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ARISEN : NEMESIS
 
Michael Stephen Fuchs




For Mandy – one of the two highest-quality human beings I’m privileged to call friend




PART ONE
 “Therefore they had arisen and fled at the beginning of the night and had left their tents and their horses and their asses, even the camp as it was, and had fled for their lives.” 
 - 2 Kings 7:7 



 The Wire 
 Camp Lemonnier, Djibouti 
 Staff Sergeant Kate Dunajski reflexively ducked her head at the wicked snap of an air pocket collapsing overhead. This was caused by a 7.62mm round passing within a few inches of her face. The sharp crack of the AK discharging reached her a fraction of a second later. This meant the shooter was close – and also straight ahead. Her mind drifted a little, and she wondered what the hell she’d gotten herself into. 
 She’d only been on the ground eight minutes. 
 She’d find out later that the military charter 737 she came in on would be the last scheduled flight to land at Djibouti–Ambouli International Airport, which was adjacent to Camp Lemonnier. Everything after that was either helo medevac flights coming in carrying wounded, or panicked evacuation flights going out. 
 And there would be damned few of the latter. 
 Crouching low in the dust, Kate looked out to the north and realized with a sinking feeling that the camp gate at the main entrance was basically a chain-link fence. It was reinforced with steel bars, which might stop attackers getting in. But it wasn’t going to stop anything the size of a bullet zipping through. And the growing mob out behind it didn’t seem to lack for either arms or ammo. They were also getting rambunctious enough that she wasn’t real optimistic about the gate stopping them. 
 Squinting deeply, Kate instinctively scanned over the top of her rifle sight, trying to ID a shooter. But with the riot of scurrying foot mobiles and vehicles out there, she couldn’t make out much. The gunfire outside the wire and across the town was still sporadic. 
 But it was ramping up. 
 And then another incoming round sparked into the blacktop not ten meters from her boot soles, skimmed the pavement, and bounced right up and smacked into her plate carrier, dead in the center of her chest. This smarted, but the heavy bullet had expended most of its velocity – which was damned lucky because she didn’t have her ceramic plate in. The heavy fabric of the plate carrier alone was enough to stop the round. 
 She realized now that she was still rooted to her spot – frozen, basically. 
 She had been under fire before, taking various flavors of incoming on her three previous deployments to Afghanistan. But it hadn’t happened often enough for her reactions to really be wired in – just enough for her to think she knew what she was doing, and how to react to contact. Pilots sometimes called this “the 200th hour” – when you knew just enough, and were confident enough, to make your first really big fuck-up. 
 And she definitely wasn’t used to taking fire while inside the damned wire. These were some ballsy locals. 
 Kate blinked once, hard, to clear her head. 

I’m in an exposed position. I’ve got to move.

 Inhaling two quick sharp breaths, she pushed her body up out of her crouch and took off straight for the nearest solid cover. Her legs felt weak with the first step, a result of the adrenaline and her muscles tensing up in the crouch. Luckily that cover was close, and turned out to be the building she’d been headed for anyway – the JOC, or Joint Operations Center. This was the beating heart of Camp Lemonnier in Djibouti, and of CJTF-HOA – the Combined Joint Task Force-Horn of Africa. 
 Aside from being a major subordinate headquarters of AFRICOM, DoD’s Africa Command, this was also the nerve center for all of America’s counter-terror, shadow war, and counter-insurgency (COIN) activities in the region, as well as humanitarian and development efforts. Shooters, spies, diplomats, analysts, aid workers, deminers, doctors and many others deployed out of here to all parts of Somalia, Ethiopia, Djibouti, Eritrea, and sometimes even Kenya. The mischief they got up to in these places was legendary. 
 Sometimes they even managed to do some good. 
 When Kate crashed through the front door of the JOC, not one of twenty-plus faces inside turned to look at her, or in any way took notice of her ungraceful entrance. There was too much going on – it was like a beehive, one that had just been kicked, and Kate sensed that the JOC staff was approaching task saturation. 
 She straightened up, pulled the door shut behind her, and stood there dully, breathing hard and scanning the room, her eyes adjusting to the dimness. Officers, NCOs, and enlisted personnel sat or stood at a variety of stations, interacting with computers, keyboards, tablets, and actual papers, plus radios, landlines, and cellphones. Three large video screens at the front of the room showed three different dusty scenes, transmitted by overhead drone cameras, lazily spinning in counterclockwise arcs. Radio chatter leaked out of speakers in various corners. And everyone was talking at the same time – not panicked, but urgent. Intent. 
 As she stood near the entrance casting around, her ears automatically locked on to one of the streams of radio traffic. This one seemed to be playing loudest, perhaps for the benefit of the whole room. 

“Shotgun X, this is Bravo One Actual. Peltier Hospital is a no-go. I repeat, the hospital is lost. We do NOT, repeat NOT, have the force prof—” This was followed by a series of gunshots and shouts that overwhelmed the rest of the transmission. 
 “Bravo One, Shotgun X – repeat all after ‘force profile’, over.” 
 Then Kate realized at least one person in this place had actually noticed her entrance. This was a tall, powerfully built man standing in the center of the maelstrom, as if holding court. He wore crisp tan digicam ACUs with a single black star in the middle of his chest on a Velcro patch. The star meant he was a brigadier general. And his rank almost certainly meant he was the commander of the entire task force. The curved Ranger tab on his shoulder was even more impressive, and caused Kate to straighten up. Rank insignia were one thing – all kinds of guys climbed the ranks. 
 But they didn’t just hand out Ranger tabs. 
 Under the gaze of this man, even lasting as it did only a second, Kate was suddenly seized by self-consciousness. She cursed her luck and timing, and hoped she at least looked squared away. She did. 
 Beneath her tactical load-bearing vest, she wore only a black Under Armor t-shirt – even in November, East Africa could still be hotter than two rabbits fucking in a wool sock. An aid pouch, a smoke grenade, a real grenade, and a GPS unit stuck out from the sides of her load-bearing equipment (LBE). On the back of that she wore a mid-size assault pack with most of the rest of her key tactical gear. 
 Below the waist, she wore tan Ghostex Advanced Camouflage System pants, somewhat like the general’s, but more expensive. Wrapped around her right thigh was a drop-leg holster with her M9 pistol, the standard 9mm Beretta 92FS with 15-round magazine. Attached to a single-point sling, she carried an M4 assault rifle mounted with an ACOG 4x-magnification red-dot sight and PEQ-15 laser sight/illuminator attached out on the barrel rail, just ahead of a vertical foregrip. 
 Her straight, slightly coarse, straw-blonde hair was tied into an efficient knot, which stuck out the back of an olive-green baseball cap emblazoned with the single word ARMY on the front. She wore tactical gloves and unfashionably black (not tan) Hanwag Special Forces GTX boots – pretty much her only really expensive indulgences, gear-wise, aside from the Ghostex. Never skimp on boots. She was thirty-one years old and in excellent physical shape. Fine lines around her eyes when she squinted or smiled, and an open but intelligent and cagey cast to her face, said that today wasn’t her first rodeo. 
 “Hey. You must be the new guy.” 
 She turned away from the commanding presence of the general. To the left of her, having approached from a tight little group in the front left corner of the JOC, a group within the group, stood a slim African-American sergeant of medium height with puffy and not-quite-military short hair and a thin mustache. He was compact, but projected energy and fitness. His green eyes seemed to be lit with intelligence. A silver cross on a chain was visible above the undone top button of his ACU blouse. 
 Kate mustered up a smile, took her right hand from the pistol grip of her rifle, pulled her glove off, and stuck her hand out. “Good guess. I’m Kate.” 
 He took her hand. “Elijah, detachment junior medical sergeant. Welcome to CJTF-HOA.” He pronounced it C-J-T-F-Ho-Ah. “And welcome to Triple Nickel.” And by this he meant Special Forces Operational Detachment-Alpha (ODA) 555, which was what Kate was now detailed to, for at least the next eight months. 
 Based on how her first eight minutes here had gone, she was already thinking this might be a long deployment. 



 Triple Nickel 
 Camp Lemonnier - Joint Operations Center 
 “Hey, come help me hold up this wall,” Elijah said, motioning her toward the far left side of the room, about halfway back. “Right now our number one tasking is to not be in the way.” As he moved, the unbuttoned collar of his blouse shifted, revealing what looked like a weeping Jesus tattoo on his chest. It was hard to tell on black guys. 
 Kate nodded, followed, and looked over toward the part of the JOC her eye had been immediately drawn to. It was that group within a group, circled around a tactical station toward the left front. Some drone video, of a forest rather than urban scene, was playing on a monitor there. As she eyed the backs of them, two of the men, one seated, one standing but hunched over, turned in toward each other and back around, then locked eyes with her. 
 She nodded, but they were both already turning away again. The older one had wavy black hair, slightly swept back; and the younger one straight sandy hair, parted on the side. But somehow they looked oddly like mirror images of each other, just with one perhaps fifteen or even twenty years older than the other – lines around the eyes, a bit of gray at the temples. But the younger one looked like an old soul in a young body, or like he had a lot of troubles. Kate blinked. 
 The intensity of their gazes, particularly the older one, slightly rattled her. 
 “That’s us,” Elijah said, sidling up close to her and leaning in, both of them pressed up against the wall. “Or most of what there is of us right now. We’re running split-team, half the guys out in the boonies with an SNA patrol.” 
 Kate nodded. She knew that a twelve-man ODA had two of most things – two weapons sergeants, two communications, two engineering, two medical – a senior and junior of each. She also knew that training and mentoring the Somali National Army, as they resisted and hunted al-Shabaab, the powerful local al-Qaeda affiliate, was a major job of the ODAs here. 
 “Slightly more than half,” Elijah amended. He told Kate that their Fox – 18F intel sergeant – was also out, as was their Chief – chief warrant officer, second in command under the captain, and who was leading the split team. 
 “So what’s going on?” Kate asked. 
 “What, here or there?” Elijah didn’t wait for an answer, but lowered his voice slightly. “Officially, it’s a mentoring patrol. That’s how we got it signed off. But in reality, SNA completely lost a recon element yesterday. Platoon-sized. Right off the map.” 
 Kate’s eyebrows went north. “That kind of thing happen a lot?” 
 “Yeah, unfortunately. Many of their senior officers couldn’t reliably find their own rectums with spelunking gear and road flares.” 
 Kate laughed despite herself. 
 “Luckily, helping them isn’t actually our main job.” 
 “That would be working with the Warsangali, right?” Some of Kate’s homework had involved classified material, and the specific activities of the task force. 
 “Yes,” Elijah said, “though that’s too hard to say all the damned time, so as usual we just call them the Gs – for guerillas. They’re one of the oldest clans in Somaliland. They’ve gotten badly kicked around by al-Shabaab, who have been trying to impose sharia law out in the provinces, ever since they got driven out of the cities.” 
 “De oppresso liber,” Kate said with a half-smile. It was the Special Forces motto: “to liberate the oppressed.” 
 She knew that the two great specialties of SF were unconventional warfare (UW) and foreign internal defense (FID) – more commonly called counter-insurgency. Both of these involved training and mentoring foreign soldiers. UW meant training guerrilla fighters to overthrow a despotic government or invading power. FID was training a country’s military to resist an insurgency. At heart, Special Forces soldiers were teachers. But like all good teachers, they first had to be masters of their trade, and their trade was the art of war. 
 Kate further knew that Army Special Forces, sometimes referred to as “Green Berets,” was the largest special-operations unit in the U.S. military. Each ODA specialized in either HAHO parachute ops, underwater/scuba, urban combat, maritime, or mobility (vehicle). And each of the five active SF groups had a theater of responsibility – for 5th Group, Triple Nickel's parent outfit, it was the Middle East, North Africa, and Central Asia. Which meant they had been busy. 
 Elijah smiled at the recitation of their motto. “Yeah, we’re trying, man. We’ve built a pretty impressive bush camp near the Gs’ village, up in the highlands of the Sanaag region, and we spend a lot of time deploying out of there, trying to help them.” 
 Kate nodded at the displays of urban chaos on the big video screens. “Would we be safer out there now? On my flight in I got a decent look down at Djibouti Town. It looked like Mardi Gras gone horribly wrong down there.” 
 Now Elijah laughed, shaking his head. “Civil disorder. The Task Force has been asked by the local government to send out units to patrol the streets – stability and peacekeeping ops.” 
 Kate nodded. “Is the disorder at all related to that epidemic I read about?” In point of fact, all she actually read was a single headline on some dude’s phone, looking over his shoulder while standing in line at the Starbucks at Bagram. She hadn’t gotten a lot of news in central Afghanistan, and wouldn’t have had time to read it if she had. 
 “We don’t know. Yeah. Maybe. People panic. And there have been reports of the sick attacking people – family, health care workers…” 
 Kate mentally flashed back to the first radio transmission she’d heard on entering the JOC: “Peltier Hospital is a no-go. I repeat, the hospital is lost…” That didn’t sound good. 
 “And all that shooting?” 
 Elijah shrugged. “There’s almost always shooting. This is HOA. Everybody got a AK.” His eyes twinkled, indicating the gangsta-rap syntax was a put-on. 
 “And you’re not worried about it?” 
 Elijah hesitated before answering. “We’re actually really worried about it. We’re worried al-Shabaab or other local militias are going to pull a Benghazi, and use the disorder as cover to stage a serious attack on the base.” 
 Kate’s eyes went wide. “VBIED?” She pronounced it vee-bid. 
 “Maybe a vehicle. Or maybe just human wave suicide bombers, backed up by shooters. You’ll have seen this kind of thing in Afghanistan.” 
 Kate nodded. But her eyes were still wide, pupils dilated. She steadied her voice to try to cover up the fear. “Surely the local Islamists couldn’t mount anything big enough to be a threat to an installation this size?” 
 She knew that Lemonnier had Marine security forces, numerous Army units, Navy Seabees, civil-military operations, three different air-wing attachments, a shitload of drones… 
 Elijah looked her in the eye. 
 “Yeah. That’s what we keep telling ourselves.” 
 * * * 

“Flash, flash! Clear the net. Triple Nickel, this is Reamer Five-One, an MQ-9 on station over your position, standard armament and playtime of approx one hour, how copy?”

 Somehow Kate managed to lock onto the radio traffic coming from the station her new team members were at. She pretty quickly worked out that it was two sides of a radio transmission for troops in contact (TIC) – and neither side was here. One was whoever was flying that drone, though that guy could literally be anywhere. The other was in the field. 

“Reamer, Rumpus – yeah, we can hear you up there. Welcome to the party. We’re taking heavy SAFIRE and RPGs from that structure, and could use some TGO on it. Let me talk you on.”

 Elijah leaned and pointed through the dim room and bright monitor glow. He said: “I’ll start getting you oriented to the human terrain. Seated in the middle at the radio is Peter Price, our senior Echo.” 
 Kate, who had been doing little with her copious spare time lately but cramming on Special Forces and ops in HOA, knew that ‘Echo’ meant he was an 18E – a communications sergeant. She saw he was a big guy, but with rounded shoulders, like he was trying not to take up space. 
 “Pete,” Elijah continued, “is our Jesus figure.” 
 “Oh yeah, why’s that?” Kate tried to keep her eyes from darting to the cross around Elijah’s neck. 
 “Because he always turns the other cheek, his compassion appears to be infinite – and he alway seems to be the one sacrificed so the rest of us can be saved.” 
 “Got it.” 

“That’s a-ffirm. We are visual on the treeline.” 
 “Okay, that’s us. You see the big-ass rectangular compound one-seven-five meters to our north-east? With the big-ass tower sticking out of the south corner?” 

Kate worked out that the troops in contact were the rest of ODA 555. They were evidently engaged, right that second. This was some pretty dramatic shit, close air support for a real fight out there somewhere. Elijah went blithely on: “On the left, seated, is Captain Brendan Jefferson Davis, our detachment commander. This is his very first SF job, and he’s exactly three months out of training at Camp Mackall. But don’t let the baby face fool you. Brendan’s had two previous combat deployments to OEF as a platoon leader with the 82nd.” 
 Kate nodded. 
 “On the right, standing, is Master Sergeant Jake Redding, our team sergeant. Jake’s been in SF, and in this detachment, for seventeen years.” 
 Kate knew that the team sergeant, the senior enlisted man, was the guy who really ran the ODA – and was the personality around which the whole team revolved. Detachment commanders, often young officers, came and went, but team sergeants were the bedrock and institutional memory of the outfit. Still, seventeen years operational was a hell of a run. The vast majority of guys slowed down by that point, and were kicked out or kicked upstairs. Even from behind, this guy looked like he had seen it all. Something about his posture. Utterly relaxed – but also utterly unyielding. Like he was used to the world bending to his will. 
 He probably was. 
 There was also the conspicuous fact that his blue eyes had bored into Kate’s soul when he had looked back at her. It was like he saw straight to the bottom of her, before they had exchanged a single word. 
 Kate looked on, noticing now that each man had his rifle with him. This wasn’t unusual given the state of unrest around here. But she also knew that SF guys, who were very accustomed to being a million miles from any help or support, and totally dependent on themselves for security, never went anywhere without them. If you went for a piss, you took your weapon. If you went to draw water, you took your weapon and a buddy. When the team ate, two men guarded the rifles. 

“Roger,” the radio squawked. “Visual on compound and tower.”


“Right, that’s them. Kindly light them the fuck up. Attack vector south-west to north-east, your choice of ordnance. I have weapons release authority.” 



Still regarding the backs of her new teammates, Kate recalled a couple of other things she knew about this team she was joining. She knew that, for every five soldiers who put in for Special Forces Assessment & Selection (SFAS), only one would ever wear the Green Beret. She knew that you couldn’t just be tough, hard, and resilient to do their job. You also had to be smart and skilled, and were required to have foreign language fluency, plus solid cross-cultural skills. You had to be cagey. Political. Extremely adaptable. SF were looking for aggressive, adventurous, intelligent, type-A individuals – but ones who could also do calculated risk and creative thinking, and successfully deal with diplomats, journalists, foreign dignitaries, and warlords. 
 Experience and maturity counted. 
 She knew that ODA 555, known as “Triple Nickel,” was one of the most exalted teams in U.S. Army Special Forces (SF), which were the largest such unit in the Special Operations Command (SOCOM). She knew they had been among the very first boots on the ground in Afghanistan in 2001, going in with a handful of other ODAs totaling about 350 men, leading and mentoring their Northern Alliance allies and calling in airstrikes, and conquering the entire mountainous and unforgiving country in weeks. This was something the mighty Red Army had been unable to do in a decade of bloody fighting. 
 Two years later, Triple Nickel were part of a single SF battalion that had taken the place of an entire conventional division in the northern front in the Iraq invasion – keeping Saddam’s forces tied up there while the conventional Army and Marines drove toward Baghdad from the south. 

“Roger, we are tipping in now. Rumpus, Shotgun, confirm no change friendly positions and clear hot.” 


 “Rumpus confirms. You are cleared hot, repeat, cleared hot.”

 And Kate knew that they had been nearly constantly deployed since 9/11. 
 She startled as a sound exited the radio that was so unexpected as to be surreal. It was a woman’s scream. 
 And then she remembered that her counterpart, the other female CST attached to 555 – everything in pairs – was supposed to have arrived forty-eight hours ahead of her. 

That REALLY didn’t sound good…




 Mass Casualty Event 
 Camp Lemonnier - JOC 
 At this point, the group of three – CPT Davis, MSG Redding, and SGT Price – who were quarterbacking the 555 split team, went into some kind of maximum overdrive. But Kate quickly lost the ability to track their conversation – because everything in the JOC picked that instant to go completely manic. 
 She looked up to see another dauntingly hard man stride up to the General – he wore Command Sergeant Major (CSM) insignia, making him the senior enlisted man for the entire task force – and said, “General, we’ve recalled them, but both Medical Expeditionary teams have run into heavy weather getting back. They’re cut off – many of the surface streets are no-gos, some are blocked with piles of burning tires.” 
 They’d both seen that type of coordinated chaos before, and neither liked it one bit. The General didn’t look away as he said, “Okay, let’s ge—” 
 Which was when a tremendous explosion whited out the drone video view on the center screen. A truck full of task force personnel had just exploded. It wasn’t possible to see what had caused the blast. IED, probably, or perhaps a big, fast incoming rocket. 
 The reports coming in over the open channels went from serious to frantic. And they were backgrounded now by the cries of the wounded. 
 On the main screen, Kate could make out guys running forward to the now-burning truck. One grabbed a wounded and prone guy by the collar and dragged him into a culvert by the side of the road. Kate’s guess was the depression provided shelter from rounds that were cooking off in the truck. That’s what she would have done. There was also the possibility of secondary explosions – fuel cans or grenades in the vehicle. 
 The General finally looked at his CSM. He said, “We’re losing the initiative.” He shook his head, then asked, “Who have we got in the med shack now?” 
 “Skeleton staff. Almost all medical personnel are out on the ground.” 
 The General turned and scanned the room. To her amazement, his iron gaze landed on Kate and Elijah. “You. You’re a goddamned SF medical sergeant. Stop playing with your balls, get your ass to the med shack, and do your job.” 
 “Sir,” Elijah answered crisply, straightening up instantly. 
 The General pivoted toward the other Triple Nickel guys at their station. “The rest of you – get the fuck out. You’ve got your own long-range radios. You’re just going to have to run your op from your own team area.” 
 “Roger that, sir,” said the young captain, standing. He didn’t look happy about this, but he did look like he was doing it. 
 Already turning away, the General said, “And we’ll have that Reaper, too. Get it vectoring back to our AO, and get tactical control transferred to us.” 
 On the screen, Kate could already see guys getting the wounded loaded up on the other truck while the healthy soldiers got out on the street and pulled security – and then started hoofing it back alongside the one working vehicle and toward the safety of the wire. 
 She heard somebody mutter under his breath, “Hey, wow, it’s the goddamned Mogadishu Mile all over again…” 
 If she hadn’t already sensed it, now Kate knew for sure she had dropped down into the middle of some real Black Hawk Down shit. It was the same thing all over again – the U.S. military trying to help desperate people and getting swarm-attacked for their trouble. Kate figured somewhere Bill Clinton was laughing his ass off. She could also see Apache gunships flying in to cover their hobbled withdrawal – and she knew that big mass of serious casualties would be rolling back in the front gate soon. 
 She heard a strained voice over the radio. “Bravo One-Six is Charlie Mike! We are RTB – ETA eight mikes!”

 Kate felt Elijah’s hand on her elbow. “How’s your CLS?” 
 “Up to date as of last week.” 
 “Come on, then.” 
 She spared a last look over her shoulder at the carnage, the chaos – and the guy presiding over it. She could see now his nametape read Præsidium. And she felt an instant dislike for him – based on his obvious dislike for her new team. 
 She and Elijah, as well as the other three Triple Nickel guys, were all leaving at the same time – though they blasted off in different directions the instant they exited the JOC. As the others trotted off, Kate could hear Brendan mutter, “We shouldn’t have sent so many – or else we should have sent everyone…” 
 Jake, the team sergeant, clapped him on the shoulder to reassure him. “Take it easy, sir. It was the right call…” 
 * * * 
 “What’s with that dude?” Kate asked, already panting as she struggled to keep up. Elijah moved fast for a little guy. Back in the Q-Course, the infamous Special Forces training, someone had once told him that he never imagined a guy that small could move that fast over rough terrain carrying a pack that was 100% of his body weight. 
 “What – the task force commander?” 
 “Yeah.” Kate shepherded her breath. She was already getting the impression, soon to be confirmed, that the base hospital was on the opposite side of the camp. Meanwhile, they had a lot of partially open ground to cover. The base consisted of a large number of one-story semi-permanent structures – rigid cylindrical tents with solid ribs underneath – and a few more solid, multi-story buildings. Off in one direction, she could see endless rows of off-white rectangular containerized living units (CLUs). 
 It was at one of those that she had first quickly dropped off her personal gear, before being shot at and diving into the JOC. 
 Now there were people running in various directions, though not in any coherent one – whatever was going wrong, it kind of seemed to be everywhere all at once. Or else everyone here was as disoriented as she was, with equally little idea of what the hell was actually going on. The sun was heading toward the horizon fast and a breeze was picking up, foretelling night. This multiplied the air of foreboding. 
 Everything bad happened at night. 
 Elijah narrated, not slowing his pace. He seemed to have plenty of breath for both. “The General’s like most flag-level officers in the conventional forces – has his reservations about SOF, putting it mildly.” 
 “Such as?” Kate didn’t quite bring her rifle to her shoulder, but sort of curled around it, like a deadly security blanket. Gunfire was still cracking off outside the wire. No rounds were snapping inches over her head this time, but she still had the strong impression these weren’t strays – but intentional, aimed incoming. 
 This sense was reinforced when she heard the percussive BOOM of a large-caliber, single-shot weapon – her eye moved to the guard tower in the nearby north-west corner of camp. Laid out up in it, she could make out a shooter behind a sniper rifle, as well as a spotter with his scope, kneeling beside him. Both wore reversed ball caps, one of which said “USS—” something. The Oakley shades, expensive Peltor ear-pro, and big Trident tattoo on a bicep told Kate these were not angels on their shoulders, watching over them – but rather frogmen. Navy SEAL snipers. She felt instantly safer. 
 Though she was also seriously pissed off at whoever was plinking at them. She didn’t mind being shot at herself – but having her teammates shot at was just seriously not okay. It didn’t matter in the least that she’d only been on this team fifteen minutes. 
 Looking down again from the guard tower, she realized Elijah was answering her last question, albeit now from ten yards ahead of her. He didn’t seem at all worried about the incoming, his rifle resting on its single-point tactical sling, and his bandana-covered head not ducking all that much. Maybe he figured his God would protect him – or else if now was his time then off he would go with a joyous heart. Kate had her reservations about God people. But you had to admire their serenity. 
 “…he also doesn’t like SF poaching his best, smartest, and most experienced soldiers. He doesn’t like that we have our own chain of command – one that operationally bypasses him, the nominal battlespace owner. He’s pretty sure his guys could do our jobs, if they had half our budget and training time. He really doesn’t like our hippie grooming standards. And, if I’m honest, I don’t think he likes our fancy rifles, either.” 
 Kate had noticed that most of the SF guys carried SCAR-Ls – the expensive SOF Combat Assault Rifle, Light version in 5.56mm. 
 Her head continued to rotate on her neck, trying to generate a coherent picture. There were too many pixels in her field of vision and everything was moving – and judging by those last snippets of drone video she saw, everything outside the wire was writhing like snakes, or aliens. There was also way too much noise, but her gaze was instantly drawn by a guy twenty yards away, running in their direction, who went sprawling out headlong, tangling up with his rifle. At first Kate thought he’d been shot. But he’d just tripped on one of the thick rubber mats they put down between buildings to flatten the mud into submission. 
 “What were you doing before you got here?” Elijah said. He was starting to almost sound like he was exceeding his resting heart rate. 
 “What, me? Familiarization patrols in Chora for my replacement, inventorying and booking in team equipment, and filling out approximately one metric shit-ton of change-of-station paperwork, which I didn’t have time to do earlier.” 
 Elijah nodded. “It was a six-month tour in Urōzgān Province right? So back-to-back deployments now?” 
 Kate shrugged. Everybody was doing multiple deployments. 
 They reached the med shack – just as the first truck of wounded was hitting the front gate. She was glad she didn’t have the MPs’ job of getting them inside the wire safely. It looked like death on a stick out there. 
 Elijah held the door open for her. 
 A stray round thwacked into the wood as she entered. 



 Rage Boy 
 Camp Lemonnier - Med Shack 
 The next two hours were a technicolor, Ninth-Circle-of-Hell, nauseating blur. There were blasted and burnt guys, one or two gunshot wounds – and more than a couple of traumatic amputations. There were third-degree burns and a lot of horrifying soft-tissue damage. The wounded, and their buddies, were also pretty gender diverse. This had been one of the Medical Expeditionary Teams that had gotten hit – basically a hospital on wheels, ready at a moment’s notice to go out to the aid of civilians in need of care. As such, they had more female personnel than a combat unit, or the task force at large for that matter. 
 No one ever really got used to female casualties. Even Kate didn’t. 
 Everyone in her old unit had been trained as a combat lifesaver (CLS) – the basics of hemorrhage control, tourniquets and pressure dressings, and packing large wounds, as well as emergency airway management. She’d had additional medical training as part of her outreach role – in Urōzgān they’d done clinics for the locals. Now she piled in everywhere she could lend a hand – often literally, pressing down on wounds while others did the skilled work. 
 A lot of the wounded were doing self-care. They were best trained to do it. 
 And this first group, from the destroyed truck, were not the last. Scuffed-up peacekeeping units and combat patrols continued to trickle in. Kate got the strong impression these guys had fought their way back to friendly ground. Shit was getting ugly out there. She was very glad she was in here, insulated from it. 
 For now. 
 She stayed close to Elijah and followed his lead. He clearly knew his stuff. Kate knew that the six-month Special Operations Combat Medic Course, run at the $40-million-dollar Joint Special Operations Medical Training Center at Fort Bragg, was one of the most challenging courses in this or any military. Few got through it in one go. And that would have been only the beginning of Elijah’s training. 
 Within two hours, triage was done, the most urgent cases had been stabilized and/or wheeled in for trauma surgery, and Elijah all but dragged her to a sitting position up against a far wall. 
 “You’re taking ten,” he said. 
 “I’m fine.” 
 “Well, I’m not. We’re taking ten.” 
 Kate swallowed her objections. She knew that much of what passed as heroism was really about managing your resources. Focus and commitment were great. But the game was usually really about endurance. 
 They slumped down side-by-side against the slightly out-of-the-way wall and breathed. Elijah looked over at the pouches under her eyes, and the redness around the edges of them. He said, “You sleep on the flight over?” 
 “Not really.” 
 “Hitch a ride on a cargo flight?” 
 “No, civilian aircraft – but military charter. They normally would have flown me commercial through London. But the UK seems to be shut for the duration.” 
 “Right,” Elijah said. “11/11.” 
 Kate got the vague impression he might actually have forgotten about the worst terror attacks since 9/11, what with all the local madness here. Two BA 777s fall out of the sky over London, and they hardly notice here… For her part, the attacks did at least underscore the immediate importance of everything she was doing – why she was serving in combat overseas in the first place. 
 She asked, “Did they put the base on heightened security?” 
 “Sure. But with the entire region going up in flames, it’s kind of a distinction without a difference.” 
 Kate nodded tiredly. 
 Elijah looked back over at her. “So help me out – what do CSTs do again?” 
 “You really don’t know?” 
 “I don’t have the mental bandwidth to know half of what I need to know for my job. Plus nobody tells me anything.” 
 Kate nodded again. “The Cultural Support Teams were brought in to do things that were awkward or impossible for male soldiers. Frisking women in burqas, for example. But the work expanded fast. Locals resented night raids, in which foreign men entered and searched homes – the traditional realm of the women. So they brought us in. We were trying to apply COIN principles – protect civilians and get them to reject the insurgents – but we weren’t reaching seventy-one percent of the Afghan population: women and children. Once I took off the helmet and put on the headscarf, all their fear would dissipate.” 
 “Sounds like missionary work.” 
 Kate smiled. “It kind of is, but for a secular religion. When women and girls in a traditional society see a professional woman carrying a rifle, their sense of the possible is expanded. And they also see us practicing what we preach. I’m like a walking, Pashto-speaking, gun-toting Statue of Liberty. But we could also identify insurgents disguised as women, or figure out when women were being used to hide weapons or explosives. And we could fight.” 
 “How often did that come up?” 
 “More often than you’d think. First Lieutenant Ashley White died on October twenty-second in an IED blast that also killed two Rangers. I was in the vehicle right behind her. We had to shoot our way out and push through that kill zone.” 
 Elijah nodded respectfully. “What did you do before the military?” 
 “I was a paralegal, looking to go back and study for a BA in Criminal Justice, and joined the Army Reserve to help pay for it. Maybe law school after that. But when I put in for the CST program, that pretty much guaranteed I was going to be called up and deployed.” She didn’t add what her ultimate motivation was in all this, and almost everything she did: the belief that she could do more. “After my first deployment, I felt like I had a place here, I was just getting good at it – and I was needed. So I stayed.” 
 Their breathing had only just started to get back to normal when two guys in scrubs with large sheets of plastic shoo’d them off their spot. “We’re setting up a quarantine area here. Move on.” 
 They both rose, Kate too shocked to act like she wasn’t. “What – because of the epidemic? We’ve got guys who have been exposed to it?” 
 Elijah shrugged, and found them another wall to hold up. 
 * * * 
 Five minutes later a big East Asian dude, tooled up and heavily armed, powered through the swinging doors, spotted Elijah, and made a beeline toward their spot on the floor. They could still hear the chaos outside, crescendoing when the door opened, but they were largely shielded from it in there. 
 Towering over Elijah and Kate, the newcomer was a solidly built 6’1”, lanky and muscular, with dramatic features and short dark hair, neatly trimmed. Kate figured he was Japanese, maybe – no, Korean, she thought. She wasn’t sure. Whatever his ethnicity, he looked extremely serious, and totally squared away. Looking down, he said: 
 “You okay, dude?” 
 “Fine. Kwon, this is Kate, our second CST. Kwon’s our junior Bravo.” This meant he was an 18B, or weapons sergeant. 
 The two shook hands. His grip was like death. 
 “Rage Boy posted a new video,” Kwon said. 
 “They put it up on the big screen?” Elijah asked. 
 “Naturally. Wanna see it?” 
 “Yeah. Why not. You won’t leave us alone until we do.” 
 Kwon produced a smartphone swaddled in several inches of protective rubber, pulled up the video, then palmed it out and down toward the two on the floor. A YouTube video filled the little screen showing a clerical-looking guy in a black robe and turban, with a sparse but long black beard, and wild eyes behind metal-rimmed glasses. But he seemed young for the role. He held a gold-plated AK in one hand, and wore a vest full of banana magazines. 
 He was lecturing in Somali and waving his index finger around a lot. An elaborate and overwrought logo – flames, birds of prey, and Arabic writing – was plastered on the screen below. There was somebody else visible in the background of the shot. 
 When Elijah realized Kate didn’t speak any Somali, he translated a few bits: “Just as the knights of Libya gave glory to God by killing the U.S. Ambassador, so the faithful of Somalia will follow in their glorious et cetera et cetera bullshit. This plague sent down upon us is Allah wiping out the unfaithful, laying waste to the Umma because of its ungodliness, wiping out our shame from the fall of the Caliphate, yadda yadda, bullshit bullshit. This dude’s completely full of shit.” 
 Kwon shrugged in his fully loaded tactical harness. “He’s also up to something. Out there, right now. I can smell it.” The three exchanged a heavy beat of silence. “Gotta bounce,” Kwon said. With that, he was back out the door. 
 Kate said, “If we can get his YouTube channel, why the hell can’t we put some Predator-launched Hellfires on his ass? It worked for al-Awlaki.” 
 Elijah shrugged. “He’s already survived two airstrikes and a snatch’n’grab, which has buttressed his claim to most-favored-by-God status.” 
 “Rage Boy?” Kate asked, trying not to smirk. 
 “Sheik Ali Rage Godane. Leader of al-Shabaab – since Delta took out the last leader of al-Shabaab. We call him that because he’s always outraged by something, and generally looks really irate.” 
 Kate nodded. “What’s his deal?” 
 “Fancies himself both a sheik and a mujahid – a warrior of God. In fairness, he does some of the shooting himself. Just usually at defenseless people. He’s beaten more than a couple to death – on camera – and beheaded a few others. Then again, SNA had him cornered one time, and he shot his way out.” 
 “Jihadi gunfighter.” 
 “He wouldn’t have gotten away if it had been us outside.” Elijah took a breath, and took a look around the calming chaos of the hospital. “They say he was a child prodigy at Islamic school, but then went to Afghanistan to fight. More recently, he planned the suicide bombing on the Somalian presidential palace – which killed thirty people, almost including the President. Much worse, he was the mastermind behind the four-day Nairobi shopping mall atrocity – he didn’t like that the Kenyan military had been kicking al-Shabaab’s ass all over Somalia. And they didn’t just kill seventy-two people and wound 200 – they tortured, raped, used pliers to remove eyes, ears, genitals…” 
 Kate blinked and shook her head. 
 “Since taking power, he’s killed his number two, who wanted to pursue peace talks – then disbanded the relatively moderate Shura Council, and killed half of them when they objected. He was credited for al-Shabaab surviving in the bush, reportedly based out of some huge and secret Stronghold, after they were driven out of the cities. Under his leadership, a-S has become one of the most brutal militant groups in the world – with stonings and amputations for anyone who defies Godane’s edicts banning music, dancing, watching soccer… a lot of what gets us up in the morning is protecting regular Somalis from that. He’s also been turning Somalia into a base for global jihad, recruiting hundreds of foreign fighters. Basically, this is the kind of guy who puts five-year-olds in suicide vests.” 
 “Secret stronghold?” 
 “I don’t think it exists. I think they’re sleeping on dirt.” 
 “What was that crap about God wiping out the unfaithful?” 
 “I don’t know. He’s nuts. He also said something about being the cause of the plague. Controlling it.” 
 “Are all your Islamists this batshit crazy?” 
 Elijah squinted his eyes, parted his mouth, and looked thoughtful. “No,” he finally said. “Not all of them. I’ve actually met a number of their foot soldiers.” 
 “What – how?” 
 “Doing outreach clinics in the bush or in the smaller townships, helping out the medical expeditionary teams – sometimes doing my own clinics. You set these things up, and sometimes al-Shabaab or other militia dudes, guys who were shooting at us twelve hours earlier, will walk right in.” Kate looked disbelieving. “They know it’s our policy to treat anyone – as long as they’re not visibly armed. They also know it’s the only place in the region they’re likely to get a decent standard of medical care – particularly for something like a gunshot wound, or soft-tissue damage from blasts.” 
 Kate shook her head. “Doesn’t it clue you in when they stroll in with a gunshot wound?” 
 “Hell, we know already. And lots of innocent people come in with gunshot wounds. Basically, it sucks here. And it’s not black-and-white. Some of the militia guys are basically okay. I’ll say this: at least they’re God-fearing types. Which is more than you can say for a lot of the fornicators on this base.” 
 Kate honestly couldn’t tell whether that was a joke, so she kept silent as a slight chill ran up her neck. She didn’t like the parallels between the Islamists here and the fundamentalist Christians in the U.S. Instead she changed the subject. “Hey – who was that other guy? The huge jacked one in the background of the video.” 
 “That was al-Sîf – Godane’s lieutenant and enforcer.” 
 Kate blinked heavily. “What the hell was that weapon he had?” 
 “The one that looks like a medieval halberd crossed with a giant meat cleaver?” 
 “Yeah. That one.” 
 “Moorish scimitar.” 
 “Jesus.” 
 “That’s why they call him al-Sîf – “the Sword.” 
 “No points for creativity.” 
 “Yeah, well, you tell him that. And you do not want to see what he does with that thing. C’mon.” Elijah started to climb to his feet, saying “Back to wo—” 
 —but he was instantly knocked straight back onto his ass as an explosion of gut-shuddering magnitude shook what felt like the entire side of the base. As Elijah got up onto his hands and knees, while Kate reached over to help him, the sound of gunfire ramped up outside, a lot of weapons in various calibers discharging, swaddling the building in buzzing and racket. 
 It was obviously game on. 



 Inside the Wire 
 Camp Lemonnier - Med Shack 
 They had both just gotten to their feet when the outside door banged open and in surged some kind of vengeful god. 
 Kate took a second recognizing him as Jake, the team sergeant. Like her, he wore only a t-shirt underneath his tactical vest, and his muscles looked like they were trying to muscle their way out. He was square-shouldered, well-built, fierce-eyed, and didn’t look like he had skipped a workout in his entire life. His head was bare – even SF guys tended to wear ball caps or something – revealing a full head of wavy black hair, again not quite military short, and as she’d seen before, graying slightly at the temples. He also had an extremely intelligent cast to his glinting eyes, which wasn’t the smallest surprise to Kate. 
 As he spotted them and trotted up, Elijah looked up, still steadying himself, and said, “What the heck was that?” 
 “107mm rocket,” Jake answered, his voice exactly the right volume for the environment. “Probably shot out the back of a pickup truck.” 
 Elijah hefted his rifle. “Can’t they get some counter-battery fire on that crap?” 
 “Expect they’re doing it now.” That this man did not rattle was the most obvious fact in an entire extreme and complex situation. He spared a half a glance for Kate, who stood ready and – she hoped – alert-looking, with her rifle cradled, then looked back to the medical sergeant. He said, “Everybody with a working trigger finger is being called out to defend the perimeter.” 
 Kate nodded and hefted her rifle. 
 “Not you,” Jake said. 
 “Where are we?” Elijah asked. 
 “We think a-S might be making a play. There’s been coded radio chatter.” 
 Kate knew this meant the base was at risk – that the bad guys were going to try to overrun it. Or at least blast their way in and go on a shooting spree. That kind of thing had happened often enough in Afghanistan, though usually to smaller and more isolated combat outposts. But not always. 
 She took her right index finger from her trigger housing and squeezed it several times in open air. 
 Jake pointedly didn’t look at her as he kept talking. “The base is already weakened with so many teams outside the wire trying to help the civil authorities.” The sound of a belt-fed machine gun started up, chattering dully from outside somewhere. 
 “Me,” Kate said. “I’ve got one. I’ve got a trigger finger.” 
 Jake blinked once, slowly. “They’re trying to bring all deployed units back in now, but it’s not happening fast enough.” 
 “Works fine, looks just like yours.” 
 “And we’re Alamo’ing the fuck up until they do.” 
 “Master Sergeant,” Kate finally said, her own voice rising to the occasion. 
 Jake finally deigned to look at her. “It’s Jake.” He sized her up. “What kind of tactical training do you gals get?” 
 Not pausing to be outraged by the casual sexism – which she figured was an attempt to wind her up and see if she’d react emotionally – Kate reeled it off: “CQB, combatives, small arms and crew-served weapons systems, tactical movements, reflexive fire drills, SERE school, squad designated marksman – I was the only female DM in my battal—” 
 She nearly choked on the final syllable as another explosion, like the first but closer and louder, shook the floor. 
 Jake looked seriously at Elijah. “She stays in your back pocket.” 
 “Check,” Elijah said. 
 “I’m serious.” 
 “When are you ever anything but?” Elijah cracked a smile, then pointed two fingers at Kate’s eyes, pointed them at his own, then pointed at his back pocket. 
 Jake was already leading the way out, rifle up. 
 * * * 
 The matter of pockets almost instantly became moot. This was a firefight, and everybody’s equal and on their own in a firefight. 
 When the three of them stormed outside, Kate and Elijah found that full-on night had fallen on the camp, while they were inside and elbow-deep in blood, camped out under the hot surgical lights. 
 But the darkness was also alive and malevolent with its own lights – muzzle flashes, firing from up on the walls, in the guard towers, and from out in the town. Fires blazed in at least a couple of different impact points, as silhouetted figures raced at them with handheld fire extinguishers. Most breath-stealing of all were the bright and angry streaks of tracers lacerating the darkness – both red and green, coming and going in both directions. 
 Kate heard a jet-powered, fixed-wing aircraft blast by at low altitude – and then a rotary-wing one lift off, further in the distance. Thank God they had some air up. Apaches, she hoped. Those guys had been like the finger of God, and had saved her own personal ass more than once in Afghanistan. 
 She shook her head now, realizing she was already trying to do two difficult things at once: keep up with the other two, who were running straight toward the sound of the guns – and also figure out what the hell was going on around her, which was usually the key to staying alive in combat. She worked out, firstly, that they were heading north, toward the fence on the side of Djibouti Town; and secondly that she was falling behind. 
 Kate sucked wind and dug down deep to pick up her pace. 
 And that’s when she heard the new sounds, even more ominous than the chaos going on all around her. The first was that of a big, low-pitched, straining engine – rising in pitch and then falling again, as someone up-shifted and accelerated. The second was a medium machine gun going cyclic. The engine noise was approaching from somewhere out beyond the wire, and still out of sight. But the machine gun was in that tower where she’d seen the SEALs. 
 Looking up now, she could just make out that reversed ball cap in the rippling, non-stop muzzle flash of the machine gun. The dude wearing it was standing upright now, with this heavier weapon braced on the railing before him, and he was tracking with the bucking and discharging beast, its angle seeming to follow that of the rapidly crescendoing engine noise an— 
 And then Kate’s feet were yanked out from under her, and she found herself actually eating dirt as she sprawled out face down, her body pummeled and her senses overloaded. 
 Whatever had just exploded made the earlier rocket hits seem like Fourth of July Roman candles. It seemed to shake not just the whole camp, but the entire Horn of Africa, and sent a pillar of fire hundreds of feet into the black night sky. It was almost immediately followed by a shitload of small-arms fire, full-auto 7.62 from AKs and maybe PKP machine guns, all of it coming in from the north. 
 Kate rolled onto her back, trying to get back her wind, which had been completely knocked out of her. Her eyes were wobbling, but she locked onto that shearing muzzle flash up in the tower as a visual, and emotional, anchor. Good old SEALs, standing tall and banging away. 
 And then a barrage of RPGs, at least half a dozen of them, went streaking through the darkness and up toward that tower, which erupted in a giant gout of flame that went shooting out the back for at least fifty feet. 
 Kate had never watched men die right in front of her. 
 Her mouth was filled with dirt, and she was still trying to spit it out, when she saw both Elijah and Jake standing over her, backlit in flames like superheroes. If either were hurt, neither showed it. Each grabbed one of her arms and hauled her to her feet. By the time her vision stabilized, she could see more guys running out the door of the med shack behind them, yanking off their scrubs – and chamber-checking weapons. It was every man to the walls now. 
 The wire had just been breached. 



 Heavy Weapons 
 Camp Lemonnier - Near the North Fence 
 Debris was still falling to earth, bodies were still down on the deck, one guy was rolling another guy around on the ground – who was still
on fire. Carnage and chaos. “What the fuck just happened?” she shouted. 
 “VBIED!” Elijah shouted back. “Drove right up to the wire! The fence is knocked down, for like fifty meters. We’ve gotta reinforce the breach!” 
 She could see not only guys with weapons rushing to the yawning hole in the fence, but combat engineers rolling out to begin reconstructing it. Kate saw a small Bobcat earth-mover already rolling and was amazed at how quickly it got into play. Rounds were flecking off it but nobody seemed to care. These guys were like Bob the Builder crossed with Achilles – skilled, badassed, and completely fearless. 
 “Come on!” Elijah shouted, his rifle held at high ready. Kate could see Jake was already advancing on the still-burning area of ex-gate. Out past it were constellations of muzzle flashes, AKs going crazy. She tried to think. She knew not to panic about the AK fire, which was never accurate when it was that exuberant. But she also knew there could be more suicide bombers. She got her own rifle up, but didn’t try to put out any rounds yet. She needed to have a better idea of what was going on, and where people were. 
 First, do no harm – i.e. don’t shoot your own guys in the back. 
 Soldiers, some of them in shorts and shower-sandals, were setting up something like a perimeter. And now, reflected in the flames, Kate could finally make out some of the enemy: black-hooded guys moving like wraiths, hopping from cover to cover, and advancing on the hole in the wire. Coming for them. And she shivered with fear. It was like seeing the actual bogeyman, after hearing all the scary stories. 
 There they were, right fucking outside. 
 She once again heard the booming of a very large-caliber single-shot weapon, and wondered if the SEALs had somehow survived having their guard tower immolated. If anyone could, it would be them. 
 But then she squinted into the darkness and realized it was actually Jake. Unlike the others on the team, he didn’t carry a SCAR, but rather what had looked to Kate like a heavily customized M4. But now she realized it only looked like an M4 – when he started putting out rounds and she heard the crushing boom of its report. Out just beyond the burning hole, she thought she saw a black-hooded head disappear entirely. 

Holy shit, she thought. What the hell is that?

 She could see now that his barrel was much bigger than it should be, and as she followed behind, she toed one of his empty casings on the ground with her boot. It was fifty-caliber. Then she remembered hearing about the .50-cal Beowulf – a custom receiver and barrel for the M4, and mags that held ten of the giant half-inch slugs. And those rounds could shoot straight through engine blocks. She also remembered someone telling her that when you put all ten rounds out of that thing, you had half a pound of lead heading downrange. 
 At the time, she’d thought this was just more stupid-ass macho gun porn, and of no practical value on the modern battlefield. Now she reversed her verdict – very pleased to have this level of absurd firepower between her and the nightmare figures out there. 
 Looking around, Kate could see sections of pre-filled HESCO barrier being ferried out to the breach by the Bobcats, two of them working in tandem. Most of the combat engineers were definitely in their damned pajamas or Ranger panties, some but not all wearing helmets, or else Kevlar vests over bare torsos. It was like a bizarre sleepover in combat engineering hell. These guys were the real deal – they could pour level concrete and pull electrical airing while under a mortar barrage. Everyone respected the hell out of them, and now Kate saw why. 
 She moved up to try to support Jake and Elijah. 
 Her teammates. 
 * * * 
 None of the insurgents had any kind of suppressor and it was full-on night now, so whenever any one of them fired, he helpfully identified his position for the rallying and regrouping Americans. 
 Kate remembered to take a full breath, release half of it, put the target reticle of her ACOG sight just above the muzzle flashes… and squeeze not jerk the trigger. 
 The flashing stopped. She’d add that to her tally: one. 
 But as she looked up over the top of her sight to regain situational awareness (SA), she realized she could see other figures moving out on the street, in the background, and none of them visibly armed – at least not at that moment. Unit commanders? Suicide bombers? They didn’t seem to be moving stealthily. They were actually moving kind of strangely, kind of lurching around. 
 Kate realized this meant she had to assume they were civilians, non-combatants. And she had to check her fire and watch her backgrounds. They couldn’t save East Africa by shooting everyone in it to death. 
 Then again, they were currently facing an existential threat to the base. 
 Kate saw a squad-sized group of their own guys start to maneuver, pushing out toward the left edge of the gap in the fence. She rose and moved up to keep them tied in, but as soon as she got up— she was buffeted by another explosion. She managed to keep her feet this time. Maybe she was becoming an old hand already. But this one had been smaller, albeit closer, and now she felt herself up for shrapnel wounds as she crouched down, catching her breath. She felt something hot on her lower leg, and surmised that shrapnel had creased the inside of her calf. It didn’t appear to be bleeding, like it had been cauterized. 
 Kate’s first hours in her new unit were turning into, far and away, the most intense and dramatic scenes of combat of her entire military career. You just never knew when it was all going to kick off. 
 She was rising to move out again when a strong hand grabbed her and yanked her back. After changing mags without looking, Jake pointed two fingers at her eyes, then two at Elijah, who was firing from cover ten yards away. You, back pocket, he mouthed. Kate nodded – and moved up to the next position of cover, which was an overturned barrel. She hoped like hell it didn’t contain aviation fuel, or any other kind for that matter. 
 And she got busy shooting. 
 She’d just burned through her first mag and was ducking down to change it out when a dude sprinting flat out actually hurdled her barrel. At the same time, some jihadi out there suddenly managed to find the range, and a broad burst of full-auto fire went clattering across Kate’s position. A few rounds clanked into the barrel, the rest falling short, tearing up the turf in front – and close enough to the feet of the hurtling dude that he pulled up short and dove for the nearest bit of solid cover, which turned out to be Jake’s. 
 Still watching, magazine half-changed, Kate could see Jake drop down, look across at the newcomer, grimace, and say, “Sure. Come on in.” The joke was that his cover was a single crate hardly big enough for one. As the newcomer pressed his back up against it, Kate saw the branch insignia on his sleeve – two crossed flintlock pistols, which meant he was an MP; and the single silver bar on his collar said he was a very junior officer, a second lieutenant. He looked to Kate like he was about fourteen – like he’d been in Junior ROTC class that morning. 
 Then again, he’d just been running balls-out and exposed through heavy fire – which meant he was putting his mission, whatever it was, ahead of his own personal survival. 
 Kate finished her mag change and brought her weapon back online. Now she felt rounds snapping overhead again – but the overall volume was falling and she found she could hear Jake and the MP shouting back and forth. Jake said, “You going for the heavy weapons locker?” 
 She saw now the guy was clutching some kind of lanyard, with a security key card on it, as well as at least two big-ass metal keys. 
 “Yeah, man!” the MP answered, shouting perhaps louder than necessary. Fear, adrenaline. First time under fire probably. “It’s time!” 
 “Go,” Jake said. “We’ll cover you.” 
 Kate considered that her cue to make herself useful. She popped up and started triggering off steadily, the percussive coppery sounds of the 5.56 shots clinking in front of her face. She couldn’t see where her rounds were hitting in the bad light, but they were at least in the vicinity of the bad guys. 
 She heard Jake’s shoulder cannon start up again, firing wider spaced single shots, and in peripheral she saw the MP rise up into the starting blocks and launch himself from behind cover like Usain Bolt… well, like Usain Bolt being shot at. 
 But something pulled her attention forward again. Something moving and slithering, the darkness taking shape and rushing forward – to the left of a section of HESCO barriers that had already been put into place. Because of Kate’s position on the left edge of the line, she wasn’t sure anyone else could see this. 
 As she traversed her weapon over, something deep inside her told her exactly what this was. Still firing, she turned her head to shout a warning to the running and exposed MP. As she was still drawing breath, though, she could see a round take him in the shoulder blade. His plate may have stopped it, she didn’t know for sure, but the force of it sent him headlong, eating dirt just as Kate had earlier. 
 She got her shout out as she simultaneously pulled herself under cover. The last thing she saw was the fourteen-year-old MP turning to look at her as he bounced back up to his feet. 
 Then it went off, the suicide bomber, a hand-delivered human munition, and it pushed Kate’s barrel right into her body and knocked her back several feet across the rough ground. When she scurried back in the lee of the thing, and looked around for the MP, she couldn’t see him through the smoke and dust the explosion had kicked up. When it started to clear, she still couldn’t see him. 
 And she never saw him again, in this battle or in this life. 
 She decided to believe he made his getaway in the smoke screen, on whatever urgent errand he was on with those keys. 
 She heard Jake’s voice cut through the noise of the battle. “Okay…” he said. “I’ve had about enough of this shit.” 

You can say that again, Kate thought. 
 But her throat was too constricted with fear and dust to swallow or speak. So instead she just nodded, wiped the dust from her ACOG sight – and got ready to pop again. Rule Number One – of everything – was to dominate the enemy through fire superiority. 
 And Kate’s trigger finger was still working just fine. 



 Salient 
 Camp Lemonnier - Fifty Meters From the Breach 
 HESCO barriers are huge cubes made of wire mesh and heavy fabric, which are filled with dirt and debris to make modular blast-proof fortifications. An entire wall of them was going up in real time, right across the section of fence that had been destroyed by the VBIED. 
 But this was only going to happen if the combat engineers weren’t all killed first. AK rounds were still flecking in bright sparks off the two little bulldozers as they moved in and out, but their drivers and assistants didn’t seem to be worried, or in fact even notice. And there was maybe only thirty meters between the engineers and the attackers. 
 Something had to change. 
 Stealing another glance at Jake – either because she was taking her cues from him, or because his presence made her think she wasn’t going to die – Kate saw him strap on the throat mic for his team radio and start talking into it. She couldn’t hear what he said, but thought she could see the result fifteen seconds later, when a lanky figure in full battle rattle dashed across open ground under fire, headed straight toward the north-west corner of the camp, and started scrambling up the ladder – right into the guard tower that had been blown to kingdom come, along with the two SEALs in it. 
 Kate’s eyes went wide. Now that took some sack. 
 As the figure climbed, she could see he had a SCAR slung on his back, but carried an M240 medium machine gun with one hand, climbing with the other. He also had what looked like about 600 rounds of linked 7.62 wrapped around his torso. After getting up top and emplacing his weapon, he turned around to exchange hand signals with men on the ground. Kate recognized him now – it was Kwon, the Bravo she’d been introduced to for five seconds. This dude was clearly a badass of the first order. Within seconds, he was also a one-man base of fire, raining a steady stream down into the assault surging against their front. 
 The instant that covering fire spun up, Jake was on his feet, physically pulling three or four other defenders along with him. Some others saw this group pushing out and also piled in. 

Outstanding, Kate thought. Initiative. She rose to follow. 
 And then instantly felt a heavy weight on her shoulder – it was Elijah’s hand, shoving her back down under cover. He leaned in to shout in her ear: “This is an excellent position for you right here!” He smiled and ducked down with her, speaking conversationally now. “Hard cover. Good field of fire. Line of sight all the way down our left flank.” 
 “Okay, fuck it,” Kate said, grimacing but not trying to escape. 
 Elijah clapped her on the shoulder. “Let’s just stay here and watch Jake work. He puts on a great show.” 
 With that, they both popped and started putting out rounds around the small ad-hoc counter-assault. And they looked on as this squad-sized element, led in every sense by Jake, piled into the incursion in the wire. His .50 Beowulf boomed steadily, as he walked smoothly forward with it held to his shoulder – basically taking cover behind a wall of lead. The others spread out on the flanks and also put out marching fire as they ran or quick-walked, all of them supported by the base of machine-gun fire from the tower. 
 Then, for just one second, Jake stopped and took a knee. Kate guessed he spotted some higher-priority target, and wanted a stable platform to put effective fire on it. As he kneeled down, his pants leg pulled up around his back leg. And something there reflected light from a flare that had been popped and was floating down overhead. 
 Kate squinted at that leg, trying to resolve what she was seeing. It was a prosthetic limb, a high-tech one. Basically, Jake did not have a right leg, or some significant portion of it. 

Holy crap… Advanced prosthetics were common on Iraq and Afghanistan veterans; but on serving personnel, never mind operational guys in combat units, not so much. 
 But then he was back up on his feet and advancing again. If he had any kind of limp, Kate couldn’t spot it. Within seconds he and the team he led had reached and then pushed past the engineers, their bulldozers, and finally the HESCO barriers themselves. They were pushing out a salient to cover the vulnerable but unperturbed engineering work. 
 Most of Jake’s guys now disappeared from Kate’s view, leaving the base and stepping off into Djibouti Town, driving the jihadis right out of their positions. Explosions now started to blossom in the enemy rear; cocking her head, Kate could hear the whistling sounds arcing overhead. Someone had gotten a 60mm mortar into the fight. Whoever it was wasn’t all that squeamish about bombing the town, or about collateral damage, but Kate didn’t really blame him. 
 All the while, overhead, Kwon put belt after belt through the 240, pausing only to slap in new 100-round segments in a well-practiced flash. 
 And the HESCOs rolled forward and into place. 
 It was like the base was a self-healing organism. 
 * * * 
 With the salient pushed out and the barriers going up, Kate suddenly found she no longer had targets. Her instincts and training told her to push out, to advance to new cover, and support the offensive. But she was also aware that Elijah was still holding up this barrel with her, the dark skin of his forearms visible beneath rolled-up sleeves, and glistening with sweat in the flickering flare light. And this told her she’d better not. So she contented herself with scanning the darker shadows ahead over her sight. 
 Everything suddenly went strangely dreamy, in this bizarrely peaceful interval, as the rhythmic single shots and occasional peels of AK fire faded further to the front, and Kate’s thoughts were given free rein. 
 She thought about where she’d been put, and what was happening right now. Joining a new unit, never mind in the middle of their deployment, was always awkward. These guys she’d been introduced to in the last couple of hours had been bonded in the crucible of combat, probably many times. And she knew that a twelve-man Special Forces ODA was one of the most close-knit and intimate human organizations anywhere, even in peacetime. How was she supposed to interpose herself into the middle of that? 
 To a certain extent she had to just trust that these guys were professionals, and that they’d work with her. 
 But she also knew her new teammates would believe they could trust her exactly when they saw for themselves that they could trust her. That made this unexpected battle right here and now incredibly important for her – everything she did right now was critical. 
 She hoped she wasn’t fucking it up. 
 And she knew her assimilation problems wouldn’t be made any easier by her having a vagina, either. The Pentagon had opened all combat roles to women, including those in special operations forces (SOF), at least theoretically. But she was still the odd man out in a combat unit – as she had been when embedded with the Marines in Afghanistan, and would be even more so now with Special Forces. But she was a pioneer, and knew pioneers often ended up with arrows in their backs. And she accepted that, completely. 
 Being a woman in any part of the military, never mind in the combat arms, was always a cultural challenge. She had never complained about this, and wasn’t going to start now. 
 The way she saw it, it was a privilege to be there – every day. 
 And anyway, it was all just part of the terrain on which the battle was waged. She could either deal with that, or go home. Well, technically, she couldn’t go home – she’d been called up, despite being a reservist, a year ago – and now would get to go home exactly when the Army said she could. 
 But home seemed very far away. 
 And while she was here, today and every day, she would keep doing her job. 
 * * * 
 Kate emerged from her reverie – the mind does strange things while under fire – only when her vision was grabbed by the streak of another young officer trotting by in peripheral. She did a double-take as she recognized this one: it was Captain Brendan Davis, her new commander, whom she hadn’t seen since back in the JOC, a thousand lifetimes ago. 
 She shook her head, and tried to take a deep drink from the situational awareness bucket. She quickly saw that the firing had died down, that everything burning had now been extinguished, that there were alert-looking guys walking the walls, and there was also a brand-new set of HESCO barriers sealing the gap in the wire. Nothing was exploding anymore, no more incoming rockets – and either the enemy were out of suicide bombers, or else they had been shot before they could auto-detonate. 
 The immediate peril seemed to have passed. 
 She could even hear helos doing circuits overhead, and out over the town. They sounded like Apaches, which were the nearest things to killer angels for troops on the ground in trouble. And it occurred to Kate for the first time that they weren’t actually all going to die tonight. 
 The running Captain came to a stop and nodded to her before kneeling down and grabbing Elijah by the arm. The two of them waited for him to say something, orders maybe, but he only squatted there with them in frozen silence. This was Kate’s first good look at the man she now worked for. He didn’t look fourteen, like the earlier guy. But he might conceivably have been no older than twenty-four. 
 After a few seconds passed, she realized he was waiting for something, too – namely his team sergeant, Jake, who now came trotting back in, weapon held low and easy, steely gaze casting around smoothly, like the Terminator spotting for targets. Kate guessed the Captain had recalled him by radio on his way here. And Jake’s return seemed to underscore that the tactical situation had been, for the moment, reclaimed. 
 But when he huddled up with the other three, the Captain immediately said, his voice serious and level, “We’ve lost contact with the split team.” 
 Jake nodded once. “Drone coverage?” 
 “No, nothing. We’re blind.” 
 “Okay. So then we’re going out.” 
 “Yeah,” the Captain said. “We’re going out.” 
 For some reason, Kate had the impression that these two, detachment commander and team sergeant, did not agree on everything. But on this – that they were going out into the chaos of the African interior to get their people back – neither had the slightest doubt, disagreement, or hesitation. 
 Kate’s pulse spiked again as she tried to imagine what this was going to entail. 
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 “You get Pete and Todd, I’ll grab Kwon,” Jake said. 
 “Check,” the Captain said. “Team Room in ten. We’ll sketch a play and run it.” 
 “What about her?” Elijah said, rising from cover and pointing his elbow at Kate, as if this were a drinking game and she had fouled. 
 The Captain seemed to notice her for the first time, turning and looking into her eyes searchingly. She expected him to speak to her, but instead he looked back to Elijah. “How is she?” 
 Elijah nodded. “She’s fine.” 
 “How long has she been awake?” 
 “I’m right here,” Kate said. “And I’m good to go.” 
 “At least forty hours by my count.” 
 “Captain.” 
 He swiveled to face her now. “It’s Brendan,” he said. “Or Bren. And you’re going to get some rack – now.” 
 She opened her mouth to protest. 
 “I don’t give a shit,” he said before she could get it out. “I don’t know if it’s going to be Zulu Dawn here a few hours from now. And I need you functional in the morning.” There seemed to be something forced about his severe tone. Like he was still trying to establish authority. Then Kate remembered he’d only been in the unit a few months. 
 She started to curse under her breath. 
 But then she thought about it for two seconds, read between the lines – and realized this didn’t have anything to do with her sleep history, or ability to function, or his exercise of authority. It was because she was the FNG – the new guy, on her first attachment to this ODA. And she didn’t have even five seconds of orientation to this team, their TTPs, how they operated, or what their rhythms were. And this young commander had zero desire to be responsible for her right now – while she was still an unknown quality, never mind while the shit was coming down all around them. 
 Her arrival and attachment wasn’t supposed to shake out this way, but things rarely shook out just like they were supposed to. She’d have to deal. 
 Jake, the veteran master sergeant, looked over at Brendan, the young captain. Something else had evidently just occurred to him. “What about command?” 
 Brendan blinked once, expressionless. “Both the General and the CSM have made it clear that we are forbidden to mount any form of rescue – or to leave the wire for any reason. They say they can’t spare the bodies.” 
 “But we’re going anyway,” Jake said. 
 “Yeah. We’re going anyway. That’s presuming the camp doesn’t fall first.” 
 Jake snorted. “I just secured their camp for them.” 
 Elijah leaned forward now, his expression betraying concern. “Wait. We can’t just disobey a direct order from the commander of the task force – can we?” 
 “Sure we can,” Jake said without hesitation. “It’s easy. Saddle up and come with us and I’ll show you.” 
 “Team room in ten,” Brendan repeated, before trading a last look with Kate, and then heading off toward the JOC. 
 In addition to her FNG status, Kate now sensed this group of men was about to go rogue. Maybe Brendan was merely saving her from a court martial. 
 Or worse. 
 * * * 
 Kate followed behind Elijah and Jake now, puppy-like. Their route took them by the half-destroyed guard tower, where Kwon was still on overwatch for this side of the camp. He hopped down lightly and fell in with the others, alert and silent. Kate found something about the man unnerving. Like he was, or at least had the manner of, a cold-eyed killer. 
 She was just glad he was on their side. 
 As they moved through the floodlit darkness of the besieged and wounded camp, the whole north side now seemed to be swarming with armed soldiers, Marines, even a few airmen. None of these guys looked like they had fired their weapons in anger tonight – and some of them looked like they’d barely walked around with them before, and were worried about dropping them. Kate guessed everyone on post had been called out when shit got real with the VBIED. 
 But the majority of them had only turned up after Jake and Kwon and the combat engineers and a handful of others had already saved the day. 
 Kate moved through this kaleidoscopic and starkly lit dreamscape, counting her blessings – mainly that no one was shooting at her or trying to blow them up right now. Evidently the Triple Nickel Team Room was on the far side of the base, as their route took them across most of it, including by the main gate. 
 There they found a somewhat chaotic, frightening, and tense scene on both sides of the security shack, as MPs tried to open the gate to let returning units back inside – without also admitting any of the ghouls outside who they all sensed still wanted to get in. There was still wild and vaguely menacing movement, and shouting, and occasional shooting, in the darkness outside the wire. There were people running in and out of shadows, and the shouting was in what Kate presumed was Somali. 
 And more of those vaguely seen stumbling figures. 
 As their group approached it, the gate swung open, and the heavy steel bar with its massive concrete counterweight swung up for another incoming vehicle. Two MPs approached it with circular mirrors on sticks, which they used to examine the undercarriage. And this was unmistakably a military vehicle – a stock Humvee with four soldiers in full battle rattle sitting in it and looking like they were still fighting to get their breath back. Kate got the impression they’d never in their lives been so glad to be anywhere as on the inside of that gate. 
 A third MP, the non-commissioned officer in charge (NCOIC) by his stripes, approached the driver with a clipboard in one hand and a flashlight in the other, the beam of which he panned around inside. As Kate and her new team darted in front of this scene, her gaze was drawn to the two men in the back, who were illuminated in the beam for a few seconds. 
 One was clearly wounded, with a bloody field dressing wrapped around one arm, and the other tending to him – giving him water out of his own CamelBak bite tube. Kate kept moving, but her gaze stayed riveted to the first guy, who did not look good. At first she thought maybe he had burns to his face, in addition to the arm wound. But then through squinting eyes she could make out what looked like faint red sores. And he appeared to be sweating like a pig about to become a Christmas ham, and also trembling. 

