this. One screwup and you’re out of here. No arguments. We’ll throw you out on your own, and trust me, the world is a far more dangerous place than it was a few days ago when you left. My guess is that you can’t disagree. Am I right?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll stay.”

      Blair turned to Frankie. “You’re not family and we don’t have room for anybody else. You have to leave.”

      “What? We drove all this way.”

      “Don’t care,” replied Blair. “Nobody told you to come here. Our decision is final. You have to go.”

      “What about me?” asked Karen, who wrapped her arm through Frankie’s. “We’re together.”

      “You gotta make a choice, Mrs. Hightower,” said Blair with emphasis, drawing a glare from both Frankie and Karen. “Your children will be here and they’re safe, assuming they don’t run off like that one did.”

      “Yes, but I can’t—” Karen’s demeanor changed, and she’d become more humble.

      “You can if you want to,” Blair cut her off mid-sentence. “You have to make a choice. There is no way we can allow your friend inside. Delta, um, Will has been with us for some time, and I’ll not subject him to living with the man who stole his wife.”

      “Hey, I didn’t steal her,” protested Frankie. “He drove her off.”

      “Well, that’s not the way I’ve heard the story told, but it doesn’t matter,” said Blair matter-of-factly. “Either way, it doesn’t matter. You’re out. Now, Mrs. Hightower, are you staying, or are you going?”

      “Well …” She hesitated.

      “Let me say one more thing to you. No drama. Do you hear me? No arguments. No scraps. No yelling. If you two can’t be civil to one another, then say nothing at all. The first sign of trouble brewing between you two, and you’re gone. Understood?”

      “I’ll agree to that,” said Delta, who’d been listening intently to the conversation.

      “Um,” began Karen, who looked over at Frankie. “I’m sorry, Frankie. I need to take care of my kids. I’m staying.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      Karen turned to Blair. “Thank you. I will stay and I totally understand where you’re coming from.”

      Frankie reached for Karen’s arm and squeezed it, causing her to recoil. “Seriously, Karen. You’re picking that loser over me?”

      “He’s not a loser!” shouted Ethan.

      “They’re my kids, Frankie. I need to make sure they’re safe.”

      Frankie was infuriated. “Then let’s load them up and take them home.”

      Will inserted himself into the conversation. “Back to Philly? No power. Anarchy. No way. My kids stay here where they’ll be safe.”

      “Shut up, loser!” Frankie rushed the gate and reached through it in an attempt to grab at Delta. The guards on both sides quickly moved in and pointed their rifles at his head.

      Blair turned to Ryan and raised her voice for all to hear. “I don’t know, Ryan. We’re off to a bad start, don’t you think?”

      Karen pleaded with Blair. “No. Please let us in. Ethan and I will behave. Right, Ethan?”

      “Yes, Miss Blair. Let me make it up to you, and to Dad.”

      Frankie was being pushed back toward the Durango. Karen, who made no effort to hug him or say goodbye, had made her decision and cut ties with her boyfriend.

      “Frankie, you can have my car,” she began as she turned her head toward Delta. “I won’t be needing it anymore.”

      Alpha instructed the gate guards to retrieve her luggage out of the back of the truck and to escort Frankie off the Haven’s driveway.

      Karen and Ethan entered through the gatehouse entrance, where they were reunited with Delta. The former family had a tearful reunion, which included apologies and pledges to start over. It was a heartfelt moment that tugged on the Smarts’ heartstrings.

      As the gate was secured once again, the Hightowers prepared to join Skylar at the cabin. Blair spoke to them before they left.

      “Y’all, don’t make me regret this.”

      A tearful Karen replied, “I promise. I’ll never forget how you brought us together again. This is my family. It always has been.”

      Ryan joined his wife’s side. “Good. Then let’s start over. My name is Ryan Smart. Welcome to the Haven.”
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        North of Charlotte, North Carolina

      

      

      Frankie was out of his mind with anger as he raced away from the Haven at speeds approaching a hundred miles an hour. Driving out of control as if he had a death wish, he narrowly missed two people riding their bicycles toward Interstate 40. The near fatal accident shook the anger from Frankie long enough to regain some state of composure, so he pulled into the parking lot of a looted Burger King before he got onto I-40.

      He exited Karen’s Durango and walked around it for a moment, pausing to look skyward, and then buried his face in his hands. He wasn’t completely in love with her. From the moment she fell into his bed during the media turmoil over Will, he enjoyed her enthusiasm and spontaneity. Their trysts were more physical for him than emotional. For Karen, they appeared to be designed as a way to get back at Will for the trouble that had been brought upon the Hightower family.

      In the couple of years since he and Karen had gotten together, there was little talk of marriage. They became more like companions than a couple. Sure, they were intimate from time to time, but the newness and excitement soon wore off. It was replaced by the reality that any long-term commitment to Karen automatically included two nearly grown kids that weren’t his.

      She had no desire to have any more children, so Frankie had little choice but to foresee a future in which he would try to raise Skylar and Ethan as his own. Early on, it became apparent that was never going to happen. Skylar would always be enamored with her father, and she’d frequently given Frankie the cold shoulder when he tried to get close to her.

      Ethan, who’d become rebellious and somewhat out of control after Will left for Atlanta, became more of a burden to Frankie than a potential son. Frankie was always there to bail Ethan out of trouble, but Ethan never seemed to fully accept him as a father figure.

      As a result, there were many times that Frankie considered leaving to find another girlfriend. The cruise that cost him a month’s salary was intended to rekindle the old sexual flame the couple had shared when they were sneaking around on Will. Other than a couple of alcohol-induced romps, the fire wasn’t relit.

      Despite the fact his relationship with Karen was likely doomed, Frankie was still furious that she chose Will over him. He’d lost sight of the fact that her children were involved, and his anger reappeared as he suddenly walked around her truck, kicking the door panels and fenders, leaving it full of dents.

      He gritted his teeth and spoke aloud to an empty parking lot. “Ungrateful. Thankless. Selfish. Arrrrgh!”

      Frankie reached down and grabbed a handful of gravel, then angrily pelted the small stones against the side of the SUV. He spun around and pounded his right fist into his other hand, emulating what he’d do to Will, Karen, or both, if he ever got the chance.

      He made his way back inside the truck and slammed the door shut until he was engulfed in silence. He exhaled and looked around.

      “Now what, Frankie, my man?” he asked aloud.

      He started the car and checked his fuel gauge. He had less than half a tank that wouldn’t get him back to Richmond, much less all the way to Philadelphia. He didn’t have a map and the Durango wasn’t equipped with a GPS option. He’d found his way to the Haven with Ethan’s guidance.

      He sat there for a moment and then thought about a friend he had in Charlotte. It was a guy who used to be on Philly SWAT with him before taking an administrative job with Mecklenburg County.

      “Wedgewood,” muttered Frankie. “Yeah, I remember now. North end of the city. He lived near a park. Um, Hornet’s Nest Park, if I remember correctly.” Frankie remembered how he and his pal had joked about leaving inner-city Philadelphia only to move to a neighborhood next to the Hornet’s Nest.

      Frankie shrugged, fired up the Durango, and headed east on I-40 toward Statesville and Interstate 77 southbound.
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        * * *

      

      He’d driven a little over two hours and the fuel gauge had dipped toward empty. He’d just crossed through the I-485 interchange when things began to look familiar to him. His buddy had picked him up from the airport and used the loop to get to the north part of the city.

      Frankie recognized the Northlake Mall exit that would take him to his friend’s house adjacent to the park. Frankie navigated down the ramp onto W.T. Harris Boulevard, a road named for the founder of the Harris Teeter grocery store chain.

      Ordinarily, the mall would be bustling with shoppers loading up their cars with packages from Macy’s or Belk. Others would be enjoying a late lunch at TGI Fridays or Olive Garden.

      Today, the streets were practically deserted, and stores like Best Buy were boarded up. Frankie drove slowly down the once-bustling shopping district to observe what societal collapse looked like.

      Damaged storefronts. Abandoned cars. Trash strewn about. Very little human activity.

      He recognized the Lowe’s Home Improvement store as the location where he was to turn left toward Hornet’s Nest Park. He eased through the intersection because the traffic signal was not operating, and wound his way past a couple of crashed cars. He’d cleared the wreckage and turned onto Reames Road when suddenly a group of thugs ran out of the woods toward him.

      One man smashed his windshield with a lead pipe while another tossed a gallon of white Valspar paint on the glass to obscure his view. Frankie reacted by pressing the gas pedal to the floor, causing the SUV to lurch forward.

      As he did, he was unaware of the sheets of plywood lining the street in front of him, containing dozens of nails sticking up. Seconds later, all four tires on the Durango were flat and Frankie was creeping along on a tangled mess of mangled rubber and metal rims.

      Dazed and confused, Frankie tried to make sense of it all. However, his attackers were on him too quickly. As he tried to exit the SUV to see what had happened, he was jumped from behind and dragged to the ground. He attempted to curl into a fetal position, seeking protection for his vital organs as several people kicked him, causing him to roll over and over until his back made contact with the nail-laden sheet of plywood.

      He screamed in agony, much to the delight of the marauders. His eyes opened long enough for him to see one woman stomping on his chest, the force of the blows driving the nails deeper into his back.

      Frankie mustered the strength to knock her leg away from him, and he escaped the bed of nails by rolling through them to the other side. Bloodied and in pain, he got to his feet, wobbly from the onslaught.

      “Hold on!” a man’s voice shouted from behind the attackers. “Yeah, just hold on one minute. I can’t believe my eyes!”

      Frankie was stunned by the attack, and with the warmer temperatures, sweat mixed with blood dripped into his eyes, obscuring his vision. He tried to wipe his face so he could make eye contact with the person who’d stopped the attack.

      The man’s voice was closer. “Scallone? Is that you? Well, isn’t this a pleasant surprise. Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like you to meet Officer Frank Scallone with the Philly SWAT unit. You’re a little lost, aren’t you, Scallone?”

      Frankie furiously wiped the fluids from his eyes and managed to get one eye free to focus on the man who recognized him.

      He’d arrested a lot of people during his time on the force, and he couldn’t necessarily remember every one of them. Joseph Jose Acuff, also known as Chepe, was not one of them. The famed Antifa leader had harassed some Marines and was a high-value target of the administration for his anarchist activities. In the moment, Frankie realized that Chepe hadn’t changed his ways.

      “Nice to see you, Acuff.” It was an odd way to address the man whose cohorts had just begun to beat Frankie to death, but he thought he needed to do something to change the direction of the battle that he was sure to lose.

      Chepe and his fellow anarchists laughed uproariously at the bloodied man’s casual attitude. “Yeah, I guess it is, considering only one eye seems to be working.” This drew more laughter.

      “So, Chepe, did I make a wrong turn, or what?” Frankie continued to take a mollifying approach to the situation, hoping that if it worked, his life would be spared.

      “Well, you ain’t in Philly anymore, Toto,” said Chepe, who was warming up to the playful banter. “Let’s just say we’re two lost souls who’ve crossed paths again.”

      “How do you know him, Chepe?” asked one of the men, who’d circled behind Frankie.

      “Oh, we’re old pals, right, Scallone? Why don’t you answer that question for my friend?”

      Frankie hesitated and then he quickly came up with a plan that most likely saved his life. If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.

      “Well, when I was a cop, we got an order from Washington to arrest Chepe. I didn’t wanna do it, but you know how it is with the feds. You can’t tell the man no.”

      “You arrested Chepe?” asked a woman to Frankie’s left.

      “I think he deserves a beatdown for that!” shouted another.

      Frankie’s body stiffened as he prepared to be attacked. He wiped the blood and sweat off his face again, so he now had full vision. He was surrounded by a dozen people, some armed with guns and others carrying steel plumbing pipes. With his back in excruciating pain, he’d never get far if he tried to run.

      “Seriously, Chepe. That’s not me anymore. I left Philly SWAT. I couldn’t stand to be associated with racist guys like that Will Hightower. Yeah, sure, he got reprimanded, but he kept his pension. I mean, what kind of justice is that? It sickened me so much that I joined the ACLU as a consultant. They needed to know how the Philly PD worked so they could do right by the people, you know what I mean?”

      Frankie held his breath, as Chepe didn’t respond immediately. “Yeah, I know those guys. How’s Sharif doing. Is he still the ED?”

      Frankie furrowed his brow but tried not to let on what he was thinking. Chepe was clearly referring to the executive director of the ACLU in Philadelphia, but the man’s name was Reggie Stafford. Stafford had been in the news a lot recently as a spokesman for illegal immigrants seeking federal child welfare benefits.

      “Um, I don’t know anybody named Sharif. The fellow I work with is Reggie Stafford. He used to be one of their chief litigators and worked his way up. Who’s Sharif?”

      Frankie had successfully called Chepe’s bluff and passed the test. “Oh yeah, wrong ACLU. Reggie’s a good man.”

      “What do you want us to do with him, Chepe?” asked one of his men.

      Frankie looked around at the people who surrounded him to see if they’d relaxed so that he’d have an opening. The sound of a vehicle approaching helped move the stalemate along.

      “Nothing,” replied Chepe. “You guys go hit that other car but try not to tear it up like this one. We need more transportation. I’ll have a chat with Scallone.”

      One of Chepe’s lieutenants took control of the group. “All right, everyone. Get into positions.”

      As they scurried off to ambush the next car, Chepe was left alone with Frankie. He approached him cautiously, holding his hand on the grip of his pistol, which was holstered in his belt. He reached into his pocket and pulled out one of his bandannas, which had a skull and crossbones screen printed on it.

      “Here,” he said as he tossed it to Frankie. “Clean yourself up and let’s talk.”
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        The Varnadore Building

        Uptown Charlotte, North Carolina

      

      

      Frankie rode in the backseat of Chepe’s vehicle as the anarchist army in Charlotte returned to their headquarters at the Varnadore Building. Fortunately for Frankie, Chepe didn’t press him further about his make-believe position with the ACLU. Instead, Chepe chose to brag about how he’d beaten the rap laid on him by the Department of Justice. Chepe lit up a marijuana cigarette and shared it with Frankie, creating a bond that neither man ever envisioned occurring. Somehow, in a world turned upside down, even former adversaries could set aside the past simply because they were familiar with one another.

      After the caravan of newly stolen vehicles returned to the Varnadore Building, Chepe introduced Frankie to a young woman who was the group’s nurse. That evening, she worked her magic on Frankie’s back, making him forget the pain endured by being punctured with dozens of nails. Later, she also made him forget Karen Hightower.

      Frankie emerged from the office-turned-bedroom after the woman fell asleep. He overheard Chepe talking with his top lieutenants in a small conference room down the hall. He eased down the hallway to hear better, being careful not to get caught lurking about.

      Chepe was leading the conversation. “From what Ollie and Earl have relayed to us, crossing the river, even in the darkness, would be a mistake. There are fallen trees everywhere, and the current is swift this time of year. If just one of our canoes tips over, their sentries could be alerted.”

      Another man spoke up. “I don’t think a full-frontal assault will work either. The iron gates appear to be ten feet tall and firmly strapped together with heavy-duty chain. The only way to bust through them with one of our trucks is to hit it full steam. Earl said their security people man the gate twenty-four seven. He thinks the guards carry AKs or, for sure, AR-15s.”

      Frankie leaned against the wall and held his breath. It was obvious to him that Chepe was planning an assault on a gated community. However, the descriptions were starting to sound familiar. He considered their words carefully when Chepe continued to speak, interrupting his thoughts.

      “That’s why our little trip to Northlake paid off today. We’ve managed to load up all of their extension ladders. That wall is ten feet and spans the entire west and north side of the compound. We’ll take their little castle just like they did in the old days. Drop a ladder onto the wall. Pull one over the other side. And sneak in and conduct our business.”

      “The guys said the place is full of women and children, too. Plus, their people are armed. Are we gonna go in there with our guns blazin’, killing everything in sight like that dude did on that island in Norway ten years ago?”

      Another man spoke up. “Nah, come on, man. We’re not child murderers. We’ve just got a job to do, right, Chepe?”

      “That’s right. We’ve got our own firepower, courtesy of our benefactors. If someone gets in our way, then we cut them down. Earl and Ollie have given us several possible locations within the compound where this guy Cortland is staying. We’ll hit them first. If we don’t find him right away, we’ll scare the hell out of their people until they give him up.”

      Frankie took a chance. He was convinced, based upon the cursory description and his recollection of the names Ethan had given him during the ride to the Haven from Richmond, that a guy named Cort lived there.

      Frankie steadied his nerves and cleared his throat so he could be heard down the hallway. He casually strolled toward the partially opened conference room door, where he was greeted by one of Chepe’s men.

      “Sorry, man. Private meeting.”

      Frankie responded loud enough for Chepe to hear him. “Um, yeah. I figured that.”

      “That’s okay,” said Chepe. “Come on in, Frankie.”

      Chepe’s lieutenant opened the door and Frankie entered the room. The smell of marijuana filled the air, and several remnants of smoked joints occupied an ashtray in the middle of the table.

      “Hey, sorry to interrupt. I needed a little break from Nurse Goodlove. Man, she really knows how to fix a guy up.”

      The men, and a young woman, all enjoyed a laugh. “Oh yeah, we’ve all been treated by Nurse Goodlove, except Maggie here.”

      “Yeah, no thanks,” the woman mumbled.

      Chepe gestured toward an empty chair across from him. “Sit down, Frankie. We’re just winding it up and I thought we’d burn one before we got some rest. My people have a big day tomorrow.”

      “Sure. I hadn’t smoked weed for a long time. You know, bein’ a cop and all. We were constantly pee-tested. But after I quit the force, I found myself partaking of the herb, as they say.”

      Chepe laughed as he lit the end of a rolled joint. “Man, this stuff is all-natural and legal in most states with a doctor’s script. I don’t know what the big deal is.” He took a deep draw on the marijuana cigarette and handed it to Maggie.

      The joint made its way around the table and Frankie took a toke. With all of the marijuana in his system from earlier that evening, taking a deep draw immediately relaxed him and gave him confidence. He decided to speak up. “Chepe, I wanna apologize for something, but I also feel the need to say something.”

      “About what?” he asked.

      “Well, when I stepped into the hallway to get some air, I overheard you guys talking about what you have planned.”

      Two of Chepe’s lieutenants straightened in their chairs and looked at one another and then over at Chepe. He caught their glance and then raised both hands, indicating they should relax.

      “Go ahead,” said Chepe.

      “I’m gonna go out on a limb here and tell you something. Before I came to Charlotte today, I was at a place northwest of here, just south of I-40. They call it the Haven. Now, before you say anything, let me describe what I know about it. It’s a big parcel of property, maybe a couple of hundred acres. It has ten-foot walls on one side and a long stretch of river on the other. The single entrance is off the road down a long tree-lined driveway, where an iron gate is located in a slight clearing.”

      The room grew silent, but the looks exchanged between Chepe and his people spoke volumes. He took a deep breath and exhaled before reaching for the joint. Everyone stayed silent as Chepe took another draw and filled his lungs with marijuana smoke. Finally, he spoke.

      “Frankie, what were you doing there?”

      Frankie was past the point of no return. His opportunity to escape was gone, and he had to make a decision as to whether he was all in with these anarchists. He closed his eyes momentarily, and all of the good times he’d shared with Karen flashed through his memory. When he opened them, his nose caught the scent of Nurse Goodlove and the feelings of pleasure he’d experienced that evening as he was taken in by Chepe.

      The words spilled out of him as he relayed to Chepe everything he knew about the Haven and its residents, knowing full well that he might have just sentenced Karen and her kids to death.
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      It was early on Saturday morning and HB1 was abuzz with activity. In addition to the morning meeting, Tyler was meeting with the patrols, the drone kids were beginning their first full day on the job, and Echo was organizing a team to fortify their barriers at the points where the ten-foot security walls met the Henry River.

      Tyler was handing out emergency trauma kits to be shared by the patrol units. Each day, just before the morning meeting of the top security personnel of the Haven, the night shift came off duty and turned their gear over to the morning shift. Tyler had created fanny packs with essential trauma supplies in the event someone was badly injured in the farthest reaches of the compound’s perimeter.

      Each kit contained certain basics like gloves, bandages, and methods to clean wounds. Using the Haven’s vast supply of medical supplies, and the camouflage-pattern fanny packs purchased by Ryan at Big Lots, Tyler added several trauma essentials. Each bag contained a CAT tourniquet, Israeli bandages, a HALO chest seal, padded aluminum splints, ammonia inhalants, and instant ice compress packs. All of these items were designed to provide the injured person immediate treatment until he could arrive to provide medical assistance.

      At the Haven, the security team worked in teams of two. Each carried an AR-15 rifle and a sidearm of choice. They also carried chest rigs with backup ammunition, a compact sidearm if they had one, and other tactical gear like pepper spray or a police baton.

      While Tyler was giving the evening and morning teams a basic tutorial on how to use the trauma supplies, Alpha was addressing his new charges, who made up his drone Air Force brigade.

      During the midnight to morning shift, the drone operators were limited by the number of infrared cameras at their disposal. After the shift change, the number of drones placed into operation usually numbered four at a time, so the compound was divided into quadrants. As the batteries were used up on these four units, the other four would be charging and swapped out as necessary. With this schedule, the Haven was almost always provided air surveillance except during shift change.

      This morning, Alpha was going to deploy four drones so that he could train the kids who’d be handling weekend and after-school shifts. He towered over his weekend team as they stared up at him, hungry for knowledge and excited about the prospect of contributing to the Haven’s security.

      “I see two unexpected faces this morning,” he began, staring down at Skylar and Hannah.

      Meredith stood close behind them and smiled. “We talked about it, Alpha. All of our kids are prepared to make the sacrifices necessary to protect us. After you spoke with Ethan and his dad last night and agreed to give this young man another chance, we decided Hannah should do her part as well.”

      Alpha knelt down in front of Hannah and Skylar. “I have to ask you two a question. Are you doing this because you want to? Or are you joining the drone brigade because you think it’s the right thing to do?”

      The two preteen girls answered simultaneously.

      “Both!” Then they looked at one another and exchanged high fives, coupled with a giggle.

      Alpha smiled at their enthusiasm. “Okay, welcome to the drone team. Here’s the thing, kids. What you will be doing for the Haven is very important. It requires discipline, patience, and focus.

      “The discipline requires you to stay in your assigned quadrant. Patience requires you to fly the drone slowly, keeping in mind that you need to watch the grounds and that someone back at Haven House needs to monitor four of these at once. Finally, focus. Don’t get distracted by each other. This is not a game. You’re not down at the video arcade or on the comfort of your sofa back home. Lives are depending on you doing your job properly.”

      “Can everybody commit to this?” asked Meredith.

      “Yeah!” shouted J.C., who was chomping at the bit to get started.

      The others responded positively.

      “Good,” said Alpha. “For starters, I’m going to put Ethan in charge. There are five of you and we’ll only be operating four drones at a time. At first, Ethan will bounce around, touching base with each of you to answer questions or to check your technique. He was pretty good at it until he went off the reservation.”

      “What’s that mean?” asked J.C.

      “It means I screwed up,” said Ethan. He looked directly into Alpha’s eyes. “It won’t happen again.”

      Alpha nodded and continued. “Throughout the day, we’ll change it up. There will always be a fifth operator who acts as a rover. The rover will check with the other operators continuously to see if they need anything, or to monitor when their batteries have almost lost their charge. This is very important. Before the battery dies, the rover needs to come to the barn and retrieve a fully charged quadcopter and controller. Take these to the drone operator and exchange them out. Okay?”

      All the kids voiced their acknowledgment. Alpha gave them a tutorial and enlisted Ethan’s help to show the kids how to connect the devices to the charging stations.

      While he did, Meredith pulled Hannah aside. “Honey, I’m very proud of you for stepping up.”

      “Thanks, Mom, I wanted to, but I was afraid you’d say no.”

      Meredith frowned and shed a tear. “I know. I can be a protective mother hen sometimes. We live in a new world now, Hannah, and it’s time for you to grow up. I guess I wanted to keep you as my darling little princess forever.”

      Hannah hugged her mom and then looked up to her. “It doesn’t work like that, Mom. At some point you have to kick the little bird out of the nest.”

      Meredith laughed through the tears and hugged her daughter again. Then she reached behind her neck and unclasped her silver, double-cross pendant necklace. She pulled Hannah’s hair to the side and lovingly hooked it around her neck. Hannah reached up and touched the larger cross that was accompanied by a smaller one connected to the chain.

      “This was your grandmother’s. She told me that the larger cross was to protect her as my mom, and the smaller one was to protect me, as her daughter. My mom told me that one day, I’d pass this on to my daughter. I think today is that day.”

      Hannah smiled and hugged her mom for a third time. The two Cortland women shared a rite of passage in which Meredith acknowledged it was time for her daughter to grow up. She’d symbolically kicked her little bird out of the nest.
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      The surveillance intelligence received by Chepe was excellent. Ollie and Earl had carefully recorded their observations of activity at the Haven and kept meticulous notes. Frankie had supplemented their findings, confirming some things while adding additional information about their hierarchy and security procedures at the front gate.

      Chepe surmised that the residents of the compound had experienced prior difficulties when outsiders approached their main entrance. Both his operatives and Frankie were of the opinion that the head security personnel and the couple running the community were likely to be called to the entrance in the event someone threatened to breach their entry gate.

      This was just one of the distractions Chepe planned to deploy to pull people away from the massive wall that surrounded the Haven. The other, based upon the increased drone activity from the day before, was to play on their existing fears and concerns.

      With constant drone flyovers along the Henry River’s banks, Chepe suspected that the security team at the Haven would be overly preoccupied with further intrusions coming from the river side of the compound. He planned on giving them what they feared most, although it would turn out to be a false alarm.

      His group had arrived outside the Haven in the early morning hours before dawn. He didn’t like it, but they necessarily had to split into two groups. One was on the river side of the compound, and the other, the larger attack squad, was on the walled side of the Haven.

      Using two-way radios they stole from a sporting goods store in Charlotte, he was able to communicate with each team to coordinate their efforts. Ollie and Earl identified a window of opportunity of approximately fifteen minutes in the morning when the security teams traded shifts and the drones temporarily stopped flying along the perimeter of the compound. This was the point when they’d make their move.

      Counting on the cover created by the distraction, perfect timing, and the deployment of his most athletic people to scale the walls in order to man the ladders, his handpicked team of ten ruthless anarchists, plus Frankie and himself, would storm the compound in search of Michael Cortland and his family. Once inside, circumstances would dictate who lived and died.

      He looked at his watch. It had been ten minutes since the drones stopped flying. He checked in with his team on the east side of the Henry River. They confirmed they were in place and also had eyes on the clearing around the front gate.

      He touched base with two female members of his group who were prepared to approach the guards at the bridge, and another two who’d walk up to the front gate seeking shelter. They would provide a distraction for both sets of guards and lock them in place while his people scaled the wall at various points around the compound.

      He’d circulated a single sheet of paper with images obtained of the Cortland family off the internet. Although the web was down in the U.S., Jonathan had instructed Chepe on how to access the Russian internet using his satellite phone and the Bluetooth link to a printer. It was a tedious process and involved several conversations with Russian hackers, but they got the information they needed.

      Everyone committed the names and faces to memory and prepared their gear. If everything went according to plan, they’d be able to slip into the compound quietly, infiltrate the housing and other buildings in search of their targets, and eliminate them without being detected.

      They had the element of surprise and a viable plan. Everyone knew their jobs, and all were willing to both kill and die for the cause. When Chepe told his group who the target was and why, he had to tamp down their enthusiasm. Nobody knew the Cortlands, but they all were familiar with George Trowbridge.

      After Chepe told them what Trowbridge had done to Schwartz, and that Jonathan had been forced into hiding, their angry voices built to a crescendo.

      He checked his watch again. It was time.
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      Ryan and Blair stood on the front porch, enjoying a coffee drink and the warm morning sun. “Are you not going to the morning meeting today?” Blair asked as she took a sip of her Couples Coffee mixed with a few squirts of caramel for flavor. Ryan gurgled the last of his iced coffee through his straw and studied the bottom of the cup, hoping that a refill would magically appear.

      “Nah, I wanted to stay out of Alpha’s way today. He’s teaching the kids about the drone program, and Tyler’s got some medical kits to include with the security patrol’s gear. I thought it would be nice to hang out with you this morning.”

      “Oh.”

      “Whadya mean, oh?”

      “I mean—”

      “Does your boyfriend come over and play while the big cat’s away?” asked Ryan teasingly.

      “Lol. The big cat has a tendency to leave a messy litter box,” replied Blair as she playfully shoved Ryan toward the steps. “I haven’t straightened the house since all of this started. We’ve had people traipsing in and out all day long. Lord knows how many germs are inside.”

      “Yeah, but they’re our germs,” countered Ryan.

      “Not necessarily. You know I’ve never been the same since I read those pandemic books. It just takes one cough or sneeze, you know.”

      Ryan pouted. He genuinely wanted a day of peace and quiet with Blair and the girls. In the end, he’d take any amount of time together with them, regardless of what they were doing.

      “I can help,” he offered.

      “Okay. The girls need bubble baths. We’ll start there and then …” Blair stopped as she saw X-Ray walking toward them. She was still skeptical of the newcomer and tried not to share more than she had to when he was nearby.

      “Good morning,” he greeted as he arrived at the foot of Haven House’s front steps. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

      “Not at all,” said Ryan. “We’ve got a pot of coffee that’s still warm. Can I get you some?”

      X-Ray smiled shyly and declined. “No, thanks. Have you got a minute?”

      Blair patted Ryan on the shoulder and turned toward the door. “I’ll get started inside. Join me if you can.”

      “Actually, Blair,” X-Ray began, causing her to stop. He pulled his flip phone out of his pocket and twirled it in his hand nervously. “I really need to speak to you both.”

      Blair glanced at Ryan and then motioned for the guys to follow her inside. The two guys settled at the dining table and she poured herself another cup of coffee.

      “I need to get right to the point, and when I’m done, I’m prepared for whatever consequences you consider to be appropriate,” continued X-Ray.

      “Well, that sounds ominous,” Blair said in a serious tone as she sat next to her husband. “What’s going on?”

      X-Ray set the phone on the dining table and rubbed his face with the palms of both hands. He’d begun to sweat despite the fact that the temperature in Haven House had dropped to the low sixties without a fire burning. The mild temperatures had prompted Ryan to save firewood that day.

      “There is some backstory, and I’ll go into it if you want me to, but I need to just tell you both something because I’m not sure what it means.”

      “We’re listening,” said Ryan as he leaned forward and placed both elbows on the table.

      “I have a side job, sort of, working for a group of people I consider to be real patriots. I help them with cyber intrusions during major election cycles, do opposition research, and even manipulate election results when necessary.”

      “Patriots?” asked Blair.

      “I believed them to be the good guys,” he explained. “Face it, both the left and the right employ dirty tactics and underhanded means of influencing elections. My job was to make sure the right side of the aisle could keep up with the left side. There are dozens of us around the country, if not more.”

      “Okay, fine,” said Blair. “I’m aware of your political leanings, and I assumed that you didn’t just use your talent to play casino games online or surf teen porn sites.”

      X-Ray became more nervous. “What?”

      “Walter O’Reilly, aka X-Ray, aka …” Blair paused for effect. “X-Ray, need I continue? I know more than you think.”

      “Blair, what are you—?” Ryan tried to get Blair to explain, but she cut him off.

      “Ryan, I suspect that will be a conversation for another time. I’m not concerned with this man’s sexual preferences. I wanna know why he’s here to see us.”

      X-Ray fidgeted in his seat and then got to the point. “My contacts with this patriot group sent out a text on the morning of New Year’s Eve. I assume everyone on the distribution list got it and not just me. Anyway, the text identified Michael Cortland and instructed us to notify him, or her, or whoever it is, if he’s spotted. We were to refer to him as the eagle.”

      Ryan emitted a heavy sigh. “Why are you just now telling us this?”

      “Well, at first, I didn’t think it was a big deal, especially since it was coming from the people who had paid for all of my equipment, and then some. Also, they’re like us, you know. I didn’t think it would put him in any danger.”

      “Danger? What would put him in danger?” Blair was becoming angry.

      “After Ryan and Cort came by my place that night, I replied to the text to let them know Cort was here. I didn’t know what else to do, so I followed instructions.”

      “You should’ve come to us immediately, that’s what you should have done!” shouted Blair. Ryan tried to calm her down, but she had fire coming out of her ears now.

      “There’s more.”

      Ryan and Blair stared at the young man in disbelief.

      “Talk. Now!” Blair demanded.

      “I received a text last night, but I didn’t see it until this morning. It instructed me to advise them if the eagle, that’s Cort, left the Haven.”

      “They used the word Haven?” asked Ryan.

      “No, sorry,” replied X-Ray. He opened the flip phone and navigated to the text message he’d received.

      He read it aloud. “Keep your eyes on the eagle and advise if he takes flight. Godspeed, Patriot! MM.”

      Blair reached for the phone and scrolled through the other messages. “They use the same sign-off as the others—Godspeed, Patriot, followed by the letters MM.”

      “You guys received the messages, too?” asked X-Ray.

      “Some of us.” Blair’s response was curt. She thought for a moment and then looked to Ryan. “What about this message that came in thirty minutes ago? How is your phone working?”

      “Text messages only. Blair, I just saw it and that’s why I’m here. I’m afraid something is about to happen and it’s all my fault.”

      “Let me see,” said Ryan, who took the phone from Blair. He read the text.

      
        
        It’s always safer to keep your head down, but your eyes wide open.

        Fare thee well,

        Godspeed, Patriot.

        MM

      

      

      “I think that message was intended only for me, and not the group of hackers I’m affiliated with,” said X-Ray.

      Ryan stood and began to pace the room. He threw the phone on the dining table, and it slid to a stop in front of X-Ray. Nobody said a word as he angrily paced back and forth, stopping once to pick up a pillow off the couch only to toss it into a chair on the other side of the living area.

      Blair stood and joined her husband. She was about to speak when X-Ray offered to leave.

      Ryan shouted his response. “No! Stay where you are. Let me think.”

      “Cort’s in danger,” whispered Blair.

      “Darling, we all are now. I’ve got to alert Alpha, and we need to be prepared.”

      “For what?” asked Blair.

      “I don’t know, but we can’t take anything for granted, nor can we assume this guy’s admissions can be trusted. Who knows whether he’s trying to manipulate us or warn us?”

      Blair reached for Ryan’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Either way, we need to lock him away until we figure it out. Right?”

      Before Ryan could respond, his radio sprang to life.

      “Bridge to Haven House, do you copy?”

      Ryan pulled his two-way off his belt and replied, “Go ahead, Bridge.”

      “Front Gate to Ryan. Over.”

      Ryan pulled the radio away from his mouth and stared at it, looking for answers.

      “Ryan, this is Alpha. We’ve got reports of two loud splashes hitting the river across from the cabins. I’m en route.”

      X-Ray slid his chair away from the table and spoke. “I think they’re coming.”
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      Chepe and his people had made their way to the Haven’s wall during the shift change. Each team consisted of three people, one to handle the ladders and the other two to search for the Cortland family. The diversionary tactics were deployed, which included rolling two large boulders into the Henry River to create the illusion that two people had either fallen in or were attempting to breach the Haven’s perimeter. Coupled with the approaches on the bridge and at the gate, the diversions were designed to draw the Haven’s security resources away from the wall.

      “Hit it,” Chepe ordered into the radio. Along the wall, extension ladders were hoisted up, and the teams began their ascent to the top. Once there, a second ladder was handed up to them to provide a quick and safe landing inside the compound.

      This was where speed and luck came into play. Although every member of his team was armed, he preferred not to raise alarms by firing their weapons. He’d hand-selected the people to enter the compound based upon their ability to kill with knives or their bare hands if necessary. These select few were known for their commitment to the cause.

      He expected one-on-one fighting as they moved through the Haven, and that women and children would fall victim to their assault. He couldn’t have any members of his teams become squeamish or uncertain, as that would jeopardize their entire mission.

      Chepe was teamed with Frankie, who knew the most about the inner layout of the Haven from his conversations with Ethan. He was aware that the main house, where the Smarts resided, was centered within the Haven and not that far from the front gate. The day Frankie had tried to gain entry, he’d observed Ryan calling for Blair on the radio, and he’d heard her four-wheeler start up and head down the gravel road toward the gate. This seemed to confirm what Ethan had told him.

      Further, Frankie knew that the large barn located toward the northern end of the Haven was a center of activity. It was the site of daily meetings and housed the quadcopters that Ethan had used the day he ran away. Through casual conversation, and due to the fact that Ethan was unaware that the cop was using his police interrogation skills to learn more about the new place where he hoped to live, Frankie had a pretty good idea of where to start looking for Cort and his family.

      He and Chepe dropped to the ground and got their bearings. Using a compass taken from the sporting goods store, they headed due east through the woods until they approached a clearing where the Haven’s gravel road split the property in half.

      Frankie, who’d been trained through Philly SWAT on techniques to avoid detection during a raid, led the way, and Chepe dutifully followed his directions.

      Chepe had turned down the volume of his radio and instructed all of his fellow anarchists to do the same. When the time came to extract, Chepe had an air horn that he’d sound, at which time everyone would make their way back to the wall where they came in. The members of the ladder team were responsible for keeping them hidden from view, taking out any patrols who threatened their position, and to be ready when the extraction alarm was raised.

      “Drones,” said Frankie under his breath. “Listen to the pitch. Can you hear them take off?”

      “Yeah, to our left,” replied Chepe. The two men held their breath as they focused on the sounds. Chepe then counted aloud. “One, two, three, four.”

      “Makes sense,” whispered Frankie. “Ethan said there were eight. Four on. Four off.”

      They ducked into the underbrush and hid as a four-wheeler raced down the road past them toward the barn. They could hear shouting coming from their right.

      “Already?” questioned Frankie. He couldn’t imagine that their operation could’ve been blown so quickly.

      Chepe shrugged. “Maybe they’re responding to the diversions at the river.”

      “You’ve got your best shooters up there?” asked Frankie.

      “Yeah. Both were hunters. If Cortland shows his face along that riverbank, he’ll be dead.”

      “What about his family? We’ll lose the element of surprise.”

      Chepe ducked as a drone sped over their head. “We’ll take the big prize and go. I’m sure my people will be satisfied with his head on a pike.”

      The drones were now buzzing all over the property, and the sounds of four-wheelers filled the air. Then the first crack of staccato gunfire could be heard.

      “Dammit!” said Frankie in frustration.

      “Do you think that’s our guys across the river?” asked Chepe.

      “No way. That was rapid fire. This operation has just turned into a gunfight. Listen, we’re gonna need to split up. I’ll take the main house and you take the barn.”

      “What about the cabins?” asked Chepe. “That’s where you think Cortland lives.”

      “Ethan wasn’t totally sure about that, and we’ve got the shooters on the hill plus the two end teams who are responsible for taking the cabin. We need to stick to our plan and move. Now!”

      Chepe nodded and began to step out onto the road.

      Frankie rolled his eyes and shouted to him, “Stay under the tree canopy. The drones will see you in the open.”

      Chepe backtracked and began to work his way through the underbrush, darting from tree to tree as he went.

      Frankie looked for a trail that carried him toward the main house, where he expected to find the women and children. He didn’t care much about Cortland or fighting any political battles on behalf of someone he didn’t know. He was interested in getting revenge against Will Hightower, and the way to do that was to draw him out in the open by snatching Karen or one of his kids.
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      Ryan grabbed his AR-10 rifle and put on his chest rig. He had purchased his tactical vest online at a law enforcement supply store. It allowed him to carry extra rounds of ammunition and a compact nine-millimeter handgun to supplement his regular sidearm. He gave instructions to Alpha over the two-way radio, completely disregarding normal communications protocols due to the circumstances.

      “You get your security personnel in place and the drones in the air. I’ll head to the front gate and see if this is related to what X-Ray has told us. Who’s got the riverbank?”

      “Tom and Cort,” replied Alpha. “Bravo and Charlie will meet you at the gate, and then I think we should send them to patrol the outside perimeter, including the bridge. I’ll put my two seasoned vets up against anybody who wants to get into this place.”

      “Okay. What about you?”

      “I’m with Foxy. We’ll be focused on the interior perimeter. If someone comes across that wall, we’ll put ’em down. I’m out.”

      Ryan signed off and turned to Blair. “Gather them all back to the house. Keep X-Ray in cuffs and tied to the post in the holding cell out back. He understands why and shouldn’t give you any trouble.”

      “Ryan, I’ll shoot him if he does. Without hesitation.”

      “I know. I’m assigning Delta to handle security here.”

      “But—” began Blair before Ryan raised his hand to stop her.

      “No arguments. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “Where are you headed?” she asked.

      “I’m gonna check the front gate and then I’m going to retrieve Cort. I’d feel better if he was here, under your protection, with Delta’s help. I’ll work with Tom to watch the river activity and then bounce around as needed.”

      Blair kissed Ryan. “It’s gonna be okay. I love you.”

      His brow furrowed as he spoke. “We’re gonna have our hands full today. I love you with all my heart.”

      Blair pointed her finger into his chest rig. “Don’t talk to me like you might not come back. Go out there, watch your six, and take care of business.”

      This drew a laugh from Ryan. “I love it when you talk dirty to me.”

      “Go!” she ordered and backed on to the front porch, her eyes scanning the grounds in front of Haven House.
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        * * *

      

      Alpha bellowed as he entered Haven Barn. “Let’s go, Foxtrot! We’re goin’ huntin’!”

      “Hunting for what?”

      “I don’t know yet, just a gut feel,” he replied. While she hurriedly went through her security locker and donned her gear, he explained X-Ray’s revelation and the sudden occurrence of events at their main gate, the bridge, and along the river. She reached the same conclusion.

      “They’re trying to draw our attention away from the wall.”

      Alpha helped her adjust her gear while he spoke. “That’s what I think, too. If that’s the case, we’ve overreacted by sending so many people to the river and the gate.”

      “So send them back to their assigned posts,” she suggested.

      The sounds of the drones from outside Haven Barn grabbed their attention as they simultaneously looked outside to see them lift off.

      “I can’t, just in case I’m overthinking it,” replied Alpha.

      Hayden studied Ethan as he gave the kids instructions. “Are you sure we can rely upon him?”

      “I don’t have a choice. I’ve got all of the adults either working security to guard our buildings or assigned outside of their normal responsibilities to act as warm bodies if we need backup somewhere.”

      “What about Haven House?”

      “Blair and Delta have that covered, along with Echo and Charlotte.”

      Hayden checked her weapon and confirmed that her rig was full of extra magazines. “Then it’s just you and me, big guy,” she said with a chuckle.

      “Just the way I planned it,” he added. “Listen, stay frosty. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

      “Let’s roll, then.”

      Hayden and Alpha took off in a slow trot down one of the trails leading away from Haven Barn. Just as they entered the woods, they heard the first rounds of gunfire.

      Alpha immediately stopped. “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a hot war.” He reached for his radio, and before he could call for a situation report from his assigned posts, Ryan contacted him.

      “Alpha, this is Ryan. Over.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “We’ve got a breach on the southernmost end of the wall. We’ve got a man down, and two hostiles are dead.”

      “Roger that.”

      Ryan added another piece of information. “They were armed with AKs and had a ladder to scale the wall.”

      “Have you advised Blair? We’re gonna need the eyes in the sky.”

      Ryan replied quickly, “It’s my next call. She’ll advise us both. Out.”

      Alpha looked to Hayden. “There’s gonna be more. Are you ready for this?”

      “Hey, I’ve gotta lot of built-up frustration. I’ve got no problem hunting bad guys. Let’s go!”

      The two of them separated slightly and moved more deliberately down the trail, walking heel to toe in a low crouch. After a couple of hundred yards, Alpha dropped to one knee and raised his fist, causing Hayden to stop.

      She immediately lowered herself and turned to monitor the trail behind them. Satisfied that no one had snuck up behind them, she turned her attention back to Alpha, who held up two fingers and pointed off to his left. That was when Hayden heard the crunching sound of feet shuffling through the woods. The intruders were not experienced hunters or military. Their heavy feet gave away their position.

      Alpha inched forward and kept his rifle trained on the location where the sound emanated from. A cross-trail cut through the woods, giving him a clear line of sight if they attempted to go through the clearing barely wide enough to accommodate a four-wheeler. He steadied his aim on a spot in the center of the trail. He intended to wait until all of the intruders were visible in his sights.

      Several tense seconds later, the first and then a second man walked across the trail, headed toward Haven Barn. Alpha didn’t hesitate as he squeezed the trigger. Unlike the other AR-platform weapons in the Haven, Alpha had installed a bump stock on his before they were banned by the government. The rapid fire generated by the weapon recoiling off his shoulder sounded like a machine gun and was just as effective.

      The two men’s bodies exploded in blood, parts of their chest and neck shredding into ribbons of goo. Alpha inched forward, looking for any kind of movement from the two men. He relaxed slightly as he rose out of his crouch.

      “Two dead guys,” he said proudly before his words were muted by the sound of Hayden’s rifle.

      “Make that three,” she said. Another man, one of Chepe’s ladder team, had snuck down the trail, carrying a lead pipe, and had planned on attacking Alpha. Despite his close proximity to her partner, Hayden had confidence in her aim and quickly dispatched the attacker.

      “Thanks, Foxy. I think we’re just getting started.”
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      Tom and Cort were patrolling along the banks of the Henry River, discussing X-Ray’s statements to Ryan. Cort tried to shrug it off as most likely being his father-in-law keeping tabs on his family. Tom wasn’t so sure, especially in light of the activity at the gate and bridge. Cort countered that it was probably the people who were here before, looking for a way in to steal food. Both men stopped their debate when they heard the rapid gunfire emanating from the southern end of the Haven.

      “Cort, we’ve got to get you to safety,” implored Tom.

      Cort was about to respond when a reflection of light caught Tom’s eye from the hill across the river. He didn’t hesitate, using remarkably fast reflexes for his age. He shoved Cort toward an old decorative wishing well, and just as he did, two gunshots rang out.

      The first shot caught Tom in the back of his right shoulder and spun him around. The second bullet whizzed by his head and embedded in the wet ground.

      Tom screamed in pain as he tried to roll his body toward the well. Cort rose on one knee and returned fire, shooting wildly in the direction where he thought the shots came from. With two more three-round spurts fired toward the hill, he broke cover and helped Tom crawl to the well.

      Within seconds, other residents of the security team who’d been patrolling up and down the riverbank came racing toward them. They took up positions near the well, using boulders and four-wheelers for protection.

      “The shot came from the hill!” shouted Cort.

      He fumbled for his radio and tried to gain his composure to contact the hospital. Tom was covered in blood and his eyes were beginning to shut. Finally, he called out to the other residents surrounding him.

      “Call medical! Tell them we need Tyler for a gunshot victim!”

      He purposefully didn’t say that it was Tom who’d been shot, because he knew Donna was at the hospital. She’d insist upon joining Tyler, and there were still snipers across the river who could begin to open fire at any time.

      Cort turned his attention to Tom. “Tom, hang in there. I’ve got help coming. Can you hear me?”

      Tom nodded.

      “Okay, good. I need you to sit up against the well. There’s still a gunman over there and—”

      “Two. There’s two.”

      “Okay, two. Come on, let me help you. We need to raise the wound above your heart.”

      As Cort helped Tom sit up so that he was propped against the brick structure, he checked for an exit wound. “Good, Tom. The bullet went in and out again.”

      Cort removed his Yale sweatshirt and began to apply pressure to both the entrance and exit wounds. Tom grimaced as the pain began to overtake him. “Tell Donna I love her,” he said breathlessly.

      “You’re gonna tell her your—” Cort wasn’t able to finish his sentence as gunfire erupted from the woods up the bank. They were being fired upon and found themselves caught in a crossfire.

      Cort scrambled to all fours and looked around. His only hope was to get the four-wheeler parked forty feet away. With his tall, lanky frame he made for a bigger target than most men, but he had to create some additional cover between Tom and the shooters in the woods.

      Without further hesitation, Cort bolted for the four-wheeler as a trail of bullets tore up the turf at his feet. He slid to a stop on the river side of the John Deere Gator and crawled into the seat, keeping his head as low as possible. He started the engine, and using his hands to press the gas pedal, he drove the Gator next to Tom.

      More bullets rained down on them, blowing out the left side tires and ripping into the machine’s fenders. But the green-and-yellow utility vehicle provided them added protection.

      “Cort, this is Tyler. Over.”

      “Go ahead, Tyler.”

      “I’m at the trail opening just to your left. Can you see the front of my cart?”

      Cort replied, “Yeah, but, Tyler, they’re in the woods. You can’t come out here.”

      “I know. Just hang in there. Help’s on the way.”

      Neither man was able to speak again as gunfire exploded in the trees. The sounds of men screaming in pain filled the air as the relentless onslaught of bullets ripped through tree branches and bodies. After a minute, the deep baritone voice of Alpha came across the radio.

      “Hold tight, buddy. We’ve gotta mop up and then we’ll get your partner to the hospital.”

      Cort realized that Alpha didn’t use their names, something a seasoned military veteran would know, but Tyler would not.

      “Roger,” replied Cort.

      The drones flew overhead, and one hovered for a moment above his position. Cort looked up and gave a slight wave as single gunshots could be heard coming from the woods. He presumed the words mopping up could be equated with finishing off.

      Seconds later, Tyler came racing down the hill, his cart bouncing off the bumpy terrain of the riverbank until he reached their position. He and Cort placed Tom on the stretcher and began to load him onto the medical cart when he noticed Alpha and Hayden slowly backing out of the woods with their weapons, scanning the trees for any signs of movement.

      The gunshot wound gave Tyler a sense of urgency. “Come on, Cort, we need to get Tom treated.”

      Cort grabbed his rifle and joined Tyler. He tried to snap out of the shock of seeing the man whom he’d been told to trust with his life gunned down by a bullet meant for him. When he heard more gunfire off in the distance, he sensed it wasn’t over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Haven

      

      

      Ethan heard the gunfire first. “Did you guys hear that?” he asked as he flew his drone along the northwestern quadrant of the Haven, which covered the area that included Haven House.

      “Hear what?” asked Kaycee, who was still trying to learn the operation of the quadcopter. “These things are pretty loud.”

      The last drone, operated by J.C., lifted off the ground and headed north toward the area where the wall runs into the river. He and his sister were responsible for the entire riverbank and also the bridge, although it was outside the Haven’s property.

      Hannah had volunteered to be the rover, the person responsible for replacing drones as their batteries began to die down. She and Skylar had recently swapped positions, with Skylar taking the controls for the area above the main gate.

      Suddenly, the two armed guards assigned to watch over the drone brigade and Haven Barn closed ranks around the kids. Almost simultaneously, their radios exploded in chatter, as did Meredith’s, who had elected to hang around the barn rather than join the others at Haven House.

      “We’ve got gunfire in the southwest quadrant,” a man shouted into the radio. “We need eyes!”

      “Who has the southwest quadrant, near the front gate?” asked one of the security people.

      “Me,” replied Skylar. “Ask them if they’re near the river.”

      Skylar used the motion of her body to simulate flying the drone in a cockpit seat. As she turned the drone to the right, her whole body, together with the controller, would lean right with it. The determined look on her face indicated that the technique worked for her.

      “Meredith, can you read?”

      “Hey, that’s Mom!” exclaimed Kaycee.

      “Go ahead, Angela.”

      “We’ve got two injured men coming our way from just past the front gate. When they get here, Donna and I could use an extra set of hands.”

      Meredith didn’t immediately respond, choosing instead to study Hannah and the other kids. She thought for a moment, but Angela interrupted her.

      “Meredith, are you there?”

      “Hannah,” Meredith said as her daughter ran to her side.

      “Mom, we’ve got this. The guys need me, and these men will protect us.”

      “Honey, I don’t know …” Meredith’s voice trailed off.

      “Meredith!” Angela shouted into the radio as more gunfire pierced the air, except much closer this time.

      “Go, Mom.”

      Meredith nodded. She bent down to kiss her daughter and climbed onto her four-wheeler. Seconds later she was out of sight, about the time that Alpha and Hayden opened fire on the intruders at the back side of the barn.

      The gunshots drew the attention of the armed guards, who cautiously approached the barn and separated. They began to investigate, leaving the children alone. Ethan was the first to notice.

      “Okay, you guys. We’ve got this. We know what to do. Our job is to give Blair or whoever is watching in the main house the best view we can of what’s going on.”

      “Yeah, let’s roll!” shouted Kaycee enthusiastically. The kids came together as a team and followed Alpha’s instructions. Discipline. Patience. Focus.

      Barely a word was spoken between them as they flew the drones within their quadrants, periodically stopping in order to get a better look at something of interest. The high-resolution cameras enabled the kid to determine if movement on the ground was a resident of the Haven or one of the intruders.

      J.C. was operating the drone that covered the riverbank near the cabins. “Oh no! One of our guys got shot!”