Shock from the arm wound? Or something else?

 She suddenly regretted not paying more attention to the phone over that guy’s shoulder in line at Starbucks – and the article about the epidemic. 
 Whatever the cause of this soldier’s suffering, it didn’t look good to her, and she was glad they kept moving out of the area. 
 * * * 
 In another four minutes they reached a small standalone prefab structure, which was set slightly apart on the far edge of the camp. Kate, Jake, and Kwon arrived at almost the same instant as Brendan, who had two others in tow. One was the big slope-shouldered Echo Kate had seen at the radio set. 
 The other she hadn’t seen before. He was dressed and armed more or less like an irregular soldier, including the distinctive Crye Combat Shirt that many SF guys wore – with its synthetic tan torso, rip-stop camo sleeves, and zip collar. But he honestly looked to Kate like nothing so much as a surfer dude. He was tall and willowy rather than muscular, with lightly tanned skin, and wispy blond hair poking out from under a scuffed-up dark-blue baseball cap with Cal written in golden cursive letters. He casually carried a tan SCAR with underslung grenade launcher, and seemed somehow to wear the world lightly. 
 Brendan unlocked the door, reached in to hit the lights inside, and entered behind the others. The light was from two bare bulbs overhead, and as Kate looked around upon entering, she immediately saw her exact mental image of an ODA Team Room. In the center was a U-shaped arrangement of tables surrounded by chairs, one for each team member. In the middle of that were two sand tables, used for planning operations, complete with toy trucks, toy soldiers, and bits of vegetation, probably scrounged from the woods nearby. Around the edge were whiteboards and butcher-block paper pads on easels, for planning and briefing. And on every inch of the outside walls were racks for weapons, stacks of gear and ordnance, and lockers and shelving for ammo and operational equipment. 
 This was where the daily planning, preparation, and instructional life of an ODA happened. Kate got a small adrenaline jolt, feeling like she had just been admitted to the inner sanctum. 
 But then she was almost instantly ushered right back out of it, Elijah pushing her on through and toward the single plywood door at the back. As they threaded through the cluttered space, she heard a phone ringtone going off – “Addicted to Love” by Robert Palmer. By the time Kwon found and removed the device from his combat gear, it had stopped ringing. He checked the screen. 
 “That was Maximum Bob,” he said. 
 “Really,” said Jake. “Wish the big unflappable bastard was here. We could have used his gun in the fight.” 
 “I’ll check in with him later,” Kwon said, putting the phone away. 
 By this time, Kate and Elijah had passed through the flimsy door into a second room at the back, the same width but only half as deep. It was a riot of kit bags, personal gear – and, mainly, narrow bunks stacked three deep. This was where the team slept – when they did. 

Obviously not one of their big priorities, Kate thought, judging by the amount of space they allotted to it. There also seemed to be no head or shower room. Presumably they used shared facilities – nearby, she hoped. What light there was leaked in through the single square window, and from the cracked plywood door to the team room outside. 
 Kate guessed she was going to have to make herself comfortable. 
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 “This is my rack,” Elijah said, all but setting her down in a bottom bunk on the left. “And yours for tonight.” Kate nodded her thanks, and started stripping off and squaring away her body armor, gear, and weapons. 
 She was anything but tired – still completely wired from the firefight, actually. But her new CO had made his intentions for her 110% clear, and she was in no position yet to push back any further against them. 
 Elijah turned his back to reach for something on a plywood shelf and turned around with a liter bottle of water. “Hydrate,” he said – and, when Kate hesitated, he added, “ – or die.” 
 “I get that,” she said. “The CamelBak slogan.” He was right, of course. It was easy to forget to drink water, particularly in a combat situation. And dehydration fatigue could sneak up on you, often before you even felt thirsty. Hydrating turned out to be a major component of combat effectiveness. She started getting the lukewarm water down. 
 The sound of a low, fast helo flight zoomed by outside. 
 Kate stopped chugging long enough to ask: “Reinforcements?” 
 “No.” Elijah shook his head sadly. “Medevac flights. Been going all day. Ferrying in wounded from units who’ve been cut off outside the wire.” 
 “Jesus.” 
 “I’m afraid they’ll be coming and going all night – at least as long as they can safely set down anywhere outside to pick people up.” 
 Kate resumed chugging from the bottle. 
 Elijah nodded his approval. “Okay. I’ll be right outside.” 
 “Until you’re not,” Kate corrected, having killed the bottle. “How are you guys planning on getting out there? To wherever it is you’re going.” 
 “We’ve got three of our gun trucks here – in a garage we control, not the camp motor pool.” Kate knew from her advance studies that SF gun trucks bore only a passing resemblance to the standard Humvees they were based on. They were usually unarmored – due to speed and tactical requirements – but armed to the gills with heavy weapons. Their mindset was: mobility good, firepower very good. Move fast and hit hard. The extensive modifications to the vehicles were the evolution of decades of trial and error – what worked and what didn’t – and this knowledge was handed down from team to team. 
 The SF guys also liked to maintain them to an exacting standard themselves – engine maintenance, beefed-up suspension, and even welding extra shit onto the chassis as mission parameters dictated. 
 Kate guessed that three of these monsters, stored in their own private garage, were another reason the commanding general was such a big fan of this team. 
 “It’s close by,” Elijah added, pivoting to look out the window as the bright light of vehicle headlights flashed by, accompanied by shouting voices. The walls were thin and there appeared to be nothing like blinds or drapes for the window. 
 Elijah went back to his shelf and now produced a pair of big headphones – shooting cans. “Put your Peltor ear-pro back in, wear these over them, and you can sleep through the apocalypse.” He also pulled out a large black-and-flat-dark-earth shemagh with a ragged fringe, and draped it around her neck. “And this’ll keep out the blinding flash of the end days.” 
 He smiled, and so did Kate – she actually did appreciate his sense of humor. 
 Something banged loudly from out in the team room – the outside door, Kate presumed. And one second later an extremely gruff and severe voice said: “Well, well – don’t you boys just look as cosy as a bunch of faggots in a dick tree.” 
 Elijah grimaced, turned, and went out to face whatever the hell that was. 
 * * * 
 Kate was left alone in the dark – but it was only near dark, because the door to the team room didn’t quite close. At first she resisted the temptation to peek through the crack. But she could hear everything that went on out there, and every word that passed. 
 “Sarn’t Major.” That sounded like Kwon, greeting the newcomer, his voice quiet and emotionless. 
 “You want to tell me what the fuck you guys are planning?” 
 A couple of beats of silence suggested that no one did. 
 “Half our guys have disappeared into the bush.” This was Jake. 
 “Loss of commo doesn’t mean your guys are lost, or even in trouble. They’re fucking snake-eaters – their whole goddamned job is surviving alone in the boonies.” 
 At this point Kate lost her sense of discretion and put her eye to the crack, looking out into the brighter room outside. She could see a seriously squared-away and intimidating man standing two feet inside the door. It was the Command Sergeant Major she’d seen in the JOC. She could see now his nametape read Zorn. She could also see that he, too, wore the Ranger tab on his shoulder. For some reason, she remembered someone writing once that “Sergeants Major are the walking, breathing embodiment of Everything That’s Right in the U.S. Army.” This guy looked like the rule that proved the rule. 
 Jake spoke again. “Our split team was under heavy fire at last contact. We had to give up our drone coverage.” He paused. “And there was something else.” 
 “What?” A beat passed, but Zorn didn’t wait for an answer. “So what are you implying? That we’d better not be such dumbasses as to try and stop you guys from going out for your brothers? Is that it?” 
 This was neither confirmed nor denied by the ODA. 
 “Well I’ll tell you, that’s exactly what I suggested to General Præsidium himself. And you know what he said? He said he didn’t give a shit if it was your goddamned mothers. God save us, he seems to think you precious snowflakes are the best shooters currently residing on this base. And the commander has no intention of losing you. Not when there’s rioting in the town and we just repulsed a legit, no-shit attempt to overrun this base. We still don’t have any good idea of what the fuck is going on out there, and it doesn’t look like getting any fucking better.” 
 He paused and spat, right onto the floor. 
 “So be advised. You floppy-hat-wearing motherfuckers are restricted to base, by order of the commander of this task force. Your rescue mission is a fucking no-go.” 
 The CSM disappeared from Kate’s view as the bright slit went dark for a second. It resolved again as the team captain, Brendan, stepped forward. To Kate’s amazement, he got right in CSM Zorn’s face. It was like an adolescent facing off against his very traditional and intimidating father. Kate actually had to make a mental effort to remember that the Captain outranked the CSM. 
 “Sergeant Major,” he said, his voice level and calm. “Now you be advised: we are not in General Præsidium’s chain of command. We are under this command’s operational control in your AO. But we work for the United States Army Special Forces Command (Airborne), and we get our taskings and mission planning approved by them.” 

Holy shit. Kate blinked a few times into the light. 
 Brendan concluded: “You can indicate your understanding of this organizational structure by saying, ‘Yes, sir.’” 
 A very heavy beat passed. 
 The CSM snapped a salute, said the words, turned, and exited. 
 Jake rose and gave Brendan a big smile and a high-five. 
 Everyone else on the team clapped. 
 * * * 
 With this drama concluded, Kate backed away from the door and sat back on the bed. She could still hear everything outside and listened to about fifteen minutes of rapid operational planning – by guys who knew how to do it. 
 But they were out there together and she was here by herself, set apart. 
 And sitting there alone in the dark, she found herself experiencing a strange rush of claustrophobia. She was suddenly aware of being there in this beleaguered, possibly shrinking bubble of life and light, Camp Lemonnier – while all around them surged the darkness and chaos of Djibouti Town, and the rest of Djibouti out past that, and the entire Horn of Africa, most of it probably equally blacked out and maybe growing sicker and crazier by the minute, and beyond that all the rest of what had been known for centuries as the Dark Continent, all of it strange and new and menacing, and pressing in on her here in this tiny bed, with the bunk above it ten inches from her face. 
 She also realized she had no idea what the hell was going on out there. 
 But she decided she wasn’t in any big hurry to find out. 
 She’d just decided to do as instructed – get some sleep – when her eyes spontaneously developed gigantic lead weights, and a profound soul-tiredness squeezed her body. Within seconds, the darkness of oblivion came rushing up to embrace her. She’d had no idea she was so exhausted, until suddenly she was. 
 Maybe getting some rack actually was the most useful thing she could do right now. She might have a lot more to do, and to prove, in the morning – whatever that might bring. Two minutes earlier, she wouldn’t have imagined she could sleep, not after that firefight. But two minutes was a long time. Evidently things around here moved in seconds and minutes, rather than minutes and hours, as they had in Afghanistan. 
 The last thing she heard from out in the Team Room was: 

“Wait – how the hell do we actually get out the gate?” 
 “I like the odds of our gun trucks versus the gate at 60mph.” 
 “True, that. Okay. Let’s run it.”

 And after that, it was all Kate had left in her to get the headphones on her head and the shemagh wrapped around her face, before she fell into sleep like a gallows sandbag dropping. 
 And her consciousness shut like a slammed door. 
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Falling. 
 She felt herself falling through empty space— 

But her body convulsed as an iron grip seized her bicep and yanked her out of the air. She sat bolt upright, clawing at her face and struggling for breath. 

“Kate! Get up!”

 The world was black and heavy, and she was buried and drowning – until the shemagh got unwound from her face and the two levels of ear-pro pulled clear of her head. It was still dark – except there were short, bright flashes coming in the window from outside. 
 And there were new sounds: sirens, shouting, and gunfire. And screams. 
 There was also Elijah, shaking her roughly, and shouting at her from one foot away. “Kate! We gotta go! Get up – NOW!”

 “What? What’s happening?” She blinked rapidly, still not convinced of any reality beyond her dream, which still clung to her. 
 “The camp’s falling! We gotta go!” 
 She just looked at him stupidly for a second in the darkness. Despite the sounds of chaos, what he was saying was impossible. She couldn’t process it. She also couldn’t believe how hard she had slept, or how groggy she still felt. “How long was I out?” 
 “It’s almost dawn.” 
 “Jes—” 
 “I put an Ambien in your water bottle.” 
 “Motherfucker.” 
 “Staff Sergeant! You gotta shake it off! Grab your shit and get moving – now!” 
 Kate took a huge indraft of breath, like a baby coming into the world and breathing for the first time. 
 And while Elijah went back and forth from the window to the door, she got kitted up in the fastest such maneuver of her life. She was still badly confused and disoriented, but by this point she could also strap on her weapons, ammo, and armor while unconscious – and she damn well knew that whatever the hell was going on, she’d much rather face it tooled up than not. 
 “How?” she tried again, while rapid-lacing her boots. “We fought off the incursion. Are they back?” 
 “It’s not the jihadis. It’s the sick people.” 
 Kate’s face twisted with confusion. “What? What does that even mean?” She stole a glance out the window, where she could see lights arcing by, silhouetting the outlines of figures running – and somebody staggering as if he’d been wounded, or stunned by an explosion… 
 And then the window glass crunched two feet in front of her and both of them bounced away in reaction, Elijah snapping his rifle to his shoulder. The glass pane had spiderwebbed in a large oval pattern – and what had impacted it was a human face. It was still pressed against the indentation in the glass, but backlit, so no features were visible. As the two of them stood frozen to their spots, the face withdrew, its owner presumably walking it off somewhere else. 
 Kate picked up her rifle with trembling hands, and muttered a silent curse or prayer. Elijah grabbed her arm again and yanked her to her feet. And as he started to physically pull her out the door, she resisted, reached back, and snatched his shemagh off the bunk, getting it looped around her neck as they ran. 
 And as they dashed through the team room, she saw there were a lot fewer weapons on the racks than there had been last night. 
 The outer door was wide open to the madness beyond. 
 * * * 
 As she rushed out behind Elijah and the warm air hit her face, the scene now made last night’s chaos seem like the Pax Romana – a thousand years of peace and order. Fighting off the attack on the wire, she’d at least had something solid to her back. Now the threat was everywhere, bedlam swirling around her on all sides, and instantly threatening to envelop and subsume her. 
 The only advantage they had was that the team room was near the edge of camp, providing some kind of safety on that side – but this instantly went away as they started to run for, well, wherever the hell Elijah was leading them. 
 Holding her rifle with arms that felt too weak for it, she scanned over her ACOG, trying to resolve the kaleidoscope of shapes assaulting her visual field. At least one building was on fire somewhere nearby, not quite in sight, but its evil orange glow painting the low black sky. The acrid and particle-thick smoke made it even harder for her to breathe – on top of the running, the adrenaline, and the panic. 
 She saw two guys in hospital scrubs chasing a wounded-looking dude, then attempting to restrain him. He shrugged them off, then wheeled on them, furious, like he was possessed or delusional. She caught two frames of that, then it panned out of sight as she raced after Elijah in the open area between two rows of CLUs. As they passed another gap in the buildings, she looked down the same direction, back toward the med shack. Something frenetic was going on there – violence and motion and animal panic, but it was too far and too dark to make out and it all disappeared behind the next structure a second later anyway. 
 She suddenly had the sense that she’d goddamned well better generate some SA if she intended to survive even the next few minutes of whatever the hell was happening. She scanned from side to side, then extended her focus of vision out ahead – and she immediately saw a jihadi coming for them, diagonally from one of the gaps between structures. He was obviously an invader, from the pajamas and black hood – but he carried no weapon. 
 She scanned frantically for the bulge of a suicide vest, but in fact his top was hanging open, revealing rolls of flesh beneath. He was running at them with arms extended. Attacking them literally barehanded. 

What the fuck?

 Before she could get a sight picture, Elijah knocked the man down with four quick shots to the center of mass, and they were both running past him. 
 Now Kate realized her reflexes had also better tune up – and right now. Shots were still being fired, but if there were any geometry to this battle, it totally eluded her. She remembered the old rule that the number-one trick to surviving combat was figuring out what the hell was going on. She grimaced at that, and tried to manage her breathing. 
 Elijah turned a corner on the left at a dead run and Kate followed, skidding on the rubber matting. As they emerged into an open area, the first thing she saw resolving from the darkness was a soldier in tan ACUs – tackling another one, identically dressed. 

Seriously – what the FUCK?! This made zero sense. She shouted ahead. “Elijah, what the fuck is going on?” 
 “It’s the sick people, man,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Keep moving!” 
 “What does that mean?” She racked her brain. Was it like rabies, or psychosis – or was it some kind of chemical or biological warfare agent they’d been hit with, and that was making people wig out? She knew al-Shabaab had a history of trying to acquire chem-bio weapons. But she had neither the wind nor the attention to have this or any discussion with Elijah right now. Instead she focu— 
 A body slammed into her from a tiny dark alley she hadn’t even seen. She bounced off it and reacted by giving him a mighty shove with her weapon and the figure stumbled back into the darkness from which it came. She started to bring her weapon up to fire, but thought better of it and just kept moving. 
 Her Under Armor shirt, beneath her LBE, was soaked with sweat now – and bits of loose hair floated out from under her ARMY cap. Everything was still thoroughly kaleidoscopic and she didn’t feel like she was getting any more of a grip. Rather, she felt like the odds were tipping against her. 
 And if the camp was going down… would she go down with it? 

No, she decided. No, I’m fucking not.

 And she remembered another principle: the people who survived catastrophes, riots, natural disasters, ambushes… were the ones who absolutely resolved themselves to. 
 Elijah darted down another row and they came back out against the wire, with something solid on one side of them again at least. He turned right and took off, and Kate accelerated to follow – and immediately felt another body crashing into her again, from the right side now, out of another gap. She pivoted, and used his own body weight to throw him to the ground. 
 It was an American serviceman. 
 The man writhed on the ground and scrabbled at her boots. 
 She kicked him away hard, rolling his body up the narrow alley. 
 Looking over the wriggling body, she could see Elijah disappearing into the darkness up ahead. He didn’t know she had stopped – that she’d been cut off. The soldier thrashed on the ground between them. 
 Kate backed away and brought her rifle to her shoulder as the whacked-out soldier lurched to his feet, instantly moving toward her again. His head was down so she couldn’t see his face, but from the way he moved the dude was not in a good way. 
 She had absolutely no idea what to do now. 
 “Shoot him!” she heard. It was Elijah, who had turned around finally and seen her. He was now quick-walking back. 
 She blinked hard. This couldn’t be happening. 
 She depressed her M4 and shot the advancing man in his right thigh. A dark hole appeared in his fatigues. But he didn’t slow and he didn’t even look down. 
 The wound had absolutely no effect. 



 Sorry About Your Face 
 Camp Lemonnier - Beside the East Wire 
HOLY MOTHERFUCKING SHIT.

 Hands pawed at her, enveloping her flesh, a fetid mouth opening and snapping at her face, at her bare neck. Kate tried to grapple, her rifle wedged between their struggling bodies, the soldier’s starched ACUs scraping against her bare arms and covered thighs, way too intimate, like a teenage boy groping and fumbling… 
 She could see his face now – and he may well have still been a teenager. He was a young kid, a dog-faced soldier, a ground-pounder – and he was so fucked up she could barely recognize him as another living human being. Mottled skin, grayish-green, with patches of flaking red sores. Faint black spiderweb patterns around the eyes and under the thin skin at his temples. Milky and opaque eyes – looking for all the world blind, but still locked onto her with some inexplicable, single-minded intensity. 
 She couldn’t think, she was only reacting – she dropped her rifle on its sling and grabbed his head with both hands, using all her strength to keep it off her, and the vulnerable flesh of her face and neck. The dude was all over the place, writhing and thrashing, both arms wrapped around her shoulders, and a lot stronger than a sick guy ought to be – stronger even than a healthy one. 
 She was half bent over backward now, all her leverage gone, angles awkward and worsening, relying on pure forearm and hand strength – which was evaporating fast. The open mouth, and those perfect middle-American teeth, an inch away from her nose. She had no fucking idea whatsoever what she was staring in the face, or what this dude’s deal was – she only knew she absolutely didn’t want any. 
 She pivoted ninety degrees, putting her back to the fence, and braced her back leg behind her – then rallied her last strength to shove the horror-movie visage a few inches farther away… 
 And the entire face, and the head it was stuck on, disappeared. It just went away from between her hands, stopped existing, wasn’t in this world, or in her face, anymore. Her hands held nothing. A fraction of a second later she heard the percussive boom of a heavy weapon – Jake’s .50-cal, roaring from twenty yards back down the alley. 
 Instantly, she felt a strong and irresistible shove in her shoulder, and a deep bellow at her ear: “GO! Keep moving!” The shove sent her half-tumbling into Elijah, who had reached her from the other direction. He turned on his heel and led the way forward, Kate striding behind, now sandwiched between a fearless badass and a man of God… which surely represented, by far, the most safety she’d enjoyed today. 
 Or maybe ever would again, for all she knew. 
 Hot tears leaked at the corners of her eyes, and she took her hand off the vertical foregrip of her weapon to wipe them away. 
 * * * 
 As she ran with the wire just off her left elbow, Kate could only think one thing now: Keep moving. She had to keep moving. And she wasn’t sure she could think about anything else. 
 Thought was shutting down. 
 She had to battle to stay functional. And she knew it was in those moments when things went kinetic, and everything went wrong, that the operators were separated from the conventional guys. That ability to improvise, to adapt, to change up – and to never give up. Resilience to chaos, and resolve to keep going. She had been trying to prove something last night. 
 Today was no different. Just worse – and harder. 
 She almost laughed aloud at that thought, as something blew sky-high off toward the center of the camp, sending tendrils of orange flame and plumes of heavy black smoke into the slowly lightening sky. 
 But, explosions or no, morning would eventually come. 
 And she fucking well was going to be there for it. 
 The three of them finally reached the end of the row of buildings that backed onto the east wire and dispersed out into an open area, each quick-walking heel-toe, weapons up to shoulders in high ready. Instantly, Jake pivoted and engaged something to the right, and out of Kate’s adrenaline-constricted cone of vision; Elijah was doing the same to the left. She focused on the middle sector – across which moved two palsied figures, backlit by the flames that were now in view a hundred yards away. 
 She gained a sight picture on the first – then stopped walking, drew up, shooting posture perfect, regulating her breathing, fundamentals perfect. It was the training that made this possible – shooting fundamentals drilled in until they were pure muscle memory, which was the only way they were going to work in the stress of combat. 
 She squeezed her trigger, putting two rounds, then two more, into center mass on the charging figure on the right. 
 And, in the moment that she fired, she honestly had no idea whether her target was American or Somali, Islamist or southern Baptist. She only knew she was fighting for her life now. And it was a fight she had zero intention of losing. And if she did lose, it wouldn’t be because she failed to try. She would go down fighting. 
 The attacker was close enough that she saw all four rounds hit. 
 The guy didn’t go down, but just kept coming, arms reaching out for her as he closed the last ten meters. 

Motherfucker. Body armor – it had to be. 
 But that could still mean either soldier or jihadi these days. 
 She took two head shots, and then pivoted and took two on the guy on the left, even as the first dropped and slid into the dust at her feet like a buffalo. The second collapsed a little farther out. 
 She looked down in the dim and hazy air now, at the bizarrely shaped head of the second one. He was wearing night-vision goggles. Last time she checked, the only people who had those were… 
 She pushed the thought away. She didn’t have time for it – and down that road madness lay. Instead she scanned jerkily around to both sides. 
 Jake and Elijah were nowhere in sight. 
 Peering through all angles of the plane, now she heard someone call her name and spotted them – at the door to a big sheet-metal structure with a semi-cylindrical roof. They were holding the door, shooting intermittently – and shouting at her. And also, she belatedly realized, pointing. 
 In her tactical training, an instructor had said something that stuck with her: “Whatever else is going on, it’s always a good idea to just take a look behind you from time to time.” 
 She did. 
 There were four figures fast-walking straight at her in a converging line. They had the firelight before them this time, and she could see they were an even mix of soldiers and jihadis. And they were ignoring one another completely, in their haste to get to her. 

Zero fucking sense…

 She faced forward again, tensed her fluttery leg muscles – and launched herself at the doorway of that sheet-metal structure. In six seconds she was there. 
 Jake slapped her ass inside like she was a relay runner, Elijah collapsed inside behind, and somebody pulled the door shut. She banged into the hard steel of a large vehicle, and turned to see Jake and Kwon pushing two fuel barrels and a crate of something in front of that door. 
 She safetied her weapon. Muscle memory again. Range safety. 
 And she tried to restart her breathing. 



 Alamo 
 Camp Lemonnier - 555 Garage 
 Kate had put out some rounds in her previous deployments. But in Afghanistan you usually couldn’t even see who you were shooting at. You pretty much just shot in the same direction as everyone else. Even in the attack last night, she’d really only been plinking at muzzle flashes. 
 Today had been different. 
 “I’ve never shot a living person at close range before,” she said, when her breathing and heart rate had gotten down to the point where she could say it without her voice quavering. 
 “I think you still haven’t.” 
 That was Jake. He didn’t elaborate on this comment, but instead unslung his weapon and laid it down on the hood of one of the vehicles, then placed his hands palms-down to either side of it. He looked around at the others, who were wedged into the narrow spaces around the trucks. Kate noted with some awe that all the trucks had either two or three mounted machine guns: a mix of M249 SAWs, M240 medium machine guns, and .50-cal M2s – the big boys. 
 Eighty percent of the floorspace of the cramped garage was taken up by the three gun trucks, parked nose to tail. Much of the rest was maintenance and repair equipment – a vehicle lift, wheel aligner and balancer, workbench and tool rack, some welding equipment. All of this was lit by a single fluorescent strip hanging overhead. 
 Terrible noises, muted now, could still be heard from the other side of the ridged steel walls. Occasionally, something actually bumped or banged into them. Nobody actually jumped in response. But everyone was jumpy. And nobody stood farther than arm’s length from their weapons. 
 “Ideas?” This was Brendan, standing slightly back in the shadows, back pressed against a wall. 
 “Yeah.” This was the guy Kate hadn’t actually met, the blond and tanned one. He wore staff sergeant stripes and no nametape. “Shouldn’t we be out there?” He gestured vaguely at the wall. The others got it. 
 “Doing what, man?” This was Kwon. 
 “Helping. Shooting.” He paused there. No one needed, or dared, say that they’d all just been out there shooting – mostly at other American soldiers. It hung in the air before them. 
 The blond guy tried again: “Helping to defend the camp.” 
 “Dude,” Kwon said. “The camp is gone.” 
 “Then what the hell are we still doing here?” 
 “They’re both right,” Jake said, looking across at Brendan. “If there’s any defense left to mount, then we should be part of it. And if there’s not, then we should get the hell out of here.” 
 Brendan’s youthful but serious face was impassive as he considered. “Our current position seems secure. What if we Alamo up here for now – and wait and see how things develop?” 
 Kwon shook his head. “And what if this structure catches fire?” He nodded at the gasoline barrels. 
 “Or we get surrounded – by too many to drive through.” This was the Jesus figure, Peter Price. He looked to her like a regular guy caught in a bad situation. 
 Kate wanted to ask him, “Too many what?” She doubted she was the only one. But she kept the question to herself. 
 “Okay,” Brendan said. “We hold tight for now – this structure stops both rounds and sick people, so my sense is we’re safest right here. We keep doing dynamic risk assessments, ready to pivot and blast out of here if the building is breached, or if the risk changes… or else when things quiet down enough outside to slip out. Meantime, I want a supplies and equipment manifest.” 
 “Same as for the aborted mission last night,” the blond guy said. 
 “Let’s run it down again.” 
 “Sure.” He did it from memory: “Extended combat load-out: the trucks are completely topped up with fuel and loaded up with spare fuel cans, ammo cans, radio batteries, more ammo, and three days worth of water and food. Aso more ammo – linked 5.56, 7.62, and .50-cal, plus most of our 5.56 mags. Also Jake’s anti-elephant rounds, whatever he stores those things in. One AT-4 in each truck. Personal weapons, ammo, and grenades.” 
 “And casualty care gear,” Elijah added. “One of the two big med rucks.” 
 Brendan nodded, and exchanged a look with Jake. They seemed to be thinking the same thing: that this would get them where they were going. 
 Wherever the hell that was. 
 * * * 
 “What happened last night?” Kate asked Elijah. The two of them were now apart from the others, leaning across opposite sides of the sloping tan hood of the frontmost vehicle, at the front of the garage. 
 “We never made it out the front gate.” 
 Kate arched an eyebrow. 
 Elijah shrugged. “We were fully prepared to blast our way out of here. But it was total bedlam outside the wire – as in, twenty feet outside it. We might have gotten through the gate, but would have been instantly jammed up. There was no point.” 
 “So what did you do all night?” 
 “Manned the walls.” 
 “Until…?” 
 He didn’t answer. His look seemed to say: You saw it yourself.

 She took another look around the garage. The gun trucks were obviously souped-up, heavily modified Humvees. None had visible up-armoring, and the one in the front was actually without doors or a roof, just heavy steel roll-bars around the passenger area. All three had cages welded onto most exterior surfaces, all of which held water cans, gas cans, ammo cans, and other supplies. It looked like they were designed to support very long missions, in remote areas, far from resupply or support. 
 The front one, right beneath them, had a big, long-barreled M2 .50-cal machine gun up high on a single mount rising from the open bed in the back; and an M240 on a swing-bar that could be fired by the front passenger. An AT-4 single-shot anti-tank rocket was strapped to the roll-bar. The truck-bed area in back half-overflowed with bags, boxes, rucks, and unidentifiable supplies and equipment. A big knobby spare tire was bolted on the back, with a tire iron and heavy-duty hydraulic jack clipped in beside it. 
 Something banged into the outside wall of the garage, which was the same as the inside wall, about two feet from Kate’s head. She jumped, despite herself, for about the twentieth time in the twenty minutes they’d been in there. They could still hear the sounds of sporadic firing, the occasional shout – and one very muted explosion. What was actually going on out there was anybody’s guess. 
 And nobody was volunteering to go out there and find out. 
 After the equipment manifest, Kate overheard the leaders planning and parceling out tasks at the back end of the room, which was slightly more spacious than the front. 
 “Maybe we should send someone out for a recce,” Brendan said. 
 “We’d have to pull down the door barricade,” Jake replied. 
 Brendan sighed. “Okay. Let’s get the tanks topped, then.” There was a pause, during which no one pointed out that they’d driven exactly a half-mile since the tanks had last been topped. Brendan responded to the silence: “We don’t know how long we’re going to be out there, or how long the unrest will last. Every drop may count.” 
 Jake said, “Pete – get on the radio, every local frequency. Try to find out what’s going on out there.” He paused. “And who, if anyone, is still alive.” 
 This had made Kate belatedly notice that all the others were wearing their team radios, with throat or chin mics. Not all of them had been last night, when some had probably rolled out of bed and straight to the fight. Kate’s radio was in its usual pouch on her vest, so she dug her chin mic out of her assault pack, and asked Elijah for the channel of their squad net. 
 Wired in, now she was really part of the team. 
 * * * 
 As the two of them did informal guard duty by the big front garage door, the two team leaders, Brendan and Jake, led two different ad hoc mission planning groups in the rear. Their calm, level voices could be heard going back and forth, and floating through the dim space beneath the glowing light. 
 From her spot at the front, Kate ogled the heavy weapons and ammo on the vehicles. “You guys go out loaded for bear.” 
 “Unh-uh.” Elijah shook his head. “These are just our Daisy Red Ryder BB guns – good for chasing off squirrels and crows. We had to check our big guns at the door.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 Elijah stroked his mustache, which still glistened with sweat. She had the sense that he, and the others, might be a couple of days away from their last shower. “Washington started to develop this idea that the task force ought to be focusing on peacekeeping, stability, and military-civilian projects. And that the schwacking of any remaining bad guys ought to be done from drones at fifteen thousand feet. Nice and clean, not too much collateral damage – and no Americans in flag-draped coffins. The new task force commander folded – and locked up anything that makes too big a boom in a heavy weapons locker, under guard. All our really good toys are in there.” 
 “And what, I shudder to ask, are those?” 
 Elijah opened his mouth to answer. 
 Instead, the deafening clatter of heavy rounds started banging on the wall two feet behind his head, like gravel in a hurricane. He dropped to the deck. When it stopped, and he got up and examined the wall, it had four square feet of dents and deformities in the metal. But it had held, and none of the rounds had penetrated. 
 Rising up over the level of the truck hood, Kate squinted at the damage. “Jesus Christ…” she muttered – then saw Elijah frown slightly, and also saw that gold cross twinkle around his neck. She made a mental note to tone it down. 
 Before either could speak again, the sound of a straining car or truck engine started growing in volume. It was heading directly toward the semicircular front wall of the garage, which consisted mostly of a metal roll-up door, which could be raised with a chain. 
 Like a PTSD sufferer, Kate flashed back to the night before when she heard that VBIED racing at their outside wire, just before it detonated. She wondered if she were the only one hearing this one now; then she wondered if she was going mad, hearing things that weren’t there. 
 But within five seconds, there was no question not only that it was real – but also that it was headed directly at them. The engine noise became a roar now – and was accented with the sound of full-auto firing. Rounds started banging into the roll-up door. Everyone inside backed away and hunkered down, sheltering behind the vehicles. 
 Crouching, sweating, eyes rabbit-wide, Kate wondered if they should all be trying to get the fuck out of there. But nobody was moving – either they knew something she didn’t, or there just wasn’t time to react. The engine became a scream, multiple weapons on it going cyclic, and the steel rain against the door like God’s own load of gravel being fired at them out of a hundred-barreled auto-cannon. Rounds started to penetrate and slice through, admitting slashes of thin light, then ricocheting around the steel surfaces in the garage. Everyone inside started making out with the floor. 
 As Kate braced herself for the impact and tried to pray but couldn’t think of one, tires squealed like a warren of dying bunnies, and the whole roaring, blasting, full-auto-firing apparatus swerved at the last possible second and went careening off to the left, its chariot-of-the-apocalypse sounds slowly fading. 
 Kate realized she was looking right into Elijah’s shining eyes, where they both crouched down low at the rear of the front truck. 
 Someone shouted, “Anybody hit?” 
 Kate held Elijah’s gaze. “What were they?” she asked. “Last night, outside the gate. And coming out of the hospital this morning. What the hell was that?” 
 He held her gaze as well, his expression neutral. “The zombie apocalypse?” He wasn’t smiling, much less laughing. That sense of humor Kate liked was nowhere in evidence. 

Well, Kate thought, relaxing slightly. Things could be worse. At least they were hunkered up in their snug and safe little Alamo. Despite the close call with the careening vehicle, their walls hadn’t been breached, and the position still seemed secure. 
 But just as soon as the sound of the truck finally faded away… a new one intruded on the huddling team. It was the whump-whump of helo blades, followed by a thrumming rumble that Kate recognized as the dual turbo-shaft engines of a UH-60 Black Hawk. 
 She opened her mouth to ask Elijah if this could be another medevac flight coming in, thinking that might actually be a good sign. Maybe the base had been secured by the defenders after all, maybe they were consolidating around the landing pads… 
 But she didn’t get the words out. 
 The noise of the approaching ground vehicle had taken about ten seconds to ramp up to crushing enormity and hair’s-breadth proximity… but this one was at full volume and on top of them in less than two. 
 Over their heads, screaming, the roof of the garage peeled open to the sky. 



 Spunkmeyer 
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 Shattering noise and violence. 
 Utter violation of their sanctuary, which was suddenly wide open to the elements, the ugly and smudged brown light of early morning, and whatever evil was devouring the base around them. 
 The concrete floor beneath them bounced what felt like a foot as the helicopter crashed to earth – their space invaded by a giant mechanical raptor, as if coming down to pluck the chicks from their nest. 
 It was in fact a UH-60 Black Hawk. And it was coming inside. 
 The 54-foot rotors had torn open the curving roof of the garage instantly, without prelude or duration of time, a huge section of ridged steel simply peeled off and swept away – but not before the nose of the Black Hawk knocked down the vertical side of the wall and crashed in, its angular snout snuggling up to the side of the middle gun truck and pushing it back four feet into the wall on the other side. 

What the FUCK? Kate found herself mouthing for about the dozenth time since her arrival. Once again, this simply couldn’t be happening – it was like she was on the set of some disaster or horror movie, the only place people could be so unlucky. She had no idea how she was still alive. 
 The good news was this was more of a controlled crash or even emergency landing – the aircraft was basically level with the ground. It probably just wasn’t touching down in exactly the spot the pilot had in mind. Or maybe he’d had no choice. The other good news was that the rotors were spinning down fast – either because of the impact with the building, or because one of the pilots was bringing the engines offline. 
 The bad news was that the impact knocked the rotors loose on their mounts and they were now wobbling badly – and spinning both lower and higher every second. Or maybe they were just all fucked up from tearing through the steel of the garage, like a Ginsu knife through a tin can. 
 Kate stayed flat down on the deck – she had zero desire to be the tomato in the Ginsu scenario – but she did reach out her hand for Elijah, who was over on the violated side of the room. He crab-crawled to her across the gap between vehicles, his weapon scraping floor – not that anyone alive or dead could hear it. 
 The whole room was still screaming all around them. 
 From her spot, Kate could make out every detail of the deeply scored dark-gray paint on the helo’s fuselage, the three dusty glass panels revealing the cockpit behind, and the bright sparks dropping from the rotor assembly and cowling overhead and rolling down the outside of the airframe like electric raindrops. 
 She looked to the left to see what the hell the others were doing – mainly because she wanted to act, but simply couldn’t think of what to do. She found she couldn’t see anyone – either because of the rotor-whipped dust and debris or because they were all hunkered down out of sight. 
 Or maybe they were a lot smarter than her – and long gone. 
 But she found her brain spinning up more quickly than it had this morning. Basically, she knew they had to get out of there. The side with the fucking helicopter was obviously a no-go – and that was also the side that had the human-sized door, the one she’d raced through less than a half-hour ago. That left the big vehicle door to her right. 
 She looked over for the chain that raised and lowered it, and started to make a lunge. But gunfire to her left drew her attention. It was muted, but audible, and was actually coming from the cockpit of the Black Hawk, which was now half in and half out of the garage, and practically on top of her. Squinting in disbelief, Kate saw the co-pilot twisted around in his seat, leaning into the crawlspace that led to the main compartment. 
 And he was firing his service pistol, non-stop – unloading it. 

Holy. Fucking. Shit.

 The handgun went dry, its slide locked back, and something crashed through the narrow space leading to the cockpit, falling on the co-pilot and pushing him back into his seat. There was struggle and frantic motion and a spray of blood misted the right-side cockpit glass, as if squirted from a ketchup bottle. 
 In the other seat, on the left, the pilot still had one hand on the cyclic, the other overhead trying to pull the engines offline. But that got abandoned fast, in favor of scrabbling for a side arm in its shoulder holster. 
 And Kate, mouth swinging free on her jaw, staring through the cockpit glass like she was watching unreality television… belatedly realized the pilot was a woman. And time dilated out and her mind went stupid on her – and she pictured the drop-ship pilot in the mirrored Ray-Bans who bought it in Aliens. 
 But this woman at least managed to get her weapon clear – only to have a second figure dive on her from the back. This one was visibly bandaged up. And now Kate could see a distinctively big and bulky med ruck on the back of the first figure, the one currently savaging the co-pilot. That was either a 68-Whiskey, a combat medic, or a member of one of the Medical Expeditionary Teams. 
 And Kate thought to herself: Well, fuck me… 


 It WAS a medevac flight.

 * * * 
 “Get in there – go, go, go! Help the aircrew!” 
 This was Triple Nickel springing into action from the rear. The team members – Kate couldn’t even tell them apart in the swirling dust and shrieking chaos – were low-crawling forward, making for the side cockpit hatches. 
 “No!” she shouted, trying to wave them off.
“The crew’s gone! They’re gone!” 
 She shook her head, suddenly wondering how she knew this – or what it even meant. The pilot and co-pilot weren’t in a good way, but they were still alive in there. It must have been a lingering genetic memory of some zombie movie she had or hadn’t seen once. 

They were bitten, which meant they were done for.

 No, that was crazy. But, then again, they’d surely be infected now, right? With whatever the hell it was. And whatever it was, Kate knew in her bones that, once again, they absolutely didn’t want any. 
 But either no one heard her in the first place or else her warning became irrelevant, because now the wobbling of the rotor blades was increasing faster than their spin was slowing. And they reached low enough to clip one of the fuel barrels stacked into the door barricade – simultaneously tearing it open and sending it slinging across the garage, both effects vicious and violent. 
 The acrid smell of gasoline filled the air. It was not only rushing out over the concrete floor and rising to the tops of their boot soles – it had also been sent spraying around and over the area. Kate felt droplets on her face and hands, burning, and she frantically tried to wipe it away. 
 “Go, go! We gotta go now!” She couldn’t tell who was shouting. 
 But the only response she heard to this was gunfire, close and loud and intimate, and her head snapped over to see Kwon in an upright shooting stance behind the back truck, firing his rifle around the nose of the Black Hawk. Her head snapped to the right now – and she saw dark figures clambering in around the airframe of the downed bird. They were forcing their way in through the gaping hole the crashing helo had torn out of the garage. 
 Her head snapped back a third time as the popping single shots turned into heavier full-auto fire. Kwan’s SCAR now lay on its sling parallel to his body, and he stood behind one of the M240s on its pivot arm, firing long bursts to one side of the Black Hawk and then the other. Perfectly in control – and extremely effective. She even caught him stealing a quick annoyed look at the upended fuel barrel, then read his lips as he mouthed: 

Told you, motherfuckers.

 And he never stopped firing. Bodies continued rushing the gaps to either side of the helo – but he kept pounding them back out, like whack-a-mole. Kate counted four, then six, then eight, before she heard more shouting – “Load up! Get the vehicles up, go go g—” – which was immediately eclipsed by a throaty diesel engine firing up, then another, filling the small space with CO2 and noise and stench and vibration. 
 Kate stood rooted to her spot, equally in terror of the spinning blades above, the liquid accelerant splashed over everything, the firing in close quarters, and the plague victims trying to force their way in. A blur passed her vision – the surfer dude, weapon cradled, leaping into the back of the front truck, grabbing the overhead roll-bar, and swinging himself into the driver’s seat. And then she heard that truck’s motor fire up, too. 
 There was no one else in that vehicle, and it was closest to her. She looked back and saw Elijah was no longer down there with her – and heard the engines on the other two vehicles roaring. She somehow sensed the rest of the team had mounted up. Then more urgent shouting, some of it simply, “Go go GO!!”

 She grabbed the edge of the truck bed. 
 Keeping her head low, she levered herself up and into it. 
 Movement behind and to the left flashed in peripheral. She brought her weapon up, unsafetied it in a flash, and started triggering off. Whatever was rushing at her fell down, into the gap between helo and truck. There was still firing from the back, including Kwan’s M240 – but she sensed he couldn’t shoot around the right side of the helo’s nose from inside the truck. 
 Holding this gap now, there was only Kate. 
 She fired and fired and fired, triggering off thirty aimed single shots in five seconds. Changing mags with trembling hands, she belatedly realized something was terribly wrong. 
 The trucks still weren’t fucking moving. 
 She looked up toward the driver, to see what the fuck he was doing. He had dismounted and now hauled for everything he was worth, biceps bulging in the tight sleeves of his Crye shirt, on the chain that opened the roll-down door. 
 But it stayed unmoving and serenely rolled-down – all the way to the floor. 
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 “Todd! Mount the fuck up! Drive through it! Smash through!”

 This shout turned into a chorus, shouting against the lethal peril of the spinning blades, and the infectious nightmare of the figures trying to claw their way in, but still being knocked back by the enfilade from within. And not to mention the reek of the gas on everything. 
 But shouting turned to near-panic when the fire started – set off, probably, by sparks rolling off the helo. At first it was only a patch of floor and the tool bench burning – and not the whole joint instantly combusting at once. But a second later a tongue of burning liquid reached the foot of one of the intact fuel barrels – and tendrils of flame began climbing it like demonic ivy. 
 Very soon it was going to be the whole joint going up – possibly no more than one additional second from now. 

“GO, GO! We gotta get the fuck out!”

 Kate had just steeled herself to dive into the front and take the wheel, when the surfer dude, who she now gathered was named Todd, tumbled back in and revved the engine to chest-thrumming volume. He took exactly one second to build up a head of steam in the Humvee’s V8 6.5-liter turbo-charged engine. And when he popped the clutch, he had approximately one foot to accelerate and get up enough momentum to bust them all out of there. 
 Kate said a prayer that the door was flimsier than it looked. 
 It wasn’t. 
 The six-ton truck bucked forward like a bronco in its pen, then struggled and grinded against the metal slats of the door. They bent terribly, twisting and crushing – but they wouldn’t break, and the door wouldn’t come loose. The crash of the helo had warped the whole structure, jamming the door in its grooves, and it didn’t want to come free. The truck had one cubic shitload of torque, but the lack of any running start was dooming them. 
 Now Kate heard a voice that wasn’t shouting, but speaking almost at conversational volume, completely calm. And it was right in her ear. It was Kwon, over the squad net. He said: 

“Down in front.”

 Spinning to the rear, she saw he was now manning one of the M2s, out of the top hatch of the second vehicle. And she barely had time to think: I guess that’s why he’s the weapons sergeant.

 She dropped down into the truck bed and covered up her head as the throaty thunk-thunk-thunk of the .50-cal beat the air around them, and the roll-down door disintegrated in front of them like it was in an episode of MythBusters – .50-Cal Versus Garage Door. Thumb-sized slugs, fired from hand-sized shells, warped the air over her head like fat moths, and metal fragments shot off the steel slats and went zipping around the garage, some pinging off the chassis of trucks, others chipping and cracking the windshield that Todd huddled behind, still urging the truck forward. 
 If anybody had engaged anything that close, in quarters that tight, with an M2, Kate had never remotely heard about it. 
 And then her body went rolling and slamming into the back gate of the truck bed, inertia trying to keep her in place as the vehicle rocketed forward, like the bronco had finally been set loose from the pen, hurtling outside to throw its rider and stomp some rodeo clowns. The mangled garage door went tumbling away underneath the truck’s knobby wheels, and they were instantly blasting out into what was left of the American military presence in the Horn of Africa. 
 What was left of Camp Lemonnier. 
 * * * 
 It was like a hundred years had passed overnight. Aside from the flames still burning, the camp looked like a ruin of itself. Tents were torn down, vehicles parked at odd angles or half sticking out of structures they’d crashed into, debris and shell casings carpeted the ground – and everywhere bodies lay face down or twisted at weird angles. 
 And it was nearly morning now, so Kate could see everything. The sun was still below the treetops, but there was a yellowish-brown light blanketing the base. Or maybe, for all she knew, Djibouti was just naturally this grim color. She’d never seen it in the daytime before. 
 She only had two seconds to regard the environment, because when they were not even fifty yards out of the garage, a gigantic white-hot explosion blossomed into the sky behind the convoy – as the Black Hawk, all its tanks of JP-5, plus the barrels of gasoline for the trucks, and the whole garage/helicopter hybrid went up together at once. 
 Kate spun to the rear only to be assaulted by a rush of hot air and overpressure. Through slitted eyes she could see the breathtaking sight of fuel barrels arcing into the dun sky on pillars of brilliant fire, while thick waves of black smoke rolled out across the ground like tidal breakers, chasing off the gun trucks as if they were seagulls scuttling away up the beach. 
 She ducked and covered up her head again. 
 Bits of aircraft, rotors, rubber chunks of tires, sheet-metal sections of the garage, socket wrenches and lug nuts – and Kate really didn’t like to think what else, given that as far as she knew no one made it out that helo alive – arced hundreds of feet into the sky and started landing on and around her, and for hundreds of yards in every direction. 
 The explosion hadn’t even settled before she heard small-arms and machine-gun fire ramp up behind her, and then Todd’s voice speaking in her ear: “Hey, you. In the back. Get the fifty up.”

 “What?” 

“The fifty. Ma Deuce.” He meant the M2. 

What the hell does he want me shooting at? Kate thought. 
 But she uncoiled herself, straightened up, and took another look around. And she saw that the camp was indeed like a ruin of itself – except for the scattering and shambling hordes of… well, whatever the fuck they were now. Ghouls. Lost souls. The sick. The dying. 
 Kate’s stomach turned, and she wanted very much not to think too closely about that, or what was about to happen. 
 The warm, dirty, polluted air blasted around her in the open vehicle, and so instead she looked over the roll-bar beside her at the ground blurring by a few inches from her healthy, fleshy, and vulnerable body. 

Why the hell did I have to end up in the dune buggy?

 They were totally exposed to the elements, which might at this point include virtually anything. And it took only about another two seconds for her to work out where the lost brigade of Camp Lemonnier was going. 
 They were converging on the three vehicles. 
 They were heading straight toward them. 
 Which meant they had to keep moving – or they were all dead. 
 Kate stood up and yanked on the giant charging handle of the heavy machine gun. She was ready to rock and roll. 
 And she thought: 

Well, goddamn. 


 It IS the zombie apocalypse.

 * * * 
 Up ahead of them, Kate could see the great, billowing, Pasha’s-caravan shape of Thunderdome. That was the name for Camp Lemonnier’s rubberized basketball court, volleyball pit, and assembly area – with its huge, semi-rigid, canvas roof stretched overhead, and supported by arcing steel ribs. 
 As they rapidly closed the distance, she could see one side of it was collapsed, and also half torn-away. Inside she could make out hundreds of folding chairs, presumably left over from some recent assembly, and now mostly overturned. 

“So much for Bingo Day,” Todd muttered over the channel. 
 “What?” Kate asked, not having the vaguest idea what he was talking about, or why. 

“Never mind. Fuck it.” He upshifted and accelerated. 
 Around Thunderdome, Kate could see stumbling figures dotting the blighted landscape. 
 But because they were the lead vehicle, the way ahead of them was relatively clear. Looking over her shoulder, she saw that it was taking the victims time to spill out into the road and converge – and they were much more of a threat to the other two trucks. Only their speed was keeping them clear of the tide of sick. 
 So she traversed her weapon 180 degrees, circling around the mount, and looked for targets to the rear. 
 But the first one she saw wasn’t even one of the sick. It was an American soldier, dashing out from inside a tent, hauling his arm back as if to throw. He didn’t look terrific, but he didn’t look like the others. He was still moving like a regular human. Albeit a desperate, half-panicked one. 
 Unfortunately, the direction he was moving was right into the gap between the rear two trucks – and he was totally oblivious to them. No one could know what the hell this guy was trying to do, and there was no time to ponder it. The third gun truck swerved out of line and more than half out of the road to avoid him. But even as it went sliding left through the dust, the grenade detonated in the dumb son of a bitch’s hand, the explosion half-disintegrating him – and blasting into the right side of the hurtling truck. 
 Instead of swerving right, back into the road, it carried straight on and plowed into one of the trailer-like CLUs, half disappearing inside the flimsy structure. 
 And as Kate watched, open-mouthed, the second truck locked up its brakes and cranked its front wheels, spinning around in the dust and coming to a shuddering stop. Then its tires spun up again, spewing dust behind it, and it blasted off back where they’d come from. 
 Right back toward the crashed vehicle. And if both those vehicles stopped back there, they’d be overrun – in minutes, if not seconds. 
 And just like that, Kate and Todd were alone. 
 She tried to breathe, and traversed the .50 around to the front again. 
 Maybe she could still keep them from ending up like the others. 



 Rocket Dance 
 Camp Lemonnier - Out in the Open 
“We’re okay, we’re okay!”

 Kate recognized Jake’s comic book superhero voice over the squad net. So now she knew who at least one of the men was in the crashed vehicle. 
 And then she heard frantic non-stop firing – first through the open radio channel, and a second later live and fainter from back down the road. In her mind’s eye, she could imagine what would happen to a vehicle in this convoy that came to a stop. 
 She pictured ants swarming over a carcass. 
 Then, underneath that, she heard Brendan’s younger and reedier voice. But equally calm. “Yeah, Kwon and I are gonna set up security while Jake and Pete get their truck out of this building, over.”


“We’re coming back around.” This was Todd, who she could see driving one-handed while he jammed his radio PTT button. 

“Negative, negative,” Brendan said. “Keep moving, do not get jammed up back here with us.”

 Kate stole a look over her shoulder. The crash site was fast receding. But the firing was still ramping up even more. And she could see, through the dust, a crowd of bodies converging. It looked like the end for everyone who was back there. For anybody who wasn’t moving at least 40mph… 

“Do NOT fucking stop, Todd.” This was Jake, and he sounded like the team sergeant now – laying down the law and cracking the whip. “Head for the main gates and blast a way out of here for us. Get that gate open.”


“How?” Todd said. 

“Improvise. Out.”

 As the sound of firing redoubled, Todd cranked the wheel and took them in a skittering right-hand turn. Hanging onto the twin handles of the M2 for dear life, Kate tried to straighten up and focus. There were fucked-up figures in the middle of the road dead ahead of them now. 
 She depressed the butterfly trigger of the M2 and held it down. 
 The five-foot-long weapon came to life in her hands, jerking and thrumming with unrestrained power. Kate could see the rounds hitting all over – in the road, in the structures beside it… and in the bodies of people she was going to have to find some way to stop thinking of as people. It was the only possible chance of her doing what everyone else here had not: surviving. 
 Out past the falling figures, the front gate appeared. It was a straight shot. 
 But the gate itself was closed. 
 And the heavy-gauge, concrete-reinforced steel bar was still down. 
 They didn’t slow. Instead, Todd gunned the engine and accelerated up this stretch of straightaway, and directly at the barred exit. 
 * * * 
 Kate wasn’t sure what to freak out about first – her doubts that the gun truck could smash through the gate and fence without crashing or being badly damaged, perhaps even disabled. Or that they would make it through – and then they would be it. One vehicle, two guys, just her and the surfer dude, striking out for the horizon, with God only knew what lay out beyond it – or what was waiting for them in the wilds of Africa, well beyond the safety and shelter of an American mili— 

“—the AT4 out! Get it out!” 
 This was Todd, screaming at her over the wind and engine noise. He was evidently having to repeat himself. Kate’s vision refocused close in on the forty-inch-long tube, flared at one end, and 84mm in diameter, that was lashed to the roll-bar in front of her face. She let the M2 go and yanked at the bungee cords that held the AT-4 rocket in place. 
 “Have you ever shot one of those?”

 “Yeah!” The bungees didn’t want to cooperate, so she got her knife out and slashed them. “But only with practice rounds!” Bunker-busting warheads were kind of expensive for training purposes, at least where she came from. 
 Her hands were trembling again – or maybe it was the motion of the hurtling vehicle, the suspension of which was not engineered for comfort – but she managed to find and remove the safety pin at the rear of the tube. She then took up the best firing position she could, given where she was. As per training, she also turned around, verifying that no one was present in the back-blast area. Because the AT-4 was recoilless, it was almost as lethal to anyone standing behind it as in front. 

“Take your time!”

 Somehow, she didn’t think he meant that. The gate was swelling and blasting at them at a thousand miles an hour now. 
 She yanked off the front and rear sight covers and the sights popped into position. She removed the first safety by moving the cocking lever forward. Then she took aim, while holding down the red safety lever – the second safety. There was only one step left to discharge it. She put her thumb on the red firing button… 
 Motion ahead caught her eye. 
 Two figures were coming around either side of the guard shack beside the gate. They were MPs. One of them looked like the NCOIC she had seen earlier, now with his side arm drawn. She couldn’t tell whether he was healthy or not. 
 She had also forgotten that the hands tend to go where the eye does, and her aim had drifted off slightly to the left. 
 The truck bounced over something in the road, probably a body. 
 The sound of a bomb erupted by her right ear as the rocket fired, sonic booms warping out ahead of the hurtling truck, and with no discernible delay the guard shack went up in a crashing explosion of black smoke. 
 She’d just killed both the MPs, and anyone else who was in there. 

“Goddammit,” Todd said, over the radio this time. “That was our only one.”

 He twisted the wheel and took them into another shuddering right-hand turn, obviously willing to do just about anything to keep them alive at this point – except stop. Kate watched the mostly demolished security shack spin away out of view, hot tears once again leaking from the corners of her eyes. 
 This time she didn’t wipe them away. 
 The wind pulled them right off her face. 



 Sergeant Major Badass 
 Camp Lemonnier - Near the Main Gate 
 Absurdly, Kate realized her hat was gone. 
 Some of the atrocious back-blast of the AT-4 must have pulled it right off her head. She’d had that hat forever, through every one of her deployments. She loved that hat. 

“Get the fifty up! Get the fifty up!”

 Kate blinked and realized they were all about to die, and she was worrying about her hat. Maybe she really was a girl after all. 

Thunk-thunk-thunk, Ma Deuce was right where she left her – good to go and instantly banging away. Kate faced forward, firing at standing or lurching figures in the road in front of them. She didn’t like those guys’ odds against the steel cattle catcher gate on the front of the blasting six-ton truck. Then again, she really didn’t want to see how many they had to hit before the suspension got gummed up or they threw an axle. As it was, they were ramping over bodies like it was a gentrified neighborhood with too many damned speed bumps. 
 For some reason she recalled the memorably crass words of the guy who had trained her on this weapon. He said the M2 was great because of its knock-down power – because “it really puts their dicks in the dirt.” 
 They hung a shrieking right, back in toward the center of camp, and then an equally G-force-pummeling left. Now, closer in, the haze of hanging smoke was making it hard to see more than a hundred feet ahead. Kate paused firing and heard a steady pop-pop-pop’ing sound. She realized they were back near the JOC. The swirling smoke blew away for a moment and she did a double-take. 
 Ahead and coming up fast was Command Sergeant Major Zorn, still alive and on his feet, standing in the open door of the JOC – and discharging his side arm, a Colt 1911 .45. At his feet were two discarded M4s and a lot of empty mags, and there was a ring of bodies out about twenty yards from him. He wasn’t moving – just standing erect and firing one-handed. 

Holy shit… Kate could almost see, or maybe just remembered, the Ranger tab on the man’s shoulder. The guy might have been an asshole, but he was clearly a major badass, and evidently an unkillable one. 
 And then he disappeared into the haze again. 
 The squealing of the tires and another turn brought her attention back to the front, and she resumed thunk-thunk-thunk’ing away. Then Todd spoke in her ear, only audible because of her pricey Peltor ear-pro, which muted gunfire and explosions, but amplified voices, and piped radio traffic straight into her brain. 

“We’re gonna go out one of the side entrances. Only, last time I checked, it wasn’t in use – it had concrete barriers in front of it. Your job: fuck that shit up!”

 Kate blinked and nodded. She knew .50 BMG rounds would eventually crumble concrete – pretty quickly, in fact. She just had a hard time imagining she’d have enough time to make that happen. Then again, she had no choice but to make it happen. 

The absence of alternatives clears the mind marvelously…

 She worked out now that Todd had taken them on a wide loop south through the base – presumably so they’d have some runway as they approached the other exit, which was also on the northern wire, but to the east of the main one. 
 Maybe she could do this after all. 
 And then the weapon jammed. 
 The Browning M2 heavy machine gun is so perfect in design that it hasn’t been updated since World War One. Among its innumerable virtues was the fact that it never jammed. 
 And somehow Kate had gotten this one to. 
 And she thought: This must be why I’m not an 18-Bravo weapons sergeant…

 She hauled on the charging handle for all she was worth, but the bolt wouldn’t budge. She yanked and yanked, but couldn’t clear it – there was a badly bent shell casing wedged in the ejection port. 

“I’m jammed!”

 Todd hesitated one beat. “Drive!”

 When she looked down and forward, he was practically already climbing into the back of the truck. He was certainly as far out of the driver’s seat as one could be while still steering the damned thing. She slithered forward and into his spot from the passenger side. They didn’t crash – they’d just lost momentum in the break between feet on the accelerator, which might almost be worse. 
 There were nightmare figures converging on them from the sides, and filling the road up ahead. 
 * * * 
 Wriggling her hips as her Ghostex crawled up her ass on the cracked upholstery, Kate jammed the gas pedal, and stole a look in the rear-view. She saw Todd’s big bicep swell maximally beneath the Crye as he hauled on the charging handle, cleared the chamber, and got their main gun up again. And she looked on as this blond surfer dude/golden god masterfully rocked the M2, with the sun rising right behind him. 
 Who were these guys? She hadn’t yet begun to understand them. But she’d seen enough already to count herself hellaciously lucky to be with them. Later, she would learn that most of the world had gone down like she nearly did first thing this morning – in confusion and terror, and with it all happening too fast to even understand what was going on. That Kate hadn’t was solely because she’d just gotten stuck in with one of the most adaptable and fast-moving military teams in the world. Now, she hunkered down slightly as the five-inch brass casings showered down around her. 
 But, more importantly, bodies also started to tear apart and hit the ground ahead of them. She had the vague, utterly horrifying impression that even these terribly maimed figures were not dead, but still animated, moving in chunks on the ground… but that was surely just their residual motion as they got knocked down by the force of the rounds. Right? 
 She was starting to appreciate that there wasn’t any time to think about any of this. Now, she simply steered to avoid the biggest piles of bodies and parts. The Humvee’s center of gravity was spectacularly low, and its stability legendary, but she didn’t want to tempt fate, nor knock her gunner around any more than strictly necessary by ramping over torsos. 
 Focusing farther out again she saw the smaller gate coming up fast. 
 It was blocked by God knew how many big concrete barriers – and which were basically designed to stop vehicles with bombs in them driving through. And, six tons and low center of gravity or not, she did not like their odds against those things… 
 Todd’s fire was trained dead on them now, and she could see chunks of disintegrating concrete falling away and a thick and spreading haze of cement dust. He was fucking that shit up, but she seriously doubted whether he was doing so fast enou— 
 The firing stopped. 
 She looked back and saw he was changing out ammo cans. 

Fuck!

 Advancing crowds of bodies swarmed in her peripheral vision. She was afraid to take her eyes off the road – and equally afraid to look at the barriers ahead. 

“Todd…!” 
 “Just smash through! The truck’ll take it!” 
 Fuck, fuck, fu— and then Kate’s vision went black and she felt herself flying across the passenger compartment to the left and nearly out of it, clinging to the wheel just to stay in the fucking vehicle. As her vision spooled back up after the impact, her head darted to the left. 
 And it was the second gun truck. It had slammed into them as it pulled up alongside. And Kate could instantly see why. Brendan was driving it, accelerating, jaw clenched, eyes squinted, looking like he was in a game of chicken – one he intended to win. Huddling in the passenger seat, looking like he was about to die, but still manning the machine gun on the swing-arm, was Elijah. And standing up in back, erect, solid, looking cool as a cucumber, was Kwon. 
 Also, he was now wearing her ARMY baseball cap. What the fuck…? She suddenly had this image of Kwon spotting it on the ground as they roared by and leaning over the side of the blasting truck to scoop it up. That was pretty fucking ninja. But not as ninja as the fact that he had now their own AT-4 cued up on his shoulder. And that’s why he’s the weapons sergeant…

 Once again, the world exploded just to the side of her head, sonic booms tore up the space-time continuum out to their front, and with no delay at all, what was left of the concrete barrier erupted in a short, sharp, black explosion. 

“Punch it!” someone shouted in her ear, she didn’t even know who. 
 She punched it. 
 And just before they entered the smoke and dust and whatever was still intact at the entrance, she stole another look behind her. As she accelerated, a gap was opening between them and the third truck – which was slowing just enough to let the second one merge back in between the two. 
 Somehow, they were all back together. They were all still alive – and a convoy again. 
 And everybody was shooting, in all directions. 
 Visibility dropped to zero for a fraction of a second – and then they were through – no, then they hit the gate itself, which lay behind the barriers, and hadn’t been destroyed by the rocket blast, but merely obscured by the dust and debris. But this splintered under the force and momentum of the lead truck and rocketed away to either side. 
 And then they were through. 
 The dirt road opened up in front of them, and spread out, welcoming. 
 They’d gotten free. 



 Eyes Front 
 Camp Lemonnier - Outside the North Wire 
 Until they hadn’t. 
 Kate couldn’t resist stealing a last look in the rear-view. Their little convoy was still intact, and still together. But behind them, and spilling out around their big halo of dust plume, she could see a whole fucked-up foreign legion of misshapen bodies surging forward, pouring out of the now blown-wide-open gate, all still following the sound of the vehicles and the weapons. 
 This was like the second coming of their last-second escape from the garage – except now they were being chased by a much more horrible, stomach-turning kind of detonation, a slow-motion animated meat explosion. Kate was just trying to pull her eyes away from this horror show when her attention was grabbed by something farther back down the road, and almost stranger – a big white SUV parked up on the verge with what looked like a guy aiming a rifle ove— 

“Staff Sergeant – eyes front!”

 It was Todd screaming at her, for the good reason that she was about to steer them off the road and into the culvert. 

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

 Jesus. She had one job: to watch the road, and steer the fucking vehicle. And that was a damned deep culvert. It might have flipped even the super-stable Humvee, and definitely could have gotten them stuck. Now she straightened out and the wobble went out of their path as she breathed deeply of the smoky air. 
 “Where are we going?” she shouted over the wind noise. 

“Bush camp!”

 She nodded. That sounded good enough. Anywhere but here. 
 She bore down now and focused – determined not to look anywhere, ever again, but straight ahead at the road. Unfortunately, off to their left was Djibouti Town. Their path was gradually veering away from it, heading west up the coast… but right now it was still visible, and it took all she had not to rubberneck. Fires were burning in the still-thin light, and smoke drifted, though for some reason the sporadic gunfire of the night before had died down. 
 Much worse was that she had the vague impression of human figures crawling across the muddy ground between the road and the town. She’d never been so transfixed by something she wasn’t looking at, and anyway she still had that combat tunnel-vision the adrenaline always causes, where everything’s indistinct outside of a very narrow cone dead ahead an— 

“STAFF SERGEANT!”

 Todd’s shout was mixed with high-pitched squealing this time. And only now did she see the group of Somali kids break from the treeline on the right side of the road and blast out in front of them, totally heedless of their danger – because they were being chased. 
 Kate locked the brakes and twisted the wheel to the left, G-forces trying to pull her into the passenger seat now, the truck swerving six inches in front of the child at the head of the group, and then swerving back onto the road, only that kick-ass low center of gravity keeping them on four wheels, and she heard the screaming of engines and brakes from behind and dared look in the rear-view again… 
 The vehicle immediately behind, the one with Brendan, Elijah, and Kwon, locked up its brakes, but was too late to miss the kids to the left, and so they swerved right – which meant it plowed right through the crowd of sick bastards pursuing the kids. Meat flew, but the truck swerved back and managed to stay on the road. 
 The third vehicle probably couldn’t see the kids at all initially, and swerved left just to avoid crashing into the second truck. 
 That had them barreling straight at the crowd of kids, who were moving right to left, and just stepping off the road now. Tiny limbs and hair braids were right in the path of 12,000 pounds of steel going 70mph. 
 Peter Price cranked the wheel all the way to the left. 
 And the last gun truck went both left-side wheels into the culvert. 
 And then it was pirouetting around its lengthwise axis, spinning through the air like a Michael Bay film come to life, but at least missing the children. The driver had sacrificed himself for them. 
 And as Kate fought the shuddering wheel and tried to level them out, she suddenly knew who had been in the back of the third truck. 
 It was Jake, Master Sergeant Redding. 
 She knew because he was now flying in a high parabola through the air. 
 * * * 
 He was the lucky one. He had been sticking out the weapons turret and was thrown clear. 
 When the truck came to rest, Pete, the driver, ended up pinned, only his upper body clear of the upturned vehicle, its engine still screaming and four big tires spinning against nothing – and its massive steel body pressing him mercilessly into the mud. He didn’t scream. But he didn’t speak either. 
 He was trying to breathe. 
 Kate had finally stopped their truck and gotten it turned around – the turning radius of the Humvee was also somewhat legendary, but not in a good way – and reached the new crash site second. Brendan, Kwon, and Elijah were already there, out of their vehicle, and trying to set security. 
 And they were already shooting. 
 Their first tactical objective was putting down the half-mown-down crowd of diseased sons of bitches who had been chasing the children across the road. This was easier said than done, because they’d been knocked in all directions like ninepins by the second truck when it came through. 
 But they somehow kept coming. 
 Kate could see both Brendan and Kwon putting shots into figures with their rifles – some walking, some crawling, some just wriggling in piles of their own limbs and organs. Somehow it didn’t take her long to work out that they were only taking head shots now. Because it hadn’t taken them long to work out that only head shots did any good. 
 Once again, thank God, there was no time for thought – only time to react. 
 Kate was out of the truck and moving almost before it had come to a stop, and immediately tried to work out how to make herself useful. 
 And then she remembered: Jake would have landed somewhere. 
 She stepped out into the muddy field between the road and Djibouti Town. 
 And she immediately saw him get up under his own power, take a knee – and then start shooting, his .50-cal booming again. His personal weapon had been strapped to him, as they always were, and had taken his flight with him. He was now shooting at advancing figures from the town, who had evidently gotten interested in the commotion at the roadside. By the time she reached him, he had cleaned up that whole flank. 
 He got up off his knee and turned to face her. 
 There was blood streaming down his face in a broad sheet. His forehead had been gashed open – either by their earlier crash into that CLU, or else by his high-speed encounter with the rocks in this field. It could have been either, or both. 
 Elijah passed by Kate’s elbow, heading for Jake and saying, “Whoah, Sarge, what say you take a knee while I check you out—” at which he saw the sheet of blood, and added “and get that bleeding stopped.” 
 Jake not only didn’t lie down, he didn’t even stop walking, and simply shrugged off Elijah when he reached for him. “I’m fine. Just gotta keep the blood out of my eyes,” he said, his voice as rock-steady as before. He cast around and spotted Elijah’s shemagh, which was still wrapped around Kate’s neck. 
 He didn’t speak to her, and hardly even looked at her. He just reached out and took what he wanted. 

Fuck me, that’s hot, Kate thought, to her own significant self-loathing. But there it was, a feeling utterly inappropriate to the time and place. 
 As Jake wrapped the cloth around his head, Elijah tried again: “Whatever you’ve got in mind, man, it’s not as important as the fact that you have a head wound and a near-certain concussion…” 
 Jake tied off the checked cloth, hefted his rifle, and just pointed off over Elijah’s shoulder with one hand. Kate turned as well. 
 She could see the others now bent over their guy trapped under the truck, presumably trying to help get him out of there. 
 None of them were looking back up the road toward the base. 
 The garrison was coming for them. 
 Jake stalked off, straight toward the army of diseased attackers. 



 Jesus Saves 
 Edge of Djibouti Town 
 The others finally worked out the new threat when they clocked Jake shooting in that direction. By the time he reached them, Kwon and Todd were consolidating into a defense, pushing out just beyond the crashed vehicle, while Brendan was still kneeling down with Peter, holding the hand of the trapped and possibly doomed man. 
 But when Jake reached their lines, he just kept on going. 

“What’s your plan, Jake?” Kate heard Brendan ask over the squad net. 

“Movement to contact,” Jake said simply. 
 And she could see he still wasn’t limping. Not only did the grizzled son of a bitch only have one leg, but he’d just been thrown forty feet through the air from a vehicle crashing at 70mph. She could actually understand why he wasn’t the least bit cowed by a few shambling sick guys. 
 She moved up to try to support him. 
 By the time she did, he was already firing from the shoulder, non-stop, still moving straight into the middle of the approaching crowd. It also took him about two seconds, and four ineffective center of mass shots, to work out the whole head shot thing. Or maybe he’d worked it out back in Camp. Actually, his .50-caliber rounds weren’t totally ineffective on torsos, tending to take them apart. But now he was taking heads off. 
 Kate reached the crashed vehicle herself. Its tires were still spinning lazily and the engine still running. It was only then that she realized Price was not only still alive, but conscious. It also looked like there were a couple of crushed bodies of sick Somali guys underneath the truck with him. That in itself was pretty worrying, given current trends in public health. 
 “You guys gotta go,” Pete was saying. 
 “Shut the fuck up,” Brendan said. From the white flesh of both their hands, it looked like he was squeezing Price’s hand for all he was worth. Kate shook her head. She figured the man must be in indescribable agony. 
 There was a lot of firing now, as the first freed inmates of fallen Camp Lemonnier approached. The other Triple Nickel guys were shooting, but from fixed positions – while Jake, that bloodstained keffiyeh wrapped around his head like Lawrence of Arabia, was out front, wading right into them. His Beowulf boomed, easily distinguishable from the others. He was reloading a lot, with only ten shots per mag – and carefully replacing the empty mags back in his vest pouches. 
 Kate guessed he didn’t know when he’d see more of those. 
 She looked up now at the sound of full-auto fire, and saw Kwon had gotten on an M240 on one of the surviving trucks, and was now shooting over Jake’s head. He was still way out there and exposed. She took a deep breath and started to head out after him. Something about the veteran team sergeant, his total fearlessness maybe, compelled her to follow. 
 But she felt an insistent hand on her elbow. It was Brendan. 
 “I need you here.” 
 She nodded. 
 Brendan looked at her and Todd. “We’ve gotta try to lift the truck up enough to get him out.” She nodded even more eagerly, and slung her weapon behind her, as did Todd, and all three moved into position. The booming of the .50-cal stopped, and was replaced by pistol reports – but not 9mm, instead a .45, like the CSM’s. Kate’s eye was drawn to Jake again, and she saw he had his primary weapon slung – he must have burned through all his mutant magazines – and had his side arm out. He was also already reloading that one. 

“One… two… three…!”

 She lowered her shoulder and put her back into it, and all three of them shoved for all they were worth on the door and running board of the truck. It moved up significantly. Elijah leaned beneath them, grabbed Pete under the shoulders, and tried to pull him out. The trouble was the mud or soft dirt beneath him was rising almost as much as the truck. 
 The whole thing shifted suddenly, the three of them lost their purchase, and the monster truck collapsed back down. Price howled in agony. It scraped Kate’s soul to hear, and she didn’t even know this guy. She couldn’t imagine what it must be like for his SF brothers. Looking down, she saw to her amazement that he was managing a pained smile. She could see him looking through their legs and past them toward the horde that was descending. 
 Kate knew that all the tenant commands at Lemonnier taken together had totaled over four thousand personnel. It was just too many. 
 “C’mon guys,” Pete said. “It’s time for you to go.” 
 “I said shut the fuck up,” Brendan repeated. “Ready?” he said to Kate and Todd. The pistol fire had stopped now and Kate looked up to see Jake trotting back up, his rifle still slung, and slipping his side arm back into its holster on his vest. She pulled out one of her own rifle magazines and tried to hand it to him. He ignored this – she belatedly remembered her ammo was useless to him – and instead reached around her and pulled the tire iron from its mount on the truck. 
 While he stopped to do this, one of the run-over bodies on the ground came back to life, crawled a few inches, and latched onto his leg with both hands. Kate saw this and opened her mouth to scream a warning, but too late – the mottled face was already biting down. 
 And she heard the clang of teeth on high-tech carbon-fiber composite. 
 She could clearly see now that the grip of the smushed Somali man underfoot had tightened the drape of his pant leg around the small circumference of the prosthetic limb underneath. She looked up, as Jake looked down, first in surprise – and then he looked back up at her, smiling this time. 
 He bashed in the skull of the attacking torso with the tire iron. It collapsed, finally, into disanimation. 
 He then kicked it free, turned back toward the front, drew his Special Forces Yarborough knife with the hand not holding the tire iron, and headed back out again, wading into the attacking mob from the camp, slashing and swinging. 
 It was the bravest and most badassed thing SSG Kate Dunajski had ever seen in her many years in and out of the military. It was also probably pretty fucking stupid, given public health conditions around here. If he survived that shit, Kate wasn’t sure she wanted him coming back to the team. 
 Then again, maybe she did. 

“One… two… three!”

 They all shoved again, each reaching down for their last untapped stores of physical strength. The truck lifted higher this time. Elijah reached in again, grabbing both of Pete’s arms and hauling like hell to pull him free. Price started screaming again. Kate’s eyes narrowed as she thought she saw one of the other smushed bodies under there with him start to move… 
 But then there was very definite movement in her peripheral vision – more stumbling figures of Somalis coming out of the treeline. Kate shouted Kwon’s name and he traversed his machine gun over to that side, just as Kate brought her own rifle up and started shooting to defend the group. 
 And the truck dropped down again. Price was silent this time. Maybe he was all screamed out. Everybody was shooting now. The gunfire died down slightly as they got that flank under control – only to realize a big strung-out crowd of them was now coming in from the opposite side, from the town. They were besieged from three sides, the noose closing, and Kate started to feel rising panic gripping her chest. She only remembered their trapped, wounded, heroic teammate when she heard him say over the squad net: 

“Sorry guys, I’m not gonna make this one with you…”

 Elijah was shouting, “No—” but was cut off by a single pistol shot. 
 And when Kate looked down, she saw Peter Price had gotten his side arm out. 
 And used it to shoot himself in the head. 



PART TWO
 “Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 
 Burning for burning, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.” 
 – Exodus 21 



 The Post-Apocalypse 
 Camp Price ("Bush Camp") 
 [18 Months Later] 
 Captain Brendan Jefferson Davis, commander, Operational Detachment-Alpha (ODA) 555, U.S. Army Special Forces, sat with his elbows on his knees, on the one grassy hillock that lay within the north edge of camp. In his hands he held a steepled paperback copy of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina – which he was not reading, but just staring over the top of. 
 He’d read it four times already. 
 Instead, he was looking up at Todd, the team’s junior Charlie (18C, engineer sergeant), who was standing up on a ladder and repairing the sign over the camp’s main gate. One side of the wooden plaque had fallen down due to rain and rot, the wood around the nails slowly pulping away. It could get pretty damp up there in the Sanaag region of northern Somalia – particularly in the remote and dense Cal Madow Forests, where the camp sat on the western slopes of hulking Mt. Shimbiris. 
 The mountain, Somalia’s tallest at nearly 2,500 meters, had a distinctive shape to it, with fairly gentle shoulders rising up until they reached its head – which then jutted up rocky and nearly vertical on three sides. Only a more gradual slope and path up the back side afforded access to the summit. Not that anyone ever went up there. 
 The end of Todd’s hammer was wrapped in a towel, and making a dull thumping sound through the morning mists. 
 Everything up here was muffled, one way or another. 
 Brendan shook his head. He couldn’t believe it had been a year and a half since they put that sign up. But it had. 
 As junior Charlie, and now the only one, Todd had been responsible for helping design and build the camp in the first place – and now had chief responsibility for maintaining it. Triple Nickel’s bush camp consisted of a half-dozen post-and-pier single-story plywood huts, each built three feet off the ground, with stairs to a single door, and a window in each of the other three sides. These differed very little from the ones their Special Forces forebears had built in Vietnam, living in the bush and training the Montagnards to fight the Viet Cong. 
 All of the huts sat within a large triangular compound, which had originally been bordered by concertina wire – but was now enclosed by a solid eight-foot-tall wood-post stockade, topped with the concertina wire. A sangar, or small guard tower, anchored each of the three corners. 
 As Brendan watched, he saw Kate, their CST attachment, emerge from the hooch she shared with Todd. As the sole female, she might have gotten to be the only one who bunked alone – if they’d had odd numbers. But they hadn’t, so she didn’t. Brendan wasn’t sure whether it even would have been much of a privilege. As he recalled, Kate’s first eighteen hours on the ground in the Horn of Africa had been a kinetic nightmare of violence and panic. But the subsequent eighteen months, while not totally without peril, had provided a great deal of downtime. 
 And a lot of time to feel alone, and occasionally abandoned. 
 Nearly the whole outside world had gone away – and left them here, isolated in the wilderness, and with only one another for company. 
 Basically, the long hours of the post-Apocalypse had lain heavily upon them. 
 Kate spotted Brendan and nodded a greeting, then walked up to the gate and offered to help Todd with his repair. But he was basically done. He smiled down at her and the two chatted easily. As Brendan recalled, the two of them hadn’t even gotten introduced before the fall – of Camp Lemonnier, and of everything else. But in the intervening eighteen months, they’d become close – real battle buddies. 
 Brendan saw Kate move off and saw Todd watching her as she left – and his gaze lingered on her just a little too long. It was subtle things like this, nearly impossible to disguise, that made it obvious at least to Brendan: Todd’s feelings for Kate went beyond mere camaraderie. And Brendan guessed this was not only because, for a while, it had seemed like she might actually be the last woman on Earth. 
 But it was equally obvious from how she treated him – affectionately, but like a beloved kid brother – that those feelings weren’t requited. Brendan guessed Todd wasn’t Kate’s type. Whatever type that was, or if she even had one, which itself wasn’t obvious. 
 Human nature hadn’t really changed, even if most of humanity had. 
 * * * 
 Brendan continued to watch as Kate did a circuit of the wire, checking on the fortifications. They had built the camp out and enhanced it a great deal – after it sunk in that it was going to be their home, not just part-time and for the length of their deployment, but full-time, and probably for the rest of their lives. 
 They’d already dug their own well, set up bag showers, and built a nicely appointed slit-trench latrine. There was a large diesel power generator – originally flown in by helicopter sling-load and later sound-insulated to hell and back by Todd. Power from the generator had been augmented by solar panels on the roofs of the hooches. As it stood, they didn’t have power all day, but they had it often enough to run the devices they needed most. 
 One of the huts was kitted out as the weight/fitness room. To universal consternation, but little surprise, their original request for airlift capacity to fly in cross-training machines and free weights had been laughed out of CJTF-HOA. So most of the weights were improvised – jerrycans full of water, spare truck axles, a bench carved out of a tree stump. 
 And of course, airlift of every sort had ceased entirely a year and a half ago. 
 Since then the gym’s most frequent habitué was their team sergeant, Jake – because he was a lifetime fitness fanatic, and had unflagging self-discipline, and because the end of the world had seemed to him like no reason to change any of that. Also, middle-age was chasing him, and he had no intention of being caught – even on one leg. Particularly on one leg. 
 Next most frequent in there was Kwon, because he was a killer and a protégé of Jake. Then Brendan, mainly out of his sense of responsibility to his men. If they had to run for their lives, he had to be at the front of the formation; and if somebody was badly wounded, he had to be the one to put him in a fireman’s carry and keep on running. After that Kate, probably mostly to fit in. Only Todd blew off exercise. He was naturally lean, and thought it was stupid to walk when you could ride. 
 The camp was located in an extremely isolated spot, previously resupplied by helicopter and their occasional movements back to Camp Lemonnier. But they had always kept significant supplies cached here, in stacks of plastic Tuffboxes in the hooches, and in dug-out underground cellars: long-life food and barrels of staples, crates of ammo in every caliber they shot, explosives, rockets, pallets of bottled water, diesel fuel for the generator and trucks, batteries for everything, spare parts for everything, and medical supplies including plasma. 
 These had been augmented more recently by their scavenging runs – which was the only type of mission they ran anymore. 
 But they ran them well. Brendan imagined that one day, if they lived long enough, this Special Forces team would have to develop some sort of an interest in farming. But, for now, the populated areas of Africa had gone down quickly and completely enough that large and diverse stores of canned goods and long-life food had gone un-raided. Between those, and the thousands of crates of MREs and HUMRATS (humanitarian rations) at military bases and NGO warehouses, the pickings looked like being good for a long time. And the team was extremely good at slipping in and out of towns and cities without waking the dead. 
 Or maybe their luck had just been good. 
 They still had their two gun trucks, stored and maintained in a garage built for the purpose – about two kilometers away, at the end of the rudimentary dirt track that led up into the mountain forest. Although the vehicles had been modified to run as quietly as possible, driving them right up to the gates would have been a bad idea. Also, that was two kilometers of road they didn’t have to clear through the forest. 
 Brendan looked out now at the forbiddingly dense stretches of juniper and boxwood trees, the clouds periodically grazing their tops, that surrounded them on the steep hillsides. Somewhere out there in the bush, how far he didn’t know, were Jake and Kwon – off on another of their long-range reconnaissance patrols (LRRPs, pronounced “lurps”). Brendan was pretty sure they kept running these not out of any real operational need – but just to get the hell out of camp, and get away from the others for awhile. 
 Those two had always been the hard-chargers, the super-soldiers, and in the post-Apocalypse it had started to get so it was only their own company they could stand anymore. The others’ deficiencies as operators and human beings had started to grate on them. SF guys were constituted to work in tight groups, and on top of one another for long stretches of time. But not this long, and not this tight. 
 Basically, the seams were starting to show. And to chafe. 
 It probably didn’t help that Jake and Kwon didn’t have anyone or anything to kill – aside from the occasional black-backed jackal that wandered up into the mountains and ended up in their stockpot. But when they ran their scavenging missions into formerly populated areas, the critical thing was always to maintain total stealth – to get in and get out without disturbing any of the former residents or having to destroy them. They also had to be alert to living survivors, assuming they would be at least as dangerous as the dead. 
 But they’d never encountered any living survivors. Not a single one. 
 Then again, their home was East Africa, where the shit had originally come down. They didn’t know any more about the virus than the outside world did. But they knew what a Petri dish this region had always been, serving up far more than its share of viral and bacterial pathogens. And they also knew about al-Shabaab’s interest in bioweapons, as well as their thwarted bio-attack against the deminers at Camp Lemonnier from a while back. So it hadn’t been too hard to work out the point of disease emergence, despite being practically on top of it when it happened. 
 For a while, after the fall, Brendan and Jake and the others had discussed going somewhere they could take over some abandoned buildings, something more modern, more permanent. But it quickly became obvious that would never work. They simply had to be in the middle of nowhere – it was only being out at “the ass-end of the boonies” that had kept them alive in the first place. As it was, they practiced ruthless noise and light discipline, especially at night. The odd Zulu that wandered through could always be dispatched quietly – the team only carried suppressed weapons now – or just allowed to keep shambling on by. 
 Brendan shook his head in amusement to remember all this. It had only taken them about a month to start calling them Zulus. They had jumped straight to that from “sick people” – never using the other Z word. It had seemed too silly. But, then again, so was their whole reality now. 
 No, the odd lone one or pair stumbling by was no problem. What they lived in terror of was the herds. They knew these were out there – they’d seen them. And there was the ever-present specter of the Zulu singularity – when enough were attracted by prey or noise, and so many had gathered in one place that they just kept drawing more, feeding on their own frenzied noises, and never going away. 
 They’d seen this in their handful of missions to the big cities. 
 And they’d vowed never to go back. 
 * * * 
 As Brendan watched Todd dust off the repaired sign and climb down, the radio clipped to his belt went. 

“Bren, Eli.”

 Brendan keyed his mic. “Go ahead, Elijah.” 

“Shadow is ten mikes to RTB. Want to come by and review the footage?”

 “Want to give me a preview?” 

“We’re okay. It’s going to miss us.”

 Brendan exhaled. “Copy that. There in ten.” 
 He got to his feet and dusted off his ass, noting that his Crye combat pants were getting threadbare. There was of course a lot of unused clothing lying around the world. But getting it required digging through the dressers of the deceased – and anyway Crye gear was special, much beloved of Special Forces guys. 
 The job of piloting their little Shadow UAV, with its fourteen-foot wingspan and 38hp motor, had previously been the responsibility of their Fox, the intelligence sergeant. It had now fallen to Elijah, for no better reason than that he didn’t have enough to do. Not that any of them did. But it was in their DNA to stay busy, to get shit done, to keep improving their situation. Also, the job of being their eyes on the world around them kept Elijah engaged with the others. 
 He’d grown increasingly withdrawn during the eighteen months since the end of the world. Lately he spent most of his time reading his Bible. It was a little as if Elijah had married God – and it seemed his relationship to the team had become secondary, and burdensome to him. Brendan had no idea how Eli squared his Christian faith with what they saw around them every day. But somehow he did. 
 Looking over, Brendan saw Todd packing up his ladder and toolbox and carrying them back to the maintenance shack. He had a couple of minutes before Elijah needed him, so he figured he’d check out Todd’s handiwork. It would also be a reverential moment, a chance to remember. 
 As he walked, for some reason he thought back to what he figured was the exact moment when Elijah’s bonds to the rest of the team began to fray. It had been by the side of that overturned gun truck on the road out of Camp Lemonnier, with the dead descending on them from three sides – and with a smoking handgun lying on the ground beside a lifeless outstretched hand. 
 Later, when they got to safety, Elijah had seemed shocked, furious, and not quite rational about Pete’s death – and about all the killing of the dead, most of them their former brothers, which they’d had to do to get out of there. He cornered Jake in camp and said, “You didn’t have to kill all those sick people. They were still God’s children. Maybe they needed our help, our compassion.” 
 Jake shook his head and spat, having little time for the missionary healer routine. “Fuck God,” he said. “There is no God. Look around you! I was raised in the church. But it’s all bullshit.” 
 Elijah had looked down, still seeing Price’s body, tears brimming in his eyes. “And Pete… he’s in hell now. There’s no forgiveness for suicide.” 
 Jake shook his head. “Oh, come on – that’s bullshit, too. There’s no heaven or hell – or, if there is, we’re already in it. And Price did the right thing. We’d all do the same.” 
 Elijah tried to protest that they wouldn’t, but Jake had already turned his back and walked off. 
 Brendan passed now through the gate and into the forest clearing out front. They usually left the gate open during the day, though it was shut with a heavy bar at night, with one man always on watch while the others slept. Stepping outside, he turned and looked up at the plaque Todd had made in the first place, all those months ago: the beautifully carved and beveled letters in the juniper wood that had been taken from the dense and cloud-blanketed forest. 
 It read: CAMP PRICE. 
 Since Afghanistan and Iraq – particularly in the bloody and brutal al-Anbar Province – many forward operating bases (FOBs) and combat outposts (COPs) had been named for fallen special operators. 
 There were a lot of names to be remembered. 
 Peter Price had actually been in the same Q Course with Brendan – the infamous Special Forces Qualification Course. They met when Pete did Brendan the substantial kindness of pointing out that his backpack was light for that day’s timed ruck march. (He’d somehow forgotten the four L’s of the Q Course: “Don’t be late; don’t be light; don’t be lost; and don’t be last.”) But Brendan had been so slap-happy from the prior evolution that he couldn’t even read the scale correctly when he weighed it. 
 After being assigned to Triple Nickel and deployed to Somalia, both Brendan and Pete had been brand new together – both on their first SF deployment. Pete was also one of the very few SF guys who didn’t come from the combat arms – he’d had a technical billet in the regular Army, repairing radars and aviation electronics. 
 And, in the end, he had turned out to be the only one who had the resolve to sacrifice himself for the team – in what was his very first contact. 
 The only shot he ever fired in anger… was at himself. 



 Predator 
 Camp Price - Tactical Operations Center 
 Of course Pete wasn’t the only one they’d lost. 
 The first thing they’d done after the fall of Lemonnier, and reaching the safety of their wilderness camp, was refit, rearm, saddle up – and head out to look for the other half of their detachment: the split team that had disappeared into the bush, out looking for that lost SNA platoon. Now, of course, they had a pretty good idea of what had happened to both the SNA and their own guys. 
 But, on that day, when they had raced out to their last reported coordinates, they hadn’t found any trace. Or, at any rate, no trace that any of them felt real inclined to talk about. Brendan remembered having to order Kate to stay put while the rest of them rolled out. Afterward, she hadn’t pressed them about what they found. She was smart enough to know not to push it with the men about their fallen brothers. 
 “Hiya, Cap.” 
 This was Kate greeting Brendan now as he stepped into the dimness of the hooch that served as their tactical operations center (TOC). There he found Elijah flying the Shadow UAV from its ground control station on the desk, and Kate, looking alert and leaning over Elijah’s shoulder. Brendan reflected on how far she had come. 
 Kate had been an exceptional soldier when she joined the team – or she wouldn’t have gotten the assignment in the first place. But she’d initially had only minutes to try to find her feet, and had begun the end of the world by trying to fit into an exceptionally close-knit team, no doubt feeling both useless and unnecessary. But she’d found her place, and become a valued member of the detachment. 
 Though, to Brendan, he still had the sense she was always trying to fit in, to prove herself. Maybe she felt like she was their only compensation for losing half the team – and that it was a poor trade. Her gender had never been an issue. Brendan for one didn’t give a damn whether her plumbing was concave or convex, as long as she could put steel on target, which she could. And she had a cool head. 
 Elijah stole a glance up at Brendan. “Got spooled video for you.” 
 Brendan cut to the chase. “You’re sure it’s going to miss us?” 
 “Yeah, pretty sure—” 
 “Thank God for that.” 
 “—but, then again, it’s not going to miss us by a real big margin.” 
 In their experience, herds tended not to change direction once they got moving, unless they hit a major terrain feature, like a cliff, or the edge of the continent. The terrifying thing was that they did sometimes slow down, or speed up – sometimes a lot. No one knew why. Maybe they sensed fleeing prey ahead, maybe it was some undead logic of their own, led by the raging viral infections in their brainstems. 
 The team had first learned about the herds in the early days, when the satellites were still up, and they used them to scan the region for other survivors. But in sweeps across Somalia, Ethiopia, Kenya, Yemen, and beyond… they’d seen absolutely nothing moving that looked like a living person. 
 Which didn’t mean they hadn’t seen anything moving. 
 They’d even seen the aftermath of a herd in person, on a scavenging mission to Harare, across the border in Ethiopia. It was like locusts had come. And they knew they wanted absolutely no part of that. But they also figured their number was going to come up eventually – and one would hit them dead on and wipe them away, leaving only bones. 
 But that was always true of life, and had been before the fall – you knew your number would come up. You just didn’t know when. And so you carried on anyway, trying not to think too much about how you were going to end up. 
 It was shortly after Harare that they’d started sending out regular recon flights of the Shadow to spot for herds. If they at least knew one was coming, they could bug out before it got there. How they’d survive without the security of their bush camp around them was another question – one they’d deal with later. 
 “I’ve plotted out its projected path,” Kate said, leaning over a regional map she’d spread out on the desk beside the control station. “The northern edge should pass two or three clicks to our south.” 
 Brendan whistled. That was too close – their closest call to date. And this was also one of the largest herds they’d ever spotted. It seemed like they were getting bigger over time. 
 Kate said, “As long as we hunker down, kill the lights, and keep the drum’n’bass music down, it should slip right by us.” 
 Brendan leaned in and looked at the drone video over Eli’s shoulder. The ground control station itself was the Universal mini-GCS – a new piece of hardware that was supposed to fly every drone in the American arsenal. But it flew some better than others. It looked like a ruggedized laptop on steroids, with a fat base and wings out either side – one of which had a joystick and flight controls, the other controlling the sensor pod and optics. A thick rubberized antenna stuck up off the monitor. Elijah was focused on getting the UAV safely onto its final approach path. The three of them watched the video on the tilted screen. 
 Most of the view now was of thick misty forests spreading out below in the foreground and out of sight to the right. Just visible on the horizon to the left was the blue edge of the ocean, actually the Gulf of Aden. And, coming up in the middle distance, dead ahead, was the hulking crown of Mt. Shimbiris, sitting upon its sloping, forested shoulders. 
 Camp Price lay on its western slopes, which meant the Shadow was close to home. Brendan clapped Elijah on the shoulder, straightened up, and turned to leave. The Shadow was launched from a trailer-mounted pneumatic launcher, and landed on a short dirt landing strip that they had cleared and leveled just outside the camp walls. It also basically landed itself using a Tactical Automatic Landing System, which was based on micro-millimeter wavelength radar. They pretty much just hit the land button and let it come back in and touch down. 
 But Brendan didn’t want it sitting out there alone by itself for long. 
 It was a very capable asset, with a range of 182 miles, a service ceiling of 15,000 feet, and a top speed of 127mph. And it was the only strategic ISR asset they had. They also had an Aeryon SkyRanger, which was a little military quadcopter – basically a remote-controlled toy with expensive optics. That one could stay aloft for fifty minutes, but its airspeed was a joke, so it was mainly good for looking down on the area of operations you were already in. The Shadow was their only way to extend their vision any farther, and to get advance warning of what might be coming for them, out beyond their patch of mountain forest. 
 As Brendan stepped through the doorway and out into the dappled sunlight, he heard both Elijah and Kate shouting behind him. At least one of the shouts was “Holy shit!” Instead of turning around, Brendan picked up his pace. Already he could hear the noise of something bigger than the Shadow’s little propeller engine. And as he got into the clearing and looked up, he could see there wasn’t one drone overhead. 
 There were two. 
 And they had just nearly collided. 
 * * * 
 Jake and Kwon came running in the front gate, both wearing their big excursion rucks and carrying their rifles. By coincidence, they were just returning from their patrol. And they had seen it, too. 
 “What the hell?” Kwon said. 
 All three now looked toward the south-west, necks craned at the sky. 
 “Predator,” Jake said calmly. “General Atomics MQ-1.” 
 Their RQ-7 Shadow, and the new mystery drone, had both been flying on similar headings, coming in from the west. Elijah had veered theirs off at the last second before a collision – one which would not have gone well for the Shadow. The Predator had nearly four times the wingspan, and outweighed it by 2,000 pounds. 
 As the three of them watched the sky, their Shadow circled around once and came in for a landing. Brendan knew it must be nearly out of fuel – they had pushed it out to its max range to scope the herd. But, much more disturbingly, the Predator also began to bank and come back around again. 
 It did two lazy loops of Camp Price, the camera in its sensor ball, slung underneath the nose, pretty clearly pointed directly down on them. Then it leveled out its wings, accelerated, and flew off to the south-west. 
 Brendan and Jake looked at each other in spooked silence. 
 They were no longer alone. 
 And whoever was out there… now knew where they lived. 



 Hellfire 
 Camp Price - Outside the TOC 
 “Input?” 
 Jake silently rolled his eyes. He hated it when Brendan just opened the floor for opinions. It was supposed to be the job of the commander to lead – to issue the commands. This wasn’t the only source of conflict between the two. 
 “Yeah,” Todd said. “Did it not occur to anybody to follow it?” 
 Elijah answered. “The Shadow was running on fumes. We had to bring it down. By the time we could refuel, load it back in the launcher, and get it up again, the Pred was long gone.” 
 Everyone was there now, standing in a loose circle outside the TOC. What had just happened was the only direct contact they’d had with other survivors in the region, and thus perhaps their biggest drama since the fall. It also represented the very real possibility that there were other surviving U.S. military units out there somewhere. 
 “Why we didn’t shoot it down might be the real question,” said Kwon. 
 “C’mon,” Todd said, looking incredulous. “It was one of ours.” 
 “The asset was one of ours,” Kwon said stonily. “Or used to be. But you have absolutely no idea who’s driving that thing. Or where their loyalties are now.” 
 Brendan shook his head. “I find it hard to imagine anyone but U.S. or coalition personnel piloting anything like that. Allied militaries at worst.” 
 Jake looked unconvinced, and agreed with Kwon. “It’s just hardware. It doesn’t know or care who’s piloting it. And we won’t be the only ones scavenging former coalition military bases.” 
 “And if it was friendly,” Kwon said, “why didn’t they make radio contact?” 
 Brendan had no answer to that. 
 Kate said, “I took a heading from the Predator as it left. Let’s put the Shadow up on that heading, push it out as far as we can, and see what we can see.” 
 Jake shook his head. “I don’t think so. Remember what Stephen Hawking said about sending radio signals out into space? He said that if aliens visit us, the outcome would be like when Columbus landed in America. Which didn’t turn out well for the natives.” 
 He didn’t have to specify that Triple Nickel were the Indians in this scenario. 
 “We also have to be careful about how we risk the Shadow,” Brendan said. They all knew it was the only long-range drone they had, and in the SOF world redundancy was religion: two is one, one is none. With the SkyRanger quadcopter, they sort of had about one and a quarter. 
 Also, neither UAV had ever had to face the risk of ground fire before. 
 “If it’s good guys,” Jake said, “they’ll get in touch.” 
 “And if it’s bad guys,” Kwon added, “they’ll also probably get in touch.” 
 “All right,” Brendan said. “We’ll start standing a day watch, in addition to night.” The sun was getting low toward the horizon already. “And we’ll be ready to react.” 
 “One last thing,” Kwon said. The others looked to him expectantly. “That thing had two Hellfire missiles on its rails.” 
 Those words just hung out in the air, and the meeting broke up silently. 
 They all knew it would probably only take one Hellfire to turn all of Camp Price into nothing but brimstone and ash. 
 * * * 
 Brendan retired to the hooch he shared with Elijah. 
 Traditionally, when in the bush the whole ODA lived in a single structure, with three rooms: a team room, like the one they’d had at Lemonnier, where they ate, worked, and stored their gear; a tiny bunk room, also like at the Camp, where they slept – when they did sleep; and a small combination shower/head/laundry. 
 They had talked about spreading out soon after the fall but initially fell prey to inertia and habit and stayed put, continuing to live on top of one another. They didn’t have much left from the old world – but they didn’t need much. That was the whole point of them. They just needed what SF had taught them. 
 Eventually, about six months in, the pressures had created fracture lines, and the fractures split them apart: they all moved into double billets. At the time, Brendan didn’t like what it said about what was happening to the team. 
 But right now he definitely appreciated the solitude, with Elijah out refueling the drone. He needed to think. 
 He was worried – and not just about who was lurking out there now, with eyes on their camp and very dangerous munitions pointed at them. He was worried about the team dynamics. More specifically, he was worried about his team sergeant, Jake. 
 And he was worried about maintaining his control of this ODA. 
 The psychology and dynamics between detachment commander and team sergeant had always been complex, and usually involved some tension. Ultimately, Brendan as commander had all the authority. But the team sergeant had all the experience – in Jake’s case, twenty years of it – and thus all of the moral authority. The team sergeant did what the commander said in the end, because that was the chain of command. But any smart young captain knew to listen very carefully to everything his team sergeant told him. 
 But the end of the world had muddied those waters. 
 For starters, there no longer was any chain of command – not that extended past Brendan himself. There was no battalion commander, no general officer in charge of the whole SF group. And there were certainly no courts martial to which Brendan could send mutineers. 
 So now he actually had to govern by consent. The others would follow him because they saw that he was worthy of being followed – and that he had the skills, judgment, and decisiveness to not get them all killed. 
 If he did have those things. 
 Brendan lay down on his rack, steepled his fingers on his chest, and stared up at the bare ceiling through the dim air. 
 The fact was, he had never really had a chance to grow into his role, and to mature as he was intended to. He’d still been finding his feet when the shit came down – and he didn’t get a lot of time to develop afterward, because every move they made was life or death. 
 Then again, almost every decision an ODA captain made back in the world had been life or death – and sometimes even higher stakes, like whether an invasion would succeed, or an allied nation would stand or fall. And now Brendan was struggling to understand whether his difficulties were unique in the history of the world. Or whether they were the same old challenges – and he just wasn’t up to them. 
 He had started off command of this team basically by faking it – hiding his lack of confidence and resolve by making his manner and his tone super-resolute and authoritative, even when he wasn’t feeling that way. Especially then. But what was supposed to be an eighteen-month command had turned into a life sentence, and he was still faking it. And he was starting to feel like a fraud. 
 He sighed out loud into the quiet air. 
 Honestly, Brendan felt like the changes and maturity he needed to see in himself were growing farther away, rather than nearer. 
 It wasn’t ideal. 

Then again, he thought, very little is these days…

 * * * 

Captain Brendan Jefferson Davis… Somehow the title still tasted strange. The middle name was a conscious nod to the Confederacy, made by his old-money family back in the Old Dominion of Virginia. 
 Brendan sometimes wondered if the tensions between him and Jake were really a class thing. Whereas Jake had grown up in a working-class family in New York and enlisted in the Army straight out of high school, Brendan was a West Pointer and the privileged son of a patrician family from wealthy northern Virginia. 
 But it had been a family with a strong tradition of service. His father had been an Army officer and later a case officer in the CIA – and Brendan had grown up all over the world, at home everywhere and nowhere. Though his good command of Arabic made it obvious which region his father had specialized in. 
 They had finally settled down in Arlington, Virginia – not far from CIA headquarters in Langley – and Brendan had gotten to go to the same high school for a couple of years in a row and from there straight to West Point. He always figured he’d end up following his father into the intelligence services, after he finished his military career. 
 That was off now, obviously. 
 In a way, it was a relief. In Brendan’s heart, his first love was actually Russian literature, which he had studied at West Point. And what he’d always secretly wanted to do was go back to get a Ph.D. and then teach. But he could never figure out how to have that conversation with his father. 
 After being commissioned a second lieutenant upon graduation, he was assigned to the 86th Airborne, where he’d served two combat tours as an infantry platoon leader in Afghanistan. The trouble was, both of them had been during the U.S. drawdown, when the serious fighting was done, and the main focus was force protection – that is, hiding out in gigantic bases and not getting anyone hurt. 
 So, having missed the action there, Brendan put in for SFAS – Special Forces Assessment and Selection – mainly because the spec-ops guys were still seeing action. It had been the aspiration of the U.S. president to do with a few hundred SF guys what he’d been unable to do with tens of thousands of conventional soldiers. 
 After he made it through SFAS and the Q Course, he was assigned to 5th Special Forces Group, which had primary responsibility for the Middle East, North Africa, and Central Asia. Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF), the official name for the war in Afghanistan, had already expanded into the Horn of Africa to take on al-Shabaab, AQAP, and other tendrils of the network of global jihad. 
 So off Brandon went with his new ODA, setting up shop in CJTF-HOA. He’d thought he would do a six-month deployment there then move on. 

That’ll teach me to make plans, he thought with a sad smile. 
 It had always been the fate of an ODA team leader to move on to the life of a staff officer after eighteen months in the field. (The fact that commanders came and went, while team sergeants were forever, was another source of the creative tension between them.) Brendan had been hoping maybe for a White House fellowship or else an appointment to study for a master’s degree at the prestigious Naval Postgraduate School after this. 
 He’d also planned on retiring from the Army with a higher rank – but when the world ended he hadn’t been anywhere near the promotion list for major. Now he never would be. His whole chain of command was dead. 
 Almost everyone he’d ever served with was dead. 
 As was his father. But somehow the man was still watching over him. Waiting for him to become the man, and leader, he was supposed to be. 
 * * * 
 Having dozed off in the cool and dim hut, Brendan was jerked back awake from two noises nearly at once. The first was a muted buzzing in the air – but aggressive, like a big mean insect. 
 The second was Todd’s voice, close. “Up and at ’em, Bren.” 
 He took a deep breath and sat up. 
 Todd’s lively blue eyes were shining at him in the dimness. 
 “It’s back.” 



 Shadow 
 Camp Price - In the Courtyard 
 Outside, the first thing Brendan saw was Kwon up in the west sangar – removing an M240 from its mount so he could point it at the sky. 
 “I got it…” he said as he started tracking the slow, low-flying aircraft. 
 “Hold fire,” Brendan said, running outside. “Don’t be crazy.” 
 He reached the rest of the team, all of whom were outside, but not necessarily out in the open. Most were under cover or at least close to it. 
 Kwon complied the with the order, lowering his weapon. But he also said, “One flyover might be happenstance. Two is hostile reconnaissance.” 
 Brendan just shook his head. The more Jake turned into his own separate command, the more openly rebellious Kwon seemed to get. He evidently imagined himself to be Jake’s army of one. 
 Reaching cover, Brendan said, “It’s a Predator. It’s one of ours.” 
 “Then why have they come back twice – without making contact?” 
 Brendan spun and saw that this was Jake speaking to him, from out of the shadows beside the TOC. He stood cool and upright, his weapon slung. 
 Brendan had no answer to this. And when he thought about it for two seconds, had to admit Jake had a point. They didn’t always agree. But they didn’t always disagree either. He wondered how much of the latter was Jake using Jedi mind tricks on him. Now he looked past Jake and saw Elijah inside the TOC at the GCS. “Is the Shadow loaded up?” 
 Elijah nodded. “Fueled and pre-flight checked.” 
 “Launch it.” He looked back to Jake. “How many passes has this thing made?” 
 “This is its third circuit.” 
 “Jesus.” Brendan shook his head. Somebody was seriously eye-fucking them. And at this point they really needed to know who it was. At the very least, they couldn’t have that big noisy aircraft flying low over their heads all night – and potentially leading the dead to their doorstep. 
 But, more to the point, a secret redoubt in the mountain forests offered a lot less safety and security… when it wasn’t secret anymore. 
 * * * 
 By the time the Shadow was airborne, the Predator had just turned and headed off, back toward the south-west again. Evidently whoever was on the other end had gotten enough of a look. 
 “Follow that car,” Todd said, leaning back on a nearby desk in the TOC, looking relaxed. He was as usual laid back, literally in this case. The others were looking over Elijah’s shoulder at the screen of the GCS. Everyone was in there now except Kwon, whose watch it was. 
 In fairness, Brendan reflected, and despite Kwon’s attitude, everybody did feel better with him up in that sangar behind a machine gun. He was an artist with the weapon, and could cut small things in half with it from a very long range. 
 “Yeah, small problem with the follow-that-car plan,” Elijah said. “The Predator’s got a small but non-trivial speed advantage on us. If they put the hammer down, they’ll pull away.” 
 “Doesn’t matter,” Brendan said. “As long as it stays within sight.” 
 Being newer, the Shadow actually had better optics – a gimbal-mounted, digitally stabilized, liquid nitrogen-cooled electro-optical/infrared (EO/IR) camera. 
 As Elijah brought the Shadow around on the same heading as the Pred, they could make out its backside on screen. Elijah’s left hand moved to the camera controls and zoomed. The distinctive tail of the Predator, with its down-pointing stabilizers, beneath a rear-mounted propeller, swelled to fill the screen. 
 Then Elijah said, “But we’ve actually got a bigger problem. The MQ-1 has a slightly bigger engine – but it’s got an enormously bigger fuel tank. And thus a much longer range. Something like 600 miles, to our 180.” 
 Brendan squinted down at the digital status indicators on the GCS. “I thought the solar-cell package on the wings extended our range?” 
 “It does, in theory. But how much sunlight do you see out there right now?” 
 There wasn’t much. The sun was almost down. 
 “What do you estimate our combat radius to be right now?” Brendan asked. “Okay, never mind. We simply follow until we’re at bingo fuel. We’ll either make it to the Predator’s point of origin or we’ll be forced to turn back.” 
 He didn’t add, And then come up with some other plan…

 Elijah shook his head. “Yeah, well, unfortunately, bingo fuel is a slightly fluid concept. If there’s less sunlight on the way back than on the way out…” 
 Now Jake spoke. He was standing a bit to the side, still in shadow. “We can’t do without that asset.” 
 Brendan knew his team sergeant was right. He said, “We won’t risk it.” He pivoted and looked at the region map spread out on the table. “So what’s out there – down the heading this thing’s currently on? Mogadishu? Nairobi?” 
 Kate took a pencil and protractor, double-checked the heading from the control station, and drew a line from their point of origin. 
 Brendan scanned the map and shook his head. “Jesus. There’s nothing out past that. Just a whole lot of Galmudug bush… and the Indian Ocean after that. Where the hell are they going? It makes no sense.” 
 He looked up to see Jake eyeing him from under lowered brow. If Jake agreed it didn’t make any sense, he was keeping his own counsel about it. 
 On the screen, the soaring hills of the Cal Madow mountain range dropped away, as did the thick forests. They were now heading out over rutted and parched wastelands. But they could already see the foliage springing back up in the distance – that would be the Galmudug region of central Somalia. The area had been semi-autonomous even back when there was such a thing as a Somali government – and it had also been totally lawless and dangerous, the true wild west of what was already an extremely anarchic country. 
 Also the sun was now disappearing to the west – behind all of Africa. 
 They were being led away into darkness. 
 * * * 
 “It’s pulling away,” Brendan said. At their fixed level of zoom, the Predator was shrinking – slowly, but perceptibly. 
 Elijah exhaled. “I’ve already maxed us out. We can’t go any faster.” 
 Brendan leaned in at the systems readouts. The current airspeed read 114mph. “I thought we topped out at 127?” 
 Elijah nodded. “Under ideal conditions. We’ve probably got a headwind.” 
 “Can you get above it?” 
 “I’ll try it out.” 
 As he started to climb, the distant Predator moved out the bottom of the screen. “Do not lose that thing,” Brendan said. 
 Kate leaned in to take over the optical controls, so Elijah could concentrate on flying. The Pred came back into frame, and stayed there… until it didn’t. A few seconds later, the view started to vibrate, then bounce – and then buck wildly. 
 Their airspeed started to drop, quickly passing down through 100mph. 
 “Son of a motherless goat,” Elijah said. As their designated religious guy, he had all the creative curse words. And now he didn’t have to explain that they had moved into a section of air with serious turbulence – and a much worse headwind. 
 “Back down?” Elijah asked. “Or try up higher?” 
 Brendan hesitated. He knew it was not unheard of for these drones, especially the small ones, to just fall out of the sky – from turbulence, downdrafts, uncaught mechanical issues. They could get knocked around, stall out, lose a propeller or strut… And they weren’t exactly manufactured to the same safety, stability, and redundancy standards as manned aircraft. For pretty obvious reasons. 
 “Go higher,” Brendan said. No one else spoke. 
 Elijah put the elevators up and the nose followed. They started to climb. The camera still bucked like a dog that didn’t want a bath. Kate zoomed out to keep from losing the Pred, which they were now looking down on. They all waited. 
 The bucking turned back to vibrating, and then went away. 
 And the airspeed climbed… all the way to 129. 
 Elijah smiled. “Slight tailwind.” 
 Todd clapped him on the shoulder. “Rock out with your socks out, brother.” 
 Elijah exhaled. “We'’re keeping up. But I don’t know that it matters much at this point. We’re approaching what I’d realistically call bingo fuel.” Bingo fuel meant you had enough to return to base – and no more. “We should RTB. If not now, then soon. Very soon.” 
 Brendan clenched his jaw. He looked over at Jake, who was watching him silently. They both knew the game. Jake saved his political capital for the leadership and tactical questions that were most important – that might get people killed if the calls were made wrong. This wasn’t one of them. Yet. 
 Brendan checked the moving map on the control station. “A little longer,” he said. 
 Elijah flew in silence for another minute. Kate kept zooming. They had to be getting close to the limit of the optical zoom now. 
 “Cap…” 
 “Wait,” Brendan said. He pointed at the screen. “They’re descending.” 
 And then they saw something looming in the distance and underneath. Rolling hillsides had sprung up, with sections of low and thick forest and undergrowth blanketing them. The bush. But there was one section coming up that was even thicker – strangely so. It didn’t look like natural growth. 
 Kate took their camera off the Pred and zoomed in on whatever it was. It swelled, then stopped. “That’s all,” she said. “We’re out of zoom.” 
 “Hold it there,” Brendan said. 
 “Cap…” Elijah repeated. 
 “What the Sam Hill is that?” Todd interjected. He was ribbing Elijah. 
 “I think those are walls,” Kate said. “It’s a fixed fortification. And it’s big.” 
 Once they knew what they were looking at, it started to resolve – what looked like their own fixed wood-post walls, except at least twice as high. And encompassing an area perhaps ten times as big as Camp Price. It also looked like an attempt had been made to camouflage it from the air – living foliage on the walls, and on netting that partially covered whatever lay inside. But much of the greenery and netting had rotted away, and not been replaced. 
 “Holy shit,” Kwon said. “What the hell is that?” 
 Brendan saw Jake looking over and checking the paper map. But he was still keeping his silence. 
 “I know what that is,” Brendan said, finally. 
 “Well, keep us in suspense, by all means. More fun that way.” Todd’s eyes twinkled in the dim light. 
 Brendan took a breath. “It’s the Stronghold.” 
 Elijah looked over his own shoulder. “The al-Shabaab Stronghold? I thought we were never convinced it existed in the first place. Never mind survived until now.” 
 Brendan said, “Can you think of a better set-up for surviving this long? Totally isolated, totally hidden – and totally self-sufficient.” 
 A beat of silence hung in the air. 
 Brendan realized Jake had his finger stuck on a spot on the map. “It’s right where we thought it would be,” he said. “Galmudug. In the seam between Algula District, and Xingod.” He looked up and held Brendan’s gaze. 
 “Well, damn,” Todd said. “The Pred wasn’t one of ours after all. Point to Kwon.” 
 Kate leaned in, boggling at the size of the compound on the video, and in particular at the height of the walls. “Jesus,” she said. “That’s one fixed position I wouldn’t want to have to assault.” 
 “Wait,” Brendan said. “What’s that on the walls?” 
 The light was fading now and the video on the day optic getting grainy and indistinct. Kate switched to the IR camera. Now they could make out heat blobs on the walls. Some of them were moving. And they looked armed. 
 “Switch back,” Bren said. 
 Now that they knew what they were looking at, they recognized the tiny figures walking the walls, presumably on a parapet mounted behind it. They were Somali by their color and shape, raggedly dressed, and carrying AKs. They could also see guard towers in all the corners, five or six of them. In the closest, they could just make out a mounted machine gun. Over the top of it flew a tattered black flag, with white writing in Arabic and a white circle below that. 
 It was the flag that had been used by ISIS, al-Shabaab, AQAP, and a few others. It was the black flag of jihad. 
 “Don’t overfly them,” Brendan said. “We don’t want to risk losing the drone to ground fire.” With the powerful zoom, it wasn’t nearly as close as it looked. But they were getting closer. 
 “Not an issue,” Elijah said. “We do not have the fuel to overfl—” 
 He was cut off by Jake. “More importantly, we need to not let them see that we have eyes on them.” 
 Brendan nodded at Jake. “Yeah. That was the mistake they made with us.” The two leaders were in agreement. 
 “Captain,” Elijah said. He started to bank the aircraft around on his own authority. 
 “No, wait,” Brendan said. “Where’s the Predator?” 
 Kate zoomed out and panned around until she found it. By this point, it had touched down on what looked like a packed-dirt airstrip, just outside the walls to the south. It was now rolling to a stop. 
 And there was a human figure walking up to meet it. 
 “Zoom, zoom,” Brendan said. 
 The figure resolved as tall and lanky. He was wearing Western clothes. He seemed be wearing eyeglasses and had short curly hair. 
 And the hair looked blond or straw-colored. 
 “Okay, I’ll bite,” said Todd. “Who’s the John Walker Lindh-looking motherfucker?” 
 “The white boy jihadi?” Elijah asked. 
 “Yeah.” 
 “NFI, man.” Elijah shook his head. “No freaking idea…” 



 White Boy Jihadi 
 ma’Qal (“The Stronghold”) - Just Outside the Walls 
 Baxter watched the last long shadows around the clearing stretch out into what would soon be all-consuming darkness, as he put the tow rope over his shoulder and hauled the Predator off the landing strip and into its storage shed. 
 They had built the airstrip outside the walls – not so much because the Stronghold wasn’t big enough to hold it, but because the walls were so high, and a hazard to take-offs and landings. And they were only getting higher – Baxter could even now see guys up there at work, extending them up beyond their original twenty feet, due to current events. Also, the Pred needed a good 1,500 meters of hard runway to get off the ground safely. They’d decided not to mess around with it. 
 The shed was there to securely house the drone, without having to haul the two-thousand-pound bird of prey in and out the gate all the time. They flew a lot of missions. The Emir was big on ISR – intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance. Basically, he wanted to know what was going on, at all times – everywhere. 
 Baxter shrugged. The Emir – at first it had rankled to have to call Godane that. But he’d gotten over it. There probably wasn’t anyone still breathing air, this far into the post-Apocalpyse, who hadn’t made huge compromises to stay alive. 
 And who hadn’t had his spirit broken, at least a little bit. 
 Baxter got the drone inside the shed and moved to close the big double doors. But then he hesitated. There’d been a little wobble in the bird’s flight, some tremble in the engine. He should probably check it out while he was here. He took his Gerber multitool from its pouch on his belt and got the screwdriver out. There were real tools in the shed, of course. But using the Gerber made him feel tactical. It was the same model Dugan and Maximum Bob had carried. Like a lot of guys in the conventional military and the intelligence services, Baxter had a bad case of operator envy. 
 Though it was more like hero worship in his case. 
 While unscrewing and popping the engine maintenance hatch, he tried to occupy his mind so as not to think about the real reason he was doing this. 
 He just didn’t want to go back inside. 
 He didn’t want to have to face Zack – not in his current, and seemingly permanent, state. He didn’t want to return, at least not right this second, to their paranoid subterranean existence, crawling around beneath the earth like moles. Maybe being a live mole beat being a dead human. 
 But it was hard to appreciate that all the time. 
 And he definitely didn’t want to risk being summoned by the Emir again. Every such royal audience took it out of him. He’d been a super-hard worker in the Agency, and before that at the Farm, the Agency’s clandestine training facility. And before that Georgetown, and going all the way back, actually. He also had a famously positive and can-do attitude – Zack had always said so, and complained about how bloody insufferable it was. 
 So Baxter knew how to work, how to put his head down and get on with it. He even knew how to suffer, how to shut up and keep humping. 
 But bowing and scraping wasn’t in his DNA. 
 It was just what he had to do now to survive. And survival always required adapting. “Tough shit,” Dugan had told him, on that long harrowing drive away from the Agency safehouse in Hargeisa – which by then was in flames and being overrun by both the dead and heavily armed Somali militias. With the world falling apart all around them, Dugan had given him the secret to survival: “We adapt and overcome.” 
 Those words still rang in his ears like they’d been spoken yesterday – even though the badass Agency operator and former SEAL was long gone. He had spent his life keeping Baxter and Zack alive, and getting them out of the gravity well of ground zero of the fall of man. 
 They had gotten out, and they had found a sanctuary from the Apocalypse. For a while, they’d even thought they’d found a home – when the universal onslaught of the dead had made the al-Shabaab fighters and the CIA analysts feel like brothers, working together against a common threat. Godane had even given them their weapons back, after a couple of weeks of pitching in and good behavior. 
 But it didn’t last. The immediate peril passed – or at least become the new normal – and Godane’s natural paranoia kicked back in. After that, Zack and Baxter went from valued if odd members of the community, back down to vanquished slave labor. Maybe serfs, on a good day. 
 But it was definitely a seller’s market for sanctuary, so there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot either of them could do about it. 
 There had been many dark hours in the months since then, when it was only the memory of Dugan’s wise and super-inspiring words that had given Baxter the strength to get up in the morning and put one foot in front of the other. But he had. And he had to continue to be the strong one now. For Zack – who had lost that ability. 
 The two of them were all they had now. 
 * * * 
 He was just getting the engine cowling bolted back down when Baxter realized he wasn’t alone. There was electric light in there, but it was feeble and flickering. And the man who had joined him was notorious for stealth – usually employed in the service of violence. 
 It was al-Sîf. The Sword. 
 And, as always, he was wearing his namesake weapon hanging from his belt. Huge bare arms protruded outside his tactical vest, which he wore with no shirt underneath. His taut skin was so black it was nearly purple – but, more strikingly, it sat atop pure muscle. The man had almost no subcutaneous body fat. He was the Emir’s chief lieutenant, which gave him extremely high status around the Stronghold. And he carried himself that way. 
 Now, he was just standing with his huge arms crossed, watching Baxter work – and how long he’d been there was unclear. 
 After Baxter saw him, al-Sîf actually smiled, revealing several gold teeth. “How do you know how to do this?” he asked, in accented but regal English, gesturing perhaps at the UAV in general, perhaps at the engine repair he’d just finished. 
 Baxter shrugged. “It’s just an internal combustion engine. I downloaded the specs and users guides before the Internet went down. I can’t really do the aeronautics or structural stuff. Then again, if this thing crashes, nobody dies – unless they have the bad luck to be standing underneath it when it comes down. But in that case, unless it’s us, they’d be dead already.” 
 Al-Sîf regarded him. “You are a very strange white man,” he said. 
 Baxter shrugged again. Tell me something I don’t know.