      Ethan quickly attempted to calm him down. “Okay, okay, J.C. Slow down above him and give Blair a good view of what is happening around where he’s located. Turn your camera angle around slowly so that she can get a good view. Maybe she’ll see where the shooter is.”

      “I understand.” J.C. furrowed his brow and concentrated as he slowly lowered his quadcopter to provide a better perspective of the woods and the hills across the river.

      “Good,” said Ethan. He provided J.C. some additional direction. “Stay with it for a little longer and then make a quick sweep of your quadrant before coming back.”

      J.C. nodded and Ethan looked around. When he noticed that the two guards hadn’t returned, he assumed they were responding to the shooting by the river, so he shook it off. He turned his attention back to his own quadrant, although so far, he hadn’t seen any activity. All of the action was along the riverfront.

      Until now.

      “Huh?” he mumbled to himself. He swung his drone around and returned to the spot where he thought he saw a person running through the woods with a rifle in his hands. Ethan, who’d become well-versed in the drone’s maneuvering capabilities the day he left the Haven, swung the machine back toward the main house and looked for a clearing to spot the man running toward the house.

      There! he shouted to himself. I see you again. That was when Ethan’s mouth fell open. It was Frankie.

      He spun around, looking for the guards who’d wandered behind the barn. He didn’t have a radio and had to rely upon someone in Haven House to see Frankie’s approach.

      He couldn’t trust that. His mom and dad were there.

      “Hannah! I need your help.”

      “What is it? Is your battery almost dead?”

      Ethan glanced down at the controller, and he was on his last quarter of battery life. He didn’t want Frankie to get away, but he didn’t want the drone to die either. “Um, yeah. Hurry, get me another one. Run!”

      Hannah bolted for the barn and Ethan continued to follow Frankie’s progress. He’d slowed down as he got closer to the house and then moved toward the backyard.

      “Here you go,” said Hannah.

      “Come here, Hannah. We need to keep this one up while I fly the other one down there too.”

      “Both at once?” she asked. “They said to bring one—”

      Ethan shoved the controller in her hand. “I know what they said, but this is different. Keep the drone focused on the backyard.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      Ethan quickly powered up the controller of the fifth quadcopter, and within half a minute, it was screaming down the gravel road, covering the three-quarters of a mile to Haven House in very little time.

      Once he had it positioned over the house with a good look at the backyard, he exchanged controllers with Hannah.

      “Okay, same thing. Do not move from this position, understand? Somebody is going after them and I need to make sure they know.”

      Ethan flew the other quadcopter back and hastily landed it near the entrance of the barn. Without another word, he dropped the controller and ran toward Haven House as fast as his sore ribs would allow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Haven House

        The Haven

      

      

      Frankie ran from tree to tree, trying to avoid being detected by Will, who was pacing back and forth through the backyard with his rifle swinging back and forth. Overhead, a pesky drone had tracked him part of the way but apparently lost him, because it had hovered for a while and then suddenly disappeared, only to be replaced by another one. Sporadic gunfire was taking place all around him, but he kept his eyes on the prize. First, he’d kill Will, and then he’d take back Karen. Or not, he said to himself with a devious grin on his face.

      Frankie moved around a small storage shed and found a trail that circled toward the back of the house. It seemed to lead to a small garage, just large enough to park the Smarts’ two four-wheelers. Frankie eased into position and laid his eyes on Will, who was patrolling the back of the house.

      Will glanced up at the drone. He’d become distracted by its presence. It didn’t dawn on him that the drone might have been tracking someone. That was fine by Frankie, who wanted this fight to be mano a mano, allowing him to give Will what he deserved.

      The drone dropped lower in the sky until it was hovering just above the roofline. The loud buzzing sound was beginning to annoy Will, who kept turning his head to see what it was doing. Frankie saw his chance.

      He abandoned the idea of catching Will off guard and slitting his throat with the hunting knife he’d chosen from Chepe’s weapons stash. At the end of the day, he thought, why not just kill the guy and get the heck out of dodge. A kill is a kill.

      Frankie worked his way down the trail, keeping the trees between them, and focused on Will, who continued to glance upward. Finally, Frankie was in a position where he could crouch behind a couple of large landscape boulders and take a clean shot.

      He steadied his weapon and was about to pull the trigger when he was knocked down from behind. The force of the blow tore his rifle from his grip, forcing it to the ground and sending him tumbling into the rock. The brutal contact with the rock caused the gash to be reopened on his forehead.

      His vision was blurred from the blood that poured down his forehead. He reacted instinctively, swinging wildly at his assailant, who attempted to swing at his head.

      Frankie couldn’t see, raising his level of fear and causing him to defend himself like a cornered animal. He just kept fighting back, pummeling his attacker with blow after blow until their body crashed against the same rocks and went limp.

      Frankie tried to regain his footing and groped his paddle holster for his pistol, but it had fallen out in the fracas.

      “Don’t move!” Will shouted at him. “Frankie? Dammit! What have you done?”

      A blow to the temple courtesy of Will’s buttstock turned out Frankie’s lights.
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        * * *

      

      Will threw his rifle aside and fell to his knees. He crawled over to Ethan’s lifeless body and gingerly lifted his son’s head off the ground. A huge gash in his skull bled uncontrollably. Brain matter was smeared on the rock where Ethan’s head had violently made contact.

      Will began to sob uncontrollably. His hands were shaking so bad that he couldn’t trust whether he was feeling Ethan’s pulse or not.

      “Ethan! Wake up, son. Please, God. Help him!”

      Will hugged his child, begging for help, when Echo burst out of the back door of Haven House followed by Blair. They both arrived at the boulders together and found Will rocking his son’s body in his lap.

      “Oh, Jesus,” groaned Echo as he slowly walked up and placed his hand on Will’s shoulder.

      Blair held her rifle in one hand, pointed at Frankie’s torso, and felt his pulse with the other. “He’s still alive. I’m tired of fooling with this jackass!”

      Blair shouldered her rifle and pulled out her handgun. She cocked the hammer on the more powerful .45-caliber weapon and was about to put a round in Frankie’s head when Karen came running out of the house screaming.

      Blair turned to slow her progress. No mother should see her son like this, but it was too late. She fell to Will’s side and hugged her only son in a frenzied combination of sobbing and begging God to save Ethan.

      Will tried to comfort her, but she pushed him away. He finally relented and sat to the side, allowing her to grieve with Ethan alone.

      Blair stepped away from the family and turned to Echo. “I wanna kill this guy myself, but now’s not the time. We need to let these two mourn their son without another gunshot echoing through their minds.”

      “I’ll cuff him and drag him around front. Should I have Tyler come tend to his wounds?”

      “No! Are you kidding me? Find some salt to pour in them.”

      “It’ll be my pleasure.”
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      “Okay, Tom. Not to be cliché, but you dodged a bullet, sort of,” said Angela with a slight laugh. She was trying to lighten the mood because Donna had been so distraught, she was unable to function, requiring Angela to frantically call for Meredith’s help as her stand-in trauma nurse.

      “It hurts like hell,” he said. Then he added, “It’s a good hurt, though. You know, the kind you can only feel if you’re alive.”

      “Well said, Commander,” said Angela. “You’re a pretty tough old bird. Your wing was clipped, but the good news is the bullet went through the exit wound cleanly. Meredith and I irrigated it extensively, and neither one of us could spot any indication that the bullet fragmented.”

      Tom explained, “The shooter must’ve been a hunter because he used a heavy-grain bullet. It spun me around, yet it was a good clean shot. Nobody wants their deer meat full of lead fragments.”

      Angela smiled and gently patted him on the chest. “Okay, Tom. You rest up and I’m sure Donna will come get us if your condition changes. I’ve got a couple more guys to attend to. Flesh wounds, mostly, nothing like the cannon that hit you.”

      The sound of a four-wheeler approaching caught their attention, and Tyler, who’d had a busy day of his own, went onto the front porch to investigate. She noticed it was Blair with a body draped over the front of her four-wheeler. Angela’s curiosity caused her to join Tyler outside.

      Blair roared toward the cabin and squeezed her brake levers on the handlebars, bringing the Prairie to an abrupt stop. Her forward momentum threw Frankie’s limp body onto the porch of the hospital.

      “Who’s this?” asked Angela. “He’s not one of ours, is he?”

      “Nope. His name is Frankie. He’s Will’s ex-wife’s ex-boyfriend.”

      “Huh?” asked Tyler as he rolled Frankie over to take a look at his head, which was now bleeding more after being slammed against the porch.

      Blair allowed the Prairie to idle. “It’s a long story. Listen, I don’t care if you keep him alive or not. Throw him in the river for all I care. I just wanted him off my front lawn.”

      “Angela?” Meredith had suddenly appeared in the doorway and glanced down at Frankie, who was bleeding all over the deck. She waved the trauma doctor back in to look at one of the perimeter guards who’d received a blow to the back of the head. He was concussed but started to awaken.

      The two applied some wet cloths to the man’s neck and forehead. Angela was going through her routine for patients with concussions when they heard screaming.

      “Now what?” she asked, immediately stopping her examination before quickly moving to the front door. The high-pitched squeal sounded like children, and it was coming from the direction of the barn.

      “Meredith, it’s the kids!”

      Meredith pushed past Angela and ran into the front of the hospital. Tyler had already begun to run in the direction of the voices, and Blair hopped on her four-wheeler. She slung gravel all over Frankie as she chased after the concerned dad. She pulled her sidearm and held it as she drove. She and Tyler arrived at the screaming kids simultaneously.

      J.C. was covered with blood.

      Tyler fell to his knees and held his son with both hands. “Where are you bleeding from? What happened?”

      “I’m fine, Dad. It’s not my blood.”

      “It was from one of the guards,” said Skylar. “They went to check on a noise behind the barn and only one came back. His face was all bloody and the back of his head had a hole in it. He fell on top of J.C.”

      “Then he started twitching on the ground,” added Kaycee. “It scared us, so we all started running away.”

      Meredith arrived with Angela close behind. Angela hugged J.C. and frantically searched his body for a wound.

      “I’m okay, Mom. It’s just, um, sticky.”

      Meredith took a few steps toward the barn and then spun around.

      “Where’s Hannah? Hannah!” She turned around again and looked at the three children. “Kids, where’s Hannah?”

      “She got scared, too, and ran into the barn,” replied Kaycee.

      Suddenly, the group was startled by the piercing sound of an air horn. They looked at one another, not sure what it meant.

      Finally, Blair spoke up. “That’s not one of our procedures. Tyler, please raise Ryan on the radio. I’m taking Meredith to the barn to fetch Hannah. Hop on.”

      Meredith ran around to the back and climbed onto the seat. Tyler called Ryan but didn’t immediately receive a response. As Blair took off for the barn, the Rankins hugged their children and comforted Skylar, who was completely unaware that her brother lay dead in the arms of her mother.
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      Blair stopped just short of the barn and pulled the Prairie into the woods. She patted Meredith’s leg and motioned for her to get off the back of the seat.

      “Why are we stopping here?” asked Meredith as she swung her leg over the back.

      Blair held her index finger to her lips. She whispered her response. “You see that guy’s face down in the gravel? He’s probably dead because his head’s been bashed in. I need to check things out until we get some backup.”

      “I’ll back you up. Let’s go.” Meredith began to walk toward the barn; however, Blair grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back to the four-wheeler.

      “There is no let’s, and lower your voice,” ordered Blair. “I’ll go in, but you have to wait here.”

      “No way, Blair. My baby’s in there somewhere. Frightened, or maybe hurt.”

      Blair sighed and ripped her sidearm out of its holster. She thrust it at Meredith, butt-end first. “Do you know how to use this?”

      “Um, no. But I’m going with you.” Meredith pulled the gun out of Blair’s hands and began to walk toward the barn.

      Blair shook her head and caught up with her. “Don’t shoot me.” Blair moved past and raised her rifle, crouching as she walked, swinging the barrel from side to side in search of a target.

      They entered the barn together. Blair pointed Meredith to the right near the conference room and she took the left side, which was full of equipment and boxes. It was a likely hiding place for Hannah, or one of the intruders.

      As Blair methodically conducted her sweep of the barn, she listened for the slightest sound. Heavy breathing. The shifting of feet. Even the quiet cries of a frightened child.

      Nothing. After a few minutes, she and Meredith met toward the back of the barn where the quadcopters were parked.

      “Stay out here and check the lockers,” Blair instructed. “They’re a little small for a man, but Hannah might be too frightened to come out. I’ll clear the conference room and then we’ll get help to search around the woods.”

      “Okay.”

      The women split up and Blair entered the conference room. She immediately dropped to a knee and pointed her rifle under the table in the center of the room. Then she cleared the corners. When she didn’t see anyone, she noticed the couch was slightly askew by the window overlooking the front of the barn. The blinds had been turned as if someone had been looking outside.

      Blair kept her rifle trained on the sofa, prepared to shoot through the padded back in order to take down one of the attackers. She eased up to its side and then quickly stepped forward to get a clear look behind it.

      Still nothing.

      She peered through the blinds and saw Ryan’s Ranger streaking toward the barn. To her left, Alpha and Hayden emerged from the woods and were inspecting her Prairie with their weapons drawn.

      “Did you find anything?” asked Meredith, startling Blair, who reactively swung around and pointed her gun at her.

      After lowering her weapon, she replied, “No, not a trace. Ryan’s on his way. Let me have my gun back.”

      Meredith began to tear up and her arm went limp. Blair approached her slowly and reached out to take the handgun, and she slid it back into its holster.

      “Come on, Meredith. Hannah’s just scared and she probably went into the woods because—”

      Ryan interrupted her. “Blair! Are you in here?”

      “Yeah. Meredith, too.” The two women emerged from the conference room. They were greeted in the barn by Ryan, Alpha, and Hayden. Cort was running toward them from the gravel road. The group walked back into the midday sun to greet him.

      “They said Hannah is missing?” asked Ryan.

      “Yeah,” replied Blair, who lowered her weapon for the first time. Meredith began to cry in earnest as she ran toward Cort. Blair watched the couple crash into one another, allowing their emotions to pour out to one another. Blair turned her attention back to the guys. “Is the Haven secure?”

      “We think so. When they sounded an air horn, several of our teams caught their people trying to climb over the wall. Quite a few got away, but we killed several of them in the process.”

      Cort shouted for Ryan. “We’ve got to find our daughter!”

      Ryan broke away from Blair and approached the distraught couple. “We will. She can’t go far, Cort. She’s probably scared and hiding in the woods. We’ve got all of our people scouring the woods and underbrush to make sure all of the attackers are either gone or dead.”

      “What about Hannah?” begged Meredith through her sobs.

      “They’ll find her,” replied Ryan. “She’s probably frightened. She’s not sure who she can trust. I think what we need to do is split into groups and start working the area behind the barn.”

      “Yeah,” interjected Alpha. “Foxy and I just came from the river’s edge. We would’ve seen her if she ran down toward the cabins.”

      Blair walked away from the group and began to look around. Something was not quite right. Then she heard it. The buzzing sound of a drone coming toward them. The sound grew louder as it approached.

      The others heard it too. They wandered around the gravel area in front of the barn, looking skyward in all directions for the drone. Both Hayden and Alpha fanned out, scanning the woods in search of any threats.

      The high-pitched sound emanating from the four motors of the quadcopter grew even louder, until it suddenly sailed over the roof of the barn and down the gravel road toward Haven House. Then it suddenly stopped and swung back around.

      Slowly now, the quadcopter returned to the barn. Moving painstakingly slow, it inched closer and lowered its altitude as if it were an airplane preparing for landing.

      The group stared at the device. Some were confused; others pointed their weapon at it, anticipating that the machine might attack them in some way.

      Cort hesitated, and then he began to walk toward the drone. Meredith quickly caught up to them until they stopped. The operator smoothly set the drone a few feet away from them and the motors suddenly shut off.

      The rest of the group gathered around as the four propellers stopped, leaving them in complete silence.

      Meredith began to wail as she pointed at one of the arms of the drone. Tears poured out of Cort’s eyes as he lowered himself to pick it up. Attached to the arm was the double-cross pendant necklace Meredith had given Hannah earlier that day for protection.

      Also wrapped around the arm was a note affixed with one of Hannah’s colorful hair ribbons. Cort wiped the tears and sweat out of his eyes. He tried to regain his composure long enough to read and comprehend the words.

      “The King needs to come to the Queen City and we will turn over his Princess. Frankie knows where to find me. Come alone.”
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        “What country can preserve its liberties if their rulers are not warned from time to time that their people preserve the spirit of resistance. Let them take arms ...”

        ~ Thomas Jefferson, Founding Father, calling for armed resistance
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        * * *

      

      “We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.”

      
        
        ~ President Abraham Lincoln, at his inauguration before Civil War ensued
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        * * *

      

      
        
        “The Civil War has not ended. I question whether any serious civil war ever does end.”

        ~ T. S. Eliot, author and poet
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        * * *

      

      
        
        “Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.”

        ~ Confucius
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        * * *

      

      
        
        “A nation cannot be civil without civility.

        To some, civility cannot be restored until power is regained.

        A Civil War was a necessary evil, but make no mistake, it was evil.”

        ~ Author Bobby Akart
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        The Varnadore Building

        Uptown Charlotte, North Carolina

      

      

      “Dammit!” Chepe slapped his hands against the dashboard out of anger and frustration. The pounding caused dust to billow through the air vents designed to defrost the windshield and prompted Hannah Cortland to shriek in fear. “Shut her up! I told you I wanted the kid gagged!”

      “She was having trouble breathing,” replied one of the guys who’d participated in the raid upon the Haven. “The way she was hyperventilating, we’d lose our bait before we got back to the Varnadore.”

      Chepe shook his head and turned around to stare at Hannah, whose eyes grew wide. Chepe scowled, causing her to whimper. His death stare was sufficient to calm the child down, or at least keep her quiet.

      Almost unconsciously, Chepe reached into his torn shirtsleeve and found the dark ink of his tattoo, the black rose, indicative of his involvement in Rosa Negra. It was his reminder that he fought for a greater cause than engaging in the kidnapping of children.

      The entire attack on the compound where Michael Cortland and the others were holed up was necessary. He had the tools to blast them all off the face of the earth, yet he didn’t. It wasn’t because he had scruples. Chepe had lost those years before. Somehow, the thought of using the advanced military weaponry provided by Jonathan Schwartz was overkill for the task at hand—assassinating Cortland.

      His mind wandered as he recalled when the black rose tattoo had been etched onto his body. He was in Greece at the behest of Schwartz. At the time, Occupy Wall Street was all the rage, and their successes in garnering press attention changed Chepe’s life.

      Springing up under the counterculture of the 1960s, anarchists in Europe actively participated in student and worker revolts. Conferences were held to form groups that spread throughout the Old World. Soon, anarchist enclaves sprang up throughout Western Europe, especially Greece.

      The Schwartz family had funded and supported Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras’s leftist group, SYRIZA. Chepe embedded with the urban guerilla group known as the Conspiracy of the Cells of Fire, which was known for its letter-bomb campaigns and packaged explosive devices. The leaders of SYRIZA taught him how to mobilize his followers into a formidable force that could easily overwhelm law enforcement if necessary.

      None of his training, however, schooled him on how to raid a compound, assassinate a man, or kidnap a little girl. Now he found himself in a quandary as to how he should proceed.

      He had to make a decision. Putting it off wouldn’t make it any easier, though, and returning the girl was certainly not an option. After the raid, he doubted the people at the Haven would shrug it off and be thankful the girl was returned.

      He reached for the satellite phone and contemplated calling Jonathan and his new pal, Hanson Briscoe. He pressed the first three numbers on the dial pad and then quickly hit cancel repeatedly. His anger built up again and he slapped the dashboard twice. Naturally, this prompted Hannah to begin crying.

      “You know,” Chepe began with an eerily calm voice, “we could just drop the kid on the side of the interstate. We’ll gather the troops and find another place to conduct business. Hell, we could just move on to another city. Savannah could burn again, right?”

      Chepe made reference to the swath of destruction toward the end of the Civil War when Union General William Tecumseh Sherman did more than defeat his enemy, he savagely punished Southerners and their way of life. He pillaged and burned the majestic plantations and antebellum homes of the Old South, from Chattanooga to Atlanta to Savannah. Sherman was no gentleman.

      None of Chepe’s lieutenants responded to his statement. The driver, who hadn’t participated in the raid, remained stoic. The two men who flanked a whimpering Hannah in the back seat were tired or partially wounded themselves.

      “Jesus,” he muttered. The layers of emotions Chepe felt could be conveyed with just one word. He continued to chastise himself for the reckless attack, one that looked good on paper, but had easily been repelled by the security team at the Haven. He glanced to the back seat again and reminded himself of the one success he had achieved. I have a bargaining chip.

      “Or we let it play out,” he continued. “The Varnadore is built like a fortress. We’ve got at least a mile of unobstructed views in three directions. The houses in the neighborhood behind us have been cleared out for the most part by either our people, or because the residents took off.”

      One of his lieutenants offered encouragement. “We can post snipers and spotters on the roof. We’ve got the heavy artillery plus a few guys who are good shots. And I think we outnumber them.”

      “How would you know that?” asked Chepe.

      “Well, I don’t know for sure,” he replied. “I do know, however, that they’d have to bring everybody they’ve got to come close to matching us man for man. I know they want the kid back, but they’re not gonna abandon the safety of those walls. Not all of them anyway.”

      Hannah’s eyes darted around the interior of the SUV, listening to the men debate her fate. She suddenly grew quiet, calming her emotions.

      “Good point,” said Chepe. “I mean, let’s say that Cortland is stupid and comes alone. Then this is a piece of cake. Even if he brings six, hell, a dozen of their best guys, we’ve got him outnumbered by a few dozen.”

      “That’s right,” said the driver, speaking for the first time.

      The fourth man in the vehicle, who was nursing a gunshot wound where a wildly fired shot had grazed him as he climbed over the wall, offered his opinion. “I think some of their people are ex-military. They could come at us in a way we never expected. I mean, we’re trained to break things, not defend—”

      Chepe scowled and turned to stare at his lieutenant. “It doesn’t matter. It’s a numbers game. We’ve got them by at least six to one. Plus, we’ll hide the princess in the castle really good. I’m a chess player. We’ll lay out a nice gambit that traps them.”

      “So we play it out?” asked the driver.

      Chepe smiled, confident in his decision for the first time.

      “We play it out.”
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      Sweat poured off Cort’s brow and down the sides of his face. He’d kept in shape after his years as a college basketball player at Yale, but it wasn’t the type of sweat released to cool the body down from overexertion or exposure to heat. Stress sweat was different. It was milkier, full of fatty acids and proteins, and was released from glands around a person’s brow or armpits. The chillier temperatures did nothing to prevent Cort from soaking his shirt and drenching his face.

      “Who could’ve done this, and why?” asked Alpha. “I can’t imagine they attacked us to kidnap Hannah.”

      Cort kicked at the rocks beneath his feet. He paced rapidly back and forth, his eyes darting between the ransom note, the quadcopter, and his wife’s trembling hands holding the double-cross necklace.

      “They were after me,” Cort replied. “I just don’t know why. I mean, for sure, anyway.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Alpha.

      Blair stepped in because Alpha wasn’t privy to all of the information they’d received from Tom, Cort, and more recently, X-Ray. “Listen, for now, it doesn’t matter who’s behind it. We’ll deal with that another day. Personally, I think that Hannah was taken because she was readily available to the guys who staged this raid.”

      “I agree with Blair,” interjected Ryan. “She wasn’t the target, and the note pretty much says that. They’re after Cort. We’ll have to figure out why, later.”

      “What are we gonna do?” Meredith’s question came out more as a despondent wail than a series of words.

      “Honey, we’re gonna get Hannah back. I promise.” Blair moved in to comfort her, but Meredith pulled away. She was too distraught to be touched, yet she needed someone to help her through the pain of losing her child.

      “You don’t know that!” Meredith shouted. “We know nothing about these people! All we know is that this guy Frankie is our only hope. And he’s lying half dead on the porch back there.” She turned and pointed in the direction of the hospital.

      Cort set his jaw and spoke through gritted teeth. “I’m gettin’ some answers.” Before anyone could stop him, he raced toward the Armageddon Hospital, where Blair had dumped Frankie’s body earlier.

      “Cort, wait!” shouted Ryan. “Let’s talk this through first.”

      Cort ignored Ryan’s plea, and Meredith took off after him, at one point stumbling on the gravel and ripping open the skin on both of her knees. She recovered, raced forward again, and then fell harder.

      Blair turned to Alpha. “Call Tyler and tell him they’re coming for Frankie. We can’t let Cort get there first.”

      Angela and Tyler had remained at the hospital with their two kids and Skylar. Frankie had been taken into the hospital by the Rankins while the kids were being watched by Donna.

      Ryan jumped in his Ranger, with Alpha crawling into the passenger seat at the same time. Ryan floored the gas pedal and spun the vehicle around in pursuit.

      Blair was left alone, staring at the children’s dead guard. By her count, the Haven had lost three men during the attack, with several others seriously injured, including Tom Shelton. She walked around the man’s body, which had been ignored by the group in the urgency to find Hannah. She knelt down next to him and closed his eyelids.

      “I’m sorry,” she said apologetically. “This was never supposed to happen. At least, not like this.”

      Blair jogged to her Prairie and took off down the gravel road, full throttle. She wanted to personally extract the information out of Frankie, but she suspected she’d have to stand in line.
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        * * *

      

      Cort was the first to arrive at the front porch of the hospital, followed closely by Ryan and then, Blair, who pulled the lever for the rear brakes of her four-wheeler, skidding to a stop and throwing gravel in all directions. The Rankin kids scrambled out of the way to avoid being hit.

      Tyler was waiting for Cort, holding his hands up to stop his entry. “Cort, wait, you can’t go in there. The guy’s still unconscious.”

      “I’ll wake him up!” Cort shot back.

      “No, you can’t,” said Tyler. “Please calm down. I heard what happened, but you gotta let Angela do her best to keep him alive.”

      Cort ignored Tyler’s request and tried to push past him. The much taller Cort was manhandling Tyler, causing the Rankin kids to cry for help. Blair jumped off her four-wheeler and ran to the front door, blocking Cort’s access. She drew her pistol and held it toward the ground, but in a way that Cort could see it.

      “Out of my way, Blair!” Cort snarled.

      “Trust me, I want to beat it out of him, too, Cort. But let’s talk to Angela first and see what we’re dealing with here.”

      “C’mon, Cort, you gotta calm down,” plead Tyler, who was still wrestling with the distraught dad.

      Suddenly, the door opened and Angela emerged from the building. The white lab coat given to her as the sole doctor of the Armageddon Hospital was drenched in blood. She was wearing a surgical mask and sterile gloves. Her appearance startled Cort, causing him to stop struggling against Tyler’s grasp.

      Angela removed the mask and gloves and began to speak just as the rest of the group arrived. She paused, caught her breath, and waited for everyone to approach.

      As she arrived out of breath, Meredith’s eyes grew wide at the amount of blood on Angela’s clothing. She began to weep but managed to ask, “Is he still alive?”

      Angela took a deep breath and sighed.
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      Angela glanced at her husband and then nodded towards their children. Tyler turned to Kaycee and J.C. “Kids, I need you to go inside for a moment, okay?”

      “We’re fine out here,” replied Kaycee.

      “No, I wanna see the bloody guy,” countered J.C.

      Angela stood a little taller and placed her hands on her hips. “Both of you, inside. Now! And go into my office, close the door, and don’t touch anything. Understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” mumbled a dejected J.C. He and Kaycee slipped inside as Angela returned her attention to the group.

      “What’s the story, Doc?” asked Alpha.

      Angela grimaced before explaining Frankie’s condition. “Well, he’s still alive, but barely. It appears that he suffered another head trauma recently. A fair-sized gash on his forehead was treated with 3M Steri-Strips to close the wound. They weren’t sufficiently strong enough to withstand the additional beating he received.”

      “What happened to him?” asked Alpha.

      Blair replied, “He snuck up on the back of Haven House. There was a scuffle and he apparently hit his head on a rock. During the fight, Delta hit him in the side of the head with the butt end of his rifle.”

      “A direct blow to the temple, I might add,” said Angela.

      “This is all his fault!” groaned Meredith, who became emotional again. “He and his tramp wife. They’re the ones who brought this, this animal to our doorstep.”

      “I’ll deal with them later,” growled Cort, who remained angry over his missing daughter.

      “Hold on, guys,” Blair interrupted. “It was Ethan who attacked Frankie, preventing him from shooting Will.”

      “Lucky him,” said Meredith sarcastically.

      Blair stepped closer to Meredith. “Ethan is dead.”

      “What?” Meredith asked.

      “You heard me,” replied Blair. “Ethan was killed during the fight. Lots of people have lost loved ones today. After this, I’ve got to explain to three wives why their husbands are lying facedown in the Haven.”

      “I didn’t know …” Meredith’s voice trailed off as a few remorseful tears flowed from her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Blair,” said Cort. He reached for his wife, who fell against his body. “Angela, please continue.”

      Angela smiled. “Anyway, in a short period of time, Frankie had multiple blows to his head. While the last one, delivered by Delta’s rifle, wasn’t enough to kill him, it did knock him unconscious and close to being comatose.”

      “He’s in a coma?” asked Ryan.

      “Without the proper equipment, it’s impossible to provide an accurate diagnosis of his neurological state. A coma is a state of unconsciousness when a person cannot be wakened with touch, noise, or even a strong respiratory inhalant like ammonia inhalants. It’s different from sleep or even unconsciousness. Sometimes a body slips into a coma to aid its survival.”

      “So you’re not sure if he’s in a coma?” asked Meredith.

      “Initially, it was hard to tell because he was unresponsive. Without a PET scan, um, a positron emission tomography, it’s impossible to give you a definitive answer.”

      Cort released his wife and stepped forward. He had calmed down and was speaking unemotionally. “Where is the closest place to get a PET scan?”

      “Who knows at this point?” replied Ryan. “Before the news blackout, it appeared that most hospitals were overrun, and some were even shutting down in fear for their staff’s safety.”

      “Well, there’s more,” interjected Angela. “I didn’t know what the situation was when I began to treat him.” She glanced over at Blair.

      “Yeah, I kinda dumped him on her and left,” said Blair.

      “Anyhow, I tried to save his life, which is what I do,” Angela continued. “Donna had some Ativan, a form of lorazepam—a common sedative. It was my only alternative to the barbiturates that are normally used. Because Frankie was unresponsive, I had to inject the sedative into his body. The first thing I did was reconstitute the Ativan by dissolving it in a calcium-free solution of glucose—”

      Meredith interrupted her with a question. “If he was unconscious, or even in a coma, why did you need to sedate him?”

      “Because the body’s best way to recover from a serious head trauma like Frankie endured is to be in a comatose state,” replied Angela. “I used the Ativan to medically induce a coma.”

      “What?” asked Cort. “You intentionally put him into a coma?”

      “That’s right,” replied Angela defensively. “It was the only way to save his life.”

      “He deserves to die!” Meredith raised her voice, prompting Blair to step forward.

      “Well, it’s a good thing he didn’t, right?”

      Meredith sheepishly looked at the ground and fiddled with a few rocks at her feet. The group stood silently for a moment as they contemplated Angela’s treatment and Frankie’s condition.

      “How long?” asked Cort.

      Angela looked at the hopeful eyes of the group. She understood they all had mixed emotions. All of them couldn’t care less if Frankie Scallone lived or died. At this point, he was nothing more than a source of information. She also knew that the minute they had the location of Hannah, Frankie would be killed. The only question in her mind was who’d get the honor of doing it.

      “Cort, it’s hard to tell. There are three stages of disordered consciousness, which includes coma, the vegetative state, and a minimally conscious state. At this point, his body is battling to survive, and the sedative-induced coma will hasten that recovery, odd as that might seem. If I take away the sedative, he might recover and enter a minimally conscious state. Then I’ll be able to see if he opens his eyes and is capable of responding to basic commands.”

      Ryan asked, “What are the ramifications of bringing him out of the artificial coma too soon?”

      “At this point, the medically induced coma, coupled with keeping his body temperature reduced by positioning his gurney away from the fire and close to a partially cracked window, is preventing his brain from swelling. The coma reduces the energy requirements of the brain, which reduces the blood flow and pressure, thus allowing the brain to rest.”

      Cort shook his head and Meredith became impatient. “Angela, please. How long will it take to bring him out of the coma so we can find out where my baby is?”

      “Every patient is different. A quick withdrawal could have deadly consequences or possibly put him into a vegetative state. Under most circumstances, I would wean a patient off the sedative. Then I’d monitor the intracranial pressure and his seizure activity to decide if he should be placed back into a medically induced coma.”

      Meredith began to cry again and buried her head in her husband’s chest. “No. No. No. This can’t be happening.” Her muffled voice could barely be heard by the group.

      Cort comforted her but then matter-of-factly stated the bottom line. “He could die if she pushes him too hard. Then we’ll never know where Hannah is.”
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      A solemn Cort and Meredith entered the hospital after promising not to disrupt Angela’s care of Frankie. They were now keenly aware that their daughter’s life might depend upon keeping the man alive.

      The entire group entered, causing a sizable crowd in the space that already contained Tom Shelton, who was recovering from a gunshot wound; his wife, Donna, who periodically checked on all of the patients under their care; and several members of the Haven who’d received relatively minor injuries.

      “Meredith, please, come take a seat and let us take care of your scrapes,” said Donna in a soothing voice. The two women had bonded since the moment they met. Under these unusual circumstances, they’d learned that they shared a common thread—both of their husbands had secretive, close relationships with George Trowbridge.

      “Okay, thanks,” muttered Meredith as she found her way to a seat next to the wood-burning stove. As she sat down, she couldn’t take her eyes off Frankie, who was located at the far end of the room.

      Cort helped his wife sit, and then he moved out of the way as Donna lovingly used fresh water to remove the dirt and debris from Meredith’s wounds. Angela knelt down to take a better look at Meredith’s knees and shins. Then she reached out to take her hands, injured when Meredith tried to break her fall.

      “These aren’t serious, Donna,” started Angela. “There’s no need to use stronger cleansing solutions such as hydrogen peroxide, iodine, or rubbing alcohol. They might serve to irritate the wound. Cool, clean water should be fine for now.”

      “She’s still bleeding a little around the knees,” Donna observed.

      “Yes, I see.” Angela looked up to Meredith. “We’re going to apply some gauze on your knees. Can you hold it in place, applying firm, direct pressure?”

      Meredith nodded.

      Angela continued. “Meredith, I know you’re distracted, but I need you to concentrate on yourself for a moment. Don’t raise the gauze to check on your wounds because that could start the bleeding again. If you feel blood seeping through the dressing, just let us know. Okay?”

      “I will, um, and thank you, Angela. You know, for explaining everything to me so calmly. I mean, I know I was rude out—”

      Angela smiled and rubbed Meredith’s arm. “Are you kidding me? I’d be out of my mind if it were one of my kids. You’re a far better mom than I am.”

      Meredith managed a smile. “I doubt that, but thanks.”

      Angela turned her newest patient back over to Donna and approached the rest of the group, who were hovering over Frankie’s gurney.

      “I thought I saw his eyes move,” said Cort as Angela approached them.

      “Well, that’s a good thing; however, it’s not what you’re hoping for,” she began. “The good news is that eye fluttering, or movement, as you called it, means that the patient’s brain is still functioning. He’s most likely dreaming rather than reacting to external stimuli. It doesn’t mean that he’s about to wake up.”

      “Let me guess, the next thing you’re about to tell us is that standing over him like this isn’t gonna bring him out of the coma, right?” asked Ryan.

      “That’s right,” replied Angela with a wink.

      Blair was the first to step away from Frankie’s gurney, and she wandered over to Tom, who was sitting upright in a chair next to a couple of other wounded security personnel.

      “How are you guys doin’?” she asked.

      “I’m the worst of the bunch,” replied Tom, who was older than the other two men combined.

      “The doc said we can go back to our cabins soon,” one of the other men offered. “We’re ready, but I think she’s worried about infection.”

      Blair smiled. “Here’s what I’ve learned about our Dr. Rankin. This is her domain, and it’s not a good idea to argue with her. I’d follow her orders.”

      “Oh, yeah,” one of the men added. “She read us the riot act already. Heck, Tom had to argue with her just to get off the bed and sit with us.”

      “How did you win the argument, Tom?” asked Blair.

      Tom laughed and replied, “Oh, I made a promise to talk American history with J.C. He’s really a smart kid and it’s my pleasure to do it.”

      Blair glanced over her shoulder and noticed two people approaching from the direction of Haven House. “All right, guys, get better.” She quickly turned and headed toward the front door unnoticed. She slipped onto the front porch into the cooling early evening air to confront the new arrivals—Will and Karen Hightower.

      It only took a moment for Blair to realize the grieving parents had arrived at the hospital to exact their revenge on Frankie.

      “Blair, is he still alive?” Delta demanded answers. “I wanna see the murdering son of a—”

      Blair stood fast and held her hands up to force Delta to stop. “No, you can’t. At least not now. Please hear me out.”

      “Why?” countered Karen. “He killed our son. He doesn’t deserve to be treated by a doctor.”

      Blair had her hands full and backed up a couple of paces, instantly wishing she had one of the guys as backup. “It’s complicated. We need him.”

      “Why?” asked Will aggressively.

      “Hannah Cortland was kidnapped by the attackers, and Frankie is the key to finding her. Apparently he knows where their hideout is, or whatever.”

      Delta stopped Karen’s progress toward the door. “Frankie? Why would he even be involved with people like this? And why would they kidnap Hannah?”

      “There are a lot of unanswered questions, but all we know, for now, is that they are holding Hannah, and a note they sent to us via drone read that Frankie knows where to find her.”

      “What do they want? Money?” asked Karen.

      “Cort,” replied Blair. “Listen, like I said, there are a lot of unanswered questions. Angela has to keep him alive and bring him out of a coma so that we can get information from him.”

      “Coma? Is that because I hit him?” asked Will.

      “Look, seriously, you guys,” began Blair as she moved closer to them both. “There are two parents inside who are frightened for their little girl. You guys have lost a son and have a daughter who needs you. Please take her back to your cabin and hold her tight. She’s a precious child and needs you right now. Okay?”

      Karen nodded and pulled at Delta’s arm. “Let’s go, Will. There’ll be time to deal with him later.”

      Before they walked away, Blair asked one more question. “Listen, can you guys think of anyone Frankie might know around here? I mean, anywhere in North Carolina. A relative, friend, ex. Anyone?”

      Delta responded, “We had a buddy on Philly SWAT who moved to Charlotte, but I don’t know anything other than that. Well, wait. Maybe he got a job with the county. I’m not sure.”

      “Got a name?” asked Blair.

      “Yeah, Kenny Williams. That’s all I remember.”

      They left and Blair breathed a sigh of relief. She’d defused another potential confrontation. The stress was beginning to get to her as well, and with so many unanswered questions, she really needed to take Ryan back to the house and sort it all out. She walked back inside to gather up Ryan and Alpha.

      “Listen, guys, it’s getting crowded in here, and I just turned the Hightowers away, who were determined to deal with Frankie themselves. Let’s go outside, okay?”

      The men followed her, and after discussing Angela’s treatment plan, Blair bottom-lined it. “If Angela moves too quickly, Frankie could die. If she doesn’t try, Hannah could die.”

      “Wonderful,” added Ryan sarcastically. “All we can do is wait.”
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      Alpha agreed that the waiting game was all they had at the moment. In the meantime, there was a lot of gunfire that had probably attracted the attention of the locals. He left the Smarts at the front of Haven House and went down to the front gate to make sure their security team remained on the lookout for law enforcement. He also suggested that Blair and Ryan prepare to meet with the families of the three residents who had died repelling the attack.

      Ryan and Blair entered their home in a state of exhaustion. Intuitively, the princesses of the palace could tell that it was not playtime. They remained on the sofa, studying Ryan and Blair’s demeanor. The Roo, who was especially in tune to the Smarts’ state of mind, studied them both as first Ryan and then Blair flopped on the overstuffed sofa next to her. Her eyes followed them and attempted to read them. Somehow, she knew. She always knew.

      Neither of them uttered a word as they both snuggled a pup. Their lives had changed dramatically since that fateful night when they’d won the lottery. All of their carefully thought-out plans had come to fruition. However, they were barely a week into the collapse of society, and they’d lost three of their own; plus a young girl had been kidnapped.

      “Well, jeez, Ryan. I don’t know where to start.”

      “Me neither,” he said, gently scruffing his fingers along the underside of Chubby’s mush. The pup, completely unaware of what was going on, twisted and turned her head so that Ryan could hit every spot. “The problem you and I face is what to do next.”

      Blair grimaced and nodded. The two were on the same page, as always. “I feel terrible for Hannah, and we need to find her, but Alpha’s reminding me that we have families of dead loved ones to visit really struck a chord.”

      “I know. I feel responsible for these people. Sure, they’re grown adults and they made their choices to come here. By the same token, I know they looked to us for protection. I mean, in a way, didn’t I kinda promise them that?”

      “Sort of, but not really,” replied Blair, who sat a little taller on the sofa so she could face Ryan. “They all knew the risks and, if it becomes an issue, I’ll be glad to remind them that their alternative is to be out there.” She pointed her thumb over her shoulder.

      “Okay, we’ll do the best we can to console them. But here’s the thing. We don’t know what’s coming next. This whole drone message-delivery thing could be a trick. You know, to draw us outside the walls and leave our security weakened in the process. We have all the residents to consider, not just the Cortlands.”

      “I agree, but Cort and Meredith won’t see it that way,” added Blair. “If we can get Hannah’s location out of Frankie and if we can come up with a viable plan to rescue her, then we have to decide how much of our security manpower we assign to the task.”

      “That’s a lot of ifs,” said Ryan, shaking his head. “I can feel where they’re coming from. If one of our girls got hurt or killed, I’d be madder than a hornet. Nothing could stop me from going after the people responsible.”

      “Okay, but would you expect everyone to join in, regardless of how dangerous it was?”

      Ryan’s shoulders visibly slumped with the realization that not everyone would join the hunt. “I guess not.”

      “Neither should the Cortlands,” said Blair. She tried to lift the mood. “I’m not saying that we won’t try. That little girl was adorable, and she was also helping us defend the Haven. That makes her a soldier, in my opinion. We don’t leave anybody behind, you know?”

      “Yeah, I agree.”

      Blair continued. “That said, we can’t send the entire cavalry and leave the fort unprotected.”

      Ryan sighed and lifted himself off the sofa. He walked toward the fireplace and mindlessly adjusted picture frames that held photos of Blair and the girls. There were images of Christmas celebrations as well as one of the entire family sitting on the front porch of Haven House. He smiled at the fond memories and reminded himself as to how lucky they were. He turned to Blair.

      “We’ve got to do what we can, but we need more information. If Frankie dies, we’ve got nothing. Heck, he could lie or try to escape before he talks.”

      “I’ll torture him myself,” interrupted Blair.

      “I have no doubt,” said Ryan with a chuckle. He thought for a moment and then made a suggestion. “We’ve got an asset who could help. Maybe X-Ray can access some kind of cameras or satellite or something? Anything that can keep us from relying on Frankie waking up and telling the truth.”

      Blair threw her hands up. “How do we know we can trust that little weasel? After I had him locked up in the toolshed out back, he’ll say anything to get loose.”

      Ryan shrugged. “For now, he’s all we’ve got. Do you wanna give it a try or not?”

      “Here’s the thing, he isn’t doing us any good tied to the hitching post in the shed,” she replied. “We have to decide what to do with him anyway. If I stand over him and watch him work, I can learn a little about the computer equipment he has. If we kick him out or execute him, we’ll still have his stuff.”

      “I vote we try to use him.”

      Blair stood and adjusted her clothes. “Yeah, might as well, but you and I’ve got some families to see. This has been a rough day, but it’s nothing like what they’ve gone through.”
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      Ryan and Blair had not dealt with the type of loss that the families of the Haven were experiencing who had lost their husbands and fathers in the raid by Chepe. They were keenly aware that tragic death and loss was a fact of military life, whether the nation was at war or not. However, the contribution of the Haven’s residents toward the security of all who resided there was far from military enlistment, but their job was similar, nonetheless.

      Without having experienced the violent death of a loved one, it was difficult for the Smarts to express their condolences. Naturally, Ryan tried to offer hope and even tried to find the words to fix their grief. Some were open to his sympathy; others were bitter and closed off. They certainly weren’t ready to embrace hopeful statements about the future.

      By the time they reached the third family, Blair realized that it was best to simply say “I’m sorry for the loss of your husband.” This enabled her to get on a personal level with the grieving family.

      Above all, the Smarts offered words of reassurance. The families of the fallen warriors who defended the Haven were now part of the Smarts’ family, and all of the others who resided there. Their loss had become the community’s loss. The loved ones were promised that everyone would be there for them if needed.

      Tears were shed and hugs were exchanged as the harsh realities of life in the apocalypse hit home. It wasn’t about some fantasy of playing soldier with your buddies or rummaging around your neighbors’ homes looking for stuff you could use. A post-apocalyptic world was about real people and whether they lived or died.

      It was against that backdrop that Blair and Ryan went directly to the toolshed where Echo was keeping a watchful eye on X-Ray. The Smarts couldn’t return the dead heroes to their families, but they could find a way to return a frightened little girl to her distressed parents.

      “Hey, Ryan and Blair,” greeted Echo after the Smarts exited the Ranger. The solemn looks on their faces spoke volumes. Echo was a man who understood sacrifice because he’d lost the life of a daughter during her service as a law enforcement officer. The Echols had been visited by a police notification team, a moment in their lives that had left an indelible mark on Echo. He walked up to them both and gave them a genuine, heartfelt hug. “Are you guys okay?”

      Blair smiled and nodded. “That was one of the hardest things I’ve done in my life. But, honestly, Echo, after our last visit, looking at that wife and her two young kids, I just got angry. I’m furious that this happened to us. I realized that we have a huge responsibility to all of these people. And now we have a chance to save one of our own if we can just find her.”

      “How can I help?” asked Echo.

      “First off,” Ryan started to answer. He pointed toward the toolshed. “Has he said anything?”

      “No, not really,” replied Echo. “He’s not aware of everything that’s happened. Remember, he was locked up just as everything went south. He peed himself because a few stray rounds stitched holes along the back of the shed. I got him some pants and helped him change. That’s about it.”

      “You went to his place?” asked Blair.

      “Yeah. It looks like a Radio Shack in there. He barely has a place to sleep with all of that computer crap.”

      Ryan wandered toward the shed, turning his back to Echo. “Did it look like he was trying to pack up? You know, like he planned on leaving.”

      Echo shook his head. “No, not at all. In fact, all of his monitors were still turned on. He has spiral notebooks lying open on several folding tables. It just looked like a messy office space for six secretaries, but of course, it’s just him.”

      Blair motioned for Ryan to come closer. She began to whisper, “I have an idea.”

      “What’s that?” asked Ryan.

      “Let’s play good cop, bad cop,” she replied. “We’ll work as a team and break him down.”

      Ryan chuckled. “Let me guess, you wanna be the bad cop.”

      “No, not this time. Although, if my plan doesn’t work, then I’ll turn into the worst kind of cop Walter O’Reilly ever imagined. You’re the bad cop this go-around.”

      “Me? I don’t know …” Ryan’s voice trailed off with uncertainty.

      Blair eased closer to him and looked up into his eyes. “This will work. I want you to go in there like you’ve lost your damn mind. He has to fear for his life. Do you understand me?”

      “I am pissed off and I’d love to take it out on somebody,” said Ryan. “The guy who snatched Hannah is whom I had in mind, though.”

      Blair patted her husband on the chest. “I think X-Ray can help us find Hannah and whoever’s behind all of this. You go in there and pound the crap out of him emotionally. Hell, slug him if you have to.”

      “I can pull his long hair,” interjected Ryan.

      “Hubs, you can kick him between the legs for all I care. Just scare the crap out of him and I’ll come to his rescue.”

      Ryan nodded. “He’ll be just as afraid of you.”

      “Good, and he should be. I’ll take him back to his cabin and put him to work. But know this, my hand will be resting on my pistol grip the whole time. I’ll put him down like a dog if he screws up.”

      Ryan took a deep breath and conjured up the visions of the grieving families and the anger he felt when he thought of wrapping his hands around the throats of the people responsible for their husbands’ deaths. He suddenly turned and stormed away from Echo and Blair.

      Playing his role, Echo shouted after him, “Ryan, wait! You can’t do that to him! Doesn’t he have the right to a trial or—”

      “Hell no!” Ryan shouted, cutting off Echo’s question. Simultaneously, he kicked open the old wooden door, slinging it open until it slammed against the wall and nearly off the rusty hinges.

      Light filled the darkened space, illuminating X-Ray hugging a round support pole in the middle of the shed, his hands tied together with two sets of zip-tie cuffs.

      “Wait. Ryan, what’s the matter?” asked X-Ray, fear in his eyes.

      Ryan stormed toward him, reached down and removed his Morakniv blade from its sheath. He raised it high over his head and plunged it toward the much shorter X-Ray, barely missing the man’s ear as the tip of the knife embedded in the wood post.

      “Oh my god!” X-Ray shouted as he slid down the pole to avoid Ryan’s attempt to skewer his skull. “What? Why are you doing this? Help! Echo!”

      “Shut up!” Ryan screamed in X-Ray’s face so loud that spittle flew out of his mouth and drenched the man’s cheeks. He wrestled with the knife to extract it from the post. Ryan’s anger had caused it to go more than an inch in the wood.

      “Ryan, please. Please. Don’t kill me!” X-Ray twisted back and forth in an effort to put the pole between him and Ryan. This only served to give Ryan another method of intimidation.

      He grabbed X-Ray’s longish hair and slammed his head against the pole. He reached around the pole with his right hand and pushed the blade up against X-Ray’s throat.

      Ryan’s voice was low, guttural, animalistic. He was no longer acting or playing a part. “I’m gonna watch you bleed out. This is for the people who died today. And the little girl they stole from us! This is all on you, pal!”

      “No! No! I didn’t know, um. Come on, Ryan. I can—arrrgggh!”

      X-Ray screamed in agony as Ryan got a little too close to his throat with the knife, breaking the skin just below the Adam’s apple. Ryan’s grip on the knife loosened somewhat as X-Ray began to sob and beg for his life.

      “Puhleeze, Ryan. I can fix this. Help!”

      Blair rushed into the toolshed, leaving Echo outside to prevent anyone from responding to X-Ray’s pleas for help. “Ryan! Ryan, stop! Don’t do this!”

      “Why shouldn’t I gut him?” he shouted back to her. “This guy, this piece of crap, got three of our people killed. And now Hannah has been kidnapped. What do you think they’re gonna do to that poor little girl?”

      Ryan jerked X-Ray’s head back against the post with a thud. He then jerked it to the side, exposing the prisoner’s carotid artery. Back in control of his emotions, he sneered as he brought the knife up against X-Ray’s neck once again. X-Ray tried to crane his neck to pull away, but Ryan’s grip was too strong.

      “I understand that,” Blair said in a calming voice. She circled around to face X-Ray, which was when she saw the steady trickle of blood emanating from the wound in his neck. Her eyes grew wide in surprise before she continued. “We need to have a trial. We’re not barbarians here.”

      “Those guys who killed our people didn’t offer up a trial first. That’s BS. What about Hannah? Do you think they’re giving her a trial? What are they gonna do—?”

      “Hannah? They took Hannah?” X-Ray repeated the question.

      Ryan made eye contact with Blair. The two understood each other completely without uttering a word or twitching an eye. It was time for Blair to take over.

      Good cop, for now.

      “Yes, Walter, the men who attacked us killed three, wounded several others, and kidnapped Hannah. That darling little girl was practically yanked from the arms of her mother and whisked away.”

      “All because of me,” mumbled X-Ray. In that moment, he took full responsibility for what had happened at the Haven that day. He realized his seemingly innocent response to a text had had dire consequences for the Cortland family. Tears began to flow down his cheeks, mixing with the blood that now covered his sweatshirt. “Please let me help you find her. I can. I promise.”

      He was broken.
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      It was dark when Blair escorted X-Ray back into his cabin at gunpoint. Two guards were assigned to the perimeter along the riverfront, so Blair was confident she could call for backup if X-Ray tried to make a move. She didn’t trust him and assumed he had weapons stashed throughout his living space. While he changed out of his bloody clothes, she didn’t turn her head to provide the young man some privacy. Instead, in an act of intimidation, she watched him carefully, pointing her sidearm at his chest as he undressed.

      “Walter,” began Blair, who no longer considered the young man a part of the Haven and therefore refused to recognize his nickname of X-Ray regardless of who had given it to him. “Do not mistake my kindness for weakness. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, I understand,” he replied, holding his hands in the air as he made his way into his living room.