 Al-Sîf dug around his gum line over a gold tooth with a fingernail. “But also you must remember, if this plane crashes, it will definitely kill someone.” 
 “Really? Who?” 
 “You, my friend. You.” 
 Baxter’s smile faded. He knew Godane valued the Predator above all things. It was only because Zack and Baxter had come bearing it that they’d been let into the Stronghold in the first place. And he was pretty sure it was only the Predator, and Baxter’s skills flying it, that kept them alive day to day. 
 His smile came back a little when al-Sîf clapped him on the shoulder. He knew Godane’s enforcer had something of a soft spot for him – like Baxter was his pet Westerner. And while probably twice as deadly as the Emir, certainly in close combat – where he was rumored to have killed dozens of live men and hundreds of dead ones – al-Sîf was merely half as scary as the al-Shabaab chief. While al-Sîf was for the most part easygoing, rational, and even had a sense of humor, Godane was a nasty piece of work – mean-spirited, officious, petty, ego-driven. 
 And he wielded power absolutely. 
 “Time to close up shop now,” al-Sîf said. “The Emir will see you.” 
 Baxter sagged. He figured that was it – another summons. It was the most obvious explanation for al-Sîf’s presence here. 
 He locked up the hangar shed behind him. 
 And began the long walk back – to the opposite of freedom. 



 The Emir 
 The Stronghold 
 The large room where Godane held court, and did much of the business of running his empire, was the deepest spot in the whole underground complex. He also had – Baxter knew, though he was by no means supposed to know this – a hidden tunnel that led from the environs of his chamber, underneath the perimeter wall, and out into the bush, emerging in a hidden spot some unknown distance from the complex. 
 Baxter assumed this was so the Emir could escape if the Stronghold were overrun, or if he was facing some kind of palace coup inside. He was a truly paranoid bastard and it was like he had collected all the top survival and oppression tricks of all the meanest and longest-ruling despots in world history. 

Well, he may be paranoid, Baxter thought, as the gigantic front gate of the Stronghold opened to admit him and his chaperone. But, then again, he is still alive. And that was a lot more than could be said of Saddam, Kim Jong-un, Putin… 
 Baxter willed his night vision to come online as they threaded through the shadowy structures inside the sprawling courtyard. They had electric power for lights – but they never used them outdoors, and never had. Not once since Baxter and Zack had arrived, a few days after the fall – and after their flight from Djibouti and what was originally supposed to be their place of safety: Camp Lemonnier. 
 Instead, they had arrived there just in time to see the last living people hauling ass out of it. And by that point they’d also lost both members of their security detachment – Dugan and his large colleague Maximum Bob. 
 With their situation dire, and odds of survival looking longer by the minute, Zack had developed the desperate and probably insane, or maybe insanely brilliant, idea to take them here, to the al-Shabaab Stronghold. He had guessed it was the one place so hidden, so fortified, and so remote that it might still stand when all else fell. 
 Zack had further guessed that the Emir – more commonly known as Sheik Ali Rage Godane, leader of al-Shabaab – could be counted on to rule with an iron fist. And to be one of the few guys in charge anywhere sure to have the resolve, not to mention ruthlessness, to kill anybody who remotely looked infected, rather than let them back inside his walls. 
 It turned out this was exactly what Godane had done. And it worked. The Stronghold still stood. Alone, as far as Zack and Baxter knew, in all of what used to be human civilization. 
 Then again, it was as if the place had been designed perfectly for this in advance. They’d always practiced fascist noise and light discipline. They’d had to, to keep from being spotted – and, about five minutes later, bombed into mulch – by overflying American jets, gunships, armed drones, heavy bombers… 
 Originally, most of the complex had been underground, with everything above the surface heavily camouflaged. They’d now let some of that slide. 
 No one was looking from above anymore. 
 But for years they’d had to worry about infrared optics and forward-looking infrared radar (FLIR), and all-seeing ISR platforms, and long-range audio-capture devices, plus infiltrating Tier-1 operators with advanced four-barrel night-vision goggles, and not to mention all the overflying keyhole satellites. 
 And it was now the same skills developed to dodge all of that, which kept them from drawing the dead. 
 Baxter’s eyes were just starting to adjust to the darkness – though somehow he could always feel the gun barrels trained on him from up on the walls – as al-Sîf opened a heavy wooden interior door and began to walk him down. 
 All the way to the bottom of the well. 
 * * * 
 “So. You’ve found us some living people, kaffir.” 
 Baxter kept his expression neutral. Kaffir was how Godane addressed him and Zack most of the time. It meant "unbeliever" or "infidel.” Baxter sighed. Whereas most religious nutjobs had, over the course of the ZA, had the courtesy to either renounce their faith or, more often, turn into the living dead, Godane had not only clung to his jihadist salafism – which meant strict seventh-century Islam, to the point of blowing up anyone who disagreed – he’d actually taken the end of the world as an endorsement of his faith. 
 As Baxter had heard Godane rant many times, the zombie apocalypse was simply a case of Allah wiping out the world because it was ungodly – because there was no longer any Caliphate, no Ummat al-Islamiyah, or Islamic Nation. He further believed that he and his followers in al-Shabaab had been spared for the express purpose of starting over and building a new world for the devout. 
 The man actually thought he had a divine mandate. 
 And Baxter, in calmer moments, had to admit the facts were on his side: ungodly world, check; completely wiped out, check; and al-Shabaab spared… check. 
 Now he looked up at the Emir and wondered when he was next going to do something completely unhinged. He still wore that same long scraggly beard – Somalis were not known for impressively thick facial hair – and the black turban, framing wild eyes and a cruel mouth. His black robes disappeared beneath his desk. He was younger than it seemed like he ought to be, which somehow contributed to his air of menace – like he was a very mean kid who’d just been put in charge in Lord of the Flies. 
 Almost directly behind his desk was a second exit from the chamber. Not only had Baxter never been back there, he had no idea what it led to. Maybe Godane’s quarters, where he slept, or pulled the legs off insects, or whatever he did for fun in his spare time – watched infidel porn on his laptop, naughty Russian teen secretaries, probably… 
 It didn’t matter. What did matter right now was that Baxter had to find something to say to keep Godane from going out and either converting or killing the new survivors he had just found. It also had to be something that wouldn’t get him and Zack killed. 
 But he was drawing a blank. 
 As usual, Godane sat behind his big wooden desk on a slightly raised platform at the back of the big subterranean room. Also as usual, there were no chairs, so anyone summoned here had to stand. 
 It was also gloomy as shit. The Stronghold did have a crappy old generator, and decent supplies of fuel for it. But it didn’t produce enough juice for them to light most areas. And Godane tended to hoard power for the Ground Control Station (GCS) for the Predator, which was his “precious” and which he prized above all things. It was also what he believed to be one great source of his power. 
 That… and what he had locked up in the basement. 
 He also tended to use the power to run his own devices, particularly his laptop – which he now swiveled around on the desk so Baxter could see the screen. 
 “And not just any survivors you’ve found, kaffir. Americans. Soldiers… and if my eyes tell me truly, inshallah, these ones are al’Shyatyn Allyl.” 
 Baxter tried not to react again. He knew this Arabic phrase had been used by many jihadis to refer to the special operations units that were decimating them back in the counter-terror wars. It had gained currency when the Americans and the Brits put the band back together with Task Force Black – including elements from Delta, Seal Team Six, and SAS – to hunt ISIS in Syria and Iraq. 
 Which they almost always did in the dark. 

Shyatyn Allyl – it meant: Night Devils. 
 On the laptop screen, Baxter could see the overhead footage from the drone playing in a window, showing the isolated military encampment below. He guessed Godane had watched it a dozen times already. Baxter sighed quietly. 
 He had agonized about whether to tell Godane what he had seen – had stumbled upon by chance, on the long flight back from his drone mission out to track the progress of the new herd. He decided he’d damn well better keep it to himself – pretty much the instant he worked out who the guys in that camp were. His mistake had been reviewing the video several times himself, while the drone winged its way home. 
 And, just as happened later in the shed, he’d realized al-Sîf was looking over his shoulder, stealthy as hell as usual, watching the footage right along with him. So the jig was up. At that point, for Baxter to try to conceal what he’d found would probably come at the cost of his own neck on the chopping block. 

Sorry, guys, he silently pled to the men on the ground. It’s you or me.

 And as soon as Godane found out, he’d had Baxter refuel the Predator and put it back up – to do another more careful overflight of the encampment in the mountain forest. And to see this himself, Godane didn’t even have to go to the trouble of climbing up to the south-east guard tower, where Baxter kept the GCS and flew the Predator from – and which it amused him to privately think of as the air traffic control tower. 
 No, Godane simply had the video piped to his laptop over the wireless network. 
 Godane said, “I will find out what Zack knows about these men. Who they are, what they are capable of. The things that they have.” 
 Baxter kept his response measured. “I don’t think Zack will know anything about them. And his health—” 
 Godane blew up anyway, sweeping a bunch of crap onto the floor, though carefully sweeping around the laptop. 
 “The man is useless! For why do I keep him, feed him, protect him? Why?” 
 Baxter drew a breath. “Zack helps us find the things we need when we go out scavenging, especially at the American and UN facilities. He has the access, the passwo—” 
 “You can do those things! And all the American systems have been down for months. His access is worthless now. His knowledge, too. And you fly the drone.” 
 It occurred to Baxter that living at the sufferance of a megalomaniacal asshat was a rather poor kind of life. He tried desperately to think of something placating to say, something that would conduce to keeping Zack alive… 
 Godane stood. “You will walk with me.” 
 Having no choice, Baxter followed the Emir through the cramped and dark tunnels, passing moldy columns of timber that held up the ceiling at the junctures. These were strung at intervals with dim and flickering lights. It was, in every way, like living down in the mines – except with no gold or even coal to be brought up. Only their own flickering lives, sheltered down there from the storm of death that had blown across the earth. 
 They soon reached the nearest ladder and climbed up two levels, then up two more, finally emerging at the top of one of the north guard towers, where Baxter never had occasion to go. As he stepped out into the darkness, he could see almost nothing. But it was quiet and still, and what he could hear were some kind of faint and vaguely horrible sounds coming from the front. It sounded like snuffling, or quiet moaning, or maybe even sobbing… 
 And as he peered into the darkness and his eyes adjusted, a shape finally resolved. It was a person, a small one, upright, with his arms spread out to either side. Baxter drew in a sharp intake of breath, and turned around to face the giant courtyard of the Stronghold that spread out below them. And he realized with horror that, when the sun rose in the morning, this figure up here would be visible to the entire encampment. 
 As a message, he would be totally unmistakable. 
 Baxter turned back around slowly. Neither he nor Godane spoke. 
 The figure resolved into more detail as Baxter’s eyes adjusted. It was Abo. Though covered in blood, he was obviously still alive. 
 And he’d been nailed to a cross-beam of the guard tower. 
 He had been crucified. 
 * * * 

Jesus fucking Christ… Baxter tried to keep his head as he descended the ladders back down into the bowels of this ill-starred place. 
 He hadn’t even told Zack yet about the soldiers he’d found in the forests around Mount Shimbiris. He simply hadn’t a chance to get away, to climb down to the little room they shared. Maybe he should have found a way. Maybe Zack would have told him to handle this differently. 
 But he’d played it the best way he knew how. 
 What he hadn’t done, back up in that guard tower cum execution chamber, was ask Godane why he’d done this… this thing he’d done. Why Abo had ended up like that. He didn’t ask for a couple of reasons. For one, his throat had been stoppered with fear – and Godane hadn’t volunteered anything, while Baxter stood there shaking and unable to speak. Like the best villains, Godane let his work speak for itself. He finally just exited the guard tower without a word, leaving Baxter standing there soaked in horror. 
 And for another, Baxter pretty much knew the answer anyway. It had to be because of what Abo had done for Zack before the fall – and on behalf of Zack and Baxter’s employer. Baxter just didn’t like to think about it. Because if Godane had outed Abo, and then offed him… it meant the two of them were probably next. 
 Baxter had to talk to Zack. 
 And he had to talk to him now. 



 Down in a Hole 
 The Stronghold - Zack and Baxter’s Room 
 Darkness. 
 Or so close to darkness as made no difference. 
 That’s what Zack Altringham sat in now. That’s what had engulfed him. He lay unmoving on the prickly abomination that passed for a bed. On the roughly hewn table beside him lay a paperback copy of For Whom the Bell Tolls. But he wasn’t even making the pretense of holding it, or steepling it on his lap. 
 There wasn’t enough light to read by anyway. 
 He sniffed and held the back of his hand to his forehead. He’d been nursing some mild but tenacious respiratory tract infection. The slight fever told him there was an invader in his system, a pathogen, a bug. The raised body temperature was one of his immune system’s tricks for fighting it off. Basically, it was making the environment inhospitable to the invading force, as the pathogen sought to multiply, to feed, to take over…. 
 At least it wasn’t Hargeisa. At least it wasn’t the zombie virus. 
 The mild illness was also Zack’s excuse for not getting out of bed today. 
 But it wasn’t the reason. 
 Zack let his mind range back and pick over the remains of the hope he used to feel. He had once made a powerful lunge at hope, during their escape from the imploding gravity well of the town of Hargeisa, when the shit had come down. For years prior to that, Zack had been haunted with the certainty that he would die in Africa. He’d been born there, briefly escaped to college in the U.S. – and then been stupid enough to take a job with the CIA, who instantly sent him right back again. And there he had toiled, tour after tour, mission after deployment, year after decade, convinced the universe was telling him something: 
 That he would never get out of Africa alive. 
 But then, oddly, when it started to look like no one was going to get out of Africa alive… that’s when Zack had found his hope. As he and Baxter fled overland, he made himself a silent pledge: that he was going to get out of there, somehow, some day, whatever it took. 
 Simply, he hated East Africa too much to die there. He wasn’t going to let it win. 
 But that was a long time ago now. 
 Zack’s eyes scanned the dirt walls that were the extent of his existence now, and the rough-hewn and crooked timber supports in the corners and overhead, and he snorted, nearly amused. What amused him was that, over the eighteen months after his pledge, it had become clear that there was
nowhere to get out of Africa to. There was no place else. 
 This was it. 
 And, even if there were anyplace else, he couldn’t leave the Stronghold, for a number of reasons, each compelling on its own. One, Godane would kill him if he tried. Two, even if he escaped, the dead would devour him. And, three, even if he dodged the dead, he would simply perish in the wilderness. 
 His situation was about as hopeless as hopeless could be. 
 And his future prospects: nil. 
 * * * 
 For months, a year even, Zack had nursed hope. Kept his spirits up. 
 Virtually every day he thought about Maximum Bob and Dugan, and what those two unflappable and super-skilled operators had sacrificed for him and Baxter. They had given them the gift of survival, at the cost of both their lives, a gift of which he had to try to be worthy. Zack thought constantly of what he owed to their example, and how he could live up to it. 
 At first he focused on survival – making sure he and Baxter integrated into the daily life of al-Shabaab in the isolated fortress. Making sure they contributed – and were too valuable to get kicked out, beheaded, or just fed to the dead. 
 But time had passed. And survival became a chore. And resolve had faded. 
 For a while, Zack nursed hope for the outside world – that the rest of the world might have somehow held off the Apocalypse. Later, he thought maybe some of the countries farthest away, and most isolated, might have survived – America maybe, or Australia. New Zealand. Something. 
 Finally, his hopes were reduced to imagining there might at least be other pockets of survivors. Out there, somewhere. 
 Zack had begged, wheedled, cajoled, to try and get access to the long-range radio he knew Godane had. But of course just about the last thing that paranoid, batshit-crazy, jihadist son of a bitch was going to do was hand over a transmitting radio to the likes of a senior CIA analyst. Zack didn’t know who Godane thought he was going to call. But the Emir certainly wasn’t taking any chances. 
 And, as usual, the religious fundamentalists displayed a stunning lack of curiosity about the outside world. Zack and Baxter had learned enough to know the big picture – that the whole world had fallen. And they had talked to enough other al-Shabaab guys, ones less monumentally cracked than Godane, to learn the broad outlines. 
 The outside world was gone. 
 All there was now was the Stronghold. Zack knew they would never be allowed to leave. And it was unlikely in the extreme, certainly in his lifetime, that there would be anyplace else to go. It had started to look like a very mean and worthless survival he had arranged for the two of them. 
 And it all piled up over time. The boredom, the tedium, the endless darkness and confinement and claustrophobia. The foreignness, the human sounds – and the smells. Al-Shabaab guys hadn’t been huge on regular showers even when they had running water. Now it was a whole new level of stench. And the oppressive weight of an entire dead world, pressing in against their walls. 
 There was nowhere to go, and nothing to do – just wait for the end. In fairness, everyone had always had to do that – wait for the end. Long before the Apocalypse, Camus said the only important question in life was whether to kill yourself. He’d concluded no. But, then again, he’d never had to live with the dead. And he’d had Paris cafe culture and the occasional attentions of Simone de Beauvoir to distract him. For Zack, with virtually no pleasurable distractions, and with absolutely nothing to look forward to… 
 Well, hope had finally drained away. 
 * * * 
 The door opened quietly and Baxter stepped in. 
 “How you feeling, man?” 
 Zack dredged up a smile as Baxter sat down facing him on the opposite bed. He belatedly realized Zack had his grenade, and was tossing it from hand to hand. Not a great sign. He snatched it out of mid-air. 
 “My grenade, dude.” And it was. Baxter had boldly five-fingered it out of a crate left lying open in the courtyard, a few months earlier. He’d been saving it for… some special occasion, maybe. He didn’t know. He liked having something explosive. Some kind of power. Now he snatched it from Zack mid-toss and slipped it back under his own mattress. 
 And then, in an efficient briefing, he reported the new developments: the American soldiers living out in the bush. Godane’s awareness of same. And the horrifying fate of Abo. 
 Zack took all this in silently, then sat and pondered, working to get his head around all this – and to work out the ramifications. After months of deep torpor, suddenly he was having to think clearly, and perhaps act decisively. It was very possible their lives depended on it. 
 “There’s something else, Zack.” Baxter looked across at him, his expression pained. “I’m not sure how to put this. Godane is… not a big fan of you right now. He said he doesn’t know why he’s keeping you around. Obviously, I’m talking you up at every opportunity…” Baxter trailed off. 
 Zack blinked once, heavily. “I’m going to have to give him something.” 
 “Yeah, probably.” Baxter exhaled. “How much do you think he knows about Abo? About you and Abo?” 
 Zack sat up. “I don’t know, but it’s critical we find out. I’ll talk to him.” 
 Baxter nodded. “Okay. I gotta go. I’m on garden duty.” 
 Zack shook his head. “Why is that dumbass using you for manual labor?” 
 “Because he’s a dumbass.” This caused them both to smile. 
 Baxter rose and left. Zack watched him go, and tried to face the prospect of getting himself cleaned up, dressed, and out the door. 
 And then facing Godane. 
 * * * 
 But first he sat there for another minute, thinking. And only as he started to emerge from his torpor did he realize for the first time what it had really been about. Yeah, there was the hopelessness. But one could live without hope. All kinds of people did. 
 No, what it really was about was: survivor guilt. 
 Zack had failed to catch it – the plague. He had known al-Shabaab was buying bioweapons from the Kazakh bioscientist. He knew about the chimera virus they had bought, and he knew what they were planning to do with it. He’d even stopped their planned attack – and he thought he’d destroyed the stockpiles of the pathogen, in licks of purifying flame, along with the lab around it. 
 But he hadn’t. He hadn’t caught it all. 
 Because al-Shabaab had already infected a test animal – a single baboon, kept out at a remote site, and watched over by a single guard. But rabid dogs killed the baboon, and then mauled the guard, after the virus had mutated somehow. And that guard had gone off on a flesh-eating rampage in the nearest village. 
 And the rest was history – or, rather, the end of it. 
 Zack shook his head. It was unbelievable that, even in this instant, the original victim of the virus was locked up only a few dozen yards away, in one of the underground cells. After long months of not being able to understand why, Zack had finally had one of the al-Shabaab guys explain it to him: the dead guy, this original carrier of the virus, was a kind of talisman to Godane – the imagined source of his power. 
 Not only did Godane think his God had taken down the whole world, while sparing him and his minions, he also thought he actually couldn’t be killed. And couldn’t be infected. And that his little empire there could never fall. Not as long as he held onto the first undead man – the first of seven billion. 
 Zack didn’t understand how Godane had gotten that idea into his head. But there was a lot of weird shit in there, and Zack had no better idea how most of it had originated. 
 Now, at night sometimes, he imagined he could hear Godane’s talisman, this first victim, thrashing around in his subterranean cell. Of course, that was impossible – there was too much dirt between them. Maybe it was in his dreams, or just his half-waking fancy, his fever-driven imagination getting the better of him. Maybe it was the uneasiness of soul, his guilty conscience – haunted by the part he had played in the genesis of the outbreak, and the downfall of man. 
 If only there were something he could do, some way he could make it right. But, as things stood, Zack was a million miles from being able to do anything. He was below ground, buried, underwater, stuck at less than zero. He was impotent. 
 All he was… was alive. 
 With his survivor guilt. He had been there, at the right time and in the right place, better positioned than anyone in the world to catch the pandemic before it started. He’d had the ability, for a time, to save the entire world. But he hadn’t – the virus had gotten out anyway. 
 And the world had ended after all. 
 And, as far as Zack could tell, the only people left alive on Earth were these fucking nutjob Islamists – along with him and Baxter. And, until just a few minutes ago, he’d thought that was all there’d ever be. But now there was a wrinkle. There was someone else alive. And close. And presumably heavily armed. 
 Zack thought desperately about what that was going to mean. 
 And if Godane, having discovered Abo, was even going to let Zack live long enough to find out. 



 War Council 
 Camp Price - Team Room 
 “Well, at least all the fucking al-Shabaab guys are dead.” 
 Jake had actually said that at some point over the past year and a half. It was probably around the time when they worked out that pretty much everyone everywhere was dead. Jake hadn’t been a huge al-Shabaab fan. Now, he leaned back slightly in his chair at the head of the table, and watched as the others filed in. 
 The team had spread out their sleeping quarters but they still maintained a traditional team room. Like the one at Lemonnier, it held a U-shaped table encircling a sand-table board, with whiteboards surrounding that, and the walls covered with lockers and shelving for weapons, ammo, and other operational gear. This one was big enough to hold a split team comfortably, or the whole detachment crammed in. That meant it was plenty big enough to hold the survivors now. 
 They were there to have their war council. Jake had called it. 
 The others filed in and took seats beneath the overhead lights, which turned the room into a cone of glare in the middle of millions of hectares of darkness. All the windows could be, and had been, blacked out. 
 Soon everyone was inside. 
 Jake, who as team sergeant generally ran the meetings and planning sessions, opened without preamble. “Okay, guys, basic game theory: what’s the enemy going to do now? Put a better way: what would we do if we were Godane – and had just found out we’re here?” 
 Todd said, “Do we even know it’s still Godane running the show there?” 
 Jake snorted. “He’s in there. I can smell him. He was the only sufficiently cockroach-like warlord to survive the end of the world.” 
 Kwon said, “He’s the guy I’d pick. Remember how Lemonnier went down, from letting infected soldiers back inside the wire and into the hospital? Somehow I don’t think he’d have that problem.” 
 “So the question remains,” Jake said. “What does he do now?” 
 Todd said, “Hellfire the shit out of us?” 
 Brendan, who hadn’t sat down but stood slightly apart in the corner, spoke. “There’s nothing in that for him. Just the loss of an irreplaceable munition.” 
 Jake looked up at him. “There certainly is something in it for him – elimination of a lethal threat.” 
 Brendan cocked his head. “Are we a lethal threat?” 
 Jake just looked at him, his expression at a low simmer, as if the question were beneath answering. 
 * * * 
 Kate looked pained at this and finally spoke up: “Sorry, but why would anybody, however deranged, go out of their way to pick a fight they didn’t have to? In a world where survival is so precarious in the first place?” She paused and looked around the table. “Surely we can get along – or at least leave each other alone, with so many miles of wasteland between us. His own self-interest should dictate that.” 
 Jake answered. “What Godane’s self-interest will dictate is getting hold of our gear and supplies: the gun trucks, the quiet generator, the arms and ammo, the explosives. Maybe the well pump. And based on the intel workup we had before, not to mention the drone video we all just saw, he’s got a big enough force to march over here and take it all. To overrun the camp, wipe us out, and capture everything we’ve got.” 
 Kate said, “Surely he’s already got most of that stuff if his group has survived this long? How many well pumps does the guy need?” 
 Kwon shook his head and traded a knowing look with Jake. “You don’t know these people. You never fought them – or saw what happened to the civilians they deemed not godly enough, or too friendly to the crusader imperialists.” 
 Jake picked up the theme. “Godane is a butcher – he’s beheaded journalists, sent suicide bombers into markets full of grandmothers, and organized shooting sprees in elementary schools. There can be no accord, accommodation, or coexistence with this guy. Believe me. And it would be a total mistake to imagine he or his people are rational, much less reasonable.” 
 Jake paused and looked around the room. “They know we’re here. And they’re going to come for us. Either because they want what we’ve got. Or simply because they’re sons of bitches.” 
 “And if not that,” Kwon added, looking calm and mean, “then because they know they’ve got to do it to us first. Or else we’re going to do it to them.” 
 “Yeah,” Brendan said, finally sitting down, “except that we’re not going to do it to them.” He shook his head. “This is like the tragedy of the armed homeowner who meets the armed burglar. Neither has any desire to shoot the other. But each fires, just to keep the other one from doing it first.” 
 Jake let a long pause draw out before replying. “Yeah. That’s exactly what it is. And do you want to be the one who doesn’t shoot first?” 
 Brendan shook his head, then opened his mouth to speak – but shut it again. 
 Kwon drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “Our problem’s actually bigger than that. This camp isn’t defensible.” 
 “The defenses are of your design,” Brendan said. 
 “Yeah. And it was designed in two phases. First to be a light-footprint bush camp, able to fight off an al-Shabaab patrol using moderate fire superiority – and calling on air support if we got in trouble. But then it became a place to hide from the dead, and Todd and I made changes to focus on that.” 
 Todd took up the theme. “Kwon’s right. For instance, rather than clearing kill zones out beyond the wire, instead we brought the foliage in as tight as possible, to camouflage us. We still have elevated platforms, with interlocking fields of fire – but no real hard cover, because no one was going to be shooting back anymore, never mind lobbing bombs at us.” 
 Kwon summarized. “Basically, at no point was this ever meant to be a fortified fixed position that could withstand a deliberate, planned assault. A sustained attack. Never mind a long siege.” 
 Brendan took this on board. “Can you Alamo us up?” 
 “Sure, some,” Kwon said. “But it’s not even so much the configuration of the defensive emplacements. What we need is heavy weapons. That’s how we can defend this place.” 
 Brendan sighed. “I was afraid that was where this was going. You want to go back to Lemonnier. The heavy weapons locker.” 
 Jake spoke now. He and Kwon had obviously discussed this beforehand, offline. “Two Mk 47 Strikers. Both our miniguns. And a shit-ton of ammo for both.” 
 The Mk 47 was the latest generation of 40mm automatic grenade launcher, with a laser range-finder and integrated fire-control system, capable of launching smart programmable grenades for airburst – with perfect accuracy. The miniguns were everyone’s favorite – the GAU-19 electric Gatling gun in .50-caliber. It was like the M2 – except firing 2,000 rounds a minute, instead of 650. It not only took heads off bodies, it took tops off buildings. Both weapons systems had mounting kits for either the rooftop turret-rings on the gun trucks, or for fixed defensive positions. 
 And all of these had been confiscated by General Præsidium when the team had rotated into theater, and then locked up in their secure weapons locker. 
 “And not only our stuff,” Kwon said. “There will be more heavy machine guns, mortars, light field artillery. Shoulder-fired rockets, claymores. The Mk 47s alone will be decisive. Whoever has them is going to have a crushing firepower advantage.” 
 Todd chimed in. “I can build emplacements for all of those weapons systems. And turn this place into a veritable Masada, impregnable up on our cliff top.” 
 Kate said, “I like where your head is at.” 
 Todd winked at her. Then he said: “But everyone died at Masada. What happens when we start shooting all these cannons off? Won’t this joint just become an all-night dead-guy dance party? With us and al-Shabaab middle-school couple-dancing in the middle under the disco ball? Godane’s traveling ass-clown circus will never get out of here alive. But neither will we.” 
 Jake let Kwon tackle Todd’s objection. “Maybe,” he said. “But we deal with that then. And it’s better than all of us getting shot to death and Camp Price being renamed Camp Jihad, with the black flag hoisted over our TOC.” 
 Brendan almost laughed. “These are all valid points. But going back to Lemonnier is too risky. We’ve talked about this. There’s a reason we’ve never tried it.” 
 Kate seemed inclined to agree. “With both the former garrison of the camp and the entire population of Djibouti Town all shambling around in close proximity…” 
 Neither Jake nor Kwon looked worried. 
 “There are any number of risks,” Brendan said – then started ticking them off. “Some or all of us could be killed – or, worse, infected. We could draw the mass of dead back here, after all this time. We could get in a fight with al-Shabaab or other survivors – and that would bring the dead down on us. Finally, we don’t even know for sure those weapons are still there.” 
 Jake arched an eyebrow. “Did you see any come out during the fall of the camp? Or since? Only a tiny handful of people had the code and keycard access to that building. You think any of them survived?” 
 Brendan couldn’t respond to any of that. 
 Jake looked around the table. It seemed the factions that had shaped up were him and Kwon on one side, Brendan and Kate on the other. But Kate weighed less in the balance. She was still new. Todd would be cool and roll with whatever the group decided. And Elijah hadn’t even spoken yet, sitting off in his own world. 
 Kwon drummed his fingers again, slouched way back in his chair. “There’s something else in that locker. Something we have to have.” 
 “What’s that?” Brendan asked. 
 “At least a dozen Stinger anti-air missiles, which we can use to take out Godane’s Predator. Because even if we fight off his ground incursion… the minute he realizes it’s either impossible or just too expensive to take us down, he’ll simply immolate us from the air with those Hellfire missiles.” 
 No one else spoke. 
 The vision of literal Hellfire raining down on their heads kind of brought the general mood down. 



 Soft Tissue 
 Camp Price - the Courtyard 
 Jake walked alone in the dark back to the hooch he shared with Kwon. 
 He was alone now with his thoughts. And he knew Kwon had it right: if Godane found them too strong to take down, then he’d decide they were too strong to let live. And Jake would be damned if he’d let his team run away. They’d been kicking Godane’s ass all over the map before the end of the world. 
 And that was not going to change now. 
 The compromise he and Brendan had ultimately reached with regard to the al-Shabaab burglar problem was this: at the very least, they had to have the bigger gun. And they had to have it cocked and ready to fire. 
 They had to run the mission to clean out that heavy weapons locker. 
 Jake checked his watch as he threaded through the blackness of the camp courtyard. The sun would be up in a couple of hours. And they were looking at a drive of fourteen hours to Camp Lemonnier, assuming no delays or disasters, at which time the sun would be going down again. But they couldn’t wait. After months of endless dragging hours, suddenly they had no time. 
 Any delay might prove fatal. 
 Nighttime would not be the right time for their raid. Darkness was no impediment to the dead, who seemed to smell the living, or hear the slightest sound – or maybe lock on with some sense the living didn’t have and couldn’t understand at all. 
 The only advantage the team had was their night-vision goggles (NVGs). But as they normally only kept two pairs of them charged, for use on night watches, now the rest had to be dug out and charged up. That meant at least an hour before they could roll out. 
 Jake stepped into the darker darkness of his hooch, pulled the door shut, and hit the desktop light. He walked over to the weapons locker against the rear wall and opened it up, revealing a dizzying array of hardware. He and Kwon had started keeping their own mission-essential gear here a while ago, rather than in the team room. An eyebrow or two had been raised. But nobody said anything. 
 Jake eyed his Beowulf, where it had sat gathering dust in the rifle rack for months. It was impossible to silence properly, no matter how big a suppressor he put on it. So he had regretfully put it on the shelf for the duration of the ZA. Now he lifted out what he had replaced it with: a Heckler & Koch MP7A2 PDW – Personal Defense Weapon. It looked like a smaller version of the old MP5 sub-machine gun, but with the magazine in the pistol grip, an extendable stock, and a fixed vertical foregrip. It also had an EOTech holographic sight and a visible/IR laser mounted on the rail. Even with those, it was compact, light as a feather, and virtually recoil-free. 
 With its tailor-made silencer it didn’t even whisper when fired. The weapon had originally been designed to defeat body armor. But loaded with 40-round magazines of 4.6mm hollow-points, optimized for energy transfer in soft tissue, it was also excellent at defeating heads. 
 It had become Jake’s Zulu-fighting weapon of choice. 
 Back in the counter-terror wars, he personally never would have considered the overgrown machine-pistol a suitable weapon for a serious operator. But times changed. And you adapted. Or you died. 
 Jake surveyed the rest of the contents of the locker. Also on the rack was Kwan’s SCAR-L, also with an excellent suppressor – most of the noise of it firing was actually the bolt clicking back and forward, making it sound like a toy gun. There were also a few suppressed handguns, an array of knives in varying sizes, and even two hand axes. Finally he closed the doors and took a seat on his bunk. 
 He still had a little time here. The others were back in the team room, working up the mission plan. It was a simple enough template that Jake didn’t feel he needed to supervise it all. And Kwon was up in his aerie, keeping watch. 
 So Jake was alone. 
 He shook his head in the dark and laughed mirthlessly. Brendan almost seemed like he wanted to try to work with al-Shabaab. All be friends. Like, hey, they were still alive, so who gave a shit about who was on what side in a long-gone war for the future of a vanished civilization? 
 But one thing Jake agreed with Brendan about: the two of them were different in large part because they came from such different backgrounds. 
 He let his mind range back. 
 * * * 
 Jake had been thirty-nine at the time of the fall, an extremely experienced Master Sergeant who had been in the Special Forces Groups longer than God. 
 Born and bred in New York, mostly in Queens, he’d not only enlisted straight out of high school – but got married at the same time. He used to joke that he received his initial cross-cultural training from his Irish-Jamaican wife, who grew up on the next block over from him. His father was a forty-year veteran of the Fire Department of New York, who had been at the Twin Towers when they came down. He’d lost six friends and a cousin that day. Later, serving in the War on Terror, Jake said: “It wasn’t about revenge. It was about civilization versus barbarity.” 
 But no one who knew him thought he was averse to a little payback, either. 
 After three years in the 75th Ranger Regiment, a unit renowned equally for skill, discipline, austerity, and crushingly hard work, he sailed through Special Forces Assessment and Selection (SFAS) – and, later, was around for so many legendary SF engagements that it was like he’d never not been in the groups. 
 He’d just gotten posted as junior weapons sergeant to ODA 555 when they were sent as one of the very first units into Afghanistan. Over four tours there, he developed deep ties to the Afghans he worked with and mentored, becoming embedded into Pashtun culture – and committed to seeing that country succeed. He still cursed the President’s name for withdrawing before the job was done. He said, “For the nation, it’s pulling out. For us, it’s leaving behind friends we promised to stand alongside – until they and their families could be safe.” 
 He was also there in the initial Iraq invasion in 2003, when a single Special Forces battalion took over the entire northern theater of the war, which had been intended for a full mechanized infantry division – but which the Turks decided not to let pass through their territory. He was up to his neck in it in the Battle of Debecka Valley, when twenty-six SF guys with thin-skinned Humvees and Javelin missiles laid to waste an entire Iraqi motorized company, destroying four troop trucks, two tanks, and eight armored personnel carriers. 
 He quickly rose to senior weapons sergeant (18B), and then operations (or team) sergeant (18Z). Remarkably, he spent his entire SF career with Triple Nickel – with the sole exception of a six-month attachment to a CIF company (Combatant Commanders In-Extremis Force) – a specially trained and resourced element used for direct-action and counter-terrorism missions. There was little question he was good enough to be in that “elite of the elite” unit. 
 But somebody wanted him back in his ODA. He had never admitted whether that person was him, or someone up the chain of command. 
 He had finally stopped even keeping track of deployments, instead keeping a tally of the countries he’d served in: forty-three in twenty-one years. Hardly anyone in SF had been operational that long – and nobody had stayed in one team. But there was some kind of feeling among command that taking Jake out of Triple Nickel would cause the wheels to come off – not just of that ODA, but the entire world. Like he was the linchpin of American military dominance, perhaps even of the whole global order. 
 Multiple tours in the ’Stan (Afghanistan) had given way to multiple tours in the ’Raq (Iraq). He lost his right leg in the brutal fighting in Ramadi. While on overwatch with some SEALs in a house they’d cleared, a guy got badly wounded, and they called for a Bradley fighting vehicle to medevac him. But when they came out of the house fast, trying to improve the casualty’s chances for survival, someone had stuck a mine under the doormat – which blew Jake’s leg off. The mine also had white phosphorus in it, which nothing could be done about – they just had to let the chunks buried in his flesh burn themselves out. And he had too bad an arterial bleed for the medic to risk morphine. 
 He just had to bull it out. 
 Forced back onto home soil, he went straight from Walter Reed to physio – where, from the first minute, he had only one goal: getting back to his team. His PT scores had always been outstanding, due to him being a fitness fanatic and gym nut. But they actually went up after his injury, to a perfect 300. Some guys ribbed him that the lighter prosthetic leg made pull-ups easier, and it did. But his five-mile run time also went down – by nearly a minute. 
 Jake was bruising, ripped, muscular, and obsessive about gym time. He had an amazing physique for a guy five seconds from middle age. He was also a dedicated runner, and clambered through steep mountain trail runs with the best of them. He could out-run, out-press, and out-squat any two-legged member of the team. His fake leg, attached just below the knee, was the end product of a decade of well-funded practical research in prosthetics, courtesy of the IEDs of Afghanistan and Iraq. 
 He was easygoing but essentially private, careful and skeptical, while maintaining an outward affability. His attitude was that a soldier did whatever it took to get the job done. If your best wasn’t good enough, that wasn’t good enough. He was confident, serious, and dominant in running his team of sergeants. 
 He was known as a stickler for sound tactics and procedures, who scrutinized everything his sergeants did to ensure there were no lapses. He resonated authority, power, and competence. He never had to yell, as it was agreed he was scarier the quieter he got. He inspired loyalty among his guys by working even harder than they did. On deployment, his people knew they were expected to work seventeen hours a day – and use the other seven for sleep, exercise, and meals. 
 “What do you need?” was his constant refrain. 
 He had the even temper of a soldier who had seen it all. He was caustic and skeptical, which tended to balance the energetic optimism of the team captains, who came and went. He didn’t think there was any magic in the world, and hadn’t for a long time. There were only the fearless and skilled acts of the resolute and the willing. He thought that was exactly as true now, after the end of the world, as it had been before. It had always been a deadly biosphere they lived in, even when the veneer of civilization was laid on top of it. Almost all games were zero-sum, in Jake’s view. 
 And the great thing was to make the other guy pay first. 
 * * * 
 Brendan didn’t always see things that way, to say the least. And Brendan was, at least nominally, still in charge of Triple Nickel. 
 As Jake lay back on his bunk in the dark, he knew the real reason Brendan had compromised, despite the dangers of going back to Camp Lemonnier. It was to maintain his shaky authority. But Jake had compromised for exactly the same reason. He needed to prop Brendan up and keep him making enough of the right calls to keep them all alive. 
 Because the second-to-last thing he wanted was to have to stage a mutiny in this outfit – which would carry all kinds of costs and risks of its own. 
 But he also knew – and nobody had better make any mistake about this – ultimately he was going to do whatever it took to keep his guys alive. Right now, that was propping up Brendan. But if it stopped being that and started being something else, Jake would do something else. 
 At bottom, what he feared most was failing his men and having them get killed on his watch. He’d already seen far too many great soldiers die in front of his face. He was also haunted by the men he hadn’t seen die: those on the split team, including their Fox, the other CST, most of their senior sergeants, as well as their chief warrant officer – who had led the team on that fateful mission into the bush on the day the world ended. 
 Maybe if Jake had insisted on taking that patrol out himself instead of letting the Chief do it, things might have played out differently. 
 Right now, in his view, the immediate danger was Brendan – his lack of strength and resolve. And he was afraid those things might get them all killed. With Godane and al-Shabaab out there gunning for them now… playtime was coming to an end. 
 From here on out, Big Boy Rules were going to apply. 



 Goat Rodeo 
 The Stronghold - The Emir’s Chamber 
 Zack stepped quietly into the big creepy room. There was little light and zero sound. He hadn’t even had to request an audience. Godane had summoned him first. 
 “Come in, h’jyn.” 

H’jyn – the Arabic word meant half-caste. That was the Emir’s charming pet name for Zack, who had been born to an English mother and Kenyan father. 
 Before Zack could think of an innocent-sounding way to raise the subject of Abo, Godane did it for him. “I am sorry about your friend. You saw him hanging on the walls? He was a hypocrite and an infidel. He was an enemy of God and the people.” 
 Zack probably really needed to downplay his friendship with Abo at this point. But he didn’t know how much Godane knew – and it was important that he not get caught out in a lie. Speaking very evenly, he said, “How did the Emir learn Abo was ungodly?” 
 Godane smiled. Zack knew he was susceptible to flattery. Godane probably knew he knew, and also probably didn’t care. “I have many worries, face many threats, h’jyn. I long had my suspicions that Abo was a disbeliever. Yesterday, I had his room searched. We found a Christian Bible, all praise be to Allah and peace and blessings be upon the Prophet.” 

Oh, shit, Zack thought. 
 “Yes – he lived in secret as a Christian. Lured from the truths of the Prophet in his Church of England school no doubt, living with the imperialists and infidels.” 

Double shit, Zack thought. That was in fact exactly how he knew Abo – they had been schoolmates in Kenya, many years earlier. 
 Godane let the menacing silence drag out. “Also, Allahu A’lam, he made notes in the margins and blank pages of his Christian book. Some about what he planned to do, once he moved to… Los Angeles.” Another pause. “Now, why would Abo think he was going to America? As well a duckling should fly to the moon.” 
 Zack nodded. “I do not know, Emir. It is very strange.” 
 Of course, Zack knew exactly why Abo thought he was going to the U.S. It was because Zack had promised to send him there – in return for one year’s service spying on al-Shabaab, on behalf of Zack’s employers. 
 Who used to have a very nice campus in Langley, Virginia. 
 * * * 
 “Come,” Godane said. He’d made his point. Now he was waving Zack around the side of his desk. He wanted to show him the drone video – and, Zack had no doubt, pick his brain. Godane was fucking crazy, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew that intel was life and he knew how to use the resources under his control. 
 Zack leaned in and blinked at the video window, which glowed in the dimness. An image of thick forest moving below quickly resolved into some kind of well-ordered encampment. As the camera POV looped back and went into an oval pattern around it, he saw the compound’s perimeter wall, a number of huts inside it, and finally men moving around among them. 
 And then, amazingly, he recognized a unit patch on a shoulder. 

Holy shit, he thought. It’s Triple Nickel. They’re still alive.

 When he looked up at Godane, he instantly knew the recognition on his face had betrayed him. Godane knew he knew who these people were – and if he didn’t tell him, that was probably the end of the road for him right there. Zack thought frantically – and finally told himself that Godane would get no advantage from knowing their unit designation. And he already knew he was going to have to give Godane something – just to keep breathing. 
 “It’s Special Forces,” Zack said. “ODA 555, known as Triple Nickel.” 
 “I knew this,” said Godane. “I knew it.” He spat on his own floor. 
 Back in the world, al-Shabaab’s intelligence sources had told them that ODA 555 was one of the lead units hunting their fighters – and, worse, that they had a central role in training and mentoring the Somali National Army. 
 Godane spat again. “These men are very ungodly. They helped drive us out of the cities where, praise and thanks to Allah, we enforced God’s laws for all. They hounded us out into the bush. And they consorted with the SNA lackeys of the kaffir government in Mogadishu. Truly, they are devils.” He pinned Zack with his wide eyes, the whites shining disturbingly in the near darkness. “And you – you knew they were still alive.” 
 Zack straightened up. “What, me? How the hell would I know that?” He didn’t add that Godane had basically had him and Baxter locked in the basement for a year and a half. 
 Godane’s countenance settled. He wasn’t the kind of man who ever suffered from doubt. He said, “Your lies will lead you only to the torments of hellfire. You know these devils. Now tell me what they are going to do.” 
 Zack took a breath. “Bismillah, Emir, I do not know, so cannot say.” 
 Godane’s face made it clear his patience was being tested. In Zack’s experience, it didn’t take much. “You are going to help me to destroy them.” 
 Zack took a deeper breath. This was bad. 
 In the past, his and Baxter’s interests had been at least roughly aligned with Godane’s and al-Shabaab’s – they were all mainly just trying to keep the dead off and stay alive. The dead were everyone’s enemy. 
 But now… he couldn’t help fucking Godane slaughter a bunch of Special Forces guys. But he also couldn’t appear to be intentionally unhelpful. If he did, he’d pretty quickly find himself nailed to the next tower over from Abo. 
 Zack knew he was now in a very narrow corner. 
 “Emir, I don’t think you want to fight these men. We’re in a precarious position already, surrounded by the dead. We don’t need to be shooting and drawing them to us with the noise. Even if you win the fight, you might only get to enjoy the victory for a few minutes. Be smart here.” 
 Godane actually hit Zack – the back of his hand right to the cheek. Zack straightened up and took a step back. He briefly considered tearing out the son of a bitch’s throat. He’d wanted to forever. There was no one else in the room now and the guards outside couldn’t get in there before he had a foot of open air between Godane and his windpipe. 
 On the other hand, he’d be dead ten seconds later – and Baxter ten minutes after that. That thought calmed him down. He didn’t do anything. He just waited. 
 “You will tell me what equipment they have.” Godane swiveled the laptop screen. “Look. That is a generator. Those are solar panels on the rooftops. I am not stupid. What weapons do they have, what supplies!” 
 Zack steeled himself and tried to focus – and then tried his peacemaker strategy again. “Emir, whatever they have in that compound, I tell you they will extract too heavy a price from you if you go there and try to take it.” 
 Godane made a dismissive noise. “God’s soldiers are strong. The infidels are weak, and few. But if I cannot take what they have, I will take from them their lives. I will not suffer them to live – they are too dangerous.” 
 Zack sighed. “The soldiers won’t want to risk a war anymore than we will.” 
 “No, they are too dangerous. If I must, I will destroy them – with the drone.” 
 Zack kept breathing. “Emir, we only have the two Hellfire missiles for the Predator. And the day may come when we need them to survive.” 
 “We will get more.” 
 Zack leaned in slightly. “You remember how dodgy that scavenging mission to Camp Lemonnier was. We lost half the men you sent.” 
 When he and Baxter originally brought the UAV in and traded it for their lives – and two spots in this bastion of the living – its two weapons rails had been empty. They had used both the Hellfires blasting their way out of Hargeisa. A few months later, Godane had sent them out to scavenge more. That had not been a fun afternoon. 
 Zack racked his brain for some way to convince Godane to steer clear of Triple Nickel. “Emir, the war between the mujahideen and the Americans is over. Now there is only the war with the dead. Maybe you can even work with the Americans, like you work with me and Baxter.” 
 Godane sneered. Rationality wasn’t his strong point at the best of times. And right now it was clear Triple Nickel was making his ass twitch. “They are sons of whores. They hunted us like dogs. They trained the SNA apostates to hunt us. They drove us into the wilderness. There can be no accord with them! There will be only death for them, and hellfire!” 
 Zack threw in the towel. He could already see it in Godane’s eyes – the implacability of ego. He knew the Emir’s ego was generally caught up with absolutely everything – his reign over the Stronghold, the lackeys he controlled and ordered around, Africa, the dead, the Americans. He was a monster of pure ego. And the worst kind – he professed that it was all in the cause of Allah and the Ummah, the people. But it was really all about him. It was always about him, and the gratification of his ego. 
 And right now his ego was seriously fucked off by a handful of surviving snake-eaters out in the bush. 
 * * * 
 One of those lackeys came in and whispered something in Godane’s ear. He kept on whispering. 
 After he left, Godane said to Zack: “The kaffirs are on the move.” 
 “What – the Americans? Where are they going?” 
 Godane stroked his beard. “Indeed. Where are they going, half-caste?” 
 Zack’s eyes narrowed. What the hell kind of game was this? 
 Godane played another card. “They are traveling west. What’s to the west, half-caste?” 
 “Ethiopia. Djibouti.” But Zack could only play so stupid. “Camp Lemonnier.” 
 “And what is it they seek at Camp Lemonnier?” 
 Zack tried to keep his poker face, while cursing inside his head. He actually had an excellent idea of what Triple Nickel might be running there for. He’d known about the heavy weapons locker the Task Force kept there, since well before the fall. And he’d taken some risks to make sure Godane never found out about it. The last thing the post-Apocalypse needed was Islamists running around with mini-guns and artillery. 
 But that was then. Now, he had to decide: 
 Was this a test? Did Godane already know – and was just trying to learn the extent to which Zack was fucking with him? If he got caught in an outright lie, his life expectancy there, already not real great, wasn’t going to improve. 
 Godane didn’t quite reveal his hand. He said, “They are going there for something to fight us with. It is the only explanation. But they will not commit their treachery unmolested. La ilaha illa Allah.” 
 * * * 
 Scurrying fast, Zack found Baxter in one of the garden patches inside the walls, struggling with a hoe in the near dark. The big expanse of vegetable garden was lit only with a couple of low lights with red filters over them. 
 He pulled Baxter in close and whispered: “Godane’s turning out the militia.” 
 “What? Where to?” 
 “Camp Lemonnier. He’s going to ambush the Special Forces team that’s heading there.” 
 “Fuck.” 
 “Yeah. And it’s even worse than that. I’m going with them.” 
 Baxter pulled back slightly and looked Zack in the eye. “I’ll go in your place. I can convince Godane. You’re in no shape for it.” 
 Zack shook his head sadly, and managed a weak smile. “No. It’s got to be me. You’ll be safe here as long as Godane needs you to pilot the drone—” He cut himself off and suddenly looked baffled. “Wait a second. Is somebody else flying the Predator?” 
 “No. I’ve been following the plan – putting off Godane’s requests that I train up his guys. But I’m running pretty low on excuses.” 
 Zack shrugged that off. “Never mind that. My question is, if you’re here, and the Pred is on the ground… how the hell did Godane know Triple Nickel’s on the move? Much less where they’re going?” 
 Baxter shook his head. “No idea. Maybe he’s got other intel sources. He does often seem to be kind of everywhere all at once.” 
 Zack squinted off at nothing in the dark. “Could he have another drone we don’t even know about? Some satellite feed that’s still up? What?” 
 Zack cursed quietly. This was another wrinkle, another damned puzzle, and not something he had the bandwidth to try and solve. It was hard enough to play chess against Godane when they were basically kept blindfolded and not let in the room with the board. It was too much to mentally grapple with at once, and his head hurt. 
 Baxter started to protest again about Zack going to Lemonnier. 
 Zack cut him off. “No. Like I said, you’ll be safe here. Whereas if you go out on this goat-fucking rodeo, you’ll probably just end up getting shot by Triple Nickel – when they schwack the shit out of Godane’s raggedy-ass militia.” 
 Baxter cocked his head. “So you’re calling it for SF in a walkover?” 
 “I don’t like al-Shabaab’s odds. And all of Godane’s goons don’t actually get slotted, they’ll probably just get infected by the dead. And even if you do survive, you’ll come back here to find me up there on that cross, after he cuts Abo down. No, it’s gotta be me.” 
 Baxter exhaled mournfully. “Okay, Zack. Watch your ass.” 
 They could already hear guys running around in the darkness – assembling men, weapons, and ammo, and getting them loaded into vehicles. Both Baxter and Zack also recognized a rich, deep voice above the general tumult. It was al-Sîf himself, organizing the preparations for the patrol. 
 It looked like he was leading the goat rodeo himself. 
 And they would be going out armed for bear. 



 Convoy 
 Triple Nickel Garage - Two Klicks From Camp Price 
 Todd had originally picked the site for their motor pool, not to mention built it from the ground up. So he didn’t have any trouble finding it even in the pitch black of a Somalian forest at 0400. He picked his way quietly down the overgrown trail, navigating from memory. 
 From the beginning, the option of driving the gun trucks right up to the camp had been a non-starter. Aside from not wanting to clear a path through the forest right to their doorstep, the trucks were simply too loud – first too loud for counter-insurgency, and later too loud for hiding from the dead. Eventually, Todd had done a lot of work making the trucks run quieter than they did initially. 
 Now his assignment was to make sure they ran at all. It had been a few months since anyone had taken out a vehicle patrol. Todd slightly wondered if they’d all gotten too comfortable there – fat, happy, and lazy inside their walled compound. They’d certainly gotten cliquey. But that was okay, he guessed. He knew how people were, and he could roll with the minor infighting. 
 He saw the larger hulking patch of darkness ahead, rising up and blocking out the faint light of the stars through the forest canopy. He circled around to the front and began clearing away the living camouflage from in front of the big doors. This took some doing – there was a lot more of it than when he’d left it, and it had recruited allies, growing into the surrounding bush. But in fifteen minutes he had the area out front reasonably clear. 
 In another fifteen, he had both vehicles checked out and running, and loaded up with every fuel can they would hold. 
 Seconds later, the rest of the team arrived. They were carrying extra ammo for the machine guns, in addition to their personal weapons, and they mounted up the gun trucks in silence. 
 This was the entire rest of the team except Elijah. He would be staying behind to man the fort – so if al-Shabaab showed up, at least they couldn’t just walk in and make themselves at home. But, mainly, his job was to fly overwatch for them with the drone. He would cover them for the first couple of hours, before having to turn back. 
 And then the patrol would be on its own. 
 * * * 
 And in barely another nineteen ass-rumbling and alternately stultifying and terrifying hours, they had arrived at the backside of Camp Lemonnier – the side that backed onto Djibouti–Ambouli International Airport, which they’d decided was the safest infiltration route. It helped that what counted as a major highway around there, the RN2, ran from the Somalia/Djibouti border right around the end of the runways, in the finger of land between the airport and the Gulf of Aden. 
 The drive was supposed to take fourteen hours, and did on paper. The first segment, on Somalia’s “Road Number One” had been uneventful. They had driven through a couple of hours of darkness, then watched the sun come up behind them in the mirrors. They had used standard convoy tactics – tactical spacing, constant situational awareness, and very high speed. 
 Todd drove the lead vehicle. He was a certified speed freak behind the wheel and had been a big fan of the Fast and the Furious franchise. If he’d had a fourth career after venture capitalist, master carpenter, and Special Forces soldier, it would have been illegal street racer and heist artist. 
 He still wasn’t totally ruling it out. 
 But they’d also had to slow periodically for tangles of stopped or wrecked cars, on what passed for a major highway in a country that had basically been living the zombie apocalypse since long before the fall. Being unable to keep up their speed for more than a few minutes at a time badly dinged their travel time. 
 They also saw a few dozen dead along the way, in ones and threes, standing inert on or alongside the road. These perked up when the convoy blasted by. But none of them were quick enough that the convoy gunners needed to engage – not even the fast ones, the runners, which they had first started seeing about six months ago, but which virtually never troubled them out in the bush. 
 No, the real delay – and the only serious trouble – came when they had to drive through the Berbera city center to get to the coast road that led to Djibouti. There had been some discussion of sticking to the best highway available across Somalia, which crossed the south of the country far from the coast. The trouble was, to get to it, they’d have to go through Hargeisa. And while no one particularly fancied Berbera, or in fact any big population center… they figured anyplace would be better than Hargeisa. 
 Which was what they’d named the virus, due to it originating there and all. 
 But Berbera turned out to be much worse than they’d reckoned on, or even imagined – the surface streets and intersections were a riot of abandoned and crashed cars and trucks. They’d had to double back on themselves an uncountable number of times. And every time they did, they had to face the dead they’d woken up the first time through. 
 They’d gotten to clear the guns with every mounted weapon they had. And every shot they fired drew more. If they had gotten jammed up, or lost their mobility for any reason… but, thank God, they hadn’t. 
 Everyone started breathing properly again when they finally clawed their way out of town and onto the coast road, with the shooting dying down and the chaos receding behind them. As they drove away, Todd stuck his left hand out the driver’s-side window and made a long, slow, wide jerk-off motion. 
 The truck behind them nearly swerved off the road from the tsunami of laughter inside. 
 After that, it was just the hiss of their tires on the thin covering of sand that had drifted onto the road and the cool offshore breeze, all the way to their destination. 
 But Berbera had cost them, not just in terms of ammo expended but also in minutes of daylight burnt. When they crossed over the border into Djibouti, the sun was already splashing down in the Indian Ocean far behind them. 
 * * * 
 Driving with NVGs now, Todd led the two-vehicle convoy across the sprawling tarmac of Djibouti Airport’s taxiways and runways. Getting in had been no problem. They’d just knocked down a chain-link fence with the cattle catcher on the front of the first truck and rolled in, lights out and engines barely turning over. 
 The NVGs he wore were the most advanced model the world had produced by the time it ended, combining a fourth-generation light-magnified view with an infrared or thermal picture. The resulting field was extremely vivid and less two-dimensional than the old light-only green-blob NVGs. Also, human figures tended to leap out of the background due to their body heat, which was very helpful when you were shooting at them, or trying to shoot around them. 
 The trouble now was: the dead didn’t have body heat. 
 But the airport, as far as they could make out, and at least in the restricted out-of-doors areas they drove through, was so far pleasantly free of dead guys. 
 Todd already knew exactly where they planned to stash the vehicles according to the mission plan and made a beeline for it now. Basically, they couldn’t risk bringing the trucks closer than about a kilometer to the base. They were quiet, but they weren’t that quiet. He navigated using the Blue Force tracker on the dash. The satellites had started getting unreliable by this point, but GPS still worked more often than it didn’t. 
 Reaching the waypoint coordinates, he rolled them silently up into the deeper shadow beside a maintenance structure by the side of the main taxiway. Wordlessly, the four SF men and their female CST unassed the two vehicles and slithered forward into the darkness. In ten minutes they’d reached the wire – the fence at the back of Camp Lemonnier. 
 Todd pulled a pair of wire snippers from a pouch on his belt and in thirty seconds he had made a gap big enough to ride a tricycle through. He held the flap open for the others, but also made as if to pat each of them down, like he was a club bouncer. Jake wordlessly stuck his index finger in Todd’s face, which was the tactical hand signal for Knock it the fuck off. 
 After the others were inside, Todd slipped in after them – then turned back around and sealed the lacerated fence back up again with cable ties. They didn’t want anyone following them in there. 
 No doubt the camp would already be crowded enough. 