      “Seriously, I will shoot you. In fact, I want to.”

      “Please don’t. I promise you. I want to make this right, even if it means I’m expelled from the Haven. I owe it to those people who died. I owe it to the Cortlands and Hannah, whom I genuinely like.”

      “I’m sure you do,” said Blair with a hint of snark. She motioned with the barrel of her gun for X-Ray to sit down at the computer and get to work.

      He pulled the small office chair out from under the folding table he used as a desk. He nervously wiped the sweat off his palms. He took a deep breath and studied his monitors that displayed various screensavers. One home screen showed a painting of George Washington in a skiff, crossing the Delaware River on Christmas night in 1776.

      “Nice touch,” said Blair, complimenting X-Ray for his choice.

      X-Ray spoke calmly as he prepared his workspace. “It was a masterful attack, one that surprised the drunken Hessians. The biggest mistake an adversary can make is to let their guard down.”

      Blair couldn’t resist. “Like we did with you?”

      X-Ray closed his eyes and shook his head. “Fair enough,” he replied. He then turned in his chair and asked, “May I address something that you said at the dining table when we spoke?”

      “Might as well,” replied Blair.

      “You obviously have a knack for internet research, which explains how you came across some of my alternate social media handles. I want you to know that it’s not what you think.”

      Blair laughed. “Well, Walter, what should I think? You have an alter ego that likes to troll the web, engaging in chat rooms with high school girls. Let me get right to it. Are you a pedophile?”

      This riled X-Ray, who set his jaw and sat taller in his chair. “No, I am not, obviously.”

      “Doesn’t seem so obvious to me,” Blair shot back.

      “I’m not, Blair, and you know it. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have let me within a hundred miles of this place.”

      Blair sniggered. “Just because I couldn’t prove it to be true doesn’t mean I can’t have my suspicions.”

      “You are aware, of course, that was several years ago. At the time, I was nineteen.”

      “Twenty,” interrupted Blair.

      “Fine, for a while, I was twenty,” said X-Ray defensively. “I was immature for my age and couldn’t relate to college girls. I was only comfortable interacting with younger women.”

      “They were teenagers! High schoolers, for Pete’s sake.”

      “True, and they were only a few years younger than me. Think about it. How much older is Ryan than you?”

      “Fourteen—” Blair began to respond before catching herself. This conversation was irrelevant to the task at hand. “There’s a huge difference. We were both adults when we met. You were trolling for kids.”

      “Teens, and they were just a few years younger than me.”

      “Jeez, Walter, who cares. I don’t, or you wouldn’t be here, like you said. What I do care about is finding Hannah. Now, get on the stick or you’ll be of no use to us. Comprende?”

      He nodded and swung around to his keyboard. He banged away, deftly switching from window to window on his multiple monitors. At one point, he stopped, flexed his fingers and exhaled.

      “Good. I’m not locked out.”

      Blair looked over his shoulder and saw the official seal of the National Security Agency. “You’re on the NSA website?”

      “Sort of, I mean, not the public NSA.gov that you might expect. This is their encrypted interagency domain that can be accessed by the Defense Department and the FBI.”

      “Hold up,” cautioned Blair. “Can they trace that back to here?”

      “Their servers think I’m in the Dallas office of the FBI. I used a VPN, virtual private network, to mask my identity and location.”

      “Did you hack in?”

      “Oh, no. I have a user name and password, provided by my handlers.”

      Blair shook her head in disbelief. This young-looking, still pimple-faced young man, who just a few years ago was flirting with teenage girls online, had access to the NSA’s databases and surveillance tools.

      “What’s your plan?”

      “I’m going to access their satellite footage. I’m hoping that, under the circumstances, they devoted more resources to the U.S. mainland in order to assist law enforcement and the National Guard as they deal with the uprisings.”

      “Makes sense,” said Blair as she leaned over his shoulder to get a better look. For the first time, she holstered her pistol, but kept her hand resting on the grip, just in case.

      “From what you guys just told me, there had to be at least four vehicles bringing the attackers and their ladders to the Haven. There may have been one or two on the other side of the river, but we won’t concern ourselves with that just yet.”

      X-Ray began to navigate through the NSA’s subwebs in search of satellite footage from the last twenty-four hours. It took fifteen minutes, but he eventually found two feeds that covered North and South Carolina.

      “All right, as we know, traffic from the interstate toward the Haven is sparse. Any cars or trucks coming down Henry River Road, especially with extension ladders strapped on the roof, are important. I’m gonna start the feeds on both of these monitors. You watch the left and I’ll watch the right.”

      “Got it.”

      X-Ray set the speed of the feed replays at 2x, fast enough to cut their viewing time in half, but also not so fast that they’d miss the approaching vehicles. After forty minutes, they had struck out.

      “Do you have any other ideas?” asked Blair as she stood upright from her hunched-over position to crack her back.

      “We have to stick with it,” replied X-Ray. “It’s possible they waited until the last minute to get set up. When exactly did the attack occur?”

      “Right about the time the morning meeting was breaking up. The morning shift was coming—”

      “That’s it!” exclaimed X-Ray. “They must’ve been watching us prior to the attack. Hang on.”

      He adjusted the speed to 4x, causing the camera to zip along faster, but still allowing them to notice vehicles heading south toward the Haven.

      The time stamp on the footage registered five in the morning when Blair pointed at her monitor. “There! There’s the first one. It was a white van. There were four ladders strapped to the top.”

      X-Ray paused his monitor and focused entirely on the footage that Blair pointed out. The two of them watched as five trucks or vans, separated by five minutes, drove down the road and eventually turned off into the woods in various spots.

      “That’s them,” X-Ray declared as he leaned back in his chair and clasped his fingers behind his head. “Now we have to follow them back to their nest after the fight’s over.”

      Blair breathed a sigh of relief and pulled her radio off her jean’s waistband. “Ryan, you copy?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “We’ve got something.”

      “On my way.”

      Blair and X-Ray continued to watch the footage, which didn’t allow them to see any of the attack due to the extensive tree cover. However, when the battle was over, X-Ray zoomed in to see everyone gathering in the clearing in front of Haven Barn. He paused the camera replay until Ryan arrived.
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      Alpha stood vigil over Frankie’s body, much to the chagrin of the comatose man’s attending physician, Angela. The hulk-like man towered over the gurney and frequently got in the way as Angela was trying to attend to the other injured patients. Gradually, as the evening progressed, everyone was sent back to their cabins except for Tom, who remained under the watchful eye of Donna.

      Angela had tried repeatedly to send Alpha out the door, encouraging him to get some rest, check on his team, and even attempted to fool him into running an errand. He didn’t fall for any of it.

      Finally, an exhausted Angela rolled a gurney into her office and stretched out on it to catch a few winks. Before she did, she made sure Tom had a pistol tucked under his sheets. She instructed him to shoot Alpha if he tried to harm Frankie, although she wasn’t sure if he’d do it.

      “You know,” Alpha began, breaking a long period of silence in the large open space within the hospital, “stupid people are like glow sticks. You just wanna snap them and shake the crap out of them until the light comes on. This guy, lying there in a coma, isn’t much different. Maybe if I jerk him around a little bit, he’ll magically wake up?”

      The tone and tenor of Alpha’s voice concerned Tom enough to reach for the handgun for the first time. Before it came to threatening Alpha, Tom tried the diplomatic approach. “Hey, I get it, big guy. I could do it with one good arm, but I don’t think it will work.”

      “So the doc says,” grumbled Alpha. “Still, we’ve got to do something to get this thing off dead center. Every hour that passes is bad news for the kid, you know?”

      Donna stood and walked over to Alpha. She gave him a grandmotherly hug. “Why don’t you come sit with us?” she asked, encouraging the big man to stop being fixated on Frankie.

      He dropped his head, revealing his mental and physical exhaustion for the first time. “Thanks, but I don’t wanna miss the opportunity to question this clown. He may only come alive for a second. I need to get the name of the place where those asshats hang out. Just one word. A street. Anything.”

      Suddenly, the door opened, and Delta entered the hospital. He’d stayed away since the earlier encounter with Blair and Karen. Donna moved to stand between Delta and Frankie. If Will went into a rage and attacked Frankie, she wasn’t sure Alpha would stop him.

      Delta gently closed the door behind him and stared in Frankie’s direction. His face was sullen and withdrawn. He’d been losing weight since he’d arrived at the Haven, a combination of more exercise and a leaner diet. His clothes hung on him, and the stress caused him to look many years older than he was.

      “Anything new?” he asked calmly.

      “Nada,” replied Alpha. “Hey, man, I’m sorry about what happened to your kid. I’ll be honest, I was kinda put out with him before. Today, he really stepped up.”

      Delta smiled and acknowledged Alpha’s kind words. “He saved my life. By doing so, however, he put the other kids at risk when he left them alone.”

      Donna moved to console Delta. “Things happen, and it doesn’t make any sense to point fingers of blame or take on the burden of guilt. It wasn’t Ethan’s job to protect the children. It was all of ours, and especially the two guards who left their post.”

      “Yeah, but if Frankie hadn’t been here, and if I’d just taken everyone and left.” Delta’s voice trailed off.

      “Woulda, shoulda, coulda,” said Tom in all seriousness. “There are a lot of things we’d like to have a do-over on, including the events of the last twenty-four hours. Now, we regroup, heal as a family, which is what we are now, and get Hannah home. Back to the Haven.”

      Delta looked down to Donna and gave her a reassuring smile. He walked toward Frankie’s gurney, and Alpha hesitated before stepping aside. His baritone voice whispered to Delta, “You good, buddy?”

      Delta nodded. He walked up to Frankie’s lifeless body. “He used to be my partner. We had each other’s backs, once.”

      Alpha said, “Things change. People change.”

      “Yeah, I guess so.” Delta turned and rubbed his hands through his disheveled hair. “Has Ryan talked about what we’re gonna do with him when he gives up the location of his new friends?”

      Tom answered, “We haven’t gotten that far yet. Our focus has been on keeping him alive.”

      “I suppose they’ll call the police,” Donna suggested. “I mean, technically, he is a murderer and should be arrested.”

      “That’s not gonna happen,” said Delta as he cast a steely glare at Frankie’s body. “I’ll kill him myself before he leaves the Haven.”

      Donna tried to calm down the former law enforcement officer. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I mean, you could be charged with murder.”

      “I don’t trust the system anymore, Donna. I can’t have Frankie possibly walking free and coming back here. It’s better to be judged by twelve than carried by six.”

      Delta’s words hung in the air when Alpha exclaimed, “Hey, I saw his fingers move. No doubt about it. His fingers just wiggled.”

      “I’ll get Angela,” said Donna as she gently tapped on the office door and opened it.

      “I want him to see my face first,” Delta insisted. “He needs to know he murdered Ethan.”
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      For patients suffering from end-stage renal disease, or ESRD, the most common cause of sudden death was hyperkalemia that resulted from missed dialysis or an improper diet. Overall, death for those on dialysis was caused by cardiovascular failure. Over time, George Trowbridge had progressively lost the function of his kidneys. Commensurate with his advance toward ESRD, his cardiovascular system weakened, making him susceptible to a heart attack, angina, and stroke.

      Trowbridge was nearing the end of his life. The pumping power of his heart muscles was decreasing due to the fluid buildup around the most vital organ in the human body. In recent days, he’d begun to experience a persistent, chronic cough, nausea, and some swelling around his ankles that was diagnosed by his caregivers as edema.

      The once healthy, virile man was approaching the end of his life on earth, and it became a cause of concern for Harris, the man who’d stood by Trowbridge’s side for years. He paced the floor as the medical professionals finished up their testing and made Trowbridge more comfortable. When they completed their examination, Harris followed them out of the master bedroom suite and closed the large solid wood door behind them.

      “He’s getting worse, and now he’s slipping in and out of consciousness,” began Harris as he expressed his concern to the medical team.

      The physician, who’d cared for Trowbridge from the beginning, was frank in his response. “He’s held on longer than most in his condition, a testament to the man’s inner strength and resolve. That said, however, the mortality rate for someone who is this advanced with ESRD is around seventy-five percent. Yes, he will most certainly die, as will we all.”

      “When? Imminent?” asked Harris.

      “No, not necessarily. To be sure, he is nearing the end of his life, but I believe what you have observed over the last day or so is as much a reaction to stress as a product of his condition.”

      “Are you positive?” Harris was not convinced. Then he got to the crux of the matter. “Mr. Trowbridge, as you know, is a powerful man. Arrangements need to be made. Also, he has a daughter and a granddaughter. He’s very close to his son-in-law.”

      “I am aware of his family,” the doctor interrupted.

      “In the past, Mr. Trowbridge has instructed me to keep his daughter in the dark about the condition of his health. Only his son-in-law is fully aware, and he’s been asked to keep it confidential.”

      “Yes. Again, I’m aware of his wishes.”

      “It’ll be a travesty if he doesn’t have the opportunity to reconcile with his daughter before his death. Do I need to summon them to his bedside or not?”

      The doctor wandered over to the large windows that looked out over the Trowbridge estate and beyond to Long Island Sound. Several patrol boats meandered along the shoreline, and a couple of two-man patrols traversed the soggy grounds.

      Without taking his gaze away from the security team’s activities, the doctor finally responded, “No, not yet. Unless he requests it, of course. George and I have discussed this at length in the past, and I am very much aware of his wishes. I am also cognizant of the fact that a decision will need to be made at some point to gather the loved ones around the deathbed, to be blunt.”

      He turned to Harris, smiled, and continued. “To ease your mind, we’re not at that point yet. The best thing you can do to help your boss is to take away his stressors. Mr. Harris, I know you well enough to say that you can handle just about anything, and George would give you his blessing. Give him good news if you have any. Deal with the bad on your own.”

      Harris furrowed his brow as he considered the doctor’s advice. The doctor was suggesting that Harris undertake a course of action that was tantamount to treason in Trowbridge’s mind. But if it kept the old man alive a little longer, then treason it shall be.

      Harris saw the doctor and his team to the door before stopping by the head of security’s temporary office on the main floor of the mansion. Trowbridge hadn’t entertained more than a couple of guests at a given time in the two years since his kidney disease had progressed. Just prior to the New Year’s Eve attacks, Harris had increased security with a handpicked team of operatives capable of both defending his boss and eliminating any threat through assassination or other means.

      As a result of the increased security presence, the main floor more closely resembled the lobby of a major financial institution, heavily guarded with a constant influx of armed personnel. Gone were the days of entertaining politicians and foreign dignitaries. Now the only activity was related to Trowbridge’s protection and keeping him alive.

      “What’s the latest on Briscoe’s whereabouts?” asked Harris as he marched into the security chief’s temporary office in the keeping room adjacent to the kitchen.

      “His escape was inexcusable,” he began in response. “I’ve just learned that he murdered the caretaker of the property and his wife. We have a lead on a vehicle he stole, and ordinarily, I’d alert police in the tristate area.”

      “No cops! We don’t want him alive,” Harris ordered. “The last thing we need is Hanson Briscoe trying to save his hide by snitching out all of his associates. There’s too much to lose.”

      “I understand, and that’s why we’re monitoring all police frequencies. If they pick him up, we’ll take him out. Although, the last thing we want is any cops losing their lives in the process.”

      Harris shook his head and shoved his hands in his pants pockets. “That’s regrettable, but it can’t be helped.”

      “Yes, sir. I agree.” The security chief motioned for Harris to sit down, but he declined.

      “What about Jonathan Schwartz? He never struck me as being very resourceful, but he is his father’s son.”

      “He’s a ghost, sir,” replied the former U.S. Marshal hired by Harris many years ago. “At first, we relied upon the FBI to canvass the area around the airport and to seal off the Schwartz estate. Then we called upon our own resources to look under every rock.”

      “Well, he certainly has resources of his own, but I suspect he’s quite paranoid under the circumstances,” said Harris.

      “Sir, he could be holed up anywhere, hoping to weather the storm.”

      Harris sighed. “Okay, keep me informed.”

      He walked into the kitchen, retrieved a small bottle of Perrier, and then suddenly stopped.

      The head of security noticed his abrupt turn back toward the keeping room. “Is there something else, sir?”

      Harris thought for a moment and then replied, “Write this down. Hunger Games movie set. It’s in North Carolina. Find it on a map and then dispatch one of our choppers down that way, but not too close. I don’t want it to be seen.”

      “Yes, sir. Will do, but it’ll take a couple of days to make the arrangements.”

      Harris added to his request. “That’s fine. Also, I want a trusted team. They need to be pilots, but also soldiers, understand?”

      “Yessir. What else?”

      “This op needs to be discreet,” replied Harris. “Let me think.” Harris paced the floor for a moment and then scrolled his smartphone, studying his contacts.

      While he did so, the head of security placed a phone call. “Okay, day after tomorrow, I’ll have a crew ready.”

      “I’ll need them to pick up two passengers along the way,” said Harris as he picked up a pad and pen off the desk. He began to write as he added, “Here are their names and location. Give them this note to deliver.” Harris continued to write and then exhaled.

      “Will do, sir.”

      “After they’ve touched down at a nearby, secure landing area, I want the men being picked up to deliver this message to Tom Shelton, who is residing at this location. They must only speak with Shelton.”

      “Of course, sir. What’s the message?”

      Harris backed toward the door. “Simply advise Shelton that the chopper and its crew are at his disposal if needed. It’s all explained in the note I gave you.”

      “That’s it? How long will the crew be assigned to this operation?”

      “As long as necessary, but if you’re worried about manpower, prepare to rotate another crew in and out.”

      Harris loitered for a moment and then left without another word. He didn’t want to overstep his boss’s orders, but he wanted a helicopter available in the event he needed to rush the Cortland family to the estate. Shelton could be trusted to make levelheaded decisions, so he entrusted the keys to the chopper, so to speak, to him.

      Trowbridge’s right-hand man made his way up the marble stairs toward the landing that overlooked the sound. He turned to take in the large ornate grand foyer, which had hosted so many rich and powerful people over the years. He wondered what would become of it after his boss’s death. Would it die along with the old man’s legacy?
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      While Blair and X-Ray awaited Ryan’s arrival, the computer geek continued to watch the footage to determine if as many cars left the area outside the Haven’s walls as had initially traveled down Henry River Road. They were both relieved when the satellite feed indicated that all of them had left together, racing at a high rate of speed onto Interstate 40 eastbound.

      Blair turned her back on X-Ray for a brief moment as she heard the sound of a four-wheeler approaching. She walked to the windows at the front of X-Ray’s cabin to confirm it was Ryan.

      X-Ray glanced over his shoulder and saw that he was not being monitored. This was the moment of truth, and his mind raced to weigh his options.

      At this point, his decision was not based upon loyalties but, rather, self-preservation. Who was more likely to kill him? Those within the Haven, who believe he betrayed them all, or his handlers, the ones with powerful contacts and even more powerful weapons, capable of dropping a bomb on his head with a push of a button.

      His handlers, the leaders of the Minutemen, had orchestrated the greatest attack on America in its history. However, he was but a small cog in their wheel. On the other hand, he was now a prisoner in the hands of people who held him responsible for the attack on their home, the death of several within their community, and now the kidnapping of a young girl.

      Who would I rather piss off? If I can’t follow where the cars went, will these people know my failure was intentional? Will the handlers know if I help recover Hannah? What’s the safest thing for Walter O’Reilly?

      “Come on in, Ryan,” said Blair, who held the door open for her husband, allowing a rush of cold air into the cabin. In their haste to get started, Blair and X-Ray hadn’t built a fire in the fireplace.

      “What’ve you got?” asked Ryan as he motioned toward X-Ray.

      Blair followed him and was about to respond when she noticed the monitor had gone blank. She reached for her sidearm and demanded, “What the hell?”

      “Oh, sorry,” X-Ray replied. “Um, I turned the monitor off just in case it wasn’t Ryan. Here, I’ll power it up again.”

      Ryan and Blair exchanged skeptical looks. When the display reemerged, the satellite feed was paused on the barnyard again, showing the group milling about as they realized Hannah had been kidnapped.

      “Come on, Walter,” said Blair angrily. “We’re way beyond this point. We’d found the vehicles and you were tracking them back to the interstate. Why did you start over?”

      “Um, well, I thought Ryan would want to see it all for himself.” He nervously stammered over his words as he responded. He was buying time. He wasn’t sure which side to choose.

      “Out with it!” Blair suddenly shouted, startling both men.

      “Honey, I don’t understand. Why is this important?”

      “Because he’s jackin’ us around, that’s why!” She ripped the pistol out of her paddle holster and cocked the hammer. She pointed it at the back of X-Ray’s head, who was now trembling in utter fear.

      “No. No,” he continued to stammer. “I can bring us back to where we were. Hold on.” X-Ray rapidly moved his mouse around the screen and used the arrow keys on his keyboard to reposition the camera’s orientation on the vehicles as they headed up the ramp to Interstate 40.

      Blair leaned forward and growled into X-Ray’s ear, “Don’t try me or you’ll never walk out of here alive. Make no mistake, I’m your judge and executioner.”

      With X-Ray sweating profusely, he expertly followed the vehicle caravan down back roads toward Charlotte and ultimately to the Varnadore Building. The process of tracing the steps of the retreating attackers took nearly an hour, but the Smarts were satisfied they’d found the location where Hannah was being held.

      “Can you get an address for this place?” asked Ryan before adding, “It looks like an office building. Weird, though. It’s all by itself off the highway.”

      X-Ray tapped a few keys, producing a map overlay of the satellite video feed. He reached across the table and pulled one of his spiral notebooks closer. He jotted down the street names, mumbling them aloud as he did.

      “North side of East Independence Boulevard. West of Pierson. South of Winfield.” He paused and then turned around to the Smarts. “Okay, with this information, if I can access the Mecklenburg County Property Assessor’s records, I can get a physical address and ownership information, if you’re interested.”

      Ryan didn’t say anything for a moment, and then he leaned into Blair. “We need to think about this and talk.”

      “Okay, but I’m not leaving this squirrely guy alone.”

      Ryan nodded and raised Alpha on the radio. At first, Alpha objected, but Ryan insisted. If a rescue was going to be mounted, Alpha would be leading the teams. He was the one who needed questions answered regarding this office building and its surroundings.

      After Alpha arrived, Ryan and Blair brought him up to speed, and he quickly got to work with X-Ray to learn about where Hannah was being held. After saying their goodbyes, the Smarts walked to the Ranger, but Blair suddenly paused before leaving.

      “Listen to that,” said Blair. “What do you hear?”

      Ryan slowly turned in a circle, straining to listen. “I’m sorry, honey. I don’t hear anything.”

      “Exactly. This is the way it was supposed to be. Quiet. Serene. A place to ride out the storm without drama. Now look.”

      “Hey, as the old song goes, I never promised you a rose garden. In fact, if you recall, Mrs. Smart, I said you’d, A, never be bored and, B, be treated to a never-ending supply of adventures.”

      “But …” Blair folded her arms and feigned a pout. She was just glad to be alone with her husband again.

      “You were warned, missy,” said Ryan as he drew his wife close to him.

      “Yeah. Yeah. Kiss me before I beat you.”
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      Ryan and Blair’s quiet moment alone was short-lived. When they returned to Haven House, the Cortlands were sitting on the front porch in the Adirondack chairs. They both stood in unison as the Ranger came to a stop, headlights still illuminating the parents as Ryan shut off the motor.

      Blair was the first to exit. “Hey, are you guys okay?”

      Meredith rushed towards Blair, and the two hugged. Tears rushed out of Meredith’s eyes as her emotions took over once again. “I’m sorry, Blair. I thought I’d stopped crying. I don’t know, it’s just—God, this really sucks and I’m so frightened.”

      “Hey, of course you are. We all are. We might have a breakthrough.” Blair’s words comforted Meredith. Wiping away the tears, she appeared hopeful.

      “What have you learned?” asked Cort.

      “I have an idea,” said Ryan. “If there was ever a time for an adult beverage, today is the day. Wouldn’t y’all agree?”

      “How about a glass of wine, Meredith?” asked Blair.

      “Maybe two?” Meredith replied with a laugh that was coupled with a long sniffle.

      “Scotch for me,” said Cort.

      “Come on in, Cort. I’ve got a bottle of Glenlivet that was given to me by a fellow from Boston. Let’s bust it open and try to relax while we tell you the latest.”

      Within seconds of entering the house, they were greeted by the princesses, who were followed closely behind by Handsome Dan. The unconditional love shown to them by their furbabies warmed their hearts before the first glass of alcohol was poured.

      While Ryan poured the drinks, he checked in with Angela to get an update on Frankie’s condition. With no change, he quickly provided the Cortlands details of what Blair and X-Ray had discovered via the NSA website.

      The two couples discussed their various options, and Ryan cautioned there was still a lot to learn about the location where Hannah appeared to have been taken to. He completely trusted in Alpha to formulate a rescue plan, but Frankie’s recovery would help even more because he’d likely been inside the building.

      Blair invited Meredith into the kitchen to put together a tray of munchie-type foods, which allowed Ryan to spirit Cort away to the study, where they could speak in private.

      Cort had a concerned look on his face. “Is there something else? Something you can’t say in front of Meredith?”

      “No, it’s not that,” replied Ryan, who continuously glanced at the doorway to make sure they were alone. He didn’t want to close his door, as that would draw unnecessary curiosity. “Cort, I have to ask this question. And let me say that your answer in no way affects our decision to rescue Hannah.”

      “Okay. What is it?”

      Ryan took a swig of the scotch and grimaced at the strong taste. There was a reason the bottle had never been opened since his trip to Boston a year ago. He didn’t really like the hard stuff.

      “I understand about the situation between Meredith and your father-in-law. But maybe we should consider asking for his help. I mean, clearly the man has resources we could only dream of.”

      Cort wandered around the study, contemplating Ryan’s question. “You’ve got a point, Ryan. However, I’m not sure whom I can trust. Think about it. These people have eyes and ears everywhere. X-Ray was on their payroll. Tom Shelton used to work for Trowbridge. For all I know, you guys are old pals with him.”

      “I wish,” said Ryan. “We’d be up at his place, most likely surrounded by Navy SEALs or Delta Force.”

      “You see my point, right? The tentacles of these people reach far and wide. I could make matters worse if I’m not careful.”

      Ryan nodded his agreement. “Listen, I have a lot of confidence in our people. We brought them on board because they have a variety of skills, but most importantly they are loyal. Not only to one another, but to all of us who live here at the Haven. I trust them with my family’s lives, and I know they’re capable of getting that darling little girl back to her parents.”

      Cort finished off his scotch and raised his glass to show his agreement with Ryan. “Okay, if they’re on board, so am I. I’ll speak with Alpha as soon as we’re done here. I’m going with the team.”

      “No.” Ryan shocked Cort with one word.

      “What? Yes, I absolutely will go to rescue my daughter.”

      Ryan was adamant as he too finished off his drink. “No, Cort. No way in hell. You’re too emotional and untrained. Let the professionals do this.”

      Cort rubbed his forehead. “How can I possibly stay here and let someone else rescue Hannah?”

      “Because it’s the smart thing to do, and I’m gonna need you here,” answered Ryan. “We’ll be sending our best security personnel out of the Haven to rescue Hannah. What if this whole thing is a ploy to draw away our resources and attack us again? I’m gonna need you to help me defend this place.”

      Cort’s shoulders drooped, indicating his acquiescence. “Of course, you’re right. It’s just … It’s gonna be hard. You know, the waiting.”

      “The reward will be when you guys are reunited with that adorable child.”
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      Midnight had arrived and Angela was awakened from her long nap by Tyler. He’d dropped the kids off at the Haven House, along with Skylar Hightower, who was distraught over the death of her brother. The Rankins thought Skylar could use the help of kids her own age as they worked through the death of Ethan and the sudden disappearance of Hannah. Kids had a way of talking with one another that adults didn’t understand.

      What Angela hadn’t anticipated was that the thoughtful gesture of grouping the kids together would free up the Hightowers to descend upon the hospital to hover over Frankie, who was still in a coma. She knew a little bit about their history, and although the death of a child should bring an estranged couple closer together, everybody reacted differently.

      She rolled her head on her shoulders and stretched to work out the kinks received courtesy of the uncomfortable gurney. Tyler had offered to bring one of the kids’ twin-size mattresses on the back of his medical cart for her to sleep on, but she didn’t want to trouble him. Her stiff body was telling her that she’d made a poor choice.

      “Hey, where did Tom and Donna go?” she asked as she entered a room suddenly empty except for the Hightowers.

      “Well, Tom was complaining that he couldn’t get comfortable,” replied Tyler. “It got so bad that Donna threatened to maim him if he didn’t stop. I took a look at him, changed his dressings, and sent them home so he could rest in his own bed.”

      “Babe, he was shot barely twelve hours ago,” admonished Angela. “You can’t send a GSW victim home that quickly.”

      “Agreed, but I’m tellin’ ya, he was gonna go regardless. At least I checked him out before he left.”

      Angela sighed and then smiled. Crusty old codger.

      “Angela, I hope you don’t mind that we’re here,” said Karen. “We won’t be any trouble, and I’ll help out any way that I can.”

      “That’s okay. I appreciate the offer. For now, we’re just in a holding pattern. Excuse me while I check his vitals.”

      Will and Karen stepped away from the gurney, and Angela noticed that they were arm in arm. She furrowed her brow as she tried to make sense of the interesting family dynamic. Frankie had been an important part of their lives, first as Delta’s respected partner on Philly SWAT and, later, as the man who occupied an angry wife’s bed.

      “Well, there’s been no change. His heart rate and blood pressure are still lower than I’d like. We’ll keep him hydrated and just keep a close eye on his recovery.”

      “He lost a lot of blood, didn’t he?” asked Delta.

      “Yeah. He had a previous head trauma, likely within the last several days. When that was reopened, the wound gushed blood. That, coupled with the blow to the temple, which likely tore the miniscule arteries that ensure blood flow to the brain, has placed his cardiovascular system in a perilous position.”

      “When will he wake up?” asked Karen.

      Angela wasn’t sure how she should answer the question. She was a doctor and, as such, she’d sworn to uphold the highest ethical standards when treating a patient. That said, she was fully aware there were competing interests within the Haven as it related to Frankie’s health.

      Some wished him dead. Others wanted him alive long enough to give them information. The Hightowers were a potential mixed bag. Delta most likely wanted Frankie to live just so he could kill his ex-partner himself. Who knew with Karen? Maybe she would take her old boyfriend back in.

      After her nap, Angela was prepared to make a decision regarding Frankie’s medically induced coma. As a woman and a mom, she empathized more with the plight of the Cortlands and the need to find Hannah. If he was stable, she’d planned on cutting back on his sedatives. Hannah’s life was more important than Frankie’s.

      This was a secret she wouldn’t even share with Tyler. It was one course of action she planned on doing alone, during the middle of the night, and without an audience. And now she was surrounded by onlookers.

      “I have no idea,” Angela finally responded. “The body does what the body wants. Guys, I appreciate your concern, and I know you both have reasons to be here, but please, go home. Let me do my job without distractions, okay? I’m all Frankie’s got, and regardless of what he’s done, he deserves my undivided attention.”

      Will nodded and pulled Karen away from the gurney. “She’s right. Let’s get some rest. There’s nothing we can do except hover and get in the way.”

      Karen reluctantly agreed. “I know. Yes, you’re right. Thanks for taking care of him. I mean, I’m with Will now, but, um—”

      “I understand, Karen. Now, please. Let me take care of Frankie, and I’ll send word the moment something happens. I promise.”

      The Hightowers agreed and quietly exited the hospital, leaving Tyler and Angela alone. Angela wandered around the open space, enjoying the emptiness while she could.

      Tyler sensed she was distressed. “Babe? Is there something else?”

      “Nah, I mean, well, maybe,” she replied. “He needs to be in a hospital, but I don’t think anyone here is willing to risk their life to take him there.”

      “Do you want me to do it?”

      “No! No way. He’s not worth it.” Angela ran her fingers through her hair. “God, listen to me. I’m a doctor. I can’t think like that.”

      “You’re human, too, babe,” said Tyler, who moved to embrace his wife. “Don’t overthink it. Just keep him in a coma and see what happens.”

      Angela pulled away and walked toward the window behind Frankie’s gurney. Suddenly, she needed fresh air. She hated lying to Tyler.

      “That’s just it, Ty,” she began. “I hadn’t planned on giving him any more sedatives. In fact, nobody else knows this, but he’s three hours overdue now. He could wake up anytime.”

      As if on cue, Frankie began to convulse. His body was shaking uncontrollably as his eyelids opened, revealing only the sclera.

      “What’s happening? Seizure?” asked a frantic Tyler.

      “Stroke,” said Angela as she moved into position to help her patient. Then, suddenly in a surreal moment of clarity, Frankie Scallone became still and breathlessly said his last word before he died.

      “Chepe.”
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      Chepe intended to take a deep breath, hoping to revel in the ordinarily clean, crisp air as he strolled the rooftop of the Varnadore Building. However, the smell of smoke lay heavily in the cold air, as many parts of Charlotte had been set ablaze, in large part due to his activities. The rank odor of burning chemicals created a pungent taste in his mouth. It was the unmistakable perfume of anarchy.

      The faraway sounds of sirens responding to pleas for help could be heard throughout the city. First responders, or at least those who still bothered to show up for work, were completely overwhelmed as the collapse took its toll on Charlotte. Chepe had been confronted by a firefighter while his group of anarchists was looting Lowe’s. The man had admitted he was gathering supplies before his family left for East Tennessee.

      The man had said that the cops and firefighters he knew had opted to protect their families first rather than risk their lives to defend a lost cause. He confirmed to Chepe that looting was rampant in all parts of the city, and those responsible were from all walks of life. Desperation and panic had set in as America descended into the abyss.

      “I think we have everything in place, Chepe,” announced one of his top lieutenants, who’d just emerged through the roof access stairwell. He stepped over a series of pipes and half walls to get closer to the undisputed leader of the Black Rose Federation. “I’ve got people posted throughout the building and within radio distance of our perimeter. When they come for us, we’ll know it.”

      Chepe motioned for the man to join him next to the parapet wall overlooking the front entrance. “Did you put everyone out there like I asked?”

      “Ten-four. They’re already grumbling about the long shift, and all I promised the outsiders is that we’d rotate them inside, you know, to be fair.”

      “They’ll be coming for us soon,” said Chepe as he stared up and down Independence Boulevard. He was pensive, trying his best to put himself in the shoes of a distraught father who’d be desperate to recover his child. “I don’t think it’ll be during the day, but we have to be ready.”

      “Are you sure the guy won’t come alone? You know, be the great dad and give himself up for the sake of his kid.”

      “He’ll bring his wife for sure,” replied Chepe. “I mean, there has to be somebody to hand the kid over to, right?”

      “And that’ll be it?” His lieutenant appeared skeptical.

      Chepe abruptly turned to him. “Think about it. He knows he’s gonna die. He’ll make the ultimate sacrifice for his kid. Now, once we make the exchange, that’s when the trouble will begin. They’ll risk his life to try to get him back because they know he’s a dead man anyway.”

      “What if they try to rescue the kid?”

      “That would be real stupid, but I’ve thought of that. First off, we’ll know they’re coming, and even if they were to get into the building, I’ll have some surprises for them. I call it the King Koopa defense.”

      “Huh?”

      Chepe laughed and slapped his man on the back. “Come on, let’s head inside and I’ll explain.”

      The two made their way back into the attic access stairwell and walked down one level to the top floor of the Varnadore Building. It was the only floor in the building that hadn’t been at least partially gutted.

      Chepe explained, “King Koopa was the dragon-monster guy who had to be defeated in order to complete the Super Mario video game. I used to love playing classic Nintendo games as a kid, and in order to beat Bowser, or what most people called King Koopa, you had to get through a ton of bad guys and challenges. That’s what I have in store for them if they think they’re gonna rescue their little princess.”

      He and the lieutenant walked down the hallway, and Chepe pointed out features of the rooms that would be awaiting any potential rescuers.

      “It’s like a maze on this floor,” commented the lieutenant.

      Chepe laughed. “More like a house of horrors. They’re gonna have to search each of these rooms after they enter the hallway through the stairwell. We’ll have traps laid for each of them. If they manage to make it to the conference room at the end, they’re gonna be surprised.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Come on, I’ll show you.”

      Chepe led the man into the large conference room, which doubled as an executive dining area. A professionally designed kitchen was located behind a set of double doors at the rear of the room. It was pitch black inside, as the power was not on and the kitchen had no windows. Chepe reached into his pocket and retrieved his lighter. He used the flame to look around.

      “I can’t see anything,” said the lieutenant.

      “Good. Now, they’ll probably have flashlights, but they’ll be hyped-up and anxious. They’re not gonna check what’s behind these cabinet doors.”

      The lieutenant slowly walked through and opened the cupboard doors above the countertops.

      “Let me show you,” said Chepe as he moved past the cooktop toward the end of a long stainless-steel table. He reached a two-door cabinet and knelt next to it. “Dammit!”

      They were suddenly thrust into darkness.

      “What?”

      “I burnt my finger,” complained Chepe, who switched hands and flicked his Bic once again. “Look, check this out.”

      He opened the doors, revealing a bottomless void inside. The lieutenant crawled on his hands and knees and looked inside.

      “It’s kinda dark down there. Is that a hole in the floor?”

      Chepe replied, “Yeah. It’s a laundry chute to a large basket below. We’ll gather up all of our bed linens and blankets to fill it up. If they get this far, I’ll take the girl down the chute and double back to the stairs. They’ll think we were never here.”

      Chepe released the lighter and felt his way through the darkness into the conference room again. Once they were back in the hallway, he stopped and counted the office doors.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Gather up eight of your best people. I want them armed and ready to fight. I’ll work with them on how to stage an ambush. If they do attack us, this floor will be where it ends.”

      “I’m on it,” said the lieutenant. He turned to hustle toward the stairwell. “Oh, hey, Chepe. Where’s the kid?”

      “Nobody will know that except me. It’s better that way.”
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      The mood was solemn as the bulk of the Haven’s security team gathered at Haven Barn that morning. A skeleton crew, coupled with drone surveillance, monitored the perimeter while the residents buried their dead. Three men and Ethan Hightower were laid to rest in an emotional scene that left everyone in tears.

      However, in the apocalypse, life goes on despite the death of a loved one, and everyone quickly pulled together in order to survive. Alpha gathered up his available personnel, and Ryan had the Sheltons, Rankins, and Cortlands join him at Haven Barn to discuss Hannah’s rescue. Blair, who’d already been working with X-Ray on gathering information, was there with the young man who’d suddenly become an important part of saving Hannah, despite his previous poor choices.

      The chatter rose to a crescendo as everyone discussed the events of the prior day. Ryan checked with Alpha and Blair to make sure they were ready to get started, and then he moved to quieten the crowd.

      “Okay, everybody, listen up.”

      The chatter dropped to a low murmur, and eventually the group gathered in the barn to give Ryan their undivided attention.

      “Thank you. Okay, first let me thank you all for keeping your chin up throughout this ordeal. We never expected to get attacked like we did yesterday. Well, at least not that soon, anyway. Sadly, I can’t promise you that it’ll be the last time, either.”

      “We’ll be ready for the next bunch!” shouted a woman from the rear of the group.

      Ryan pointed in her direction. “That’s exactly right. We learned a lot yesterday, albeit the hard way. As a result, we’ll be better prepared for an organized attack on the Haven if and when that might happen. That’s part of the reason I’ve called all of you in this morning. The next twenty-four hours are critical to our safety and the life of a little girl.”

      “Are we gonna go get Hannah?” asked a man in the front.

      “Yeah! We need to get her and then get even for what happened!” shouted another.

      Ryan raised both hands and motioned to tamp down the enthusiasm. “That’s certainly what we have in mind, but we have to be extremely careful. For one thing, we can’t gut our security here. Hannah’s kidnapping could be a ploy to induce us to weaken our defenses. The Haven needs to remain well protected for the benefit of all our people.”

      “What about Hannah?” asked the first woman who spoke up.

      “We’re going to put that plan into effect today. It will be carefully thought out and executed with precision. For that reason, I’m going to leave the planning and team selection up to Alpha. He will use his military experience and knowledge of you guys to determine who goes on the rescue operation.”

      Ryan stepped to the side and allowed Alpha to address the group. “Okay, I need the following people to meet me in the conference room. Bravo. Charlie. Delta.” Alpha reeled off his top people who had military or law enforcement experience. He also selected six extra personnel to act as drivers and backup when the rescue operation was initiated. They all made their way into the conference room. The Cortlands, X-Ray, and Blair followed them.

      Ryan took over once again. “Today and this evening, I’ll be asking a lot of you guys. We’re short of manpower because of the losses yesterday, and the fact that we’ve got to spend a considerable amount of time going over our rescue plan. Everybody will be pulling double shifts until we bring Hannah home tomorrow. I know it will be taxing on you physically and emotionally.”

      One of the men spoke up. “Don’t you worry about us, Ryan.”

      “Yeah, we’ve got this,” encouraged another before adding the sentiment of the entire group, “You make sure that little girl comes home safe and alive.”

      Ryan smiled and said thank you to those who’d keep the Haven safe while the others ventured outside the walls. He addressed the Rankins and Sheltons before he entered the conference room.

      “Tom, shouldn’t you be in bed resting?” he asked and then he turned to Angela. “Is he supposed to be up and about?”

      She replied, “Yes, as to bed rest, and no, as to up and about.”

      “He’s not good at following orders,” interjected Donna.

      “I was, back in the day,” said Tom with a grin. “Now, not so much. Ryan, what can we do to help?”

      Ryan looked at his loyal team and became emotional. “You guys are incredible. Thank you.”

      Angela was the first to hug the man who’d conceived of the Haven and carried the burden of protecting all of its residents. “Don’t be stressed. We’re here to help in any way we can.”

      Ryan smiled and thanked her. “Well, I’ve gotta spend the day planning this rescue, and then I’ll be pacing the dang floor while it’s going on. Blair won’t let me go.”

      “Good,” said Tom. “I saw whom Alpha chose, and he picked a good team. Your job is right here.”

      Ryan reluctantly agreed, and then he assigned duties to them. Angela would remain in charge of the hospital, but she’d check on Tom frequently, who was to stay at Haven House. Ryan asked him to constantly monitor the drone surveillance. He still wasn’t positive that the kidnapping wasn’t a form of misdirection.

      He asked Tyler to take charge of the drone brigade in Alpha’s absence. The Rankins agreed that their kids were able to resume their duties, and Tyler jumped at the chance to monitor their activities. Donna was asked to be a roving ambassador, of sorts. Her job was to check in with the injured personnel from the firefight, including her husband. Also, she was to stay in contact with the grieving families.

      Ryan believed the first twenty-four hours were critical to holding the group together. The last thing he needed while they were shorthanded was unexpected drama. He’d already dealt with the sheriff that morning when he’d showed up with two deputies at the crack of dawn. Front gate security personnel hailed Ryan on the radio, and he sped down the gravel driveway to address the sheriff. When the sheriff said he’d been alerted to gunfire at the compound, Ryan deftly explained it away as target practice. The sheriff was skeptical, but legally, he had no basis for entering their private property without a warrant, which were in short supply, as no judges were reporting to their courtrooms.

      After everyone finalized their new assignments, Ryan made his way into the conference room, where Alpha was laying out the basic approach he wanted to take to rescue Hannah. After he finished his initial remarks, Ryan added a few thoughts and told the group about their timetable.

      Ryan was careful to choose his words wisely so he didn’t unduly frighten Meredith and Cort. They were putting on a good front, but he knew they were torn up inside.

      “Like Cort and Meredith, I’m very anxious to bring Hannah home to the Haven. Planning and execution are more important than rushing headlong into a firestorm, one that would most likely get people hurt.”

      Alpha took the floor. “If we were organizing this rescue through law enforcement or the military, we’d take days or even weeks to get ready. We’d create a mock-up of the building where Hannah is being kept. The teams would make multiple dry runs and then discuss tactics, strategies, and potential pitfalls.”

      “We’re not going in there blind, are we?” asked Bravo. The seasoned military veteran was more than capable of taking down half of the anarchists by himself. “Not that I’d mind. Charlie and I’ll kill every last one of ’em!”

      He and Charlie exchanged fist bumps. “Oorah!”

      Alpha continued. “Under normal conditions, both LEOs and the military personnel would have eyes in the sky, intel, and lots of fun hardware to give them an advantage. We have some things that will help us.”

      “Like what?” asked one of the backup security personnel.

      “For one thing, we’re smarter than they are, and we’ve got combat and law enforcement experience. The jerks we’re up against, based upon what we’ve learned, are nothing more than a bunch of thugs who like to destroy other people’s property. They’re anarchists who rely upon fear and intimidation to succeed.”

      “We don’t scare easy!” exclaimed Charlie.

      Bravo quickly corrected her. “Hell, we don’t scare at all!” The two high-fived and adjusted their tactical vests as if they were getting ready to attack at that moment.

      “You’re right,” added Alpha. “We don’t scare at all, and powered with the information X-Ray has for us, we’re not going in blind either. Tell ’em, kid.”
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      X-Ray sheepishly took the floor. He was timid anyway, and in many respects unsure of himself. After betraying the group and giving information on Cort’s whereabouts, he had a huge sense of guilt plaguing him, making it very difficult to face the people whose trust he’d broken.

      He began by reminding them what his initial value was to the Haven—access. He had the ability to look inside the government’s computers. While Blair prided herself on the ability to conduct background research using private investigative tools, by virtue of his role within the Minutemen network of hackers, X-Ray had been given the keys to the kingdom.

      “I was able to access the servers at the NSA and FBI, which enabled me to further research records for Charlotte-Mecklenburg County. Can I summarize my findings?” he asked, turning toward Ryan.

      “Yes, please. Regarding our approach to the building, however, we’ll need to spend more time on the details of the property and its surroundings.”

      X-Ray nodded and continued. “Using the NSA satellite video archives, I was able to trace the attackers by their vehicles. I saw when they came in, and I followed them back to Charlotte after they left.”

      “Did you see Hannah?” asked Meredith.

      “No, ma’am. Because of the tree cover, most of the grounds around the Haven are obscured. I was only able to pick up the vehicles coming and going.”

      Meredith turned to Cort and he hugged her. “Thanks anyway,” said Cort.

      X-Ray moved to his laptop and powered on one of the television monitors mounted on the wall behind him. He used the television remote to find an open input, and then he returned to his laptop.

      “Right now, using Bluetooth technology, I’m pairing the laptop with the monitor so you can have a look at what I found. Just give me a moment for the devices to hook up.”

      The group positioned themselves to have an unobstructed view around the monitor. Within seconds, the screen came to life and an aerial view of the Varnadore Building appeared.

      “This is an abandoned office building that has been vacant for many years, according to property records. It’s owned by a 501(c) charitable trust that was established by the Schwartz family in the eighties. It has changed hands a couple of times, but all within their vast network of charities or real estate entities.”

      “Why would they take her there?” asked one of the drivers.

      X-Ray banged away on the keyboard and produced a mugshot that filled the screen. “Because of this guy. His name is Joseph Jose Acuff, also known as Chepe. When Frankie died just after midnight, the last word he uttered was Chepe. I spoke with Delta about this.”

      “That’s right,” said Delta as he raised his voice to get everyone’s attention. “This guy was known for his anarchist activities in DC and Philly back when I was on the SWAT team. Frankie had arrested him on behalf of the feds. I didn’t know they’d kept in touch.”

      X-Ray walked closer to the monitor. “Chepe is connected to the Schwartz family, the owners of the Varnadore Building. He’s heavily involved with the Black Rose Federation, aka Rosa Negra.”

      “I saw their logos in DC and Richmond,” interrupted Hayden. “There has to be a connection.”

      Ryan provided some more background. “Based upon my conversations with all of you, we believe that Chepe, using resources and direction from Jonathan Schwartz and his father, has been organizing unrest along the East Coast since the New Year’s Eve attacks.”

      “Are they the ones responsible for what started all of this?” asked one of the drivers.

      “I knew it! Schwartz is a liberal scumbag. Of course this is all his fault!” proclaimed another.

      Ryan’s eyes darted from Blair to Cort and then back to the group. “We don’t have all the facts on what happened on New Year’s Eve, and for now, we’re focused on getting Hannah back.” He paused and then gestured for X-Ray to continue.

      The young man returned to the screen that displayed a satellite view of the building. “We are very fortunate to have this static perspective of the Varnadore. Ordinarily, the NSA satellites move in a synchronous orbit around the planet. However, it appears that due to the attacks, the ECHELON surveillance satellites have been placed into a stationary orbit.”

      “Echelon?” asked Bravo.

      “Yeah, it’s old technology, dating back to the cold war days of the sixties and seventies, but is still widely utilized by the NSA. For our purposes, it enables me to continuously monitor the Varnadore Building and its surroundings, but unfortunately, I don’t have the control capabilities like zoom and infrared that are available to the operators within the NSA.”

      Bravo asked another question. “You were able to follow the vehicles back to the nest, right?”

      “Yes, in the archived videos. That won’t help us with the rescue. We’re gonna need real-time footage so I can guide the teams in.”

      “What do you have in mind?” asked Blair.

      X-Ray fidgeted and glanced over at Alpha. “We’re gonna deploy our two infrared drones to help. Two of our drivers are also experienced drone operators. After the teams are dropped off to mount the rescue, they will operate the drones with my guidance.”

      “Wait, won’t this guy Chepe and his people hear them? I mean, as quiet as it is, and with a lack of traffic, they’ll be noticed as soon as they get close.”

      Alpha addressed Blair’s concerns. “We’re gonna create a loud diversion—one that leads their attention away from the point of insertion and also generates noise to mask the sound of the drones.”

      “The two teams will only need a few minutes to get past their perimeter defenses,” added X-Ray. “The diversion will give them time, and the drone cameras will give them a set of eyes.”

      “Plus, we have our own night vision to assist,” added Alpha.

      He moved to a table behind him and picked up two black-zippered pouches. He opened one of them and pulled out a square device that resembled a small camera. He continued. “This is a night-vision monocular. It doesn’t have the capability of those used by the military and private contractors, but for the money, it’ll do for our purposes. It has six-times magnification, digital zoom, and is also capable of recording onto a micro SD card. Each team will have one of these that, coupled with X-Ray feeding us information from the drone, will allow us the ability to see in the dark.”

      X-Ray paused as Alpha finished discussing the benefits of night vision and also the two-way communications system the teams would use to keep in contact with X-Ray. Once he was finished, he turned his attention to the more difficult aspect of the operation. He returned to his laptop and, with a few keystrokes, pulled up a set of blue-lined drawings from the early sixties. They were the original schematics of the Varnadore Building when it was permitted for construction.

      He explained as he flipped through the pages of the drawings using a program called Scribd. It was a digital library subscribed to by the NSA and embedded within their secured website.

      “Although it won’t be easy getting the two rescue teams inside the building, the real challenge begins with finding the needle in the proverbial haystack,” began X-Ray. He caught himself as he made eye contact with Meredith. “Um, I’m sorry, ma’am. I meant no disrespect.”

      Meredith gave him a reassuring smile. “It’s okay, X-Ray. Thank you for doing this. Please go on.”

      He nodded and continued. “Anyway, the building has been empty for over ten years, and during that time, vagrants and now Rosa Negra has occupied the space. I sat down with Echo just before our getting together this morning. He did business with the Varnadore company many years ago when they wanted to buy a part of his farm for a subdivision development. I learned a lot from him regarding the layout of the building. We’ll plan the rescue operation based upon his recollection of the floor plan, and our expectations of how that might have changed over time.”

      One of the drivers raised his hand. “I noticed that you’ve referenced just two teams. Is that gonna be enough? I mean, we have lots of people capable of stormin’ the place.”

      Ryan took the question. “Hannah’s life would be in danger if we took the building head-on. We’ve got to be stealthy in our approach, but once inside, based on Alpha’s plan, we’ll use what these people fear the most—anarchist tactics.”
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      “Anarchists utilize tactics that instill intimidation and fear in those they oppose,” explained Ryan. “They dress in all black and often cover their faces to obscure their identity because, after all, they’re breaking the law when they engage in protests accompanied by property destruction.”

      Alpha picked up on Ryan’s thought. “We plan on blending in with them, relying on the fact that this hastily assembled group in Charlotte may not be entirely familiar with one another. All we need is the slightest hesitation, a brief moment during which our enemy tries to process who we are, in order to have the upper hand.”

      Charlie added to his statement. “I take it we’re going in weapons hot, but we’ll try to use alternative methods to take them out first.”

      “Initially, during our approach to the building, we’ll use X-Ray’s overhead sets of eyes to identify targets for us. We’ll eliminate them using blades until we’re inside the Varnadore. Then I’ll take Foxy up the service elevator shaft to start a top-down sweep of the building. I expect the stairwell to be well guarded. Based upon the drawings he found, and Echo’s input, the former executive offices on the top floor are the most likely location of Chepe and Hannah.”