 Peace Corps With Guns 
 Camp Lemonnier - 50 Meters from Heavy Weapons Locker 
 But, weirdly, Camp Lemonnier actually didn’t appear crowded. Instead, it was still and silent as the tomb. And Triple Nickel moved through it like grave robbers. 
 Ten minutes after breaking them all in, Todd was on his own again. They couldn’t bring the vehicles into camp – but they also wouldn’t realistically be able to walk the heavy weapons out of it either. So the plan was to patrol in on foot, then find a truck they could get running again and requisition for temporary use. 
 And by “they” of course what they actually meant was Todd. 
 Once they had it loaded up with their booty, they would fire up the engines and blast out of there, back to the parked gun trucks, no longer giving a damn if they made enough noise to wake the dead. 
 It hadn’t taken long to find an abandoned M1081 LVAD – basically a 2.5-ton cargo truck with a walled but open bed – within fifty meters of the weapons locker. Now, while the others did whatever hoodoo was required to break into the secure facility – he gathered blowtorches were involved – Todd was making sure the truck would start when they needed it to. He had humped in a battery, two quarts of oil, and three different types of engine fluids. Checking and replacing it all took no more than ten minutes. 
 He couldn’t test his handiwork by turning the engine over. 
 But he didn’t doubt it would work. He was very good at his job. 
 Now he sat alone in the dark of the cab and kept watch. They’d been equally happy, surprised, and relieved to find almost no dead so far. This was unexpected. Then again, not utterly so – they’d picked their point of entry to be close to the locker, so they had little ground to cover to get there. They had been prepared to silently take down any that got in their way. But so far, the only ones they’d seen had been standing catatonic out in the open, mostly in the middle distance, and could be easily detoured around. The operators were very good at moving silently. 
 And not a single Zulu had perked up so far. 
 Maybe the rest of the team had to take some down nearer the locker. But if so they hadn’t felt the need to make a radio report about it. 
 So now Todd was in one of those weirdly peaceful moments that sometimes happen in the middle of stressful or dangerous missions. Just waiting, watching, and willing nothing to go wrong. Todd slumped down in the bench seat, coolly scanning the enhanced darkness, basically just kicking it. 
 He looked out upon the dead base, smiled, and thought: Freakin’ Lemonnier. Back to CLUville… From where he sat up high in the truck, Todd could just see the endless
rows and stacks of Containerized Living Units, those anonymous white boxes for people, one of which he used to walk past day after day. It was always strange visiting old haunts. 
 Then again, what a long strange trip his whole life had been. 
 * * * 
 Raised in wealthy Marin County, north of San Francisco, Todd earned a double BA in studio arts and mechanical engineering from Cal Berkeley – hence the ever-present and now very well-worn Cal hat. After college, he went to work as an analyst for a venture capital firm – while studying in the evenings at the San Francisco Art Institute. 
 Restless, he tended to find a productive use for every minute in the day. 
 He soon became a master carpenter, crafting clever little boxes and cabinets in his workshop. He’d always been great with his hands – after he singlehandedly built the set for his high school musical, his teacher said it “looked like Grauman’s Chinese Theatre.” An avid cyclist, he blasted through the Bay Area on his way to work or classes, usually listening to heavy metal at high volume. 
 But it turned out all of these pursuits were ultimately just a distraction. What he’d been trying to distract himself from was all the genocide and injustice in the world, all the global suffering he read about each week in The Economist. And he certainly wasn’t doing anything to stop any of it as a venture capitalist. 
 It ate at him. 
 Eventually he decided he was going to have to personally do something about it. And his decision ultimately came down to either joining the Peace Corps or enlisting in the military. His parents had been very liberal, and patriotism hadn’t been a major theme where he grew up – none of the older kids in his neighborhood had enlisted after 9/11. He hadn’t liked this “too good for America” mindset and had wanted to rebel against it. It just took him a while to put his money where his mouth was. 
 When he read that Army Special Forces was “like the peace corps with guns” he was half sold. But when he found out that as an engineer sergeant he could spend half his time building things with his hands – and the other half blowing shit up – he was totally sold. 
 He got accepted into the X-Ray program – which enlisted exceptional civilians into the Army and direct to SF Assessment and Selection. You weren’t guaranteed a spot – just a shot. Todd could have gone in as an officer, but didn’t want to do so just because he had a college degree. It would have been just another form of privilege. He wanted to earn his stripes, and learn his trade from the ground up. 
 In a story that followed him around, he got terrible blisters in Basic Training and his boots actually filled with blood soon after that at Jump School. He threatened everyone in his class that he’d slit their throats quietly in the night if they told on him. He had no intention of missing his spot in SFAS, the last stop on the road to the infamous Special Forces Q Course. 
 After earning his Green Beret, he also volunteered to go to Ranger School – the notoriously brutal 61-day combat leadership course. Earning his Ranger tab was the hardest thing he’d ever done – harder than Berkeley, harder than the long hours in the venture capital world, harder even than the decision to enlist. 
 But it was obvious to anyone paying attention that he had something to prove. 
 In the later stages of the Q Course, he learned everything about construction: how to pour foundations, set joists, frame in windows, hang doors, install roofing, pull wiring. There had been classes on construction design, reading blueprints, masonry, structural calculations, and materials management. He had to be able to do it all, do it a million miles from civilization – and do it all strictly to the federal building code. 
 After that had come the fun stuff: tactical demolitions, charge calculation, target analysis, firing assemblies, calculation of fuse burn times, radio-control devices. Formulas for how much explosive was needed to shatter, crack, cut, or penetrate a wide variety of materials and obstacles. Charge placement, safety and handling, the murky world of IEDs and render-safe procedures. Practical exercises in planting charges – on bridges, buildings, tanks, towers, trucks, trains, artillery pieces, helicopters, cruise missiles. 
 As the junior engineer sergeant on this deployment, it had been his job to assist the senior man in designing and building their bush camp. He also had primary responsibility for maintaining the vehicles, was a specialist on terrain features, headed up tactical resupply including pallet airdrops, and managed storage of munitions and demolitions. 
 When he had knocked all that off – in the Army he remained a high-energy overachiever – he tended to spend his time sunbathing shirtless in his Ranger panties, his blond flop of hair pushed back from his face, and the three tattoos on his upper body out in view: the Metallica logo on his pec, his Special Forces tab permanently inked on his shoulder – and van Gogh’s Sunflowers on his bicep. 
 Todd had a rep in the groups as a crazy kid. He was emotional, fiery, creative, and had an artistic temperament. He was a people person – not happy unless he was meeting, greeting, listening, or talking. He’d been known to stop a car just to talk to a total stranger. He was a bit of a smart-ass – but he was both smart and funny enough to get away with it, most of the time. 
 In the end, his surfer-dude appearance and casual manner belied a masterful level of mechanical and technical skill, as well as an inquisitive and contrarian nature. Brendan, as team captain, could always count on Todd for pushback and sharp-shooting of any idea that was put forward. (Jake got a little more of that than he might prefer.) He was the very opposite of a yes-man. He was also a restless soul, a thinker, and an incessant talker. 
 At bottom, he had a deep need to be extraordinary – to not merely achieve what everyone else did. 
 As he sat silently in the dark now, his radio squelched three times – the signal that the team was coming back in. Looking in the large side-view mirror, he could see two of them trundling a big cart over the uneven ground. It was overloaded with bulky crates, indistinct in the dark, but presumably containing heavy weapons and ordnance. Todd eased open the door and swung down to assist, producing neither light nor noise. 
 The first thing he’d done in the truck cab was disable the overhead light. 
 * * * 
 Twenty minutes and four trips later, the truck was loaded up and the team mounted up as well. Brendan swung into the cab beside Todd, while Kate and Jake rode wagon-train style with the weapons in back. 
 Kwon was another story. He had been assigned to overwatch for the exfil – to do any shooting that was necessary for them to get safely the hell out of Dodge. They hoped they’d be able to start the truck and go blasting out of there too quickly to rouse any opposition. 
 But one of the first things they teach you in SF is that hope is not a strategy. 
 Now, through his NVGs, Todd could make one of Kwon’s IR-reflective patches, which most of them wore to be highly visible in NVGs, shimmying up into a guard tower. As fate would have it, the best overwatch point (OP), and the one Kwon had decided on, was the same half-destroyed guard tower he had manned in the defense of the camp eighteen months ago. 
 As soon as he was set up and in position, he reported it quietly over the net. 
 Todd put his hand on the ignition – but then froze. 
 After a couple of seconds had passed, Jake came over the radio from the back. “What’s the hold-up?”

 Whispering, and slumping lower in his seat, Todd answered. “I’ve got movement to our twelve.” 

“How many?”

 “At least a dozen.” He paused before finishing. 
 “And they’ve got heat signatures.” 
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 Both Todd and Brendan swung out of the cab and out onto the ground in the next second. It was doctrine. They were cut off by a superior force of foot-mobiles. They knew that if you stay in the vehicle, you die. Todd for one had no plans to be riddled with bullets while sitting stupidly behind the wheel. 
 On the other hand, there was no good cover to hand, so both of them leaned out around the sides of the open truck doors, weapons horizontal and steady, pulled in tight to their shoulders by pressure on the vertical foregrips, looking over the tops of their weapons sights. When wearing NVGs, which made using the sights awkward at best, they aimed using the IR lasers mounted on their weapons. 
 No one fired. There were a variety of reasons for this. 
 The first and most obvious was that all those heat signatures out there cutting them off could be friendlies. They hadn’t met any friendlies, or living people of any disposition, since the fall. But that didn’t mean some weren’t out there. They were on a U.S. military base, after all. 
 An even better reason was that they were surrounded by the dead. There were hardly any in sight. But they were sure as hell out there. And while Triple Nickel’s weapons were expensively and effectively silenced, that probably wouldn’t be true of the enemy – whoever they were, and if they were enemies. 
 As the heat blobs grew closer and resolved, the need for silence became the controlling reason. Because it became clear, to Todd at least, that they were a bunch of jihadi-looking motherfuckers: sandals, robes, turbans – and everyone who didn’t have an AK had an RPG. Some had both. They also outnumbered Triple Nickel about three-to-one. Not that those were necessarily bad odds, given the quality of the opposition. 

“Kate, Jake, send status.” This was Brendan. He needed to know where his other two people were – now. 

“Still in the truck bed,” Kate answered. “I’ve got them zeroed, over the top of the cab.” Kate had improvised on doctrine, Todd realized: with the enemy to the front, rather than in the more common L-shaped ambush, she’d decided that where she was actually provided her best cover – the best she could quickly get to, at any rate. It was a good call. 

“Jake, sitrep,” Brendan repeated. He was barely whispering. 
 After a few seconds, it was Kate who answered. “He dismounted and took off, moving fast and quiet. Don’t know where to.”


“Copy that.”

 The next voice was from their twelve, up ahead. It was one of the jihadi mothers. And he was yelling at them – while keeping his voice to a whisper. A kind of urgent, voice-thrown hiss. 
 “Amrikieen! You go nowhere! Put down your guns. We kill you! We have you! We have you!” 
 Todd guessed they meant, “We have you surrounded and outnumbered” – but didn’t have sufficient English for it. He sighed out loud. Why were these guys always so overwrought? It was like jihad turned you into a fourteen-year-old girl – everything was this huge drama. 
 Brendan got back on the net. “Nobody engages unless I do.” His intent was clear: their suppressed weapons wouldn’t keep things from going noisy. AKs are fucking loud, never mind RPGs. If shooting started, whoever started it, the jihadis would bring the whole dead world down on their heads. 

“Kwon – have you got eyes on Jake?” But the only answer that came back was two squelches: no. Todd could sense Brendan silently cursing. He could also see the enemy maneuvering – spreading out on both their flanks. The SF team couldn’t maneuver without leaving cover. And soon they’d be flanked on both sides, which essentially meant no longer being under cover. 
 “Amrikieen! Put your guns. You come now!” 
 After that, the silence came back, becoming as much a player here as the darkness of the night. You could hear a pin drop. You could actually hear people struggling not to breathe too loudly – from the adrenaline, tension, and barely restrained panic. Trying not to hyperventilate from fear. 
 Todd had the green dot of his IR laser pointer on the chest of a guy in the middle of the jihadis, but one position to the left. He could see Brendan’s on the guy to the right. He’d already taken half the slack out of his trigger, and his safety had gotten disengaged a lifetime ago. He worked to steady his breathing, and the bouncing of the green dot. He could hear the blood pounding in his ears. He could feel his own powerful, rapid heartbeats in his chest. 
 He took a look to their nine o’clock, his left, just to take a look. 
 And there was more movement – but no heat signature. Trying to get the dull dark blob to resolve, he worked out it was a dead guy. And it was moving. It hadn’t locked on yet, much less gone into frenzy and moaning. But this stand-off of the living had piqued its interest. Now it was shambling over for a look. 
 And there was another one, just to its side and a few meters behind. 
 Todd looked through the open doors of the truck cab to check their three – same deal. Faint movement. 

Fuck. “Uh, Cap…” he said. 
 “Amrikieen! This your last chance! You die now!” 
 Todd stole another look to his left. The first dead guy was still moving slowly – but inside of twenty meters from him. 
 “Uh, Cap,” he repeated, very quietly. “I don’t like the look of this girl for slow-dancing.” And it was now obviously a female solder who was approaching him – one who was still somehow overweight, which was impressive this far into the ZA. “And I’m definitely not into any face-sucking.” 
 Todd looked over at Brendan – and he could see he was frozen. 
 At this point, everyone in the situation knew something had to give. The tension had to crack in some way – to break in one direction or the other. And Todd could feel Brendan not doing it, could sense his reluctance to pull the trigger. For some reason, maybe fear of how it would play out when things kicked off, Brendan was trying to keep it from coming to a head. 
 But someone had to make a move. Brendan had to act. C’mon, B, Todd silently urged him on. 
 But Brendan didn’t act. Instead someone else did. 
 Audibly muttering, “Oh, fuck it,” an unarmed figure left the jihadis’ ranks and walked smoothly but quickly into the open of the no-man’s-land between the two forces, his hands held out from his sides. 
 “I’m unarmed,” he said. “Don’t shoot.” 
 His English was only lightly accented. 
 * * * 
 Brendan lowered his rifle slightly. Todd did not. 
 The guy who had broken ranks was in indeterminate dress, and didn’t quite have an Afro, but it wasn’t exactly crusader straight hair either. Todd half-expected this to be the white-boy jihadi they’d seen on drone video. But it wasn’t. Todd didn’t think he was al-Shabaab, or even Somali. His race was indeterminate. 
 But he was pretty clearly a Westerner. 
 And then Todd was out of time for target identification, because his undead girlfriend was only two seconds from reaching him. But in the same instant he decided to turn and fire, her head went thwack – and she stopped in her tracks, falling into a pile of herself, fat rolls and limbs. 
 Todd didn’t move. He just pondered. 

It’s Kwon, he realized. In overwatch. His suppressed rifle would be completely inaudible at that range. He looked out of the corner of his eye as the girlfriend’s friend, a few steps behind, also collapsed. Then two on the other side, to their right. 
 There was muttering from the jihadi ranks. Dead guys magically hitting the dirt obviously spooked them – but not as much as the guys actually in their sights firing would have. So Todd, Brendan, and Kate continued to hold their fire. Then again, Todd was all too familiar with al-Shabaab fire discipline, and could sense their fire selectors on full-auto and sweaty fingers curled around triggers. He knew these guys could go from nodded-out to lethal in two seconds, with no warning. 
 The non-jihadi dude, his hands out before him in a gesture of calming, whispered, “Look. Nobody wants anybody to start shooting in here. Let’s work this out.” 
 Brendan came back to life. To Todd, he appeared to cock his head and regard the new guy for a few seconds, his mouth slightly parted, a strange look on his face. Finally he said, “Fine. Have your people back off. And then we’re driving out of here.” 
 The man paused before answering. “I’ll do my best. But I don’t think they’re going to let you go with the stuff you’ve got loaded up.” 
 “It’s not their fucking stuff, is it?” 
 The jihadi previously in charge got back in the game now, but switched languages. He said, “Zakwani! Kaalay dib! Markii ugu hadal uu ka weyn yahay.” 
 Everyone in Triple Nickel but Kate spoke pretty decent Somali. 
 And they knew what that meant was: shit was probably going to kick off now. 
 Todd cocked his own head now – he could just make out another heat signature, fainter, moving in the jihadis’ rear. Reinforcements? A runner, with a message for them? 
 Silently, the head of the head jihadi stopped existing. 
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 Then the head of the guy next to him. Both disappeared in red mist and silence. 
 It was reinforcements, but not for them – for the Special Forces. 
 It was a one-man quick reaction force (QRF) – it was Jake, moving around with total impunity in the enemy’s rear. And now he was carefully, methodically, and precisely putting three-round bursts from his MP7 into the backs of the heads of the enemy. This was his normal trick with dead guys, but it worked perfectly well at converting living ones. He was instantly and seamlessly supported by Kwon, shooting down silently from above. Todd guessed the two of them had coordinated either on a spare channel, or maybe with hand signals. Or just badass-motherfucker telepathy. 
 Neither of their weapons made any audible noise. 
 And none of the enemy got a shot off. 
 In three seconds, all twelve were dead. And the Westerner – Zakwani, otherwise known as Zack – was left standing in front of a semicircle of dead guys, truly dead, all of whom had now had their heads turned into canoes. Through his NVGs, Todd saw the green dot of an IR aiming laser settle on the man’s chest… then just sit there. It was Brendan, who was covering him from beside the truck. But he didn’t fire. 
 Todd laughed and got on the radio. “Jesus Christ, dud—”

 He was cut off by a long clattering burst of AK fire crashing off the grille of the truck and the door he was behind, and at least one round passing close enough to his arm to pull at the fabric of the sleeve. 
 And then what seemed like a thousand AKs were lighting up the night – followed immediately by two streaking RPGs. Luckily, the latter were launched from too far out to be effective – but by no means too far out to be fucking terrifying. As Todd hit the dirt, he tried to process the night-vision image that had impressed itself on his retina in the prior second. 
 And he actually worked out what was probably going on. 
 Jake and Kwon had killed the al-Shabaab force that had got the drop on them. But they must have had a reserve force – which was now blasting in from their front and right, roughly from the direction of the front gate. These guys would have had to have vehicles, too. And also wouldn’t have wanted to bring them in too close. Todd figured the reserve force must have been with the transport. 
 And that was just about all the time for analysis he had here. 
 Rounds were still clattering off the surfaces of the truck, flattening the tires, shattering the windshield. Todd returned fire, just to put some goddamned rounds downrange, aiming in the rough direction of the galaxy of muzzle flashes. Not pausing his shooting, he stole a glance to his right, where he saw Brendan had crawled under the truck. Also smart. It seemed like he could vaguely sense Kwon shooting down from overwatch, and maybe even Kate from up in the truck bed. It was also some kind of SF telepathy. 
 He’d already emptied his first magazine, not really aiming, when he belatedly made out an IR-reflective patch sprinting directly toward him. It was Jake, hauling ass back to the truck, through the lines of the guys he had killed, and with the jihadi army reserve right on his tail. 

Jesus Christ… Todd could have shot him in all the chaos and confusion. That was the trouble with not aiming. But there was no time for freaking out about that either, because Jake was shouting at full volume as he ran flat out: “Saddle up! Time to go!” 
 Todd braced his body to move. 
 Someone fell on him. 
 It was a dead guy. And it was trying to chomp him. 
 * * * 
 There were legions of dead collapsing on them now, from every direction except the one the reserve jihadi assault was coming from. But Todd had more immediate problems. 
 He pushed and kicked and shoved to get the body weight of this one off him, creating enough space to bring his assault rifle to bear, which he did. 

Click. 
 It was empty. He’d forgotten about that. 
 He let the rifle drop and yanked his secondary weapon from its chest rig, instantly triggering off and taking off half the wheezing dead soldier’s head. He didn’t stop firing and took down two more coming in behind it, fifteen rounds right in a row and the slide locked back. The dead guys were moving a hell of a lot less tentatively now that the world was exploding with light and noise all around them. They were getting in the spirit of things, like it was all an amusing dead-guy/live-guy mixer. Todd rose to a crouch and decided to reload the pistol immediately. He couldn’t leave both his weapons empty, which was not a good marker for life expectancy. 
 He felt a sharp pain on the inside of his right thigh. An incoming AK round had creased him. The incoming fire was still pretty heavy – and increasingly effective, which meant accurate. Everywhere he could see were dead guys, jihadis shooting, dead guys, more jihadis. Wherever the dead garrison of the camp had been hiding, they’d all come out to play now. 
 “Load up!” Jake shouted, blasting by. “There’s too many, we gotta go!” That he hadn’t gone for the truck cab told Todd one thing – Jake wanted him driving. He bounced up off the dirt and slithered into the driver’s seat, keeping low and shoving his rifle ahead of him. Broken glass bit into his ass, but there was zero time to do anything about it. He turned over the engine – and the headlights came on, completely washing out his view and causing an instant crushing headache in everyone there wearing NVGs. He flailed around blind for the switch, finally killing the lights. 
 He tried to slump down even lower as rounds crashed into the cab and another brilliant RPG streaked in right toward their faces, then dropped off and exploded in front of the truck, causing another brief whiteout, as well as a shower of dirt cascading over them. But then the fire to their front and right started slackening as a couple of smaller explosions went off up ahead, and Todd could sense Jake and Kate in the back of the truck chucking grenades over his head and putting out rounds. The heat blobs of the swarming reserve jihadis started to scatter – they were either taking hits, or else had worked out they were under effective fire and going for cover. 
 Special Forces doctrine was always about crushing fire suppression in their immediate action drills. And they were doing it, reacting perfectly as a team, with no coordination required. 
 Brendan came sliding into the cab from the other side, also keeping low. 
 Todd hit his radio mic: “Sound off—” 

“We’re all in!” Jake cut him off. “Go, go, go!”

 Todd ground it into gear and then tried to put the accelerator pedal through the floor with his boot. The truck rocketed forward like a fighter plane in a carrier-deck catapult launch, albeit one with a full load of heavy weapons in the back, knocking down and then bouncing over three or four shambling corpses that’d been stupid enough to wander in front of it. At the last possible second, Todd saw a figure huddling on the open ground dead ahead. 
 It was the Western guy – Zakwani. Brendan hadn’t shot him in the end. Maybe there was a reason. 
 With about four inches to spare, Todd cranked the wheel to the left and swerved to miss him, the entire apparatus of truck and load of weapons and men lurching wildly. Then he pointed the truck’s nose at the north-west corner of the camp, and its ruin of a guard tower. 
 He was hauling ass to go get their last team member. 
 And nobody remotely had to tell him to. 
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 “Kwon, Todd, comin’ to you!” 

“Copy that.” Jesus. Kwon sounded like he was at the rifle range, laid out flat on a nice soft ground pad, breathing the fragrant air. Whereas Todd was currently driving like he was in 2012 and LA was dropping into the sea eight feet behind them. He took a right turn that pulled all the weight off the left-side wheels, if not quite pulling them off the ground. This was way too much like their original madcap escape from this place during the fall – except with more dead guys now, and also the only other living people shooting at them. 
 He keyed his radio again. “And I am not stopping, so get your Indiana Jones on and get ready to jump for it, motherfucker.” 

“Copy that.”

 “I might slow down a little if you’re lucky.” 
 The original idea had been that Kwon would cover their withdrawal, then quietly climb down the outside of the wire and rendezvous with them at the vehicles. 
 That was pretty much out now, as was anything that involved quiet. 
 Brendan was shooting steadily out the passenger-side window, and didn’t stop as he shouted over his shoulder: “Keep us rolling! They’re coming out of the damned woodwork!” 
 Camp Lemonnier hadn’t been empty. It had just been sleeping. 
 Kate cut into Todd’s ear from the back: “Hey, Todd. Remember Jurassic Park?”

 “Yeah, man!” 

“Must… drive… faster…!” When Todd shot a look into the side mirror, he busted out laughing to see that it actually did read, “Objects in mirror are closer than they appear.” 
 Over the text, and behind it, and all around it, was not a T-Rex, but rather a shitload of runners. Like a New York marathon of runners. And they were earning their name today. It occurred to Todd they’d had it easy on their last demolition-derby drive out of here – because the runners hadn’t even appeared yet. And right now he couldn’t get up enough speed to outpace them – not with the giant truck in the confines of the matrix of roads through camp. 
 It didn’t help that half the tires had been shot out by those jihadi ass-clowns. It did help, somewhat, that they were run-flat tires. But they would only go so far or last so long before shredding away entirely, and the theoretical top speed of the truck, not all that fantastic to start with, was seriously degraded. 
 Now he had to take another turn, left-hand this time – and he slowed for it even less than the last one. The heavy cargo in the rear slid across the bed like a counterweight, the back end started to come around, and Todd fought the wheel as the front tires dug in right then left then right again. As he regained control, barely, he spared another look for the mirror. He could see runners still falling in behind them and reaching out toward the back gate of the truck bed. One after the other, they were taking head shots and tumbling away – for now. 
 Basically, Jake and Kate were back there shooting runners like it was cool. And they were having to do it to keep the frenzied creatures from hauling themselves up onto the truck bed. Todd keyed his mic. 
 “Kwon, cancel that – I am not fucking slowing down.” 
 Kwon didn’t bother to answer, probably because they were now nearly at the corner of the camp and the guard tower. Luckily for Kwon, Todd was obliged to slow down enough to turn and avoid crashing into the base of the tower. He didn’t actually see Kwon make the leap, but he heard him hit the top of the cargo stacked just behind the cab. 
 Then he heard him hit the top of the cab. 
 And then he saw him bounce over the shattered window glass, land on the hood – and dig in with both hands to the front end of the dashboard as his legs swung around crazily on the hood and then off it. Brendan let go of his weapon and grabbed Kwon by both arms. Todd fought the thrumming wheel to straighten them out after that ninety-degree swerve away from the tower. 
 The right side of the truck crashed into a building front, shooting off ten-foot-long sparks as it slid along it, then bounced in the other direction and started shooting sparks off the fence – a second after Kwon pulled his legs back up on the hood, after hanging off the left side. 
 As Todd battled to regain control, a figure flashed out of the night, flailing like a maniac. It landed on Kwon’s back, bounced before it could latch onto him, and then went sliding off the left side, grabbing onto the inside edge of the empty windshield frame. 
 It let out some kind of hellish hiss – and pulled itself back up, right in Todd’s face, its tongue vibrating in its open mouth and milky white eyes glowing hellishly in the NVGs. Poised there for a fraction of an instant, it struck Todd as exactly like an alien about to strike with its slime-dripping inner jaw. He let go the wheel with one hand, drew his pistol from his vest, thanked the universe that he’d reloaded it, stuck it in the creature’s open mouth, and fired eight times as fast as he could pull the trigger. 
 As he did, he screamed, “Eat this!” – half-expecting to get splashed with acid. 
 He didn’t. The manic dead fucker, its head turned into a cylinder, fell off the truck and disappeared under the blurring, flapping wheels. Both of them grunting, Brendan pulled Kwon through the blown-out windshield and into the cab. Todd floored it and aimed them at the nearest section of outer wire that didn’t have a building in front of it. After they crashed through it, he’d figure out how to get them back to the gun trucks. 
 Squirming to turn himself right side up again in the middle of the bench seat, Kwon said: “I say we take off and nuke the entire site from orbit. It’s the only way to be sure.” 

Goddamn, Todd thought. 

The stone-cold killer has a sense of humor after all.

 * * * 
 “Dude – what the fuck?” 
 They were all piling out of the truck and onto the pitch-black taxiway of the airport. They were still moving a hundred miles an hour – they just weren’t being chased or shot at right that second. Todd had not quite paused to pose this question. 
 Jake hit the ground. He knew exactly what Todd was talking about – the hyperkinetic Zulu who went for Kwon. “Yeah. We saw it, too. Plus another one. It tried to jump on the back of the moving truck – twenty feet through the air.” 
 Kate appeared from the other side, cradling her weapon, as if for comfort. She said, “Jake blew it right out of the sky. Like skeet shooting. He shredded its torso to ribbons, but it hit the ground, bounced off the tarmac, got up and started chasing us – and catching up. We had to shoot its legs off. At first I thought they were just runners, but Jesus…” 
 “Some kind of crazy-ass meth-head of a runner.” Todd was still picturing the hissing face that had been six inches from his. He couldn’t stop seeing it. “They were more aggressive. And a lot faster.” 
 “Yeah,” Jake said. “This is something new.” 
 Brendan came around from checking on the crates in the truck bed. 
 “’Sup, B!” Todd meant Brendan. He was obviously still wired and buzzing from the fight, and their thrilling escape from death. 
 Brendan just nodded at him, then addressed the group. “I think the call is we drive all three vehicles out, take the LVAD as far as it will go – then, wherever that is, cross-load everything to the gun trucks. Anyplace is better than here.” 
 “Concur,” Jake said. “Let’s move out.” 
 “Fine,” Todd said, “but I’m not driving old and busted here again.” The others gave him a look. He pointed to the shot-up cargo truck. “Old and busted.” Then he pointed to their fancy gun trucks. “New hotness.” 
 Only Kate seemed to get that one. She also belatedly noticed Todd’s thigh wound. “Let me wrap that up for you,” she said, taking a knee and pulling open her med pouch. 
 Todd looked down. “I like where your head is at,” he said, echoing her comment from the team room. In this case, her head was directly in front of his groin. 
 She took the Israeli bandage she’d removed from her pouch and shoved it in his chest. “Wrap it yourself. Cheeky fucker.” But she was half-smiling as she said it. 
 In four minutes they were back on the road, heading east again through the black night of the dead Somali coast. 
 Back to something like safety. Maybe. 



 The Sword 
 Camp Lemonnier 
 When Zack uncovered his head and willed his eyes to open, he had a lot to take in – none of it good. Well, just one thing was good: the absence of the careening cargo truck. There was no way he could have gotten out of the way of that in time. And it was a damn good thing he didn’t try, because he would have had exactly a one-in-two chance of diving in the direction the truck didn’t swerve. Somebody up there was looking out for him. 
 And by that he meant somebody up there in that cab, driving the truck. 
 He was vaguely aware of some shooting still going on in the background, but it all seemed to be following the truck, which was already disappearing around a corner and out of sight. 
 The next thing he saw was a brick-like object lying on the ground a few feet away. He didn’t recognize it, crawled closer, picked it up – and then belatedly clocked what should have been the very first call on his attention: a shitload of shambling dead guys, all of them closing in on him and forming a perfect circle. The only reason they weren’t on him already was because the ones in front were falling on the shot-to-death al-Shabaab guys lying all around, getting a free meal. 
 Basically, Zack was the only living thing in an unbroken and tightening ring of death – some of it disanimated and lying still as God intended, most of it still walking around. As the dead al-Shabaab guys got oversubscribed by hungry plague victims, the others stumbled over them and locked onto Zack. 
 He shoved the brick-like object in the cargo pocket of his pants and dove for a gun. Luckily there were a lot of AKs lying on the ground. He fell on one, rolled over, pointed it at the nearest walking corpse, who was very near indeed, and squeezed the trigger. 
 Nothing happened. 
 He dropped the mag. Full. None of these guys had ever got a shot off. But now he saw this one had taken a round right in the receiver. 
 He threw it away and scrabbled around for another, but the dead were already falling on him. It was too late. 
 Zack rolled onto his back, to look death in the face. 
 And, strangely calm in this last moment, he thought: So this is how it ends. He waited until the last second to close his eyes. 
 A head landed in his lap. The body it belonged to fell over. 
 Behind it was al-Sîf, swinging his gigantic and badass Moorish scimitar. Heads started hitting the deck to either side. Zack crab-crawled to get clear – he didn’t want to dodge being eaten only to get infected by oozing heads and then find himself chomping on other people himself. 
 More AK fire started up, close. 
 The reserve force was here. 
 * * * 
 “You and Baxter,” Al-Sîf said, shaking his head, and reaching down to give Zack a hand up. “I have no idea how you lived this long.” 
 Zack climbed to his feet and peered around in the darkness. 
 Al-Sîf had stayed back with the trucks, and with the reserve force, in order to tactically control the operation – while Zack had been sent forward, to take the main force to where the Americans were most likely to be. 
 In fact, he’d done his damnedest to lead them as far away from the Americans as possible, but it hadn’t worked. They’d spotted Triple Nickel loading their truck out in the open. Their tactics from that point weren’t very subtle – they basically all swarmed toward the front of the truck, which was the nearest side of it. 
 And come to notice it, Zack thought, surveying the ring of their bodies, this hadn’t worked out very well for them in the end. 
 The shooting by the reserve force was dying down now – until it wasn’t, ramping back up with very little lag. With a chill of horror, Zack realized that this group, led by the Sword, had cleared out the dead that had been converging on him and the remains of the lead team. But they hadn’t even put a dent in all the ex-soldiers that used to garrison this camp. 
 The dead had their own reserve force. A much bigger one. And they were moving in fast. 
 In another minute, Zack, al-Sîf, and the eight fighters in reserve had formed a protective ring – hunkered down in all-around defense. Zack’s military education wasn’t great, but he knew things usually didn’t end well for guys forced to fight in that kind of formation. Ask Custer. 
 Stealing a look over, Zack saw al-Sîf was also wearing his body armor underneath his tactical vest. Most of the al-Shabaab guys didn’t have Kevlar. But their commander did. Now he sheathed his scimitar – Zack had no idea how, as the thick part of the blade looked wider than the mouth of the scabbard – and unslung his assault rifle from his back. Al-Sîf was so much of a badass that he had two trademark badass weapons. 
 This second was a Bushmaster ACR – for Adaptive Combat Rifle. It had originally been designed for the competition to replace the Army’s aging M4. In the end it lost out to the SCAR and the HK416, but that was like losing a slam dunk contest to Lebron James and Kobe Bryant. The Bushmaster was widely regarded as an awesome weapon, despite – or perhaps because of – a rumored design flaw that caused it to sometimes go full-auto while in single-shot mode. 
 Al-Sîf even had an EOTech holographic sight mounted on it – a piece of kit generally well outside the budget of anyone in al-Shabaab, or anyone in Africa for that matter. 
 But burnishing his reputation for badassery even more than the fearsomeness of the rifle was the fact that these things had only ever rolled out to U.S. special operators for review and testing. The rumors about how he had come by his didn’t take long to start, nor require much imagination. 
 Somewhere along the line, al-Sîf had dropped a Shyatyn Allyl – a night devil. 
 He had taken down an operator. 
 * * * 
 Now he stood over at Zack, who was down on the ground again scrabbling for an undamaged weapon, and firing smoothly over and around the ring of defenders that had circled the two of them. Dead were dropping all over. Luckily they all seemed to be walkers for the moment – the truck had led the local runners on a merry chase out toward the wire. 
 Zack found an AKS-74U – the stubby, pistol-grip version of the AK – plus a bandolier of mags, which he draped around his neck. He leaned in to al-Sîf and shouted over the percussive popping of the man’s 5.56 rounds: “We can’t stay here!" 
 Al-Sîf opened his mouth to agree, and also probably to add some smart-ass comment. But he never got it out. A black shape flew over the heads of the ring of defenders. It was impossible to see what it was, only to react autonomously. Zack flinched and dove right, al-Sîf left. Before either could pivot to defend themselves, it had – thank fuck – locked onto the back of one of the outside defenders and taken a huge dripping chunk out of his neck and shoulder with its teeth. 
 This thing was right in their ranks now, inches away, flailing manically, and al-Sîf let his rifle fall on its sling and drew his scimitar again, striking at the frenetic dead man’s neck. But it was already spinning to attack him and brought its arm up – the scimitar hit at an odd angle and wedged in the bone, stuck good. As he yanked at it with his right hand, the furious, raging corpse ignored this and instead made a half-screaming half-hissing noise and lunged, teeth-first, at al-Sîf’s face. 
 But it never got there. 
 His left hand drove up under its chin with his big sheath knife – embedding it so far the blade actually came out the top of its head. Al-Sîf decided to let it stay there. The disanimated body took it down to the ground with it. 
 He turned to Zack. “We can’t stay here.” 
 He did yank his scimitar free, but Zack didn’t watch this operation, because he was shooting himself now, trying to put controlled bursts into the ranks of dead who were coming through what was now a big gap in their line – not just from the guy who’d been bitten, and was now down on his knees screaming and using both hands to try to keep all his blood from pouring out his neck, but from the guys on either side of him, who had backed away smartly. 
 Their circular line was collapsing. 
 To his everlasting fame and credit, al-Sîf shouted, “Waxaan ka soo jebin! Hadda!” and then he led the breakout himself, sword first. He waded out the gap, whirling, pivoting, and flashing his blade like a giant’s meat cleaver, taking down or taking apart one, two, four of them, in seconds. Heads fell or split in two, the odd arm coming off just from having got in the way. 
 Dropping out his mag and fumblingly slotting a full one in, Zack spared a look for this swordplay masterclass, impressed. He knew al-Sîf had studied kendo. That sword wasn’t ornamental, or just for beheading tied-up journalists. It was for close combat. 
 And he used it that way now, slashing and hacking through the undead mob that was trying to extinguish them. 
 Zack wasn’t stupid, so he put himself right in al-Sîf’s back pocket, or just far enough behind not to get hit with the backstrokes. He could hear the others following behind – could hear them because they were all going cyclic, shooting like postal workers. The AK wasn’t known for its accuracy at the best of times, but you couldn’t blame them for getting as much lead in the air as fast as possible. They were now being swarmed by dozens or hundreds of the dead. 
 But then they had to reload. Pretty much all at once. 
 And now Zack knew they were back there because they were screaming. 
 He kept his eyes on al-Sîf’s Achilles-like, fast-moving, one-man rampage – and he kept moving, at all costs, no matter what. They had to get out of there and any delay, any jamming up, any loss of mobility, was going to be fatal. As a distant secondary matter, he took short controlled bursts on any dead who came in on their flanks. Ahead and behind were covered. 
 And he also tried to remember to keep breathing. 
 Later he would tell Baxter that this was the dodgiest shit he had ever been involved in, across the entire ZA. Then again, this record wouldn’t last long. 
 The front gate was coming up and into sight now, just a lighter patch of dark in the night. They’d parked right outside it, maybe fifty meters down the road, close to both the camp and Djibouti Town, probably because they were neither as clever nor as paranoid as the SF guys. There was still firing going on behind Zack, thank fuck. Just less of it. 
 Al-Sîf hurdled the barrier arm, and Zack limbo’d under it. 
 And suddenly they were clear, at least to the front, and both sprinting flat out. When they reached the crooked line of parked-up vehicles, Zack spun around to defend while al-Sîf leapt around to the driver’s side. He had the keys. 
 Zack did a tactical reload, dropping his current mag with whatever was left in it and getting a fresh one in, a bit more smoothly this time. He scanned the dark over the top of the AK’s iron sights. There was a growing crowd of stumbling figures spilling out the gates. But, as far as he could tell, not one of them was alive. 
 Every single one of their guys had fallen off the back of the train. He and al-Sîf were all that was left. They were it. And Zack was now tail-gunner Charlie. 
 One more casualty, and it would have been him. 
 And as he swallowed down something dry and heavy in his throat, he saw the shambling figures at the front of the approaching crowd being knocked aside to make way for… runners. And once clear of the crowd, they accelerated like a pack of pissed-off T-1000s. 
 Zack depressed his trigger and held it down as he swept his barrel from side to side, the night erupting before him in a giant sheet of muzzle flash, and the roar assaulting his ears. As the mag went empty, and he could hear the truck starting up behind him, some motion and noise to his right snapped his head around. More walkers – and more runners, a lot more – all coming in from Djibouti Town. The violent revving of the truck engine snapped him into action. 
 He opened the passenger door and threw himself, just behind his rifle, then pulled the door shut. Something smashed into the passenger-side window, a few inches from his cheek, spider-webbing the glass. It was a face. 
 And now Zack realized he had been wrong. One of those runners back there actually was alive. 
 It was one of the reserve force guys, and one Zack knew personally – a nice kid named Arbooshe. He was young, too young for al-Shabaab to have gotten their hooks into him. But at least he’d survived the Apocalypse – until now. As Zack looked into the youth’s pleading eyes, he could see deep raking wounds across his jaw and neck. 
 Zack pushed his elbow down on the door lock. 
 Al-Sîf shot a look over and saw what Zack did. 
 “Xumahay, walaalkiis,” he said, then popped the clutch, spun the back tires, smashed into a half-dozen figures who’d gotten in front of them – then jacked the wheel and put them into a shrieking one-eighty that sprayed dirt and body parts twelve feet in the air. Finally, he pointed their nose back down the road out of town and floored it. 
 Zack pulled his seatbelt across his chest, and looked over at the driver. 
 Even if he hadn’t grown up speaking Somali part-time, he could have translated al-Sîf’s last comment from his tone, sagging face, and body language alone. 
 It was: “Sorry, brother.” 



 Exalted in Might and Wise 
 The Stronghold - Outside the Front Gates 
 The crushingly long drive back to the Stronghold passed in silence. Al-Sîf was normally a happy warrior. He’d gone on a kill-crazy rampage to get him and Zack out of Lemonnier alive, but he’d done it with relish and verve, even in their most desperate moments. 
 But now Zack figured he’d had many hours to consider what was waiting for him back at the Stronghold, after he reported to Godane. He’d not only failed to kill the Americans, or take their weapons and supplies. He’d also lost three of the four vehicles, plus every fighter he’d led out on the mission. 
 All he was bringing back was Zack. Which there was absolutely no reason to suspect Godane would appreciate in the least. 
 The two of them had pushed on through the night and all of the next day, stopping only for fuel – most of the spare gas cans had been on the other trucks. So they’d had to siphon abandoned cars and one underground tank at a gas station. Al-Sîf made Zack do the hose-sucking while he pulled security. 
 “You suck better than you shoot, Zack,” was all he said about that. 
 Now it was night again as they rolled up to the giant log front gates, with the lights off and the engine idling low. As noted, al-Shabaab was neither smart enough nor paranoid enough to park their vehicles somewhere else. They had a dirt track that led right inside the compound. In fairness, the Stronghold was even more isolated than Camp Price. 
 Plus, if push came to shove, it was also a hell of a lot more defensible. 
 They waited in the dark for the two-ton gates to swing slowly open. 
 * * * 
 Zack got sent straight to his room while al-Sîf went to deliver the bad news to his eminence, the Emir – after first waking him up. Zack did not envy him that task, and guessed he’d got the better part of the deal. But he’d only just slipped inside their room, found Baxter asleep, woke him, and started to brief him – when the door opened again. 
 It was one of Godane’s Praetorians, as Baxter and Zack referred to them – the longer-surviving, more violent, and most loyal fighters, who Godane kept close. They were a bit like al-Sîf Lite. A lot of the al-Shabaab “fighters” who had originally made it to the Stronghold alive were goofballs, scrawny guys who looked like they were playing army when they picked up their AKs. But the Praetorians were serious, and most had proved that they were deadly. 
 Zack patted Baxter on the hip – as if to say, Don’t worry – but also to hand him something out of sight, something blocky and heavy, which Baxter was clued in enough to slip under the blanket. Then Zack rose and followed the guard. There was another outside. The two of them wordlessly frog-marched Zack through the dim tunnels, one before and one behind. When they entered Godane’s chamber, the atmosphere in there was so foul it would have turned Bordeaux to balsamic vinegar. 

Ah, shit, Zack thought. 
 He surveyed the scene as he walked forward. Godane was at his desk, al-Sîf standing to the side, his body armor stripped off now. Zack looked over his shoulder – the two goons did not exit to guard the hallway this time, but stood inside, to either side of the door. Zack approached the desk like he was a dead man walking, with not much prison corridor left to go. 
 He tortured his brain, knowing that whatever he came up with to say here was going to have a pretty serious impact on his future health and happiness. But Godane spoke before he could. The Emir wasn’t ranting for once. His manner was calm and ice-cold – and scarier for that reason. 
 “You will tell me why they spared you,” he said. 
 Zack stopped himself from saying, “What?” He didn’t need a replay of Pulp Fiction with Godane in the role of Jules: “I dare you, I double-dare you, motherfucker – say what one more goddamned time!” 
 “Emir,” he said, “it was the hand of al-Sîf that saved me.” 
 But even as he said this, he could read it on Godane’s face: twenty men go out to fight the Americans, two come back – and one of them is Zack? It didn’t add up, and not only because Zack didn’t particularly enjoy a reputation as a fearsome fighter. 
 Godane turned aside to al-Sîf and spoke to him in Arabic. Zack had to take care not to react in any visible way. He’d managed to conceal from Godane for a long time that he spoke Arabic. It was one of the very few aces up his sleeve. 
 Al-Sîf shrugged in response, and Godane turned back to Zack. 
 “The devils spared you,” he said. “It is the only explanation.” 
 And even as Zack opened his mouth to deny it… his face betrayed him again. Godane was right. He knew he was right. They had spared him. Not having NVGs, he hadn’t seen the IR laser dot dancing on his chest. But he had seen everybody else in the advance team drop like sacks of cement all around him. And then that truck had swerved around him with inches to spare – when they didn’t have to, and could have been forgiven for running him over. They’d had bigger problems. 
 Zack played a card, albeit not a great one. “Emir, they killed your men because they are very, very well trained in combat.” 
 He was careful not to phrase that last clause as because they are super-skilled unflappable badass operators who make your spray-and-pray mafia look like shitty paintball players.



 “Surely in your wisdom you can see that a war with them will not go well. You can still walk away with honor.” 
 But before these words were even out of his mouth, Zack knew how futile the effort had to be. Godane’s belly had a pre-existing load of bile for Triple Nickel – and that was yesterday. Today, they’d murdered the shit out of twenty of his fighters. It was already war, the first shots had been fired – and there wasn’t going to be any backing down, certainly not on this side. Watching him, Zack thought Godane pretended to not even hear what he’d just said, like it was a kindness to ignore it. 
 “If you are working with them, I will know it,” Godane said. 
 “Emir, I am not working with them,” Zack said. 

Not yet.

 * * * 
 “As for the thief,” Godane said, reciting now in that rhythmic monotone he reserved for passages of the Quran. “As for the thief, the male and the female, amputate their hands in recompense for what they committed as a deterrent from Allah.” He looked up. “And Allah is Exalted in Might and Wise.” 
 Before he could react, Zack felt four strong hands on his arms, seizing him from behind. 

Ah, shit.

 In seconds they had him at Godane’s desk, his right hand stretched out and pressed down flat on its surface. Zack struggled, sort of automatically, but it was just pro forma. These guys were a lot bigger and stronger than him. Whatever was going to happen now was going to happen. 
 Godane leaned forward and looked Zack in the eye. “They stole from me. My trucks, my men. And you will pay in their stead.” 
 Zack was too scared now to look away – until a shadow passed over him and he twisted his neck to see al-Sîf stepping up beside him. It was obvious that today the man was going to earn not just his paycheck – but his nickname. 
 This was really happening. 

Oh, well, Zack thought. At least he’d be finished with Godane’s bullshit. Considering the quality of medical care available there, not to mention the dirt and squalor, he was unlikely to survive amputation. If blood loss didn’t get him – and he didn’t see anything like a C-A-T military tourniquet lying around – infection would. 
 He looked back as Godane spoke. “I am done trifling with the Americans. I am going to blow them into meat and smoke.” 
 Zack squinted. He might have one last thing he could do here – one last good act in this life. “You can’t do that, Emir.” 
 “Why not?” 
 “You can’t send the Predator over their compound again. They have Stinger missiles now, taken from Camp Lemonnier. I saw the crates on the back of the truck. If you send the drone, they will shoot it down before it even gets close.” 
 In point of fact, to the best of Zack’s recollection, the range of the Hellfires might actually be slightly greater than that of the Stingers. But Godane sure as hell didn’t need to know that. And he’d probably fuck it up anyway. 
 Godane nodded to al-Sîf. 
 Zack looked up. Al-Sîf was trading some kind of look with him. 
 As the scimitar fell, Zack hauled on his arm for everything he was worth. His hand moved a couple of inches – and he was almost certain the blade was off by at least a couple more. 
 It took off his middle and ring fingers at the first knuckle. 
 He screamed like a banshee. The sound must have carried through the entire Stronghold. Zack lurched away, jamming his left hand in his right armpit. 

Oh, motherfucking son of a BITCH. That smarted. 
 He stalked around like a headless chicken, blind with pain, and before he knew it tears were streaming down both cheeks. 
 “You are a woman,” he heard Godane sniff. “Take him from my sight.” 
 Zack was led away again, back down into the dark. 



 Because You Didn't 
 Camp Price - Team Room 
 Sitting up against the back wall of the Team Room, Elijah disinfected and rewrapped Todd’s thigh wound. Todd had stripped down to his Ranger panties – the black silky short-shorts that spec-ops guys loved and hated to wear for PT. Todd was always perfectly comfortable in them – the others a bit less so, due to the intermittent flashes of his nuts they made pretty much inevitable. Right now, the Ranger panties definitely facilitated access to his creasing bullet wound – which was alarmingly high on the inside of his thigh. 
 “You should be more careful,” Kwon said. “You almost got your best feature shot off.” 
 “Hell,” Todd said, “when it all kicked off, the only cover I had was from the waist up. I was trying to crawl inside my own boots.” 
 Everyone was back in the Team Room now, seated around the table. 
 They’d already stripped, cleaned, reloaded, and repacked all their weapons, gear, and assault kit. That was job one when getting back inside the wire. You never knew when you were going to have to rush back to the walls of the camp to defend it – or race outside to rescue somebody else. There wasn’t anybody else anymore, of course, but they had hung on to many of their old TTPs – tactics, techniques, and procedures. 
 Many of them were still good habits. 
 Kate said, “Nigga forgot to duck, that’s all.” Everyone laughed, including Elijah. The line was from Glory – Denzel Washington, 1989. Kate had long ago become one of the boys, participating in the bonding ritual of trading favorite immortal movie lines. Sometimes, on deployment, in a remote area, it was all the entertainment they had. She belatedly noticed that Todd also had some scorch marks of indeterminate origin on his face. RPGs probably. 
 “They can’t touch me, man,” Todd said with an arrogant tilt to his chin. “I’m a bandit for life!” 
 Kwon snorted. “Ass bandit for life.” 
 Kate and Todd were seated side-by-side. She looked at him seriously and said, “You can be my wingman anytime, Maverick.” 
 To which he replied, “The defense department regrets to inform you that your sons are dead because they were stupid.” 
 “What were you thinking?” Kate deadpanned. 
 “You don’t have time to think up there! If you think, you’re dead.” 
 The two of them cracked up helplessly, while the others just looked annoyed. Todd had Top Gun on his laptop, which he and Kate would constantly sit around watching, often with popcorn, giggling all the way through to the end, enjoying it more every time. Everybody else on the team, despite having seen all the other movies in their collection at least twenty-five times, steadfastly refused to watch Top Gun. They called it “the homoerotic seamen movie” and gave Kate and Todd endless shit about their devotion to it. 
 Now somebody had to take control of the bullshitting, or the two of them would be trading off Top Gun lines for the rest of the night, if not the rest of the post-Apocalypse. 
 “You’re trapped in a well with a goat and a slinky,” Kwon said. “Describe how you will escape.” 
 “I don’t know,” Todd said, as Elijah taped off the end of his bandage. “But it doesn’t end well for the goat.” 
 Brendan smiled, and remembered that surviving an ambush always made everyone giddy. They were equally happy and amazed to be alive, and suddenly everything was hilarious. “Hey, Kate,” he said. “You know the difference between a Boy Scout troop and a Special Forces ODA?” She shook her head. “Adult supervision.” 
 Brendan had caught a piece of shrapnel himself, which had scored the top of his hand – and he hadn’t even noticed the tip of his ear had been shot off. Elijah, welcoming them all home, had instantly been back on the job as medical sergeant. He’d already wrapped up Brendan’s hand and painted the ear with orange-brown Betadine antiseptic, which was about all that could be done with that. 
 But now, all the urgent and non-negotiable tasks having been squared away, this was going to be an all-team meeting – and, ultimately, a serious one. In a way that hadn’t been true in a long time, their lives were suddenly on the line. There was a time when their missions were often more important than their lives. 
 But surviving was their only mission anymore. 
 At least for now. 
 * * * 
 Jake motioned for everyone to stop the hi-jinks, stood up, and started the meeting. And he got straight to the point. 
 “Okay, guys, two things have happened. One, we achieved our mission objective – the heavy weapons are ours. Two, we bloodied Godane’s nose. My feeling is that both those facts militate for the same course of action now: we get those weapons emplaced and we fortify the camp.” 
 Brendan didn’t wait to jump in this time. He felt too strongly about this one. “There’s one thing that hasn’t changed. If we get engaged here and start blasting away, the dead will be right behind al-Shabaab. And none of us will ever get out of here again.” 
 Todd looked across at Brendan and shook his head slowly. “Au contraire, mein freund. That’s changed, too – it’s gotten worse.” He looked around the table before continuing. “Look, Kwon and I can get the Mk 47s and miniguns emplaced in the towers. And we build us a nice mortar pit. And after that, we can open multiple large cans of whoop-ass on anybody who comes after us here. But in the past, if the noise drew a bunch of walkers or runners, we might have a chance to fight our way out before they ringed us in a mile thick. But these new ones… I’m not sure they won’t just leap right over the wall and drop on our heads.” He looked up to Jake, then over to Kate. “You guys got a better look at them. Am I right?” 
 “Yeah, maybe,” Jake said. 
 Kate said, “The new ones aren’t good.” She didn’t say more, but her expression did: she was worried. These things were dangerous. They’d adapted to the walkers and even the runners, and were confident they could survive them. 
 But the game had just changed. 
 Jake turned to look down and across at Brendan. “Okay, what’s our alternative, then? Run for it? Take to the forest, like some half-assed band of merry men?” 
 Brendan took a second to answer. “Nobody wants that. I don’t even like the thought of it. But there’s no way to make Godane unlearn our location. Now that he knows we’re here, whether he comes for us or not is outside our control. Abandoning the camp and going elsewhere may become our only option. And we can either mount those weapons on the wall – or we can mount them on the trucks.” 
 Jake shook his head. “Sir, due respect – but fuck that. We’ve all worked too long and hard to secure this place. To make it defensible, to make it work. It’s our home. I’m not getting run out of here – at least not by that bearded, wild-eyed ass-clown.” 
 Everyone there knew how Jake felt about the al-Shabaab leader – and they all felt pretty much the same. It was because of Godane’s tireless and utterly unapologetic killing, torture, and oppression of innocent Somalis – who, after a few tours, Jake had started to get as attached to as he had to the Pashtuns and Hazara in Afghanistan, whom he’d fought to protect from the Taliban. 
 Brendan looked like he had something else to say and was holding his tongue. But then he wasn’t. “Killing Godane’s entire team wasn’t exactly calculated to make him less likely to come after us. You didn’t have to provoke him.” 
 Looking up, his voice flat, Jake said, “Wrong. Nothing we do or don’t do is going to make that son of a bitch any less of a threat. Our existence will be a provocation. You don’t know him like I do. Some people just need killing.” 
 Having started down this road, Brendan seemed unable to resist pushing it further. “There was still a chance we could have gotten out of there without a fight, without all the extra risk.” He and Jake were in a staring contest now. “You didn’t have to kill all those guys.” 
 Jake wrinkled his nose. “Yeah, I did. And you know why?” 
 “Why?” 
 “Because you didn’t.” 
 While at or just beyond the border of insubordination, this still silenced Brendan. Maybe it was too close to home, an uncomfortable truth. He was already riddled with doubt about his failure to act in that stand-off. 
 But he rallied now, shook this off, and used the prerogative of command to make a decision – while not ratcheting up the confrontation any further. “Okay. Here it is. We mount the heavy weapons in fixed positions – for now. But, Todd, I want both vehicles serviced, tanks topped, and MGs cleaned, lubed, and loaded. We prepare for both contingencies – stand and fight, or displace and fight.” 
 “Good enough,” Jake said, his tone saying he also agreed to this temporary climb-down. “But I need Todd working with Kwon to build emplacements for the weapons. I’ll take care of the vehicles. Kate assists.” 
 She nodded in assent. 
 “Also,” Jake continued, “we need to get those Stingers distributed across all three sangars asap, and we institute a twenty-four-hour watch schedule – starting now. Four hours on, twenty off, for everybody.” 
 “I’ll take the first watch,” Brendan said. He looked down the table. “Elijah, I also want you to start running as many air patrols with the Shadow as you can sustain – in all cardinal directions, but principally west and south. We have to watch for Godane now, which doesn’t mean we can stop watching for herds.” 
 Jake and Brendan traded looks, seeing if there was anything else, then scanning the table and the team. Jake said, “Okay, you heard the Captain. We make sure we’re prepared. And then we watch and wait.” 
 Everyone rose and got moving. 
 It was work time again. 



 The Gs 
 Camp Price - TOC 
 Elijah walked himself back to the TOC alone. And that’s how he’d be working again. But he preferred it that way, for several reasons. He hadn’t overly participated in the tomfoolery and screwing around in the team room – just enough to fit in, really. 
 He didn’t find it all that funny. 
 Entering the dim TOC, he put himself in the chair by the GCS and started doing pre-flight for the Shadow. He could do it all on autopilot at this point. 
 He knew Brendan thought he’d changed after the fall, and after Pete died. And he had. But that hadn’t really been it. It hadn’t been the worst of it. What had really hit him hard was… the deaths of the villagers they were supposed to be out there supporting and protecting. The Warsangali. 
 Their Gs. 
 After al-Shabaab had been pushed out of the cities of Somalia, they had taken to the bush – dominating, intimidating, and enforcing seventh-century Islamic law on many outlying villages and the largely defenseless people who lived in them. Hence Triple Nickel’s bush camp – they were there to mentor, support, and train the Warsangali branch of the Darod, the oldest clan in what used to be British Somaliland. In centuries past they had been a Somali Sultanate powerful enough to sign treaties with the British. But in the twenty-first century, they were just farmers and herders living in a few very remote villages in the forested mountains of the north. 
 Running clinics for the Warsangali had been a major tasking for Elijah. And it had given meaning to his life – it was much like the missionary work he had done for years before joining the Army. 
 It was God’s work. 
 Raised in rural Texas, Elijah held an associates degree in Bible Studies from Dallas Baptist University – and was actually a licensed, but non-practicing, minister. After college, he did two-year missions to South America and then to East Africa. Along the way he’d picked up serviceable Spanish, Portuguese, Swahili, Somali, and Arabic. 
 Whenever people would express envy at his knack for languages, he’d always say: “It’s not a knack. It’s a commitment. Anyone can learn a foreign language if they want to.” He knew all it took was a genuine desire to learn – and, mainly, the discipline to practice. He also went out of his way to find and practice with native speakers. It was a great way to build connections with foreign people – and to share with them the truth of Christ. And he found that each language he learned was easier than the last. 
 Just as each new convert made his heart sing. 
 * * * 
 Alone in the TOC, fingers caressing the GCS, Elijah took a look up at the region maps he had originally posted up in there. 
 He was a studious guy and had memorized a social science textbook’s worth of information about Somalia, the Sanaag region, the Darod clan – the complete environment the team would be operating in. He was also an extremely devout Christian, who felt he had a duty to preach the word of Christ and share his teachings. Occasionally this had come into conflict with his job as an SF soldier. But never with his medical work – that fit perfectly. He liked ministering to people, especially those who needed help and care. 
 And it had made him light up when he was able to give life-improving, and sometimes life-saving, care to the Warsangali. He grew to know and love them. He even went so far as to recruit a young Warsangali boy and train him up to work as his “physician’s assistant.” He’d also started doing twice-weekly Bible study sessions with the boy, who was eight years old and named Dalmar. The Warsangali were Muslim, but Dalmar was an orphan, so had no parents to object. And his relatives in the village who looked after him liked that he was a favorite of the Americans. 
 The Warsangali village had been nearly as isolated as Camp Price. And its residents might even have survived the fall, as had half of Triple Nickel. They did survive nearly a month into the ZA, not least because of Triple Nickel’s warnings and instruction. But then a small herd was spotted close by and, as was their way, the men went out to fight them – without telling Eli or the other soldiers first. They were defeated. And when the survivors returned, many of them wounded, the women brought them back in to care for them. Which was also their way. They knew what was likely to happen. They didn’t care. 
 And that had been the end of the Warsangali village. The end of the Gs. 
 And it was when all of them had died, including little Dalmar… 
 Well, after that, Elijah was never the same again. 



 Bushmaster 
 Camp Price - Outside the Team Room 
 “’Sup, B!” This was Todd, along with Kwon, coming out of the team room behind Brendan – and trying on his line again. Brendan hadn’t felt like playing back on the tarmac of Djibouti Airport, when they were still a long way from home or safety. Now he delivered his expected line. 
 “Nothin‘. Watchin‘ the game. Havin‘ a Bud.” 
 “True, true,” Todd said, closing it out. He pulled up beside Brendan and looked off at Jake and Kate moving side-by-side out the front gate, heading for the garage. He suddenly noticed they were walking pretty close together. He said, “Hey, you don’t think those two…” 
 “No,” Brendan said. “Jake would know better than to try it on.” 
 “I don’t know,” Todd said. “I say she gets assignments to go off and work with him way more than chance would explain. And he makes most of the assignments.” 
 As far as any of them knew, in their first eighteen months of isolation, everyone on the team had been too professional, or too scared, to try anything with Kate. With more women in combat roles, guys had slowly learned to behave. 
 Todd cocked his head. “I wonder if anyone in her last unit tried it on.” 
 “I heard one did,” Brendan said. 
 “What happened?” 
 “An episode involving his own K-Bar knife and his dangly bits.” 
 “Holy shit,” Todd said. “Are you going to finish that story?” 
 “You want me to?” 
 “…No.” 
 “Don’t worry, I think you’re safe from your own Yarborough knife. You know better.” 
 The Yarborough knife was the trademark SF knife – one was given to every graduate of the Q-course, with special engraving and serialization on the blade. It was named for William P. Yarborough, the Special Warfare Center commander who convinced John F. Kennedy to authorize the green beret in the first place. 
 Todd turned to Brendan. “Here’s a question I forgot to ask. Why didn’t you shoot that dude?” 
 “What dude?” 
 “That unarmed guy who stepped out between us and al-Shabaab, to try and stop the fight. The Western-looking dude.” 
 Brendan paused. “Because I know him.” 
 Todd’s eyes went wide. “You’re kidding. Who the hell is he?” 
 Brendan took a breath. “His name’s Zack – Aldridge, or something that sounds like that. He was an Agency analyst. Detailed to the HOA Task Force.” 
 Now Kwon raised his eyebrows. “So what the fuck is he doing rolling with al-Shabaab?” 
 Brendan shrugged. “I don’t know. But my guess would be, same as everyone else: surviving.” 
 Kwon looked like he wasn’t buying that. “If he just showed up at the al-Shabaab Stronghold, why wouldn’t they shoot him on sight?” 
 Brendan held his gaze. At thirty, the junior weapons sergeant was actually two years older than him. He said, “I honestly don’t know. Maybe he had an asset inside who vouched for him. Maybe he had something to trade. Or maybe you’ll get to ask him yourself.” 
 “How?” 
 “I have a feeling we might be hearing from him.” 
 Kwon narrowed his eyes. “And if we do hear from him, why should we trust him?” 
 Brendan didn’t react. He said, “My father did. He worked with him.” 
 Todd looked amazed and amused. “What, at Agency? No shit.” 
 “He actually came over for dinner with our family once, in Arlington, when I was sixteen.” 
 Todd laughed. “Dude, that’s hilarious.” 
 Brendan shrugged. “My father had just done back-to-back tours as assistant station chief in Cairo. I hadn’t lived in the States in years. And I remember this man told me something I never forgot. I said I wanted to join the Agency some day. And he told me not to do it.” 
 “Why?” 
 “He said… he said they’d just send me back there, to Arlington. Or else to Cairo. Whichever place I hated most.” 
 Kwon said, “He’s from HOA, isn’t he?” 
 “Yes. Born here. But he got his master’s degree from Princeton, if I recall.” 
 Todd straightened up. “Right, enough tales of the bizarre. Gotta hit it.” He looked at Kwon. “You coming, dude?” 
 “Yeah. I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 “No worries. I gotta draw up some building plans first, anyway.” He loped off in his long-legged rock-star stride. 
 * * * 
 Kwon was alone with Brendan now. Expressionless, voice super-cool as always, he said: “Hey, Captain. Did you see al-Sîf? On the battlefield?” 
 Brendan looked surprised. “What? Godane’s enforcer? He was at Lemonnier?” 
 Kwon nodded. “Yeah. I glassed him from my OP, right at the end.” 
 “If you glassed him, why didn’t you shoot him?” 
 “I actually mainly saw his sword, hacking above the fray. He was moving fast. And at that point I had to jump for it.” He blinked once, slowly. “If you didn’t see him, then you didn’t see what kind of rifle he was carrying.” 
 “No. Can’t say I did. Why?” 
 Kwon seemed to consider, then decided. “You probably need to know this. Two deployments back, before you rotated in. One of Jake’s close friends, Jim Rierson, was killed. He was in our sister team, 578.” 
 Brendan nodded. “I heard about him. Didn’t know he and Jake were tight.” 
 “They went way back. Fought together in Syria, Iraqi Kurdistan. Even before that, during the insurgency in Ramadi, it was Jim who helped Jake off the field after his leg got blown off.” 
 Brendan nodded. He knew not to say something facile like, I’m sorry Jake’s buddy got killed. Instead he said, “How did Rierson die?” 
 Kwon’s expression didn’t change. “Badly. It was an ambush. He was out in the bush mentoring a patrol from Alpha Group.” 
 Brendan nodded. He knew Alpha Group was the first element of the U.S.-backed Somali special operations counter-terror force known as Gasshan, or The Shield. He also knew 578 was one of the ODAs given the job of standing that unit up and getting them operational. 
 Kwon continued. “We think somebody sold them out. It wasn’t like Jim to just walk into some shit like that.” 
 “Mole in the SNA? Or Somali government?” 
 “Yeah. Could have been either. Anyway, everyone in the patrol was killed or captured. The two captures turned up later on YouTube.” 
 Brendan got it – beheaded. “Jesus. Not Rierson?” 
 “No. Jim wasn’t going out like that. When we recovered his body at the site of the ambush, he’d been non-mortally wounded in six different places. He was also completely out of ammo – lying in the middle of a ring of his own rifle and pistol brass. He went down shooting, defending his guys.” 
 “So what killed him then? He bled out?” 
 Kwon shook his head slowly. “Head shot. Close range. Execution-style.” 
 Brendan shook his own head now. “Ever get payback?” 
 “We sure as hell tried. Never knew for sure exactly who was behind it. Except that Jim happened to be carrying a Bushmaster ACR when he went down. As far as I know, it was the only one in HOA. And his body had been stripped of it.” 
 “Ever see it again?” 
 “Yeah. Yesterday.” 
 Brendan put all this together. Al-Sîf. His voice dropped lower. “Does Jake know?” 
 “Yeah. He knows.” 
 Kwon turned and headed out, leaving Brendon standing alone, beneath the moving cloud shadows of the late afternoon. In the near silence and solitude, the pain from the minor wounds in his hand and ear came creeping back. He’d hardly felt them before, with the adrenaline and the stress and the burdens of leadership. 
 Now, the pain felt real. And uncomplicated. 
 * * * 
 Brendan closed his eyes for a second, realizing he had a bigger problem with his command than he’d known. Jake had been implacable and bellicose on the subject of al-Shabaab before this. But now that he knew al-Sîf had killed one of his best friends… well, if there was anyone who might restrain him now, that person probably wasn’t Brendan. 
 He exhaled and looked around the clean and well-ordered camp. Everyone was out of sight now, back at work. He was alone with his doubts, and with the weight of command. If he really even was in command. Once again, he was having to face his greatest fear – failing as a leader. And proving to be what he feared his father always thought he was: weak. 
 He simply didn’t have the innate strength that Jake did. And he was nothing like as vicious as Jake could be in a fight. It was kind of annoying, actually. In addition to Jake’s other natural advantages and attributes – his decisiveness and resoluteness and natural air of command – he was simply a fearsome fighter. Just lethal, super-skilled, and totally unflappable. 
 Most likely, none of them would have even made it out of Camp Lemonnier alive in the first place if it weren’t for Jake. 
 So Brendan knew he wasn’t as strong or as skilled a soldier as Jake. He certainly wasn’t as experienced. 
 But he also knew Jake could sometimes be too self-assured, too convinced he had seen it all – and thus very quick to believe he had a situation all figured out. And his certainty could lead to a deficit in restraint – he knew what needed doing, and he was damned well going to do it. In fairness, he usually did have things figured out, and had the right action pegged. 
 But one day, Brendan worried, Jake’s confidence was going to overreach itself and was going to turn into hubris. 
 And someone, not necessarily Jake, was going to pay a bad price for it. 
 Driven to the edge of rage by his hatred of al-Shabaab, of Godane, and now of the man, al-Sîf, who had executed his friend… that day might be coming. And if Brendan couldn’t find the strength and resolve to oppose him, he had a bad feeling Jake was going to get them all killed, in a bloody and pointless war between Triple Nickel and al-Shabaab. The first shots had already been fired. Godane had been bloodied. And he almost certainly had a lot more bodies to throw into the scrap. 
 But they weren’t there yet. 
 Brendan still had a couple of cards to play. 
 * * * 
 He found Elijah in the TOC, preparing to launch the Shadow. He stuck his head in. 
 “Eli.” 
 “Yeah, Cap.” 
 “Do me a favor and keep the PSC-5 powered up.” 
 “Sure.” Elijah’s brow wrinkled. They normally used the big high-power radio set to communicate with patrols outside the wire – usually far out. But the gang was currently all tucked up at home. “What am I listening for?” 
 “Stay on channel 23. You’ll know it when you hear it.” 
 “Roger that.” 
 Brendan withdrew again and walked half the length of the camp back to the team room, where he found Todd and Kwon. They were poring over Todd’s hasty but skillful drawings of the defensive emplacements they needed to modify or build from scratch. He stuck his head in again. “How’s it going?” 
 “Good,” Todd said. “We’re gonna turn the first spade in a few minutes.” 
 “Okay. I’m heading over to stores. Need anything?” 
 “Not yet,” Todd said. “What are you getting?” 
 “Need to draw a new team radio.” 
 “What happened to yours?” 
 Belatedly, Todd noticed the long pouch on Brendan’s tactical vest was empty. “I dropped it.” 
 “What – where?” 
 Brendan didn’t smile. He rarely did. 
 “Out the window of that cargo truck.” 



 Gun Safety 
 The Stronghold - Zack and Baxter’s Room 
 “Jesus Christ, Zack. Godane already thinks you’re a spy. Now you’re actually gonna become one.” 
 Baxter and Zack both sat regarding the boxy team radio where it lay on the bed. It was an AN/PRC-152 Multiband Handheld Radio – the newer, higher tech version of the old AN/PRC-148 MBITR (pronounced “embitter”). Rolled out in 1990, the MBITR was what the vast majority of infantry used for squad-level communications, as well as comms back with their fire base. Not long before the end, spec-ops got the new one. It had excellent range and power, and was satellite and data capable. 
 “Yeah, pretty smart, right?” Zack said. “He’ll never guess I’m actually doing what his paranoia tells him I’m already doing.” He was trying to lighten the oppressive mood in there. But neither one of them laughed. 
 This was the first radio of any sort either of them had been alone in a room with since the fall. But they didn’t dare turn it on yet. Godane was completely paranoid about OPSEC and about the entire U.S. intelligence and military apparatus – despite it all being gone now. 
 Zack continued to stare at the radio where it lay. He looked up at Baxter. “Is it possible Godane still has guys monitoring the coalition frequencies? Or even scanning the whole spectrum?” 
 Baxter said, “Does it matter? This thing’s encrypted to hell and back.” 
 “True.” Zack spoke slowly. He was moving slowly, deliberately. They were in a very tight and dangerous place and sudden moves could get them killed. “But all they’d have to do is detect something transmitting from here – something that wasn’t them. They wouldn’t have to understand it. Just triangulate in.” 
 “Analysis,” Baxter said. “Is the return worth the risk? The eternal question.” 
 Zack did smile at this. The student had become the master. 
 He flexed the fingers of his left hand. Even with the bandages at the tips, the two fingers were still too short. And that shit wasn’t growing back. Baxter had patched him up first thing when he came staggering back in. Their big, fully stocked med ruck had long ago been confiscated by the state. But they’d managed to hang on to a small aid pouch. Just no painkillers – Godane’s guys were very big on those – and now the missing tips of Zack’s fingers ached and stung like goddamned sons of bitches. He tried to put them out of his mind. 
 “Trouble is, we don’t know how bad our risk already is,” he said. “What does Godane know? What else did Abo write in that Bible? The dumb country son of a bitch.” 
 Baxter nodded. “And just how sinister and cunning is Godane? Maybe he already knows everything – and he’s just toying with us, trying to find out more, or keeping us alive because he still needs us.” 
 “Or because he’s a sadistic bastard.” 
 The door opened, no knock. Zack actually fell on top of the radio, grabbed his hand, and looked like he was in pain. It didn’t take much acting skill. Two Praetorians were behind the door. One stepped in. 
 “Baxter. Waxaad haddaba kaalay.” 
 Baxter got up. Zack slid the radio under the blanket and started to rise as well. 
 “Aadan.” He punctuated this with a finger to the chest of Zack, who sat back down and exchanged a last wide-eyed look with Baxter. Both of them were wondering the same thing and the look communicated it. 
 Was this last time they’d see each other alive? 
 * * * 
 An hour later, Baxter came back. First thing, Zack checked the young man’s hands: yep, all ten fingers and they all still went all the way to the ends. That was something. 
 On the other hand, Baxter looked rattled. He sat down on his bed. 
 “Well?” Zack asked, sitting up straighter. 
 Baxter spoke dully. “We’ve got to get the hell out of here.” 
 Zack exhaled and just absorbed that for a second. “What’s happening?” 
 Baxter stopped staring at an arbitrary spot of wall and looked back over to Zack. “Godane’s putting together a war party. They’re going out for Triple Nickel – an all-out attack on their camp. It’s a with-your-shields-or-on-them kind of thing.” 
 “It was probably inevitable.” 
 “He wants me providing overwatch with the Pred.” 
 Zack squinted. “I told him he can’t put the Pred up now. The SF guys have got Stingers.” 
 Baxter nodded. “And, amazingly, he didn’t assume you were buffaloing him. The drone’s just for the first part of the patrol. He has me turning back before we get within Stinger missile range.” 
 Zack thought about this, trying to interpret it. 
 Baxter said, “It’s worse than that, though. This drone mission is also a non-negotiable training session for two of his more tech-savvy guys.” 
 Zack nodded. There was a time when “tech-savvy jihadis” would have been a contradiction in terms. But that was a long time ago. The jihad went online in about 2002. Increasingly sophisticated remote-triggered IEDs also required some technical finesse. 
 Baxter went on. “He made it clear that by the end of this mission, his people should be fully trained up on using the GCS and flying the UAV.” Baxter paused, not looking happy. “This can’t be a good sign for us.” 
 Zack said, “I don’t know. I think even if he offs me, he’s going to keep you.” 
 “What makes you think that?” 
 “Something about the fact that you’re white, and were born in a state that starts with a vowel. And went to Georgetown.” 
 “What the hell does that have to do with it? You went to Princeton.” 
 Zack nodded. “Yeah, I did. But my skin’s darker, and I’m from here, which makes it more of a betrayal. You’re just an infidel, but I’m an apostate – which for true believers is much worse. Crusaders will always come, and can be fought. But apostates rot Islam from the core. And I think Godane’s about ready to cut out my bit of bruised flesh.” 
 Baxter rose and stalked the four paces it took to get across the room and back again. “For Christ’s sake,” he said. “Isn’t all that dogmatic religious bullshit at least over with now? With the dead walking the Earth and whatnot?” 
 This was a rare outburst from Baxter, who was normally extremely well emotionally regulated. He sat down again, lowered his voice, and looked across at Zack, right in the eye. “It’s a nice theory you’ve got. But Godane put a pistol to my forehead not ten minutes ago.” 
 Zack’s lips parted. “Jesus.” He squinted in the dimness. Sure enough, he could now make out the faint red circular outline of where the muzzle had pressed into his skin. It was dead center in Baxter’s forehead. From the diameter, it was 9mm. Maybe 40-cal. “Was it loaded?” 
 “Yeah, it was loaded. Condition One – bullet in the chamber, safety off, and hammer back. I saw him rack the slide. I thought that was it for me.” 
 “Jesus.” 
 “And he had his finger not only inside the trigger guard, but curled snugly around the trigger. I saw because it was three inches from my eyeballs.” 
 “So much for the rules of gun safety.” 
 Baxter gave a short laugh. “You know perfectly well no one here was ever taught the rules of gun safety.” 
 “Did he have some purpose for putting a gun to your head, or was he just trying to terrify you?” 
 Baxter paused. “He wanted me to tell him exactly what you know about Triple Nickel. Everything.” 
 Now Zack paused. “And what did you tell him?” 
 “Nothing.” 
 “How’d that go down?” 
 “Like a purity ring at a frat party.” 
 “You’re right,” Zack said. “We’ve got to get the hell out of here.” 
 Baxter nodded at where the radio sat under the blanket. “Have we got somewhere to go now? I mean – is
there somewhere?” 
 Zack pulled it out. Holding it in both hands with his forearms resting on his knees, leaning over it almost reverentially, he said, “With Godane’s war party heading out, this is about to turn into an all-out shooting war. And I don’t know that Triple Nickel is going to come out on the winning side. There are too few of them, they’re under-resourced compared to this place – and Godane knows where they live.” 
 “Yeah.” That seemed to take the wind out of Baxter’s sails. “What happens if we escape from here, rock up there – and we’re all wiped out a day later? It’d be like switching lanes at the grocery checkout.” 
 Zack gave him a look. He thought it was somewhat more serious than that. “There’s also the small matter of how we get the hell out of this medieval prison in the first place.” 
 “If Godane catches us trying, we’ll be lucky if he just kills us.” 
 Zack exhaled. “But war is coming. And our choices are going to narrow.” 
 Baxter looked at Zack’s fingers and smiled sadly. “I suppose the odds of us brokering some kind of a peace between the two sides are pretty slim at the moment.” 
 “Yeah. That bird has flown. Godane’s fighters have died in large numbers now – at the hands of U.S. Army Special Forces. And the Emir doesn’t have the kind of ego that will let that go. Not now. Not ever.” 
 “Not to mention it was a bunch of white guys – who also know you.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “So it’s going to get ugly.” 
 Zack nodded. “Without a doubt. And the time is coming when we’re going to have to choose sides. And I think we’ve got to choose our friends.” 
 Baxter took a deep breath and exhaled it. “Okay, Zack. I’m with you.” 
 “I know, mate. You always have been.” Zack sat up straight now. “We’ll cast our lot. And if we go down, at least now we’ll go down fighting for something. And we’ll die on the right side.” 
 Baxter smiled, more genuinely now. One positive thing could definitely be said for this whole crisis: it had brought Zack back to life. The necessity of acting – and the possibility of his actions actually affecting outcomes, of positively impacting their situation – had snapped him out of his months-long depression and torpor. 
 Zack stood up now. 
 And he powered up the radio. 



 War Party 
 Camp Price - Stores 
 Brendan had just found the last two team radios at the bottom of a plastic storage box in the back corner. Powering one of them up and finding it still had about half a charge, he slotted it into his pouch and was just Velcro’ing it down, when it spoke his name. That was like taking a new phone out of the box with it ringing. 
 “Go for Bren.” 

“Bren, Eli. TOC – right now.”

 “On my way.” 
 Thirty seconds later, Elijah was pressing the big radio’s telephone handset into Brendan’s hand. The rest of the team was already filtering in through the TOC door. Word had gotten out. 
 “Is this who I think it is?” Brendan said into the handset. 
 Longish pause on the other end. “That probably depends.”

 “Is this Zack?” 
 Even longer pause. “Wait, sorry – do I know you?” The voice suddenly sounded very English and proper. 
 Brendan switched the phone to his other hand and sat down on a stool beside the radio. “Doesn’t matter. But that’s my radio you’re talking on right now.” That much Brendan knew. If it didn’t have their encryption keys, it wouldn’t have come out on this channel as anything but painful squelching noises. 
 This seemed to satisfy the guy on the other end. Or maybe he just threw caution to the wind. “Listen carefully. They’re coming for you – RIGHT NOW.”

 “You mean our favorite a-S commander?” 

“Affirmative. He’s putting together a war party, and he’s sending it out.”

 “When?” 

“Soonest. They could be rolling out the gates any time. We believe it’s going to be a night march, for a dawn attack.”

 Brendan squinted. “Pretty long march.” 
 Slight pause. “It’s a mechanized outfit. When they run out of road, they’ll march the last segment.”

 “How many pax?” 

“Unknown at this time. Probably a lot. Definitely more than last time.”

 “Can you get us their exact order of battle?” 

“Maybe.”

 Now Brendan paused and scanned the faces of the others. The whole team was in there now. And from his side of the conversation alone, they had a pretty good idea of what was coming in on them. 
 “What’s his intent?” 

“Reduce your camp. Put the defenders to the sword. And take all your shit.”

 * * * 
 “Since we’ve got the advance intel,” Jake said, “this one is easy.” 
 He was sitting at the head of the table again. They’d all taken sixty seconds to move back to the team room. It was like the Shaman’s Lodge in there, a holy place. If they had to make decisions that might seal all their fates, they wanted to do it here. They trusted their process. 
 “Okay,” Brendan asked. “What’s the solution?” 
 “We don’t let them get here.” 
 Bren nodded. “Send out an ambush.” 
 “Exactly. We can make a good guess at their route now and firm that up with high-altitude surveillance.” 
 Elijah said, “As long as they’re on a road, I can see them from fifteen thousand feet – and they won’t see me. But that changes in the forest.” 
 Kate looked to Brendan. “We might get better intel from your asset.” 
 “And we might not.” 
 Kwon’s eyes were shining. “I like it. We set a textbook ambush and we wipe the bastards out – before they ever get close.” 
 Todd looked impressed. “Do it that way and we can make all the noise we want. As long as it’s far enough out, and we execute and exfil quickly, Camp Price stays out of it. And unmolested by the dead.” 
 Brendan surveyed the room. He saw a lot of bags under eyes. Most of them had only a couple of hours of sleep after their mission to Lemonnier – which had included two overnight drives. As a Special Forces Officer (18A), he’d been taught that sleep deprivation is a judgment killer – and been trained to guard carefully against it. He wasn’t sure he liked where the tide of team opinion was flowing, or how quickly. 
 He was also experiencing two other feelings: vindication and dread. Vindication because his prediction that Jake had provoked Godane, perhaps needlessly, was being validated. Godane was now coming for them – right where they lived. 
 And that was the source of the dread. 
 There was resentment in there, too. Because he felt like Jake was bringing the whirlwind down on their heads, drawing a lethal and implacable enemy straight to their previously safe and secure camp. And he wasn’t strong enough to stop this chain of events, which might end only with their destruction. 
 “When they dismount,” Brendan said, “and move into the bush, we’ll lose our drone coverage.” 
 “It’s a-S,” Jake said. “They’re not tactical geniuses, and they don’t like humping. We draw a straight line from their vehicle drop-off point to the camp, we can be pretty sure they’ll be on it.” 
 “Plus,” Kwon said, “we know the forest trails. I like our odds.” 
 Brendan said, “Let’s see if we can’t improve them.” He looked at Kwon, then Todd. “How quickly can you get one of the miniguns, and one of the Mk 47s, mounted on a gun truck?” 
 Kwon said, “You’re thinking we might find a location to emplace and conceal the truck. Use it to anchor the ambush.” 
 Brendan nodded. Given the advance warning, they just might have time for that. And if they could manage it, the additional firepower would be devastating. 
 Todd said, “The former a lot more quickly than the latter. The turret ring with the M2 on it will take the mounting kit for the minigun pretty seamlessly. The grenade launcher’s a different animal. If we had a Mk 19 already mounted up…” But they all knew General Præsidium had ruled out even the old grenade launchers. 
 Brendan looked at Jake. He seemed on board with this. “Make it happen.” 
 “Who goes out?” Kate asked. 
 Jake said, “We need a minimum of four bodies, two for each leg.” 
 Brendan tried to control his emotions. This was happening, and his ability to influence it was waning quickly. 
 Elijah said, “I’ve got to stay to pilot the drone.” 
 Brendan clenched his jaw. “I don’t like you out there without a medic, in case you take casualties.” 
 Jake said, “I don’t plan on taking casualties. This is going to be a firing squad execution.” 
 Elijah stood. “I’ll get in the TOC now and get the Shadow prepped.” 
 Brendan breathed. “Okay.” He looked around. “I’d better stay as well. That gives the two of us some kind of chance of defending the camp if they get around the ambush. And I can quarterback your op from the TOC.” 
 That left only four of them. So the matter was settled. 
 Jake stood and looked at Brendan. He said, “Yeah. You’d better stay.” 
 The implication was clear. 

You don’t have to come. 
 But you can’t stop us. 



 * * * 
 “You’re going to laugh,” Baxter said. “But I’m actually going to miss a few people around here.” 
 Zack sat up straight. “Al-Sîf?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 Zack nodded. “He saved my life at Camp Lemonnier.” 
 “He’s saved mine once or twice.” 
 Zack looked off into memory. “I would have missed Abo. Hell, I do miss Abo.” 
 The two of them had spent the last half-hour, after their transmission to the SF guys, huddled over each other and whispering intently – updating their half-forgotten plans for escaping the Stronghold. They’d never written anything down – too dangerous. But they always knew they might have to get out of there in order to save their lives. But as it became clear there was nowhere to escape to, the plans had gone fallow. Now they had to dust them off. 
 They also both knew that talking about who they were going to miss most was just putting a happy face on things. Neither really believed they were going to get out of there without being shot trying to escape. The walls that surrounded them on all sides were twenty feet high – and, as of the past two days, had been extended up to twenty-five, with some sections already complete. Twenty feet was perhaps not too tall to jump from, though with severe risk of a broken ankle. But they were also topped with razor wire and there was noise-making shit strung around below to alert the guards to random Zulus who wandered up to the walls. 
 “It’s time,” Baxter said. 
 “Yeah,” Zack said. “It’s time. We’ve had something like a home here, albeit with a severely abusive father. But now we’ve got to go.” 
 Baxter laughed. “No. I mean it’s time for me to go – I’ve got to go launch the Pred.” 
 Zack stood up. “I’ll come with you.” 
 Baxter stood and looked concerned. “You sure you want to stick your head out?” 
 “I’m not under house arrest. Not yet, anyway. And I could do with some fresh air.” Neither of them said what both were thinking: that it might be his last fresh air – ever. 
 * * * 
 Ten minutes later, they were climbing the nearly-dark inside stairs to the south-east guard tower. This one wasn’t reachable by the outside parapets – and the thick door at the top of the stairs was secured with a heavy combination lock. Baxter paused at the top and worked the dials by touch. He knew the combination for the same reason the tower was secured: because it was where the Predator GCS was stored, and it was where he flew his missions from. 
 Stepping out into the light of the setting sun and the fresh open air, the first thing they saw was two of Godane’s guys, both English-speaking – and both actually Western-educated, if Zack remembered correctly. They already had the GCS out of its storage bin and set up on its folding legs, with the top of the case flipped open. 
 The laptop inside was already booting. 
 Out over the wall and down below, alongside the dirt airstrip, they could see two other guys pulling the Predator out of its shed and wheeling it into its launch position at the foot of the airstrip. 
 And as they waited for the GCS to come up, the third thing they saw, when they looked inside and down into the courtyard, was the assault force gearing up. It consisted of more men and trucks than either Zack or Baxter had ever seen go out at one time before. AKs and RPGs bristled everywhere. There was even a light mortar in a truck bed. 
 And at the head of the whole parade was the Sword himself: al-Sîf. 
 The giant logs of the front gates began to groan as pulleys, ropes, and strong human arms hauled them open. 
 Zack exchanged an alarmed look with Baxter, then looked out of the corner of his eye at the two trainee drone pilots. Not only did both speak English – but Zack was pretty sure he and Baxter had no language in common that wasn’t shared by these guys as well. But it didn’t matter – their look said it all. 

We’ve got to tell Triple Nickel about the size of this war party – that Saladin’s army is coming for them. 
 Moving slowly and looking nonchalant, Zack turned and reached for the door handle. It opened violently and he had to pull his hand back to keep it from being smacked. Behind it were two Praetorians. 
 “Zakwani. Amiirka ayaa ku doonayo – HADDA.” 
 The Emir was summoning him – again. 
 So much for warning Triple Nickel about the size of the attack. They would just have to hope the SF guys were loaded for bear – and that the advance warning they’d gotten would be enough to help them survive. 
 As he stepped back into the dark, Zack’s last look to Baxter said: 

See you when I see you.




 General Kwon 
 Western Edge of the Cal Madow Forest 
 Kwon reflected that combat was a team sport. 
 This meant it required drill, practice, and rehearsal. And because it was a sport where people died, it called for a lot. 
 Then again, sometimes there was no time. And then combat had to be like jazz – largely improvised. But when an SF ODA was on their game in a tactical environment, they were like world-class jazz musicians. Each was completely proficient on his instrument. They all knew the fundamentals backward and forward, they’d been playing for many years, and they also knew and trusted each other completely. 
 This meant they could perform an emergency assault, or throw themselves into a hasty defensive position, and still be extremely effective and deadly. It also meant they could change up or modify tactics to deal with a shifting mission objective. And they could do so quickly, often without any conversation – with hand signals only, or even a nod of the head. 
 This ambush was somewhere in between. Planned – but not rehearsed. 
 Scarcely an hour after their meeting in the team room, the four-person patrol had rolled out the gates, over to the garage – and then down the road. They’d done it toting one shit-ton of ammo and ordnance, plus a couple extra machine guns. 
 Kwon lay behind one of these now, an M240L medium machine gun – universally referred to in SF as “the gun.” It was usually the biggest weapon one man could carry on a patrol, and thus was the big dog in small-unit actions. SF guys, particularly weapons sergeants, were taught that tactical success – survival, even – often came down to getting the 240 in the most effective and advantageous position. 
 And Kwon had positioned this one very carefully indeed. 
 Then he’d dug a hole for it, and him, and gotten the whole hide site covered with dense foliage. This sat on a low ridge, overlooking a forest path. Twenty meters to his right, Jake was in a nearly identical fighting hole. He was also invisible to the path, as well as to Kwon. 
 And he would be invisible even if there were daylight. 
 As it was, it was full-on night. The sun was long gone by the time they decided on this spot for the ambush. All four wore four-barrel NVGs, which turned the small amount of moonlight and starlight into near full-on daytime. But even through those, nothing of their positions was visible. 
 It turned out an ambush was a lot like an assault on a fixed position. The difference was that in an assault you recce’d the defenses and in an ambush you recce’d for the perfect ambush spot. And they had found theirs. All the fighting holes had excellent visibility down into their kill box, with perfectly interlocking fields of fire. It was a slaughter waiting to happen. All they needed was the victims. 
 Fifty meters ahead and to the right of Kwon’s hole was another small ridge line, perpendicular to their own. From Kwon’s position, there was absolutely nothing visible on it. But it concealed not just another fighting hole, with Kate tucked up in it – but also the back of a gun truck, anchoring that line, with just the tips of three fat barrels of a GAU-19 minigun protruding. Every one of those barrels fired .50-caliber rounds – and together they put out 2,000 per minute. 
 Todd was hidden behind this gun, wearing proper woodland camouflage now. Even his face was done up with brown and green face paint. 
 This was proper snake-eater shit. 
 Kwon had architected the whole thing. He’d also picked the spot – roughly two miles from the nearest approach of the closest thing to a road in Sanaag District, which snaked up from the south out of the town of Ceerigaabo. These two ridges overlooked the only path into the Cal Madow forest coming in from the road to the west. Farther along, behind the ambushers, the path led up on to the slopes surrounding Mount Shimbiris. 
 The two perpendicular ridges made for a classic L-shaped ambush. When the al-Shabaab patrol was funneled into their kill box… well, there was no way out. The only question was whether they would come this way, and Kwon liked their odds. So far, according to surveillance with the Shadow, it looked certain they would. But unless they got updated intel from Brendan and Elijah, there was nothing for any of them to do now, except lie there motionless and silent. And wait for the prey to scurry into their trap. 
 Kwon breathed smoothly and let his mind range back. 
 * * * 
 In Korean, family names come first, and Kwon was his. But that wasn’t why his teammates called him that. It was because his given name was Lucas, or Luke. Lucas was one more syllable than necessary – particularly in the fury and violence of combat, where one syllable could be the margin of survival. And Luke just sounded way too much like Jake – particularly in the noise and chaos of a firefight. 
 He was also proud of the name. 
 It had once belonged to General Kwon Yul, a sixteenth-century military commander who successfully led Korean forces against an early Japanese invasion. General Kwon’s legend and immortality were cemented in the Battle of Haengju, near Seoul, when he led 2,800 defenders – some soldiers, many just farm boys – in resisting an attack of 30,000 Japanese solders armed with muskets. 
 Using the newest technology, Kwon’s forces fired gunpowder rockets at the attackers – and when those ran out, launched rocks, arrows, iron pellets, burning oil, molten iron, and rolling logs from the fortress walls. The Japanese suffered over ten thousand casualties – including all three commanding generals – and were forced to retreat, and to withdraw from the entire region. It was one of the greatest Korean military victories of all time. 
 And the military genius who executed it was a forebear of Luke Kwon. 
 This had always seemed to hold some special significance for him, and his lineage had never been far from his mind – despite the fact that he was born in Bridgeport, Connecticut and utterly Westernized since birth. But he was a second-generation immigrant and was raised speaking both English and Korean. He still spoke Korean – just not very well. 
 Like a lot of Asian families in America, his pushed him hard to succeed – to assimilate, to climb the ladder, to do better than his parents had done. He earned a degree in international studies from Cornell and was accepted to Georgetown Law School – but instead took a job as a legislative assistant for a Congressman in Washington. From there he rose to full-time staffer on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. 
 But it was never what he wanted to do. It was just what his family wanted him to do. Deferring law school was his tiny rebellion – a way of dodging lock-in to a certain kind of life, at least for a while. But at a certain point, he had to make a choice. And he found the courage to make it. He enlisted in the Army and was promoted to specialist because of his college degree. But he was also the honor graduate of his Basic Training class at Fort Benning, after which he was given a position in the Civil Affairs and Psychological Operations Command (Airborne). 
 It was special operations – but it was spec-ops light. 
 And Kwon wanted to be a shooter. The real deal. 
 His way in was SFAS and the Q Course, where he was super-disciplined, impervious to mental stress, and a high achiever. And they definitely turned him into a shooter. The Q Course instructors said the Bravo was the most important role – his job was to get rounds on the bad guys before they got rounds on his team. 
 He was trained relentlessly with a wide range of pistols, assault rifles, machine guns, sub-machine guns, sniper rifles, grenade launchers, anti-armor rockets, anti-aircraft rockets, plus indirect fire weapons such as mortars and artillery. He learned to load, clear, disassemble, reassemble, bore sight, and zero all commonly used light-infantry weapons in every military in the world. An SF soldier has to be able to fight with his weapon, his ally’s weapon, or his enemy’s weapon. 
 Kwon also had to keep the team’s own arsenal in perfect condition, as well as overhaul and repair those not functioning properly. He was responsible for planning and ordering ammo for all deployments and storage and security of weapons when they got there. He had to be able to set up and manage firing ranges and train foreign troops on them – in their own language. 
 When he earned his Green Beret and went out on Team, he knew he was finally where he belonged. 
 Later, as part of the ongoing and never-ending training, Kwon also completed the Special Operations Target Interdiction Course, or SOTIC, which was conducted at Range 37 – a 130-acre dedicated training facility at Fort Bragg. This was actually the primary basic training course for all Delta snipers, as well as a handful of very lucky long-gunners from other units. 
 Easygoing, cool, methodical, and logical, Kwon transmitted both strength and strength of purpose. Also, as Jake discovered early on, he was a natural-born killer. He had the sort of lethal instincts that couldn’t be taught. Jake could always count on him to dial the violence all the way up the instant it became necessary, or to modulate it as required. He never flinched – not out of squeamishness, and certainly not from fear. He was quiet, observant, and extremely intelligent. 
 Physically, he was big for a Korean-American, a solidly built 6’1” – tall, lanky, and muscular, with dramatic features, and a smile that didn’t appear much, but creased the corners of his eyes when it did. He was very cagey, sometimes to the point of being borderline creepy. Not psycho. Just knowing. He wore his straight dark hair short, neatly trimmed and combed. He had a mild, youthful air about him. His voice was soft, confident, almost conversational. 
 And he was heart-attack serious about all operational matters. 
 Like Jake, he knew that doing the necessary wasn’t always nice. But it was vitally important that somebody be willing to do it. 
 And Kwon had raised his hand to volunteer three times: once for the Army, again for the Airborne, and finally for Special Forces. 
 He soldiered like he was doing it on purpose. 
 * * * 
 In the still and silent black of the nighttime forest, his radio earpiece went. The voice on the other end was barely a whisper. 

“Kwon, Jake.”

 He touched his PTT button one time, a single squelch going out over the squad net. He almost never talked more than necessary. And definitely not on ambush. 

“Five mikes out.”

 He squelched once again in acknowledgement. 
 He curled a little further around the 240, leaning his NVGs a little closer to the tritium-illuminated reticle of the MG optic on top of the weapon. 
 And he hoped Todd wouldn’t clear the field with that minigun before he could run even a single belt through his. 



 Kill Box 
 The Stronghold - Near the Emir’s Chamber 
 On the long walk from “the air traffic control tower,” all the way down to Godane’s dank chamber, Zack gained some information about why the Emir wanted him. 
 “He wants you to watch and listen,” the guard behind him said in jovial Somali. “You will listen as he kills all your friends. And takes everything they have.” 
 And Zack thought: I don’t THINK so, motherfuckers.

 But he also shook his head. This thing about murdering and pillaging Triple Nickel was a meme that was gaining local currency – as was the idea that Zack was buddies with them. But he figured that ship had sailed, and he’d never talk anyone here out of it. He only hoped he could stay alive long enough to meet the SF guys in person. But if not, he’d at least performed a noble act – he’d tipped them off. Maybe it would be something for his epitaph. Though he knew he’d be lucky to get even an unmarked grave. 
 Godane would probably toss his body to the dogs, or the dead. 
 Entering the inner chamber once more, Zack found it more or less in its usual configuration – Godane behind his desk with his laptop, but also a big radio set, and a few more lackeys than usual. It had the air of a Super Bowl party. One of the lackeys held a hand mic. Zack guessed he was quarterbacking al-Shabaab’s mission – or what passed for tactical control for these asshats. 
 Zack figured the drone video was being piped straight to Godane’s laptop, even as Baxter flew the mission up above their heads. 
 It wasn’t clear what was expected of him, so he just stood and monitored the mild bustle. Godane certainly wasn’t inviting him onto the couch to watch the big screen. He had to make way as another lackey came in the door behind him, scurried up to Godane, leaned over, and whispered urgently in his ear. 
 Godane listened, his expression turning to alarm. He started to speak to the man at the radio in Somali – but then looked at Zack, cut himself off, and continued in Arabic. Zack eyed a patch of floor and willed his face to stay impassive. 
 But his heart was leaping in his chest. 
 And when Godane finished speaking, he knew he somehow had to get back to their room – and to the radio – now. As to how to effect this, he only had one idea – and no time to think of another one. He walked toward Godane’s desk, talking at him urgently in Somali: “Amiirka, waxaan idiin sheegi karaa in ka badan oo ku saabsan devels habeenkii—” 
 To his fantastic relief, one of the Praetorians shoved him from behind, hard, and Zack used the momentum to lurch into Godane’s desk, catching the edge with his left hand – and making sure to knock the bandage off his middle finger. Blood poured from it. Zack only lamented that none of it got on Godane. As the Emir cursed him, the guard grabbed him roughly, pulled him to his feet, and shoved him back against a wall. 
 Zack looked around. Apparently that was it. 
 He waited until the eyes fell off of him then stuck one of his good fingers down his throat – and evacuated the contents of his stomach on Godane’s floor. 
 Godane made the sort of look of disgust that only the very pure can muster. 
 “Take this vile dog from my sight.” 

That’s more like it, thought Zack, holding his bleeding finger and trying not to smile, as he was hauled from the chamber. 
 And back down to his room. 
 * * * 
 Brendan grimaced as he listened. He really didn’t like being off the command channel for a live op – in this case, the ambush that was kicking off pretty much any second. Then again, he needed to hear this. 
 “Say all again after ‘Get your people’.” 
 The transmission quality wasn’t brilliant. 

“I said, GET YOUR PEOPLE OUT OF THERE,” Zack transmitted from his basement room. “He knows. They know.”

 “Know what, exactly?” 

“They know that YOU KNOW they’re coming. They know you’ve been tipped off.”

 Brendan’s expression sagged. “How do they know?” 

“I honestly have no idea. Maybe they’ve got their drone up at twenty-five thousand feet, while yours is at fifteen. Some other part of the sky. Something.”

 “I thought you flew Godane’s drone.” 

“Not me. And not right now. But you’ve got to trust me – I was just with Godane, and he knows you know they’re coming. And one other thing: it’s at least a hundred personnel. Repeat: one zero zero pax inbound your location.”

 “Copy all. Wait out.” Brendan switched channels and hailed Jake. 
 A single squelch came back. 
 “Jake, Bren. Be advised, enemy patrol now knows you’re waiting for them. How copy?” No response. “Jake, how copy my last?” 
 Jake’s voice came back – barely even a whisper. 

“Copy your last.”

 Evidently that was it. Brendan lifted the desk mic. “Master Sergeant, you need to exfil and RTB, over.” 

“Negative.”

 “Jake, they know you’re waiting for them. You’re blown.” 
 Pause. “Enemy patrol is walking into our kill zone now, so they sure don’t look like they know. Anyway, I’ve got no choice but to execute now, or they’re going to walk right through our lines. Out.”

 Brendan ranted into the mic. “Jake, you’re looking at a hundred pax, they might have split their force – they might be flanking you right now…” 
 But no one was listening. 
 Jake had switched over to his squad net. 
 And whatever was happening out there was going to happen – now. 
 * * * 
 Kwon sighted in, released half a breath, and took half the slack out of his trigger. 
 The rest of the team would execute on his signal – which would be when his first rounds cut into the enemy force. He could see them snaking up the forest path ahead and below, having appeared over a gentle rise, and resolved better as they got closer, coming out of the trees. 
 There were a lot of guys on foot. 
 And they were heavily encumbered with weapons and ammo. 
 They were also undisciplined, unarmored, and clearly ignorant of the lethal peril they were walking into – basically, totally helpless. 
 Just before going silent again, Jake had sent him one last slightly cryptic advisory: to watch his six. But there was nothing behind him but impenetrable foliage, thick tree trunks, and a few rocks. He was tucked in like Goldilocks. 
 He put his target reticle on the figure at the front of the group, the man’s bobbing white center of mass floating in the thermal-enhanced night vision, and he got ready to start sweeping his barrel from left to right. 
 He let the enemy patrol work even closer yet – until he couldn’t have missed if he were shooting spitballs from a straw. 

Now.




 Counter-Ambush 
 Western Edge of the Cal Madow Forest 
 Kwon got off a half a dozen rounds before it became the Todd Show. 
 There’s no such thing as a flash suppressor for a minigun, so a blazing horizontal candle lit up in front of his position in the forest and tore an electric hole through the sparking heart of the black night. Hundreds of giant slugs, another thirty-three every second, ripped into bodies, weapons, packs, trees, dirt – and turned it all into undifferentiated mulch in seconds. 
 Kwon also fired and traversed his weapon, mainly just to do it. And he could sense Jake and Kate doing the same from their positions. But they were pretty much just watching the minigun devastate the column. Within fifteen seconds, its thick cylinder of barrels was actually glowing red-hot and would be visible even to those without night-vision. 
 But none of the enemy ever got a shot off – at least not on purpose, and not at first. The incoming fire detonated at least three RPGs – two blew up in place, disintegrating what was left of the guys carrying them, and one auto-launched, screaming off into the forest and exploding on impact with a tree. 
 American military doctrine in an ambush is to drop to the dirt, throw all your grenades, then charge the ambushers. If you stay where you are, you’re dead. Going forward, fighting through the lines of the ambush, then attacking from the back, was the only chance you had. This doctrine had filtered out, and it had evidently filtered out even to these guys. 
 As the front ranks went down involuntarily, Kwon saw those in the rear do so on purpose. He then saw three or four arms cock back – but Todd saw it too, and down they went. A couple of grenades got thrown, exploding harmlessly around the dug-in American positions. A couple more blew up beside their former owners. And then the survivors in the rear got up and charged. 
 Kwon was impressed. These guys were surprisingly well-trained and disciplined. Then again, getting surprised by jihadi sophistication had been a regular feature of the last years of the war on terror. A couple of them even made it as far as the line of claymores Kwon had emplaced out in front of their lines. With a twist of his wrist, he detonated them. The hard-chargers out front went down, like wheat before a scythe. 
 But the real scythe was the minigun, and Todd was aiming it into the last corners of active resistance. Those a-S guys who had lived this long had mostly found some cover behind stumps of trees, or full-grown ones, or mounds of moss and dirt. The minigun dug them out and uncovered them, or the other three ambushers shot around. 
 In thirty seconds it was all over. 
 Todd had the good sense to stop firing when there was no target left vertical, or prone but still firing. There was only so much ammo for that beast left in the world, and no one was making any more. A number of al-Shabaab guys were still crawling or trying to drag themselves off the trail, their motion obvious in NVG-view. Kwon put short, aimed bursts into them, until they stopped crawling. 
 From his position, he’d put the death toll at about fifty. That had to be a fair little chunk of Godane’s total strength. And as far as Kwon knew it was the entire complement of his assault force. They were all down, all out, and mostly shredded into body parts too mixed up to even bury as individuals. Not that Kwon cared to. 
 The threat to Camp Price was over. 
 * * * 
 They had no plans to move in or around the remains of the patrol. They didn’t need any of their weapons or equipment, if any remained intact. They didn’t want prisoners for interrogation, if any were still alive. And they didn’t care that much about leaving any wounded on the field. 
 They’d be dead soon enough. 
 And the walking dead would be here before long. 
 No, it was just going to be a matter of withdrawing quickly and quietly – packing up, mounting up, and hitting the road. It had taken some off-roading to wrestle the truck up on that ridge and it would take a little more to get it off, after they dug it out from under all its boughs of camouflage. Then, once they got back to the road, they’d have to do a big loop to return to the dirt track that led back to their camp on the other side of the forest, on the western slopes of the mountain. 
 They were all exhausted – from the sleep deprivation of back-to-back night missions, but also from the aftermath of the adrenaline of this fight. And they still had a long night ahead of them. 
 Kwon was just folding up the bipod legs under his 240 when the first RPG came in – directly from his rear. 
 Luckily he was fairly well covered up from the rear, and generally hunkered down. Unfortunately, he was totally out of position to fire in that direction or defend himself. He had to scramble. As he did so, heavy small-arms fire started up from the same direction – thick swarms of 7.62 rounds zipping through the foliage and banging into dirt and wood – and a second RPG streaked in, impacting in nearly the same point as the first. Unfortunately, this spot happened to be the base of a gnarled, twisted, and absolutely huge juniper tree. 
 And it started to fall over – right across Kwon’s fighting hole. 

Oh, shit.

 Sometimes the universe dictates tactics. He hefted his weapon and half-climbed half-rolled out. He could hear the wood shrieking as it split and twisted and heard the leaves and branches scraping and crashing through other trees on its way down. It looked like it was going in hard and Kwon needed to get well clear. But junipers can be wider than they are tall and this one landed on one of its big horizontal lower branches, which stopped its fall. 
 Now it rested on that branch, like an elbow, forming a triangle over Kwon’s hole. 
 So he hopped back in, getting out of the way of the incoming AK and RPG storm, then got his weapon emplaced to the rear and back in the fight. Whatever was coming for them from their six, Kwon was going to sling lead in that direction while he still had breath. 
 The squad net was going manic now. Jake was trying to paint a tactical picture, informed by Elijah’s drone view and Brendan’s radio traffic, and it was basically this: there was a whole second assault force, which had been traveling well apart from the first one, behind and beside it – and was now maneuvering in on them. Evidently, when the ambush was sprung, the second force had immediately swung around their flank, and was now attacking balls-out from their rear. 
 The perfectly planned ambush had been counter-ambushed. 
 Kwon guessed the main force must have split in two. And because they waited until they were under cover of the forest canopy before splitting off, and because the second force waited until it was in position before firing, it had all been invisible to the overhead drone. 
 There’d be time later for agonizing about how this had happened – how al-Shabaab had known to split their force, and be ready to counter-assault an ambush – if any of them lived. 
 Right now, it was balls to the wall – a wall of lead, smashing through the forest like a barrage of axes, over and all around Kwon’s position, as well as more streaking RPGs, lighting up the night. Dirt and half-rotted wood geysered into the sky, raining down heavily in every direction, like a kind of hot mulch rain in some earthy forest hell. Every explosion whited out his NVGs. It faded quickly as the goggles dynamically adjusted their light level, but it kept happening. And from the constellation of muzzle flashes out there, Kwon guessed they were looking at another fifty attackers. 
 Fifty on four. With surprise and superior position on the other foot this time. 
 Kwon only hoped the others had reacted as well as he had, getting their positions flipped around to defend and engage. And he was also lucky, he thought, sparing a look up at the arboretum now arching over his head. Not only had the falling tree not killed him – it was now providing additional cover and concealment. 
 Until a few seconds later, when one of the incoming RPGs made a direct hit on the branch holding the tree up in place – and it crashed down again, all the way this time. Reacting instantly, Kwon made another bid to roll out ahead of the impact. But the tree had less far to fall now and no surrounding trees to slow it down. It basically crashed down on his head. 
 Amazingly, he got his body clear. But he was still hauling his weapon after him and the tree got that, snapping the light-weight titanium machine gun in half. 
 And also crushing his arm – and pinning it in place underneath. 
 Now Kwon had lost the protection of the fighting hole – and, much worse, he couldn’t get to another position of cover. He was trapped beside this one, his ass hanging out in the wind of the crushing incoming fires. He hauled for everything he was worth. The arm hurt like hell – but it stayed put. 

Well, he thought, as glass and plastic shattered directly in front of his face, at least I don’t have to worry about explosions whiting out my vision anymore. Incoming AK rounds had smashed into his NVGs from the side, and he pulled them clear with his free hand. He had no night vision now, and couldn’t see a damned thing but the incoming tracers. He knew the NVGs were shredded. They were also irreplaceable. 
 He’d worry about that if he lived through the next minute. 
 Right now, he tried to get to his side arm with his left hand. And he got on the radio, to do something very unfamiliar. 
 Call for help. 



 You Always Were An Asshole, Gorman 
 Ambush Site - Todd’s Position at the Gun Truck 
 There was absolutely no way for Todd to traverse the minigun around to get it on the attackers. Normally, that was exactly what the turret ring in the roof was for. But they had basically built a creature that was half gun truck and half tree. And sticking up out of the turret hatch Todd was wedged in with foliage, his only field of fire down into the kill box. He could have cleared it away given enough time, or help, but he had neither. 
 All he could do was drop down inside the vehicle, grab his personal weapon, crawl out one of the doors, scramble under the truck, and start shooting out through the tires. That he got this far without being shot initially surprised the shit out of him. The forest out there was going crazy. 
 But he was actually relieved only a few seconds later when he heard the call from Kwon – and then from Jake, providing details a few seconds after that. Kwon was trapped in his fighting hole and Jake had maneuvered there to support and defend him. And now Todd and Kate needed to move there themselves, to try and get Kwon unfucked. 
 Todd was relieved not because he couldn’t hold this position. 
 But because he couldn’t get a shot from there. 
 After the apocalypse of firing and explosions kicked off from their rear, it took him a while to realize – none of it was coming in his direction, at least not intentionally. It was all on Kwon and Jake – all of it. From the sound and fury of the attackers, and from radio traffic, Todd worked out that the counter-ambush force must have come around their own left flank – the side that didn’t have Todd and Kate’s dog-leg sticking out of it. That was how they’d been able to get into position so quickly. 
 And that was also why they were hammering the shit out of Kwon and Jake, while leaving him and Kate relatively untouched. 
 Now they had to motate – and they had to light a damned fire. 
 Todd reached back into the truck for a bandolier of 40mm grenades for the enhanced grenade launcher module (EGLM) under his SCAR, dropped back down, and shouted across the radio, “Kate, Todd, moving to you!” Then he speed-crawled to Kate’s hole, which was one position closer to their beleaguered brothers. He did this, as the citations say, “without regard to his personal safety and heedless of enemy fire.” The bastards weren’t shooting at him. But there was still a shitload of lead in the air, much of it coming their way. 
 He found Kate turned ninety degrees in her hole and half out of it, selectively engaging muzzle flashes to their rear. And she was hitting them. Todd grabbed her by the scruff of her neck – the collar of her plate carrier – and bodily hauled her out onto the ground. She went into a low crouch, weapon up, and facing the dangerous direction. 
 “We gotta move!” Todd shouted. 
 Kate’s NVG-extended face nodded. “Go! Right behind you!” 
 * * * 
 Maneuvering to Kwon’s position was not a cakewalk. But it was like death on a stick when they got there. Jake was pushed out ten meters, moving back and forth among several positions of cover to keep the bad guys from zeroing him – while also singlehandedly keeping them from overrunning the whole position, at least for a few more seconds. 
 It was perhaps forty on one – and Jake was holding his own. 
 He came in on the squad net, shouting to be heard over the gunfire and explosions: “Be advised, some of these motherfuckers are wearing NVGs!”


Big surprise there, Kate thought, as he and Todd neared Kwon’s position. Even before the fall, jihadis had been showing up with better equipment all the time. Now the world was theirs to scavenge. 
 Kwon clicked on the net: “Can you kill them, please?”


“I am. But then their buddies scavenge the goggles from the bodies.”

 Reaching the tree-covered hole, Todd saw now that Kwon’s NVGs had been shot off. “Hilarious!” he shouted. “They’ve got night vision and you don’t! Ha ha ha!” 
 Kate came piling in beside him, just in time to see Kwon flick Todd the bird with his non-trapped hand. 
 Todd raised his rifle to put out some rounds. “What a fine pass things have come to!” he shouted, triggering off. 
 When the sound of shooting to the rear made it clear to Jake the two-person cavalry had arrived, he fell back to coordinate. There wasn’t much cover, particularly where Kwon was, and everybody was trying to melt into micro-features of the terrain. Jake had seen guys caught in the open trying to crawl up into their own helmets before. And this was that. 
 Somehow they had gone from occupying a perfect network of covered positions with the enemy caught in the open and being slaughtered – to being bunched up in the open with the enemy on the verge of overrunning them. 
 Sometimes in combat things go to shit with breathtaking speed. 
 “You two have gotta lift this tree!” Jake shouted. He didn’t need to add that he would do the fighting while they did the lifting. Kate slung her weapon and got into position. Todd hit Jake and swapped weapons with him, then passed him the bandolier of grenades. Effective fire was raking across everything. A round banged into Todd’s plate carrier, jarring him, but not stopping him. Jake threw himself down a few feet ahead of the hole and started walking 40-mil HE rounds out across the enemy front. The heavy whumping explosions were precisely placed. 
 And it was heavier firepower. But it wasn’t enough. 
 Todd and Kate exchanged a single nod, meaning, One… then both heaved for all they were worth. The tree didn’t budge. One… and they went again. It rolled slightly, but in the wrong direction – back over Kwon. Kate looked down to the trapped man, who had just had his arm additionally crushed. His lips were a tight line. He was visibly not making a sound. 
 Brendan busted in over the squad net from Camp Price. 

“Triple Nickel, be advised most urgently. We’ve got visibility on your attacking force in the forest, from the muzzle flashes and rocket back-blast. And they are not only maneuvering around your flank – they are sending a breakaway force, which is moving STRAIGHT toward your vehicle. How copy?”

 “Copy that,” Todd managed, as he heaved his shoulder into the rough bark of the ancient and unyielding tree. 
 The ambush team didn’t need to confer on what this meant, even if they had the time or breathing room to do so. The capture of their gun truck would be a catastrophe. It wasn’t so much that they’d lose their mobility and be facing a crushingly long march home – on the off chance they survived. It wasn’t that the team would lose half its priceless and irreplaceable fleet of special-ops gun trucks. 
 No, it was that al-Shabaab would capture their .50-cal minigun. 
 And then they would turn it on its former owners. 
 At which point their life expectancy would be measured in tenths of seconds. 
 * * * 
 “Guys!” Kwon shouted across both the air and the net, so he might have a prayer of being heard. “It might be time for you to take off!” This was the shoutiest Kate had ever heard the soft-spoken soldier. 
 Jake was out front maneuvering again, hopping from cover to cover, and putting out grenade after grenade, and mag after mag. “It might be time for you to shut the fuck up,” he said over the net, around heaving breaths. 
 Combat was now turning into both a high-intensity sport and an endurance one – simultaneously marathon and sprint. Kate wondered how long even the mighty Jake could keep this up. Though, surely he’d get shot or blown up before his wind gave out. So many rounds were coming in that Kate couldn’t believe she wasn’t a human sieve. So many RPGs were hitting the ground so close all around them she was amazed there was any kind of terrain feature left to shelter behind. The air was permanently hot from the explosions, and a haze of debris drifted permanently around them, disturbed only by the passage of hundreds of 7.62 rounds moving two thousand feet per second. 
 “Guys!” Kwon said. “Seriously!” 
 And Kate looked down just in time to see something remarkable: Todd grabbed Kwon’s pistol from his chest rig and took it away. 
 In response to this, Kwon merely looked annoyed and bored. “Come on,” he said. “You don’t think I’m going to go out like that, do you?” 
 Todd hesitated a fraction of a second – then shook his head, reversed the weapon, and handed it back. 
 “Besides, I need that. Down!” he shouted. Instantly, Todd hit the deck and Kwon blasted over his head, emptying all fifteen rounds. Two a-S guys had been sneaking up the ridge on their flank. They’d been smart: they hadn’t fired, so hadn’t revealed their positions either to the defenders or to the drone. And they’d gotten very close. Kate boggled again, at how she and Todd had missed them totally with NVGs – but somehow Kwon hadn’t, without them. Then she realized – they were wearing some kind of thermal cloaking. 

Jesus. This shit was getting real, and dire. 
 “Reload!” Kwon said, handing the pistol over. 
 He had a look on his face that said he’d happily go down fighting from that spot – but he’d fucking go down fighting. He could take care of himself. And, whether he made it or not, he wasn’t going out like a punk. He certainly wasn’t going out like Pete Price did, trapped under that truck during the fall of Lemonnier. 
 And it pissed him off that anybody thought he would. 
 Like Elijah, Kwon believed Pete had committed a mortal sin – just a different one. Not against God, who didn’t exist. But against his brothers. 
 He had given up. 
 “Reload me!” Kwon said. “Then go get the goddamned truck!” They’d either come back for him, or they wouldn’t. 
 “Fuck off!” Todd said. “We’re not leaving you!” 
 “I’ll go,” said Kate. And she said it again across the radio, so Jake would hear her. “You get Kwon free.” 

“Negative!” That was Jake. “Stay in this position.”

 Doing a quick tactical reload, Kate said, “They take that minigun and we’re done! You need one here to shoot, and one to free Kwon. And I can’t lift that tree.” She didn’t need to add that she also couldn’t fight like Jake. Or that there was no one else. 
 She was it. 
 Todd tried to grab her arm but she was fast and slippery, and disappeared into the dark. Todd keyed his mic. “Kate, come back, goddammit! If we couldn’t lift the tree together, how the fuck do you think I’m going to lift it on my own?” 
 Without hesitation, but around steady shooting, her reply came back. 

“You’re an engineer, motherfucker. Build something.”

 * * * 
 Todd had to frantically think and try to design some solution while also desperately engaging and defending. It was multitasking of a high order. They were all shooting now – there were way too many enemy, and they had spread Triple Nickel’s flanks too much. And Jake couldn’t be everywhere. 

Build something, build something. Todd racked his brain. What were the simple machines? Lever, inclined plane, a pulley maybe… a wedge… He came back to lever. He looked at the tree. He didn’t need to build a lever – he already had one. What he needed was a fucking fulcrum. 
 He crawled down lower into the dirt and underbrush. Rounds were thwacking into everything. He couldn’t believe what terrible shots these guys were. They should have killed him ten times over through blind luck alone. Godane must have sent them to the Imperial Stormtrooper Marksmanship Academy, he thought, crawling and scrabbling like mad – until finally he had it: big-ass rock. Perfect. 
 Except it was too heavy for him to lift. He suddenly lamented all that time he spent sunbathing when he could have been in the gym with Jake. Digging underneath the rock with eight fingers, he heaved and got it rolling to where he needed it, finally positioning it under the right angled section of tree. 
 Then he tore his assault pack off, dug through it until he found a pre-packed shape charge, ripped it open, and tore out a hunk of C4. He looked at the C4, looked at the tree. He dug into the pack again, came out with a tape measure, and wrapped it around the trunk right in front of Kwon. 
 Kwon shook his head and said, “How many breaching charges is this for you, Lieutenant!?” 
 Todd spared a look at Kwon and busted out laughing, rounds crashing and snapping everywhere, while he checked the circumference. “Thirty-eight… simulated!” 
 “How many combat drops?” 
 Still laughing, Todd didn’t answer, but dropped the tape measure, pinched off an inch of the C4 and flicked it into the darkness, then stuck the remainder to the opposite side of the tree – just around from Kwon’s head. 
 “Isn’t that a little close to my face?” 
 “It’s a big tree! You should be fine!” Todd set the primer and det cord, then started to pull off his body armor. Kwon knew why – to drape it over him. “No time!” he shouted. “Plus you’re gonna need that!” 
 Todd nodded, kept his vest, grabbed his command detonator and hunkered down – right beside Kwon, inches from his buddy. Whatever fate he was to suffer, Todd would suffer it, too. They were never alone. And never would be. 
 He pressed the switch. 



 Taken 
 Ambush Site - Kwon’s Fighting Hole 
 The explosive charge crump’d, even closer than all the other explosions, louder and meaner. But not scarier – because this explosion was Todd’s to control. The thick base of the tree cracked and split in that exact spot and its own weight on the other side of the fulcrum took it straight up and off Kwon. When Todd looked down to check him out, his right hand was free. 
 But he had it pressed over his right eye. 
 And blood was seeping out – and Todd couldn’t tell whether it was the hand or the eye. Well, some of it had to be the hand. The first two fingers and the thumb were visibly mangled, half-pulped. But something, tree shrapnel probably, had hit his eye. 
 “A little less C4 next time,” Kwon said. 
 Todd pulled out an Israeli bandage and with his own hand clamped it over Kwon’s hand and eye together. He wanted to hold it there, put Kwon’s arm around his shoulder, and walk the two of them out of there. But it wasn’t going to happen – nothing like it, not yet. Instead he clamped Kwon’s other hand over it, and said, “You’re gonna have to do self-care – while we fight our way out of here.” 
 Kwon switched the bandage to his gimpy hand, picked up the M9 with his good one, and dropped the mag out. Todd found a mag on his vest and slapped it in. Kwon dropped the slide forward and nodded: Good to go. 
 Todd radioed Jake: “Ma-RINES. We are LEAV-ing!” He then took a flurry of shots over Jake’s head as the team sergeant came leaping back over Kwon’s hide. They didn’t have time to switch weapons back – everyone was shooting flat out. A couple of the enemy, sensing the withdrawal of the one-man army who had been holding them off, leapt over the hide, firing as they came. The SF guys returned fire more accurately, dropping them into Kwon’s old hole. 
 The three of them then scampered halfway down the ridge, which finally gave them cover from the counter-ambushing force in their rear. They were in something like a hollow – for now. 
 “How many times are we gonna fall for this shit!?” Todd shouted as he ran, fighting for breath. He meant it had also been a reserve force that had hit them at Lemonnier, and which they had also failed to spot in time. It was starting to look like a signature tactic. “I smell al-Sîf!” 
 “I SAW al-Sîf!” Jake answered, traversing the ridge near its crest and putting fire over the top. 

“Did you kill his pirate ass?” 
 Jake didn’t answer, which Todd took for negative. Instead he got on the squad net: “Kate, moving to you! What’s your status?”

 When she answered, she was also panting and shooting, flat out on both counts. “Copy! I’m underneath the truck! Okay for now!”


“Hang on! Just watch your six!”

 Jake didn’t expend the time or breath to explain that the enemy was moving, where and in what numbers unknown, while Kate was totally on her own, which wasn’t smart at the best of times. Also, with her limited visibility under the vehicle, she could easily be enveloped by al-Sîf’s breakaway force – and she wouldn’t know it until it was too late. Jake had to presume she’d work all that out. 
 They were going to be at her position in less than a minute anyway. Soon they could hear her shooting, and return fire plinking in on the truck. 
 And then, all of a sudden, it stopped. 
 But they were nearly there now, so it couldn’t matter too much. The three climbed back up through the underbrush that covered the perpendicular ridge. The ass-end of the truck was facing down the rise, and its right side faced back toward the other ridge, where the bulk of the contact was. When they hit the truck Jake went around to the left and popped up over the hood. Kwon followed, threw himself in the back-left passenger door, and then prairie-dogged up out of the turret. And Todd took a knee by the front bumper. 
 As the two unhurt riflemen fired, they could hear Kwon cursing as he tried to traverse the minigun around – with one hand and one eye. Now that they’d secured the position and put out enough suppressing fire to keep from being overrun, Jake dropped onto his stomach to pull Kate out from underneath the truck. 
 She wasn’t there. 
 There was nothing underneath but eighteen inches of ground clearance. 
 And her olive-green ARMY baseball cap, lying upside down. 
 * * * 

Plink, plink – CRACK!

 Rounds were still smacking into the vehicle and occasionally finding the panes of shatter-proof glass. These were from the original counter-ambush force, farther behind them. Wherever the truck-assaulting split force was, it was out of sight now. 
 More rounds crunched into the side windows. 
 Jake worked the radio while he and the others fired and reloaded: “Kate, Jake, sitrep! Kate, acknowledge! Kate!” He switched channels. “Bren, Jake, interrogative: have you got eyes on Kate? Her last position was at the vehicle! Over!” 
 “Jake, Bren, negative. We can make you out there now, but that’s about it.” 
 “Copy! Update on OPFOR, over!”


“Disposition of main force is similar: still scattered around the ridge you just withdrew from – but moving up to take your old positions.” 


 “Interrogative: what is the position of their breakaway force, over?”


“Unknown! They’ve gone cold! We’ve lost them!”

 They had melted back into the forest. 
 Now a PKM light machine gun got spun up – right in Kwon’s old position on the other ridge. Full-auto rounds started coming in much thicker and heavier on the truck. One of the side windows got shot out, and then the window on the opposite side behind it. 
 Kwon gave up on the minigun, dropped out of the turret hatch, crawled into the passenger seat, and got the M240 on the swivel arm into the fight. Now it was a machine gun duel. The difference was their guy was emplaced and under cover – and Kwon was sitting in a largely exposed vehicle and firing one-handed, with the other mangled hand still holding that bandage to his eye – which hurt like a son of a bitch. For all anyone including him knew it wasn’t even its socket anymore. 
 Jake was hunched over his weapon, which lay across the hood. Now he straightened up, heedless of the incoming fire, and bellowed directly out into the night: “KATE! STAFF SERGEANT DUNAJSKI!”

 Kwon was only a few feet from him and spared a glance back. Jake’s face was twisted in a way he hadn’t seen before. And he sounded a hell of a lot more emotional than Kwon had ever heard him – certainly in combat, when liquid nitrogen usually coursed through his veins. Then he thought he heard Todd grunt from around back – two seconds after which he came on the channel. 

“I’m hit. Just gonna drop down and check it out.”

 Still holding his eye bandage with his crushed hand, Kwon crawled out the covered side, where he found Todd hunched over his own groin, checking out his inner thigh. “Sons of bitches,” he said. “They got me on the other side.” 
 “Lucky bastard,” Kwon said. “They’ve bracketed you. Next one takes your dick off.” 
 Todd smiled and straightened up. A round came through the missing windows and blew straight through his upper arm. This one wasn’t a crease like in his thigh. It blew out a big chunk of his tricep. 
 And it was a bleeder. 
 * * * 

“How bad?” Jake kept it short. He was the only one shooting now and couldn’t leave his position. 

“Brachial artery,” Kwon answered. “Getting a tourniquet on it now.”

 The PKM was continuing to chew up the gun truck and it was only a matter of time until they took more casualties, maybe more serious ones. Also, the bad guys had more RPGs left – and a better position to fire them from now, up on the other ridge. As usual, vehicles were bullet and RPG magnets. This one was living on borrowed time – and so were they. 
 Jake sucked wind and tried to maintain situational awareness. And that’s when movement caught his eye from the forest to the left. He turned and dropped down behind the hood of the truck, preparing to fend off what was probably going to be a very successful flanking maneuver. They were all the way around behind Jake’s cover, and he knew he was about to be shot. He took a bead anyway. 
 But it turned out to be a stumbling dead guy, flailing through the underbrush. Two more lurched out of the darkness behind it. The living had been making too much of a racket. 
 And now the walking dead were here. 
 After dropping the three shambling Zulus, instead of popping up again to re-engage the living enemy, Jake stayed where he was. He pushed his back up against the truck tire, and then he stopped moving and just looked over at the other two. He could see Kwon doing buddy aid for Todd, despite the severity of his own wounds. And he could see how much blood Todd had already lost. That artery needed to be clamped – and it was going to need vascular surgery to fix properly. 
 That meant Camp Price, their med shack – and Elijah. 
 So now Jake had two serious WIAs, both of whom needed real medical care – and he was the only one left unwounded. 
 The dead were converging on their position, in numbers Jake couldn’t even speculate about. 
 And they were all about to die from enemy fire anyway as more rounds and RPGs crashed in. 
 Jake drew a breath. And he said: “Mount up. We’re going.”