      “What’s the plan for us?” asked Bravo.

      “Target practice,” replied Alpha. “You two will be equipped with our AR-15s with multiple sixty-round magazines.”

      “Why not the hundreds?” asked X-Ray. “I’ve got two drum magazines that—”

      “Hold a hundred rounds, but they’ll jam after twenty or thirty,” interrupted Bravo. “We’ve tested every brand made, and the failure rate is ridiculous. They’re a bulky toy and I wouldn’t trust them in battle. I like the Schmeisser sixties, made in Germany. They resemble the Surefire sixty-rounder, but they’re made out of polymer.”

      “Pricey,” added Charlie.

      Alpha pointed toward Ryan. “Well, thank Ryan for them. When he asked my opinion, he didn’t hesitate to pull the trigger and buy a couple of dozen.”

      Bravo got back to the mission. “I’m gathering you want us to light it up.”

      “Absolutely!” exclaimed Alpha. “Shock and awe. These jerks break windows and cop cars. We break bodies. When they attacked the Haven, the rules of engagement changed. Now we’re at war.”

      “Aren’t you afraid they’ll hurt Hannah when the shooting starts?” asked Cort.

      “That’s where our communications come in,” replied Alpha. “Foxy and I will get into position to sweep the top floor, and then we’ll give Bravo-Charlie team the green light. During the chaos, I expect two things to happen. The entire building will panic because these thugs aren’t used to pushback. They’re flamethrowers who know the cops will stand down because they don’t want to make a scene for the media. They’ll cower in the corner when we come at them. Most importantly, Cort, I firmly believe that Chepe will opt for self-preservation. He’ll use Hannah as a bargaining chip to gain his freedom. Otherwise, he knows he’ll take a bullet like the rest of the cowards.”

      “What about cover?” asked Charlie. “When we walk in the lobby, they’ll make us immediately.”

      Alpha gestured to Ryan, who answered the question. He picked up a box bearing the yellow and black logo for the EG Grenade Company.

      “P-40s,” said Delta. “I trained with those when I was brought aboard Philly SWAT.”

      “That’s right, Delta,” said Ryan. “EG, which stands for Enola Gaye, started their company in England. I like them because they have a low-heat formula. The stick doesn’t produce an external flame, and the casing doesn’t get hot. You can hold it longer and place it exactly where it has the maximum impact.”

      “These things can be pretty toxic,” added Delta. “If the teams are going to use them inside, they’ll have a helluva time breathing.”

      Alpha began to toss plastic bags to Bravo, Charlie and Hayden. “These are Holulo full-face respirators. They’re designed to prevent the inhalation of paint and pesticides, but the activated carbon respirator prevents smoke inhalation, too.”

      “What made you think of these?” asked one of the drivers.

      Ryan took that one. “Well, certainly not for this mission, to be honest. Actually, all you have to do is look around the Haven to realize we live in a huge tinderbox of hundred-year-old wood. These homes weren’t built with fire-retardant materials. They’re all in their original condition and vulnerable to fires. The masks were purchased to aid us in dealing with structure fires.”

      “And now, the rescue of Hannah,” added Alpha. “Once you enter the lobby of the Varnadore, you’ll ignite the stick grenades, which produce black and gray smoke. Scream fire and try to flush people toward the front entrance, which will act as a choke point.”

      “What about the rear exits?” asked Charlie.

      “They’ll be locked off with chains and disk locks. Do not forget this. You’ll only have one way out as well.”

      “What about you guys?” asked Bravo.

      “Rear fire exit,” responded X-Ray. “The wrought-iron structure has a drop-down ladder that can be extended from the second floor to the ground.”

      The room grew quiet as they contemplated the plan.

      Finally, Ryan spoke up. “Alpha, are you certain that we can’t add another team or two? You know, to supplement you guys on the inside.”

      “Thanks, Ryan, but no. We need seasoned gunners who can handle weapons and threats. If we have too many people in the building, we run the risk of friendly fire. Truthfully, and I’ve already discussed this with Foxy, so she knows where I’m coming from, having Delta on the inside on my team made more sense than her. That said, we’ve trained together at the Haven in the past and understand each other’s movements. Plus, when we find this little girl, I believe a female voice and her gentle touch will be more likely to keep her calm.”

      “Yeah,” added Hayden. “She’d probably run as fast as she can from Alpha the way he’ll be dressed.”

      The group shared a laugh and then Bravo raised a point. “You guys talked about blending in. Why don’t we dress in all black like they do? That will buy us another few seconds for that whole recognition thing you mentioned.”

      “Bandannas. Trench coats. The whole nine yards,” added Delta, who then appeared solemn. “Sadly, my son had a lot of clothes and accessories that might help. I can check.”

      “I like it,” said Alpha. “If we go in there with camo and our chest rigs on, it’ll be obvious.”

      Blair spoke up. “I’ll speak to our residents and see what they can provide us.”

      “Good, thank you, darling,” said Ryan.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Throughout the day, the teams researched every minute detail of the Varnadore Building and its surroundings. They identified and debated points of insertion for the teams. They strategized about the potential countermeasures Chepe and his group might take. Most importantly, they talked about extraction methods once Hannah was retrieved.

      Dinner was brought into Haven Barn for the group, and as they ate, Cort addressed them. With Meredith by his side, he spoke from the heart.

      “Meredith, Hannah and I are a close family. Because of my responsibilities in Washington, we’re apart a lot during the week, but when we’re together, we’re inseparable.

      “Hannah is a warm and loving little girl. Well, you know, I see her as little. She really is more mature than what I give her credit for. I think she’ll be tough and hold on until y’all can rescue her.

      “I know the danger that you’re walking into to save Hannah. Your bravery is incredible, and your sacrifices will never be forgotten. Please know this. Meredith and I, and Hannah, will be forever in your debt for what you’re doing for us. Thank you and Godspeed.”
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      The teams arrived near the Varnadore Building from different directions. X-Ray needed to position his van close enough to the building to have his drones in range and to be able to communicate with the teams on their two-way radios. He also wanted eyes on the front entrance, albeit using long-range binoculars. The task of finding a location where he could park to avoid detection by Chepe’s people was not easy. Ultimately, he found a hillside near the east on-ramp to the Independence Expressway, east of the Varnadore. He expected Chepe to focus his surveillance toward the west, in the direction of the Haven.

      There were several stalled cars on the ramp, and he hoped pulling his van onto the grassy hill wouldn’t be noticed in the dark. Delta dropped off Bravo and Charlie at the Pierson Drive underpass, a tunnel-like stretch that crossed from south to north under the expressway and a stretch of Albemarle Road that ran parallel with the wider highway. He then parked his car below the tree-lined expressway and out of sight of any curious eyes atop the Varnadore Building.

      The tunnel gave Bravo-Charlie team cover as they made their way to a position at the side of the building. Once they were in position, they could advise Alpha-Foxtrot team, who were approaching from the adjacent neighborhood located north of the Varnadore.

      By two in the morning, all teams were in position, and two vehicles were strategically placed within a half mile of the building to aid in the extraction of the teams and Hannah. Alpha believed in redundancy. If one of the drivers or escape vehicles was disabled, then they needed options. As he put it, “It would be a crying shame to rescue that little girl only to have no way to get the hell outta Dodge.”

      Delta arrived at X-Ray’s van and slipped inside. This was his first glimpse of the vast array of equipment at the much younger man’s disposal.

      “Impressive,” Delta said as he took in X-Ray’s domain. “How can you monitor all of this stuff?”

      “Trust me, it won’t be easy,” he replied with a sigh. He cracked his knuckles and relaxed in his chair. “I have the NSA satellite feed open, just for reference, and I have our people ready with their drones. It’s the comms that will prove the most difficult to keep up with.”

      Delta pointed to a radio on the table to his left. “A scanner?”

      “Yes. In fact, that’s for you. Here’s where I need your help.”

      Delta picked up the portable Bearcat scanner, a device he was thoroughly familiar with, as he kept one at his home in Atlanta. He focused on X-Ray. “Talk to me.”

      “As three o’clock approaches, I’m gonna run through a radio check with all the teams. I need you to determine if Chepe and his people have two-way communications. If they do, monitor the channel for chatter. Here’s a list of the most likely frequencies.”

      Delta studied the list. “It appears the higher-powered radios use frequencies in the four-six-two range. The lower-wattage types are in the four-six-sevens.”

      “That’s right. Most people have Midlands, so I’d focus on the four-six-twos. Once you’ve locked in on the frequency, keep me posted, and I’ll relay it to the team. They only need to hear one voice, you know what I mean?”

      “You’re the quarterback,” replied Delta. “What else can I do?”

      X-Ray handed him a felt pouch marked FLIR. “This is mine, so please be careful with it.”

      Delta studied the Pulsar Helion thermal monocular manufactured by FLIR. He slipped his hand through the strap and felt the weight. “Nice,” he muttered.

      “Yes, it is. I offered it to Alpha, but because it has a range in excess of a mile, he thought you could use it to monitor the entrance as well as the highway in case Chepe has the ability to call for reinforcements.”

      “Anything that I need to know about it?”

      “Not really,” replied X-Ray. “It’s point and shoot. You’ll be able to view in real time and so will I. The built-in video recording will simultaneously appear on this small computer monitor to my right as long as you stay within Bluetooth reception. Don’t wander too far away from the van or I’ll lose the feed.”

      “Got it.”

      “Okay, it’s 2:45. In five minutes, our team is going to use the diesel fuel and Tannerite to cause an explosion at an oil-change station a couple of miles to our southwest. The used oil stored in the containers will create a lot of black smoke, drawing their attention to it. We want their eyes on the front of the building while our people quickly make their way inside from the back.”

      “X-Ray, I’m partially responsible for what happened to Hannah because Frankie came after the Haven to get at me.”

      X-Ray shrugged. “Well, Chepe wouldn’t know that Cort and his family were at the Haven if it wasn’t for me. I guess we both need to redeem ourselves.”

      Delta patted the young man on the back. “Let’s do this, then!”
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      The driver parked nearly a mile away to the north of the Varnadore Building, ensuring that Alpha and Hayden could get suited up without detection. They both preferred to make the trek through the neighborhood streets and yards, using the sparse tree cover to avoid detection from observation scouts on the rooftop. Once the battle ensued and Chepe’s people were distracted, the driver was instructed to take up a position just to the west of the office building, behind a closed-down pool-table store. This would leave his teams a quick sprint across the parking lot and then easy access to the westbound lanes of Independence Expressway.

      As they zigzagged through the backyards, they spread apart, using a leapfrogging tactic known as bounding overwatch. It’s a military technique used when enemy contact was expected during an assault on a fixed target. Bounding overwatch allowed the forward-moving soldier to engage and suppress an enemy before the remaining members of the squad came under fire.

      This buddy system was especially effective under the cover of darkness the recent power outage provided them, and the other fortunate stroke of luck—a new moon. Using the night-vision monocular, Alpha took the lead as they traveled into an especially tight area. Hayden caught up and continued with the next leap forward, or if Alpha considered it too dangerous, he’d take that leg himself. As a team, they quickly moved the mile to get into position, where they awaited the detonation of the explosives at the oil-change facility.

      By 2:30, they were on Sheffield Drive with an unobstructed view of the roof of the seven-story office building. Periodically, someone would walk along the northern edge of the roof, glance around the surrounding neighborhood, and then move on.

      “You’d think they’d have enough people to monitor the entire perimeter at once rather than a single patrol,” Hayden observed.

      “Yeah, it’s the same guy every time,” added Alpha. “They may have people positioned in the windows, but your vision can be distorted looking through glass.”

      “Alpha, I know we’re supposed to wait for the distractions to kick in, but we’re gonna need to scale the wall that separates that row of houses from the back of the building.”

      Alpha thought for a moment. Without the benefit of Google Earth, they’d been unaware of the wall that appeared when they surveilled the houses with their night vision. He wasn’t sure how far it extended, and if they tried to circle around it, they’d find themselves right on top of Bravo-Charlie team, clustered together. That would make them a big target. The success of their assault from the rear was to have each of the teams covering the other as they crossed Bamboo Street to reach the base of the building.

      “We could move in sooner. I’m not saying that we’ll scale the wall before the diversion, but at least we could be there when the time comes.”

      Hayden reached for the night-vision monocular. She focused on the five houses within her field of vision. “Hey, I’ve got movement.”

      “Let me see,” said Alpha. He stood and walked out of their hiding place between a hedgerow and a parked car. “Dogs. Two of them. They’re tied to a tree near a house at the end of the road.”

      “They’re being used as warning devices,” said Hayden.

      “What?”

      “I think they’re strategically placed so they’ll bark if someone approaches. Folks in the country do it all the time. If a burglar approaches their house, the dog goes nuts, warning the homeowners.”

      “It’s a force multiplier,” concluded Alpha. “That’s why they’ve only devoted one man to the rooftop. He’s got eyes on the ground and they’re attached to four-legged hounds.”

      “Exactly.”

      “We have to neutralize those dogs,” said Alpha.

      “Or cut ’em loose,” said Hayden. “We need to get movin’. We’ll circle around and then I’ll bribe them with some beef jerky I have in my pockets.”

      “Then what?”

      “We’re gonna free Hannah tonight, and I’m gonna free these dogs, too.”

      Without hesitation, Hayden darted across the street into the backyard of the homes facing the Varnadore. Alpha chased behind, glancing at the building’s rooftop to confirm they were undetected. Once Alpha caught up to her, she made the next bold move by crossing the street a few houses down from where the dogs were now lying in the yard. They weren’t asleep, but they certainly weren’t on high alert.

      Alpha caught up to Hayden, who was crouched behind some trash cans. “How do you plan on doing this?”

      “I’ll play on their curiosity rather than their sense of protection,” she began. “I doubt these two have been fed. Look at them. They’re hounds, not somebody’s AKC champion. They’ll have a great sense of smell.”

      “Okay, so how’re ya gonna sneak up on them?”

      “I’ll toss the jerky just outside their reach. They might notice the pieces of meat hit the ground and become curious. Then their noses will take over and make them ravenous. They won’t bark at something like that, and they’ll be too distracted to pay attention to me.”

      Hayden pulled her knife out of the sheath wrapped around her leg.

      Alpha was impressed. He had to ask, “Are you gonna gut ’em?”

      “No, no way. While they’re stretching to get at the jerky, I’ll cut through their ropes from the back side of the tree. Once they’re loose, I’ll toss another piece farther into the street, and we’ll sneak into the backyard once they go after it.”

      Hayden made her way through the shrubs to the back of the tree, keeping the large oak between her and the resting dogs. She carefully stepped through the grass, wary of any fallen twigs that might give away her position. When she was in position, she threw the first pieces of jerky just beyond the ropes tied around the dogs’ necks as leashes.

      Hayden focused on the dogs, analyzing their reaction so she didn’t raise their suspicions, wholly unaware of what was happening behind her.
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      As Hayden moved forward, Alpha noticed movement in the house behind her. It was just a shadow that crossed in front of a window. He inched forward to get a better look and then raised the night-vision monocular to his right eye. There was a faint light emanating from a bedroom window. It flickered, either from the distortion of the sheers or it was a candle. Either way, there was someone in the house.

      Then he saw the signature of body heat as an arm appeared through a crack in the front door. Four fingers slowly pulled the door inward, exposing more of the man’s body, which was crouched low to the floor. In the darkness, Alpha couldn’t determine whether the man had a weapon, but under these circumstances, his voice could be just as deadly as the report of a gun.

      Alpha moved quickly toward the garage door and then slid with his back against the cedar shake front façade of the mid-century rancher. He held his breath, expecting the man to shout at Hayden or the dogs, or even someone else in the house with him.

      He reached inside the black coat provided to him by Blair and retrieved a throwing knife from his utility belt. The one-piece, black-coated blade was barely five inches long, but it was lethal when it found its target.

      He’d practiced with it many times. It was fairly balanced but leaned toward being heavy in the handle. Alpha gripped the blade and focused on the spot where the man had emerged through the front door. He determined his throwing line. Alpha had practiced with this knife for years, and instinctively, he was able to draw back and release the handle with one fluid motion.

      It sailed through the cold, damp air, slicing unimpeded with barely a whisper, until it plunged into the man’s throat. Almost simultaneously, Hayden finished sawing through the nylon ski rope used to tie off the dogs. It wasn’t until she heard the man’s body fall down the short flight of steps leading up to the front porch that she realized how close she had been to being exposed.

      In a flash, Alpha was upon the dying man and reached for his knife, twisting it several times in the man’s neck before removing it. Hayden slowly retreated from the tree and looked down at the man’s dead eyes, which stared skyward.

      The two never said a word, but rather, nodded and gestured toward the side of the house. While the dogs sniffed around the yard and street for more of the delicious beef jerky, Alpha and Hayden reached the brick wall that separated the neighborhood from the noise that used to emanate from the once busy expressway.

      Tonight, it was deathly silent, with the only sound being a slight breeze rustling the oak tree’s limbs.
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      Alpha and Hayden found a stack of cinder blocks near a storage shed in the backyard. They quickly set the blocks in place to use as steps to reach the top of the wall. First Hayden and then Alpha scaled to the top, where they remained perched under the tree’s protective canopy. They were fortunate to be under a red oak, a tree whose leaves turned brown as fall turned to winter but stayed on the tree during the cold season.

      “Why did we get stuck patrolling the outside?”

      The man’s voice startled Alpha team, causing them both to draw their sidearms. The voice appeared to come from their right.

      “Man, I don’t know, but they promised we could rotate inside at four,” another man responded. “Look here, man. This isn’t what I signed on for. I like to break stuff, you know. Really, I was hopin’ to fill my place with some new furniture. Maybe snag a Mercedes or somethin’ like that.”

      “Dude, I know. We’re bustin’ into these rich neighborhoods and comin’ out empty-handed. What’s the point?”

      Alpha leaned into Hayden and whispered, “They’re coming closer. We gotta take them out or they’ll walk right into Bravo team.”

      Hayden slipped her handgun into its holster and removed her rifle from her shoulder. She quietly placed it on top of the brick and block wall. Then she slowly removed her knife from its sheath and whispered to Alpha, “Lie flat on top of the wall. When they’re directly underneath, roll off and plunge your knife into the base of their skull. It’s the best way to get a silent kill.”

      Impressed, Alpha nodded and emulated her position after removing his rifle. The two assassins lay prone on the top of the wall, face-to-face, waiting for their marks. The men stopped talking, but their lazy, shuffling footsteps gave them away as they got closer. They were mere feet away from death when an explosion rocked the quiet of the night.

      The detonation of the oil drums to their south occurred right on time. Alpha and Hayden, rather than being ready to breach the rear of the building, found themselves with two previously bored sentries who were now frightened, looking in all directions for the source of the explosion.

      Alpha nodded to Hayden and they both flipped over the wall, landing on their feet in a crouch. The two patrolling guards turned, but it was too late for them. With catlike quickness Hayden had picked up from Prowler, she thrust herself out of the crouch and drove the blade of her knife into the throat of the man closest to her.

      “Hey!” the other man exclaimed before Alpha slashed the man’s face, ripping the flesh off his cheekbone. Before he could scream in agony, Alpha whipped his hand back, deftly repositioning the blade so that it carved a gash across the man’s carotid artery. Any words he attempted at that point came out as a garbled mess.

      Alpha turned to Hayden. “Guns, fast.”

      “We gotta get back up there.”

      He clasped his fingers together and held them low near the wall. “Step in here. I’ll hoist you.”

      Hayden moved in front of Alpha, placed her hands against the wall, and put her foot in the makeshift catapult. With his massive arms, Alpha flung her too high up the wall, almost causing his hundred-and-twenty-pound partner to fly over the other side.

      “Jeez, big guy,” whispered Hayden as she struggled to stay on top of the wall. She gathered herself and located their rifles, quickly tossing them down to Alpha.

      “Jump. I’ll catch you.”

      “I’ve got this.” The fiercely independent woman rejected his offer.

      Once they were reunited, they raced across Bamboo Street and joined the Bravo-Charlie team, who were huddled under the canopy of a former bank drive-thru window. Out of breath from the sprint, Alpha fist-bumped the two former soldiers.

      “Nice of you to join us,” said Bravo.

      “I had to drag Foxy away from playing with a couple of puppies,” whispered Alpha as his eyes darted in all directions.

      “Shut up,” said Hayden under her breath. “Let’s get our girl.”
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      Alpha led the way, hiding under the canopy of the building, which had a slight inset around its entire perimeter. The design was beneficial to the two teams, as they were able to access the rear of the building without being seen from above.

      The two teams flanked the rear service entrance to the building. The steel doors had been left ajar with a brick, allowing the patrols to come and go as necessary. Alpha leaned over to Bravo and asked, “Where is everybody?”

      “It was like a magnet. When the explosion went off, the foot patrols ran to the front to see what happened.”

      “How many were back here?” asked Alpha.

      “Three sets of two, but you eliminated one and we took out another,” replied Bravo. He looked back and forth, then added, “I’m not saying this is gonna be easy, but we’re not up against people with training. Hell, they’re not even wannabes.”

      Alpha shouldered his rifle and drew his sidearm. He motioned for Charlie and Hayden to lean in as he spoke. “The drawing shows the service elevator directly behind this wall. Foxy and I are gonna enter the shaft through the roof of the elevator, and then we’ll scale the walls until we reach the top floor. Once we’re there, I’ll key the mic with three steady bursts. That’s your go signal. Lead with the smoke; flush them out or take them out, your choice. Then move up the stairs to the next floor.”

      “Roger that,” said Bravo. “You hit the elevator; we’ll lock up the rear exits and wait for your signal. See you on the outside!”

      Alpha took a deep breath and flung the door open, leading with the barrel of his sidearm in search of a target. The roar of excited voices rumbled through the concrete ground floor of the building, but all their attention was focused toward the front of the building, where people had exited to see the black smoke obliterate the stars on the clear night.

      Alpha pointed his hand to the right, indicating that the Bravo-Charlie team was safe to go in that direction. Hayden was the last to enter and followed Alpha to the elevator that stood open in the dark hallway. Just as they approached the elevator cab, they heard the barely audible metallic click of the disk locks closing off the rear exit to the building.

      “Are you ready for this?” asked Alpha as he put on his Energizer headlamp and flicked on the LED light.

      “Hoist me up,” Hayden said in response. She illuminated her headlamp as well. “The hard part will be dragging you through the trapdoor.”

      Just like the two had worked together when Hayden scaled the brick wall moments ago, Alpha created a stirrup for her to step in, and she was easily raised into the opening. She turned and looked down to her partner.

      “Pass me your gun.” Alpha quickly obliged, and then he waved her out of the way.

      “Is the frame of the opening steel? X-Ray said the newer elevators require it for stability.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good, stand back,” he instructed.

      Alpha, exhibiting an athleticism that Hayden hadn’t seen in a man of his size, took a running start toward the side of the elevator, placed his left foot against the steel handrail bolted into the cab, and then pushed off so that his body moved upward and toward the ceiling near the emergency hatch. With his arms raised overhead, he gripped the steel frame that held the hatch door, and swung like a child hanging onto monkey bars. Finally, with a grunt, he hoisted his two-hundred-forty-pound frame of muscle through the hatch and onto the top of the elevator cab.

      “You’re nuts,” said Hayden dryly as she replaced the hatch door to mask their intrusion.

      “Yeah,” he said with a deep breath. “I always liked doing pull-ups. Now for the fun part.”

      Alpha pulled out his tactical flashlight and lit up the interior of the elevator shaft. Hayden looked up with him and asked, “Sixty feet?”

      “Seventy-two, per the drawings,” he replied. “It’s like climbing a ladder. Follow my lead and footing. Sometimes you’ll need to stretch, and I might need to grab you by the hand to pull you up.”

      She gestured for him to get started. “We’ll knock it out. Let’s go.”

      The team worked together to scale the inside of the Varnadore’s service elevator shaft, which was wider than the office elevator servicing the building. The additional width provided ample room to move and a variety of plates, connections, and braces to use as footholds. It was somewhat like scaling a climbing wall at a gym, only the opportunities to step were far apart at times.

      It took them ten minutes to climb to the top floor. As they moved upward, they listened for voices near each of the floor’s elevator doors. It was remarkably quiet.

      Once they reached the top, Hayden and Alpha got a foothold on the threshold on the back side of the elevator door. This was their moment of truth. They were in a precarious position, barely holding onto the steel frame around the door. Alpha would be required to drive the blade of his knife into the crack separating the closed doors in order to pry them open. Hayden, using her handgun, would have to be prepared to shoot any threat on the other side.

      Both would have to hold on until the hostile was eliminated, and to keep their balance in case they were surprised by gunfire.

      “Ready?” asked Alpha.

      Hayden nodded and pointed her pistol toward the opening. Using his left hand, Alpha carefully inserted the blade between the doors and then twisted it ninety degrees to create a two-inch opening. He slowly removed his knife, hoping that the doors didn’t automatically close. When they remained open, he allowed a big grin to come over his otherwise serious face. He held his hand up and leaned toward the opening he’d created.

      “Clear,” he whispered barely loud enough for Hayden to hear, but his body language said it all. She holstered her weapon and mimicked Alpha as he pulled his rifle off his shoulder.

      Alpha reached up to the collar of his jacket and keyed the microphone to his radio. He pressed the button three times, indicating to everyone on the channel that the battle was about to begin. He adjusted his earpiece, which was connected directly to the two-way radio. He was ready to accept advice and instructions from X-Ray.

      With a nod to Hayden, they put on their respirator masks and slowly readied their AR-15s. Each inserted their fingers into the crack and pulled the elevator doors open, careful not to lose their balance and fall backward into the shaft. A rush of fresh air enveloped their bodies, replacing the dank, stale air that had surrounded them during their brief time inside the elevator shaft. It was a welcome relief and provided them a boost of adrenaline as they entered the dark hallway together.
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      “Alpha team in position. Over.” Alpha’s voice spoke in a hushed tone over the radio. Despite the activity outside the building, the top floor of the Varnadore was eerily quiet and still.

      “Roger that, Alpha-Foxtrot. Bravo-Charlie, you’re a green light.” X-Ray came across the radio as calm and professional.

      “Roger, X-Ray. Deploying smoke.”

      Alpha leaned over to Hayden and whispered, “Follow my lead. I’m gonna clear one room at a time. You cover my six in the hallway.”

      “Lead the—” Hayden began before being interrupted by the sounds of gunfire traveling up the elevator shafts from the ground floor.

      Her body tensed as she lowered herself into a crouch and began to scan the dark hallway for movement. Then she heard it—the muffled scream of a child.

      “Did you hear that? It was Hannah.”

      “Yeah,” replied Alpha, whose adrenaline was now pumping through his body. “End of the hallway.”

      Hayden rose out of her crouched position to move forward, but Alpha grabbed her arm.

      “No, they’ve set up a gauntlet,” cautioned Alpha, breathing heavily through the mask. “There could be a gun behind every one of these office doors.”

      “But she’s—”

      “She’ll be there when we get there, too. We’ve gotta clear this floor first, Foxy.”

      He paused for a moment and keyed his mic. “X-Ray, possible confirmation of the princess. Over.”

      “Roger. They’re scurrying out the front doors like rats. Bravo-Charlie report that the ground level is clear and they’re moving to the next floor. Over.”

      Alpha thought for a moment and responded, “Should you redeploy Delta to mop up the rats? Over.”

      X-Ray replied with confidence, “Not necessary. They can’t run away fast enough. Over.”

      “Roger that,” replied Alpha with a grin. “Advise Bravo team the princess is here. Use caution as they clear each floor. Bogies in the offices. Out.”

      Alpha made eye contact with Hayden and nodded his head toward the hallway. “It’s on.”

      Alpha approached the entry door of the first room, ignited a smoke grenade, and tossed it into the center of the former executive secretary’s office. He dropped to a knee and scanned the room for movement, using his trained eyes to detect the slightest change in his surroundings. Their challenge was to take out the anarchists without getting Hannah caught in the crossfire.

      The dimly lit offices only received ambient light from the outside. While the new moon phase benefited the rescue teams in their approach to the building, it was a significant handicap once inside. Alpha had cautioned the team not to use their flashlights inside the building, as the light would give away their position. Also, while the smoke grenades helped to create confusion amongst the anarchists, it also rendered their night-vision monocular useless.

      “Arrgh!” a man growled at Alpha as he lunged off a tabletop toward the steely-nerved former operator. Alpha brought his rifle around and plugged two rounds in the man’s chest. The sound of gunfire had detonated a panic bomb on the seventh floor.

      “Alpha!” shouted Hayden as she opened fire. Several people scurried out of the offices and into the hallway. She couldn’t make out whether they were men or women, but she shot at their upper torsos. Hannah was less than five feet tall, so Hayden was comfortable shooting high.

      Alpha backed out of the room and led the charge down the hallway. He began to shout as he fired rounds into the anarchists who lay writhing in pain on the concrete floor.

      “Hannah! Hannah!” Hayden shouted.

      There was no response.

      “Cover me,” shouted Alpha as he swung right in the next room. He ignited another smoke grenade and tossed it toward the back of the room. He waited several seconds, and when nothing moved, he backed out of the space. “Next!”

      They moved in tandem down the hallway. The next office door was twenty feet from the conference room. Alpha eased against the wall and prepared to enter the first door on his left. Suddenly, Hayden turned and fired several rounds in the direction of the service elevator.

      “Get down,” she shouted, as a gunman had slipped in behind them and opened fire on their position. But as is often the case when an untrained shooter is involved, the adrenaline-fueled gunman aimed high and peppered the ceiling with his bullets.

      Hayden caught a glimpse of his muzzle flash. It was a slight orange glow, but it was enough to provide her a target. She quickly adjusted her aim and squeezed the trigger, allowing the powerful weapon to bounce against her shoulder. She sprayed half a dozen rounds in the direction of the shooter, and some of them found their mark. The man screamed in agony and fell to the floor in a heap.

      “Plug him again,” instructed Alpha.

      Hayden walked slowly toward the body and, when she had a good view through the smoke, fired two more rounds into the man’s torso. He was dead. She dropped her magazine, stowed in her vest, and slapped in another.

      A woman ran into the hallway and caught Alpha by surprise. Just as he swung his rifle in her direction, she shouted, “Please don’t shoot!”

      His training ignored her empty plea. He shot her anyway, her limp body dropping a handgun as it hit the floor.

      Hayden joined his side again as they moved forward, stepping over several dead bodies in their path. The space, devoid of ventilation, began to reek of smoke and the metallic smell of blood.

      Alpha counted the kills in his head. “Nine,” he mumbled to Hayden and then pointed to the double doors of the conference room at the end of the hallway.

      They arrived together and pressed themselves against the walls flanking the entrance, using the doorjambs as cover. They made eye contact, and then Alpha shouted, his deep voice reverberating off the walls.

      “Chepe! This ends now. Let us have the girl, and I promise you’ll walk out of here alive.”

      An evil grin came across his face as he spoke. Of course, he was lying.
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      Chepe pulled Hannah off the floor and dragged her into the kitchen through the stainless-steel swinging door. His plans of making a last stand were abandoned as he listened to his top people’s screams of pain. He’d handpicked his fighters to defend the top floor and their hostage, and his pursuers had killed them all, including the woman who begged them not to. At this point, Chepe didn’t like his chances, even with the hollow promise to let him go. He knew better.

      “Come on, kid,” he snarled at Hannah. “I’m getting out of here, and I’ll hold you in front of me until I’m out the door. Get up!”

      Hannah wrestled against his grip, but Chepe, nervous with anxiety and fright, was much stronger. He grabbed her by the arms with a death grip and shoved her toward the cabinet doors that led to the laundry chute. Hannah lost her balance and fell forward onto the hard floor, groaning in pain through the bandanna used to gag her.

      Chepe dropped to his knees and opened the doors. He glanced down into the dark space below but couldn’t see anything. The utility room on the sixth floor didn’t have any windows and was empty except for the eight-foot-square laundry basket on casters centered under the opening. Earlier, he’d gathered up pillows and linens from the offices-turned-bedrooms to create a soft landing spot in the event an emergency escape was necessary.

      “Go on, jump down there!” Chepe ordered Hannah, who fought him again. She looked down toward the floor ten feet below them.

      “Uh-uh,” she grunted, apprehensively shaking her head.

      “Yes, you will. Now go!”

      Chepe forced her into the cabinet and pushed her headfirst into the basket below. Hannah dropped into the basket with a thump, followed by a moan.

      “Come on out, Chepe!” Alpha yelled again through the door. “Your people downstairs have all run off. Everyone here is dead. I’m giving you a chance to walk out of here. We just want that little girl back!”

      Chepe was distracted by Alpha’s booming, bellowing voice taunting him through the conference room doors. He’d heard the gunfire from below. Then the mayhem in the hallway outside the conference room had rattled him to his core. He had one chance to escape, and it was now.

      He backed into the void within the stainless-steel cabinet and dropped through the hole leading to the laundry basket below. Only, it wasn’t there.

      Chepe was expecting a soft landing, and instead, his body crashed onto the concrete floor. His ankle turned unnaturally, sending pain shooting through his leg and into his back.

      Hannah had recovered from the fall and crawled out of the laundry basket. Then she’d shoved it out of the way so Chepe didn’t have it to fall into.

      “You little—!” Chepe’s last words were cut off as Alpha boomed from above, “We’re done fooling with you, Chepe!”

      The sound of the conference room doors getting kicked in and furniture being tossed about caused Chepe to panic.

      He frantically called out for Hannah, who’d hidden in the dark recesses of the laundry room behind a broken-down commercial washing machine.

      Chepe yelled for her under his breath. “Where are you, kid! Come out or I’ll kill you!”

      Hannah didn’t respond, but Alpha’s voice was getting closer. “Chepe! It’s time to give it up. Bring her to us safely and you live. If you don’t, the torture you’ll suffer will make you beg for death!”

      “Dammit!” muttered Chepe in frustration. He tried to stand and then groaned in pain as his injured ankle caused his legs to buckle. He crawled toward the utility room door and found the handle. He pulled himself up and hopped through the exit into the hallway of the sixth floor.

      Chepe abandoned his hostage and opted for self-preservation instead. He knew the building and bounced down the hallway on one leg until he reached a short hallway leading to the fire escape. Once there, he struggled with the old fire door, which refused to open.

      Wrought with paranoia, he thought he heard footsteps in the hallway behind him, so he pulled his fist back and slammed it into the top half of the door, which was glass. The first punch didn’t break it out, but the second one did. Large shards of glass crashed onto the fire escape, and one piece ripped open his knuckles.

      Frantic, he crawled through the opening, disregarding the damage done to his hand as he tumbled onto the steel mesh landing outside. He subconsciously took in the fresh air, and a feeling of freedom came over him.

      “Almost there,” he mumbled as a smile came across his face.

      Still hopping on one leg because his left ankle was most likely broken, Chepe made his way down the rusty fire escape stairs until he reached the second floor. At that point, he had to release a ladder that would fall to the ground.

      Chepe pulled a piece of glass out of his hand and fumbled with the latches that held the ladder in place. Over the years, from lack of maintenance, the rust had taken hold and created a weld. Chepe pounded the steel mesh floor, causing his hand to bleed further.

      He looked over the rail. The drop was over twenty feet. He was down to one ankle and couldn’t afford to lose the other.

      He violently shook the ladder, hoping to break the rust weld loose. It seemed to give. He dropped to his knees once again and worked with the latches. Finally, one latch broke loose.

      Chepe mustered all of his strength and tore at the other latch, trying to force it open as he could feel the pressure of his pursuers. Once again, in his paranoid state, he thought he heard someone on the stairs above him. He kept shaking the latch where it held the ladder in place, constantly looking upward to see if he’d been discovered.

      His efforts paid off, much to his surprise, and chagrin. While he was focused on the people after him, the latch released and the heavy steel ladder flew down its rails toward the ground, ripping two fingers off in the process.

      Chepe couldn’t control his agony as he yelled in pain. He immediately grasped his right hand and saw that his pinky and ring fingers were missing. Blood poured out of the wound and all over his body. The pain was so bad that he nearly passed out, but he managed to get control of himself.

      He looked down to confirm that the ladder had reached bottom and began to climb down. With his broken ankle, he couldn’t put any weight on his left leg. He had to use his hands to lower his body—one bleeding profusely and the other still with smaller shards of glass embedded in it.

      But Chepe persevered. He looked up the fire escape as he made his way downward. Blood poured out of his hand and drenched his face, obscuring his view. He was halfway down when he heard the sounds of sirens in the distance. The distraction caused him to instinctively turn toward the source, and when he did, he lost his grip.

      Chepe tried to hold onto the rails as he slid downward. To slow his descent, he desperately searched with his right foot to find a rung, but he was unable to. His face, however, was more successful.

      Only ten feet from the ground, Chepe’s open mouth caught a rung, knocking out several of his upper and lower teeth. The jolt was too much for him to endure and he lost his grip on the ladder’s rails. His body fell the final ten feet in a contorted twist, landing face-first on the concrete pavement.

      Now his nose was broken. Chepe lay on the ground, motionless, prepared to die. The pain shooting through his body was so intense that he couldn’t focus on which part was the worst.

      Despite the brutal beating he’d taken, Chepe was a survivor. He was still alive and had a chance.

      He crawled under the canopy of the ground floor and looked for a way to pull himself up. A stack of crates, similar to the ones he’d used to stand tall and direct his anarchist army from, was just ahead. He crawled over to them, leaving a bloody trail like a slug crawling across hot pavement in the dead of summer.

      With each motion forward, his hopes lifted. He felt for his car keys. He managed a bloody, toothless grin when he found them in his jeans pocket. He reached the crates and hoisted himself upright. Then, like a pogo stick, he quickly hopped toward his white Chevy Avalanche.

      The pain was forgotten for now, as he used all of his strength to get into the tall pickup truck. He settled into the driver’s seat and caught a glimpse of himself in the rearview mirror. Blood mixed with mucus poured out of his nose and over his chin. It was a ghoulish sight, reminiscent of a horror flick, but it didn’t faze him.

      “You should always kill the bad guy,” he said with a laugh. “Never let them live to fight another day.”

      With a guttural laugh followed by a coughing fit that spewed blood and spit all over the dash, he inserted the key into the ignition and raced out of the parking lot. Chepe had escaped the bedlam at the Varnadore.
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      Alpha took one set of doors into the kitchen, and Hayden took the other. With their headlamps illuminated, they simultaneously kicked them open and burst into the darkened space. They searched the room, using the barrels of their rifles to pan the former kitchen in search of Chepe and Hannah. The room was empty.

      Hayden got Alpha’s attention and used hand signals to point toward the slightly skewed doors to the laundry chute. Unsure if the space was large enough to hide Chepe and Hannah, the two proceeded with caution, shouldering their rifles and pulling their sidearms. Alpha raised his hand and counted down five fingers until he made a fist, indicating to Hayden that she should swing the doors open. He quickly moved in front of the cabinet and pointed his weapon into the void.

      “Escape hatch?” He whispered his question.

      Hayden glanced around the room one more time and dropped to a knee. She looked to the floor below them, allowing her headlamp to shine on the space where the laundry basket once stood. “I don’t know, but it’s the only way out of here.”

      Alpha quickly alerted X-Ray and Bravo team that Chepe had escaped with Hannah to the sixth floor. He darted through the kitchen door, keeping his rifle ready to shoot anything that threatened him.

      Hayden chased after him, her eyes checking every doorway and dead body as they made their way to the stairwell. When they reached the sixth floor, they slowed their pace and quietened their step. They nodded to one another, and Alpha burst into the hallway, facing right, while Hayden took the left side.

      They’d illuminated their infrared laser sights on their rifles as well as the tactical flashlights attached to the weapons’ quad rails. The element of surprise was lost and now the two were hunting their frightened prey.

      Room by room, they searched for Chepe, Hannah, and any anarchists who might attempt to ambush them. The sixth floor appeared to be empty. Then Hayden found the hallway leading to the fire escape. She cautiously approached the door and discovered the broken glass. She peeked outside and saw that there was blood on the steel landing and on the handrails.

      “I think he escaped this way!” she shouted to Alpha.

      He ran down the short hallway and took a look outside. Hayden moved in the opposite direction and entered the hallway.

      “Hannah! Can you hear me? It’s Hayden. Your parents sent us to get you.”

      Alpha joined in. “Hannah!”

      Hayden walked slowly toward the utility room, where the door was left ajar. She’d cleared the room moments ago, but in her haste, she might’ve missed something.

      Her flashlight lit up the room and she tried again, but in a softer tone of voice. “Hannah, baby, are you here? Your mom and dad miss you, and so does Handsome Dan. He’s tired of playing with Prowler.” Hayden managed a chuckle as she thought of the absurdity of those two wrestling with one another. It wouldn’t be a fair fight.

      “He doesn’t like cats,” a meek voice responded.

      Hayden turned to her right and walked slowly toward the large washing machine that had been gutted for parts. She kept her rifle at low ready just in case.

      Hannah’s angelic face peered from around the washer, the gag resting just below her lower lip against her chin. Her hands were still tied behind her back, but she was able to move by squirming and wiggling against the wall and the washer.

      Hayden shouldered her rifle and knelt down to help Hannah extract herself from the hiding place. “Come on, honey. We’ve got you now. It’s over.”

      Just as Hannah was pulled out and set on her feet, Alpha entered the room unannounced. Hayden drew her sidearm and swung around with the barrel pointed at her partner.

      “Hey, careful, quick-draw,” said Alpha with a chuckle. Relieved to see Hannah alive, he addressed her. “There are a lot of folks who’re worried about you, young lady. Not to mention the fact that you abandoned your post on the drone squad.”

      “Um, I know, but the man came—”

      Alpha laughed and walked up to Hannah. The burly man picked her up and gave her a bear hug. “Come here, Hannah. I’m just kidding you. We’re so glad you’re safe. Whadya say we get outta here and go see your parents. Okay?”

      “Are they mad?” Tears streamed down her face.

      “No, honey,” replied Hayden. “Of course they’re not mad. They’ve been very worried about you, and they’ll hug you harder than this big guy, trust me.”

      Alpha turned toward the door and keyed his microphone. “X-Ray, this is Alpha team. Over.”

      “Go ahead, Alpha.”

      “We’ve got her. Over.”

      “Great news. I’ll let him know. Out.”

      Alpha paused as they entered the hallway and turned to Hayden. “Did he say him?”

      Hayden, who was carrying the fifty-pound girl down the hallway, replied, “Yeah.”

      Alpha thought for a moment. “Him who?”
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      Moments earlier, X-Ray and Delta had some action of their own. “I’ve got a light-colored pickup tearing out of the parking lot,” X-Ray announced into the headset he used to communicate with the various teams used to rescue Hannah. He was directing the statement to Delta, who stood vigil on the hillside, monitoring the activity through his binoculars.

      Delta immediately responded, “I saw it. Driver’s in a hellfire emergency. At least he has wheels, unlike the rest of the vermin who scampered off on foot. Does Alpha still want us to stand down on the people escaping?”

      “Hold on,” X-Ray replied to him. “I need to replay the drone footage.”

      X-Ray then turned his attention to the monitor that displayed the drone footage for the east side of the Varnadore Building. Both drones had been in the air for quite some time and were due to be brought back down to their operators, as their batteries were drained.

      X-Ray addressed Delta again. “The driver’s a male. He appears to be hunched over, like he’s cradling something. I don’t know, it’s hard to tell.”

      Delta immediately noticed the fleeing vehicle. “The truck’s coming this way on the on-ramp, headed eastbound on the freeway.”

      “Wait.” X-Ray paused for what seemed like an eternity. He rubbed his temples, trying to remember. “Delta, that might be Chepe’s truck. The lead vehicle returning to the Varnadore after the attack was a white Chevy Avalanche.”

      “We’ve gotta be sure!” shouted Delta as he ran down the hillside and found his way to his Silverado. He fired up the powerful V-8 engine and spun the tires as he pulled off the wet grass mixed with gravel.

      “I can’t help you with the tail,” X-Ray warned. “The drones are out of juice.”

      “No problem, I can see his taillights.”

      “Delta, also, you’ll be out of radio range in just a few minutes.”

      “Roger. Let me know if conditions at the Varnadore change. I need to know if Hannah is in that truck!”

      X-Ray’s voice was excited. “You’ve got it. Go get them!”

      Delta floored the gas pedal and the heavy truck raced ahead. He’d driven squad cars in the past during high-speed pursuits, but never anything as big and bulky as the Suburban. He wasn’t sure how fast it would go, although the car salesman had bragged that it was capable of doing one hundred thirty miles per hour.

      He was about to find out. There was no traffic on the expressway, only the occasional stalled vehicle that had pulled toward the side of the road. The white Avalanche that Delta pursued must not have noticed him because as he hit one hundred miles an hour, he closed rapidly on what he suspected was Chepe’s truck.

      Delta was within a quarter mile of the Avalanche when he glanced to his left and noticed the Rick Hendrick family of car dealerships. The irony didn’t escape him as he closed within fifty feet of the Avalanche’s tailgate. Hendrick, one of the most successful owners in NASCAR racing history, would be proud to see two Chevys duking it out for the win, with the loser destined to die.

      X-Ray attempted to contact Delta, but the transmission was garbled.

      “I … Alpha. Chepe escaped. But … Hannah …”

      Frustrated, Delta keyed his mic. “Say again, X-Ray. You’re breaking up.”

      Suddenly, the Avalanche lurched forward. Chepe, or whoever was driving, had discovered Delta on his tail and tried evasive maneuvers. He rapidly gained speed, forcing Delta to chase after him as the speedometer registered a hundred miles per hour. The rpms on the Silverado’s engine reached a fever pitch as his speed climbed.

      “Do you copy, Delta? Hannah is safe. Chepe has escaped.”

      “Good! I’ve got him in my sights!”

      Delta’s words were never heard by X-Ray, as he was now out of range and on his own. The man responsible for the raid on the Haven and, ultimately, the death of his son was now going to be brought to justice.

      His sweaty palms gripped the wheel as he pulled behind Chepe’s truck. They were now miles away from the Varnadore Building, but ironically, they’d just passed the new location of the Varnadore Company as the two sped toward the Charlotte suburb of Matthews.

      Delta hearkened back to his training as a police officer when he’d learned pursuit techniques. One of the most effective ways to end a high-speed pursuit of a suspect was to execute a PIT maneuver. Sometimes referred to as a Precision Immobilization Technique, or also a Pursuit Intervention Technique, the result was the same—spin the suspect’s vehicle from behind during a chase.

      Although the PIT maneuver can be achieved in three easy steps, factors like traffic, road conditions, and vehicle speed complicate matters. Delta had performed the technique on several occasions in his career but never at speeds in excess of a hundred. Ordinarily, his superiors would tell him to back off at high speeds like this, opting instead to utilize air support to follow the subject vehicle.

      On this early morning, Delta didn’t have any backup, nor did he have any witnesses. If he successfully executed the PIT maneuver, it was unlikely that Chepe would survive the wreck, not that Delta cared. He didn’t have anybody to answer to except the memory of his son.

      Delta had successfully matched Chepe’s speed and eased up on his right rear bumper. His goal was to gently nudge the right rear fender with his left front, causing Chepe to lose control. It was no different than what a NASCAR driver did on the short tracks of Richmond or Bristol. A gentle nudge forced the rear end of the lead vehicle to get out of sorts, allowing the race driver to make the pass.

      Only this was different. Delta would upset the back of Chepe’s truck, causing him to lose control, but then he’d accelerate to complete the PIT maneuver. At slower speeds, the suspect vehicle would spin sideways and eventually come to a halt. At a hundred-plus, anything could happen, including Delta losing control as well.

      Delta had mastered the practice of left-foot braking that enabled him to match the suspect vehicle’s speed precisely. He recalled the technique and gently steered toward Chepe’s right fender. He had to be careful to make both the requisite contact and the subsequent steer-through as gentle as possible to avoid throwing them both into a fiery crash.

      Delta nudged Chepe, but not hard enough. The Avalanche fishtailed slightly, but Chepe corrected it. Delta tried again, a little harder this time. He kept constant pressure on the throttle, and he steered into Chepe’s truck.

      Momentum took care of the rest.

      Chepe lost control, overcorrected, and went sailing off the shoulder of the freeway down an embankment. His truck didn’t appear to slow down as it rose up the other side of the ditch and sailed into the air, bounced once on the service road, and roared across until it drove head-on into a post office.

      Immediately upon impact, the Avalanche was crushed by the brick and granite structure before bursting into a spectacular eruption of flames and debris.

      Delta brought his truck to a screeching stop and then threw it into reverse, spinning his tires into a cloud of black smoke and burnt rubber. When he was in front of the point of impact, he leapt out of his truck and walked to the shoulder of the freeway to view the results of his efforts.

      He defiantly raised his right hand and gave Chepe’s burning truck the middle finger. “Go to hell. Return to sender!”
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      After Bravo team cleared the remainder of the building, they rendezvoused with Alpha team on the sixth floor. Leading the way, the ex-soldiers escorted Hannah to the ground floor, and rather than bother unlocking the door, Bravo found a cinder block and threw it through a plate-glass window, allowing a rush of fresh air to enter the building and the smoke generated by their stick grenades to billow out.

      Hannah, who was now walking on her own, covered her face with the bandanna used by Hayden to lend the appearance she was one of the anarchists. As it turned out, the operation had moved so briskly that the anarchist-apparel subterfuge was unnecessary.

      Alpha summoned X-Ray, who told him that Delta had chased after Chepe. He instructed X-Ray to rally the troops and meet in front of the Varnadore Building, as it appeared there were no remnants of Chepe’s group remaining in the area except for the dead.

      Within minutes, the group had assembled and were all congratulating each other. When Hannah revealed how she’d moved the laundry basket, causing Chepe to crash hard onto the floor, the group erupted in laughter and exchanged high fives.

      Sirens could be heard in the distance, but X-Ray advised them that the police scanner revealed a high-rise fire in downtown Charlotte had occupied all available fire departments and police precincts. The group agreed that this shoot-out might not garner any type of law enforcement investigation.

      The smoke coming out of the building began to dissipate as Delta pulled into the parking lot, with his Silverado only slightly damaged from the high-speed chase involving fender banging.

      After exiting the truck, he immediately hugged Hannah and then pulled Alpha aside to explain what had happened. The taller Alpha slapped Delta on the shoulder several times as they spoke, and then the two men exchanged a bro-hug, indicating that any differences between them had been squashed.

      “I think we’re done here. What do you guys think?” asked Alpha as he and Delta joined the rest of the rescue team.

      Hannah was the first to respond. “I think I’m ready to go home.”

      “I’ll bet you’re hungry,” said Hayden as she knelt down next to the young girl. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a silver foil package and handed it to Hannah. “Your mom said you liked blueberry Pop-Tarts. Well, they just happen to be my favorite too.”

      “I love them!” exclaimed Hannah as she ripped open the package and pulled out one of the delicious pastry snacks.

      “Well, you know, I’m a big believer in girl power, and I happen to know that some of the strongest women I’ve read about love blueberry Pop-Tarts. I think you’ve earned these.”

      Hayden pulled some debris out of Hannah’s hair, and then something caught her attention. She quickly backed up and placed her hand on her pistol grip.

      “What’ve we got?” asked Alpha.

      “Looters,” replied X-Ray. “Look at ’em.”

      The group hadn’t noticed that a group of people, likely curiosity-seekers and residents of the neighborhood, were running through the broken window and carrying out anything that wasn’t tied down.

      Cans of food, cases of dry goods, bedding, and supplies were all exiting the Varnadore Building as fast as the locals’ feet could carry them.

      “Unbelievable,” began Delta. “They’re stepping over dead bodies in order to get in and out.”

      “That’s desperation,” added Alpha. “Well, it’s not our problem. Let’s get out of here before a cop wanders up or Chepe’s people decide to come back.”

      The group gathered their gear and followed Delta and Alpha in the lead truck as they headed back to the Haven and Hannah’s anxious parents.
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      Every parent experiences an emotional moment on a scale they never thought possible in their lives when their children are born. From the exhilaration of hearing the heartbeat in the womb, to the first kick in the mother’s belly, through the heart-bursting pride at their child’s first steps. Even as they grow older, the stomach-wrenching worry of a teenager who is late coming home one night makes parents realize when it comes to their children, emotions are amplified.

      The triumphant caravan was approaching the front gate when news began to spread throughout the Haven of their return, with Hannah safely in hand. Cort had been working the gate’s security since the moment the teams had pulled out the night before. He hadn’t slept, nor had Meredith, who’d hung out with him during the entire nerve-racking evening. Delta pulled the Silverado to a stop and allowed Hannah to jump out of the back seat to approach the gate.

      When the vehicles approached, Meredith stopped her nervous pacing and ran to her husband’s side. As the vehicles pulled into view, she became weak in the knees as emotions overcame her. She strained to look for Hannah, praying to God that she was in one of the cars, safe and unharmed.