 Todd and Kwon tripped over each other fighting to say, “Fuck off!” first. Todd won, so Kwon shouted across the few feet of open air: “Negative! We’ll hold here! You push out and go look for her!” 
 They didn’t leave people behind -
ever. 
 But Kate could be anywhere, or nowhere. The three of them probably only had a few seconds left to live. And the entire forest was collapsing on them, dead and living, assault rifles and RPGs totally zeroed in. 
 The superheroes were all out of heroics. 
 Jake said, “She probably had to displace and lost comms. Got hit in the radio.” 
 The other two didn’t answer. They were in a pretty bad way. 
 “She’s been to SERE. She’ll escape and evade.” Jake didn’t know who he was trying to convince. “She’s a tough girl.” 
 Another Zulu fell out of the forest, right on its face. Jake shot it in the top of the head without moving. An RPG exploded against the other side of the truck. 
 This was it. They were just about done. 
 Jake hauled himself to his feet, bodily shoved the other two into the truck, shut the door behind them, snatched Kate’s hat with one hand, piled into the driver’s seat, started it up, and savaged both the engine and transmission powering the truck out of its dug-in position. As he rumbled them off the crest of the ridge and they started bouncing and jerking down the slope, the incoming fire tracked them and continued to ping off the back of the truck and crack the rear window glass. 
 Stealing a look in the mirror, Jake could see Todd and Kwon both trying to get their personal weapons up over the back seat to engage to the rear and cover their withdrawal. But the far ridge was already disappearing out of view as the rumbling truck rolled over the bodies of the dead and drove straight out the forest path they had all first walked in on. 
 The ambush was over. And it was a draw. 
 A bloody, costly, and inconclusive one. 
 A Pyrrhic tie. 



 Head Hacking 
 The Stronghold - Zack and Baxter’s Room 
 Baxter came into the room out of breath, closed the door, pressed his back against it, and looked down at Zack. The latter was sitting on the bed, holding the forbidden team radio. 
 “The assault force,” Baxter said, “got their asses handed to them.” 
 “So did Triple Nickel.” He held up the radio. 
 “They never made it anywhere near the SF base.” 
 “I know. Did al-Sîf get killed?” 
 “Of course not.” Godane’ enforcer had a local reputation for unkillability – a well-deserved one. “He and the survivors are on their way back in.” 
 “ETA?” 
 “About thirty mikes, I think.” Baxter stood in silence for a few beats, his lips slightly parted. “This is madness.” 
 “I know. We’re all going to kill each other. And then the dead can eat us.” 
 Baxter exhaled and sat down on the opposite bed, facing Zack from a couple of feet away, in their usual conference configuration. “Maybe. But Godane’s definitely going to kill us.” 
 “Yeah,” Zack said tiredly. 
 “You know how he thinks.” 
 “Yes. He’ll find some way to blame us for this.” 
 Baxter silently pointed at the radio in Zack’s lap. 
 “Oh, yeah. You’re right. We actually are to blame this time. But, anyway, the verdict’s not in doubt. Nor the sentence.” 
 Baxter sighed. “You want to wait for the knock at the door?” 
 “I don’t think so. Thirty mikes until they’re back?” 
 “Give or take.” Baxter stood and moved back to the door. “Let’s do it.” 
 “What – right now?” 
 “If I was sure we’d be alive five minutes from now, I’d vote for then.” 
 Zack nodded, stood – and took a very deep breath. 
 * * * 
 The doors of the garage swung open only seconds before the shot-up gun truck, full of blood and casualties, rolled in and sputtered to a stop. Brendan and Elijah were both already there – with a big med ruck, multiple bags of plasma, and a folding combat stretcher. 
 But Kwon had already gotten a jab and a bag and a half of plasma into Todd; and both of them declined the stretcher, and not only because the team didn’t have the manpower to carry it. Everyone preferred being an ambulatory casualty – it was more dignified. Not bothering to get the garage shut up, the five of them limped and helped one another the mile and a bit back to camp. 
 As they walked, Jake hissed at Brendan. “How? How’d they know we’d be there?” 
 “Unknown,” Brendan said, wishing he could say something else. 
 “Well, we’d damn well better work it out, before we get blindsided again. Because it will probably be the last time.” 
 Once inside the wire, they made for the med shack, which Elijah had already prepped. One of their major taskings before the fall was to run medical clinics for the Warsangali – so their facilities were good. But Elijah couldn’t work on both casualties at once, so he directed Brendan and Jake in dealing with Kwon’s eye and hand, while he got to work on Todd. This involved finding the end of the artery, clamping it, getting the tourniquet off – and then prepping him for field surgery. 
 “You look like brick-hit shit,” Brendan said, leaning over Kwon’s half-slumped form in the light of the examination lamp. “I’m going to pull the bandage off slowly.” Kwon grunted, not moving his head. Brendan peeled the soiled field dressing away. “I’m just going to lift your eyelid and take a look, okay?” 
 “I don’t need the narration,” Kwon said. He was already popping Vicodin from a bottle Elijah gave him and washing it down with a liter bottle of water. He only had one working hand, so he had to put one down before picking up the other. 
 “Maybe take it easy on those,” Brendan said. 
 “Screw him,” Elijah said from the other side of the room, where he had Todd laid out on the examination table. “Take all you want.” 
 Kwon saluted him with the pill bottle. 
 Brendan smiled. “Yeah. I guess you’ve been brave enough for one day.” 
 But Jake reached in and took the pill bottle off him. “No he hasn’t. For all we know we’re going to have to fight again tonight.” 
 Kwon snorted. “Well, we always know who Dad is in this family.” 
 It didn’t need pointing out that Brendan was Mom. “Jesus,” he said as he got Kwon’s eyelid peeled back. “You’ve got wood splinters stabbing into your eye.” 
 “It’s a big tree,” Kwon singsonged, taking another swig of water. “You’ll be fine.” He tried to steal the pill bottle back from Jake but the old man was too quick for him. 
 “Hey, you’re here, aren’t you?” Todd said from flat on his back. “I could always put you back under the tree.” Elijah had Todd’s shirt off, had finished cleaning around the wound, and was now swabbing what seemed like half his body with Betadine. 
 Leaning in with a small flashlight, Brendan said, “Good news. None of the splinters are in your pupil or iris. You just might retain use of this eye.” 
 Jake looked in, grimaced, and handed Kwon another Vicodin. 
 * * * 
 Baxter simply marched out into the hallway like he owned it. As he passed the guard outside, he tossed over his shoulder three words in Somali, which translated as: “You coming?” 
 “Waa maxay?” 
 Baxter stopped and turned. “Do you want to keep the Emir waiting?” 
 The guard was big for a Somali. But he doubled up when Zack swung the bed leg into his kidney from behind. He was neither down nor out, though, and spun to face the attack while bringing his AK up. 
 But Baxter was tall too, a corn-fed all-American, and his left hand jerked the guard’s head back, while his right brought his Gerber multitool in, blade out, and across the exposed throat. The subsequent struggle was intimate, bloody, and vicious. It was like nothing the young analyst had ever done, but it was over in a few seconds. 
 Baxter pivoted and dragged the body back into the room, letting it fall to the floor. He wiped his bloody multitool on the dead man’s shirt, then closed it up and regarded his handiwork for one second. He’d actually considered using the saw blade. But the last thing he wanted to do was turn into these head-hackers. 
 Even after the end of the world, the care of every man’s soul was his own. 
 Zack handed him one of the two backpacks that contained all their worldly possessions. There wasn’t much. The radio accounted for much of the weight. Zack nodded, Baxter nodded, and they went out the door and closed it behind them. 
 They got moving through the underground passages – slow and upright, like they still owned the place. It was the middle of the night, so they weren’t likely to encounter too many people. But if they did, the last thing they wanted was to look like fugitives. And with the night’s devastated patrol still out, there was likely to be more activity than usual, especially as the survivors and wounded rolled back in. 
 Within a few minutes they had reached ground level and emerged into the black and sprawling courtyard. At this point they went covert, moving around behind buildings and piles of crap, maneuvering toward the front gate. They found a good spot to hide less than twenty meters from it and hunkered down. 
 And they waited. But every second took its toll. 
 As long as they were on this side of the wall, their lives were forfeit. 



 Gone Girl 
 Camp Price - Med Shack 
 When Jake and Brendan returned together to the med shack, Elijah was already suturing up the incision on Todd’s arm. He’d sewn the artery back up, unclamped it, and verified that it was flowing properly and not bleeding internally. It was good service, particularly for amateur vascular surgery. But the six-month Special Operations Combat Medic Course was the best in the world, and was only the first half of the initial year-long training 18 Deltas received. And that year was only the beginning of a lifetime of ongoing training. Practicing out in the bush, guys like Elijah basically turned into country doctors. 
 Kwon was still sitting and waiting, looking blissed out on Vicodin. 
 The two patients and one medic all looked up when the two detachment leaders rolled back in. Jake had refitted and rearmed, and Brendan had kitted up. Both were wired in, keyed up, and loaded for bear. The others knew exactly where they were going: to get their girl. 
 “No response to radio hails?” Elijah asked, as he tied off his sutures. 
 Brendan shook his head no. 
 “Give me twenty minutes,” Elijah said. “I can at least man the TOC for you. And I can get the Shadow up again for ISR.” 
 “No,” Jake said. “You’ve got to get in a tower with a Stinger – now.” 
 Brendan agreed. “As soon as Godane learns his attempt to take the base has failed, his next impulse has got to be to destroy it.” He nodded at the two wounded. “One of these two can assist, the other can man the TOC.” 
 Both Kwon and Todd made noises about wrapping up their injuries and coming on the QRF for Kate. Brendan ordered them to stay, then Jake manhandled them. Todd tried to get up off the table before his surgical thread was tied off and Kwon was wrapping gauze around his face, to throw himself one-eyed back into the fight. 
 Finally Brendan and Jake simply made a run for it. 
 The wounded were too slow to keep up. 
 * * * 
 The night pressing in around them was evil, and Zack felt a kind of panicked claustrophobia. Like he had to get out of that shrinking Islamist fortress, or he was going to suffocate, drown. The returning assault force was steadfastly not returning. And those huge gates stayed resolutely closed. Zack noticed Baxter looking up toward the SE guard tower. If he’d dared speak, he would have said something like, “No, no, no, no, no…” 
 Finally Baxter stuck his mouth up to Zack’s ear and whispered those usually fateful words: “I’ll be right back.” 
 Zack tried to physically latch on to him, but failed. In seconds, Baxter had disappeared into the darkness. Zack cursed silently. They were already in terrible peril, without another adventure like this. His eyes bored a hole in the night, staring up at that tower. He knew there would be at least one guard in it. Please, God, don’t let there be two…

 He couldn’t make out anything up there. It was in deep shadow. 
 He knew Baxter had the code to the combination lock. 
 And he had his multitool. But that was it. 
 Eyes wide, staring, willing something to resolve, finally Zack saw motion, lighter black on dark black. It was the guard standing up – and then tumbling over backward. There was no sound, at least not where Zack was. But if he could see it, others might have as well. He cast his gaze frantically but fruitlessly around the nearly pitch-black courtyard. 
 And then he practically jumped out of his skin as he heard voices speaking in Somali, close enough that he could also hear their footfalls. Men were running to the gate. 
 And then he heard engine noise approaching. And at long last the giant gates started to swing open, to the accompaniment of the grunts of men pulling on the ropes. The lead truck rolled in, lights out. It was moving fast for being inside the walls. And Zack had no idea how many, or how few, were going to be behind it. And when they were all in, those gates were going to close. 
 Probably forever, as far as Zack and Baxter were concerned. 

Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck! They had finally got their chance – and fucking Baxter wasn’t here for it. Zack braced himself. He was going to have to go on his own. But could he? Could he leave Baxter, after all this time? 
 As he asked himself this, he realized he had absolutely no idea. 
 All he knew was he was frozen, rooted to his spot, mindlessly counting vehicles as they rolled in: three, four, five…

 And then a looming figure resolved out of the darkness to his side. For exactly one second, Zack thought the jig was up. But it was Baxter. And he carried a big boxy case under one arm. It was the GCS – the Predator Ground Control Station. Without which, Godane was grounded, for good. 
 Zack flashed back to their long-ago escape from that burning safehouse in Hargeisa, with the legions of the dead and the militias descending on them from all sides – when Baxter, even younger and less experienced, had raced back into the burning structure to retrieve that same GCS. 
 This was turning into a real habit with him. Maybe he was just attached to it. 
 Zack’s reverie burst when he realized the young man was trying to get him to take the bulky case. He did so. Baxter reached into his pocket, pulled out his lucky grenade, kissed it, pulled the pin – and gave it a huge baseball throw way off into the far corner of the courtyard. 
 More time passed. 
 The last vehicle in the convoy rolled inside. 
 The gates started swinging closed. 
 Zack stood up, almost involuntarily. Something had caught his eye in the last truck. Even in the low light, he instantly recognized the big form of al-Sîf driving. But sitting in back was a smaller, very differently shaped form, wearing a sleek black t-shirt, hands bound behind the back. 
 It was a female. And she was white. 
 The grenade went up, flashing and crumping in the black and quiet night, about as far away as you could get and still be inside the Stronghold. 
 Shouts went up, men started running – and every eye went to that spot. 
 Baxter grabbed Zack by the arm and bodily hauled him forward. Crouching, heads low, seizing the instant of distraction, they raced out through the six-foot gap in the gates and were quickly swallowed up by the night. 
 They were free. 
 * * * 
 Jake and Brendan had topped the tank, thrown in a few more cases of belted ammo for the machine guns, and were just putting their asses in the front seats of the other gun truck, the one that hadn’t been shot up – when both their radios went. 

“Bren, Jake, Eli.”

 “Go ahead,” Brendan said into his chin mic. 

“Stand down, guys. Repeat – stand down.”

 Jake clicked on. “What? Why?” 

“They’ve got her. Godane and al-Sîf. They’ve got Kate.”

 When the two leaders got back to the TOC, Zack and Baxter weren’t on the radio channel anymore. But Elijah reported on what they’d told him, and what they had seen. He gave them both a second to absorb that. 
 “One other thing. They want to know if they can get a ride.” 
 Brendan shook his head. 
 Jake kicked something solid, hard. 
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 Jake and Brendan rode in silence. Jake drove, Brendan rode. It was mom and dad again, and the marriage was under strain. 
 Both parents, or rather both team leaders, were on chauffeur duty tonight because there was no one else to do it. Elijah was on double duties in camp, both manning the radio in the TOC and piloting the Shadow – and his drone surveillance had to monitor the huge incoming herd, look for other ones, and watch for follow-on ground attacks from al-Shabaab. 
 Kwon and Todd were both injured, and had both just started recovering – if there was even going to be time for recovery. Someone had to be on anti-air duties at all times, manning the Stingers and watching for the return of Godane’s Predator – which would almost certainly presage incoming Hellfire missiles and the destruction of the camp, and probably only by a few seconds. That someone was Kwon. He insisted he could operate the shoulder-fired missiles with his off hand and his off eye. 
 Todd had immediately gone back to work repairing their shot-up and damaged gun truck. It still ran, but you wouldn’t want to take it out for a long drive in the middle of nowhere. And everywhere was the middle of nowhere now. Having only one reliable vehicle, for any length of time, was unacceptable. 
 There was no one left but Jake and Brendan. And they went out on this errand together because no one ever went anywhere alone. Everything in SF worked on the buddy system. 
 Brendan spared a look across at Jake. He was driving with NVGs, lights off. And there was some serious atmosphere building up in there – despite the open air. The un-damaged gun truck was also the roofless and doorless one. On the upside, they still had a good couple of hours of darkness left. They’d already driven down off the mountain, out of the forest, then south out of the Sanaag region, crossing two others on their way into Mudug. 
 Zack and Baxter didn’t, it turned out, have any kind of GPS device. So they’d had to try to organize a pick-up point based on maps and terrain features. It wouldn’t be far over the border into Mudug. The two escapees from the Stronghold were moving fast on foot, putting as much distance as possible between them and Godane. 
 Brendan looked across again to Jake. He had some things to say to his team sergeant. Jake’s perfectly planned ambush had ended far from perfectly – and they had all gotten singed badly, flying way too close to the flame. Even so, it could have ended up worse than it did – much worse. 
 Brendan cleared his throat and finally said, “That was too fucking close, Jake. We can’t keep playing this way. We’re going to crap out.” 
 Instead of responding to this, Jake just pointed and said, “There.” 
 It was four very quick flashes of white light, up ahead and in the woods beside the road. Jake slowed, wrestled two wheels onto the shoulder, and rolled to a stop. Two dark figures darted from the treeline and climbed in back. Jake put it back in gear, turned them around by rumbling over both shoulders, and accelerated north again. 
 The showdown between the two team leaders would have to wait. 
 * * * 
 But it didn’t have to wait long. 
 Minutes after their return, everyone was gathered in the team room again as the sun cracked the horizon – everyone except Elijah, who was still on round-the-clock drone duty. He was alone in the TOC now, putting down liters of their hoarded supplies of energy drinks, long a staple of deployments. At this point, they were down to sugar-free pomegranate-and-blueberry Pit Bull, everyone’s least favorite. But Elijah hadn’t gotten his head down in so long that anything with outrageous levels of caffeine was like wine from water. 
 Todd was in the meeting, back from the garage. Being a superstar, he’d completed all the repairs he could do with the equipment they had, including a lot of welding, in the time it took Brendan and Jake to drive out and back. 
 Kwon was also there. Brendan had radioed back from the road to tell him to stand down from air watch duty – shortly after he noticed the large and bulky case the two newcomers wrestled into the back of the truck with them. Neither Brendan nor Jake had been able to resist cracking a smile when Baxter told them what it was: al-Shabaab’s ground control station. 
 “So Godane’s Predator—” Jake said. 
 “Yeah,” Baxter answered. “Is now just a very heavy, ugly lawn ornament.” 
 Zack and Baxter’s stock with Triple Nickel had gone up instantly. So much so that the two Agency men were even part of the full team meeting. 
 And this was perhaps the most important such meeting they had held in the entire ZA. The war with Godane and al-Shabaab had gotten extremely bloody on both sides. And it was far from clear who would be the last survivors standing. 
 “When next they come,” Brendan said, pretty much picking up where he’d left off in the truck, “I won’t say they’re just going to waltz in. But they’re facing a degraded force now. We’ve suffered fifty percent casualties, captured and wounded.” 
 Kwon, leaning back coolly in his chair as usual, flexed his bandaged-up right hand – and regarded it with his one unbandaged eye. “These casualties can fight.” 
 Brendan gave him a grudging but admiring nod. He did have to admit that al-Shabaab were going to have to hit their weapons sergeant harder than that if they wanted to knock him out. 
 “Noted,” Brendan said. “But that was still way too close-hauled out there. We can’t afford to lose even one of us.” He didn’t need to elaborate that they were too few. Everyone knew that, even Jake. “Current trends are unsustainable. We’re burning through too much irreplaceable ammo, spare parts… people… and luck.” 
 Todd spoke up now. His color was back, after getting a couple of pints of plasma pumped in him. He was holding his right arm carefully, but otherwise seemed pretty okay – for a guy only a few hours out of surgery. He said, “They’re also not going to just walk into another ambush like that. That card has been played.” He paused and looked around the table. “So what’s our play next time?” 
 Jake, sitting for once, looked measured. Brendan tried to work out if his unshakeable confidence had been shaken. But he looked at Brendan and said, “First off, I knew they’d come. I told you that. Secondly, we got burned because they fucking knew we were going to be there. The question is how? This is the second time this bullshit has happened.” 
 Brendan said, “Aerial surveillance is my bet. That Predator can fly way too high for us to see it – but still see us just fine.” 
 “No,” Jake said. “We were deep in the bush. We did not move in the open. There’s no way it was a drone that spotted us.” 
 The young newcomer, Baxter, cleared his throat and spoke. “It wasn’t the Predator that spotted you.” 
 “Yeah?” Kwon said. “And you know because…?” 
 “Because I was flying it.” 
 Silence settled across the table. It remained a mystery – and a goddamned dangerous one. Brendan noticed Zack looking at him. The look seemed to be trying to tell him something – something he couldn’t say out loud. 
 But the moment passed. 
 * * * 
 “What we actually need from you two,” Jake said, “is to know where Godane’s holding our team member, what kind of security is on her…” He paused. “And what he’s likely to do with her now.” 
 “As for where,” Zack said, “he’s got a row of primitive jail cells, underground, on the lowest level of the Stronghold. Just dugouts in the dirt, with wooden doors and padlocks.” 
 “Guards?” Brendan asked. 
 “Not historically, not specifically for down there. But I imagine he might make an exception this time. And in any case, the whole place is crawling with armed fighters.” 
 “How many?” Jake asked. 
 Zack nodded. “We never knew for sure, and we’re less sure after all the ones you killed. There were probably 350 to 400 originally.” 
 Jake looked at Brendan and said, “I estimate we got seventy at the ambush. Another fifteen before that at Lemonnier.” 
 Brendan looked at Zack. “What’s he going to do with her?” 
 Zack sighed. “I’m sure you’ve seen the same videos I have.” He meant the beheading videos – and worse. 
 Todd said, “At least he can’t put her on YouTube now.” 
 No one laughed, and even Todd looked like he was trying to use humor to mask his mental suffering. Everyone there knew how close he and Kate were. 
 “I don’t know what he’s likely to do with her,” said Zack. He started to touch his forehead with his fingers, then noticed the bandaged and missing fingertips – as if for the first time. “He’s probably capable of anything.” 
 “Basically,” Baxter chimed in, “the man is batshit crazy.” 
 “Can you elaborate?” Jake’s face was freezing into some kind of death mask of resolve and cold hatred. 
 Zack was thinking he wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of that. He made a dismissive gesture, like he didn’t even know where to start. 
 Baxter knew where to start. He said, “Godane’s such a freak that he’s still got the original victim of the whole pandemic locked up in one of those cells.” 
 “What?” Todd looked like this was at once hilarious and horrifying. “Why?” 
 Zack waved at the air again with missing fingertips. “It’s like some kind of totem for him. A talisman.” 
 “Like, what, a voodoo doll?” 
 “Something like that. As if he’s got the over-soul of all the dead locked up in his power. And he thinks maintaining possession of it makes him unkillable, his people immune to the virus – and his fortress unconquerable. That it’s the source of his power. He thinks the plague was the hand of Allah – that it wiped out the infidel, but spared him.” 
 Kwon said, “Why the fuck would he think that?” 
 Zack sighed. “It’s actually not entirely without justification.” 
 Jake said, “Most bullshit mystical thinking has a kernel of truth at its center.” Brendan was glad Elijah wasn’t in the room. Religion had been an ongoing sore spot between them, with Jake provoking him at every turn. “What’s his?” 
 Zack sat up straighter. “The fact that he started the plague.” 
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 Zack looked around the table – and quickly worked out that no one here knew this. Why would they? 
 He took a deep breath and gave them the five-minute version of the end-of-the-world story. How it had been a planned bioweapons attack by al-Shabaab on the deminers working out of Camp Lemonnier. How they had commissioned a custom chimera virus from a rogue Kazakh bioweaponeer. About how the CIA, JSOC, and Delta had disrupted the attack, killed the previous head of al-Shabaab, and – they thought – destroyed all the virus stocks. But how a single infected lab monkey had been attacked out in the bush by wild dogs, in which the virus then mutated with a strain of rabies. 
 And which then came back – as a dead, very hungry former al-Shabaab guy. 
 “Who then proceeded to bring the whole world down,” Zack concluded. 
 “Almost the whole world,” Todd amended. 
 “Yeah,” Zack said wearily. “There’s still us in this room. And Godane tucked up in his fortress.” His tone indicated how much of a consolation he thought that was. It also seemed to say that he didn’t rate himself very highly in the scheme. 
 “Plus Britain,” Todd said, eyeing the two newcomers. 
 They both eyed him back. “What?” 
 “Britain,” Brendan said. “You must know? They transmit their daily Survivors Broadcast every day at 16:30 GMT.” 
 Zack’s lips were slightly parted. Finally, he muttered. “Tea time…” 
 “What?” Jake demanded. 
 Zack snapped out of it. “Godane hasn’t let us anywhere near a radio for a year and a half. They told us everyone was dead – everyone, everywhere.” 
 “And you believed him?” 
 “The way we saw things going at the end, it wasn’t hard to believe. You’re telling me Britain still stands?” 
 “Yes,” Brendan said. “Plus tiny pockets of survivors, all over the globe. But because of the 11/11 attacks, the UK’s completely intact. They closed their borders right before the fall.” 
 Zack and Baxter turned and looked in at each other, both flashing back to those frenetic hours immediately after the attacks, when they had been manning the TOC at the safehouse in Hargeisa. “That was just before it all came down,” Baxter said. “And they really did lock down – no flights, no ferries, no trains. It makes a certain amount of sense.” 
 “What’s in them?” Zack said, facing out again, looking urgent. 
 “What’s in what?” 
 “The survivor broadcasts.” 
 Brendan, eyes red but voice alert and serious, said, “A lot of motivational pabulum, mainly. Number of babies born in the UK, security of their borders. Progress on the vaccine research.” 
 Zack’s eyes narrowed instantly and dramatically. “Wait – there are people out there… working on a vaccine?” 
 “Yeah,” Todd said with a snort. “If you want to call it that.” He mocked up a proper, plummy English accent, and singsonged some words they had all obviously been hearing for a long time: “Britain still stands. We continue to pour all our energies into the search for a cure. Do not give up hope. Stay healthy. We will come for you…” 
 Zack still looked like someone had just told him the world wasn’t flat. 
 “It seems to be more of a search than research,” Brendan said. “They’ve been going out to all the big biopharma labs, looking for clues to a working vaccine.” 
 “Have they come here?” Zack asked. 
 “What? No. The military in Britain is degraded, not to mention their industrial infrastructure. They don’t have the force projection capabilities to push out this far.” Brendan paused. “Wait – why would they come here?” 
 “I just didn’t know…” Zack muttered. “Didn’t think it mattered…” 
 “What,” Jake snapped. 
 Zack looked up. “I didn’t know there was anybody left out there to save – much less people with labs who might develop a vaccine.” He looked around the table. He hadn’t been in combat as they had, but he had obviously been exhausted and pummeled by the stress of events. “Because if there is, then that’s not just ‘the original victim’ Godane has got down in his basement. It’s Patient Zero.” 
 “What does that mean?” Brendan asked. 
 “It means it has incalculable value for vaccine research. Understanding the origin and early form of the virus will be incredibly helpful.” 
 “How do you know?” asked Kwon. 
 Baxter said, “He has a degree in cellular biology, for one thing.” 
 Zack waved this off. “I’m nothing like an expert. But virology and immunology became an amateur obsession of mine for a while. And I’d place a very large bet that, if humanity lives long enough, some day some bioscientists are going to come here looking for that first victim.” 
 “And he’s locked up in Godane’s basement,” Brendan said. 
 Jake looked unimpressed. “I’ll tell you who’s locked up in Godane’s fucking basement – Kate, our teammate. And we’re damn well going to get her out.” 
 Brendan looked up tiredly, anticipating another showdown. “You can’t be suggesting an attack on the Stronghold. Five attackers against 300 defenders?” 
 Jake looked over at Zack and Baxter. “No. There’s another way.” 
 Baxter snapped his fingers. “He’s right. Because there is actually one thing Godane values more than the moldy dead guy in his basement.” 
 Jake nodded. “His Predator drone.” 
 “And we’ve got the keys.” Baxter smiled. He’d done better than he knew. 
 “Godane,” Jake said, “has got to have that GCS back.” He looked to Zack to verify this. 
 Zack nodded tiredly. “Yeah. It’s a big part of how he’s survived this long. Without it, he’s blind and helpless tucked up in there.” He paused. “It’s his baby.” 
 “A trade,” Todd said. “Genius.” He paused. “One thing, though. It’s not Patient Zero.” 
 Zack squinted. “Why not?” 
 “The patient died, doc. It’s Zulu Zero now.” 
 And so it was. 
 * * * 
 “How do we arrange it?" Brendan asked. 
 “What?” Zack wasn’t sure whether the Captain was speaking to him or to Jake. 
 “How do we contact Godane? Or do we just roll up flying a white flag?” 
 “They’ve got radios,” Zack said. “Walkie talkies for a guys outside the wall – and a bigger set in a room we don’t get let into.” 
 “I’ve seen it,” Baxter said. “They’ve also got an aerial on top of one of the guard towers.” 
 Brendan said, “Is it scavenged military gear?” 
 “No,” Baxter said. “I think it’s the same crappy civilian stuff they had before.” 
 “COTS,” Brendan said. “Commercial off-the-shelf. It’ll almost certainly be VHF, then. The question is what frequency.” He wished, not for the first time, that Pete, their other Echo, were still alive. 
 “My guess,” Zack said, “would be whatever it was set on when it came out of the box.” 
 “Okay,” Brendan said. He made a note to use their AN/PSC-5D, the big radio in the TOC, to scan common civilian frequencies. And have Elijah to keep an eye on it. 
 “Speaking of radio traffic,” Jake said, looking at Zack. “Why do I feel like I recognize your voice from somewhere?” 
 Zack cocked his head. Then it hit him. The big Triple Nickel insignia on the wall was a giveaway. “You were the ones out in the bush, right before the fall. Calling for close air support.” 
 “Not us,” Jake said. “The other half of our team. You were controlling that Reaper, and those Hellfire missile strikes, weren’t you?” 
 Zack nodded, then exchanged a look with Brendan. “What happened to your guys? We got that air asset yanked from us by Lemonnier, mid-mission.” 
 Silence descended on the table. 
 “We never saw them again,” Jake said. 
 “Ah, hell,” Zack said. “I’m sorry. We thought they were going to be okay.” As he looked around, he realized there was an implication in the air – or at least on the face of Jake. That somehow he and Baxter were responsible for the deaths of their team members. Zack really didn’t think that was the case. But this didn’t seem like the moment to start an argument about it. 
 Instead he said: “Wait a minute. If you weren’t the half of your team out in the bush… then you must have been at Lemonnier. When it fell.” 
 The SF guys nodded. 
 “Jesus,” Baxter said. He looked across to Zack. The two of them had actually seen these guys – what must have been the exact men they were sitting with now – racing out the gates of the fallen base, blasting everything to hell and back. Zack shook his head minutely. It said to Baxter: One big revelation at a time. Some things were so strange they could only happen in real life. 
 Baxter kept quiet. 
 Squinting in thought himself, Kwon said, “So you two ran the CIA safehouse in Hargeisa.” 
 Zack and Baxter both nodded. 
 “Then you must know what happened to Maximum Bob. And the other SEAL.” 
 “His name was Dugan,” Baxter said. “They didn’t make it.” 
 “How’d they die?” 
 Zack and Baxter looked at each other again. “Saving us,” Baxter said. 
 When that atmosphere seemed to hit again, Zack added, “It was their job.” He immediately regretted saying this. It didn’t help. 
 The air in there was curdling, almost visibly. 
 “Okay,” Brendan said. “We’ve all been up way too long. Everybody gets their heads down – now. Jake and I take the watch. Everybody else sleeps – two hours. We meet back here…” he checked his watch, “at oh-nine-hundred.” 
 No one looked thrilled about being ordered to bed. 
 But it was an order. 
 “Dismissed,” Brendan said. 
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 As they filed out, Jake said to Brendan, “I’ll spot Eli on the drone.” 
 Brendan nodded and said, “Good. I’m in the south sangar.” 
 He then grabbed Zack by the elbow and nodded in that direction. Zack got it and followed him. Behind them, they could hear Todd saying to Baxter, “Come with me, man, you can have the captain’s rack for now…” 
 In another minute, Brendan and Zack had climbed the wooden ladder eight feet to the small guard tower, which perched above and just behind the wall. Looking like a reinforced wooden gazebo, it had not a thatched roof but a properly tiled one. It was well sheltered from both sun and rain, though there was only room for two bodies, or three at a pinch. An M240 medium machine gun, perched behind a sandbagged position, took up much of the space. Brendan motioned to the one chair, and put his own ass against the railing. 
 With his usual serious face on, Brendan said to Zack, “I know you from before those radio transmissions. From before the fall even.” 
 Now Zack looked genuinely surprised, in addition to exhausted. 
 Brendan pointed to his nametape on his blouse. When Zack shook his head, he looked down and realized he wasn’t wearing nametape. He said, “My name’s Brendan Davis.” 
 Zack squinted up at him very deeply indeed. “Jack Davis’s son?” 
 Brendan nodded. 
 “You sure grew up. You’re in charge of this outfit now?” 
 Brendan shrugged. “At some times more than others.” 
 “Jesus,” Zack said. “What are the odds?” He meant that two of the very few people left alive would have a past connection like that. 
 Brendan shrugged again. “The intel community…” he said. 
 Zack finished for him. “…is a small one.” Now Zack looked around him at the thick forest that surrounded them, dappled with early morning light. And he exhaled, as if he had been holding his breath for a long time, and slumped down into the chair. 
 “Glad to be here?” 
 Zack shook his head. “You can have no idea.” He paused, listening to the faint chirping sounds of the forest waking up, and breathing the clean air. Feeling alive again, for the first time in a very long time. “Listen,” he said. “There’s something I need to tell you.” 
 “Yes,” Brendan said. “And you needed to tell me alone. I got that.” 
 Zack blinked into the patches of sunlight falling on the tower. “I think you may have an informer in your camp. Someone talking to Godane.” 
 “Impossible,” Brendan said. He said it calmly, as if he knew this to be fact – not defensively, as if he were asserting it. “It’s got to be something else.” 
 “Maybe so. But Godane has known things about your movements in advance – things I can’t account for any other way.” 
 Brendan smiled. “The old ‘argument from personal incredulity’.” 
 Now Zack smiled. He got it. Brendan was saying that Zack’s inability to imagine anything else didn’t mean there wasn’t something else. And the line also told him something else: that this was a very smart young man. 
 “There could be another explanation,” Zack said. “But I’m telling you it’s something. He knew you were going to Lemonnier for weapons. And he knew you were set up to ambush his assault force. And that information did not come via the Predator. I know because Baxter flies it.” 
 Brendan shrugged. “Maybe he’s got another drone. Would he make a point of telling you if he did?” 
 “No.” 
 “Maybe he’s got scouts out scouring the ground. Maybe he’s also got a U.S. radio with our encryption protocols keyed in. What do these things have in common?” 
 Zack sighed. “He wouldn’t tell me about it.” 
 “Exactly.” 
 Zack held Brendan’s gaze for a few seconds, each of them feeling more comfortable now. Both men were thinking the same thing: that they’d found, if not an ally, at least a like mind or kindred spirit. Both were educated. Both were calm and methodical. They felt like they understood each other – including, perhaps, their failings. 
 Zack acted on this growing intimacy. He said, “At some times more than others? You meant Jake. Your team sergeant.” 
 Brendan shrugged. “That relationship is always a complex one.” 
 “He’s a lot older than you.” 
 “Among other differences.” 
 “Such as?” 
 Brendan looked out at the thick forest. “Well, for starters, I probably would have had us work harder to avoid this war with Godane.” 
 Zack nodded. “Why does Jake hate him so much?” 
 Brendan looked back in and down. “Aside from the bombings, the beheadings, the shopping mall shooting rampage? That kind of thing?” 
 “Yeah. Aside from that.” 
 “Al-Sîf almost certainly killed one of his close friends. I should say ‘executed’.” 
 Zack squinted back into memory. “That expensive rifle al-Sîf carries.” 
 Brendan nodded. Then his expression softened. “But, as usual, Jake also has some very good points. We can’t just sit here at the mercy of Godane, and whatever attacks he wants to throw at us. Peaceful coexistence may just not be possible now.” 
 Zack nodded. “I suppose not. The die was cast when our Predator overflew you. I wish Baxter had picked another route.” 
 “Or kept what he saw to himself.” 
 Zack made a pained expression, but kept his tongue. He didn’t think it would help explaining this one, either. 
 Brendan caught this look, and softened. “He seems like a good kid.” 
 “He’s excellent,” Zack said. “He was top five percent of his class at the Farm. And his language concentration was Russian, which is no picnic. Mainly, he’s loyal and reliable, even when things get bad. Especially then.” 
 Brendan smiled and said, “Druz’ja poznajutsja v bedé.” 
 Zack shook his head. Russian wasn’t one of his six languages. 
 “‘You know your friends when trouble comes’.” 
 Zack nodded. He had that right. He switched back to current events. “Unavoidable or not, Godane knows you’re here now. Can you leave? Up stakes?” 
 Brendan shrugged. “I think it’s an option. But Jake’s much fonder of the one where we kill Godane, kill al-Sîf, and kill all their guys. Then put our feet up on their corpses and have a drink.” 
 Zack took that on board. “Even with the damage you’ve inflicted… you’re still outgunned about seventy to one.” 
 Brendan smiled. “I have no doubt Jake thinks he can find a way. We’re all about force multipliers here.” 
 “You could easily get half your team wiped out trying. Or all of it.” 
 “I think Jake would prefer that to any kind of accord, or compromise.” 
 Zack shook his head. “There’s no question Godane’s a monster. But you don’t have to go out and slay every monster in the forest.” 
 Brendan looked down at the older man, his eyes clear. “Jake won’t even consider making peace with Godane.” 
 He turned to face the forest again. 
 “And I’m not sure what’ll happen if I order him to.” 
 * * * 
 Now Zack laughed, and shook his head. 
 “What’s so funny?” 
 “What’s funny is that Godane is exactly the same, in his way. He has this mix of existential terror and pure hatred for you guys. I tried to convince him that he wouldn’t come out well in a shooting war with you. He wouldn’t listen. He wants to see you all of you dead and in hell.” 
 Brendan said, “Well, here we sit. And we might soon be dead and in hell.” 
 Zack snorted. “As opposed to alive and in hell.” But then his expression grew serious again. “What I guess I need to understand about this guy…” 
 “Jake?” 
 “Yeah. What I need to understand is this: is he as good as he thinks he is?” 
 Brendan said, “He made it all the way to the end of Delta Selection.” He didn’t have to explain that Delta was the premiere Tier-1 special operations unit in the world – in the history of the world. And that their selection process was the world’s most grueling and selective. Only the top guys in the world made it through that. 
 Zack squinted. “Okay – so how come he’s not in Delta, then?” 
 “He was rejected at the final step – the commander’s review board.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Only the Delta commander knows for sure. Maybe it was something in his psych eval they didn’t like. Something not quite right or slightly off in his character, that maybe the review board sensed. I don’t know.” 
 Zack looked up. “Okay, look. The main thing about Godane is that he’s a monster of ego. Everything he does is in thrall to it. That’s why he’s gotten seventy of his people killed – nearly including me. That’s why the war. It’s all about him, and about his control. He says it’s about serving God, but that’s the worst kind of egotism – the kind that claims to be about something bigger, something noble and pure. But it’s a sham. A terrible and very deadly one.” 
 Brendan looked troubled as he listened to this. It was making him wonder about something very dangerous – about whether in fact Jake’s motivations were as pure as he made out. Was it all really about getting Kate back safely? And about the survival of the team – or maybe the survival of humanity, with what they knew now? Or was this really just all about Jake – him getting the better of Godane, getting revenge on al-Sîf? And about who was going to be king of the Horn of Africa? 
 Had Jake started to believe his own mythology – or, even worse, was he starting to doubt it? Either way, the man’s intent now was clear: he wasn’t going to back down. Instead, he wanted to double down. 
 Rather than giving voice to any of this, Brendan just nodded at Zack’s bandaged fingertips. “Did Godane do that to you?” 
 “I got off easy.” 
 “You need to have Elijah take a look at that for you.” 
 Zack nodded. But then he got up out of the chair and put his hand on Brendan’s arm. He said, “Listen. Everything’s changed now. I understand that we need to get your teammate back. But we also have to get Zulu Zero out of that Stronghold. And we have to get it back to Britain.” 
 Brendan shook his head. “Even if I thought that was possible… I don’t see it becoming part of our mission tasking.” Britain, he clearly felt, might as well have been the moon. “We’ve got too many other problems right now.” 
 “That may be,” Zack said. “But the human race has one problem: survival.” 
 That seemed to bring Brendan up short. He had some thinking to do. 
 And as he looked at Zack, the man’s expression seemed to be telling him something – something he didn’t know how to articulate. And it was this: that Zack had now found something he could do – some way to help, a chance to expiate his sin, to redeem his failure to stop the pandemic in the first place. A way to try and make it all right again. 
 “Look,” Zack finally said. “I was the guy assigned to stopping Godane’s bio-attack – the first time. I thought I did. But I let something slip through. All of this. It’s all my fault. I knew it was coming. I knew exactly what it was going to look like. But I missed it anyway. And the whole world went down.” 
 Brendan looked like he didn’t quite know how to respond to this. But he didn’t have to. His radio chirped up. 

“Bren, Jake. TOC. Now.”

 From his tone, it was clear that now meant now. 



 Herd 
 Camp Price - TOC 
 By the time Brendan and Zack reached the TOC, word had gotten out and everyone else was converging there. 

So much for nap time, Brendan thought. 
 When they ducked inside, they saw Elijah had already taken control of the Shadow back from Jake. And the others were crowding in around the drone video window, in the thin morning light that bled in through the windows. The whole scene had a dreamy air – probably because most of them were on the verge of hallucinating from sleep deprivation. 
 Brendan and Jake were closest to the screen. What was on it was not unclear, or open to a lot of interpretation. 
 “Is this a new herd?” Brendan asked. “Or the same one?” 
 Elijah hesitated before answering. “Well… sort of both.” 
 “Explain it to him,” Jake said. He was obviously about as interested in subtleties and waffling now as he was in a hot dick sandwich. 
 “Okay,” Elijah said, putting the drone on autopilot and turning to face the now-crowded TOC. “You remember that huge herd that was just barely going to miss us?” 
 Brendan said, “It’s not going to miss us now?” 
 “No, it’s still going to miss us. But it’s not huge – it’s absolutely staggering.” 
 “Why are we just finding this out now?” 
 Elijah looked slightly pained. “I never flew to the back end of it – only from side to side across the front. These things tend to have a proportional shape, kind of oval. Once you map the front, you’ve pretty much got it. Or so I thought.” 
 “What changed?” 
 “Jake took it deeper. And it turns out I was only looking at an advance finger sticking out of the front of this thing. What’s behind it is absolutely massive.” 
 “Define massive.” 
 “Between ten and twenty times bigger than anything we’ve ever seen before.” 
 “How many?” 
 Elijah exhaled. “I’d estimate it at five million. This thing’s going to swamp the whole region. I mean, just about the entire Horn of Africa – Eritrea, Djibouti, Somalia, and half of Ethiopia. The only thing it’s going to miss – I think – is the narrow strip of coastal mountain range we’re all sitting in right now. And we’re still probably going to get slapped by its edges.” 
 The mood in the TOC was plummeting. Brendan said, “Can we weather this? With the height of our walls?” 
 “I’m not sure,” Elijah said. “But I do know someone who’s going to be asking himself the same question.” 
 “Godane.” 
 “Yeah. Because this thing is going to hit the Stronghold dead on.” 
 All thoughts went to Kate. “Their walls are twice the height of ours. Will they hold?” Brendan looked to Zack and Baxter. 
 Baxter said, “I’m not sure how to tell you this. But I could have told you this.” 
 “You knew about the size of the herd?” 
 “Yes. It’s what I was tracking when I overflew you guys in the first place.” 
 Elijah shook his head. “That Predator – much longer range and endurance than our Shadow.” 
 “Yes,” Baxter said. “And I knew. Godane knows. And they’re hard at work building their walls up even more, so they can ride this thing out.” 
 “That’s his plan?” Jake asked. 
 “Yeah,” Baxter said. “Get the walls up to twenty-five feet, or thirty if they have time. Then hunker down and keep quiet while it goes by.” 
 Jake said, “What makes him think twenty-five feet will be enough to save them, if twenty isn’t?” 
 Zack spoke one syllable. “God.” 
 Baxter nodded, and added two more. “Allah. Godane thinks he’s God’s chosen one, and that al-Shabaab was spared in order to restart all of humanity – and the faithful only need apply. He has no trouble believing he’ll survive this.” 
 “Maybe God will spare them,” Elijah said. “But I can tell you that once this herd hits, nobody’s going in or out of that Stronghold, probably not for a good long time.” 
 “How soon?” Jake asked. “When does it roll in?” 
 “About a day. Give or take.” Elijah looked back up at Jake. “Whatever plan you’re developing for getting Kate the hell out of there… you’re going to have to execute it fast.” 
 * * * 
 After the others had cleared out again – back to their duties, sleep now permanently on hold – Brendan and Zack stayed in the TOC, with Elijah still at the controls. 
 Zack leaned in closer, squinting at the video window. “Can you zoom in more?” he asked. Elijah obliged. He took a closer look then turned and addressed Brendan. “Look at the clothing on these guys. That’s not local.” 
 Brendan leaned in close over the display, trying to make out individual items of clothing on what was a roiling mob of animated corpses. 
 Zack touched his chin. He looked like he was going into analyst mode. He pointed at a particular spot on the screen. “I’d say that’s Egyptian garb, most of it. Maybe even Tunisian, some of it – there.” 
 Brendan regarded him blankly. “So?” 
 Zack blinked. “Basically, these guys have crossed most of Africa to get here.” 
 It was clear Brendan didn’t get the significance of this, if any. Zack took a breath. He realized he couldn’t blame the young officer. It was a long and slightly obscure chain of logic. He motioned toward the door and they both stepped out into the courtyard. When Zack continued, his voice was low. 
 “Remember how I said Zulu Zero was likely to be critical to a vaccine effort?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Well, what that really means is: a sample of the virus from a very early-stage victim is critical. First would be best of all. But, really, anything from the area around Hargeisa, the point of disease emergence, would probably do. It would almost certainly be from someone who went down at the beginning.” 
 “Except—” Brendan said, slowly catching on. 
 “Yeah. Except this gigantic herd of five million dead North Africans is about to flood the zone.” 
 “And they’ll swamp the whole region,” Brendan said. 
 “Exactly. Which means good luck finding an early-stage victim floating in the resulting ocean of later-stage victims. They’ll be like single particles in an extremely diluted solution. Except for—” 
 Brendan nodded. “Except for the one Godane’s got.” 
 “Which means that one is about to become absolute gold dust.” 
 Kwon trotted up. He spoke to Brendan. “Jake wants everyone in the team room, for a planning session. The clock’s ticking.” 
 “What are we planning for?” 
 Kwon looked at Brendan like he was stupid. “Getting Kate back.” 
 Before setting off, Brendan stuck his head back into the TOC. He said to Elijah, “Bring the Shadow back and refuel. Then get it flying south.” 
 Elijah nodded. “Over the Stronghold.” 
 “Affirmative. Call me when you’re on station.” 
 Whatever Jake was planning, they were definitely going to need aerial reconnaissance of the Stronghold now. And, even more than ever, they were going to need to keep track of what the hell Godane was doing. 
 With Zack and Baxter extracted, they had lost their advance warning system – their one ace in the hole. 
 * * * 
 When Brendan and Zack entered the team room, they found Jake, Kwon, and Todd already poring over maps spread out across the table. 
 Brendan said, “You’re going to try to trade the GCS for Kate.” 
 Jake nodded. “Yeah.” 
 Zack said, “You do know Godane will double-cross you, and betray whatever arrangement you make. That’s absolutely guaranteed.” He looked around the room. “And if you go anywhere near that fortress, he’s going to kill every one of you – starting with her, so we all get to watch.” 
 Jake nodded again. “Yeah. He’s definitely going to double-cross us.” 
 Todd straightened up. “But we’re going to double-cross his ass first – and worse.” 
 “Much worse,” Kwon added. 
 “Okay,” Brendan said, putting both hands down on the map. “But here’s the thing. We’re going to get Zulu Zero while we’re in there.” 
 Jake didn’t look pleased by this. “And if we can’t? Or if that’s incompatible with getting Kate back? 
 Brendan exhaled. “No one wants our teammate back more than me. No one has more of an obligation to bring her home safely. But it’s not enough.” 
 Jake frowned. “What does that mean?” 
 Brendan cast his eye across the others in the room. “It’s not enough to just get her back and then go on as before.” He put his palms down on the table, and drew another breath. The others could tell this was about to be oratory of some kind. When he spoke again, he sounded deadly serious, and totally confident. 
 “For a year and a half, we’ve been doing nothing but getting by. We have no hope, no goals, no chance to do something positive, to contribute, to help. All we’re doing is staying alive. And that’s not enough for me. We’ve been squatters and survivors. I need you to be operators again. We’ve been reacting, it’s time to act.” 
 Todd, who had briefly looked distraught at the focus shifting from Kate, suddenly looked like he got it. “Bren’s right,” he said. “I’m in.” 
 Kwon still looked skeptical. “And supposing we do get this thing? What the hell do we do with it? Try to get it to Britain?” 
 “Yes,” Brendan said. “We get it to Britain. But one problem at a time, Sarge. One problem at a time.” He smiled, and Kwon couldn’t help but return it. “Okay. Now let’s get into the weeds on this one.” 
 They were planning what might be their last ever operation. 
 So they’d better make it a good one. 



 Land of the Blind 
 Camp Price - Team Room 
 About two hours into the planning session, Brendan’s radio went. 

“Bren, Eli. I’m coming onto station now.”

 Zack and Baxter were proving invaluable describing the interior layout of the Stronghold and the procedures by which it was guarded. And they’d made good progress on drawing a sand-table model of the walls and courtyard. But memory was fallible. They needed real-time intel. 
 Brendan stood and nodded at Zack. “On me.” 
 Zack rose and followed, and as the two trotted together across the courtyard to the TOC, Brendan gave him instructions. “Right now we’re about to get an excellent aerial look at Godane’s backyard. What I need you to do is narrate. Point things out on video. Tell me exactly what I’m looking at.” 
 The two of them pushed in through the open door. 
 Elijah looked up. “How close a look do you want, Cap?” Brendan pulled up a chair. “I’m up at my service ceiling now, and about two kilometers north.” 
 “I don’t give a damn if you mow the grass,” Brendan said. “As long as you stay out of small-arms range.” 
 Elijah turned back to his screen and controls. “That would be substantially higher than grass-mowing altitude.” 
 “Godane knows we’re here,” Brendan said. “He knows we know he’s there. Intel is everything now. We need a clear look at that compound and what’s going on in it. If they’re gearing up for another attack. If they somehow get their Predator in the air, to come Hellfire our asses. If they’re Alamo’ing up.” 
 But then his brow furrowed, and he turned to Zack. “They don’t have shoulder-fired missiles – right?” 
 “Negative,” Zack said. 
 “How do you know?” 
 “Because he asked me to find him some on our scavenging mission to Lemonnier. I didn’t.” 
 Brendan didn’t ask whether Zack had succeeded or failed in his real purpose. Either way, that was good enough. He leaned in to the screen. “Is that max zoom?” 
 “Affirmative,” Elijah said. 
 “Okay. Bring us down. There should be a good wide band that’s above small-arms range but that will get us the resolution we need.” 
 Elijah banked it around and started bleeding off altitude – 12,500, then 10,000, then half that. In another minute he was down to 1,500 feet. 
 “They’ll probably hear us at this altitude,” Elijah said. “But they don’t have a prayer of taking us down with small arms, AKs or MGs.” 
 Brendan nodded his approval and took the left-side controls for the sensor bundle and cameras. “On second thought,” he said, moving away and pushing Zack into place instead, then getting out a notebook and pencil. “You drive the camera. I’ll sketch and make notes.” 
 “Roger that,” Zack said, taking the controls. This wasn’t his first drone rodeo. 
 As Brendan got his first good look at the Stronghold, he noted the remnants and tatters of camouflage netting that still hung over some sections. But enough had rotted and fallen away that it didn’t obscure much at this point. They had good visibility into most of the interior. 
 And over the next thirty minutes, while Eli piloted them in lazy circles overhead, Zack pointed out and Brendan made note of: fixed gun emplacements, static guard positions, roving patrols, supply and ammo depots, vehicle bays. He identified most of the above-ground buildings – supply sheds, tool sheds, grain storehouses – and pointed to the entrances that led to different parts of the underground complex, where most of the inhabited areas were. 
 He also pointed out the construction where they were raising the wall. It was about 70% in place by now. 
 “They were already behind schedule,” Zack said. “And now you’ve taken a significant bite out of Godane’s labor pool.” Both he and Brendan laughed at that, though Elijah didn’t. 
 Most of the time they were circling and reconnoitering, and particularly the last ten minutes, figures ran around on the parapets on the walls, pointing up at them and shouting – silently, on the video-only drone view. Brendan was surprised they didn’t take any potshots. But someone down there was smart and disciplined enough to know it would only be a waste of ammo. 
 “Those guard towers,” Brendan said, pointing out the six big structures at the corners of the outer wall. “I need a better look at the machine gun emplacements inside.” 
 Elijah hmm'd. “I don’t like going much lower.” 
 “Can you take it down to a thousand feet?” 
 “I’ll do you a deal. I can back off, drop down, then do a single pass – straight over, at our top speed. That should make the aircraft a tough target.” 
 “Done,” Brendan said. “Do it.” 
 Elijah brought them back around to the north, turned, dropped, and went into his final pass, blasting straight over the fortress heading south. 
 Brendan took the camera controls now. He put the nearest tower in his crosshairs and waited for it to get bigger. It did so pretty quickly. 
 “Wait, wait,” Zack said, pushing forward again. 
 “What?” Brendan said. 
 On the screen, they could see two al-Shabaab guys come bursting up into the tower from the interior stairs. They seemed to be carrying an object about the size of a big backpack. 
 Zack’s mouth opened again – but he waited another second for the scene to resolve. The object now appeared to be some type of field electronics. 
 “Pull up,” Zack said. “Pull out!” 
 When Elijah didn’t immediately respond, Zack actually reached around him and grabbed the joystick, yanking it all the way back and to the right. 
 Nothing changed on the video view. 
 “What?” Brendan said. “What the hell just happened?” 
 Now Elijah was manhandling the flight controls himself. Nothing continued to happen. On the video view, the tower passed out of the bottom of the screen, then the whole interior courtyard went by, followed by the wall on the other side – and then the greenery of the Galmudug bush filled the window. The Shadow was still heading south at its top speed. 
 Zack stood up straight, turned, and cursed. “Those sons of bitches! Goddammit.” 
 Brendan pushed his chair back, urgency bleeding away. He could tell that whatever catastrophe was happening had already happened. 
 Zack turned back around. “It’s a goddamned portable RF jammer.” 
 Brendan put his head in his hands. “I’m guessing you’ve seen it before.” 
 Zack looked at him with a very dark expression, his shoulders sagging. Knowing how limp this was going to sound even as he spoke, he said, “I forgot. It’s been a year and a half since I saw it.” He shook his head. “If it makes you feel any better, that thing got me kidnapped, and nearly killed.” 
 This didn’t make Brendan feel any better. 
 He was thinking: And now it might have just gotten all of us killed.

 Elijah gave up on the controls. He said, “That radio jammer is now between us and the aircraft. If I’d been flying some other direction, I’d eventually pass out of its jamming range…” 
 Zack punched the wall and cursed loudly again. He’d fucked up. 
 Jake stormed in. He’d evidently heard the racket. “What? What’s going on?” 
 Brendan spoke first, so as to take the heat himself. He didn’t need Jake distrusting Zack anymore than he already did. “Our UAV. It’s currently winging its way to Madagascar. Non-stop.” 
 Jake shook his head. 
 Now both Triple Nickel and al-Shabaab had lost their UAVs. 
 Now they were all blind. 
 * * * 
 “The irony, I suppose,” Baxter said, having followed the general migration to the TOC, “is that they can theoretically follow it until it runs out of fuel and just pick it up off the ground. Then they’ll have both drones. And we’ll have both controllers.” 
 The only one who thought this was funny was Todd. He and Kwon had been last to arrive. Now they were all about to move back to the team room… when the big radio set on the other side of the TOC beeped. It was picking up an incoming transmission, on one of the unencrypted civilian channels. 
 Everyone froze. 
 Jake walked across the room, flipped channels, put two fingers down on the transmit bar on the desk mic, and leaned slightly over it. 
 “Receiving,” he said. “Send traffic.” 
 The voice that came back, speaking out across the TOC with perfect clarity and no delay or static, was like hearing the bogeyman given life and breath. Everyone there had heard enough of Godane’s YouTube rants to know it wasn’t the Emir himself. But it was definitely one of his thugs. 
 He had marginal English and a thick Somali accent. Worse, there was something about the way he spoke that was out of place in a Special Forces encampment. He sounded coarse, mean, thuggish – also uneducated, righteous, and incurious. 

“Soldiers – we have your whore.”

 And with that announcement alone, you could just about hear jaws grinding in the TOC. Only Jake didn’t visibly react. He had turned to marble. 

“She is here with us, on her knees. Al-Sîf has the blade to her throat. Tell them. Tell them! Scream. Beg for your life!”

 This was followed by perfect silence. 
 And that was enough to convince Triple Nickel that this shitbird was actually telling the truth. The Kate they knew and loved would much sooner have her throat slit than beg the likes of these guys for anything. 
 Jake pressed the transmit bar and said, “We believe you have her.” 

“She will live only if the Emir gets his drone control.”

 “We understand.” 

“You come here. Tomorrow. At first light. Bring the control. You not here, the girl dies. But she not die right away.”

 Jake took his two fingers off the desk mic and pressed them down on the tabletop beside it. In a perfectly normal voice, he said, “I’m going to kill you. Then I’m going to kill al-Sîf. Then I’m going to kill Godane. And I’m going to feed all your bodies to the dead.” 
 He then calmly moved his fingers back onto the transmit bar and said: 
 “We agree to your terms.” 
 * * * 
 Out behind the TOC now, the two commanders leaned in close to each other, in the lengthening shadows of the afternoon. Everyone else had gone back to the team room to resume planning. But Brendan needed a minute alone with Jake. 
 “This changes nothing,” Jake said. 
 “It changes our ISR resources.” Brendan meant their lost drone. And not only their ability to monitor Godane. It also meant that if that incoming herd sped up, or changed direction, they’d never know it – not until it rolled over their heads. 
 Still cool as marble, Jake said, “What do you propose to do? Lie down?” 
 Brendan knew he didn’t even need to answer that. 
 “You never give up,” Jake said. “You never back down. You don’t even let up on the throttle. This is going to happen with us going 110mph, blasting straight through – all the way to the end.” 
 Brendan just nodded. 
 That was Jake in a nutshell: blasting through problems, obstacles, and enemies head-on – by being more committed, more ferocious, more violent. By getting, and keeping, the initiative. 
 That was just how his team sergeant was wired. 
 And it was too late to get another one. 
 “Come on,” Brendan said. “We’ve still got fourteen hours to tilt the odds.” 



 Dark Night of the Soul 
 Camp Price - Brendan and Todd’s Hooch 
 Night. Perfectly pitch-black – until, instantly, it wasn’t, with the bright flash of incoming tracers, tearing the night to shreds, ripping through the structure all around him. Brendan leaps from his rack, and finds his rifle by touch. Now he needs to find his team radio – because he knows he’s got to organize the defense, and it’s got to happen now. 
 Breathless, heart hammering, he sticks his face out the door, head on a swivel, scanning from side to side, trying to generate some situational awareness. From the reports, he can tell some of the firing is his own guys. But not the majority of it. Not enough. They’re being hammered. 

Fuck the radio, he thinks. He grabs his tactical vest full of mags, and makes for the wire. When he gets to the south sangar, he’s the last to arrive. He realizes all their guns are pointing outward, in 360-degree defense. They’re completely surrounded. 
 This is it. He knows it. This is going to be the final defense of Camp Price. 
 This is the end. 
 Somehow, in his exhausted and wounded heart, Brendan knows they are going to go down fighting to the last man. Like the three hundred at Thermopylae, ODA 555 will die heroically and gloriously, laying down their weapons only when their dead hands release them. But there will be no follow-up battles of Salamis or Plataea, where Xerxes, or in this case Godane, will get his comeuppance. There will be no heroic legend to pass down through the ages, no comic books or movies about the fall of Camp Price. 
 No one will ever even know. 
 Now Brendan can hear the screams of the wounded – the enemy at first. But then he hears a shout of pain from inside the wire, one that is way too familiar. 
 And he knows they can’t afford to lose anyone. 
 He ducks down to reload, the incoming rounds snapping the air over his head like a flag in a gale, and the wooden edge of the sangar turning to splinters from the fusillade. He gets a new mag seated, moves over one position, flips his selector switch to full-auto, and pops again. Now he is lighting up the night, burning off 625 rounds per minute. He’s dry again in less than three seconds, and drops back down. 
 Now he hears another scream, a different voice this time. 
 They’re all surrounded – and they’re all going to die. 
 He reloads – but can’t bring himself to pop up again. He feels everyone looking to him for a solution. And he hasn’t got one. There isn’t one. He drops his rifle, wraps his elbows around his knees – and covers up his ears with his hands. 
 He does this so he can’t hear the screams of his men – crying for help, dying. 
 The wall behind collapses from the weight of incoming, and he tumbles back through it, falling through open air… and it’s twenty feet to the ground, not ten, because he’s actually fighting on the walls of Godane’s Stronghold… 
 * * * 
 Brendan sat up in his rack. Both he and the thin sheet over him were completely soaked with sweat, like both had been dunked in a pool. 
 As he sat there motionless, letting his breathing come back under control, against his better judgment he gave his doubts and fears free rein. For just a few minutes. In the dark and silence, no one would see them. 
 The dream had faded. His men weren’t dead. 
 But they probably soon would be. 
 Alone now, in the dark, Brendan thought the unthinkable. He knew that these men he was charged with leading were not superheroes. They were extraordinarily smart, skilled, committed, well-trained, and resilient soldiers. They had a very special and hard-won skill set – including unparalleled language, cultural, and political skills, used in their primary roles as teachers and mentors, doing unconventional warfare and foreign internal defense. 
 In terms of pure warfighting, they could all move and shoot, they were very solid tactically, and they had extremely good small-unit infantry and CQB skills. 
 But they weren’t gods. 
 Not even Jake was. 
 They weren’t like the unstoppable assaulters and snipers of Delta or Seal Team Six. In terms of pure resolve and combat effectiveness, they weren’t even quite like the regular SEALs. If nothing else, you could tell from the way Army Special Forces ran the selection course – the cadre instructors were actually trying to keep guys in the program. Whereas the more elite spec-ops forces weeded out everyone they could possibly pummel into quitting. But SF coached, they mentored, they did what it took to get good men through the program – because they were needed in the field. At the end of the process, they had supremely committed and well-trained soldiers. 
 But not gods. No, they were all too mortal. 
 Brendan shook his head. Seventy to one… Only Jake wasn’t daunted by the odds they were going to be facing in just a few hours. 
 The terror of the dream falling from him, but not that of the coming battle, Brendan got up, toweled himself off, put on a t-shirt and flip-flops, and stepped out into the cooler air outside. He could immediately see there was a light still burning in the team room. When he walked over and stepped inside, he found it was Jake, drinking a mug of coffee and going over the mission plan again. He was also wearing shorts, a t-shirt, and sneakers – and the light from the desk lamp was glinting on the aluminum fittings of his leg. 
 When he looked up, Brendan said, simply, “This is going to work – right?” 
 Jake exhaled. He looked like a different man in his reading glasses, which he rarely wore in front of the others. He took them off and leaned back. He said: “There are no guarantees in this line of work, Captain Davis. The only thing I can tell you is: if Kate dies… if you go down… or the others on this team fall… odds are I’m already dead. That’s all I can promise you.” 
 Brendan put his hand out. Jake took it. 
 “That’ll do.” 



PART THREE
 “And I will set my jealousy against thee, and they shall deal furiously with thee: they shall take away thy nose and thine ears; and thy remnant shall fall by the sword: they shall take thy sons and thy daughters; and thy residue shall be devoured by the fire.” 
 – Ezekiel 23:25 



 Dead Men 
 ma’Qal (“The Stronghold”) - Just Outside the Walls 
 The sun had cracked the horizon but did not yet penetrate the thick bush. The dense trees and heavy undergrowth rose up menacingly to either side, creating something like a tunnel, one filled with darkness and silent menace – or perhaps it was more like a funnel. 