      At first, Meredith reached through the iron bars to greet her child, but then she remembered the side gate accessible through the gatehouse. Before the security guards could open the main gates, Meredith bolted around the wall and through the guardhouse, where she collided with Hannah in a tangled mess of motherly love.

      Cort finally caught up with his family, at first standing there in shock as tears rolled down his cheeks. His mouth agape, words escaped him as the joy of seeing his only child safe and sound froze him in time.

      Finally, Meredith rose to her feet, helped Hannah up, and the close-knit Cortland family held each other tight, vowing never to separate again. However, promises made during an emotional moment can’t always be kept, but at the time, they feel good nonetheless.

      Ryan was one of the first to arrive, followed by Blair. They allowed Cort and his family to enjoy their emotional reunion, opting instead to get a quick debrief from Alpha and his team.

      “Everybody okay?” Ryan began with an obvious question. He and Blair were fully aware of the dangerous mission undertaken by everyone who had left to rescue Hannah. They all knew the risks, but Ryan needed to know that they had come home safely, too.

      “Yeah, not a scratch,” replied Alpha as he removed his utility belt containing his sidearm, extra magazines, and a few leftover smoke grenades. He handed off his gear to one of the guards standing nearby, who was eager to help. “Charlie inhaled too much smoke. She complained that her respirator kept fogging up, so she stopped wearing it.”

      “Was it defective?” asked Ryan.

      “Nah, user error,” replied Alpha with a chuckle. “I straightened her out on the way back. Listen, Chepe is dead. Delta took him out.” Alpha turned to see Delta standing off to the side, holding his ex-wife and Skylar in a solemn hug. While the Haven’s residents were thrilled to see Hannah’s safe return, it was not lost on any of them that Ethan would be gone forever.

      “Good,” said Blair. “I hope it was painful.”

      Alpha smiled and twisted his back until an audible crack could be heard. “Let’s just say he went out in a blaze of glory.”

      A sizable crowd began to form around the front gate as the Cortland family broke their embrace and accepted congratulations for Hannah’s safe return. While kids and adults alike spoke with Hannah, Cort and Meredith made the rounds, personally hugging and thanking every member of the rescue effort.

      Even hardened, tough ex-soldier Alpha managed to get emotional as Meredith spoke about what her daughter’s safe return meant to her. Alpha told them briefly about the rescue and then finished by relaying the way Delta had caused Chepe’s death.

      The Cortlands and Hightowers spoke to one another last, sharing the excitement and sorrow of the last forty-eight hours. Ryan wanted the conversation to continue, but he decided to move the welcome home party up the hill, closer to Haven House. One never knew when a straggler might pass by their entrance or approach the gate.

      Apparently, Blair had the same idea and raised her voice to get the attention of the crowd. “Hey, everybody! I know that we’re all grateful to Alpha and his team for rescuing Hannah. There are reasons to celebrate, both for Hannah’s return and to honor the lives of those we’ve lost. May I suggest we all go up to the house and get away from the front gate? You know, for security reasons. I’ve got food and drinks ready to go. I’m sure we wanna hear the details of Hannah’s rescue, and I want us all, as a group, to remember those we lost during the attack.”

      “Great idea, Blair,” added Ryan. “Please, let’s head up there now and allow security to put the vehicles away. Alpha, Delta, all of you, please join us. I’ll have somebody return your gear to Haven Barn.”

      The murmur of voices could be heard as people finished up their conversations and started new ones. They began the trek up the gravel driveway toward the house, except for X-Ray, who stood meekly to the side. Blair noticed this and whispered to Ryan, “I need to speak with X-Ray.”

      “What do we do with him now?” he asked.

      “I’m the toughest critic and judge here. That said, I think he’s earned his way back in.”

      “Good, I agree.”

      “However, he’s on probation. From now on, he reports directly to me. I wanna know what the little weasel is working on at all times.”

      Ryan laughed and gave his wife a playful shove. “You’re tough. Look at him. He’s about to wet himself thinking he’s getting banished.”

      Blair managed a devilish grin. “Oh, believe me, I’ll make him think he is. Then I’ll make him wish he was. Finally, he’ll be thanking me for the second chance.”

      “That’s the way you roll.”

      “Yup,” she added as she walked with purpose over to X-Ray.

      Ryan made sure the front gate security team had their marching orders and that the residents were on their way, and then he stopped to survey the scene. He’d envisioned the community coming together as a family through the common need for safety, and to overcome adversity when it presented itself.

      The Haven had been tested early on. In some respects, they’d failed in their preparations despite their best efforts. The loss of three lives was a testament to that. On the other hand, the group had jelled when they had to.

      Ryan smiled, quietly patting Blair and himself on the back for managing triumph out of tribulation. Once again, as they’d done so many times in their life together, the couple turned lemons into lemonade.

      Winning.
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      Slaphappy from exhaustion, the adults chatted away, partaking of a glass of Rosa Regale from Blair’s private stash. The sparkling red wine came from a specific wine grape grown in northwest Italy. It was a light ruby red color, but most importantly for Blair’s personal taste, it had a sweet flavor like a dessert wine. Coupled with the lack of sleep and the desire to lift their spirits, it only took two glasses to immediately cause the residents to become chatty.

      Meanwhile, Hannah was holding court in the media room, away from the watchful eyes of the adults. With the other kids gathered around, and the four-legged babies sprawled out on the hardwood floor, Hannah gave the blow-by-blow details of her abduction and captivity.

      Then, with the drama that only a master storyteller can manage, she explained her decision to pull the laundry basket away from Chepe’s landing spot. She had the kids rolling in laughter as she described how he’d groaned in pain when his ankle snapped. She stood on one leg and hopped around, using animated gestures to imitate Chepe as he made his way out of the utility room.

      Of course, Hannah never let on how utterly terrified she had been during the entire ordeal. And when the other kids left the room to get a snack, she asked Skylar to stay behind so that she could tell her how brave Ethan had been. He’d died a hero, she insisted, and Skylar should forever be proud of what her brother had done to protect Will.

      After a couple of hours, fatigue took over and the wine began to cause some eyes to gloss over from exhaustion. The celebration began to break up, and eventually, the group dispersed, leaving only the Smarts, Sheltons, and Cortlands behind.

      “Ladies,” began Ryan as he reached for Cort’s and Tom’s arms, “may I borrow these gentlemen for a moment before everybody heads to their cabins for a mid-afternoon nap?”

      Donna chuckled. “Of course. Meredith, Blair, this is the time when the roosters slip away to congratulate themselves on a job well done. They’ll likely bust open a bottle of scotch, pour a few more rounds, and then we’ll have to put them to bed, where they’ll snore blissfully well into the night.”

      Tom began laughing. “Now, Mrs. Shelton, why would you want to taint these fine ladies’ images of their husbands?”

      Blair rolled her eyes. “Tainted? Pshaw. Ryan only waited for the others to leave so he wouldn’t have to share the good stuff.”

      Ryan smiled, rolled his eyes, and shook his head. “My missus takes no prisoners, but I love her so. Actually, no drinks. Cort needs to get some rest, and Tom’s on antibiotics. I had to promise Angela that he’d stick to no more than two glasses of bubbly.”

      “All right, go ahead, then,” said Meredith with a smile. “I’m sure Hannah can wait another few minutes.”

      Ryan led the guys into the study and gently pushed the door partially closed. His face grew serious as he paced the floor. He looked through the sheer curtains and then turned to his two top advisors. “It’s time to make an honest assessment here. Chepe is dead and I think we’ve established that he was one of the top thugs working for the Schwartz family. Here’s what I need you to think about, and we can reconvene later to discuss it.”

      “I know what you’re thinking,” interjected Cort.

      “Me too,” added Tom. “The question is whether this is over. Chepe and his anarchist buddies were readily available to attack us and to get to Cort. Whoever gave him the orders, whether Schwartz or someone else, is still out there. It’s possible they’ll make another run at—”

      Tom’s sentence was cut off by a call to Ryan’s two-way radio. “Front gate to Haven House. Over.”

      Ryan held his index finger in the air, stopping Tom from continuing his thought. “Go ahead, Front Gate.”

      “Um, sir. There are two men here for Mr. Shelton. Uh, they’re wearing Air Force uniforms.”

      Tom’s eyes grew wide as he stared at Ryan’s radio. A puzzled look came over his face.

      “Stand by,” said Ryan into his radio before turning to Tom. “Who knows you’re here?”

      “Nobody,” he replied. “I mean, oh god. The girls. Our kids know we’re here. What if …” A look of shock overcame his face and he raced for the door.

      “Tom! Tom!” shouted Ryan as he and Cort chased after him. “Don’t assume anything.”

      Tom ignored Ryan and found Donna in the living room with the ladies and Hannah. They noticed the look of alarm on his face and stood to greet him. Then Tom caught himself.

      “Um, sorry to interrupt,” he began, intending to hide his concerns from Donna. “I’ve gotta run down to the front gate with Ryan and Cort for a moment. Donna, will you wait here for me?”

      She took a step toward him, but he backpedaled. “Dear, of course. But what’s wrong?”

      “Oh, probably nothing. We’ve just got a visitor to deal with. We’ll be back shortly.”

      Tom turned to the guys and guided them to the front door with his eyes. They picked up on the cue and led the way.

      Once outside the house, Ryan reiterated to Tom that he shouldn’t worry, but the older man remained unconvinced. He was the first to enter the Ranger and tapped his leg impatiently until Ryan had them heading to the front gate.

      When they arrived, two Air Force officers stood solemnly in front of the gate, being held in place by the security guards’ rifles. Ryan drew closer and Tom squinted in the bright sunlight to get a better a look.

      “Oh, God, I know one of them. It’s Major Hicks from Joint Base Charleston. His rank, um, he outranks my oldest daughter, who is a captain.”

      Tom was making reference to the fact that a death notification contingent generally requires one of the personnel to be at an equal or greater rank than the deceased soldier.

      The Ranger had barely come to a stop when Tom flung open the door with his noninjured arm and dashed to the gate.

      “Major Hicks? I don’t understand. Is it my daughter?” Tom’s voice was hopeful, but full of trepidation.

      “No, Colonel. I’ve been asked to deliver a message to you. Eyes only, sir.”

      “What?” Tom was dumbfounded as the major extended his arm through the gate with an envelope enclosed. He took the letter and then studied the major. “Major, how—?”

      “Sir, there’s more,” Major Hicks continued. “I’ve been instructed to tell you that a chopper is parked nearby and is available for your use, if you so choose. In addition, I’ve been asked to give you this.” He nodded to the captain, who stood stoically by his side.

      The man removed a satellite telephone from his jacket pocket and handed it to Tom. “It’s encrypted, Colonel. There are preset phone numbers programmed for you. It’s chargeable with any USB device, sir.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” said Tom as he rolled the satellite phone. He addressed the major. “What’s this all about?”

      “Sir, the correspondence is self-explanatory,” he replied. “I’m not authorized to add to it other than to say the chopper is at your disposal.”

      Tom turned and looked at Cort and Ryan, who’d inched closer to listen to the conversation once they heard it didn’t have anything to do with Tom’s family.

      Tom opened the sealed envelope and read the short letter. He shook his head and looked to the ground. Then he took a deep breath and turned to Cort.

      “It’s your father-in-law. He’s dying.”
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      Cort, Meredith, and Hannah were excited at first as they climbed aboard the Bell 525 Relentless helicopter, one of three owned by George Trowbridge. With its use of fully integrated avionics coupled with an advanced fly-by-wire controls system, it provided the highest safety rating of any personal helicopter. Capable of holding twenty passengers, the Bell 525 cruised at a hundred thirty knots as it flew toward the Trowbridge residence. The crew made a quick stop for fuel at Dover Air Force Base in Delaware and then hugged the Atlantic seaboard, allowing the Cortlands an unparalleled view of Atlantic City, New York City, and Long Island as it descended toward Meredith’s familial home overlooking Long Island Sound.

      Full of apprehension, the family hastily departed the helicopter ducking under the massive blades rotating above their heads. They were greeted by Harris who filled them in on Trowbridge’s condition as they walked to the main house.

      “Meredith, it has been some time since you’ve seen your father, so I want to prepare you,” said Harris as he glanced at the estranged daughter and the granddaughter he hadn’t seen in many years. “His health has steadily declined since he was diagnosed with kidney failure. You combine that with the other ailments that beset a man of his age, such as vascular disease, and, well …” His voice trailed off as he became filled with emotions.

      Meredith stopped and reached for Harris’s arm. “You’ve been very loyal to my father, and I can’t thank you enough for being there for him on a personal level. As he grew older, he had the opportunity to change his life. Most people his age look for a quality of life that is far simpler. You know, reading the daily newspaper, watching their favorite programs in the easy chair, and solving ever-more-difficult sudoku puzzles.”

      Harris regained his composure and laughed. “Yes, my father was that way. Yours was not. He was a driven man. Um, still is, excuse me. He just never found a way to release the reins of power that he’d become accustomed to wielding. I think he’s now aware that it’s almost over. That’s why I took the extraordinary measures to reach you.”

      Cort asked, “Does he know we’re coming?”

      “No, not really, although in his weakened state, he will still be aware that the chopper has arrived. He’ll be asking questions, but I suspect once he sees you, he’ll understand.”

      Hannah looked up at Harris. “Is my grandfather going to die?”

      Harris didn’t attempt to respond, looking instead at Cort and Meredith. Talking with children about death was above his pay grade.

      “Honey, we don’t know yet,” replied Meredith. “Let’s go see him and say hello, okay?” She’d already asked the question when she caught herself.

      Cort turned to Harris and whispered, “Is there any reason Hannah can’t see him?”

      “No, it’s fine. He’s under the best of care. Now, there are lots of machines and medical personnel around. I hope that doesn’t frighten her.”

      Cort chuckled. “Um, she’s been through a lot. I don’t think much will frighten her.”

      Harris nodded and continued toward the house. Within a minute, they were standing in the grand foyer.

      “Excuse me for a moment while I check in with the doctor,” said Harris as he ran up the stairs, taking two at a time.

      Meredith showed Hannah around, explaining to her that this was where she grew up before she’d met Cort. Hannah had been very young and didn’t remember the last visit to the estate. Cort had been there recently, but Meredith hadn’t returned home in many years. There were some new paintings adorning the walls and several photographs of her father with foreign dignitaries as well as Washington politicians. Cort pointed out some of the more notable people pictured, especially those whom Hannah might recognize.

      After a few minutes, the medical team emerged from the master suite and descended the stairs to introduce themselves to the Cortlands. They made small talk and then the team explained Trowbridge’s diminished condition.

      Harris took Hannah on a tour of the home’s main level, which included the piano room, the enclosed swimming pool and gym, and her grandfather’s study. While they were away, the doctor brought the Cortlands up to speed.

      Meredith listened intently as she was bombarded with a barrage of complex medical terms like uremia, hemodialysis, fistula, and shunt. She asked for explanations to help her understand the medical jargon. Ultimately, they provided her a history of her father and the blood-purifying machine that kept him alive. And then his primary physician brought them up to his current condition.

      “The medical equipment that we’ve employed in his care is the best money can buy. Frankly, it’s better than what most community hospitals have at their disposal. His treatment, however, is not a cure. It’s a life-extending mechanism designed to prevent the toxic substances from building up within his body that would necessarily have resulted in his death some time ago.”

      “He was fully alert when I saw him on New Year’s Eve,” Cort interrupted.

      “That happens sometimes before a patient’s condition worsens,” explained the doctor. “Over the past week or so, Mr. Trowbridge has complained of constantly being cold. His aches and pains have worsened. He is increasingly short of breath. And despite our constant monitoring of his condition and, frankly, due to his excessive need to converse with others …” The doctor’s voice trailed off as he cast a glance in the direction that Harris had taken Hannah for a tour.

      “What do you mean?” asked Meredith.

      “He’s developed mouth sores and has increased difficulty in swallowing, which has resulted in a loss of appetite. Elderly people in general have a tendency to cut back on their food intake in their later years. For Mr. Trowbridge, the lack of sustenance can hasten his death.”

      “I have to ask something,” began Cort. “Does my father-in-law have a DNR order?”

      A DNR, or do not resuscitate order, is a legally recognized document executed by a patient while he is still of sound mind and body. Also referred to as a living will, it details a person’s desires on how they are treated medically in the event they are unable to communicate their wishes on their own. Oftentimes, the DNR orders health care professionals not to take extraordinary means to keep the patient alive. This includes withholding cardiopulmonary resuscitation, or CPR, as well as other forms of advanced cardiac life support in the event their heart stops working or their breathing fails.

      “He does, as well as a durable power of attorney for health care,” replied the doctor. Unlike the living will, which generally applies to a patient who has little or no hope of recovery, a durable power of attorney appoints someone, usually a trusted family member, to make health care decisions, as well as financial ones, in the event the patient becomes mentally incapacitated.

      “Good,” replied Cort. As a former attorney, he was thoroughly familiar with the legalities surrounding these two health-related documents, as well as the use of living trusts to avoid probate when settling an estate. He’d created similar documents for him and Meredith, which also provided for the care of Hannah should they die before she turned eighteen. “Well, I assumed that George would have something like that in place. I’m glad that Harris summoned us. With Meredith here, she can make the decisions—”

      “Um, excuse me, Mr. Cortland,” interrupted the doctor. “Actually, Mrs. Cortland is not the person named in the durable power of attorney. You are.”

      “Me? Why wouldn’t he—” Meredith answered his question for him by catching herself. Then she continued. “Because his daughter was being a selfish brat at the time and he probably didn’t trust me to do the right thing.”

      Cort tried to console his wife. “Honey, we don’t know that.”

      “It doesn’t matter, Cort. He was right. I trust you with those decisions, why wouldn’t he?”

      Cort was anxious to change the subject, especially since Hannah was returning. “Can we see him now?”

      “Yes, he’s unaware of your arrival, but he is awake and lucid,” replied the doctor.

      “Doctor, how much longer does he have?” asked Meredith.

      “It’s hard to say,” said the doctor.

      Meredith pressed him for an answer. “Hours? Days?”

      “Well, I meant what I said. Mr. Trowbridge is a fighter and he could manage to live for weeks or a month. There are so many variables to consider. Might I suggest that you focus on today? When I took him under my care, we had an understanding. One day at a time.”

      Cort smiled and reached out to shake the doctor’s hand. “I agree. Thank you so much for all you’ve done for him. One day at a time, starting with today.”
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      Tears flowed as Meredith and her father reunited. Apologies were exchanged and heartfelt words of love were spoken between the estranged daughter and father. Also, Hannah was reacquainted with her grandfather. Trowbridge perked up as she told him about her life and what her interests were. She talked about her school studies, her hobbies, and gave him a full briefing on the exploits of Handsome Dan.

      Cort was proud of Hannah for not burdening Trowbridge with the story of her abduction and rescue. Cort planned on discussing Chepe and his ties to Schwartz when the opportunity presented itself. His father-in-law did not need to know how close Hannah had been to being killed.

      With Trowbridge finding a newfound strength, Cort took the opportunity to slip into the hallway to speak with Harris alone. They gently pulled the master suite doors shut and spoke in hushed tones just outside the door so that they could be close by in the event of a problem.

      “I need to bring you up to speed on something,” Cort began as Harris provided him his undivided attention. “The Haven, which you’re clearly aware of, was attacked a couple of days ago. Hannah was abducted and taken into Charlotte by a guy named Chepe.”

      “Chepe?” Harris’s recognition of the name was instantaneous. “He’s one of the top guys in Schwartz’s anarchist army. What’s he doin’ in Charlotte?”

      “I don’t know for certain, and now that he’s dead, we won’t get it out of him.”

      Harris wandered away from Cort and thought for a moment. “Why would Chepe come after the Haven or kidnap Hannah?”

      “He was after me,” replied Cort matter-of-factly.

      “You? I don’t get it.”

      Cort offered his theory. “I understand that Schwartz and Jonathan have this rivalry thing going with George. They’re like big political bulls in the arena, fighting one another for supremacy.”

      “The old man was arrested,” interjected Harris. He thrust his hands in his pants pockets and stared out at the Bell helicopter and Long Island Sound beyond it. “Cort, we initiated the FBI raid that took him down in order to take advantage of the president’s martial law declaration.”

      “Are you saying this is an act of revenge?” asked Cort before continuing. He gave his assessment. “Jonathan couldn’t get through all of the security around here and decided to send his henchman to come after me and my family.”

      “Possibly,” replied Harris.

      Suddenly, the master suite doors opened, and Meredith emerged from her father’s bedroom. “Guys, he’s getting tired, and I need to get Hannah some lunch. Daddy asked that you two come inside for a moment.”

      Harris and Cort exchanged glances before walking into Trowbridge’s inner sanctum. They didn’t have an opportunity to finish their conversation, and as they approached Trowbridge’s bedside, the tension showed on both of their faces.

      “Gentlemen, I am dying, but I am not yet dead. Nor am I blind. But let me assure you, my patience is thin, and one of you had better start talking.”

      Cort nodded to Harris, indicating that he should shut the bedroom doors. He took the brief delay in responding as an opportunity to gather his thoughts. He wouldn’t lie to Trowbridge, but some facts would be omitted.

      “I’ll get right to the point,” began Cort, hoping the direct approach would prevent Trowbridge from questioning his account of the events. Even then, the man in his weakened condition could still discern fact from fiction.

      “Please do,” said Trowbridge as his eyes opened a little wider.

      “The Haven was attacked by a group of anarchists led by a guy known as Chepe, real name Joseph Acuff.”

      “Schwartz’s man,” muttered Trowbridge. “Jonathan’s retaliating against me.”

      “Harris and I were discussing this in the hallway, and we believe that to be the case,” said Cort. “The attack was repelled, not without loss of life on our end, however. The group mounted a posse to hunt Chepe down, and he was killed when they found him.”

      Trowbridge nodded his acknowledgment, but he was still deep in thought. His tired eyes focused on Cort’s, peering deep into the younger man’s soul, searching for the truth. “There’s more.”

      Cort continued. “Yes, sir. I have a question about the initials MM. Is that related to you?”

      Trowbridge swallowed hard and his mouth suddenly became dry. He pointed to the glass of ice chips that was a constant fixture by his bedside. Harris quickly helped him moisten his mouth with the ice.

      “There is lots to discuss, Cort, and the Minutemen are part of that conversation. My network of allies and operatives stretches around the globe. Within this country, the Minutemen are my version of the deep state—a clandestine government within the government. These are people who are loyal to me.”

      “Politicians for hire,” added Cort.

      “More than that,” said Trowbridge. “Bureaucrats, military, media executives, and business owners are all Minutemen within my control. They are widespread throughout the country and offer services that have proven to be indispensable to what I believe needs to be done.”

      Cort was now hearing what he always assumed, that someone rich and powerful was behind the New Year’s Eve attacks, not a foreign nation’s operatives or terrorists. “I’m not here to judge or criticize methods. Truthfully, at least based on what I know, I think I can understand the logic behind your methods. The question I have is whether this is over, or do I need to worry about the safety of my family and our friends at the Haven?”

      Trowbridge grimaced as he tried to raise himself higher in the bed. Harris rushed to his side and reminded him that the doctor forbade unnecessary stress or activity. Trowbridge brushed him off with a wave of his hand.

      “Jonathan Schwartz may have taken his shot and missed, but he won’t stop there. He’ll simply try a different tack.”

      “Does Schwartz know about the Minutemen or have access to your contact list?”

      Harris took that question. “No, not to my knowledge. The entire list is only available to Mr. Trowbridge, Hanson Briscoe, and myself.”

      The name struck a nerve with Cort. “Briscoe? The name is familiar. Bonesman, correct? But he rarely participated in the gatherings.”

      “That’s right, son,” said Trowbridge, who suddenly referred to Cort affectionately. “Did Briscoe reach out to you?”

      “No, not me, but another person within the compound besides Tom Shelton. Well, two others. One is legal counsel to the president, Hayden Blount, who received a cryptic message early on. A warning of sorts.”

      “Most likely that was from Samuel,” said Harris, who was referencing Supreme Court Justice Samuel Alito, Hayden’s mentor and a fellow Bonesman. “He thinks very highly of her and has strongly urged us to advance her opportunities. For now, she does valuable work for the president.”

      “Who is the other?” said Trowbridge, who was growing short of breath.

      Cort moved closer to Trowbridge and replied, “A computer hacker named O’Reilly. He goes by the nickname X-Ray. He claimed to have been told by his handler, someone within the Minutemen hierarchy, to inform them if I had been seen. It had to be somebody who knew that X-Ray would be going to the Haven.”

      “Not necessarily,” countered Harris. “This directive was put out well before our arrival there. It was, um, sorry, sir, um, Mr. Trowbridge’s way of keeping up with your whereabouts.”

      Cort looked to his father-in-law, whose face was ridden with guilt. He closed his eyes and nodded, affirming Harris’s statement.

      Cort sighed. “Meredith must never know this. Any of it, agreed?”

      “Yes,” said Harris, who expressed Trowbridge’s sentiments as well.

      “Now,” continued Cort. “X-Ray exchanged a series of text messages with his handler, one of the Minutemen. It indicated an attack upon the compound was imminent. Who would that be?”

      “Briscoe,” whispered Trowbridge. “He’s aware of my deteriorating health, and that someday I’d yield what I’ve built to someone else. He’s power hungry.”

      “Weren’t you two close?” asked Cort.

      “Yes, of course. Son, he was not family.”

      Cort stepped back. Meredith was his only family, at least by blood relation. Then it dawned on him. Trowbridge was establishing a connection between Briscoe and the attack upon the Haven, and it stemmed around the heir apparent to the Trowbridge power base.

      “Are you talking about me? You want me to take over? I’m not sure this—”

      Trowbridge spoke up. “Son, it is your destiny.”
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      “George, I have no problem with the way you’ve done business in Washington. Influence peddling is as old as the day the concept of government was first introduced five thousand years ago. Further, I can’t argue that this nation needed some form of shock treatment. Something drastic had to be done or the great American experiment would’ve collapsed and later been replaced with something far different. I don’t think I’m prepared to take over in the midst of an undeclared second civil war.”

      “You are, son, without a doubt in my mind. Briscoe saw the handwriting on the wall, and he sought to eliminate you as collateral damage.”

      “Wait, are you saying he knew I was on Delta 322?”

      “I am, yes,” replied Trowbridge. “Furthermore, it’s likely he used my love and concern for my family by putting out an all-points bulletin to keep up with your whereabouts. Instead of providing you a ring of protection, it appears he shared the information with Schwartz.”

      “Sir, how would he do that? Briscoe should be hiding deep in the woods after—” Harris caught himself and attempted to deflect by offering Trowbridge more ice chips.

      “After what, Harris?” Cort insisted upon a response. “If I’m to be involved, I need the total picture.”

      “I suspected his betrayal and ordered him killed,” replied Trowbridge.

      Cort rolled his head back and forth on his shoulders. He needed to release the tension that was building up inside him. The tension turned to anger. “I take it you missed.”

      “Yes, and he’s gone missing,” replied Harris.

      “With all of your resources, you haven’t been able to find him?” Cort was incredulous.

      “Well, there were trust issues during this transition period and considering Mr. Trowbridge’s health. We only have a limited number of people that we’d like to get involved at this point.”

      Cort wandered away from the bed and studied his surroundings. His father-in-law had become a prisoner in his bedroom, and now he was consumed in his final days by a vendetta against two men who were fighting back—using his family as pawns in the battle. He took a deep breath and exhaled.

      Trowbridge tried to explain. “Son, the cancer within my ranks had to be eliminated. It was the right call.”

      “I don’t disagree, but the job isn’t finished. That’s up to me now.”

      “What are you saying?” asked Harris.

      “I will not let this family’s legacy go down in history because of a traitor like Briscoe. I don’t know how he’s connected to Schwartz, but there is no other explanation as to how Chepe would know about the Haven.”

      “I agree,” said Trowbridge. “What do you have in mind?”

      “Schwartz needs to be killed. His death will be a message to his father, who will hopefully rot away in a federal prison, and it will gut the Schwartzes’ political power. Those two have micromanaged the far left’s anarchist ways for decades.”

      “Yes, go on,” said Trowbridge, who was suddenly more engaged.

      “Briscoe is a traitor to you, his fellow Bonesmen, and all who are trying to preserve our nation as envisioned by the Founding Fathers. He made this personal by trying to take advantage of your ill-health to shift power into his hands.”

      “They both need to go; we acknowledge that,” said Harris. “We can’t find them.”

      Cort was blunt. “It’s no longer your concern.” He faced his father-in-law. “You groomed me to take over, so let me prove that you’ve made the right decision.”

      “I have resources. Let me help.”

      “No, sir, but thank you. Your point regarding trust of others is well taken. At this time, you need plausible deniability, especially as it relates to our fellow Bonesmen and others within the Minutemen. They might not understand your attempt to assassinate Briscoe. In addition, it could taint my ability to lead them in the future.”

      “You don’t have the ability—” began Harris before Cort stopped him.

      “Harris, I admire you for your service to my father, and I look forward to working with you in the future. I will handle this.”

      Cort approached Trowbridge’s bed and took the man’s cold hand in his. The warmth emanating from Cort caused a smile to cross the old man’s face. The physical touch was symbolic of the mutual love and respect the two had for one another.

      Cort leaned down and whispered, “Trust me.”
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      Cort didn’t want to waste any time searching for Briscoe and Schwartz. They might or might not be involved together, and if they were, they might be unaware that his family had fled for Connecticut. Not only did he owe it to the residents of the Haven, who’d risked their lives for his family, but he wanted to call on them to assist him in hunting down the men who were ultimately responsible. Plus, there was now more at stake than just revenge. America was on the brink.

      Cort’s conversation with Meredith, and then together with Hannah, was a difficult one. They both insisted upon returning with him to the Haven. They saw that as their home now, their family. Hannah loved her new friends, and Meredith had a sense of involvement that she’d never felt in Mobile.

      He promised her that remaining at her father’s home was necessary due to his health, and he reminded her of the continued threat to Hannah to help make his argument. He felt it was somewhat underhanded to play on Meredith’s emotions that way, but it ended the discussion. The Cortland women would stay within the safer confines of the Trowbridge estate, and Cort would take the helicopter back to the Haven.

      Cort chastised himself for continuing to lie to his wife and daughter. The conversation was partly truthful, but included was a whopper of a lie of omission that might haunt him for the rest of his life. He was hell-bent on revenge, and he needed his new friends to exact it with him. He trusted the Smarts, Alpha, and the others at the Haven. Besides, he was still skeptical of how he had been discovered there, and by whom.

      Harris, whom Cort wanted to consider beyond reproach, might have sought the same kind of power that Briscoe tried to take. Cort speculated in his mind that it was possible the two men were working in concert with one another. Briscoe’s escape from one of Trowbridge’s hit teams was more than fortuitous; it was as if the man’s life was blessed by the Lord Almighty himself.

      For that reason, Cort had to make his own arrangements. He had seasoned military people, an ex-LEO who knew how to think like a fugitive, an experienced hunter in Hayden, and X-Ray, who for all of his misdeeds, was a master at using computer technology to their advantage.

      With an air of confidence, Cort strode into his father-in-law’s suite before he left. Harris was taking notes, and the conversation between the two men abruptly stopped when Cort entered.

      “Cort, Mr. Trowbridge and I were discussing—” began Harris when Trowbridge raised his hand and stopped him.

      “Allow me. Cort, we have taken the time to make a list of trusted people to track down Schwartz and Briscoe. You do not have to put your new friends at risk.”

      “No,” said Cort brusquely. “I stand by my earlier decision. I trust my people, and they’re more than capable.”

      “Son, these are trained operatives. Highly trained by our CIA in covert tactics. One of them was on the SEAL team that attacked Bin Laden’s compound.”

      “I understand that, and I don’t want to argue with you. Please, you’ve got to trust my judgment or I’m the wrong man for the job. Not just the task of locating Briscoe and Schwartz, I mean the whole thing. All of it.”

      Trowbridge frowned, but nodded his acquiescence. “I will not interfere, but I will insist on something.”

      “Maybe,” said Cort defiantly.

      “Once you locate their whereabouts, I take it you will be pulling your best people out of the Haven. Correct?”

      Cort quickly replied, “Yes, that is a possibility.”

      “Then allow me to fill the Bell with personnel and weaponry. Also, tactical gear that is military issue, which will help protect the compound as they go after these men. My people will stay on the perimeter, protecting the families, while you do what you have to do.”

      Cort couldn’t argue with Trowbridge’s offer. It would also help him sell the entire operation to Blair and Ryan, who would certainly balk at gutting the Haven’s security team. Besides, all of the residents could use some peace of mind after what they’d been through.

      “Okay. I agree. Thank you.”

      “Thank you, son. I want to help you, but I recognize that you need to find your own way.”

      “Excuse me, gentlemen, I’ll need a few minutes to notify the men. They’re prepared to travel on a moment’s notice. Also, I’ll fill the chopper with gear.”

      “Thank you,” said Trowbridge before adding, “And, Harris, satellite telephones also. I want Cort and his people to be able to reach out to us if necessary.”

      “Yes, sir.” Harris scurried into the hallway and down the stairs, leaving Trowbridge and Cort alone.

      After Harris left, Cort closed the door and turned to speak. Trowbridge was reflective and motioned him closer. He reached under his covers, and when he pulled his arm out, he was holding a cell phone.

      “This is yours now. It is encrypted with the highest available security. Only three people have one like it. One is Briscoe and the other is Harris.”

      Cort took the phone, which was the most recent iPhone device. It didn’t look any different from the one he used to carry every day.

      “Other than its enhanced security, is there anything else special about it?” asked Cort.

      Trowbridge motioned for him to return it to him. Even in his diminished capacity, he was able to navigate the settings app on the phone. He found security and pressed several keys on the pop-up keyboard display. Without warning, he lifted the phone toward Cort’s face and pressed a button.

      “This can only be unlocked by you now,” he said as he handed the phone back. “The contacts list is written in code. You’ll find the key to the symbols and numbers in the notes, which are locked and require a passcode.”

      “What is it?”

      “Eighteen thirty-two, Taft, three-two-two,” he replied before explaining, “Eighteen thirty-two was the year of our founding. Alphonso Taft was one of the original founders of the Skull and Bones. Three-two-two represents the room number at the lodge, the holy place that you will soon enter when the time comes.”

      “This is how I contact the Minutemen?” asked Cort.

      “All of them, son. The Minutemen, military personnel, foreign diplomats. If need be, the President of the United States.”

      “He knows about all of this?” asked Cort, waving the phone around as he spoke.

      Trowbridge chuckled. “No, of course not. Plausible deniability.”

      “Those are my words,” said Cort with a smile.

      “Yes, but you’re not the first to use them. Cort, there is much to be learned, and circumstances have cut your education short. I want you to know that Harris can be trusted. I suspect part of your reasoning in acting outside the confines of my network is his possible involvement.”

      “Yes, that’s true.”

      “Son, if his goal was to assassinate you, then the chopper carrying my family would’ve never landed on the back lawn. You will lean heavily upon him at first. At some point, you will choose your own consigliere, your counselor. One who will continue what I began many years ago.”

      Trowbridge began to cough, and he frantically rubbed his throat as if he was choking. He motioned toward the stainless-steel medical table by his bed.

      Cort hustled to the table and offered both water and ice chips. Trowbridge gulped water and then began to cough as if he was drowning. He winced in pain as the fit subsided.

      “Are you okay? Do I need to get the nurse?”

      Trowbridge slowly waved his hand in front of his chest and shook his head. “This happens more frequently. Son, I’m dying. I will hold on as long as I can. For the benefit of Meredith and my granddaughter, but also for you. You are my son. I’ve known it since my daughter proudly introduced you to this family. I have planned my life, and my death, around you.”

      “George, that’s very nice of you—” started Cort before Trowbridge continued.

      “You are more than the protector of my family. I’m looking to you to safeguard my legacy, which is to preserve this nation. I’ve started us down an uncertain path, but I wholly believe it is the only course of action to protect the nation. I can only be judged by God, and I suspect my day to account for my deeds will be coming soon.”

      Cort took Trowbridge’s hands again. “You have the best care available and two strong women by your side now. I’ll be back when the job is done, and now you can rest assured I will handle matters the best way I can.”

      Trowbridge squeezed Cort’s hands and smiled. “I love you, son.” Then his eyes closed, and his feeble hands let go.
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      The final leg of the ride from Connecticut to the Haven aboard the Bell helicopter was blessed with clear skies and a lack of turbulence. Cort attributed the smooth ride, which lacked the sudden sideways movements and occasional abrupt changes in altitude typical of flying in a helicopter, to the size of the Relentless 525 model. He’d flown in shuttle flights aboard choppers many times between DC and surrounding cities to follow Senator McNeill to meetings or speaking engagements. The senator seemed to enjoy the swooping motions common to helicopter flight; Cort did not. After his fateful ride on Delta 322, he liked flying even less.

      He was grateful that he was scheduled to arrive back at the Haven before dark. Once, during a nighttime landing, he had trouble with his vision. His eyes had difficulty focusing on a point on the ground, and the spatial disorientation caused him to be consumed by motion sickness. Today, with so much at stake, he didn’t need the added stress.

      The normally deafening thumping sounds of the rotors weren’t heard in the Bell. The noise-reduction measures built into the Bell’s cabin, coupled with redesigned engines, served to reduce any intrusion into his thoughts.

      He’d be asking a lot of the Smarts and the people he’d call upon to hunt down Schwartz and Briscoe. He had to convince them that the dangerous undertaking was about more than revenge.

      Revenge was like a storm. It was easy to lose your way in a storm even though you weren’t far from your destination.

      After the attack and subsequent rescue of Hannah, he’d now be calling upon some of them to risk their lives. However, this time, it was for more than the Cortland family. It was for the sake of God and country.

      As the pilot swooped across the Outer Banks along the Atlantic Ocean, Cort caught a glimpse of several fishing boats bringing in their catch. The abundance of fish off the North Carolina coast was a necessity as the food supply chains in America came to a screeching halt.

      Corporate farming operations, which made up most of the grain production in America, had stopped due to excessive costs and fuel shortages. Fruits and vegetables, the majority of which were produced in California, never made their way to the eastern half of the U.S. In Mexico, Central, and South America, countries that ordinarily picked up production of fruits and vegetables when California’s growing season ended, imports to the U.S. stopped in order to focus on feeding their own.

      As a result, communities and geographic regions stepped up their own food production. States that bordered the oceans began to rely heavily upon their fishermen. Governors allocated fuel reserves to the fishermen to the detriment of other industries. State and federal coastal patrols were established to protect the fishermen, both while on the open sea from pirates, who’d begun to attack the boats at the end of the day’s catch, and when they arrived in port, where crowd control was necessary to fight off hungry residents.

      The seasoned pilot circled the Haven twice, banking at a sharp angle to view the area around Haven Barn, where Cort had instructed him to land. Cort saw members of the Haven security team scramble to get into position. He had worked with Alpha long enough to know that he wouldn’t order his people to fire upon the chopper despite its intrusion into the Haven. Dropping a helicopter into the middle of the Haven’s security would’ve been suicidal, and also, Alpha didn’t have itchy trigger fingers.

      The pilot expertly set the Bell down as grass, small rocks, and dirt began to swirl in the air, driven by the downward thrust of the fifteen-million-dollar aircraft. Any members of the Haven who’d ventured out from behind their protective cover immediately scampered back behind a tree or rushed to cover their faces from being pelted.

      Amidst the deluge, the pilot began to shut off the engines. As the powerful rotor blades slowed, the residents of the Haven began to show themselves. Cort, as the only recognizable passenger, departed first. He told the security team to hold back until he’d taken a moment to explain.

      With the assistance of the pilot, Cort emerged from the chopper and immediately waved at Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie, who’d taken up positions on the edge of the forest about twenty yards apart from each other.

      “It’s all good!” shouted Cort, waving his arms toward Alpha. “These guys are here to help.”

      Alpha emerged from the woods first, and then Ryan appeared unexpectedly from Cort’s left. Several other members of the security team emerged from the barn to his right. By the time they entered the clearing, the rotors had stopped and Cort didn’t have to shout.

      “Ryan, Alpha, everybody,” he began, “I’ve got lots to talk with you about. First, let me tell you that Meredith and Hannah have remained at her family’s home in Connecticut.” He turned to the chopper and waved at the operatives, who kept their weapons ready but stayed within the interior compartment. One by one they emerged, wearing khaki pants, long-sleeved black shirts, sunglasses, and dark caps—the uniform of the private contractor.

      Alpha stepped toward them and sized up their appearance. He provided them an imperceptible nod, a tribute, as recognition swept over both groups. They might not have known each other personally, but they certainly knew who the other was, in their souls.

      Alpha turned to Cort. “You brought the cavalry.”

      “Sort of,” said Cort. “These guys will be at your disposal. If you’d like them to stay out of your way, they’ll patrol your outside perimeter. If you want to use them on the inside, you can. Either way, they’re staying to fulfill a role in support of the Haven.”

      “Why?” asked Ryan, who walked up to Alpha’s side to study the newcomers.

      “I’ll explain,” replied Cort. “But before we get into details, I want you to see some of the presents I brought from my father-in-law.”

      Cort approached Trowbridge’s operatives and gave them instructions to unload the crates of weapons and military-grade gear designed to both enhance the security capabilities at the Haven and to be used in any mission that might materialize in support of Cort’s targets.

      Simultaneously, Alpha waved Bravo and Charlie forward as the ex-military personnel got acquainted with Trowbridge’s people. There were laughs and high fives exchanged as the military hardware was unloaded.

      Ryan joined Cort’s side, who said, “I come bearing gifts.” It was a reference to the Three Wise Men bringing gold, frankincense, and myrrh to Jesus upon his birth.

      Ryan chuckled and watched intently as the group unpacked the crates and passed the weapons around. “Yeah, there’s another old saying that goes something like beware of Greeks bringing joyous bounty and endowments.”

      Cort let out a hearty laugh, his first in a long time. “Does that chopper look like a Trojan Horse to you? If it was, the target, me, would’ve been dropped somewhere over the Atlantic and they would’ve gone back to George’s place.”

      Alpha had wandered back to Cort and Ryan. “Very nice, Cort. Your people are on the ball.”

      “They’re our people now,” said Cort before adding, “to an extent.”

      Ryan continued to be skeptical. “I feel a but or some other some-somethin’ comin’.”

      Cort looked both men in the eyes and patted them on the shoulders. “Fellas, we have another operation to undertake. As Jefferson said, the tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants. It’s time to water the tree of liberty.”
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      While Bravo and Charlie worked with Trowbridge’s security personnel to get unloaded, the rest of the group made their way to Haven House to listen to Cort’s proposal. Tom and Donna Shelton were already there with Blair. Delta was called up from the front gate, and Hayden, who had taken a team outside the Haven to go hunting, was recalled to join them.

      It was dark when Hayden arrived, and the rest of the group had made small talk over dinner while they waited. A roaring fire warmed the living room, and rather than sit formally around the dining table, Cort suggested everyone get comfortable while he took a seat on the massive stone hearth.

      “I feel like daddy is about to tell us a story,” said Hayden with a mouthful of venison stew. This drew a laugh from the crowd, and some playful teasing was thrown in Cort’s direction. The group had always been close, but the attack and Hannah’s rescue had brought them together as a family.

      “Well, in a way, what I’m about to propose sounds like it comes straight out of a political suspense novel,” began Cort. “Let me lay it out for you and confirm some of the things we already suspected.”

      “You mean as it relates to the New Year’s attacks,” interjected Donna.

      “And afterwards,” added Cort. “My father-in-law, using his right-hand man, Hanson Briscoe, was responsible for the attacks that occurred New Year’s Eve. There are lots of reasons for his ill-conceived plan, but the bottom line is it set off a course of events that has escalated since.”

      “He tried to have you killed?” asked Hayden, who was still eating.

      “No, that was Briscoe. You see, George is dying. In fact, his health has rapidly deteriorated since the first of the year. Even before that, however, Briscoe wanted to be the heir to the political machine that George had built. When it became obvious that George intended to turn over his power base to me, Briscoe had to take me out.”

      “Whoa!” exclaimed Hayden, who abruptly stopped chewing and swallowed her last bite. “Ladies and gentlemen, may I introduce you to King Cort, the second most powerful man in Washington behind my number one client.”

      “King Cort?” Blair asked with a chuckle. “Are you kidding?”

      “No, Blair, not at all,” replied Hayden. “George Trowbridge has his finger in every pie, thumb on every politician, and has the ability to direct virtually every decision that has a geopolitical impact on our nation. Cort is the new George Trowbridge.”

      “Not until he passes,” interrupted Cort. “I want to downplay the magnitude of what Hayden has described. I want you guys to know that I never sought this job, nor am I fully prepared to take it. I assumed Briscoe or another one of the Bonesmen would be anointed the head of the Trowbridge political kingdom.”

      “These guys are Skull and Bones?” asked Tom.

      “Yessir,” replied Cort. “Another long story but suffice it to say that a feud that began thirty-five years ago has resulted in America being on the brink of a second civil war, and my father-in-law fired the first shot.”

      Alpha chimed in. “They were cannon blasts. But somebody decided to fight back.”

      “Yes. György Schwartz and his son, Jonathan,” said Cort. “They control the myriad of so-called grassroots protest movements around the country. They fund these groups and therefore can dictate where they wreak havoc.”

      “How does this explain the involvement of Chepe in the attack upon the Haven?” asked Ryan.

      Cort furrowed his brow, as he still was not one hundred percent sure of the answer. “Jonathan Schwartz, who took control of the anarchists because his father has been arrested, decided to sic the dogs on me as payback for George orchestrating his father’s arrest. Or Briscoe and Schwartz are working together.”

      “They hate one another,” said Hayden.

      “Adversity makes strange bedfellows, counselor,” joked Tom. “The question is what would prompt Briscoe to take the extraordinary step of drawing the Haven and Cort’s family into his personal quest for power?”

      “It’s a vendetta,” replied Cort. “George tried to assassinate Briscoe several days ago and failed. The man has fallen off the radar, and it’s possible he has teamed up with Schwartz.”

      “That would be an odd coupling,” said Hayden with a chuckle. “Cort, you obviously have something in mind. Am I correct?”

      Cort nodded and stood in front of the group. “While I agree with my father-in-law with respect for the need to jolt our country back onto the right path, I wholly disagree with his methods. Too many innocent lives were lost. I believe there could have been a better way.”

      “Such as?” asked Ryan.

      “Targeted assassinations of those responsible for sowing the seeds of discontent,” he quickly replied as if he’d been thinking of the subject matter for some time. “Without creating martyrs, the most prominent voices of the opposition could’ve been silenced using several methods. But what’s done is done. Now we have to stop the bloodshed and give the president the opportunity to bring the nation back together.”

      “Is he capable?” asked Delta.

      “I think he is, but he has to do it in such a way that spans the political abyss. He has to look less divisive and more like a reconcilliator.”

      “Reconcilliator,” Blair began to ask. “Is that even a word?”

      “It sounds like a George W. Bush word,” replied Ryan with a laugh.

      “Yeah, yeah,” said Cort, who enjoyed the ribbing. “You guys know what I mean and that’s what matters. My point is this. If we want to put an end to this and make the president look good in the process, we need to mete out justice to the two people who are the heads of their respective snakes.”

      “Briscoe and Schwartz,” said Ryan.

      “Right,” replied Cort. “If we can take them out before inauguration day, Wednesday the twentieth, which is fast approaching—”

      “It is?” asked Donna. “I’ve lost all sense of time.”

      “Yeah, me too,” said Blair. Then she directed her question to Hayden. “Okay, let me ask the president’s attorney something. Hayden, you and Cort are inside-the-beltway types who understand Washington’s way of thinking. Would the president be better off if these two were eliminated?”

      Hayden thought for a moment and responded, “He’d be better off if he took advantage of a decline in hostilities rather than having to deploy the U.S. military on American soil in violation of posse comitatus. He’d be setting a dangerous precedent to do that.”

      “I agree,” said Cort. “By removing Briscoe and Schwartz from the equation, the titular heads of the two warring sides of the aisle will no longer be able to direct their ground troops, so to speak. The Schwartz funds to the anarchist groups will be cut off. Briscoe’s power over military and law enforcement resources will be taken away.”

      “Makes sense,” said Ryan.

      “Okay, where are they?” asked Alpha.

      Cort grimaced. “Um, I have no idea. I need to use X-Ray to find them.”

      “Can you trust him?” asked Blair, who felt better about the young man but still had lingering doubts.

      “I have to. With Briscoe alive and still pulling the strings of his operatives, I’m not sure who I can trust. Besides, I’ve already elevated his security access to make it easier. I also have new communications, satellite, and computer gear to help him.”

      “These new men,” began Donna, “the ones you brought along, are they going to search for Briscoe and Schwartz?”

      Cort shook his head. “No, I’d like to pick a team and do it ourselves. They’ll remain here, under Ryan and Blair’s direction, to protect the Haven while we’re gone.”

      “Why don’t you use the operators?” asked Blair. “They’re better trained than our people.”

      “Maybe,” replied Cort. “However, there is the matter of trust and loyalty. You see, they aren’t aware that our targets include Briscoe. They think they’re here to assist in the Haven’s security. I need to keep our mission close to the vest.”

      Blair continued to play devil’s advocate. “Schwartz and Briscoe have resources, too. What makes you think they haven’t surrounded themselves with an army of operators like your new guys?”

      “They’re probably more cautious than I am at the moment. Both of them are on the run while I’m on the offensive. They just don’t know it yet.”

      “It gives us an element of surprise,” muttered Alpha. “If they’re together, hiding out, they may have reached a false sense of security because of the passage of time.”

      “Exactly,” said Cort. “Listen, one of the first conversations we had as a group when everyone arrived was the meaning of the letters MM in the cryptic texts some of us had received. It took an eight-year-old boy to point out the obvious. George Trowbridge envisioned a clandestine army of Minutemen who’d leap into action when the opportunity presented itself. He called on the Minutemen and, depending on how you look at it, they performed admirably.”

      Cort paused to study the faces of his new, extended family. He wanted to gauge their reaction before he asked them to take a big risk, not only for him, but for their country. He’d never considered himself an orator, but in the moment, he found himself channelling patriots from years past.

      “I’ll be taking control of the Minutemen as George’s days on Earth dwindle. That said, for now, I need Minutemen of my own to correct the course he envisioned and start anew. I hope that you all will be with me.”
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        Schwartz Lodge

        Near Kutztown, Pennsylvania

      

      

      Over their days holed up together at Schwartz’s Lodge in the hills outside Kutztown, Briscoe and his adversary had become friends. Naturally, they discussed politics, a topic that consumed their lives both before and after the New Year’s attacks. They also discussed world affairs, finance, and America’s world standing. Their discussions never became heated and oftentimes resulted in a point-counterpoint type of exchange in which the two men tallied their points and kept score.

      The consensus, usually after an emptied bottle of brandy or two, was that both sides of the political spectrum wanted the same thing, they simply disagreed on the means of achieving their goal.

      They were fully aware that chaos was rampant in the streets of midsize to large cities. Oddly, they observed, small hamlets like Kutztown remained largely unaffected by violence. Kutztown was, however, feeling the pinch of the collapse of the nation’s economy. America’s critical infrastructure such as utilities, albeit intact in the majority of the country, still couldn’t help the crippling of the internet and the world’s financial markets.

      The inability to process payments for goods and services struck the U.S. especially hard. It was a society built on credit and the use of plastic to exchange money for products. Over the past two decades, the nation had become a cashless society more and more. It was not unusual for a McDonald’s customer to whip out a debit card to pay for their kid’s Happy Meal.

      This followed on the heels of a century-long process in which cash replaced precious metals as a means of currency. Long before President Richard Nixon announced that the U.S. dollar would no longer be backed by gold in August of 1971, the use of gold and silver as a method of payment had disappeared.

      After New Year’s Eve, precious metals in the form of gold, silver, and even junk silver, a term used to describe U.S. coinage that was minted prior to 1965, became the currency of choice. In reality, older quarters were anything but junk, as they were made of ninety percent silver, compared to the newer quarters, which combined nickel and copper to create the twenty-five-cent coin.

      A barter marketplace had been created in Kutztown, which predominantly accepted junk silver as payment for ordinary household products, and pure silver and gold for larger items of value.

      Jonathan had a small quantity of precious metals and currency stored in a safe at his family’s lodge. He and Briscoe were careful not to throw money around, hoping to avoid drawing unnecessary attention to themselves. On their shopping excursions, they didn’t go to any shopping location twice in successive trips. They wore hunting gear to blend in and tried to avoid casual conversation.

      With each trip, they stocked up on food and supplies, together with ample supplies of liquor. The two men found that the more inebriated they became, the more they managed to agree on political issues. Perhaps, Jonathan suggested, legalizing marijuana was the key to bringing the country back together. As he put it, maybe we could all adopt a don’t worry, be happy approach to solving the nation’s problems.

      “I’m ready when you are,” said Briscoe as he emerged from his bedroom. Wearing camouflage clothing and a hunting cap caused him to resemble Elmer Fudd from the Bugs Bunny cartoon.

      Jonathan, for his part, resembled a noble gentleman ready to mount his horse and follow the hounds into battle. The two aristocrats might have thought they blended in with the locals, but in reality, they stood out because they didn’t look the part of country boys who loved to hunt.

      “Let’s go,” said Jonathan as he opened the front door to allow Briscoe to pass in front of him. They hadn’t bothered to lock the door during their outings, and in their days together at the lodge, they hadn’t been contacted by any unwanted visitors.

      He drove a little faster than normal, as the two men had gotten a late start on their day. Their evenings were filled with conversation and, increasingly, the liberal consumption of liquor. As a result, it wasn’t out of the ordinary for them to drink until the wee hours of the morning and awaken at noon or later.

      “I know we’ve talked about this several times,” began Briscoe as they drove along the bumpy driveway toward the two-lane road that bordered the front of the Schwartz property. “I still have no desire to reach out to any of my people, assuming, of course, I still have any people.” He emphasized the last word in the sentence to make his point.

      “You’re a man without a country,” quipped Jonathan as he swerved to dodge a pothole, one of several on the old country road. “And I’m a man who needs to leave this country.”

      Briscoe asked, “When do we make our move? Is it too early to look for a way out?”

      Jonathan had contemplated these same questions often throughout the day. He’d determined it was best to do nothing for now. “I don’t have a sense of urgency, Hanson. The feds haven’t swooped down on the lodge, and I imagine they’re busy elsewhere. As for you, assuming Trowbridge is still looking for you, he’d never suspect that you’d be with me, much less here.”

      “You’re suggesting status quo,” said Briscoe.

      “I am. We’ve got money or, to be more precise, negotiable currency in the form of gold and silver. We have supplies that we supplement with our trips into town. And we still have weapons. It’s not enough to equip an army, but we can most certainly defend ourselves against the run-of-the-mill burglar.”

      “Okay, I’m of the same mindset. Truthfully, this has been very relaxing for me.” He paused and then laughed. “I’ve even grown to tolerate your company.”

      “Feeling’s mutual, neocon,” said Jonathan, referring to a label often used to describe men like Briscoe. The word was short for neoconservative, a political movement born in the sixties with liberal hawks who’d become estranged from the increasingly pacifist foreign policy of the Democratic Party.

      Neocons were known to advocate the expansion of democratic ideals and American national interests into international affairs, much to the chagrin of those who espoused America-first policies. They tended to see military solutions to foreign-policy challenges.

      Briscoe let out a hearty laugh. In times past, Jonathan’s statement might throw Briscoe into a rage in which he argued the nuances of neoconservatism and the differences from President Ronald Reagan’s concept of peace through strength. However, after becoming friends, the two found they could trade barbs without getting offended, something they felt like all of America needed in order to bridge the political divide.

      The two men teased one another, and Jonathan playfully pretended to turn the wheel hard to the left in an effort to throw Briscoe out of the Kawasaki Mule. Briscoe quickly grabbed the handlebar and feigned falling by swinging his right leg outside the vehicle.

      As he did, his cell phone gradually slipped out of his pocket and bounced onto the shoulder of the road, tumbling over and over into a farmer’s driveway, where it sat baking in the unusually warm winter sun.
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        Kutztown, Pennsylvania

      

      

      Sofia Horst was walking her palomino pony along the fence row that surrounded the family’s homestead on Krumsville Road, the route taken by Schwartz and Briscoe into town on a regular basis. Like her parents, she did her daily chores of tending to the horses and chickens, not paying attention to the strangers as they drove past. Folks in Kutztown had a tendency to stick to themselves, and the Horst family was no different. Berks County had been settled mainly by Germans, most of whom emigrated to the United States from their hometowns in southwest Germany along the Rhine River. They brought their love of farming and ability to raise livestock with them, finding the fertile lands around Kutztown to closely resemble their beloved Germany.

      Sofia was speaking softly to her pony when her eyes wandered toward the driveway of their farmhouse where it met the road. She saw a cell phone lying faceup in the gravel. She tied off her horse and climbed over the split-rail fence to retrieve the phone. Her family didn’t have a cell phone, so she knew it wasn’t theirs. Not knowing what to do, she jumped on her horse and rode up to the house to alert her father.

      “It wasn’t there this morning,” he said as he turned it over and over in his hands. The phone had been scratched, and the display had cracked as a result of bouncing off the jagged limestone rocks of the driveway.

      His wife emerged from the kitchen, where she’d been making apple strudel, a German favorite that was a mainstay of the families living around Kutztown. “Turn it on and maybe you can determine who it belongs to.”

      “It won’t have a name on it, I don’t think,” said her husband.

      “That’s true, Papa, but the phone contacts list might allow you to recognize the names. Maybe it belongs to one of our neighbors?”

      Sofia’s mother playfully twisted the young girl’s earlobe. “How do you know of such things?”

      “My friends in school all have cell phones,” she replied.

      “They do?” asked her father.

      “Yes, Papa. It’s actually normal.”

      He laughed and handed her the phone. “Well, it isn’t normal for me. Go ahead, turn it on and look for a name.”

      Sally took the phone from her father and powered on the display. The iPhone’s lock screen appeared. The display remained lit up for thirty seconds and then shut off.

      “It has a passcode and face recognition,” observed Sally.

      “What?” asked her father.

      “Never mind, Papa,” she replied politely. “I can’t make it work without a password.”

      “Maybe the person who lost it will try to call,” offered her mother. “If it’s turned on, will it ring? You can answer it and tell them where to pick it up.”

      Sofia shrugged and replied, “I don’t know. Maybe? I have to remove the cabbages around the fence posts by the front gate and replace them with tulip bulbs. I’ll keep turning the phone on. Maybe they’ll call. If they don’t, I’ll set it on a post with a sign for them to find it.”

      “That’s fine, dear,” said her mother. “Be here at five to prepare dinner. No excuses, okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” replied Sofia, who hustled off to plant her flower garden. She religiously powered the phone on and off as she awaited a phone call that never came.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The two faux hunters descended upon their favorite shopping stop—Weis Plaza. In addition to a grocery store, the Weis family operated a gas station, a liquor store, a bakery, and a small feed store complete with hardware supplies. It was one-stop shopping for Schwartz and Briscoe, and their trips made them known to the proprietors, who especially appreciated their method of payment.

      While Jonathan negotiated a deal to purchase groceries in bulk in exchange for gold bullion, Briscoe filled their shopping cart with all of their favorite foods and drinks. He was waiting impatiently for Schwartz to finish his conversation, and unconsciously fiddled with his pants pocket.

      That was when he noticed his cell phone was missing. Briscoe, who’d had nothing but the clothes on his back when he arrived at the Schwartzes’ lodge, together with the murder weapon and his cell phone, kept both on his person whenever he ventured out. Despite his newfound friendship, Briscoe still felt the need to protect himself in the event Schwartz turned on him, or they were discovered by their pursuers.

      Cold beads of sweat flowed down Briscoe’s forehead as he searched frantically through his clothing. He looked through the groceries stored in his cart, to no avail. He even retraced his steps throughout the store, thinking the phone might have fallen out in one of the aisles. Finally, after inquiring with the single store clerk stationed at the register, he summoned Jonathan to tell him about the problem.

      At first, Jonathan wasn’t quite as panicked as Briscoe was. However, as the two searched the four-wheeler and the ground around it, Briscoe explained that someone with sufficient computer hacking skills could attempt to break the unlock code assigned to the phone. If it remained powered on for a long enough time, it could be discovered through triangulating Verizon’s network.

      Jonathan gained a sense of urgency, and the two quickly left town and headed back to the lodge. As they drove, they focused on searching the left side of the road, which was closest to where Briscoe had been seated on the trip into town.

      It was 5:30 and almost dark when they came across the Horst family’s farm. Jonathan began to laugh as he pointed to a fencepost with a cardboard sign nailed to it.

      “It appears someone has done our job for us,” he said as he nudged Briscoe with his elbow.

      “Thank God,” Briscoe mumbled before exhaling. Before the four-wheeler came to a stop, he jumped out and raced up to the post, where he found the battered iPhone. He looked around to see if anyone was watching. Relieved that they were not seen, he tore the sign off the post and threw it in the back of the Mule.

      Jonathan said jokingly, as he paraphrased a Bible verse, “What was once lost is now found.” He had no idea how profound his statement was.
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        X-Ray’s Cabin

        The Haven

      

      

      X-Ray reveled in his newfound position: hunting down the two men who appeared to be responsible for the collapse. He was also glad to be back in everyone’s good graces. He’d gone from being a pariah and shackled to a post in a toolshed to the lead investigator in a digital manhunt.

      Finding people who didn’t want to be found was one of X-Ray’s specialties. He was very capable of being successful in this search even without the additional tools and clearances provided by Cort, although they certainly helped him in his quest.

      X-Ray had a mental checklist of digital tools at his disposal. Video footage, credit card transactions, cell phone triangulation, and the FBI files associated with the Schwartz arrest were just some of the avenues he traveled down. After Cort upped his clearance within the government spy agency computers and increased his computer capabilities by giving him access to multiple internet networks via satellite, X-Ray could conduct multiple database inquiries simultaneously and remain completely anonymous by using his VPN software.

      He’d spoken to Cort prior to getting started in order to learn as much about the two men as he could. It was interesting for X-Ray to learn that he’d been in direct contact with Hanson Briscoe, the architect of the New Year’s attacks. Flattered was the more appropriate word, but X-Ray didn’t want Cort to know that. It was X-Ray’s direct interaction with Briscoe that had almost gotten the Cortland family killed.

      While the data was being processed, X-Ray studied the background of the two fugitives. He wanted to learn as much as he could about them from the various law enforcement databases at his disposal. There was voluminous information on Schwartz but precious little on Briscoe.

      During his research, X-Ray learned of the murder of the caretaker and his wife at Monocacy Farm. Their car had also been stolen in the getaway.

      X-Ray used this information as a lead, thinking that Briscoe might have been directly or indirectly involved. However, his ability to search the satellite video footage was hampered when several gaps appeared in the NSA’s coverage of Pennsylvania and parts of Maryland. Scouring footage for a nondescript vehicle could take a team many weeks, and he was only one man.

      X-Ray was busy scouring through credit card records and bank accounts when he suddenly got a hit from the Verizon server. Using the list of phone contacts that Cort provided him from his newly acquired cell phone from Trowbridge, a number assigned to Briscoe showed the location of the phone in the area of Kutztown, Pennsylvania.

      The exact location couldn’t be pinpointed unless the phone remained powered on and in use, but the ping displayed on his screen provided him a ten-square-mile area using a cell tower along Route 222 that ran through the small town.

      X-Ray got to work researching the asset and real estate holdings of Briscoe, his family from years past, and then entities he was associated with, including those of George Trowbridge. X-Ray vowed to overturn every stone to find these men, cementing his position within the Haven.

      He resisted the urge to release his cursory findings to Ryan or Cort at this time. This would simply bring undue pressure on him to provide further information that would take time to find. When he presented his report, he wanted it to be complete so that he could accept the appropriate level of attaboys.

      It was nearly dawn when X-Ray’s tired eyes decided to call it a day. He was about to shut down his system for a few hours before resuming the search when he had an idea. In his briefing with Cort, the possibility that the two men were working together had been raised. X-Ray considered this and looked at the facts surrounding the attack on the Haven.

      “Obvi!” he exclaimed, using the millennials’ version of the word obvious. He changed his focus to searching the Schwartz family’s holdings in the area of Kutztown. This was a monumental task, as the family’s assets were held in layer upon layer of legal entities, both for profit and nonprofit.

      And he’d have to go back many years. Schwartz had made billions dating back to the sixties. X-Ray would need to deploy all of his computer hardware to identify and cross-reference these legal entities to see if there was any connection to Pennsylvania and then, more narrowly, to the area west of Allentown and east of Harrisburg.

      He decided to search county by county. He quickly worked his way through the property assessors’ records in Lehigh, Schuylkill, and Lebanon counties, simply to rule them out. Then he focused his efforts on Berks County, a metropolitan area that included Reading and over four hundred thousand residents.

      His eyes grew weary and several times he almost nodded off at his keyboard. He perused the records for the boroughs and townships of Berks County and consistently narrowed his search. Then he came upon the Schwartz Lodge, only it was owned by an obscure entity several decades old. What gave away its ownership was the size of the property, with several hundred acres being incorporated into the tract, and where the tax bills were sent.

      He studied the property assessor’s entry:

      
        
        1730 Pennsylvania Avenue, Northwest

        Washington, DC 20006

      

      

      “Bingo!” X-Ray yelled inside the close confines of his cabin. “Let’s see what companies are headquartered there and do another cross-reference.”

      With a newfound vigor, fueled by several Monster Energy drinks, X-Ray began to pound away at the keys and studied the tenant roster of the twelve-story office building situated in the central business district of Washington, mere steps from the White House.

      He scrolled through the tenant list revealed on the Compstak website, an aggregator of property information, lease agreements, and other transactional details for commercial buildings around the world. He read the names aloud.

      “EIG Global Energy. King & Spalding. Qualcomm. PRTM Management.” Then he stopped. He shook his head as if he needed to clear his eyes from some sort of obstruction.

      X-Ray jumped out of his chair and began to rapidly walk in circles. “Oh my god! Oh my god! I’ve gotcha! Yep, sure do.”

      He jumped back into his chair and scrolled through the list again and then clicked on the link to make sure he was certain that the name he recognized was not simply similar to the one he associated with the Schwartz family.

      X-Ray pushed back his chair and ran to the kitchen, where his two-way radio was charging. He thought for a moment, as he wasn’t sure who to contact first, Cort or Ryan. He decided to reach out to Ryan. He runs the place.

      While he excitedly relayed his findings to Ryan, the monitor showed a series of slideshow images that were labeled Taking Inclusion Seriously, Anticorruption, Governance & Accountability, and others.

      These were the pet projects of the Schwartz family, and they were displayed on the nonprofit entity’s website known around the world as the Open Society Foundation. It was the Open Society Foundation that paid the taxes on their hunting lodge, and it was a mistake that would lead Cort and those who followed him right to the front door of Jonathan Schwartz and Hanson Briscoe.
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      Ryan leaned into Blair and whispered, “I have to say that they’re going into this much better prepared than the other day. X-Ray hasn’t slept in thirty-six hours.”

      Blair nodded and replied, “Yeah, he’s drunk his share of Red Bull and Monster Energy. He turned down coffee. Says it’s bad for you.”

      “I never said he was perfect,” replied Ryan as he laughed under his breath. The two developers of the Haven, visionaries who’d taken the former movie set of the Hunger Games and turned it into a preparedness community, continued to eavesdrop on the conversations between Alpha and the teams he’d picked to raid the hunting lodge owned by the Schwartz family.

      Cort addressed the ex-military members of the team. “Guys, do we really need to do surveillance? It seems to me that we should take them by surprise. Our watching them might get discovered, and look how big this property is. They could scatter and we’d end up hunting them through the woods.”

      “Here’s the thing, Cort,” began Alpha. “First, we have to confirm that they’re there. Second, we can’t assume that they’re alone. If Schwartz brought in his security team, we’re up against something more formidable than those useful idiots at the Varnadore Building. We have to go in there with all the information available to us.”

      Ryan offered another thought. “Plus, wouldn’t it be beneficial if you somehow caught them apart? You know, one guy goes out to get firewood or take a piss or something.”

      “Absolutely,” replied Alpha. “I think the plan is fairly straightforward and requires patience to implement. We try to establish a pattern of activity and get a feel for the terrain, etcetera.”

      “May I add something?” asked Delta.

      Alpha nodded and gestured for Delta to continue. “Yeah, man. Go ahead.”

      “At Philly SWAT, when we initiated fixed surveillance, the term used for a stakeout, we often formed into three-man teams. A lot of police units like the two-person approach, but we used three if the surveillance period was going to be lengthy. A fidgety cop had a greater potential for being discovered than one who was fresh. Also, if there was an unexpected entrant into the surveillance field, the third member of the unit could check it out without compromising the primary objective. If someone enters the perimeter of the location, the third officer could follow while keeping eyes on the subject’s location. It was a variant of the ABC method. Officer A stays with the building, with officer B as his backup. Officer C follows the new entrant into the field of surveillance.”

      “That would help if these guys have perimeter security,” added Bravo, who’d spent time with the DEA. “Ideally, we’d go in there with nine people, allowing for three teams.”

      “The blueprints show multiple entrances,” offered X-Ray.

      “True, but the north side of the structure doesn’t have any exits, only second-floor windows. Three teams could cover the sides of the lodge with doors.”

      Before this conversation, Alpha had identified the personnel going on the raid. After some argument, Cort was confirmed as part of the team. He had no formal training with close-quarters combat, although he was more than proficient with the use of his weapons. In the end, he demanded to be included because he couldn’t allow his new friends to fight this battle for him. He acknowledged that he shouldn’t have been involved in rescuing Hannah because of his emotional connection. However, eliminating Schwartz and Briscoe was all business for him.

      The participants in the raid would be X-Ray, who’d remain in his cabin and feed them information from the satellites if they were available. He’d also monitor Briscoe’s cell phone use. Alpha was teamed up with Hayden. Bravo and Charlie would work together. Cort was partnered with Delta.

      Alpha paced through the media room. X-Ray had mirrored his computer to the large video monitor and constantly scrolled through images he’d obtained of the blueprints and satellite flyovers. Finally, he made a decision.

      “Okay, we have the benefit of this being winter and the foliage is off the trees. On the one hand, that helps our field of vision, but it also could expose us. Kudos to Ryan and Blair for purchasing snow camo in a variety of sizes. The combination of whites, grays, and hints of brown will help us blend in. With the night-vision binoculars provided by Cort, we can do things a normal surveillance team can’t. I think we need to stick with our core six.”

      The group discussed logistics a little while longer and then realized it was getting late. They needed a good night’s sleep and agreed that they could go over the details again during the flight north. Alpha would review the insertion point with the pilots in the morning and assign gear to the team before they departed. Just as the group was breaking up, Tom Shelton addressed them.

      “Everyone, I’ve sent soldiers into battle before. It was part of my job, just as it was theirs to defend our country and preserve our freedoms. I never imagined that we’d be fighting a war on our own soil, much less against one another. Yet that’s what our future holds. You have an opportunity to make a difference. Actually, to make history, although the only people who will know of your brave accomplishments are those of us in this room.

      “History always gives the Monday-morning quarterback the opportunity to interpret, second-guess, and oftentimes revise the true account of what transpired. But I often wondered if war could’ve been averted more often if circumstances were different. I think Cort has made the case that hostilities between left and right in this country can be tamped down if two of the players responsible for sowing the seeds of discontent are taken off the playing field. For that reason, what you are doing will prove to be historic.

      “Yet dangerous, too. You’re prepared, but still, you’re going in blind. I urge you to be patient. Get the total picture. Wait for the perfect opportunity to strike, and come home safe to your families, and us.”

      “You’ve got it, Commander!” shouted Alpha in a roaring baritone voice that shook the soundproof walls like an explosion in a war movie.

      “Oorah!” Bravo and Charlie echoed his sentiments.

      The group exchanged words of encouragement and then accepted hugs from Ryan and Blair. Tomorrow, they’d have their game faces on, and heartfelt sentiments or emotional goodbyes needed to take place now.

      Finally, Donna stepped forward with a zippered canvas bag. “There’s one more thing. Since the beginning of time, when soldiers went into battle, they carried a talisman, an object that brings good luck and protects them from harm. Blair and I have something for all of you.”

      She reached into the bag and handed out the lucky charms to the team. She provided each one a hand-carved arrowhead with a string wrapped around its notch. The triangular piece of stone, primarily consisting of flint or obsidian, had a serrated edge with accompanying bevels near the notch.

      Blair explained, “These are arrowheads we found around the Haven when Ryan and I first bought the property. We took them to an archaeologist at the university in Hickory to confirm that they are authentic and not left over from the Hunger Games filming. These arrowheads were most likely used by Cherokee warriors and hunters long before North Carolina was settled by early colonists. The Cherokees believed that a hand-carved arrowhead, used as a talisman around your neck, was a symbol of protection, strength, and courage. They believed that the arrowhead protected them from illness and acted as a guard against evil. These arrowheads can deflect any negative energy, protect you from your enemies, and absorb their power so you can turn it back on them.”

      Donna began to hand them out to each of their warriors. The moving gesture resulted in more tears and hugs all around. Even the toughest among them, Alpha and Bravo, couldn’t hide their appreciation and emotions.

      With the talismans lovingly placed over their heads by Blair and snuggled against their chests for protection, the six were prepared to make history.
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      The Bell Relentless helicopter was one of the quietest in its class, but in a rural area in which activity had all but stopped, the sounds of its rotors could be heard for a mile. A northwesterly wind was blowing on the afternoon the team arrived outside Kutztown, resulting in the pilot picking their alternative landing area over two miles east of the Schwartz Lodge.

      The plat map for the property indicated there was a primary driveway that led westward away from the lodge, but a secondary driveway also appeared on the east end of the property, leading to County Road 737, which was also known as Krumsville Road. Alpha felt most comfortable using the atmospheric conditions to their advantage and approaching the lodge from the east.

      Despite an abundance of farmland in Berks County, the lodge was nestled in a remote, heavily wooded area bordered to the south by Pennsylvania State Game Lands Number 182. The hunting tract, which totaled two hundred seventy-three acres, was located about three miles northwest of Kutztown, along Saucony Creek.

      X-Ray had provided the team topography maps of Game Lands 182 to give them a feel for the lay of the land surrounding the lodge. From rolling hills to narrow creek bottoms, the elevations ranged from six hundred feet to a low of three hundred sixty feet along the creek bottom. X-Ray had identified a hill that overlooked the lodge, assuming tree cover didn’t obscure the view.

      The chopper landed and the team quickly exited. Within a minute, their gear was quickly unloaded, and the chopper took off to refuel for the return trip home. It would return to extract the team when Alpha contacted the pilots via the satellite telephones provided by Trowbridge’s people.

      After checking one another’s chest rigs and donning the white camo attire, they set off on foot for a three-mile hike through the fields and woods of Berks County toward the lodge. Using his GPS, Alpha led the group, who moved in teams of two, spread apart by twenty yards, but making an effort to maintain visual contact with one another. They moved forward deliberately, taking precautions to avoid detection by the locals. The last thing Alpha needed was to be confronted by the local law enforcement. He’d have a hard time explaining the military hardware they possessed.

      The group found its way through scrub plants and across agricultural fields to Saucony Creek, where they followed it on a westerly path until they were located due south of the lodge.

      Alpha suddenly raised his fist, causing the group to pause and drop to a low crouch. He’d seen movement up ahead, and in the low light of early evening, he wanted to be cautious.

      “Foxy, take the lead,” he said, patting Hayden on the back, and she moved forward, walking softly along the edge of the creek. An experienced hunter, she was the lightest on her feet.

      She held her AR-10 at low ready, her eyes searching for movement. She adjusted her vision to take advantage of the Bering Optics night-vision riflescope, one of the many useful toys provided by Trowbridge.

      “I see you,” she whispered to herself as she raised her rifle and studied the target through the scope. A white-tailed deer moseyed along the meandering creek bed, periodically pawing at the moist ground in search of her winter diet of twigs, dormant grasses, and red oak acorns, which remain viable and edible much longer than their white oak cousins. Hayden smiled as she inched forward. “If this were another day …” she added as her voice trailed off.

      As she got closer, the deer, who was upwind, didn’t notice her silent approach. Hayden decided to announce herself by tossing a rock in the animal’s direction. She didn’t want to startle the deer too much, which might create a ruckus in the woods.

      With the deer hopping through the woods, Hayden gave Alpha the all-clear signal and waved the team forward. When they caught up with one another, Alpha studied the GPS. He was trying to locate the hill they’d identified in the chopper earlier. Once he located it, he plugged the coordinates into the GPS device, and each of the other members of the team did the same.

      This hill would act as their primary rally point in the event they got separated, with the chopper’s landing point for extraction to be determined based upon conditions on the ground. If the mission was successful, the extraction would be quick and take place on the Schwartz property. If there was trouble, the team would rally on the hill and then backtrack to the original insertion point to be picked up.

      Over the next thirty minutes, they made their way through the woods, a job made difficult by a dark, cloudy night. Alpha used a combination of hiking trails and areas of standing pines that had little vegetation underneath, allowing them to speed up their progress. Everyone was careful to avoid snapping twigs or rolling ankles on the uneven terrain.

      “Here we are,” announced Alpha as he dropped into a crouch. He raised his field glasses to get a better look at the lodge. The two-story structure featured cedar-shake siding and roof shingles. On the southern end, a tall stone fireplace divided several plate-glass windows that overlooked a lawn reaching toward the woods. A faint, flickering light could be seen through the glass, most likely coming from the flames in the fireplace.

      The members of the team fanned out across the hilltop and retrieved their binoculars to take a look. The surroundings were assessed, and points of surveillance were determined. After the group conducted a radio check of their two-way units, Alpha got them into position, one team at a time.

      Now they watched and waited for their opportunity to pounce.
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      Of the six members of the team, Delta was the only one who’d engaged in multiple stakeouts. He’d practiced a variety of surveillance procedures and had learned to deal with adverse conditions, as well as boredom. On this night, the team was fortunate that the weather was favorable. After the cold spell that had engulfed the Eastern United States the week after New Year’s Eve, unusually mild temperatures had become more prevalent. Without the benefit of AccuWeather to plan by, the team had to be prepared for anything.

      Delta provided them the benefit of his experience as he guided them into place. First and foremost, he told them, was to get into position unnoticed. If either Briscoe or Schwartz caught a glimpse of movement outside, they might hunker down, flee, or, if they had a security team on the property, initiate a firefight.

      He also reiterated a word that Alpha and Tom had used during their briefing the night before—patience. Stakeout work could be long and arduous, especially when the ultimate goal of the team was to assassinate their targets. Sitting in an unmarked car full of coffee and snacks was one thing. Observing their targets for purposes of assessing their defenses with the ultimate goal to kill them was much more difficult. One hasty pull of a trigger, or even a mistake in judgment that revealed their location, could imperil the entire operation.

      With the teams in place, they periodically checked in with one another without becoming chatty on their comms. Delta and Alpha spoke the most, constantly checking in as they became more comfortable that their two targets were alone.

      Delta and Cort had positioned themselves nearest the lodge in order to see inside the large plate-glass windows that flanked the stone fireplace. Even in the dim light, Cort, who had seen both men at various political functions over the years, could accurately identify them and confirm their presence.

      More importantly, Delta and Cort were able to determine that the two targets were alone inside the spacious lodge. For hours, until well after midnight, they hadn’t seen any other human activity, whether inside or outside the lodge. Occasionally, a gray squirrel scampered across the grounds around the home, drawing the attention of several rifle barrels as it hopped from tree to tree.

      “I’ve got movement,” announced Bravo, who was teamed up with Charlie. The two were assigned the east end of the lodge, which contained a large wooden deck on the lower level. A combination of Adirondack chairs and patio furniture dotted the spacious area overlooking a small pond.

      “Roger,” said Alpha quietly into his radio. “Go ahead.”

      “One male. Maybe six three. Dark hair. Smoking a cigarette. Check that. Smoking a cigar.”

      Cort, who allowed Delta to communicate with the team, had an earpiece that allowed him to listen into the exchange. “That’s Jonathan Schwartz. He’s a cigar connoisseur.”

      “Is he alone?” asked Alpha.

      “Roger,” Bravo quickly replied. “I can take the shot. Easily.”

      Alpha was quick with his response. “Negative, Bravo. Stand down, but eyes on the prize.” Naturally, he’d like to catch the two men separately, but it needed to be done quietly so they didn’t alert the other one.

      For several minutes, Jonathan casually walked along the deck, periodically stopping to take a deep draw on his cigar, illuminating the cherry on the end, and then exhaling a puff of smoke, which floated into the air.

      All teams waited, hoping that Briscoe would suddenly appear on the deck. With the two men alone and probably unarmed, Bravo team could end this mission with a few well-placed rounds.
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        * * *

      

      Jonathan took in the night air and the stillness provided by the surrounding woods. The lodge was enveloped in trees except for the hundred yards of grassy lawn that surrounded the building. During the winter, the Kentucky bluegrass that was predominant in that part of Pennsylvania lay dormant but provided sufficient cover from the heavy snows the region was accustomed to.

      He had no qualms about smoking the cigar inside the lodge, although he was respectful of the fact that Briscoe was a nonsmoker. Typically, he’d position himself near the hearth, allowing the heat of the flames to carry the cigar’s smoke up the chimney.

      However, he needed a break from the conversations with Briscoe to be alone with his thoughts. He missed his father, who was much more than that. György Schwartz was his mentor, partner, and best friend. Father and son shared a special relationship with common interests ranging from matters of international finance, advancement of their political ideologies, to sharing a fine cigar.

      Oddly, Jonathan had never smoked a cigarette. There were several reasons that a cigar was more relaxing to Jonathan. Partly because of the social aspect, but also because of the time it took to smoke.

      A cigarette could be smoked in just a few minutes. To Jonathan, smoking a cigarette was more about getting a nicotine fix than it was taking a moment alone with one’s thoughts. Smoking a cigar required an investment. Depending on the size, a cigar took anywhere from thirty minutes to two hours to enjoy. It gave him the opportunity to take time away from the demands of his complicated life. It provided him an outlet, as an excuse, to enjoy a glass of brandy, sit in a comfortable chair, and relax.

      Medically speaking, a cigar supplied his body with nicotine, lots of it. In fact, the average cigar contains more than ten times the nicotine of a cigarette. This served up a healthy dose of relaxant to a man who lived in a pressurized world of high-stakes financial games and political machinations.

      Above all, for Jonathan, he simply liked the taste. His favorite smokes provided a variety of flavors, each subtle in their differences, much like coffees and fine wines.

      He casually paced the deck, drawing on his Fuente Fuente OpusX. The lengthy double corona provided him a smooth boldness with a sweet lingering taste.

      Alone with his thoughts, the nicotine began to take effect, relaxing his body and allowing his mind to clear itself of clutter. He forgot about hiding from the FBI. He put Briscoe out of his mind for the moment, a man who should be his mortal enemy, but because of circumstances had become his ally.

      Jonathan took a deep breath, chasing the previous draw of his cigar with a healthy dose of fresh air. His mind was devoid of thought, until it wasn’t.

      A chill overcame Jonathan’s body, causing him to pull his sweater a little tighter across his chest despite the warmish temperatures. He lifted his cigar and studied the thin trail of smoke, which rose a few feet into the air before floating away.

      Genetically speaking, he’d inherited many traits from his father, including an unparalleled intuitiveness. Some might refer to the gift as being clairvoyant or as possessing a sixth sense beyond the widely recognized human senses of sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell.

      Jonathan’s ability to perceive beyond the five senses was one of his best attributes and a tool that he’d used on many occasions when dealing with others, whether in a boardroom or when testifying before Congress.

      He considered another draw on his cigar, hoping to shake the uneasy feeling that had overcome him. Then he decided against it. His mind screamed warning bells. His body’s adrenal glands responded as a fight-or-flight response took hold.

      I have to remain calm. Am I being paranoid? Or watched?

      Jonathan calmly rubbed the cigar out on a deck rail and defiantly flicked it toward the woods, unknowingly in the direction of his watchers.
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      Jonathan calmly walked inside the lodge, closing the door behind him. Briscoe sat quietly in the semidarkness, sipping his brandy and watching the flames dance in the open fireplace. The shadows created by the stone surround, coupled with a protruding, rustic mantel, mesmerized Briscoe as the brandy numbed his senses. Progressively each day, Briscoe consumed more of the sweet-tasting spirit. Jonathan assumed it was the only way that Briscoe could cope with the situation he was in. Drinking to dull the senses and escape from his troubles was a weakness in Briscoe that Schwartz tolerated simply because he enjoyed the man’s company. After this, they’d no longer be besties, as the younger generation would say.

      Jonathan paused at the door, facing Briscoe. He moved his right hand behind his back and turned the bolt lock on the patio door, causing a loud click that caught Briscoe’s attention.

      “Expecting the boogeyman?” Briscoe said with a snicker.

      “Briscoe, I want you to listen to me and be calm as I speak,” began Schwartz. “Do you understand?”

      Telling a sober person don’t look almost always results in the person looking anyway.

      Briscoe’s reaction, fueled by alcohol, was much different. He shot up out of his chair in alarm. “What? Is there somebody out there?”

      Jonathan rolled his eyes and immediately moved to calm Briscoe down. He took him by the arm and walked him over to the bar. He spoke softly as they walked through the living area. “I don’t know for certain. It’s just a feeling.”

      “Something has you spooked,” began Briscoe, who’d suddenly moved from a state of half-drunkenness to stone-cold sober. The candlelight from the lanterns on the bar top illuminated Jonathan’s face. “I can see it in your eyes.”

      Jonathan reached for the brandy and poured himself a glass. Then he topped off Briscoe’s. The two men raised their glasses and offered one another a toast, as had become their custom.

      “I was finishing my cigar and a sudden sense of dread came over me. Maybe it was the brandy. I don’t know, but something caused me to change my mood.”

      Briscoe raised his glass to his lips but didn’t take a sip. His voice was serious. “It’s the same feeling I had at Monocacy Farm the other day. It wasn’t paranoia. Rather, it was more like a heightened sense of awareness. Something in my gut was screaming—run! So I did.”

      “My gut is telling me that we’re being watched,” said Jonathan. “We need to make a decision.”

      “Like what? Run? To where?”

      Jonathan took his brandy and calmly walked to the center of the room, avoiding the windows and doors and using the massive support posts as something to lean on. Subconsciously, he was using them as cover. “It could be nothing, Briscoe. We could take our rifles and confront them.”

      “That’s suicide if they’re Trowbridge’s people. Or even if it’s the FBI. Trowbridge is pulling their strings, too.”

      Schwartz walked toward the fireplace and sat on the hearth, intending to keep his profile low. “Under the circumstances, it could be someone who wants to break in. You know, burglars. If they saw me on the deck, it might have changed their mind. I just think there’s something more to it.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      Schwartz rubbed his temples. He was more interested in protecting himself than his newfound friend, who’d outworn his usefulness at this point.

      “We can catch them by surprise if we take off,” he began, skewing his plan to benefit himself. “I’ll go in one direction; you go in another. If we split up, it will be harder for them to pursue us. If I’m wrong, and hopefully I am, then we can always come back and finish our brandy.”

      Briscoe seemed conflicted. He set his glass down and began to walk toward the patio doors before catching himself. He turned to Jonathan. “I’m an old man and not capable of outrunning trained killers, if that’s what we’re facing. I successfully escaped the mansion because of the tunnels. I won’t fare so well in the woods.”

      Jonathan thought for a moment. An opportunity had presented itself, one that would lead the assassins, if any, after Briscoe. “You take the four-wheeler, Hanson,” he said sincerely, using Briscoe’s first name for effect. “I was outside on the deck long enough to know that whoever might be watching us didn’t approach the lodge in a vehicle. It was too quiet. By taking the four-wheeler, you can easily get away and then, if necessary, make your way back later and retrieve your vehicle from the barn.”

      Briscoe nodded and his mood lightened. “This may be much ado about nothing, anyway. However, I do appreciate your offer, one that makes sense. What about you?”

      “I know these woods,” replied Jonathan. “I’ve come here off and on most of my life. I’m familiar with the trails, the terrain, and the places to hide. Like you, I’ll make my way back to the barn when it’s safe. And, like you said, it may be nothing but paranoia getting the best of me.”

      Jonathan didn’t really believe that last statement. He had convinced himself that there was a threat surrounding the house, and he patted himself on the back for convincing Briscoe to become the proverbial rabbit in the chase.

      “Well, then,” started Briscoe, “I guess this may be the time we part ways. Jonathan, I never imagined that you and I would meet, much less share lively conversation and a bottle of brandy. I don’t know what the future brings for us both, but I hope that we can evade our pursuers and meet up again someday for a drink.”

      After Briscoe’s heartfelt statement, it would’ve been easy for Jonathan to make a better effort to protect the older man from harm. In the end, his survival instincts ruled his decision-making.

      “I agree, my friend. I hope that I’m wrong and, afterwards, we can reconvene our brandy tasting. But for now, let’s talk about how we’re gonna pull this off.”
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        * * *

      

      “All teams. I’ve got headlights. East drive, near the road.”

      Alpha whispered his observations into the microphone attached to his chest rig. He’d been constantly surveying their surroundings in addition to remaining focused on the lodge. The last thing he wanted was company.

      Delta came on the radio. “Roger that. They appear to be stationary at the entrance. Maybe there’s a gate?”

      Alpha thought for a moment. If Schwartz had seen them, or if his security personnel were patrolling the property’s east and north boundary, which consisted of local roads, they might be returning. The time was right for the teams to make their move, but he needed to cut off this vehicle, too.

      He exhaled and gave his orders. “Delta team, secure the east entrance. Do not allow that vehicle to approach. Bravo team, hit the east deck. We’ll cover the west entryway.”

      “Alpha, this is Delta. Roger. Out.” Delta and Cort backed away from the house and made their way to the washed-out gravel driveway that led from the lodge to Krumsville Road.

      “Roger, Alpha. Bravo team advancing now. We’ll move in on your go.”

      Hayden, who’d remained in a prone position for the last hour with her rifle trained on the front door, rose into a low crouch to join Alpha. She shook off the stiffness and adjusted her hair under the camouflaged Duke Blue Devils ball cap.

      “I’m ready,” she told Alpha with a nod.

      “All right, we’ll follow Delta’s advice on how his SWAT teams would hit a subject’s location.”

      On the helicopter flight, Delta had discussed how SWAT teams conducted raids. Naturally, law enforcement used more than two teams of two, but the principles were the same. Each team was to form a single-file line known as a snake. This minimized the number of team members who became a vulnerable target to the subject.

      Alpha and Bravo would run point for their respective teams. It was their job to breach the entry first and neutralize any subjects they encountered. These two men had the most experience in close-quarters combat. The point man in a raid such as this was the person most often required to make a split-second decision. He had to assess whether the subject was armed, hostile, or perhaps simply a hostage or innocent bystander. The results of this instantaneous analysis were matters of life and death for all involved.

      All four of the team members had practiced clearing buildings and rooms during their time at the Haven. Each member was assigned an area of responsibility when entering a room. Both Alpha and Bravo were ambidextrous, allowing them to be accurate using their weapons both left and right handed. Hayden and Charlie were more comfortable clearing the left side of a room.

      Alpha had the forethought to bring some of the smoke grenades left over from the raid on the Varnadore Building. The smoke, coupled with his bellowing voice in the darkness, would serve to disorient Briscoe and Schwartz as they entered the lodge. All it took was a distraction of a few seconds for the two teams to take defensive positions and identify their targets, being careful to avoid friendly fire.

      Delta told them that ninety percent of all SWAT call-outs ended without a shot being fired, and the subject was surrounded without injury. He also warned all of them to be aware of the enormous number of variables they might encounter. All successful raids were dependent upon proper training, quick decision-making, and avoiding shooting other members of the team.

      Alpha gave the order.

      “Go.” A simple two-letter word with deadly ramifications.

      Both teams slowly approached their assigned entrances, opting to disregard the garage doors that were built into the basement of the lodge. Moving quickly from point to point, the teams used landscape features and trees to mask their approach. They used the bounding overwatch approach, which was successfully utilized by law enforcement and military, until they reached the final stretch of open ground to the doorways. Then, single file, the two teams raced across the lawn with their weapons drawn and their bodies hunched over to maintain a low profile.

      Alpha arrived at the stone entryway first and pressed his back against the wall so he couldn’t be seen through the windows flanking the front door. Hayden was hot on his heels, quietly making her way to the other side of the door.

      Alpha keyed his mic. “Alpha team in position.”

      “Roger. Bravo ready.”

      Alpha knelt down and reached across the glass panes until he had a firm grip on the door latch. He pressed down with his thumb to determine if it was locked.

      It was.

      He thought for a moment. He’d have to break through the glass to unlock the bolt lock from the inside. He’d need a distraction, which meant he’d have to send Bravo team in a few seconds ahead of him.

      “Bravo team. Over.”

      “Go ahead, Alpha.”

      “On my go, you’ll enter first. I need three seconds of cover.”

      “Roger. On your go.”

      Alpha made eye contact with Hayden, who nodded her understanding. He turned his rifle around and prepared to smash the glass panes with the buttstock. Then he keyed his mic.

      “Go, Bravo!”

      The sound of breaking glass could be heard on the other end of the lodge, and Alpha responded by crashing through the entry door side windows. He reached a gloved hand through the shards of glass that stuck out of the frame, and flicked the lock open.

      Hayden moved swiftly to open the door and then kicked it with a hard crash against the interior wall. She dropped to a knee and immediately began to scan the left side of the open living area with her rifle.

      Seconds later, smoke began to billow into the rafters of the vaulted ceiling near the fireplace as Bravo team ignited their smoke grenades.

      Alpha followed suit, and the big man deftly got into position to scan the right side of the room. Then he bellowed, the words coming out of his chest like an angry gorilla warning the world of his might, “Give it up! Briscoe, Schwartz, you don’t have to die tonight!”

      Just as he shouted the words, the sound of the four-wheeler racing out of the garage caught all of their attention.

      “Dammit!” shouted Alpha. He debated whether to back out of the room and give chase. He sent Bravo and Charlie instead.

      “Bravo, run them down!”

      “Roger!” The sound of shuffling feet could be heard through the smoke as Bravo team exited the lodge and ran onto the deck. Then Alpha spoke into the comms. “A single four-wheeler headed east away from the building. Comin’ at ya, Delta.”

      Delta calmly responded, “Roger. I see headlights.”

      “Bravo team, assist Delta team and chase down that four-wheeler. Foxy and I will clear the building.”

      “Roger.”

      Alpha whispered to Hayden, “It’s you and me.”

      “Isn’t it always?” she said with a determined look.
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      Briscoe was panicked and drove the Kawasaki four-wheeler as fast as it would go. He silently cursed himself for not studying Jonathan’s operation of the side-by-side vehicle in the past. It was somewhat top heavy due to the roof over the cab, but its longer wheelbase seemed more stable than what he imagined. Nonetheless, in his haste and somewhat inebriated state, he was unsuccessful in avoiding potholes or uneven parts of the driveway, which was nothing more than two ruts divided by a weed-covered hill of gravel.

      Several times as he raced down the driveway, a route he’d taken a half dozen times since his arrival at the Schwartz lodge, Briscoe had to retrieve his rifle lying on the seat next to him, which threatened to bounce out. Each time he took his eyes off the road to grab the weapon, he lost control of the steering, causing him to careen from one side of the driveway to the other.

      He finally corrected and got comfortable with his speed. He focused on the roadway that was only a few hundred yards away. That was when he saw the lights. At first, he couldn’t make out if they were headlights or flashlights. Either way, he jammed on the brakes and slid to a stop in the loose gravel.

      He turned around, considering a retreat to the main driveway that led to the west. He was unfamiliar with where that led, but it might provide him an opportunity to get away. He searched the cab of the Mule to find the gearshift. In his panicked state, with the complications of darkness, he couldn’t find the lever, which was next to his right leg.

      Briscoe’s eyes grew wide as he saw two flashlights approaching from the house, the light bouncing from ground to sky as his pursuers ran toward him. He turned and slammed the palm of his hand around the dashboard until the headlights of the Mule were turned off. The dark surroundings relieved him, and he decided to race forward, using the lights on the country road as his guide.

      He pushed the gas pedal to the floor. The Mule bolted forward after spinning its tires slightly. Briscoe held the steering wheel with a death grip in his left hand as he raised the hunting rifle with his right. He was prepared to shoot his way out.

      He got close to the road and opened fire, shooting wildly and out of control toward the headlights of the vehicle in front of him. His shots missed the mark, but the vehicle suddenly spun its tires on the asphalt and raced away from him.

      Now Briscoe was truly confused. He assumed the vehicle was part of a team sent to capture him. He wondered if he was wrong about being pursued by people with flashlights behind him. He slowed the Mule, turned to look back, and saw that he was still being chased.

      He turned his headlights back on and headed toward the road once again. He was almost there when two men appeared in the road in front of him. Briscoe didn’t hesitate. Using his knees to hold the steering wheel steady, he raised the rifle and took aim. Just as he squeezed the trigger, the Mule jerked to the right, knocking his rifle against the roof support and sending the bullet flying into the sky, well over the head of his target.

      Two weapons opened fire upon the Mule, raking the front end of the vehicle with bullets. Briscoe dropped the rifle and regained control of the four-wheeler. He reached into his jacket pocket and fumbled for his pistol.

      The four-wheeler hit a pothole, and the left side suddenly dropped down before careening upward. This last jolt caused Briscoe to lose control of the gun, and his ride.

      The Mule sped forward, but then took a hard left turn down an embankment, where it crashed into a fallen tree. Briscoe was thrown forward, over the steering wheel and headfirst into a pine tree. The softer wood did nothing to suppress the impact the pine had on Briscoe’s scalp, which was now laid open, exposing the raw nerves and blood vessels surrounding his skull.

      Briscoe lay on a bed of pine needles, staring skyward, his twitching body numb from the contact with the tree. Warm blood oozed down his face, blocking his vision. He wanted to slip into unconsciousness. He wanted to die. He wanted this to be over.

      It was not his time, yet.
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        * * *

      

      “Is he still alive?”

      Two fingers pressed against Briscoe’s neck. Then the person wiped them off on her shirt.

      “Amazingly, yes.” A female voice. Maybe she’d have mercy.

      Briscoe tried to discern if he was dreaming, semiconscious, or having an out-of-body experience. Somehow, his brain was functioning at a very high level of awareness, but he was unable to see or move his body on his own.

      Maybe it was for the best, he thought. If he played dead, like an opossum, they’d leave him be. Those little critters get stressed and go into shock. They look comatose for hours. You leave them lying there and suddenly, voila, they wake up and mosey off to look for something to eat. No harm. No foul.

      That sounded like a plan, Briscoe’s borderline delusional brain told itself. His ability to reason and comprehend had been replaced with irrational thoughts brought on by the intense pain he was feeling.

      That’s the ticket. Play opossum. Take a little break. They’ll go away, and then I can just gather my strength later and go home. Back to Monocacy Farm. A place where I have always been comfortable.

      Except for the ghosts of the caretaker and his wife, who surely would be waiting for him.

      Briscoe waited and listened as the voices became muffled. They faded in and out as his consciousness came and went.

      Come on, people! Go away!

      He was screaming internally, trying not to move as he played the opossum game.

      His pleas were not heard and, therefore, were ignored.

      “Let’s drag him up to the house and see what Alpha wants to do.” A male voice gave the orders. “Everybody grab an arm or a leg.”

      What? No! I’m dead, see?

      “On three. One. Two. Three!”

      With a jerk, Briscoe was hoisted into the air, and it wasn’t to be taken by the angels to meet God. He was, however, destined for Judgment Day.
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      Alpha worked with his recollection of the lodge’s floor plan obtained by X-Ray during his search of building department records connected to the FBI’s massive data-collection program. In today’s world there was very little information stored electronically that hadn’t been backed up by federal law enforcement. If it was stored at the state or local level of government, then the federal government had a mirror image of the data at their disposal as well.

      He and Hayden meticulously moved through the house, not taking any risks in their search for Jonathan Schwartz. Alpha was relieved that the two men appeared to be alone. The human factor was the single biggest cause of a raid going bad, Delta had cautioned.

      After clearing the lower level, they moved up the sweeping wooden staircase that led to a landing overlooking the living area below. The smoke from the grenades had begun to dissipate, mostly being sucked up through the chimney as the fire began to burn out due to lack of attention.

      Every once in a while, Alpha would call out for the men, not knowing whether they’d both escaped via the four-wheeler, or possibly left one behind in the house. Thus far, their search had been fruitless; then they reached a game room upstairs that featured a full-size snooker table and several gaming tables, including blackjack and poker.

      Hayden motioned toward two sets of patio doors leading to a large balcony on the north side of the residence. One of the doors was left slightly open, just enough to allow fresh air to enter the space.

      Alpha and Hayden approached the doors simultaneously, once again moving slowly in a crouched position. They scanned the glass doors in search of movement, prepared to unleash a barrage of gunfire if either Briscoe or Schwartz showed themselves.

      They reached the door and Alpha took the lead, moving out on the deck and dropping to a knee in a defensive position. Just as they had cleared the rooms inside the lodge, Hayden took the left side of the deck while Alpha moved right. The massive deck structure spanned the entire width of the lodge and included a spiral staircase made of wrought iron at the end.

      Once they realized they were alone and that one of the men might have escaped using the staircase, Alpha relaxed and then slammed his fist on the deck railing.

      “Are you kidding me?” he complained, clearly aggravated that they hadn’t taken into account the rear exit.

      Hayden picked up on his aggravation and offered an excuse. “Listen, this deck wasn’t supposed to be here. Heck, the plans didn’t even show those patio doors.” She pointed over her shoulder with her thumb.

      Alpha strutted along the railing, looking over the side as if one of his targets might suddenly appear to wave hello. He shook his head out of frustration and aggravation.

      Hayden joined his side. “Whadya wanna do? We can track—”

      Hayden’s sentence was cut off by the sound of gunfire coming from the east end of the property. Radio chatter erupted between Bravo and Delta as more shots rang out.

      The two rushed to the end of the deck closest to the action and held their breath, focusing their senses on the gun battle. A few more shots rang out and then they suddenly stopped.

      Alpha hesitated, and then after sixty seconds, he reached out to the two teams on the radio. “Sitrep.”

      Bravo quickly responded, “One tango down. Stand by.”

      Alpha looked to Hayden and smiled. They exchanged fist bumps.

      “Bravo to Alpha. Over.”

      “Go ahead, Bravo.”

      “We’ve got Briscoe. ID confirmed. He’s alive but banged up.”

      “Copy that,” Alpha replied. “Bring him back to the lodge. We’ve got one on the run. Foxy and I’ll hunt him down. Over.”

      Alpha adjusted his gear and motioned toward the spiral staircase. “Let’s track this SOB down.”

      “Lead the way,” Hayden said, patting the much larger Alpha on his shoulder. The two had grown closer as they’d worked together at the Haven, in the rescue of Hannah, and now. They knew how to anticipate each other’s movements and had confidence in one another’s abilities to have their back.

      Alpha jogged to the stairwell and sailed to the bottom. A trail was clearly visible, and he followed it, racing through the woods in order to make up for lost time. He assumed that under the intense pressure, Schwartz would’ve relied upon familiar trails to get away from the house as quickly as possible.

      They continued along the path for another fifteen minutes, following what they hoped was Schwartz’s trail. Neither spoke, which served them well, as they didn’t want to give away their position. Despite his large build, Alpha had learned to track an adversary by moving lightly on his feet. Hayden, who’d hunted all her life, possessed the skill of movement that only a seasoned hunter had—a deerlike gait.

      They reached a fallen pine tree and paused to examine it. The top bark had been kicked off, revealing the white underside of the bare wood. On the other side, in the wet bed of pine needles and loose dirt, were the indentations of knees and hands.

      “He tripped here,” said Hayden, who then pointed a few feet beyond the tree that blocked the trail. “He landed there, and look at how he dug his feet into the wet ground to gain traction.”

      “Panicked,” muttered Alpha.

      “Yes.”

      Alpha led the way. In the darkness, the woods became a two-dimensional world. A canvas that he’d been trained to divide into thirds. His eyes constantly scanned left to right, right to left, and then forward as he pressed the pursuit. If he detected any movement, he raised his fist and the duo quickly stopped, adopted a defensive position, and used their senses to identify a possible target.

      After ten more minutes of searching, Alpha became concerned. “This is taking too long. Under the tree cover, we have no ambient light, and he has the advantage of knowing the trail. Let’s go to flashlights.”

      “Won’t that give us away?” asked Hayden.

      “Sure, but it might also force him into making a mistake. This guy’s scared out of his mind. His hasty retreat caused him to trip over that log back there. If he sees us coming, he might fall again and hurt himself this time.”

      Hayden powered on the SureFire tactical flashlight attached to the rails on her AR-10. Alpha did the same and they took off again, the beams from their flashlights illuminating a narrow path through the thick underbrush that became more prevalent the farther away they got from the lodge.

      The woods became denser as the duo trudged up the path, needle-covered branches reaching out to grab them along the way. Up ahead, the chatter of raccoons followed the screech of an owl. The woods came alive as the wildlife detected the hunters’ approach.

      Alpha ignored the cacophony of sounds, remaining completely in tune with his surroundings. Periodically, he’d stop to examine a broken branch. Hayden would point out a possible trail that veered off the main path. They’d take a moment to examine the ground for tracks and then continue on their west-southwest course away from the lodge.

      Alpha recalled the plat map of the property and its proximity to the adjacent state game lands preserve. It was likely they were no longer on the Schwartz property, as they’d traveled at least a mile from the house.

      They ran up a hill, and when they reached the top, they had a fairly clear view of their surroundings. Alpha stopped their progress and retrieved his binoculars from a pouch attached to his tactical vest. He scanned his surroundings, making a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree turn. He’d almost completely circled the landscape when he abruptly stopped.

      “Foxy, I need another set of eyes,” he barked to his partner.

      Hayden pulled out her field glasses and joined his side. Alpha pointed ahead toward a one-lane road that could barely be seen. A beam of light danced across an open field, periodically shooting into the sky.

      “That’s gotta be him,” said Hayden. “I’ve got a bead on his location. If I remember correctly from studying the maps, there’s a place just west of here called Crystal Cave. It’s a local attraction full of underground rock formations and caverns. He’s headed that way.”

      Alpha didn’t hesitate as he tucked his binoculars away and began to run down the hill. He wasn’t in the shape he was years ago, but a soldier never rested.

      Hayden, on the other hand, was a runner and could easily outpace Alpha. She rushed past him and took the lead. She had her bearings, and running through the woods reminded her of her childhood years when she spent so much time at her family farm in Upper East Tennessee.

      She also recalled the days she’d spent spelunking, exploring the many limestone rock formations and caves that were prevalent in the Smoky Mountains. That was, of course, before she went into a cave one day and got stuck. She’d learned to deal with the claustrophobia that plagued her into adulthood, until it reared its ugly head on New Year’s Eve when she was momentarily stuck on the elevator in her office building.

      She tried to put the thought of searching for Schwartz in a darkened cave out of her mind as she enjoyed the cool air entering her lungs. Invigorated and enjoying the thrill of the hunt, she began to leave Alpha behind, who was struggling to keep her pace. To his credit, he didn’t slow her down, allowing her to catch Schwartz on her own if necessary.

      Hayden resembled a thoroughbred horse as she skillfully raced along the trail toward the open field beyond. She kept her eyes trained on where the dancing light had appeared earlier. When the woods opened up into the field, she smiled as the appearance of the broken stems of the tall grasses provided evidence that Schwartz had recently been there.

      “We’re coming for ya,” she whispered through her deep breaths, not bothering to notice that Alpha had fallen well behind her.
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        Crystal Cave

        Near Kutztown, Pennsylvania

      

      

      Jonathan Schwartz stumbled ahead, occasionally glancing over his shoulder in search of the people chasing him. His hands were bleeding, not from the fall that had occurred early on during his escape, but from pushing tree branches and sticker bushes out of the way as he rumbled through the woods in a state of panic.

      When he left the house, he’d planned on finding his way to the barn to uncover one of the stolen vehicles and make his way to the highway. After running for fifteen minutes, he realized that he’d missed the trail that led to the barn closest to the northern boundary of the property, and his fear prevented him from doubling back to locate it.

      As an alternative, he recalled a place that he’d discovered when he first came to the lodge with his father. With a final check on his pursuers, he crossed the one-lane country road and approached a steep hill that overlooked the east end of Kutztown. At the bottom of the hill was the entrance to a local geological attraction known as Crystal Cave.

      The historic site—which was now surrounded by hiking trails, a picnic park, and even an eighteen-hole miniature golf course—was a favorite weekend destination of travelers, who enjoyed ice cream, geological souvenirs like collectible minerals, and exploring caves.

      During Jonathan’s first visit to Crystal Cave, his governess took him through the attraction the same way other families were accustomed to doing. But Jonathan was an explorer and he had his father’s penchant for finding alternative means to doing things. He’d roamed the state preserve adjacent to the Schwartz property and eventually expanded his day trips to the land surrounding Crystal Cave. Tonight, with his life depending on it, Jonathan would find out if his memory of those childhood days served him well.

      It did.

      He located the narrow dark hole that entered the side of the steep hill overlooking the miniature golf course. The first time he found it, curiosity had led him inside. It was his courage, however, that allowed him to ignore the total darkness and the fear of the unknown and venture farther. He was rewarded with the discovery of a new void, a space large enough for a dozen people, that contained a small underground pond created by rain runoff.

      This became his special place. A cavern in which he could come to be alone with his thoughts, without the pressure of his father trying to teach him the ways of the world or an overbearing governess beating him over the head about his manners.

      Unlike his first adventure in the cave, when he had nothing more than a pack of matches to create light, he had a flashlight this time. He pointed the light into the hole and smiled as the familiarity of his hiding spot appeared to be unchanged. With a quick glance over his shoulder, he dropped onto his butt and slid through the grass until he was able to slowly drop himself into the cave.

      The natural void in the ground, formed by the weathering of rock and the water runoff from the hillside, was no longer undisturbed, as he’d found it many years ago. Although it had not been incorporated into the Crystal Cave attraction, it had been discovered by local kids.

      The inside was littered with cigarette butts, beer cans, and girlie magazines. Articles of clothing, empty wallets, and trash were strewn about. The once beautiful natural formation had not only been desecrated with graffiti on the cavern walls, but it smelled and looked like a partially emptied dumpster.

      Jonathan shook his head in disgust as the fond memories of a place he’d learned to love as a kid were now ruined. However, it still could serve its original purpose—a hiding spot from those who wanted to control him or, in this case, kill him.

      He caught his breath and then used his flashlight to get reacquainted with the interior of the cave. Appearing throughout the cavern were a variety of stalagmites, drapery formations, and calcite crystals, all geologic wonders that he’d learned about as he became more fascinated with caves in general.

      He made his way deeper into the cave and found a canopy-like formation that he’d often used as a bed to sleep. He shook his head in disgust as he found an old mattress on the rock slab underneath the canopy. Using two fingers, he grabbed the mattress by the cording and dragged it out into the middle of the room.

      Jonathan was ready to get settled in, comforted in knowing that they’d never find him. He felt for his handgun in his pocket and pulled it out. Then he stretched out on the rocky floor under the canopy and placed the weapon on his belly, allowing his breathing to cause the gun to rise and fall in a rhythmic motion.

      Jonathan was ready to think about his future and how he was prepared to take a chance and reach out to his security team now. He had no other place to go since the lodge had been discovered by whoever was pursuing him. Once this imminent threat had passed, and his pursuers moved on, he’d reach out to his team and order them to take him to safety.

      He was tired of running and hiding. Besides, that was his father’s way, not his. However, Schwartz couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was nearby—stalking, searching.

      Hunting.
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        * * *

      

      Hayden slowed her pace as she reached the road. The path Schwartz left in the tall grasses of the field continued directly to that point and appeared to pick up on the other side. But she needed to wait for Alpha, who was a couple of hundred yards behind her.

      She turned to flash the light toward him, and he waved his back and forth to acknowledge her signal. While she waited, she moved across the street with her rifle at low ready in case Schwartz planned to ambush them. Until now, she and Alpha had chased after the man without considering the fact that he could have easily stopped, found effective cover, and fired upon them at an opportune moment. After a quick glance around, she returned to the field to wait for Alpha.

      Alpha finally caught up and did his best to avoid looking winded. Hayden knew better and gave the big man an opportunity to recover.

      “He crossed here,” she whispered before she led him across the road. A stand of arborvitae trees lined the road, partially blocking the view of the steep hill beyond. Boulders, glossy from the nighttime moisture, and knee-high grasses speckled the landscape on the hillside until a dramatic drop-off appeared just as the flashlight’s reach ended. Hayden added, “Then the tracks suddenly stop.”

      “Do you think he jumped off the cliff?” asked Alpha as he fully recovered from the pursuit.

      “Well, he certainly headed straight for it,” she whispered back.

      Alpha shouldered his rifle and Hayden did as well. He raked his light between the trees and then followed the broken grasses down the steep slope. Once he cleared the other side, he swept his light over the ground. He stepped forward for a closer look, then pointed at the knocked-down grasses.

      “Footprints,” she said, dropping to a knee next to them. “The grass around them is still popping up. It hasn’t been long.”

      She rose and unholstered her sidearm. They were close and her senses told her that they might have Schwartz cornered, if he hadn’t opted for suicide by cliff-diving.

      Hayden moved ahead, careful to keep her footing. Alpha covered her with his rifle, but she kept her handgun at the ready just in case. The tracks continued down the hill and she shined her light forward to gauge her distance from the cliff that was looming ahead. Step by ginger step, she inched closer to the ledge, and then the footsteps ended.

      Hayden stopped and flashed her light all around them, panning the grass, looking for the telltale signs of Schwartz heading in a different direction. Puzzled, she shrugged and continued on, a few inches at a time, until the grasses flattened out. The footstep-sized path suddenly became a couple of feet wide.

      She mimicked the action, sitting down and sliding forward using her heels as brakes to avoid slipping downward. That was when she saw the opening. A small, man-sized space where the smashed-down grasses ended. She secured her position and turned to Alpha.

      Using hand signals, she indicated he should be quiet, and then she pointed at her eyes and down to the ground several feet ahead of where she sat.

      Alpha leaned forward and saw the dark void in the grass. He nodded his acknowledgment. Schwartz had gone underground—literally and figuratively.

      Hayden started to inch back up the hill, but she began to slide. The wet grass was causing her difficulty and she began to lose her footing. Alpha quickly reached forward and grabbed the back of her tactical vest. Using the biceps that enabled him to do sixty-pound dumbbell curls in the gym with ease, he tugged her backwards until she was safely by his side.

      She mouthed the words thank you and then motioned for them to step several yards back up the hill, where they could talk.

      “I wonder if we could roll one of those boulders down the hill and plug up the hole,” said Alpha, laughing under his breath.

      “Nice thought, but it won’t work,” said Hayden. “He obviously knew about this place. There’s no evidence that he had to search. He came straight for the cave’s entrance, dropped to the ground, and slid in.”

      “So let’s go get him,” said Alpha, who stood a little taller and readied his rifle.

      “Not a good idea,” said Hayden. “I have experience with caves, and not all of them good. First of all, he knows what’s down there, and we don’t. If he’s armed, we could be facing a gun barrel the moment we step foot at the bottom.”

      “I’ll take my chances,” said Alpha, showing his typical machismo.

      “No, Alpha. Listen to me. There could also be a way out. It’s not unusual for these types of openings to be created from water runoff. I think we’re on top of Crystal Cave, the local geologic-formation-turned-amusement-park. He might have run out the lower entrance.”

      “Let’s chase him down, then,” insisted Alpha, who was anxious to catch the elusive Mr. Schwartz.

      “If he knows his way around, it’s most likely he’s escaped already. We no longer have a way to track him.”

      “What do you suggest?” asked Alpha.

      “Let’s flush him out,” she replied. “Between us, we’ve got six smoke grenades. We’ll drop them in, one at a time, until he can’t breathe or freaks out. Whichever comes first is fine with me.”

      Alpha stifled a hearty laugh. “I like it, Foxy. That’s hard-core.”

      She slapped his chest rig and turned back toward the cavern’s entrance. She ignited the first of her three smoke grenades, made sure that it was billowing gray smoke, and tossed it down the hole.

      Then they waited.

      At first, the sound was barely detectable. Hayden strained to listen, thinking she heard an indiscernible cough.

      She ignited another grenade and let it sail downward. The stick-shaped smoke bomb bounced off the rock walls and tumbled downward until a thud could be heard.

      Smoke was not coming out of the hole, which began to concern Hayden. There might be another entrance to the cave, and the slight winds could be carrying the smoke out well below their field of vision.

      Again she listened.

      There! She heard it that time. A hacking sound. Schwartz was down there, and he wasn’t able to hide his inability to breathe.

      She turned to Alpha and provided him a devious grin. She cracked open her last smoke grenade and tossed it down the hole with more strength, hoping that it would find its way deeper into the cave.

      Hayden was tired of fooling with this guy. Like a relay runner holding her outstretched hand behind her back for a baton, she waited as Alpha placed another smoke grenade in it. This time she issued a warning to Schwartz.

      “All right, Schwartz!” she shouted into the hole. “There’s plenty more of that headed your way. Why don’t you just come on out and we’ll work this out?”

      “Screw you!” he shouted at Hayden.

      She shook her head and mumbled, “Well, that was rude.” She snapped the smoke grenade and tossed it down. This time, she used a lobbing motion so the grenade fell down the shaft without touching the walls. She was trying to vary her techniques to fill the entire cavern with smoke.

      Schwartz no longer tried to cover up his inability to breathe. The coughing sounds grew louder.

      Hayden turned around. “I think he’s coming up.”

      Alpha readied his rifle and took up a shooting stance. He waited for Schwartz to emerge from the hole. However, it wasn’t his head that appeared first.

      Schwartz fired several bullets through the opening. Hayden instinctively fell backwards as the whizzing sound of the rounds flew past her head.

      Schwartz’s attempt to fire wildly in their direction angered Alpha, who let out a guttural growl and pointed his rifle barrel downward, unleashing a barrage of automatic gunfire into the cave.

      When he released the trigger, the sounds of bullets ricocheting off the rock walls could still be heard as smoke began to billow out of the hole.

      “No more! Please, no more!”

      Hayden stood and retreated from the cave’s entrance a few paces. “Well, it’s about time.”

      Alpha shouted into the cave, “Come on out, jerk-off. Put the gun in your pocket. I don’t want some kid to stumble across it.”

      Thirty seconds later, their target emerged from the cave, one empty hand at a time. A ricochet had grazed his cheek, opening a gash that gushed blood onto his jacket.

      “Don’t shoot! I did as you asked. The gun’s in my right jacket pocket.”

      Schwartz climbed out of the hole, and Alpha grabbed his right arm and pulled Schwartz up the hill and away from the hole. Hayden quickly searched his pockets and found the gun, which she removed before tucking it into her cargo pants’ pocket.

      “Stand up!” ordered Alpha.

      Schwartz managed to get to his feet and began to turn around when Alpha shoved him in the back.

      “Turn around and walk up the hill! Don’t run, or you’ll die!”

      Schwartz tried to bargain. “Listen, I have a lot of money. Whatever they pay you, I’ll double it. No, I’ll triple—”

      “Shut up!” shouted Hayden. “We don’t want your dirty money. Keep walking or I’ll shoot you just for the hell of it!”

      Schwartz stumbled up the hill, regained his footing, and then walked again, his shoulders slumped in defeat.
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        Kutztown, Pennsylvania

      

      

      Cort stoked the fire, which was now putting out a tremendous amount of heat. The bright flames lit up the room, casting eerie shadows on the post and beam construction. Two Queen Anne chairs had been placed on either side of the hearth, separated by a table that held a couple of bottles of brandy, two filled glasses of the spirit, and a .357 Magnum handgun. Sitting in the chairs were Briscoe, whose lacerated scalp was laid open, and Schwartz, whose cut face only emitted a trickle of blood, which added to that which had dried on his cheek. Both men were cuffed at their feet and ankles with zip-tie restraints.

      “What are you gonna do with us?” asked Schwartz, the only one of the two who was sufficiently coherent to speak. Briscoe, although alert and apparently comprehending what was going on, was unable to speak for some reason, likely from the blow to his head.

      Not that it matters.

      Alpha and the rest of the team stood near the bar, their arms resting on their weapons slung in front of them. Delta broke away from the group to stand near the doors leading toward the deck. He’d already expressed concern to the group that the gunfire would be noticed by the locals, and county deputies were probably being dispatched.

      Nonetheless, the group stood by silently. This was Cort’s show and they were prepared to let him play it out.

      Cort looked into the faces of the men and women who’d loyally followed him into the Pennsylvania woods in search of the people who’d ordered the attack on the Haven. The last person he approached was Alpha, who spoke from the heart.

      “I know what you’re about to do. Cort, listen to me. You’ll never forget what’s about to happen. The looks in their eyes, the last words spoken, the feeling in your gut.”

      Cort raised his hand. “I get it.”

      “No, seriously. When I say forever, I mean forever. Every one of us has killed before, including Foxy, who ran over that guy in Richmond. Death is death, whether by gunshot or SUV or whatever else you might have in mind. You will live with this for the rest of your life. Are you ready for that?”

      Cort patted Alpha on the shoulder and smiled. “This has to end. Now it’s up to me.”

      “Guys, I hear sirens way off in the distance,” interrupted Delta. “They might be responding to something else, but I doubt it.”

      Cort turned to address his captives, speaking to Jonathan first. “This is the beginning of the end of the civil war that has been brewing for decades,” began Cort. “You and your father have been instrumental in funding the tools of discontent, from the media to the anarchists who have infiltrated America. Your father will die in prison, and you will die right here and now.”

      Schwartz was defiant as he challenged Cort. “By who? You? You’re the one who’s gonna kill me? Who the hell are you anyway?”

      Cort was a changed man. The attack on the Haven and the subsequent kidnapping of Hannah, ordered by one of these men, or both, was not going to go unpunished.

      “There is no justice except frontier justice,” began Cort. “You two wanted a civil war, just like the eighteen hundreds, right? Well, this is how justice was administered back in the day.”

      Cort moved forward and picked up a glass of brandy. He swirled the spirit around in the glass and took a swig. Then he picked up the handgun, the heavy weight surprising him.

      “Wait a minute,” said Schwartz, who was trying every angle to live through the day or buy time. “I know you. You’re Cortland, Trowbridge’s son-in-law. You’re no killer.”

      Cort allowed a devious, smug laugh. “True, on both counts.”

      “Well, your daddy-in-law, mister Southern boy, is no different than me or the vegetable over there,” said Jonathan as he nodded in Briscoe’s direction. “This whole plan was his idea, I’m told. So you gonna go kill him next?”

      “He has to make his own peace,” Cort shot back. “You’re here to pay for what you did to my daughter and my friends. There’ll be no judge and jury for you, Schwartz. Only justice.”

      “You don’t have the balls to shoot me, Cortland. You don’t get your hands dirty, just like Trowbridge.”

      “Just like you, Schwartz, I command an army. But unlike you, my army believes in the Constitution and America and everything our nation stands for. I aim to restore the freedoms and ideals upon which our nation was founded.”

      “You’re delusional!”

      “No, I’m right. This war of cultures and supposed social justice and rewriting of the Constitution will end. It starts with taking away the people who pour their money into organizations that stifle freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and suppress the history that made America what it is. This will be a long process, but it has to start somewhere. I say it starts with you!”

      Schwartz used his feet to push himself away from Cort. Fear overcame him as he studied Cort’s wild eyes. “You’re not a killer, Cortland. You can’t do it.”

      “I command an army, Schwartz. Briscoe, here, is still under my command. He’ll do it.”

      “What? How?”

      Those were Schwartz’s last words. Cort lifted Briscoe’s right hand, wrapped it around the .357 Magnum, and pointed the gun at Schwartz’s head. Cort slowly assisted Briscoe in squeezing the trigger.

      The loud report reverberated off the walls of the lodge as the heavy-grain bullet exploded into Schwartz’s skull and blasted out the other side.

      Cort kept Briscoe’s hand on the weapon. Trowbridge’s longtime friend and associate was still unable to comprehend what was happening, so Cort dispensed with the lengthy admonition for the man’s misdeeds.

      He turned the gun to face Briscoe’s temple and whispered in the man’s ear, “You betrayed your country. You betrayed your fellow Bonesmen. You took your shot at me and missed. Let’s see if your aim is better this time.”

      Cort squeezed the trigger, ending the traitor’s life.
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      The report of the powerful handgun was still ringing in Cort’s ears when Delta raised his voice to get everyone’s attention.

      “We’ve got to go. Now!” he implored.

      Alpha motioned for everyone to follow him through the patio doors, and the group quickly responded except for Cort. He paused to look at the two dead men, whose skulls had exploded from the force of the bullets striking them so close.

      He snatched the two bottles of brandy off the table and doused both men with the highly flammable spirits. Cort poured a trail of the brandy from the two dead comrades into the fire. As a final act, he broke the two bottles against the stone hearth, causing the residue in each of the bottles to instantly ignite into flames. Within seconds, both bodies were engulfed in fire, as were the bearskin rugs nearby.

      “Cort! Now!” bellowed Alpha, bringing Cort back to the present. With a slight smile, Cort turned and bolted out the doors and followed the rest of the team down a short flight of steps into the wet grass.

      “This way!” shouted Hayden, who remembered the path. The sky was beginning to lighten as the first sunlight of the day began to reveal itself. Visibility increased and so did the sounds of the sirens’ approach.

      The group was all business now, not speaking to one another and moving as quickly as they could through the dense woods toward the west. Cort, who’d become emotional after the speech and the subsequent killings, turned the satellite phone over to Alpha, who made the call to the pilots.

      He ordered the extraction from the field near the cave in which Jonathan had been hiding. Alpha advised them to drop down, but keep the rotors moving, as they wouldn’t take long to load up. He also told them to fly northward away from the pickup zone to avoid flying over the responding law enforcement officers at the lodge.

      The pilot’s response was puzzling. He said that their flight plan had changed. Alpha shook it off, not understanding the meaning at the moment, but instead focused on leading his team to safety.

      Five minutes later, the group emerged from the woods just as the chopper was setting down on a flat part of the ground. It was after six that morning, and visibility was clear. Over the sound of the massive blades, they could hear sirens, as fire engines were now being dispatched to respond to the structure fire.

      Alpha paused before entering the helicopter, glancing around the landing zone to see if they’d been followed or observed. Satisfied that they were clear, he piled in and pulled the door closed. Seconds later, the Bell Relentless was racing northward toward the Poconos.

      The pilot banked hard to the right before he flew near the Wilkes-Barre area and then continued eastward toward the Atlantic Coast.

      Alpha addressed the pilot through his headset. “What’s your heading?”

      “Sir, just before your request, we received a call from Mr. Harris,” the pilot began to reply. He took a moment to explain the reasons to Alpha, who then turned around to the group.

      Cort, who wasn’t wearing a communications headset, had his eyes closed with his head leaned back against the padded headrest, exhausted and deep in thought. His head rolled back and forth as turbulence shook the helicopter.

      He was recalling every second of the deaths of Briscoe and Schwartz, just as Alpha said he would. He had no regrets and was glad he’d added the final touch of burning the bodies. If a forensic team were to be dispatched to the location, it would look like a murder-suicide, fueled by alcohol.

      Cort continued to consider the ramifications of what he’d done. Further investigation would reveal that the two men hated each other. Both men were on the run. Schwartz, wanted by the FBI for financial crimes and conspiracy, and as Cort had learned from X-Ray, Briscoe was wanted for questioning in the double murder of his caretaker and the man’s wife.

      Cort had seen this before. Setting aside the fact that all county law enforcement personnel were overworked due to the collapse, as far as investigators would be concerned, the deaths of Briscoe and Schwartz were well deserved and allowed them to push several files off their desks.

      His mind continued to wander from the lodge and then to his family, who were still at the Trowbridge estate. He considered sleeping until he was interrupted.

      Alpha had leaned forward and patted Cort on the leg. “Cort, you awake?”

      “Yeah,” Cort replied, forcing himself to become more alert. “Yeah, Alpha. What is it?”

      “They’ve routed us to your father-in-law’s place. It was requested by someone named Harris.”

      “Yeah, okay. Um, did they say why?”

      “He said to tell you it’s time.”

      Cort closed his eyes again and gently beat the back of his head against the seat. He took a deep breath and exhaled. Then he spoke under his breath.

      “Well, here we go.”
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      Alpha and the team hung back as Cort exited the helicopter and raced across the back lawn of George Trowbridge’s estate to greet Meredith and Hannah. There was a misty chill in the air as a breeze brought moisture off Long Island Sound, but that didn’t dampen the reunion of the Cortland family. Cort, who’d spent the majority of the flight from Pennsylvania recalling the events of the past twenty-four hours, didn’t think about his appearance. As he approached his girls, he was puzzled as to why they suddenly stopped short.

      “Cort, are you hurt?” asked Meredith as she looked him up and down. Cort’s predominantly white coat had blood splatter on it, and there was some of Briscoe’s flesh embedded in his hair. “Is that your blood?”

      “No, honey. I’m so sorry. There, um …” Cort stammered as he struggled to find a plausible answer that was far from the truth. “There was an injury and I didn’t have time to clean up when the call came through about your father. It’s nothing, really.”

      Hannah didn’t care about the blood. She rushed into her father’s arms and held him tight, as only a loving child can do.

      “Hi, Hannah-bear. I’ve missed you.”

      “I missed you, too, Daddy,” she responded before pulling away. “You’re sticky. Let’s get you out of these nasty clothes, mister.”

      Hannah’s parents began to laugh because her tone of voice was so motherly.

      “Yeah, mister,” teased Meredith. “You need to get more presentable, Cort. Dad’s been asking for you, and the doctor has urged me …” Her voice trailed off as she glanced down at Hannah.

      His young daughter, who’d matured exponentially in just a few weeks, finished her mother’s sentence. She grabbed Cort by the hand and began to pull him toward the mansion. “Daddy, Grandpa isn’t doin’ so well. I was in there when he got sicker, and the nurses came rushing into his room and made me leave. I tried to tell them that I’ve seen people dying, but they still made me leave.”

      Tears streamed out of Meredith’s eyes as Hannah spoke. Her child had experienced the worst of humanity in a short period of time and, rather than being traumatized, she began to grow up.

      “Well, let’s go see,” said Cort as he allowed Hannah to pull him forward. Meredith caught up to them and hooked her arm through Cort’s. Her tears subsided and a smile came over her face as the comfort of being by her husband’s side took hold.

      With the help of the estate’s staff, fresh clothes that fit Cort were procured from the members of the security team. He quickly showered and gave Meredith an update on the Haven, even though he’d spent very little time there over the last forty-eight hours.

      She told Cort that her father could die at any time, and whatever conversation he had with him could likely be his last. Cort quickly dressed and led Meredith across the marble-inlay landing that separated the guest bedrooms from the master bedroom suite—a prison cell of sorts that had restrained Trowbridge for many months.

      Cort took a deep breath and pushed the doors open, revealing a flurry of activity around his father-in-law. Harris stood to the side with his smartphone in hand, intently watching his boss of many years in case he spoke. The doctor and the nursing team scampered about, checking Trowbridge’s vitals, monitoring the equipment that was providing him life-sustaining assistance, and generally trying to keep the dying man comfortable in his final moments.

      “Hi, Doctor,” Cort said, announcing his presence. “I’m glad you reached out to me.”

      The doctor’s response reflected his surly mood. “Young man, you really shouldn’t have left. He’s been in and out of consciousness. When he was coherent, he asked for you repeatedly.”

      Cort took a deep breath as guilt washed over him. He really thought he had more time. Time to take care of business.

      “Yes, and I do regret that. Please give me his status.”

      “I’ll keep it simple,” the doctor began with a huff. “He’s dying now. I mean right now. Everything we’re doing is to keep him comfortable so that he can pass away in peace without experiencing a fit or seizure in his final moments.”

      “Is he sedated?” asked Meredith.

      “No. He insisted against it,” the doctor replied and then paused his activity as he stood to face Cort. “He wanted one final opportunity to speak with Mr. Cortland.”

      The doctor stepped back from Trowbridge, and he nodded his head at the medical team to do the same. They retreated to a round table in the corner of the room, where they could sit and rest while still being able to keep an eye on the medical devices hooked up to their patient.

      While Meredith flanked her father on one side of the bed, gently squeezing his wrinkled, bony hand, Cort took the side where Harris was standing. The dutiful assistant seemed shocked at the prospect of Trowbridge passing away. He’d been the old man’s constant companion and trusted aide for many years. Reality seemed to be setting in.

      “Harris, I don’t know how to thank you for not only being by George’s side in his final days, but for being his devoted friend and ally. I know that he leaned heavily on you, and I can only imagine the sacrifices you made on his behalf.”

      Harris managed a smile and nodded, keeping his eyes on Trowbridge’s face, ready to lean forward to listen to any words he might utter. “Thank you, Cort. He’s a great man. Often misunderstood and unpredictable, but that’s what kept his adversaries off balance, a true key to his success.”

      Cort studied his father-in-law’s face and whispered to Harris, “He probably was unaware of my admiration for his accomplishments. Our conversations were always very businesslike. When he and, well, you know.” Cort was about to make reference to the falling-out between Trowbridge and Meredith but stopped short, as he didn’t want her to hear it.

      “He admired you, as well, Cort. His plans for you are greater than you can imagine. There are just a few loose ends to deal with and then—”

      “Two of them are eliminated,” said Cort matter-of-factly, without averting his eyes from Trowbridge.

      “Say again? Are you referring to—?”

      “Yes, Harris. Both of them. No longer part of the equation.”

      Harris’s face lit up and he squeezed his phone as he looked down at the display. “I’ll be right back. I’ve got to make the call.”

      “Call?” said Cort with a bewildered look on his face. “The call to whom?”

      Harris didn’t respond and bolted toward the doors. He held his phone high over his head as he scurried out.

      “What was that all about?” asked Meredith.

      Cort looked at her and shrugged. He joined her side and the only family members of George Trowbridge stood vigil, a death watch, as they hoped for one final opportunity to speak with him before he passed on.
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      For the next few hours, Meredith and Cort remained by Trowbridge’s side. Meredith would leave at times to check on Hannah, who remained in her room reading. Harris wandered into the room for only a brief moment before the harried aide would leave again to attend to some important matter or another. Cort, however, never left. His guilt began to overwhelm him as he thought of the words he’d say to George if he woke up.

      The doctor dismissed the nurses and approached Cort. His tone of voice was far different than earlier. “Young man, I want to apologize to you. My statements earlier were out of line and based solely upon my personal emotions, something that should never be interjected into my medical responsibilities to the patient, or his family.”

      Cort smiled and patted the doctor on the arm. “You’re much more than that, Doctor. You’ve been a devoted physician who has taken a personal interest in George’s care. We couldn’t possibly ask for more. Besides, you were right. I deserved every word of what you said, and the way you said it.”

      “Well, young man, I’m truly sorry, both for my attitude and Mr. Trowbridge’s condition. He and I have had many conversations about you. He thinks of you as his son, but more than that, he believes you’re destined for greatness. I’ve known George for a long time. Since our days at Yale together, he’s never been one to idly pass along compliments.”

      “Wait. Are you a—?” Cort’s question was completed by the doctor.

      “Bonesman? Yes, young man, I am. George and I have had a relationship spanning several decades. In fact, he was instrumental in my getting a fellowship at Johns Hopkins. My career, and any success I’ve enjoyed as a physician, can be traced back to George’s unselfishness and our kinship as fellow Bonesmen.”

      Cort shook his head and looked down at his father-in-law. “Well, I had no idea.”

      “This will not be the last of the surprises you’ll experience,” began the doctor, who abruptly stopped. He pushed past Cort. “Excuse me.”

      The doctor pulled out his penlight and flashed it across Trowbridge’s eyes. The patient’s lids fluttered.

      “Kenneth, I’m not dead. Get that light out of my eyes, please.”

      The doctor began to laugh, and the spontaneous eruption of emotion was contagious. Cort joined in, and soon even Trowbridge seemed to allow the corners of his mouth to turn upward.

      “I’m here, George. I’m sorry I’ve been away.”

      “I know, son. I’ve been listening to you both for a minute.”

      “Eavesdropping?” asked the doctor with a chuckle.

      “Yes, Kenneth. My old friend, will you find my daughter and that darling child? I need to see them, but give us a moment alone first.”

      The doctor nodded and squeezed his patient’s hand. A look of recognition came over his face. He appeared to fight back tears as he leaned over and kissed Trowbridge on the cheek. He’d comforted patients like his old friend many times.

      “Yes, of course,” he whispered into Trowbridge’s ear. “I will miss you, old friend.”

      “As will I. Godspeed, Kenneth.”

      Trowbridge raised his hand to touch the doctor’s arm before he left. Then he motioned for Cort to come closer so he didn’t have to raise his voice.

      “There isn’t much time, son. There is so much to say, so I will as long as I can.”

      “You’re gonna be fine,” interrupted Cort, trying to give hollow words of encouragement. He could see death beginning to overtake Trowbridge.

      “No, my days are almost over, mercifully,” Trowbridge said. His voice grew weaker, but he could still whisper. “I wish we had more time together. There is so much to teach you. Relationships needed to be built.”

      “I know,” said Cort, fighting back the tears.

      “You left to deal with—” Trowbridge’s sentence was cut off by a wince of pain.

      Cort stood upright and looked toward the door. The room was empty, and he considered chasing after the doctor. “What can I do to help?”

      Trowbridge shook his head. “Just listen. Is it done?”

      Cort leaned in to whisper, “Briscoe and Schwartz are dead. I did it myself.”

      “A rite of passage,” whispered Trowbridge. “I have been there myself. There are no obstacles for you now. Son, you must lead with confidence and vigor. You must never exude any form of weakness.”

      “I’m not ready.”

      “Yes, you are. You must be. Too much is at stake.”

      Cort could hear footsteps outside the doorway and he glanced over his shoulder before speaking. “Meredith and Hannah are coming. What am I supposed to do?”

      “Trust the plan,” the dying man whispered.

      “Plan? I don’t know what it is.”

      Trowbridge wagged his finger for Cort to come closer. He whispered instructions as the bedroom doors were opening.

      Cort’s voice rose. “What? But how?”

      Trowbridge mumbled the words, “Remember what I said about destiny. Godspeed, son.”

      “Honey, is everything okay?” Meredith’s question was fraught with concern. She and Hannah rushed to the other side of Trowbridge’s bed.

      He gave Cort one last look and a slight smile. Then he leaned over to accept tear-filled kisses and hugs from his daughter. Hannah held it together for as long as a child could when watching a grandparent die; then she burst out in tears. She begged her grandfather to hold on. There was so much to talk about.

      Trowbridge’s eyes darted from Cort to Meredith to Hannah. He squeezed Meredith’s hand with the last of his strength and then he spoke to Hannah first and then to his daughter.

      “Hannah, darling child, I will miss your precious smile. My sweet daughter, I have always loved you. Do not cry for me. Just know that you’re the most precious gift God has given me. I will protect you and your family from above. It’s time for me to be with your mother.”

      Then George Trowbridge closed his eyes as he left to meet his Maker.
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      Cort held his wife and daughter for several minutes. None of them spoke a word as they wept. Meredith sobbed as she lamented her father’s death and chastised herself for being petty during the years prior. Hannah didn’t understand the complications of adult relationships, she just focused on the fact that her grandfather appeared to be resting peacefully, never to be awake again.

      Cort felt genuine sadness and remorse. His mind raced as he recalled the memories of his interactions with Trowbridge. In hindsight, and with his newfound perspective, he began to see the signs. The fatherly advice. The gentle nudge to make decisions that were in his best interest. The assistance as Cort rapidly climbed the political ladders available to only a few Washington insiders.

      Cort was more than his daughter’s husband. He was, for all practical purposes, George Trowbridge Jr., kept at arm’s length distance because of the strained relationship between father and daughter.

      Cort had been reluctantly thrust into a position of immense power and influence, yet he could look back during this emotional moment to realize that this was Trowbridge’s plan.

      Either you control destiny, or it controls you.

      Cort’s destiny, as determined by the man who’d controlled him for years. That was what his words meant on New Year’s Eve.

      Trust the plan.

      The plan was what was happening in this moment. The plan had been triggered on New Year’s Eve and was meant to come to fruition upon Trowbridge’s death. But would it? And how?

      Trowbridge’s final, dying wish reverberated in Cort’s head.

      This isn’t over—not by a long shot.

      A gentle tapping on the door caused the family to pull apart from their embrace, although Cort’s mind had detached itself already. The solid wood door opened with a heavy sigh, as if it were also saying goodbye to its master.

      Harris slowly entered the room. “Mr. and Mrs. Cortland, Hannah, I am so very sorry for your loss. George Trowbridge was a great man. An unsung hero who loved you all dearly.”

      “Thank you, Harris,” said Cort as he approached the longtime aide to offer a hug.

      The two men embraced, and as they did, Harris whispered in his ear, “Sir, they’re waiting for you.”

      Cort pulled back and asked, “Who? Who’s waiting?”

      Harris ignored the question and motioned towards Meredith. “Mrs. Cortland, members of the staff are awaiting you and Hannah in the guest suite. They’ll have hot tea, or a sedative, if you choose. I understand that your family is of the Southern Baptist faith. May I contact Pastor Coburn from Trinity in East Haven to come speak with you?”

      Meredith, who was still emotional, became confused and stammered as she answered, “But we’d like to, um, I suppose I need to speak with Cort first.”

      Harris politely pressed her. “Yes, ma’am, soon you and your family will have the time to grieve. Would you like me to contact the pastor?”

      Cort and Meredith exchanged glances before she replied, “Yes, of course.”

      Meredith put her arm around Hannah. She led her through the door onto the landing that overlooked the open foyer below. Cort was behind her with Harris by his side. As the family crossed the marble landing at the top of the stairs, they stopped and looked into the foyer.

      Dozens of people dressed in various shades of black clothing, ostensibly in mourning for Trowbridge’s death, stared at the Cortlands as they emerged from the bedroom.

      Meredith turned to Cort. “Honey?”

      Harris looked past her and raised his arm, waving his fingers toward a member of the residence’s staff to escort Meredith and Hannah to the guest suite.

      “It’s okay, darling. I’ll be there shortly,” replied Cort, having no idea whether that was true or not.

      His eyes were fixated on the men and women who continued to file into the foyer from the parlors adjacent to the entry. He searched for a familiar face, hoping that the connection might make sense of it all.

      There were none. All strangers, perhaps here to pay their respects to Trowbridge. Even Alpha and his team were nowhere in sight. He turned to Harris, but before he could speak, the loyal, faithful aide whispered to him, “It’s up to you now, sir. They’re waiting.”

      Cort was suddenly nervous. He could feel his palms become sweaty, and beads of sweat began to form just below his hairline on his forehead. He glanced back toward the master suite, looking for guidance from his mentor, who was no longer able to impart any words of advice.

      Waiting for what? Am I supposed to thank them for coming? Make a speech? What?

      Trowbridge’s words bounced around Cort’s head.

      Trust the plan.

      They wanted reassurance. They wanted guidance. They were looking for him to lead.

      Cort began the most important speech of his life to that point. He rubbed his hands together and subconsciously placed them into the Merkel-Raute position.

      Often referred to as the Triangle of Power, it was a hand gesture known by many as one intended to emit confidence and power. Cort rested his hands in front of his stomach so that his fingertips met, with his thumbs and index fingers forming a quadrangle shape. Many conspiracy theorists had suggested the gesture was symbolic of the Illuminati, the secret society dating back to 1776.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I want to thank you for joining us on this sad day. George Trowbridge, my wife Meredith’s father, and a loving grandfather to our daughter, Hannah, has passed away quietly and peacefully.

      “Now is a time for mourning and not for eloquent graveside eulogies. Arrangements will be made to announce his sorrowful death, and a date will be set for his burial.

      “I will say this, however. George Trowbridge dedicated his adult life to the preservation of our great nation’s ideals. He believed in the Constitution and the principles of the Founding Father’s as enunciated therein.

      “He and I have been very close since I came to Washington, communicating frequently on all matters concerning the best interests of our country. You know him well, as do I. I am now fully aware of his vision and my place as it relates to the plan.”

      Cort paused as a murmur came over the group standing below him. All of them were keenly focused on every word he spoke. Cort took a deep breath, his confidence rising.

      “There will be much to discuss between us, and I must learn a lot from you. For now, I want to allow all of you to pay your respects to this great man.”

      Cort gestured for the group to come upstairs so they could enter the master suite and say their goodbyes to Trowbridge. He stood back against the plate-glass window, allowing the group plenty of room to walk past him. The sun began to peek through the clouds, radiating a variety of grays and white shades from the sun into Long Island Sound.

      One by one, the men and women who were closest to George Trowbridge, fellow Bonesmen, approached. They’d moved heaven and earth to arrive at the estate. It was immediately apparent, however, that they were there for two reasons, the least important of which was to say goodbye to Trowbridge. They were there for Cort.

      They stopped to shake his hand. Several of them bowed slightly to kiss the top of his hand. Cort was uncomfortable with the gesture at first, and then he naturally embraced it.

      Few words were spoken other than offers of sympathy. Several Bonesmen uttered words of congratulations. Others simply smiled and stared into Cort’s eyes, either trying to read him or to convey a message without speaking the words.

      At one point, an older gentleman broke the trend of solemn greetings for Cort. He locked eyes with Cort and whispered, “Where do we go from here?”

      The unexpected question caused a small group to pause around Cort, anxious to hear his response. Cort thought for a moment, during which time he glanced to his right. Meredith and Hannah had reemerged from the bedroom and were watching the processional as the Bonesmen passed by Cort.

      Cort swallowed hard and responded to the man, “We finish what we started.”

      Those who heard his response began to smile, and the sound of chatter filled the cavernous space. Those who were waiting in line along the stairwell passed on his response. Those who’d already entered to pay their respects to Trowbridge heard the news. The atmosphere in the home turned electric, apparently a positive response to Cort’s intentions.

      Harris appeared out of nowhere and whispered to Cort, “I’m sorry that your family exited their room. I’ve admonished the staff.”

      Cort smiled and continued to shake the hands of the visitors, who now picked up the pace. He supposed they’d received what they came for.

      He leaned into Harris and whispered, “Thank you. Now I need you to get the president on the phone.”

      Cort looked up and smiled as a group of several women preferred to hug him rather than shake hands. “God bless you, Michael,” whispered one of them into his ear. He hadn’t been called Michael in a long time. It caught him off guard.

      Michael Cortland. Am I still Cort?

      Harris whispered into Cort’s ear again, “Sir, our customary means of communication is through his chief of staff. I’ll get him—”

      Cort cut him off. “Not this time, Harris. What I have to say to the president will be for his ears only, understand?”

      “Yes, sir. Absolutely.”

      Harris scurried down the stairs and Cort’s eyes followed him. Then he glanced back to his right, searching for Meredith and Hannah.

      They were gone.
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      “Seems like old times,” Ryan commented as he adjusted his seat on the sofa. Invariably, when he took his seat on the couch, Chubby quickly climbed onto him as if he was her designated lap. For whatever reason, The Roo, who only weighed a couple of pounds less, but was somehow much lighter on her feet, opted for her mommy’s lap. Either way, Haven House was dedicated to the comfort of the two lap pups who’d taken up their preferred positions and settled in for a nap.

      “It does,” Blair replied as she took another swig of water from her bkr, pronounced beaker, the neoprene-wrapped water bottle that had been her signature method of staying hydrated before America nearly fell apart. “I have to say, I kinda missed television. I know we complained about it all the time, but now we can see what’s happening, and I feel pretty good about the recovery efforts.”

      “Yeah, me too. This is gonna be a big day.”

      Bret Baier, the Fox News announcer, could be overheard in the background as they waited for the president to appear at the podium in the Rose Garden. Several hundred chairs were filled with dignitaries, politicians, and the media for the event.

      “By all accounts, the president is being given credit for his statesmanship in the presence of a constitutional crisis not seen in the country since the 1860s. With a flurry of executive orders that shifted members of our military who were deployed overseas into National Guard positions, the president gave state governors the manpower they needed to gain control.

      “At first, some states, like New York, Illinois, California, and Oregon, resisted the thought of our nation’s military, albeit wearing the uniform of National Guardsmen, entering their states to gain control of the societal unrest. However, as the southern states quickly and efficiently tamped down the looting and violence, and with the District of Columbia regaining a sense of normalcy, other states elected to follow the president’s plan of recovery.”

      Ryan laughed. “I bet they aren’t giving the president kudos on CNN or anywhere else, for that matter.”

      “Now, Ryan, the president has asked us all to put aside our differences so that we don’t find ourselves in the same mess that we were in several months ago.”

      “I just think that’s easier said than done, darling. It’ll take years for Americans to forget how violence exploded in the streets. Politicians still blame each other for what happened, although nobody has come forward to claim responsibility and, fortunately, no evidence has emerged to say definitively whodunit.”

      Blair allowed Ryan to complain and make his point. She was of the mindset to start over, as the president requested. She wanted to forget the political animus and hostilities that she’d seen escalate on social media. The nation was embarking on a fresh start and she wanted to embrace it.

      She changed the subject as the news broadcast continued. “Did the Rankins get off okay? It was kinda sad, as they were the last of our core group to leave.”

      “Yeah, I think I’m gonna miss J.C. the most. That was one smart kid. Funny, too.”

      Blair nodded as The Roo squirmed in her lap, in search of a more comfortable spot before returning to the one she had. She licked her chops and closed her eyes again.

      “They were hesitant to go back to Richmond, as the entire downtown area had practically been destroyed. As it turns out, their delay opened up the opportunity of her dreams. Hilton Head is a beautiful place, and I know they’re excited to get back there.”

      “Well, I know Donna was thrilled, too,” added Ryan. “Hilton Head is not that far from Charleston, and although Angela isn’t an oncologist, she was a tremendous source of comfort for Donna when she feared her cancer was coming back. As she works through it, she’ll have Angela as a sounding board.”

      “Donna began to look at Angela as a third daughter,” said Blair. “I’m glad the two will live near each other, considering what’s going on with Tom.”

      Ryan’s cell phone rang. It startled them both and he shoved Chubby around to retrieve it from his pocket. He earned a series of disgruntled groans in the process. As he searched, he commented, “I’m still getting used to the phones working. I’m honestly not sure how I feel about it.”

      “Who is it?” asked Blair.

      “Delta, I mean Will,” replied Ryan before answering, “Hey, Will.”

      Ryan listened for a moment, periodically saying okay and sounds good before disconnecting the call. He leaned forward with a grunt and placed the phone on the table where he could reach it if need be.

      “Anything going on?” asked Blair.

      “Nah, he’s gonna call it a day and turn the front gate over to the night shift,” he replied.

      “Is all of that still necessary?”

      “Do you mean the patrols and gate security?” asked Ryan. “Yeah, for a little while, anyway. Once the grocery store shelves are full and folks get back to work, I’ll be happy with simply guarding the entrance. Besides, we have Will in charge of the grounds and X-Ray handling drone surveillance. Why not use them?”

      Blair shrugged. “I suppose. I’m glad the Hightowers decided to make the Haven their home. Their personal overhead is certainly low.”

      “Yeah, as in nothing,” added Ryan.

      “But wouldn’t you think there would be a lot of bad memories here following Ethan’s death?”

      “He and I talked about that,” replied Ryan. “As bad as Ethan’s death made them feel, they look at the Haven as the reason their family came back together. I told him to stay as long as he wanted.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States!” announced an aide to the president, who’d stepped up to the Blue Goose, the nickname given the large blue podium that the president speaks from.

      The cameras panned wide, providing a view of the president, his wife, and his son as they took their positions by his side. Emerging from another angle was the president’s chief of staff and the White House legal counsel.

      “Look!” exclaimed Blair. “It’s Hayden. Wow, that’s really cool.”

      Ryan agreed. “You know, we didn’t have a lot of time to discuss her representation of the president in that Supreme Court case. By the time she got here, the crap had hit the fan. Then, out of nowhere, she had to leave to get back to Washington.”

      “No kidding. We had so many helicopters flying in and out of here that I felt like we needed to build the Haven Heliport.”

      Ryan chuckled, causing Chubby’s flubber to shake as he did. “Except now they’re all gone. I was kinda hopin’ that they’d forget about at least one of them. That would’ve been a nice addition to the fleet.”

      “Shhh,” admonished Blair as she pointed to the screen. She turned up the volume. “He’s speaking.”

      “As you’re undoubtedly aware, the fine justices of the United States Supreme Court have heard all of the arguments, and yesterday they issued their ruling in my favor. I commend them for not allowing politics to sway their decision and especially for recognizing that it’s time for our great nation to heal.

      “Although I had already been sworn in as the Constitution required, out of an abundance of caution, the chief justice came to the White House yesterday evening for a private ceremony in which I proudly placed my hand on the Bible and swore to faithfully execute my duties.

      “Today, I have to my right, my White House counsel, Pat Cipollone, and the member of his team who shepherded this case through the courts, Miss Hayden Blount. I owe them a debt of gratitude for their perseverance and tenacity. Thank you both.”

      The president paused as the audience gave a rousing ovation to Cipollone and Hayden.

      “Man, can you believe we know somebody that famous?” asked Ryan.

      Blair responded, “It’s funny how life can change. One minute, you’re fighting for your lives. The next minute …” Her voice trailed off as the president continued.

      “With the legal battles and formalities out of the way, it’s time to get back to the business of governing. During these trying times, I have relied heavily upon my advisors and those within in the military as we executed a plan of recovery.

      “By all accounts, we’ve successfully put down a modern insurrection, one that was born out of hatred and designed to undermine our government. To be sure, there is still work to do, and I’m prepared to admit that I cannot do it alone.

      “After last night’s duplicated swearing-in ceremony, I officially rounded out my cabinet. Those members of my cabinet who were temporarily appointed in the aftermath of the November bloodletting, as these people like to refer to it, are now permanent members of the cabinet, subject to a few confirmations.”

      The president then gestured at the media. Despite his calls for reconciliation, they continued to question his every decision, including the one that prompted today’s Rose Garden ceremony. After smug laughter erupted among the attendees, except from the White House Press Corps, of course, the president continued.

      “Now, I have lots to say, but today is not just about me.” The attendees chuckled at his statement. The president, who was in a good mood, accepted the subtle commentary. “I know, I know. That’s a surprise, am I right?”

      After further laughter, he raised his hands and became serious. “Without further ado, I am pleased to announce that I have chosen Michael Cortland as my new vice president. Cort, come on up here.”

      The cameras swung to the right to show Cort walking up on stage, followed by Meredith and Hannah. All three had huge smiles on their faces, and Cort had an extra bounce in his step as he greeted the president. The two men heartily shook hands and then the president leaned back into the microphone.

      “I know how to pick ’em, don’t I? Look how tall this guy is!”

      Bret Baier’s voice cut in, using his low-key, soft-toned, golf-announcer approach. “At six feet five, Michael Cortland is, in fact, the tallest vice president in American history, beating out Lyndon B. Johnson by an inch.”

      Baier’s co-anchor, Brit Hume, added a comment. “If Cortland were so inclined, and if he develops the gravitas and exhibits the presidential timber to seek the highest office in the land, he could surpass Abraham Lincoln as the tallest president.”

      Baier added, “That would be ironic, would it not, Brit? Here’s this relative newcomer to politics, charged with the responsibility of keeping a nation together, and he’s being compared to Lincoln, who faced similar challenges.”

      “History does repeat itself, Bret.”

      Cort thanked the president and stepped up to the podium, graciously accepting the raucous applause of those seated in the Rose Garden.

      As the applause rose to a crescendo, Bret Baier continued. “Cortland hails from Mobile, Alabama, although most of his career has been spent in Washington. A graduate of Yale, where he also played basketball, he’s known as being levelheaded and a political outsider. He has never held office, and those who know him have stated that it was never something he intended to consider. Yet now he’s one heartbeat away from being the leader of the free world.”

      Cort hugged Meredith and Hannah before gesturing for them to stand to his right. The president patted Cort on the back and continued to lead the applause for his nominee.

      Ryan pointed at the television monitor. “Look, there’s Tom. He’s seated just to the left of Hayden. He’s gonna make a fantastic chief of staff for Cort.”

      “Hey, do you see Alpha standing off to the side?” exclaimed Blair. “Wow, didn’t he clean up well!” Alpha was wearing a dark blue suit with a Secret Service lapel pin attached to his jacket. He casually pressed his finger to his earpiece and appeared to mutter a few words as his eyes scanned the grounds.

      “I’ve got chills,” said Ryan. “This moment is nothing short of incredible.”

      “I’m really proud of them,” added Blair.

      Both Smarts sat a little taller on the sofa in anticipation of Cort speaking as the newly designated Vice President of the United States.

      “Thank you. Thank you. Good morning, everyone. Thank you.” Cort patiently tried to calm down the exuberant crowd. He turned to the president and nodded his appreciation.

      “I must first thank the president for the trust and faith he has placed in me. And, on behalf of the American people, I want to thank him for saving our great nation from months, or even years, of strife, sadness, and death.” Cort stopped and led applause for the president, who generously accepted it. It took a minute for the display of appreciation to die down before Cort could speak again.

      “The president has tasked me with the responsibility of finishing the job of bringing this nation together. Since day one of his presidency, he’s called upon his business acumen to make America great again. Now he’s ready to continue keeping America great!”

      The attendees gave Cort’s statement a standing ovation that lasted for another minute.

      Ryan commented on the tone of his statement. “This sounds like a campaign speech.”

      “Well, why not?” asked Blair. “Isn’t it logical that Cort would be the heir apparent if the remainder of the president’s term is as successful as the last four years?”

      “I sure hope so. We’ll be personal friends with the president. Can you imagine?”

      “Don’t expect an invitation to the White House, Mr. Smart,” replied Blair as she gave Ryan a playful kick with her foot.

      Cort continued. “While the president attends to our nation’s affairs, both overseas and here in America, I will be setting up a task force designed to deal with the terrorist attacks of New Year’s Eve and the aftermath.”

      Cort leaned into the podium and his face turned serious. “Let me be perfectly clear. Our nation has faced adversity in the past. We were blindsided on 9/11. We were dragged into a world war at Pearl Harbor. We’ve had foreign nations engage in war on our soil in the past.

      “One thing that we cannot allow is Americans fighting Americans, as they did during the first Civil War. To be sure, I am angered by the terrorists who initiated the attacks against us on New Year’s Eve. But I’m infuriated by the opportunists, the anarchists, who took advantage of our great nation in her moment of weakness to terrorize their fellow Americans.

      “My promise to the president, and now to you, the American people, is this. I will dismantle the organizations that spew hate across this nation. I will expose who is behind the anarchist movement that destroyed lives and cities in the weeks following the terrorist attacks.

      “And I will put safeguards in place that will stop these types of hate-filled organizations from taking advantage of the freedoms our Founding Fathers put into place in order to bully their fellow Americans.”

      Everyone on the stage stood to applaud Cort’s statement, and the gallery responded as well. It was the loudest demonstration of support since the ceremony began, and Cort’s voice could barely be heard over the noise.

      He raised his hands over his head and shouted, “Fare thee well and Godspeed, patriots!”

      The applause grew louder, and Blair became overcome with emotions. “Unbelievable.”

      Ryan, who’d been holding his breath throughout Cort’s statement, finally exhaled and wiped the tears off his face. He muttered to himself.

      “Choose freedom, and Godspeed, patriot.”

      

      
        
        THANK YOU FOR READING THE DOOMSDAY SERIES!

      

      

      If you enjoyed it, I’d be grateful if you’d take a moment to write a short review (just a few words are needed) and post it on Amazon. Amazon uses complicated algorithms to determine what books are recommended to readers. Sales are, of course, a factor, but so are the quantities of reviews my books get. By taking a few seconds to leave a review, you help me out and also help new readers learn about my work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What’s coming next from Bobby Akart?

          

        

      

    

    
      Get on the list to find out about coming titles, deals, contests, appearances, and more!

      
        
        Sign up for The Epigraph, my official newsletter, at BobbyAkart.com

      

      

      

      VISIT my feature page at Amazon.com/BobbyAkart for more information on my other action-packed thrillers, which includes over forty Amazon #1 bestsellers in forty-plus fiction and nonfiction genres.

      

      
        
        Turn the page to read a synopsis of each series by author Bobby Akart.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Series synopsis of Author, Bobby Akart

          

        

      

    

    
      READ ON FOR A BRIEF SYNOPSIS of Author Bobby Akart’s other bestselling survival thriller series. With nearly forty novels in print, and over thirty Amazon #1 best sellers, Bobby Akart has not only entertained his readers with suspenseful, thriller fiction, but he has educated them as to the threats we face from both natural and man-made catastrophic events.

      
        
        THE YELLOWSTONE SERIES

      

      

      
        
        Author’s Introduction to the Yellowstone Series

        June 15, 2018

        Anniversary of the Mount Pinatubo eruption

      

      

      Let me get right to the point. While most people look at volcanic eruptions as natural disasters, the fact of the matter is, without them, the Earth would explode.

      When I began outlining the Yellowstone series earlier this year, I came across numerous articles about telltale signs of Yellowstone’s imminent eruption. Many of them came from online news websites in the United Kingdom. Sometimes, alternative news sites in the United States would republish their content.

      As I furthered my research, I noticed that news reports of this nature dated back for many, many years. In other words, Chicken Little was at it again—The sky is falling! The sky is falling!

      Too often, we become desensitized to the threats we face because the media, desperate to draw attention to their publications, in whatever format, overstate the signs of collapse.

      Rather than focus on the news, I delved into the science. I’ve come to accept that volcanic activity is absolutely necessary for our planet’s survival but is also one of the biggest threats to mankind’s survival.

      Volcanoes are the Earth’s way of letting off steam. Deep beneath the surface of the planet, excess heat builds up, and it finds a way to vent. Over many thousands of years, intense energy is created by the heat from the Earth’s core. Natural radioactivity in the granite beneath the surface couples with leftover energy from the time our planet was created some four and a half billion years ago, to generate an unimaginable pressure.

      Imagine an extremely overcrowded city bus in the dead heat of summer, stalled in traffic, with no air-conditioning. The anger built up by the passengers reaches a boiling point until they force their way into the street, spilling out of the bus. Like an overcrowded bus, the overheated magma under our Earth’s surface stews in its own madness, allowing pent-up frustrations to boil over, until it releases its fury—its hellfire—upon the world above.

      The energy released by volcanoes varies in degree depending upon the type. To put it in perspective, consider this. Throughout 2017, the International Energy Agency estimated that the entire world used eighteen terawatts of energy. By comparison, the amount of built-up energy seeking to escape the Earth’s interior is almost fifty terawatts—nearly triple.

      This graphic provides a basic look at what lies beneath us.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      However, those who live near active volcanoes have something lurking below that most of us do not—magma. People who lived in Leilani Estates, Hawaii, and near Volcán de Fuego in Guatemala spent their days playing golf or walking to their villages. But beneath their feet, slowly, relentlessly, subterranean rivers of magma, the molten rock that constantly forces itself toward the surface, bullied their way through the mantle and crust. When it broke the surface, the eruptions in these two regions of the world faced devastating consequences.

      Here’s a graphic of the Kilauea volcanic activity.
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      While Volcán de Fuego, a conical stratovolcano, blasted an ash cloud that crushed surrounding villages, Kilauea was a perfect example of a slow eruption, featuring multiple fissures and vents oozing magma down its gentle slopes. To the casual observer, Kilauea appeared nonthreatening in terms of explosivity. Pictures began to surface of the aforementioned golfer, folks roasting marshmallows over the magma, and others taking selfies near the glowing flame.

      With the attention given Kilauea, it’s hard for many to fathom some of the more devastating volcanic eruptions such as Mount St. Helens in 1980 and Mount Pinatubo in 1991. Mount St. Helens registered as a VEI 5 on the Volcanic Explosivity Index. Mount Pinatubo was a VEI 6.

      Using Mount Pinatubo as an example, which is located in the Philippines, the eruption ejected ten trillion tons of magma into the stratosphere. Another twenty million tons of sulfur dioxide combined with toxic metals and minerals to fill the air around the planet. For many months, a layer of sulfuric acid haze circled the globe. During a three-year period, global temperatures dropped half a degree, and the Earth’s ozone layer was depleted temporarily.

      Which brings us to our chart setting forth the relative levels of volcanic eruptions. Many factors go into determining the VEI, including the volume emitted during the eruption and the cloud height. Currently, the Kilauea eruption is scaled in the VEI 1 to VEI 2 range. The Volcán de Fuego eruption in Guatemala will approach a VEI 3.

      The largest volcanic eruptions in history, known as mega-colossal, have reached a category of VEI 8. The smallest of the Yellowstone Caldera eruptions occurred six hundred thousand years ago and has been estimated to be a VEI 8. Scientific evidence shows an eruption of this magnitude to occur on our planet every fifty thousand years. The last VEI 8 supervolcanic eruption on a level similar to Yellowstone was on Sumatra in Indonesia.

      The Toba super eruption, which occurred seventy-five thousand years ago, has long been considered one of the Earth’s largest known eruptions. The Toba catastrophe resulted in a volcanic winter of six to ten years and a period of nearly a thousand years of global cooling.

      Genetic research was conducted showing the number of modern humans dropped significantly about the same time the eruption occurred. Toba Catastrophe Theory posited that people today evolved from the few thousand survivors who managed to avoid the worldwide impact of the eruption.

      The giant plume of ash stretched from Southeast Asia all the way to the Middle East. Since then, other researchers have found evidence that pockets of humanity continued their lives during this period. As a result, they cast doubt on the Toba Catastrophe Theory. The fact remains, however, that in the time period following the eruption of Toba, mankind almost became extinct, and no other plausible theory has been accepted by the scientific community as a whole.

      The following graph depicts the various levels of volcanic eruptions. As you scroll down the graphic, note which volcanic system is associated with the highest level that doesn’t appear on the chart—VEI 8.
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      Yellowstone’s three prior eruptions have been equal to, or greater than, Toba. Which takes us back to our VEI scale. A Yellowstone eruption will be at least a thousand times more powerful than Mount St. Helens and ten thousand times more powerful than Volcán de Fuego or Kilauea.

      When seeing the death and destruction left behind by these smaller, more humbling eruptions, it’s easy to see why the Yellowstone Caldera garners so much attention from scientists. It is easily the most monitored volcanic system in the world.

      Yellowstone is quite simply the most potentially explosive, violent, deadly, active volcano on Earth, and scientists agree—a catastrophic eruption is inevitable.

      Yellowstone erupted two-point-one million years ago and then again one-point-three million years ago. The last time it erupted was six hundred thirty thousand years ago. Scientists agree that Yellowstone, and our planet, is overdue for a massive, violent eruption. It will be an environmental disaster of global proportions. It might be, in fact, an extinction-level event. If so, it won’t be the first time.

      I can’t resist repeating this often-overused phrase—it’s not a matter of if, but when.

      Yellowstone is not an ordinary volcano. It is an extraordinary killer that will show itself in due time. Will Yellowstone erupt during our lifetimes? Maybe, or maybe not.

      But if it does …

      
        
        Books in the Yellowstone series

      

      

      
        
        Hellfire

        Inferno

        Fallout

        Survival
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        THE LONE STAR SERIES

      

      

      Political suspense collides with post-apocalyptic thriller fiction with the Lone Star Series by Best Selling Author Bobby Akart. A devastating EMP attack thrusts most of America into darkness, except for one state which has taken the steps to protect its power grid - Texas.

      World War III is imminent and a new President faces terrible choices as she navigates the shark-infested waters of Washington, and the geopolitical complexities around the world.  From Washington to Austin to a ranch in West Texas, decisions are made to protect the lives of Americans, some of which are considered selfish, rather than for people s survival.

      The Lone Star series is designed to be the most thought-provoking post-apocalyptic series ever written. Much has been written in post-apocalyptic fiction about the threat of electromagnetic pulse weapons, but this series was written with the stamp of approval of Dr. Peter Vincent Pry, a long-time advocate of protecting the nation’s power grid from EMPs and the Executive Director of the Task Force on National and Homeland Security appointed by President Donald Trump.

      Here is his Foreword for the Lone Star series …

      
        
        Foreword

        by Dr. Peter Vincent Pry

        Chief of Staff, Congressional EMP Commission

        Executive Director, Task Force on National and Homeland Security

      

      

      The recent escalating war of words and actions with rogue nations like North Korea and Iran has given rise to a new sense of urgency about threats we face—especially the existential threat that is nuclear electromagnetic pulse (EMP) attack. I am pleased to write this foreword for author Bobby Akart as he continues to inform his readers, through his works of fiction, about the EMP threat, both man-made and naturally occurring.

      With the Lone Star Series, you will learn about the potential of nuclear-armed satellites flying over America daily in low-earth orbit, positioned to collapse our power grid, destroy our way of life, and possibly kill up to ninety percent of Americans.

      The Congressional EMP Commission warns North Korea may already pose a worldwide threat, not only by ICBM, but by satellites, two of which presently orbit over the United States and every country on Earth.

      A single satellite, if nuclear-armed, detonated at high-altitude would generate an EMP capable of blacking out power grids and life-sustaining critical infrastructure.

      Yet, after massive intelligence failures grossly underestimating North Korea’s nuclear capabilities, their biggest threat to the U.S. and the world remains unacknowledged — nuclear EMP attack.

      The EMP threat continues to be low-priority and largely ignored, even though on September 2, 2017, North Korea confirmed the EMP Commission’s assessment by testing an H-Bomb that could make a devastating EMP attack.

      Two days after their H-Bomb test, on September 4, Pyongyang also released a technical report “The EMP Might of Nuclear Weapons” accurately describing a “super-EMP” weapon generating 100,000 volts/meter.

      North Korea’s development of a Super-EMP weapon that generates 100,000 volts/meter is a technological watershed more threatening than development of an H-Bomb and ICBM because even the U.S. nuclear deterrent, the best protected U.S. military forces, are EMP hardened to survive only 50,000 volts/meter.

      My colleague, EMP Commission Chairman William Robert Graham warned Congress in 2008 that Russia had developed Super-EMP weapons and most likely transferred that technology to North Korea allegedly by accident, according to Russian generals.

      The results of this newly discovered relationship between Russia and North Korea was that the DPRK now has the technology to win a nuclear war. At the very least, a North Korean EMP attack could paralyze the U.S. nuclear deterrent and prevent U.S. retaliation, perhaps even by U.S. submarines at sea that cannot launch missiles without receiving an Emergency Action Message from the president.

      However, the warning signs have gone largely ignored. Although North Korea, Russia, and China have all made nuclear threats against the United States recently, in the case of North Korea and Russia repeatedly, most analysts dismiss the war of words as mere bluster and nuclear sabre rattling, not to be taken seriously.

      In the West, generations of leaders and citizens have been educated that use of nuclear weapons is unthinkable and the ultimate horror. Not so in Russia, China, and North Korea where their nuclear capabilities are publicly paraded — missile launches and exercises are televised as a show of strength, an important part of national pride.

      Then, there is the issue of an EMP attack. An electromagnetic pulse attack would be perfect for implementing Russia's strategy of "de-escalation," where a conflict with the U.S. and its allies would be won by limited nuclear use. It's their version of "shock and awe" to cow the U.S. into submission. The same kind of attack is viewed as an acceptable option by China and North Korea as well.

      An EMP attack would be the most militarily effective use of one or a few nuclear weapons, while also being the most acceptable nuclear option in world opinion, the option most likely to be construed in the U.S. and internationally as "restrained" and a "warning shot" without direct loss of life.

      Because an electromagnetic pulse destroys electronics instead of blasting cities, even some analysts in Germany and Japan, among the most anti-nuclear nations, regard EMP attacks as an acceptable use of nuclear weapons. A high-altitude EMP (“HEMP”) attack entails detonating a nuclear weapon at 30-400 kilometers altitude — above the atmosphere, in outer space, so high that no nuclear effects, not even the sound of the explosion, would be experienced on the ground, except the resulting EMP.

      An EMP attack will kill far more people than nuclear blasting a city through indirect effects — by blacking out electric grids and destroying life-sustaining critical infrastructures like communications, transportation, food and water — in the long run. But the millions of fatalities likely to eventually result from EMP will take months to develop, as slow as starvation.

      Thus, a nation hit with an EMP attack will have powerful incentives to cease hostilities, focus on repairing their critical infrastructures while there is still time and opportunity to recover, and avert national extinction.

      Indeed, an EMP attack or demonstration made to "de-escalate" a crisis or conflict is very likely to raise a chorus of voices in the West against nuclear escalation and send Western leaders in a panicked search for the first "off ramp."

      Axis of Evil, and the entire Lone Star Series, are books of fiction which are based upon historical fact. The geopolitical factors in this series leading up to a potentially catastrophic collapse of America’s power grid are based upon real-world scenarios.

      Author Bobby Akart has written several fiction and non-fiction books with the intent to raise awareness about the threats we face from an EMP, whether via a massive solar storm or delivered by a nuclear warhead. While many books have been written about the results of nuclear war and EMPs, few have tackled the subject of using satellites as a means of delivering the fatal blow, until now.

      The Lone Star Series is written to be thought-provoking. It will be a reminder to us all that you never know when the day before is the day before. Prepare for tomorrow.

      Dr. Peter Vincent Pry

      Chief of Staff

      Congressional EMP Commission

      Executive Director

      Task Force on National and Homeland Security

      
        
        Books in the Lone Star Series

        Axis of Evil

        Beyond Borders

        Lines in the Sand

        Texas Strong

        Fifth Column

        Suicide Six
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        THE PANDEMIC SERIES

      

      

      Author’s Introduction to the Pandemic Series

      In the mid-twentieth century, a new weapon shocked the world with its ability to destroy the enemy.

      For centuries, another weapon has existed…

      One that attacks without conscience or remorse…

      Its only job is to kill.

      They are the most merciless enemy we’ve ever faced…

      And they’re one-billionth our size.

      
        
        Be prepared to become very, very paranoid.

      

      

      WELCOME TO THE NEXT GLOBAL WAR.

      Biological weapons, delivered under the right conditions against an unaware, unprotected population, will, pound for pound and dollar for dollar, kill a million times more people than a nuclear weapon. A nuclear bomb doesn’t come close to matching the potential footprint of a biological weapon.

      Over the past half century, the number of new diseases per decade has increased fourfold. Since 1980, the outbreaks have more than tripled. With those statistics in mind, one has to consider the consequences of a major pandemic.

      Death has come to millions of humans throughout the millenia from the spread of infectious diseases, but none was worse than the Black Death, a pandemic so devastating that uttering the words the plague will immediately pull it to the front of your mind. From 1347 to 1351, the Black Death reshaped Europe and much of the world.

      In a time when the global population was an estimated four hundred fifty million, some estimates of the death toll reached as high as two hundred million, nearly half of the world’s human beings.

      This plague’s name came from the black skin spots on the sailors who travelled the Silk Road, the ancient network of trade routes that traversed the Asian continent, connecting East and West. The Black Death was in fact a form of the bubonic plague, not nearly as contagious and deadly as its sister, the pneumonic plague.

      Fast-forward five centuries to 1918, an especially dangerous form of influenza began to appear around the world. First discovered in Kansas in March 1918, by the time the H1N1 pandemic, commonly known as the Spanish flu, burned out in 1919, it took the lives of as many as fifty million people worldwide.

      Why does the history of these deadly pandemics matter?

      Because it has happened before and it will happen again—despite the world’s advanced technology, or because of it. People no longer stay in one place; neither do diseases. Unlike the habits of humans during the Black Death and the Spanish flu, an infection in all but the most remote corner of the world can make its way to a major city in a few days.

      Terrible new outbreaks of infectious disease make headlines, but not at the start. Every pandemic begins small. Early indicators can be subtle and ambiguous. When the next global pandemic begins, it will spread across oceans and continents like the sweep of nightfall, causing illness and fear, killing thousands or maybe millions of people. The next pandemic will be signaled first by quiet, puzzling reports from faraway places—reports to which disease scientists and public health officials, but few of the rest of us, pay close attention.

      The purpose of this series is not to scare the wits out of you, but rather, to scare the wits into you. As one early reader said to me, after reading the Pandemic series, “I now realize that humans can become extinct.” Not a comforting thought.

      The Pandemic series is a post-apocalyptic medical thriller series that presents a grim reminder that human existence can be wiped out with a microorganism one one-billionth our size. The events depicted in the Pandemic series are fictional. The events, however, are based upon historical fact.

      
        
        Books in the Pandemic Series

        Beginnings

        The Innocents

        Level 6

        Quietus
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        THE BLACKOUT SERIES

      

      

      About The Blackout Series

      WHAT WOULD YOU DO

      if a voice was screaming in your head – GET READY . . .

      for a catastrophic event of epic proportions . . .

      with no idea where to start . . .

      or how, or when?

      
        
        This is a true story, it just hasn't happened yet.

      

      

      The characters depicted in The Blackout Series are fictional. The events, however, are based upon fact.

      This is not the story of preppers with stockpiles of food, weapons, and a hidden bunker. This is the story of Colton Ryman, his stay-at-home wife, Madison, and their teenage daughter, Alex. In 36 Hours, the Ryman family and the rest of the world will be thrust into the darkness of a post-apocalyptic world.

      A catastrophic solar flare, an EMP—a threat from above to America's soft underbelly below—is hurtling toward our planet.

      The Rymans have never heard of preppers and have no concept of what prepping entails. But they're learning, while they run out of time. Their faith will be tested, their freedom will be threatened, but their family will survive.

      An EMP, naturally generated from our sun in the form of a solar flare, has happened before, and it will happen again, in only 36 Hours.

      This is a story about how our sun, the planet's source of life, can also devastate our modern world. It’s a story about panic, chaos, and the final straws that shattered an already thin veneer of civility. It is a warning to us all ...

      
        
        never underestimate the depravity of man.

      

      

      What would you do when the clock strikes zero?

      Midnight is forever.

      
        
        Books in the Blackout Series

        36 Hours

        Zero Hour

        Turning Point

        Shiloh Ranch

        Hornet’s Nest

        Devil’s Homecoming
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        THE BOSTON BRAHMIN SERIES

      

      

      Political suspense collides with post-apocalyptic thriller fiction in the bestselling Boston Brahmin political thriller series by Author Bobby Akart.

      Works of fiction are frequently based upon historical fact. The Boston Brahmin series portrays a very factually based argument for why every American must understand the threat of government overreach and Cyber Attack vulnerabilities.

      G. Michael Hopf, bestselling author and former Marine, said it best when he wrote,

      "A terrifyingly realistic, prescient new series ... which can only be described as prophetic."

      In book one, The Loyal Nine, and the entire Boston Brahmin Series, history repeats itself. The Loyal Nine takes its name from nine patriotic Bostonians who chose freedom over the tyrannical rule of Great Britain. As the British exerted more control over the colonists, especially in the form of taxes, anger and resentment rose to a crescendo, resulting in the War for Independence.

      As the series continues, America teeters on the brink of economic and societal collapse. Social unrest sweeps the nation until a catastrophic event brings the nation to its knees. Then the story turns to one of survival for Americans as well as the Republic.

      America is caught in the crosshairs of a power struggle between a rich and powerful shadow government orchestrated by The Boston Brahmin, and the politicians who claim to have the country's best interests at heart. It will be up to The Loyal Nine to protect the nation from tyranny.

      The Boston Brahmin series will take the reader on a journey based in historical fact--both in its character development and the events that take place during the timeline of the series. This is a series about the societal and economic collapse of America. This type of collapse event is gradual and not sudden. The events portrayed in The Boston Brahmin series will rise to a crescendo, forcing the characters to make a decision--choose tyranny or freedom. They will be challenged physically and emotionally.

      
        
        As always, nothing is exactly what it seems.

      

      

      Writing a series of this magnitude takes a considerable amount of time and research. It also asks the reader to become invested in the journey of the characters. Creating a book series about societal and economic collapse is a marathon, not a sprint. Read with us. Learn with us. I encourage you to interact with us on social media. I truly enjoy conversing with my readers--all of whom I consider friends.

      If you have not had the opportunity to read Seeds of Liberty, a #1 best seller in the Politics, Social Sciences category and the Modern History category. Seeds of Liberty is a nonfiction companion guide to The Boston Brahmin series, which provides both a sociological analysis and a complete historical perspective of America's penchant for rebellion.

      I hope you enjoy this epic, history-rich thriller series. Torn from the headlines, The Boston Brahmin series presents a nation plunged into chaos by enemies "foreign and domestic." Only The Loyal Nine, a patriotic group of descendants of our Founding Fathers, can navigate the collapse and restore the American republic.

      Immerse yourself in The Boston Brahmin series and consider the real world events surrounding us today. I think you'll find fiction can become reality.

      Enjoy and thanks for reading!

      
        
        The Boston Brahmin Series

        The Loyal Nine

        Cyber Attack

        Martial Law

        False Flag

        The Mechanics

        Choose Freedom

        Patriot’s Farewell

        Seeds of Liberty (Companion Guide)
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        THE PREPPING FOR TOMORROW SERIES (non-fiction)

      

      

      About the Prepping for Tomorrow Series

      Because you never know when the day before —

      is the day before.

      Prepare for tomorrow!

      Author Bobby Akart, the founder of Freedom Preppers, has been a tireless proponent of adopting a preparedness lifestyle. As he learned prepping tips and techniques, he shared them with others via his writing on the American Preppers Network website, and in his bestselling book series.

      The Prepping for Tomorrow series is the culmination of Bobby’s research and real-world experiences provided in a concise guide for new and experienced preppers alike.

      What if the preppers are right?

      The media shapes public opinion in all formats including news, cinema and television shows. It should come as no surprise that everyone doesn't necessarily form an opinion on every subject. Nor should you be shocked to hear that most opinions are uninformed. We can all give countless examples of this. Most Americans are sheeple, unable to think for themselves. They are content to follow, and many are too lazy to do the minimal research required to have an informed opinion. Their reliance on government or media sources for information makes them susceptible to manipulation. It's simply easier to be a sheeple.

      As a student of the preparedness lifestyle, I cringe at the media's portrayal of preppers. Initially, the brunt of the ridicule was directed at survivalists. But with the success of National Geographic's Doomsday Preppers, the concept of being a prepper hit the mainstream. Now Preppers are the target of the media's derision. I have my opinion as to why that is the case, and it has its basis in politics. It is my opinion that the media is predominantly left-leaning and, as a result, does not embrace the self-sufficient lifestyle that is prepping. So, if you can't join them, beat them down—repeatedly. As a recent example, consider the media's dismantling of the Tea Party movement. I see similar attacks on preppers.

      From the Associated Press: "Sandy Hook Shooter Comes from Prepper Family."

      From CBS: "Local 'Preppers' Stock Up For Improbable US Ebola Crisis."

      From Washington Post: "'Preppers' Convinced Yellowstone Volcano Spells Doom."

      But, what if the Preppers are right?

      What if?

      The Economy Collapses

      The United States economy can collapse as a result of our own government's mismanagement of our national debt or external factors such as a global financial meltdown, an attack on the US Dollar, and other predictable events. Why do you think the Federal Reserve is so frightened of raising interest rates despite apparent underlying inflation data? Our economy is a house of cards. We are just a few steps away from a collapse of the dollar and hyperinflation.

      History is replete with the rise and fall of empires. Are Americans so arrogant, or oblivious, to realize that we are in a stage of decline and collapse? Some of the signs of decline include a downward cultural spiral, an over-reliance on government and the inability to protect the integrity of a nation's borders. Sound familiar?

      All empires collapse eventually. There have been no exceptions in the history of humanity.

      None. All empires end when a more vigorous empire defeats them—or when their financing runs out.

      What if?

      Escalation of Global Conflict into a World War

      Let's compile a list of the strongest, most dangerous bad actors on the world geopolitical stage:

      Russia ~ China ~ North Korea ~ Iran ~ Syria ~ ISIS ~ Al Qaeda

      What do these seven geopolitical foes have in common? They both hate and disrespect the United States! Think of the Seven Deadly Sins: Lust, Gluttony, Greed, Sloth, Wrath, Envy, Pride. All of these relate to the attitudes of these bad actors towards the United States. Is it that far-fetched that one or more of these could band together to bring the mighty United States of America to its knees? Remember the words of the great Chinese General Sun Tzu — the enemy of my enemy is my friend. Except ISIS and Al Qaeda, the five nations comprising this group considers each other allies.

      The assassination of an Archduke precipitated World War I, but the underlying causes were geopolitical tensions in Europe. Twenty million people died during the war, followed by another seventy million post-war due to famine and the Spanish Flu. Are we naive to think that something like this couldn't happen again? Geopolitical tensions – sound familiar?

      Tensions arising from invasions of other sovereign territories around the world were the principal cause of World War II. It escalated into a global conflict with the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Today, Russia has invaded Ukraine. China prepares to exert more of its dominance in Asia. ISIS is taking over large parts of the Middle East to form an Islamic State. Some might say— not our problem. But what if one of the bad actors mentioned above decide to make it our problem with an attack on the heartland along the lines of Pearl Harbor? Is that so implausible? Remember 9/11?

      What if?

      America is Attacked by Terrorists

      We are vulnerable to attack because of our desire to provide freedom to all Americans, but especially because of political correctness. We are not allowed to use racial profiling to identify a potential terrorist. Our southern border is a sieve. We refuse to ban flights from Ebola-stricken countries for fear of being labeled racist. Our military has been weakened by prolonged wars and budget cuts.

      Our enemies can come at us in so many ways. A day does not go by without news of a cyber-terrorism incident. What if these cyber attacks are just a series of trial runs before one massive, coordinated attack on our banking, governmental and utility servers? An electromagnetic pulse delivered by a nuclear warhead or a series of electromagnetic pulse weapons fired at strategic locations across the country could bring down our power grid. For the first time, Russia has more deployed nuclear assets than the United States does. Can you say outnumbered?

      What if?

      Widespread Pandemic or BioTerror

      Our government was intent on calming the fears of the American people as to the likelihood of the Ebola virus hitting US soil. The presence of the Ebola virus came as a result of bringing Ebola-stricken health care workers into the country. Keep in mind, that these were people who were experts in treating Ebola and who were provided all of the necessary equipment to prevent contracting Ebola. As the CDC was calming our fears, a Nigerian national flew into Dallas with Ebola, potentially infecting hundreds and ultimately dying while in the government's care.

      The question has to be asked—What is wrong with a little fear amongst the masses?

      Fear is a great motivator. It is designed to be compelling, so that we take survival action in the form of fight, flight, or freeze.

      In 1763, the British fortress at Fort Pitt in Delaware was under siege. Letters were exchanged between British General Jeffrey Amherst and Colonel Henry Bouquet as to proposed defensive tactics.

      General Amherst suggested: "Could it not be contrived to send the Smallpox among those disaffected tribes of Indians?"

      Weaponized smallpox. Is it not plausible that our enemies could weaponize Ebola? In the name of Jihad, is it not possible that one would contract the Ebola virus and enter the United States with the intention of creating a pandemic? The news outlets that raise these possibilities are labeled fear mongers and racists. But have you noticed that Amazon is selling out of particulate masks and other bio-hazard supplies? Fear is a great motivator.

      What if?

      Near Earth Object – SuperVolcano Eruption – Natural Disaster

      Any of the above naturally occurring events could wreak havoc on our power grid, our atmosphere, and our climate. These are not the catastrophic events known only in science fiction movies. There is a historical precedent for them all.

      A major earthquake along the New Madrid Fault in the central United States could collapse bridges over the Mississippi River. An earthquake of this magnitude, along the New Madrid happened before in 1811 and 1812. The New Madrid Seismic Zone (NMSZ) is comprised of eight states: Alabama, Arkansas, Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Mississippi, Missouri, and Tennessee.

      The Wabash Valley Seismic Zone (WVSZ) in southern Illinois and southeast Indiana, together with the East Tennessee Seismic Zone (ETSZ) in eastern Tennessee and northeastern Alabama, constitute a significant risk of moderate-to-severe earthquakes throughout the central region of the USA.

      Studies indicate that Tennessee will incur the highest level of economic damage and societal impact. According to the Mid-America Earthquake Center, over 300,000 buildings would be moderately or more severely damaged, over 290,000 people would be displaced and well over 70,000 casualties would be expected. Total direct economic losses would surpass $56 billion. Those results focus on the immediate effects of the massive earthquake itself. As preppers, we consider the additional impact in the form of societal unrest — looting, death from sickness, and murder.

      The States of Missouri, Arkansas, Kentucky, and Illinois would also incur significant losses. Studies indicate a potential direct economic loss would reach over $150 billion.

      The indirect financial loss due to business interruption and loss of market share is at least as high, if not far greater than, the direct economic losses. Scientists and economists predict the total financial impact of a series of NMSZ earthquakes would be likely to constitute the highest loss due to a natural disaster in U.S. history.

      The economic losses and societal impact for each state should be considered separately. Since each scenario is based on a different hazard, adding results together will not reflect an accurate scenario. It’s hard to gauge the potential loss of life arising from a natural disaster of this magnitude.

      After the earthquake, critical infrastructure and lifelines will be heavily damaged and will be out of service for a considerable period. The resulting collapse of the power grid and transportation routes is likely to affect a region much larger than the eight states referenced above. Many hospitals nearest to the epicenter will not be able to care for its patients. Many of those injured during the disaster will have to be transported outside of the region for medical attention. Moreover, pre-disaster patients will be required to continue their care outside of the area, at fully functioning hospitals.

      It is doubtful that the transportation system will be intact. Damage to the transportation system will hinder mass evacuation efforts. First responders will be severely impaired due to police and fire stations throughout the impacted region. Public shelters will be damaged and unusable after the earthquake.

      The scenario described for a New Madrid Zone earthquake can be applied to other catastrophic disaster events. Strikes by objects, NEOs, such as asteroids, can be extinction-level events. Likewise, a massive eruption of the Yellowstone SuperVolcano could result in climate change that would alter the entire food production system of the Northern Hemisphere.

      What if?

      The Deadly Threat of a Coronal Mass Ejection – Solar Flare

      A powerful electromagnetic pulse, whether resulting from a nuclear-delivered EMP or a massive solar storm, could collapse the power grid and the critical infrastructure of our nation.

      What are solar storms?

      Every minute, enormous eruptions of magnetically-charged plasma are emitted from the sun's roiling interior, exploding outward into space. Known as coronal mass ejections, or CME, these moderate solar storms occur fairly regularly and harmlessly, sometimes causing spectacular auroras that illuminate the sky over the North and South poles. But even typically benign solar storms generate energy many times more powerful than our planet’s combined nuclear arsenals.

      Is the threat real? Renowned American astronomer, Phil Plait, who is a self-proclaimed skeptic, is known as The Bad Astronomer because of his work in debunking common misunderstandings about space events. "People sometimes ask me if anything in astronomy worries me," says Plait, when asked about the threat of a deadly CME. "Something like this is near the top of the list."

      There is good reason to be concerned. A National Academy of Sciences study found there is a twelve percent chance that a monster solar storm will strike Earth within the next decade. A solar event of that magnitude could cause two trillion dollars’ worth of damage in the first year of recovery alone—twenty-times the cost of Hurricane Katrina.

      But, what about the human cost? Studies frequently cite economic loss. How would the destruction of the power grid and other critical infrastructure; like the internet, banking, and government be affected? Has such a storm ever hit Earth?

      Yes, several times. Imagine our way of life without power for weeks on end, as a result of a massive solar flare striking the Earth. It happened in 1859, in what is commonly referred to as the Carrington Event.

      On Sept. 1, 1859, British astronomer Richard Carrington noticed a brilliant solar flare over England. In the days that followed, a succession of coronal mass ejections struck Earth head-on. Auroras illuminated the night sky from Africa to Hawaii. "The light appeared to cover the whole firmament," one Baltimore newspaper reported. "It had an indescribable softness and delicacy." The effects were more than aesthetic. EMPs from the storm caused telegraph systems — known as the Victorian internet — to fail throughout North America and Europe; in some cases, lines sparked and offices caught fire. Otherwise, the damage was minimal.

      Nonetheless, for telegraph operators in the Americas and Europe, the experience caused chaos. Many found that their lines were just unusable—they could neither send nor receive messages. Others were able to operate even with their power supplies turned off, using only the current in the air from the solar storm.

      From historical reports, one telegraph operator said, "The line was in perfect order, and skilled operators worked incessantly from eight o'clock last evening until one o’clock this morning to transmit, in an intelligible form, four hundred words of the report per steamer Indian for the Associated Press."

      Other operators experienced physical danger. Washington, D.C. operator, Frank Royce said, "I received a very severe electric shock, which stunned me for an instant. An old man who was sitting facing me, and but a few feet distant, said that he saw a spark of fire jump from my forehead to the sounder."

      At the time, the telegraph was a new technology and never experienced technical difficulties of this type. But the story offers an important warning for modern society. The Carrington Event provides evidence of the fragility of electrical infrastructure. Scientific American reported in October of 1859: “The electromagnetic basis of the various phenomena was identified relatively quickly. A connection between the northern lights and forces of electricity and magnetism is now fully established."

      This event was long before humanity became utterly reliant on electronics — as it was when history repeated itself 153 years later.

      In 1989, a far smaller solar flare sent a pulse of radiation that left six million people in Quebec without power for up to nine hours. Much more alarming, was a solar super storm that barely missed Earth in July 2012. Astronomers say the sun spewed out a huge magnetic cloud that tracked straight through our planet’s orbit. Fortunately, for civilization, the Earth was elsewhere in its path around the sun at the time but had the storm roared through nine days earlier, a worst-case scenario would have occurred. Satellites involved in crucial global communications (including GPS) would have been ruined, large electrical transformers would have been destroyed, and ATMs would have stopped functioning. The internet would have been disabled on a massive scale. Most people wouldn't have been able to flush toilets, which rely on electric pumps.

      Three years later, "we would still be picking up the pieces," says astronomer Daniel Baker. "The July 2012 storm was, in all respects, at least as strong as the Carrington Event. The only difference is, it missed."

      In a word—TEOTWAWKI—The End Of The World As We Know It.

      Over the last one hundred and fifty years, the world’s critical infrastructure has become a more integral part of daily life. In the nineteenth century, telegraphs composed a comparatively small and relatively non-essential part of everyday life. Their successors today—including the electrical grid and much of the telecommunications network—are essential to modern life.

      Is the current system any more protected from catastrophic interference than the telegraph of the nineteenth century? Can the power grid handle a terrorist attack, or severe weather events, or a solar storm?

      There has never been a real test to prove it, but there is a robust debate about the vulnerability of the power grid. The most dangerous and costly possibilities for major catastrophes, the collapse of the nation’s critical infrastructure, might visit the United States from any number of methods.

      One scenario is a repeat of the solar storm as big as the 1859 Carrington Event. A solar event of this magnitude hasn't struck the earth since, although there have been smaller ones. As a result of the Quebec blackout in 1989, there were complications across the interconnected grid and a large transformer in New Jersey permanently failed.

      In 2003, residents of the northeastern United States experienced a grid-down scenario. It doesn't take an unprecedented solar flare to knock out power. The combination of a few trees touching power lines, and a few power companies asleep at the wheel, plunged a section of the nation into darkness. The darkness can spread. As the difficulties at Ohio-based FirstEnergy grew and eventually cascaded over the grid, electrical service from Detroit to New York City was lost. The 2003 event was a comparatively minor episode, compared to what might have happened. Most customers had their power back within a couple of days and the transformers were relatively unaffected.

      Compare that event with the incident in Auckland, New Zealand. Cables supplying power to the downtown business district failed in 1998. The center of the city went dark. Companies were forced to shutter or relocate their operations outside of the affected area. The local Auckland utility had to adopt drastic measures to move in temporary generators. They even enlisted the assistance of the world's largest cargo plane—owned by rock band U2, to transport massive generators into the area. It took five weeks for the power grid to be fully restored.

      There are contrarians. Jeff Dagle, an electrical engineer at the Pacific Northwest National Laboratory, who served on the Northeast Blackout Investigation Task Force argued, “one lesson of the 2003 blackout is that the power grid is more resilient than you might think.”

      The task force investigators pinpointed four separate root causes for the collapse, and human error played a significant role. "It took an hour for it to collapse with no one managing it," Dagle said. "They would have been just as effective if they had just gone home for the day. That to me just underscores how remarkably stable things are."

      As awareness was raised by Congress, the National Academies of Science produced a report detailing the risk of a significant solar event. The 2008 NAS report paints a dire picture, based on a study conducted for FEMA and Electromagnetic Pulse Commission created by Congress.

      While severe solar storms do not occur that often, they have the potential for long-term catastrophic impacts to the nation’s power grid. Impacts would be felt on interdependent infrastructures. For example, the potable water distribution will be affected immediately. Pumps and purification facilities rely on electricity. The nation’s food supply will be disrupted, and most perishable foods will spoil and be lost within twenty-four hours. There will be immediate or eventual loss of heating/air conditioning, sewage disposal, phone service, transportation, fuel resupply, and many of the necessities that we take for granted.

      According to the EMP Commission, the effects would be felt for years, and its economic costs could add up to trillions of dollars—dwarfing the cost of Hurricane Katrina. More importantly, the commission’s findings stated a potential loss of life that was staggering. Within one year, according to their conclusions, ninety percent of Americans would die.

      But some skeptics say it's the opposite. Jon Wellinghoff, who served as Chairman of the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission—commonly known as FERC, from 2009 to 2013, has sounded the alarm about the danger of an attack on the system. The heightened awareness came as a result of an April 2013 incident in Silicon Valley, California, in which a group of attackers conducted a coordinated assault on an electrical substation, knocking out twenty-seven transformers. FERC points to the fact that the U.S. power grid is broken into three big sections known as interconnections. There is one each for the Eastern United States, the Western United States, and—out on its own—Texas. In fact, the East and West interconnections also include much of Canada and parts of Mexico.

      In a 2013 report, FERC concluded that if a limited number of substations in each of those interconnections were disabled, utilities would not be able to bring the interconnections back up again for an indeterminate amount of time. FERC’s conclusion isn't classified information. This information has been in government reports and widely disseminated on the internet for years.

      FERC also noted that it could take far longer to return the electrical grid to full functionality than it did in 2003. Wellinghoff said, "If you destroy the transformers—all it takes is one high-caliber bullet through a transformer case, and it's gone, you have to replace it. If there aren't spares on hand—and in the event of a coordinated attack on multiple substations, any inventory could be exhausted—it takes months to build new ones.”

      "Once your electricity is out, your gasoline is out, because you can't pump the gas anymore. All your transportations out, all of your financial transactions are out, of course because there are no electronics," Wellinghoff also stated.

      FERC’s proposed solution was to break the system into a series of microgrids. In the event of a cascading failure, smaller portions of the country could isolate themselves from the collapse of the grid. There is a precedent for this. Princeton University has an independent power grid. When a large part of the critical infrastructure collapsed during Superstorm Sandy, the Princeton campus became a place of refuge for residents and a command center for first responders.

      These doomsday scenarios may be beside the point because the electrical grid is already subject to a series of dangerous stresses from natural disasters. Sandy showed that the assumptions used to build many parts of the electrical infrastructure were wrong. The storm surge overwhelmed the substations, causing them to flood, and subsequently fail. Experts determined that significant portions of the grid might need to be moved to higher ground.

      Even away from the coasts, extreme weather can threaten the system in unexpected ways. Some systems use gas insulation, but if the temperature drops low enough, the gas composition changes and the insulation fails. Power plants in warmer places like Texas aren't well-prepared for extreme cold, meaning power-generating plants could fail when the population needs them the most to provide power for heat. As utilities rely more heavily on natural gas to generate power, there's a danger of demand exceeding supply. A likely scenario is a blizzard, in which everyone cranks up their propane or natural gas-powered heating systems. As the system becomes overwhelmed, the gas company can't provide to everyone. Power providers don't necessarily have the first right of refusal from their sources, so they could lose their supply and be forced to power down in the middle of a winter storm.

      Summer doesn't necessarily offer any respite. Even prolonged droughts can play a role. As consumers turn up their air conditioners, requests for more power will increase. There can be a ratcheting effect. If there are several days of consistently high temperatures, buildings will never cool completely. The demand from local utilities will peak higher and higher each day. Power plants rely upon groundwater to cool their systems. They will struggle to maintain cooling as the water itself heats up. Droughts can diminish the power from hydroelectric plants, especially in the western United States.

      If such extreme weather continues to be the norm, the chaos that was unleashed on the grid by Sandy may have been a preview of the kinds of disruptions to the grid, that might become commonplace. As the New York Herald argued in 1859, referring to the Carrington event, "Phenomena are not supposed to have any reference to things past—only to things to come. Therefore, the aurora borealis must be connected with something in the future—war, or pestilence, or famine." Although the impact of solar storms was not fully understood at the time, the prediction of catastrophe remains valid.

      What protective measures are possible?

      The Obama administration has taken steps to replace some of the aging satellites that monitor space weather, and extra-high-voltage transformers that are vulnerable to solar storms. The administration’s new plan also calls for scientists to establish benchmarks for weather events in space, incorporating something similar to the Richter scale. The strategy also includes assessing the vulnerability of the power grid, increasing international cooperation, and improving solar-flare forecast technology — a crucial step.

      But Dr. Peter Pry, Chairman of the EMP Commission, says that neither the White House, nor Congress, is taking the threat seriously enough or acting with the appropriate urgency. According to Dr. Pry, it would cost about two billion dollars— the amount of foreign aid we give to Pakistan — to harden the nation's power grid to minimize the damage from either a nuclear EMP or a solar flare. "If we suspended that [aid] for one year and put it toward hardening the electrical grid," Pry says, "we could protect the American people from this threat."

      Is this Science Fiction or Reality?

      All of the events described above are plausible and have their roots in history. What could happen? Global Panic. Martial Law. Travel Restrictions. Food and Water Shortages. An Overload of the Medical System. Societal Collapse. Economic Collapse.

      This is why we prep. Prepping is insurance against both natural and man-made catastrophic events. The government now requires you to carry medical insurance. Your homeowner's insurance may include damage from tornadoes. Even though you may never incur damage from a tornado, you pay for that coverage monthly nonetheless. This is what preppers do. We allocate time and resources to protect our families, in the event of seemingly unlikely events, but events that are occurring daily or have historical precedent.

      At Freedom Preppers, we hope none of these catastrophic events occur, but what if?

      Cyber Warfare

      We explored this concept in depth with the first book released into the Prepping for Tomorrow series, entitled Cyber Warfare. A #1 bestseller in an unprecedented eight Amazon categories, Cyber Warfare is a primer on the threats that we face as a nation, from the bad actors mentioned earlier. It explores the history of cyber attacks and discusses the nuances of the terminology. The United States and its allies have evolved over the past decade in their policies. Throughout the book, the problem of attribution is explored as cyber space allows hackers a convenient place to hide.

      The all-important issue is raised: When does a cyber attack become an act of war?

      After a thorough review of the threat that a devastating cyber attack poses for America, in particular, the critical infrastructure, Cyber Warfare provides preparedness solutions. Like Cyber Warfare, this guide will also help you answer the question:

      What if the preppers are right?

      Simply put, a cyber attack is a deliberate exploitation of computer systems. Cyber attacks are used to gain access to information, but can also be used to alter computer code, insert malware, or take over the operations of a computer-driven network.

      Why would terrorists bother with an elaborate and dangerous physical operation—complete with all the recon and planning of a black ops mission—when they could achieve the same effect from the comfort of their home? An effective cyber attack could, if cleverly designed, produce a great deal of physical damage very quickly. The sheer amount of interconnections in digital operations would mean that such an attack could bypass fail-safes in the physical infrastructure that would normally stop cascading failures.

      A single string of ones and zeros could have a significant impact. If a computer hacker could command all the circuit breakers in a utility to open, the system would be overloaded. Power utility personnel sitting in the control room could do that, but a proficient cyber-terrorist could do it as well. In fact, smart-grid technologies are more susceptible to common computer failures. New features that have been added to make the system easily manageable, might render it more vulnerable.

      At least one major public official downplays the cyber attack scenario. The nation's top disaster responder, FEMA director, Craig Fugate shrugs at the threat of a power grid collapse.

      "When have people panicked? Generally what you find is the birth rate goes up nine months later," he said, then turned more serious: "People are much more resilient than the professionals would give them credit for. Would it be unpleasant? Yes. Would it be uncomfortable? Have you ever seen the power go out, and traffic signals stop working? Traffic's hell, but people figure it out."

      Fugate's big worry in a mass outage is communication, he has said. When people can get information and know how long power will be out, they will handle it much better.

      Don’t worry, the government will take care of you. Naïve.

      Is there a precedent for the use of a cyber attack to take down a nation’s power grid? Let’s look at 2015.

      On March 31, 2015, the majority of homes and businesses in Turkey lost power as the result of alleged cyber attack by Iranian proxies. Analysts initially declared this the first full-blown blackout utilizing Cyber Warfare. Months later, Turkey announced the blackout was caused by an equipment malfunction, not by a cyber attack. One has to wonder if the Turkish government denied the cyber intrusion in order to avoid admission of the vulnerability of its critical infrastructure to cyber attack.

      On December 23, 2015, when a cyber attack on the power grid in Ukraine thrust that part of the nation into darkness, nearly 80,000 homes in Ukraine’s Ivano-Frankivsk region were without power. Believed to be part of Ukraine-Russian hostilities in the region, initial reports pointed to Russian hackers armed with a malware called BlackEnergy. This is the most recent successful attack on a power grid by hackers with the largest impact on a nation.

      Reports reveal that a Russian proxy group known as Sandworm carried out the attack by remotely switching breakers to cut power, following the installation of the BlackEnergy malware in order to prevent technicians from identifying the attack. The attack also included a denial of service to the utility's phone systems. Robert Lee, a former US Air Force cyber warfare operations officer who helped compile the report, was quoted by Reuters as saying, "This was a multi-pronged attack against multiple facilities. It was highly coordinated with very professional logistics. They sort of blinded them in every way possible."

      In poll after poll, one of the threats that concerns preppers is the use of a cyber attack to cause a grid-down scenario. There are many bad actors on the international stage. Each one is capable of wreaking havoc in the US, by shutting down our power grid and enjoying the resulting chaos.

      No bombs. No bullets. No swordfights. Just a few keystrokes on the computer, and we're done.

      What if?

      EMP: Electromagnetic Pulse

      EMP: Electromagnetic Pulse is a primer on the threats we face as a nation from an attack delivered by an Electromagnetic Pulse weapon. The constant barrage of cyber intrusions into the public and private sector have captured the news headlines in recent years, but it is time to refocus on the threat an EMP poses for our nation’s critical infrastructure.

      Senator Ron Johnson, of Wisconsin, Chairman of the Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs, began hearings in the summer of 2015 on the threat of an EMP detonation over the United States.

      The witnesses included, among others; James Woolsey, former Director of Central Intelligence, Joseph McClelland, Director of the Office of Energy Infrastructure Security at FERC, and Christopher Currie, Director of Homeland Security and Justice with the Government Accountability Office.

      Their conclusion: The threat is real, and the need for the U.S. to prepare for this eventuality is critical. Chairman Johnson, in his opening remarks, stated that although the issue of EMP has been on the government radar for years, it has largely gone ignored. He pointed out the fact that not one of the suggestions put forward by the congressionally mandated EMP Commission, formed in 2002, has been put in place.

      The science behind an electromagnetic pulse might be considered complicated and frightening to some. An EMP event can occur either naturally, (through solar flares, as discussed above) or artificially, as the result of a high-altitude nuclear explosion. The high-energy particles from such an explosion would cascade down to Earth, interacting with the planet’s magnetic field and destroying the electronic systems below. The resulting pulse of energy could destroy millions of transformers in America’s power grid, as the pulse travelled along transformer lines.

      The possibility of man-made EMP events has grown in relation to the technological sophistication of America’s adversaries. It is a widely known fact, that both Russia and China already have this capability, and both countries have carried out serious work relating to the generation of EMP in recent years, as part of their respective military modernization programs.

      Now, America’s enemies like Iran and North Korea may not be that far behind. Iran, for example, is known to have simulated a nuclear EMP attack several years ago, using short-range missiles launched from a freighter. In 2015, the Iranians fired a medium-range missile capable of carrying a nuclear warhead. North Korea, meanwhile, has acquired the blueprints to build an EMP warhead. In July of 2013, a North Korean freighter made it all the way to the Gulf of Mexico, through the Panama Canal, carrying two nuclear-capable missiles in the ship’s hold.

      All of these countries have successfully orbited a number of satellites that could potentially evade U.S. early warning radars. The Strategic Defense Initiative, or Star Wars, as former President Ronald Reagan once called it, was widely panned as bizarre by political opponents and the mainstream media. Today, satellites carrying nuclear warheads are at the ideal altitude to generate an EMP across the entire continental US. Perhaps, President Reagan was right.

      Scientists concur that such an attack, if it occurred, would have devastating consequences. A nuclear warhead detonated three hundred miles above St. Louis, Missouri, could collapse the entire nation's power grid. According to the EMP Commission, the recovery time from such a nationwide EMP event might be anywhere from one to ten years. In the meantime, ninety percent of Americans would likely die from starvation, disease, or societal collapse.

      Are the threats of an EMP attack and Cyber Warfare mutually exclusive? Not necessarily. North Korea’s recent nuclear test and dictator Kim Jong Un’s claim that he has a hydrogen bomb, has shifted focus away from the cyber threat and onto EMP once again. Although the focus of attention has shifted, at least temporarily, away from cyber threats, the North Korean nuclear threat is just another dimension of the threat from cyber warfare.

      Russia, China, Iran, and North Korea have all adopted an asymmetric warfare capability. Cyber warfare is not limited to computer viruses and hacking but is a combined-arms operation that includes the coordinated use of physical sabotage and an EMP attack. Our enemies consider a high-altitude nuclear EMP attack as the ultimate weapon. North Korea’s recent low-yield nuclear test, and its claim that it has a hydrogen bomb, are confirmation of the Congressional EMP Commission’s findings that North Korea is attempting to acquire a super-EMP weapon —a low-yield hydrogen bomb.

      There are solutions, and the clarion bell has been rung. Our nation’s leaders have a duty to protect the homeland. This book is intended to raise awareness of the threat, and provide the reader with preparedness solutions. EMP: Electromagnetic Pulse will also help you answer the question:

      What if?

      EMP: A threat from above to America's soft underbelly below. The clock is ticking.
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