Hopefully not a fatal one, Todd thought. 
 He was driving the lead vehicle in what might be the last ever Triple Nickel caravan, as it rumbled along the rutted and washed-out forest track. The road only went one place, so there had been little navigation to do for the last hour. 
 But there had been some steering required – mainly around the intermittent hazard of walking dead men in the road. 
 The front edge of the herd had arrived. 
 As they traveled south they began to pass through it, like the thin outer edge of a gas giant in the vacuum of space, or the first sparse drops of rain at the edge of a heavy storm coming in. They were just ones and twos, and not many of those, stumbling forward mindlessly, lone scouts in front of an unimaginably large Persian army of the dead, coming to flood the plains of Greece. 
 For the most part, the two trucks could steer around them, or wait for them to cross the road like wild animals, or occasionally run them over. Nobody felt like shooting, not this close to the herd they knew was massing out there. 
 Plus they anticipated they were going to need every round. 
 Now, finally, the oppressive embrace of Galmudug fell away to either side and they emerged into the slight clearing that surrounded the towering and spiky walls of the Stronghold. Most of the Triple Nickel guys had been hearing rumors about this place for years, so it was like driving into imagination, or dark fantasy. 
 This was the heart of darkness. 
 It was also the fell hand wrapped around the body of Staff Sergeant Kate Dunajski. And her body was theirs, just as theirs were hers. She was in there somewhere. And nobody in either of these two gun trucks was leaving without her. 
 Getting hold of Zulu Zero and, if Zack were to be believed, increasing humanity’s ultimate chances for survival, was also on the list of essential mission objectives. But that type of salvation seemed very distant, amorphous, an abstraction. 
 Kate was real. And they could all see her face with perfect clarity. 
 The two trucks rumbled to a stop before the gates. 
 And now Godane made them wait. 
 Todd, in the driver’s seat of the lead vehicle, tapped his horn. 
 Jake punched him in the shoulder – hard. 
 Finally, the massive log-pole gates began to swing open. When there was enough of a gap, Todd put it in gear and rolled forward, the other truck following on his bumper. As before, during their mission to Camp Lemonnier, he knew exactly where he was going. Their plans were precise. He followed the mud ruts around a couple of outbuildings and emerged into a more open central area. 
 He didn’t stop until he was dead center in the middle of the giant courtyard. 
 Then he pulled ahead and swung out into a wide left-hand arc, continuing through 270 degrees and going around the nose of the other truck – which did a regular ninety-degree left-hand turn, both of them continuing until they were side-by-side. It was a tight little choreography, and it ended with the two trucks facing opposite directions, driver’s side to driver’s side. 
 Todd’s truck faced the south wall of the fortress, the other the north. 
 The two trucks looked like they were cross-decking, ready to shoot over each other’s shoulders. Like two buddy gunfighters in Main Street at high noon, about to take on the villain’s entire gang. 
 Which was exactly what they were. 
 Above them, and all around on every side, al-Shabaab fighters stood on the parapets on the inside of the walls, pointing weapons down at them. The six guard towers also bristled with emplaced machine guns, as well as guys with RPGs on their shoulders. There were at least a hundred men visible, all of them covering the two invading trucks of Crusaders. 
 They were truly in the belly of the beast. 
 * * * 
 And both gun trucks looked something like medieval battle wagons now. If the gun turrets on top were manned, it wasn’t obvious – because the steel gunner shields had been extended up and over, completely enclosing anyone inside. Each turret also sported two emplaced weapons, pointing in opposite directions – the stubby barrel of a grenade launcher, and the three linked barrels of a minigun. 
 Beneath the turrets, the first one looked like an up-armored, somewhat tricked-out Humvee. But the second looked like some serious Mad Max shit. This was the dune-buggy-style gun truck, which had previously lacked doors or a roof. Now it was covered with welded-together steel plates, which enclosed the whole driver and passenger area, the bumpy welded seams criss-crossing its surface like the stitched-together face of Frankenstein. 
 Jake stepped out of the Thunderdome-mobile and reached up onto the roof of the other truck. Strapped there, halfway between the front edge and the turret rising up behind it, was Godane’s Predator GCS, packed up in its aluminum case. Jake stuck a big blob of putty-like substance to the top of it, which then showed a stubby antenna sticking off it, and a blinking light. He then held his left hand aloft. 
 He was clutching what looked like a pistol-grip game controller. 
 He then turned to face the arena, and spoke aloud – very loud. 
 His booming voice filled the courtyard and rose to the parapets. “Nin dhintay kiciya!” he shouted, then repeated it in English. “Dead-man’s trigger!” 



Still holding his hand aloft, Jake scanned the walls until he found them. 
 Godane – and, behind and beside him, al-Sîf. They stood just outside one of the guardhouses and were flanked on either side by a half-dozen al-Shabaab fighters, most of whom were nearly a head taller than the rank and file who ringed the parapet, and were much more heavily armed. They even wore body armor. 
 Godane’s Praetorians. 
 Having located the enemy commanders, Jake did a careful 360-degree survey of the walls and guard towers, just to be sure. And it was as he expected. 
 Kate was nowhere to be seen. 
 Nodding once, he returned to the truck, dead-man’s trigger in one hand, and the pistol grip of his rifle in the other. Todd reached across to open the door for him and he climbed in and pulled the door shut. 
 Both trucks revved their engines up to a throaty roar. 
 Then with no warning, preamble, or visible sign, both simultaneously popped their clutches, spun mud ten feet in the air, and blasted off in opposite directions. 
 The Mad Max truck accelerated wildly for fifty meters then braked for an equivalent distance, skidding to a frantic but perfectly positioned stop, right in the narrow space between two of the larger and more solid buildings that backed onto the south side of the wall. With the wall to its nose and the buildings on either side, it was in an extremely well-covered position. 
 At the same time, the other truck accelerated madly for about the same distance – but then hardly braked at all as it crashed into the front of a large building that backed onto the north wall. It blasted right through the front door with a concussive crash and came to rest with half the vehicle sticking out of the violated structure. 
 That back half included the weapons turret. 
 A percussive thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk sounded from the stubby barrel pointing out of the turret of the south truck, the one between the buildings. 
 And a sound like a chainsaw going through a knotty tree erupted from the spinning barrels protruding from the turret of the north truck, and the building it was sticking out of. 
 And, not quite instantly, two things started to happen to the Stronghold. 
 The men standing at the top of the wall on the parapet started to come apart. 
 And the guard towers started to explode. 



 Get it Done 
 Camp Price - Garage 
 [The Night Before] 
 Todd flipped up his welding mask and killed the big acetylene torch in his thickly gloved hand. Then he took off one glove and pulled out his expensive JBL earbuds. Metallica’s “Damage, Inc.” was leaking out of them, at a volume Zack couldn’t believe, given the size of the speakers, and their proximity to Todd’s brain. The crunching guitars, bashing snare drum on the downbeats, and Smaug-like vocals spilled out of the tiny speakers at a volume Zack would have hesitated to use in a college dorm. 
 “Do me a favor and knock next time, dude,” Todd said. “So I can snuff the torch before you crack the door.” 
 “Light discipline,” Zack agreed. “But what makes you think I didn’t knock?” 

Good point, Todd’s expression said. 
 Zack stepped into what looked like nothing so much as a scene from The Road Warrior. Sheets of heavy steel were stacked everywhere, gigantic weapons systems rose half out of crates, and two urban-assault-looking vehicles hulked in the dim light in various states of modification, like Transformers frozen halfway between four-legged dinosaurs and main battle tanks. 
 “How’s it going?” 
 Still sticking up through the weapons ring, Todd shucked his other glove and said, “Well, affixing the mounting kits for both a GAU-19 minigun, and a Mk 47 grenade machine gun, on a single turret ring, definitely presents some unique engineering challenges.” 
 “Can you do it? Will it work?” 
 Todd laughed. “It’s not whether I can. It’s: do I have to. Most of my job is making it work. Whatever it is.” 
 Zack leaned against the other vehicle. “And in the time you have.” 
 “Yeah. That, too.” 
 If Zack hadn’t ever before seen quite this level of skill in metallurgy, he’d certainly seen the mindset before. It was pure spec-ops. 
 It was: Get it done. 
 Climbing down from the ring and then out through the vehicle, Todd said, “The bigger job is actually extending the gun turrets. These already have the I-PGK turret shields – the Improved Gunner Protection Kit, which are some of the best available. But now I’ve got to extend them all the way up and around. When I’m done, if I do it right, only the barrels, cameras, and optics will be left sticking out. Only full protection for the gunners is going to keep them alive in the shit storm we’re going to be bringing down on ourselves.” 
 Zack squirmed. “And who exactly are these gunners going to be?” 
 “You and me, dude. But don’t worry, it’s gonna be awesome.” 



 Electric Death 
 The Stronghold - North Gun Truck 
 Zack shouted out loud as he kept the red trigger on the right pistol grip of the minigun depressed and traversed his elevated barrel from right to left, keeping his red-dot sight about three feet above the parapet on the south wall. This was shockingly easy to do, because there was virtually no recoil from the huge weapon – in part because it was welded to a six-ton truck, but mostly because it fired so fast that all the reports blurred into one unbroken thrumming. And it was that electric, predatory power – electric death, really – that coursed through his hands and arms and caused Zack to yelp, almost involuntarily. 
 That, plus the result he was seeing on the other end. 
 Dozens of their enemies were being cut in half at the sternum, or at the shoulders if they crouched down, or sometimes at the thighs if they tried running for it. Todd had been right when he said that if this was a video game, it would be a crappy one. 
 Because it was too damned easy. 
 Zack’s biggest challenge was keeping his focus as large chunks of the wall and guard tower above and behind him rained down on his turret and vehicle and for about as far as he could see in every direction. This would be Todd, dismantling the guard tower with his Mk 47 from the other side of the courtyard. Zack couldn’t see the fat 40mm rounds arcing in over his head. But he could definitely feel the effect. It was like being in the ground floor of a building demolition. 
 But that notwithstanding, he kept his red dot where he wanted it – and in ten seconds every al-Shabaab fighter arrayed on the south wall and parapet was dead, dying, and/or in chunks and/or falling down into the courtyard, along with their weapons, many of which had also been cut in half. 
 It was the intoxicating power of the man-killing device that made Zack shout. But it was when he realized he was actually sawing off the top of the wall that he also started laughing. 
 He stopped laughing pretty quickly when the first massed RPG attack started raining down on him. Sometimes the battle goes your way for a while. 
 Then it goes the other guy’s way. 
 * * * 
 A few seconds earlier, he had been down inside the vehicle – buckled in and tucked up and bracing for impact, as they raced across the courtyard and straight into this building at high speed. The crash had been violent and jarring, but if anybody had been injured they weren’t complaining about it. And even as Zack unbuckled himself with shaking fingers, climbed up into the turret, and got on his gun… 
 The other three occupants were hauling ass out the doors and spilling out into the building, weapons up and seeking targets, and instantly moving fast – straight into the interior. 
 And from there down into the bowels of the underground complex. 
 It was Brendan in the lead – completely kitted up and loaded for bear. He wore a lightweight tactical helmet, clear shooting glasses, chin mic curling around his emotionless face. Bulging off his torso was full body armor including side plates, tactical pouches stuffed to bursting with rifle and pistol magazines, plus more than a few grenades in various flavors. Hanging down beneath the vest in front was one of those catcher’s-groin-protector looking flaps the Delta guys wore, with an extra four mags stuffed in its pouches. 
 It even provided a little groin protection. It might stop some shrapnel. 
 Shit got dark fast as they moved inside, so Brendan switched on his weapon-mounted light, with the button on the vertical foregrip of his SCAR-L, which stuck out before him with its long custom suppressor. The darkness lit up in a cone ahead, and Brendan instantly found the stairs and took them down. 
 In his back pocket, leaping down the steps behind him, was Baxter – also heavily kitted up, at least for an intelligence analyst. He wore the same body armor, a less elaborate tactical vest with only six rifle mags, and carried an M4 – because it was what he was trained on – but tricked out with some accessories on the rail. He also wore an assault pack on his back, stuffed to bursting – and he had a second M4 slung over his shoulder and cinched to the pack, to keep it from bouncing around. 
 Pulling rear security was Elijah, kitted out much like Bren, with his own SCAR, pistol, and mags, but fewer of them. On his back was his big medic’s ruck. If someone went down, he could keep that person alive and stabilize him to about seventy percent of the capability of a hospital emergency room. This was miles ahead of what had been possible before the radical advances in combat medicine of the last decade and a half. 
 Then again, if more than one or two people went down, they were all dead anyway. It was already about three hundred to seven. 
 Ignoring the sounds of chaos and combat fading behind them in the outer courtyard, Brendan kept his game face welded on as they descended into the menacing darkness – his vision and hearing ranging out in all directions, totally clued in, wired up, and switched on. In the cramped and twisting warren, this was going to be CQB – extremely close-quarters battle – and the difference between life and death would be measured in microseconds and millimeters. 
 Not slowing or looking back, but counting on the others to stay on him, Brendan turned the ninety-degree kink in the first stairway – and his suppressor banged into the face of a shocked al-Shabaab guy. He and his buddy, toting AKs and wearing vests full of mags, were racing up the stairway, right into the group of three descending – probably responding to the crash of the gun truck into the building. 
 Bren shot the first one in the face twice, and as he fell, did the same to his friend. The range went from one inch to one foot. The result was the same. 
 Brendan stepped over the bodies, getting blood in his assault boots, hit the landing, stuck his head out in the corridor, cleared in both directions, then carried on down. 
 Their final destination: the very sub-basement. 



 Dumb Son of a Bitch 
 Camp Price - Team Room 
 [The Night Before] 
 “I agree with your assessment,” Baxter said. “It’s a safe bet she’ll be down in the cells. Tucked away.” 
 Brendan nodded. He leaned over the table, arms crossed in front of him. “You don’t think Godane will even give us a look at her? Pretend to be making the trade?” 
 Baxter shook his head. “No, why would he? Once he’s got us inside the walls, he’ll figure he’s holding all the cards. Plus he actually will think we’re stupid enough to believe him – that he’d just let us all go once we give him the GCS.” 
 Brendan nodded. “So we can act on that basis. We don’t even need some clever, pretend, plausible insurance policy against getting double-crossed.” 
 “Exactly,” Baxter said. “Because we already know we’re going to get double-crossed. And that dumb, arrogant son of a bitch will have no trouble believing we’ve just walked into his trap.” 
 Brendan smiled. Zack was right – this was an excellent kid. 
 Elijah was the third occupant of the room. He listened, but so far didn’t contribute. 
 Baxter said, “When it all kicks off, once the shooting starts, there’s not going to be much question of that herd just passing by and leaving the Stronghold alone.” 
 “No,” Brendan agreed. “There’s every chance it will become a singularity. But as long as we get out before it does, then I’m happy for that to be Godane’s problem.” 
 Baxter’s expression said: Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy.

 Brendan looked around the room then said, “Okay. Back to the infil route for the assault team. I need to understand the layout of this tunnel system…” 
 Keeping their heads down and deep in planning was a way to avoid thinking about what pretty much everyone involved with this mission knew: that what they were planning was probably just an elaborate way to commit mass suicide. 
 But there was also no question about mounting the mission. Nobody had even suggested not doing it. If Zack was right about Zulu Zero, then their lives were nothing as against that. 
 Moreover, none of them could avoid thinking about what might be happening to Kate down in that dungeon. Or what her fate would be if she spent the rest of her days there. She was waiting for them. 
 And they would be coming. 



 Barrage 
 The Stronghold - South Gun Truck 
 Two hundred yards south at the other gun truck, Jake didn’t have to negotiate the rubble of a ruptured building to get out on the field. As his boots hit the dirt, Todd was already climbing out of the driver’s seat and up into the gun turret. It was only the two of them on this whole side of the Stronghold. 
 But they were extremely well armed. 
 Todd was going to be rocking the Mk 47, a full-auto grenade launcher. 
 And Jake had his terrifying Beowulf .50 back in action. He wore an FN Herstal high-capacity .45 pistol, finished in a “flat dark earth” polymer, in a quick-draw vest rig. He also had his MP7 machine pistol strapped to the outside of his right thigh, in a holster that reached nearly to his knee. And he was festooned with a shit-ton of magazines, three types of them, and also grenades – not to mention his team radio, blow-out kit, and other combat essentials. But he moved like he wasn’t carrying sixty pounds of combat load, striding powerfully ahead through the shadows that still fell dark and heavy behind the buildings that stood around the southern side of the courtyard. 
 Jake was going out on the ground because somebody had to. However powerful their weapons, however thick their improvised armor, they couldn’t stay buttoned up inside the vehicles. Decades of urban warfare had demonstrated that even tanks couldn’t survive without infantry. There had to be men on the ground, who could see, who could move, who could shoot – and who could keep the enemy from walking up and pouring grenades or satchel charges down every hole in the vehicle. 
 Jake was doing this on his own for two reasons – one, he could. Everyone knew he was the only one who could stay alive and on his feet in the thick of hundreds of swarming al-Shabaab fighters. It was he who had to be the assault force’s one-man mobile reserve. 
 And, two, he was all they had. Everyone else already had a job. 
 When he jumped out he left the dead-man’s trigger in the truck, seriously doubting it would stop anyone from shooting him once this all kicked off. Even if Godane wanted them not to, and al-Sîf tried to enforce it, Jake knew they wouldn’t have the discipline. He also didn’t think the GCS – which was mounted right in front of the turret with Zack in it in the other vehicle – was likely to survive the rain of fire that was about to pour down. With luck, it might buy Zack a few seconds or a minute of relative safety. 
 But, if nothing else, there was going to be so much lethal fire pouring out of their vehicles that al-Shabaab were going to have no choice but to try to take them out. 
 And Triple Nickel had to do it to them first. 
 * * * 
 The instant Todd had suppressed – or, more accurately, obliterated – all the immediate threats in his sector with the Mk 47, he blasted into action on his second tasking, which was at least as critical as the first. Everything he had to do in this fight was absolutely critical. As was everyone else’s jobs. 
 He engaged the safety on the Mk 47, dropped out of the turret, fell into the back seat, snatched up a tall desert tan backpack, and got both it and him out the door. He ducked around to the front of the truck in the rear – the safest spot, though there was already a lot of lead coming in from everywhere – squatted down, flipped open the pack, and pulled out their Aeryon SkyRanger quadcopter. 
 With four flips, he had its rotor arms and landing struts all locked out, and then he pulled the controller, a tablet computer, out of its sleeve on the backpack, swiped the screen, started the four rotors turning, and got the thing climbing – fast. He spared a look up at its fat underslung sensor ball, and said a silent prayer that it would get out of small-arms range before being hit. It was pretty damned small, though, and the whole joint here was blowing up, so he reckoned its odds were good. 
 While it climbed, he called up the area topo map on the screen, removed the stylus from the tablet, and touched four corners of the map, which would set its automated flight pattern. That should do it – they’d have fifty minutes of tactical ISR over the Stronghold. He flipped windows again, and saw it was already streaming HD video live and in color – video of himself and the gun truck shrinking below, and their side of the courtyard expanding into view. The same encrypted stream was available to everyone on the team who had the app on their handhelds. 
 Anyone who wasn’t, you know, already tied up fighting for his life. 
 Still keeping his head low and body doubled up, he threw the backpack in through the truck door, followed it in, climbed back up into the turret, propped the tablet on a ledge to his right, and got the Mk 47 back online. He did a quick scan for targets, popped off a couple of three-grenade bursts, watched the explosions blossom a second later exactly where he put them, scanned again – then stole a God’s-eye-view look over at the video. 

Shit, he thought. That doesn’t look good.

 It was like the Stronghold was an organism they had invaded – and its immune system had just sprung to life. There was movement creeping up on both vehicle strongpoints, from pretty much all directions. Much worse, there was smoky streaking RPG fire, and lots of it, arcing down from at least two of the guard towers. That probably meant there were two guard towers undestroyed. 
 Which was a serious problem. 
 He looked across to the north truck just in time to see the RPG barrage come in and explosions ripple like lightning all around. 
 * * * 
 As Jake passed openings between buildings, he started taking shots on jihadis moving out on the ground. They were already trying to creep up on both vehicle strongpoints, under a base of fire from the elevated machine guns. It was pretty decent small-unit infantry tactics, fire and movement. 
 Jake’s job: fuck that shit up. 
 He moved up to the mouth between two buildings, took a corner and a knee, and went to work. He ignored the growing carnage on the parapets and guard towers, which was courtesy of the truck-mounted weapons, and focused on the precision tasks, taking out individuals maneuvering in on them around the sprawling courtyard. As he made center of mass hits his targets were knocked back startling distances from the force of his giant rounds. Their buddies usually caught the panic quickly and got under cover. Though within a few seconds Jake had been zeroed by surviving shooters in other places on the walls, and the area around him started to get lively with incoming AK rounds. 
 Time to move. 
 He’d be doing a lot of that. It was going to be the key to doing all the killing he needed to do, and staying alive long enough to make it all happen. 
 Jake could also take comfort in the knowledge that AKs weren’t very accurate, and these guys didn’t know how to use them very well, so he didn’t sweat the peppering of rounds in his vicinity. He knew that, on pure statistics, one of them would eventually get lucky. But if the assaulters had any luck themselves, they’d be out of there before that happened. 
 As he moved out again, he realized he was going to have to be careful about where he put his damned feet – as he nearly fell into an entrance to one of the underground tunnels. Zack and Baxter had warned them that the courtyard was riddled with them – sinkholes that could quickly be leapt into, many with doors that could be sealed, and all of which led to various parts of the warren below. These guys had lived like rabbits, with drones in the role of hawks. 
 As he moved to his next position, looping around the sheltered rear of a building while changing out mags, Jake heard a clattering of explosions that were bigger than the little booms of the 40mm grenades going off. As the courtyard came into view, he could see explosions blossoming all around the north vehicle – the ground, the building it was sticking out of, the front of the truck itself. 
 It was an RPG barrage coming in from above. 
 He cursed, as the guard towers were all supposed to be either taken out or suppressed by this point. He couldn’t see the point of origin of these rockets – it was one of the guard towers or wall segments on the south side, out of his range of vision. Poking his nose out from between the buildings, ignoring the incoming rounds tearing out divots of wood above him, he focused on one guard tower he could just see in the north-west corner, out ahead of him and to his left. 
 The first thing he saw was the black flag of jihad flying above it. 
 But there was also something strange about the color and texture of the wood. And he realized that was because it wasn’t wood. 
 He hadn’t been able to tell before now in the early morning light but it was in fact surfaced with fucking iron or steel panels, covering almost the whole inside-facing front of the goddamned thing. 
 An armored guard tower. 
 That definitely hadn’t been there when they did their aerial surveillance. 
 And he saw guys popping out of it and firing RPGs straight down toward the truck Todd was in, about fifty meters to Jake’s right. Having loosed their barrage, they all ducked back inside – a split second before the parapet to the right started blowing up, as Todd peppered it with a long burst of high-explosive 40-mil. 
 On the upside, that meant Todd was alive, and still operating. 
 On the downside, so were all those assholes in the armored guard tower. As the explosions settled and the smoke started to clear, Jake could see the structure appeared undamaged. 
 And then a head popped out around the near side, poised over the top of a 5.56 rifle, not an AK – and with the recognizable glass-and-plastic square of an expensive EOTech sight on top. 
 Jake could hardly believe his luck. 

Al-Sîf. 



 Hellhounds 
 Camp Price - Garage 
 [The Night Before] 
 Todd moved across the cramped space to one of the stacks of what looked like scrap steel. “Here,” he said to Zack. “Help me move these plates.” 
 “What are they for?” 
 “For our biggest job: turning this here dune buggy into a tank.” 
 As Zack hefted one end of a sheet of heavy steel, he looked over at the big crew-served weapons and asked, “Am I going to get some range time before I’m expected to fight with these?” 
 As they circled around the vehicle carrying the plate, Todd said, “Do you want to shoot off a bunch of 40mm grenades – with that herd coming in?” 
 “No. I suppose I don’t.” 
 “Good, because we don’t have the ammo to spare anyway. Or the time. Or a live-fire range. But I do give a kick-ass instructional lecture.” 
 They put the plate down and Todd stepped over to something very bulky under a sheet of heavy plastic, which he then pulled away. Underneath was a chunky weapon on a tripod – but it was also beautiful, sleek and black and high-tech, with expensive-looking optics and a video display mounted above the twin pistol grips. It looked to Zack like the Mk 19 grenade launcher – except one from the future. It also looked like it had just come out of the packaging, which it had. 
 Todd saw his look of recognition. “Yeah, the Mk 19 was a cool weapon – but the 47 is unbelievable. You won’t believe what it can do. You just put the laser on the target, match the sighting mechanism to the laser, and fire. It’s a Nintendo game. Your first round is on target – one shot one kill.” 
 Zack looked impressed – but daunted. 
 Beside the Mk 47 was a stack of ammo cans, each filled with linked 40mm grenades. Two of them, set off to the side, were marked with red flames stenciled on the side. 
 “Are those ones special?” 
 “Yeah, you could say that.” Todd popped the top of one of the cans. “These are Hellhounds. They were brand new at the time of the fall. HE thermobaric rounds – hands down the most lethal 40-mil grenades in the world. They were designed after some Tier-1 guys expressed a need for something more lethal than the standard rounds – and also capable of taking out a building wall with one shot, then neutralizing everyone inside. These have twice the lethal kill radius of the old ones – but they’re also armor-piercing. On impact, the back-charge produces a jet of molten metal and fragmentation. Basically it will cut through armor plating – and then disperse a large shrapnel pattern behind it, totally lethal out to ten meters.” 
 Todd picked up one can and put it by the first truck, then the other by the second. “We’ve only got two cans of these, so we’ll divide ’em up. If things get so bad that we need them, maybe one of us will still be alive to use them.” 
 But then he looked up at Zack and his mood visibly lightened. “On the other hand, the Mk 47 is the kind of tool you use to level whole buildings. So we’re not going to put you on it unless we have to. If Brendan does ask you to start cranking off with it, it will be because our tactical situation has already taken a huge shit.” He reached across and pulled the plastic sheeting off a second brand-new minigun. “This one is you. At least to start.” 
 Zack nodded. If he was going to be firing a large automatic weapon in combat with minimal training, he preferred that the rounds not be grenades. He looked up at Todd and recited four lines of verse: “Whatever happens / We have got / The Maxim gun / And they have not.” 
 Todd laughed out loud. “What the hell is that from?” 
 Zack sighed. “Hilaire Belloc. Just a little techno-military triumphalism, from the empire upon which the sun never set.” He paused and exhaled. “Okay. Show me how to use it.” 
 Todd laughed. “Hell, Nintendo’s complex compared to this. Ever used a weed whacker? Then you’re all set, dude.” 
 Zack smiled, looking relieved. 
 “Yeah – technology rocks.” Todd looked back to the Mk 47. “But if we’re all still on the target fifteen minutes after insertion… well, all bets are gonna be off anyway.” 



 Gunfight 
 The Stronghold - North Gun Truck 
 Zack had once read a WW2 memoir by one of the Easy Company paratroopers – the Harvard man in the original Band of Brothers – a comment of whose had stuck in his head: “Artillery takes all the joy out of life.” 
 Zack decided this was at least as true for RPGs. 
 As recently as two minutes ago, he’d been having the time of his life. Rocking that all-singing all-slaying minigun, he’d never felt so alive. Maybe after eighteen months of taking shit from Godane and every al-Shabaab guy in this joint, he’d been ready for some goddamned payback. 
 So he had fired with wild abandon, shrieking out loud. 
 He’d never really been a shooter before, and he decided these were the guys who had it going on – who had it right, who had all the fun. I should have joined the Army instead of the CIA, he thought. This rules!

 But when the incoming RPGs started to explode, very suddenly shit got a lot more real. The truck began to shake all around him and he was knocked about, bruising his arms and knees on the sharp corners of the turret. He also started getting peppered with non-stop machine gun fire from across the courtyard and above – a steady rain of clank-plink-clank all over the truck and gun turret. Eventually, he figured, one or more of those rounds was going to find the tiny gaps where the minigun stuck out – and Zack didn’t like to think about what a bullet would do once it started ricocheting around inside. 
 Now the earth was exploding and splashing up geysers of dirt all around him and especially to his front, like asteroid strikes in the ocean. And he was in a game of cat and mouse with RPG gunners in the tower opposite him on the south wall, to the left of where he could see Todd in the other truck, littering the battlefield with exploding munitions of his own at a high rate of fire. 
 But Todd couldn’t help him – he and this guard tower were side by side, only about fifty meters apart. 
 And whenever Zack fired at the guard tower, it reacted very differently from that section of wall he had sawn off with his minigun. His rounds – however gigantic, however many of them he spat per second – just seemed to fleck off in showers of sparks. Much worse, there were at least four guys with RPGs, and their strategy was to pop out of the sides of the tower, launch their rockets, then duck back in before he could saw them in half. 

This is some BULLshit, Zack thought. 
 Combat was a hell of a lot less exhilarating when it wasn’t crushingly one-sided. And then he remembered a quote he’d heard from a Delta guy once: “The only fair fight is the one you just lost.” 
 And now his minigun went dry as Zack burned through the last of the giant ammo can sitting beside it on the weapon mount. So for the next rocket barrage, those bastards popping out of the tower were able to take their sweet time. Their aim still sucked, but that couldn’t go on forever. As long as they had that sanctuary, they were eventually going to take him out. 
 This belief was validated when Todd came on the radio. “Zack, Todd!”

 Zack felt around for the PTT button on the cord snaking between the team radio in his vest and the headset under his helmet. As he did, he belatedly noticed the intense vibrations of the minigun handles had caused his missing fingertips to start bleeding again. Elijah had cleaned them up, cauterized the ends of the blood vessels, filed down the exposed bits of bone, and rebandaged everything – but the stumps hadn’t had time to start healing yet. Now the left handle of the minigun was slick with blood, and Zack didn’t even have time to wipe it off. 
 “Todd, Zack, copy!” 

“Dude! That tower you’re taking fire from! By any chance is it covered in welded steel panels?”

 Zack had just leaned down inside the truck to grab another can of minigun ammo, and was trying to haul it up into the turret – but the shit was heavy. He set it down and stole a look out the plexiglas viewport. 
 “Affirmative.” That explained a lot. He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t worked this out on his own. Bad light, maybe, or euphoria. And terror. 

“Okay. You’re gonna have to take that shit out.”

 Zack could actually hear the thunk-thunk-thunk of Todd’s Mk 47 firing while he spoke, picked up by his chin mic – and then he could see the explosions blossom, generally in pockets of maneuvering al-Shabaab guys, one second later: thunk-thunk-thunk…BOOM-BOOM-BOOM. 

“Remember how I said if we were here longer than fifteen minutes you’d have to use the Mk 47?”

 “Affirmative,” Zack managed. He was breathless from trying to haul the ammo can up again. Plus from the terror. That last wave of RPG hits had been way too close. 

“Forget that crap. You’ve gotta use it NOW. And you’ve gotta load up the Hellhounds. And you better haul ass, man, ’cause those RPG gunners are gonna take you out, dude!”

 Zack briefly wondered how Todd knew that, since there was no way he could see the guys shooting at him. 
 Then he remembered the quadcopter – and that he had forgotten to take out his phone with the video feed on it. Well, no damned time now. 
 He dropped back down into the truck and started scrabbling through the stacked cans of 40mm grenades. Blood from his hand was getting on everything, turning every surface slick with hazard and frustration. 
 The whole truck rocked from an explosion, which also blew out the plexiglas viewport on the turret. Zack felt a hot pain in his shoulder, and looked across. 
 There was a little spike of plexiglas shard sticking out of it. 
 And he didn’t even have time to yank it out. 
 Basically, he didn’t have time to bleed. 
 * * * 
 Brendan was in a gunfight now. 
 The three of them were on the last level before the cells. The stairwell down to them was in the middle of a corridor. And at the far end of it were two guys with AKs. They’d been waiting for them. Now they were hunkered down on opposite sides of the cross hallway at the far end. 
 And Brendan was at this one, Baxter and Elijah behind him – and that was where he was keeping them. Dirt sprinkled onto his head as AK fire tore up the dirt walls above and around him. At the far end, the two jihadis were basically just sticking their weapons around the corner and triggering off long bursts. Brendan was crouched down, and leaning out to trigger off careful, aimed, single shots. 
 Until he finally got sick of that shit. 
 He stood up, let his weapon dangle on its sling, pulled out a fragmentation grenade from its vest pouch, pulled the pin and popped the spoon, did a four count – then leaned out, estimated the range, gave it an underhand toss, and ducked back around the corner, pushing both Baxter and Elijah farther back. 
 Unseen, the grenade did exactly what he intended it to: it hit the ground just before the end of the hall, bounced once while still moving forward – then detonated at waist height in the middle of the intersection. 
 When Brendan swung around the corner, bringing his rifle up in the same motion, no one was shooting at them anymore. 
 He pushed out toward that last set of stairs. 



 No Guarantees 
 Camp Price - Team Room 
 [The Night Before] 
 “We are the three-man assault element,” Brendan said. “Baxter, I need you to be part of it – to lead us to the cells. Also for the additional manpower. I’m going to try to make you as safe as possible. But there are absolutely no guarantees in combat.” 
 He didn’t add: Never mind in this shit we’re attempting. 
 “No problem,” Baxter said. “Anyway, what’s the alternative? If Zack and I stay here in the camp, and you guys go out and don’t come back… we’re dead as soon as the food runs out. It’s too far to walk anywhere.” 
 Brendan remembered that Baxter had worked as an analyst in HOA. He knew the region. He was also brave – and obviously ready to fight, and do his part. 
 Brendan continued the briefing. “I’m on point – always. I’ll clear our way, and do any shooting that’s necessary – with a suppressed weapon, which will hopefully keep the defenders from clocking the incursion and responding or repulsing until it’s too late. Baxter navigates, from the middle. You keep my ass in sight at all times – and you don’t fall behind Elijah.” 
 “Roger that,” Baxter said. 
 “Eli is tail-gunner Charlie. You watch our six – that’s it. I can flow through these tunnels. But I absolutely have to have someone watching for enemy in my wake, and in our rear. And there’s going to be a lot of rear, because we’ll be moving fast. And, again, neither of you shoot unless either I ask you to – or you’re about to be killed by someone I don’t see and am not already engaging. Got it?” 
 “Got it,” Baxter and Eli said in tandem. 
 If Eli – who was supposed to be a Special Forces soldier first, a medic second, and a Christian a distant third – felt like he was being patronized, he didn’t give any sign of it. 
 “Now,” Brendan said. “Those cell doors – pretty solid?” 
 Baxter nodded. “Yes. Thick wood planks.” 
 “Good.” Brendan stood and went to one of the cabinets, and came back with two different pouches of slightly different size and appearance. He sat and opened the first one. “This is an EPW kit. We’re going to need these: double-loop flex-cuffs…” He pulled out a few long lengths of plastic that looped back over themselves like a highway cloverleaf. “You get them on both hands, ideally behind the back, then cinch both ends tight. They’re made so you can do it in one motion.” 
 Baxter nodded. He got it. 
 “Prisoner hood.” Brendan pulled that out. Then he opened the second pouch. “And a PVC body bag.” 
 These produced some preview mental images that everyone there figured they probably could have done without. 
 But soon enough the images would be real. 



 ARMY 
 The Stronghold - Above the Cells 
 Brendan faked around the corner to the stairwell, drawing fire from below. Sure enough, there were more defenders down with the cells, maybe guarding Kate, though it didn’t really matter. Bren knew from Baxter that there was no outside door – the dirt stairway just opened onto the larger room with the cells leading off that. 
 He stole a look over his shoulder to check on Baxter and Elijah – both were right behind him, each scanning the empty stretch of hallway to either side over raised weapons. He then pulled a flashbang and stuck his index finger in the ring, but then hesitated. There was a shitload of fire coming up from down there. And he could see their time-on-target (TOT) stretching out, from the watch face on the inside of his left wrist. 
 “Fuck it,” he said, slotting the flashbang back in its pouch and pulling an anti-personnel grenade instead, then arming it. As he counted it off in his head, he shouted, “Dunajski! COVER UP!” 
 That got him to four, and he slung the grenade around the corner and down the stairs. It exploded as he was still pulling his arm back and he charged straight down the stairs into the still expanding cloud of dust and debris, rifle up and scanning. 
 There were two guys face down on the deck, vests full of banana mags, AKs lying nearby. Brendan put two rounds into each of them. 

“Dunajski!” he repeated. 
 “Here, Cap!” Last cell on the right. He shot the padlock off and opened it up. 
 She emerged wearing only her Ghostex pants and Under Armor t-shirt. Both were smeared with mud, soot, and blood. Her face was contused and swollen, but both her eyes could still open. And she was definitely on her feet. 
 She even managed a smile as she said, “De oppresso liber.” 
 Brendan nodded, then said, “Lesser known fact, but that doesn’t really translate as ‘to free the oppressed.’ Literally, it means ‘from an oppressed man, to a free one.’ Apt enough today, I guess.” 
 Kate boggled at him through swollen eyes. “It’s funny, you look like an infantry officer. But really you’re a geeky kid who went to private school and did Latin declensions for fun, aren’t you?” 
 Brendan just shrugged. 
 While they were bantering, Baxter had arrived and already sprung into action. He unslung his assault pack, uncinched the spare M4, and passed it across to Kate. While she dropped and checked the mag then pulled the charging handle, Baxter zipped open the pack – inside it was a plate carrier and LBE loaded with M4 mags, which he removed and also handed over. Then a coiled up tactical belt and drop-leg holster with her M9 in it, plus four pistol mags in a pouch on the back. While she buckled on the belt then shrugged into the vest and Velcro’d it up, Baxter reached down into the bottom of the bag for one last item. When he pulled it out, it was folded up and crumpled. 
 He took it by the bill and punched it open with his other hand. 
 By this time, Kate was tooled up and was tightening the rifle sling. She looked up just as Baxter brushed her hair back and popped it on her head. 
 Her olive-green ARMY ballcap. 
 Brendan nodded in approval. 
 She looked like a pure badass again. 
 * * * 
 Jake fired twice around the edge of a little outbuilding, two booming reports, knocking down an al-Shabaab dude who had gotten cocky about popping from behind cover to snipe at him. More rounds immediately started finding him, high angle this time, so he elevated and started triggering off at the parapet to his left, almost behind him. The guys shooting at him from up there dropped to the deck. So he shot them through the deck. 
 The wooden parapet was like rice paper to the Beowulf. 
 From this position, he could see the armored guard tower in the north-west corner again. And he could still see guys popping out of its far side and quick-firing volleys of RPGs, still trying to take out Todd. It must be getting hot where he was. But if so, he wasn’t complaining. 
 And if al-Sîf was still up there in that tower, he wasn’t showing himself. But somehow Jake knew he was there. That’s where he would be, if he were running this defense. 
 “Todd, Jake.” 

“Send it.”

 “Yeah, there’s what I would call an armored guard tower here, and its crew are sending a lot of rockets down your way.” 

“Dude, tell me something I don’t know.”

 “Okay, how about this – you need to fucking take it out.” 

“Copy that. But I do NOT currently have a look. I see the guys popping out from the side. But the tower’s hidden behind the building to my left.” He paused before adding: “Armored guard tower, huh? It’s almost like Godane knew we were going to be bringing the Mk 47s in here.”

 “Yeah, almost like.” Hunched over his EOTech, Jake took four evenly spaced shots out into the courtyard, then dropped the empty mag out with a schick. As he pulled a new one, he said, “Okay. I’m going up top. I’ll deal with the tower.” 

“Negative, negative. Just let me load up my Hellhounds, then I’ll pull the vehicle forward. I can take it out from there.”

 “Negative,” Jake said. “You can’t expose the vehicle like that. You won’t last a minute out of the defilade of those buildings. And I can’t protect you – you’ll get swarmed and taken out. And then we’re all dead.” 
 There was also the small matter that Todd couldn’t both drive the truck and man the guns. He’d be naked while he tried to maneuver. 

“Dude – there are like fifteen dudes in that tower.”

 “Wait out.” That meant: end of discussion. 
 Jake scanned around for the quickest way up to the top of that wall. 
 * * * 
 “Goddammit,” Todd said aloud, but without his radio keyed. 
 He dropped down inside to grab those Hellhounds. He needed to reload the 47 anyway. And if Jake failed – not that he’d ever seen Jake fail – there’d be no choice but for him to pull forward with his face hanging out in the wind, and put the hurt on that armored tower. 
 As he climbed back up into the turret, he did a double-take: there was a pile of bodies and RPGs on the ground outside, barely twenty-five meters from his face. There were three or four of them, pretty clearly a hunter-killer RPG team that had been trying to maneuver in close to him for the kill – while he was down below, blind and helpless. But they’d all been shot to death. 
 This was equally odd and pleasant, but Todd didn’t have time to ruminate on it. In fact, he had to do three things all at once now: 
 Reload the damned grenade launcher. 
 Talk Zack through his own personal war with an armored guard tower full of assholes with RPGs. 
 And worry about Jake, and whether he was making a serious tactical error. 
 Because, in addition to the rocketeers who were popping and targeting him, Todd had glimpsed one other thing up in that elevated, immobile tank of a guard tower: al-Sîf, the enemy commander, sticking his face out and having a look around. That huge sword on his belt was kind of a giveaway. 
 Todd had sent a 40-mil thunderstorm his way, but the slippery son of a bitch had gotten clear in time. He was most likely still alive. 
 And something told Todd that Jake had seen him, too. 
 Jake had said he was going up there because that tower had to be taken out, and only he could do it. But, as Brendan had been doing recently, now Todd couldn’t help but question whether that was really Jake’s motive. Because al-Sîf was, in a very real sense, his white whale – and now he had put to sea with a .50-caliber harpoon, and perhaps had no intention of coming back empty-handed. 
 Now Todd just had to hope all the rest of them there on the Pequod weren’t going to be doomed as a result. 
 * * * 

“Zack, how we doin‘?”

 Zack was doing shitty, thanks very much. It took him what felt like approximately a year and a half – with the heavy pelting machine gun fire, and the explosions all around growing closer and more violent, and with a fucking shard sticking out of his shoulder – it took what felt like an eternity of scrabbling around in the bottom of the truck to find the one crate with the red stencils on it. 
 The bloody Hellhounds. 
 Now the big cumbersome ammo can was slick with blood, plus weighed a goddamned ton – and when Zack finally got it hauled up into the turret, he realized he had to get the old one out first. 

Son of a bitch!

 He started trying to switch them out in place, but there was almost no room, not with two huge weapons mounted on opposite sides of the turret ring. 

“Zack, Todd, you gotta engage, man – they’re about to find the range on you. And those RPGs will penetrate your armor fast once they’ve got you zeroed.”

 Zack’s mouth was a tight line. “Copy.” 

“Because that’s kind of what they’re designed to do.”

 Having got the old can out and dropped below, he finally got the new one seated, got the end of the belt of grenades pulled out, and was now trying to thread it into the open receiver of the weapon. He’d had this demonstrated for him exactly once – and not with shit blowing up on all sides of him, being peppered with machine gun fire, blood on everything, his mind overloading with pain and panic… 

THERE. Motherfucker.

 He looked at his blood-drenched hand and began to worry about how much blood loss was too much. Should he call a timeout and rewrap it? He’d be no good to anyone if he passed out— 
 The truck rocked from a direct hit, or something damned close to it. 
 He’d also be no good to anyone if he was incinerated. 
 He got the minigun swiveled out of the way so he had room to operate the Mk 47, got his fingers wrapped around its twin handles, the left one instantly slick with blood – but then realized he was facing into the interior of the building, the minigun still facing out. Putting his shoulder into it, he fought to turn the heavy turret around until it was facing out into the courtyard again, then put his face down into the glowing CRT and put the crosshairs in the middle of that guardhouse. 
 Just in time to see the whole area to both the left and right blossom into two giant fields of what looked like cumulus clouds. 
 It was RPG launch trails – a shitload of them. 

“ZACK! Seriously – RELEASE THE KRAKEN!”

 He squeezed the trigger and the weapon started shaking. Gunk-gunk-gunk-gunk-gunk-gunk… He triggered off a half-dozen rounds in one second. 

“Zack, cover u—!”

 He let the handles go, dropped straight to the bottom of the truck, then tried to burrow his way into the front passenger compartment, curling into a fetal ball and covering up his head with both hands— 
 —as heat and overpressure pummeled his ass and entire backside, and the whole truck seemed to go supernova all around him. 



 Lieutenant Speirs 
 The Stronghold - South Gun Truck 
 Todd looked up from the tablet, where he was doing a BDA of the tower Zack had just engaged, finally… and saw Jake break from cover and start running flat out – right through the goddamned courtyard, cutting off the whole south-west corner, out in the open. 
 He keyed his mic. “Jake! Use the cover of the buildings, by the damned wall!” 

“Negative. No time.”

 He could see his team sergeant hauling ass directly for a ladder that would get him up onto the parapet at the top of the wall – and the parapet would get him across to the remaining guard tower. Unfortunately, the route he had picked required running through a bunch of low sheds, then some parked rickety-ass trucks – and then out on totally open ground. And pretty much the whole way he was exposed on all sides to fire from the Stronghold’s defenders. 
 Todd was reminded of Easy Company’s badass Lieutenant (later Captain) Speirs, running straight through the middle of that German-held village in Band of Brothers. Todd only hoped Jake had the good sense not to do the return trip. 

Who am I kidding? That was exactly what Jake would do. 
 And he was very quickly made aware of the price he was going to pay for Jake’s run at the tower and al-Sîf: he no longer had someone on the ground to keep jihadis on foot from sneaking up on him while buttoned up in his vehicle. 
 By a small miracle, he caught motion in peripheral and spun around to see three guys in man-jammies with AKs coming around from behind the building to his left – sneaking up between the structure and the wall. There were just too damned many potential holes in the dyke, and not enough Triple Nickel guys to plug them all. 

Oh well, fuck it, Todd thought. The only thing excuses are good for is epitaphs.

 He drew his side arm from his chest rig, jammed it in the tiny seam between minigun and turret shield, and emptied the whole mag into the attackers. He got one and drove the other two back under cover, around behind the building. And that was just fine by him. 
 He dropped down into the truck, opened the rear door on that side, and heaved two grenades out – bouncing them both off the wall and into the narrow area behind the building. The resulting explosions were nicely intensified and channeled in the small space. 
 He nodded once in satisfaction, climbed back up into the turret – and went back to work. There were a lot of heads popping up out in that courtyard. 
 And they were all in need of 40mm haircuts. 
 * * * 
 When Zack was able to uncurl from his fetus impression down in the footwell of the truck, he figured that meant he was still alive. And if he was alive, he had to get back on his gun. 
 But when he crawled back up into the turret, he found that just about the only part of the Mk 47 that was still intact was the blood-smeared controls inside. Everything outside the turret was twisted and smoking metal. That last volley of incoming RPGs, nearly lethally on target, had all but melted it down. 
 Those six rounds he’d fired from it were the beginning and end of its service. 
 The RPGs had also peeled away most of the turret panels on that side. He was now exposed to the open air, and to enemy fire, from one side. 
 A voice in his ear cut through the ringing and his general dazedness. It was Todd. “Great job, dude! Everyone in that guard tower is smoky barbecue.”

 Zack looked up and out and saw that it was so. He guessed Todd had an even better view of the carnage from the quadcopter up above. But even from down here, he could see the formerly armored structure had been peeled open like a matchstick house with an M-80 set off inside. 

“Now get your minigun back up and clean up the survivors.” Brief pause. “You’ve got squirters, dude.”

 Zack looked beneath the ruined tower and did see guys moving around. 
 As some of them were still smoking, he guessed they were in fact survivors of the pack of Hellhounds he had sent in after them. 
 “Roger that.” 
 He braced himself to spin the turret back around again and get back in the fight – but then noticed something different out front. The Predator GCS, which had been strapped to the roof just in front of him, was gone. Just no sign of it. Being as those last RPGs had seemed to be on an intercept course with his face, he wasn’t that surprised. 

So much for keeping me protected, he thought with a snort. It hadn’t done a hell of a lot of that. Then again, so much for Godane ever using it again. The case it lived in was pretty tough, but he didn’t see it surviving that. 
 He decided the squirters could wait a minute while he got the plexiglas shard out of his shoulder and got his bleeding fingers wrapped up again. He dropped down, sprawled out, and with his good hand dug out the vehicle first aid kit from under the driver’s seat. 
 When he was good to go again, and climbed back up, he saw a bunch of dead armed guys lying in the dirt, worryingly close to his position. He’d never even seen them approaching, blind as he was down inside. 
 He hadn’t seen them get shot, either, but at least they had. 
 He gripped the handles of the minigun and started looking for targets. 
 * * * 
 “Which one?” Brendan asked. He was looking at Kate intently. 
 “Which one what?” 
 “Which cell has got the Zulu in it?” 
 Kate looked nonplussed. She didn’t get it. 
 Brendan blinked once. “I’ll explain later. Suffice it to say it’s a very important zombie. Which cell?” 
 She started to understand – she knew the one he was talking about. “It’s not here.” 
 “What? Where is it?” 
 “It’s with Godane, in his, I don’t know, chamber. Chained to the wall. I saw it when I was being interrogated there.” 
 Brendan looked to Baxter. 
 “Yeah,” Baxter said. “I can totally imagine him keeping it close right now.” 
 “Shit.” Brendan clenched his jaw and considered, but not for long. “Which way is it from here?” 
 “Come on,” Baxter said. “I can lead us. It’s not far.” 
 “No,” Brendan said. “Just tell me where. You’re escorting Kate out of here. Secondary exfil path – got it?” 
 “Check.” 
 “Wait – who says I’m leaving?” said Kate. 
 For one second, Brendan considered saying that rescuing her was the whole point of this operation – and if she didn’t get out, they may as well not have come. But he instantly knew that wouldn’t hold any water with her. Instead, he pointed at Baxter and said, “I need you to get him out of here. He knows the way. But you have to do the shooting.” 
 Kate cocked her head, suspicious. “When I was last in Godane’s chamber, there were also a number of big-ass, seriously mean guys in there.” 
 “Godane’s Praetorians,” Baxter said. “His personal guard.” 
 Brendan didn’t look cowed. He checked his watch, then his radio. Its light was blinking red. They were too far underground for a signal. “When you get up top, tell Jake that Eli and I are going for Zulu Zero. We may be a little behind schedule.” 
 He looked around at the other three, who looked ready to go. 
 “Also tell him we may get to kill Godane.” He figured that would go down better. 
 Listening to this, Elijah showed some expression Brendan couldn’t quite place. 
 But he also didn’t give a shit – didn’t have time to give a shit. 
 They were already moving out. 
 * * * 
 Brendan moved forward, weapon up and on a hair trigger, stepping smoothly heel-toe, and waiting for the next opponent to lurch at him from out of nowhere. CQB was simply like that – though CQB in an underground labyrinth, outnumbered hundreds to one, was a bit worse. 
 He just took it one room, one fight, at a time. 
 Elijah was still right behind him, and still hadn’t had to engage. Brendan was operating as a one-man room-clearing machine. 
 And if he’d gotten Baxter’s directions right, they were only one more turn away from Godane’s inner sanctum. Brendan took a deep breath and whistled it out. He was hopeful he might yet catch them unawares. He’d had to do some shooting to get here, but it was all suppressed. And no one else down there had gotten a shot off at him, not since they left the cells. 
 He reached the door he believed to be the one, looked over his shoulder, made an on me sign to Elijah – then kicked it open and charged in. 
 Inside were four big al-Shabaab guys, a mostly rotted Zulu chained to a wall – and Godane sitting at a desk, listening to radio traffic on a small desk set. Two of the four guards tried to get their weapons up and into play – Brendan put them each down with two to the chest. The other two raised their hands. 
 Godane stood up, moving slowly, his hands in sight, looking enraged. 
 Brendan walked smoothly four steps into the room. 
 “Well, hello, Rage Boy,” he said, with a slight smile. 
 He now actually had Sheik Ali Rage Godane in his power. 
 This was outstanding. Even now, even all this time later. It was impossible for him not to savor it. And he suddenly looked extremely boyish with half a grin on his face. Like a kid dressed up in his father’s uniform, playing soldier. 
 And then he felt the cold steel of a muzzle pressing into the back of his neck. 
 “Lower your weapon, Cap.” 

Elijah. 



 Dalmar 
 Camp Price - Team Room 
 [Two Days Earlier] 
 They were all in the team room, having returned from the mission to Lemonnier. From everything Elijah gathered, it had not gone like clockwork. But after patching up the wounded, he was zoning out of the discussion. As usual, it was about trivial, worldly matters – the team trying to operate, to be effective, in what was clearly some kind of purgatory, and which they’d never be able to operate their way out of. 
 Elijah perked back up slightly when the discussion between Brendan and Jake started to grow heated. Brendan said, “Killing Godane’s entire team wasn’t exactly calculated to make him less likely to come after us. You didn’t have to provoke him.” 
 Jake said, “Wrong. Nothing we do or don’t do is going to make that son of a bitch any less of a threat. Our existence will be a provocation. You don’t know him like I do. Some people just need killing.” 
 Elijah bit his tongue. He did a lot of that, keeping his own counsel. He didn’t think the others gave a damn what he had to say. But right now he also had to do additional work to keep the righteous rage off his face. Who the hell did Jake think he was? So he was an unstoppable warrior, and had the power to kill. Did he think that also gave him the right? That his power made his actions right, or justifiable? 
 The end of the world hadn’t changed Jake one bit. It was just like when he had gunned down those dozens of sick people outside Camp Lemonnier and Djibouti Town. Like they were so much meat to him. And then when Pete had committed that horrible act of self-destruction – Jake had all but applauded. 
 And he had even told Elijah to his face that everything he believed in was wrong. “Fuck God.” He’d actually said that. “There is no God.” The words still burned in Elijah’s ears, eighteen months later. He’d never forgotten. 
 And he’d never forgiven. Only God could do that, anyway. 
 The leadership feud was escalating. Brendan said, “There was still a chance we could have gotten out of there without a fight, without all the extra risk. You didn’t have to kill all those guys.” 
 Jake wrinkled his nose. “Yeah, I did. And you know why?” 
 “Why?” 
 “Because you didn’t.” 
 * * * 
 Shortly after, Elijah was in the TOC, on his own again, alone with his thoughts – and alone with the radio set. Not for the first time, nor for the last. 
 He thought again about the dead boy, Dalmar and his whole tribe taken with him. Why would God do this? He’d asked himself that over and over. Why could they not protect even the handful of innocent people right on their doorstep? He thought Triple Nickel must have done something terribly wrong. 
 And now, when they learned that Godane and hundreds of al-Shabaab fighters had survived, all this way into the ZA… 

Maybe it was our godlessness, Elijah thought. Maybe Godane and al-Shabaab were somehow right all along.

 Maybe Elijah was alive for some purpose. Maybe he was supposed to act. 
 He had never thought Triple Nickel would make it this far – he’d thought he could just bide his time until he went to his final reward. But now that it was war, he didn’t imagine Triple Nickel had a chance, or could last a week. And maybe that was the best thing. 
 At least Godane and al-Shabaab were godly. They were incredibly devout Muslims. And because of the contacts among them he had made treating them in his clinic, Elijah knew their radio frequencies. And he knew men who were still alive there. 
 Back before the fall, they had talked to him of Islam, and the Ummah, and the words of the Prophet. And one thing he had never been able to doubt was their sincerity. His whole life, he’d always believed he had it right, that Christ was the son of God and his messenger… and that they had it wrong, that Mohammed was not the true Prophet. But now… 
 Surely the old anti-Islamist wars didn’t matter anymore – and Elijah didn’t know if he hadn’t been on the wrong side all along. Maybe by staying where he was, with the ungodly, and now actually fighting against the devout… Well, maybe he had fallen from grace, maybe he was doing the devil’s work. He certainly wasn’t doing God’s anymore. 
 Elijah stood and walked the perimeter of the TOC, checked out all the windows – then drew all the blinds. 
 And he sat down at the radio set alone. 
 For the second time. 



 The Walking Dead 
 The Stronghold - Godane’s Chamber 
 Brendan took his hands off his weapon. 
 And he turned around to face him – Elijah, his erstwhile junior medical sergeant, and teammate. Brendan’s face was expressionless, serious, as usual. 
 “Why?” he said finally. 
 Still pointing his rifle at his commander’s chest, Elijah shrugged. “You were never going to win this war. And Jake was going to get everyone killed trying.” Now any compassion fled Elijah’s face. “And you abandoned God. All of you. Especially Jake. So God abandoned us.” 
 Brendan shook his head minutely. He was aware that, behind him, Godane and his two surviving Praetorians were watching this little Shakespearean drama of betrayal play out. It was unlike Godane not to be the center of attention. But he was holding his tongue for the moment. 
 Brendan slightly tossed his head behind him. “You think they’d even let you worship your God? Just because you hand us over to them?” 
 Elijah’s expression betrayed his doubts. “I don’t know. Maybe I could have gotten them to come around to Christ. Or some of them. Or maybe… maybe they would have convinced me of the truth of the words of the Prophet… maybe I was wrong. Maybe these men were right all along. Maybe they survived for a reason.” 
 “We survived, too.” 
 Elijah shook his head sadly. “But not for much longer. Not in a fight with the six of us against hundreds of them. I’m sorry, Bren. I didn’t think Triple Nickel had any future. God wasn’t on our side. He’s on theirs.” 
 “It was you all along,” Brendan said, his voice sadder now. “You told them we were going out to Lemonnier. You tipped them off about the ambush. Hell, you probably flew the Shadow right to where they could bring it down.” His eyelids lowered fractionally. “And you warned them about the assault today.” 
 Elijah’s expression hardened. “It’s no worse than the team deserves. What did we ever accomplish? How were we a force for good? We couldn’t even protect the Warsangali, which was our whole job here—” His voice broke. “We couldn’t even keep an innocent, orphaned boy alive – we couldn’t save Dalmar…” He gathered himself. “And Jake cursed God, and took joy in vengeance and killing. I couldn’t follow him any further. Even if you could.” 
 No one spoke. The only other sound was the rattling of the chains holding the ancient Zulu to the wall, as it lunged forward at the living people out of its reach. 
 Elijah straightened up. “You all were dead already. You were dead as soon as this started. They promised me a place here for helping them. And they needed a doctor. I could have been of use again, among the devout. Doing God’s work.” 
 “You’re a fucking traitor, Elijah. Not to mention insane.” 
 Elijah took a breath, tightened his grip on his weapon, and brought it another few inches up. “Maybe. But you’re the one who left me alone in the TOC with the radio all that time, Cap.” 
 * * * 
 Jake hurdled another one of those damned gopher holes, and when he landed that brought him to the ladder up against the wall. There were a lot of shooters out there trying to track him from varying ranges, so he had to climb fast. He flipped his Beowulf around on his back and powered himself up the ladder with his three and a half strong limbs. 
 After he leapt up onto the parapet, he turned right, put his head down, and accelerated. As he ran, he pulled his MP7 clear of its drop-leg holster, yanked the stock out, and brought it up to his shoulder. Wood chips were hitting him from rounds impacting all around and behind him. But these asshats couldn’t hit him when he was static, so he liked his odds running flat out. 
 In seconds, he was coming up on a normal wooden guard tower, which had been mostly blown out – but which he was still going to have to fight through to get to the next section of parapet and the armored tower beyond. And there were definitely defenders in this one, who had either survived or else reoccupied the position. Pulling his weapon in tight by the foregrip, Jake sprayed 950 rounds per minute of 4.6mm through the doorway as he hurtled toward it. 
 Blasting inside and not even slowing, he traversed his barrel to one side and then the other. The 40-round mag went dry as he went hurtling out the other side. If there was anyone still alive inside, they were going to have to catch him. As he dropped the mag and reached for another, he put his head down and accelerated again— 

“Jake! Your six!”

 That was Todd, no doubt watching over him from above. When he turned, not yet reloaded and wondering how he was going to engage this new threat, he saw it wasn’t survivors from his guardhouse massacre – but two who had climbed up another ladder on this side of it. By the time he saw them though, one had already been shot and was falling off the parapet, and the second one took two center of mass hits and followed his buddy down. 
 Jake turned forward again. 
 One last stretch of parapet to go. 

“Jake – check your nine.”

 He spared a glance to his left – over the wall and down into the forest. 
 Whenever that herd of five million dead had been scheduled to arrive… they’d pretty clearly picked up the pace. A running gun battle with RPGs and grenade machine guns would have the tendency to reel them in, Jake figured. They’d all made a big racket with their little dust-up in there. 
 And now the walking dead had arrived. 
 And they were already starting to pile up against the north wall. 
 * * * 
 “How far?” Kate asked. She was leading Baxter through the labyrinth with her M4 up, weapon-mounted light illuminating the path ahead, but with him giving her directions from behind. 
 It wasn’t that she was so anxious to escape the underground dungeon of the Stronghold. It’s that she wanted to get up to wherever the fight was, wherever the rest of her team was engaged. She knew they were going to need every gun. And she needed to be doing her part. 
 “It’s close,” Baxter said, his rifle at low ready, and one eye on their rear. 
 But that’s when they rounded a corner – and ran out of tunnel. 
 Because it had collapsed. 
 The smell of fresh earth, must, and mold washed over them. The pile rose diagonally from floor to ceiling with red and black dirt and rock, and the tunnel around them suddenly didn’t look any too stable. With as many RPGs and 40mm grenades as Kate thought she could hear going off, she was amazed no one had anticipated this. 
 She turned to face Baxter. “How do we get around?” 
 “We’ll ne—“ 
 But she body-checked him into the wall and came up firing. 
 The repair party – or some party, carrying not just shovels but AKs – was here. 
 And Kate and Baxter were now cut off by them, backs to the dirt wall. 



 Immediate Action Drill 
 The Stronghold - Godane’s Chamber 
 “Enough, kaffir,” Godane said to Brendan’s back. “Put your gun down and you may live a little longer.” 
 Brendan had a pretty good idea what that extra life would entail. Either being held as a hostage and bargaining chip, if Triple Nickel were winning the battle up top. Or being crucified on one of the towers, if not. 
 He took a step closer to Elijah, his back still to the room. 
 “No closer, Bren.” Elijah shuffled back a half-step, his weapon still up. 
 “Go ahead, Eli. Take the shot.” 
 Brendan sounded as if he had nothing to lose. He took another step forward. 
 Eli depressed his weapon from Brendan’s chest to his right thigh, and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. His eyes widening, he pulled the charging handle – and a perfectly good round ejected and fell to the floor. He looked back up at Brendan. 
 The team captain was holding something up between two fingers, roughly the size and shape of a knitting needle. 
 “My firing pin,” Elijah said. Then he quoted Brendan back to him: “‘Neither of you shoot unless I tell you to.’” 
 Brendan nodded, almost imperceptibly. “I knew it had to be you. I didn’t want to believe it. It was impossible. But I was out of explanations.” 
 Brendan tossed Elijah his firing pin. 
 And as his eye involuntarily went to it, Brendan moved like lightning – knuckle-striking him in the throat then spinning in a blur around behind him, pulling his forearm across his throat. 
 The Praetorians were already firing, a storm of 7.62 rounds from their full-auto AKs tearing up the entire front of the room. 
 Brendan brought his own rifle up under Elijah’s right arm. 
 And he tried to engage, from behind cover. 
 * * * 
 Jake continued hurtling across the parapet toward the armored guard tower. He had a new 40-round mag in his MP7 and the weapon back up to his shoulder. 
 Two defenders spilled out of the structure and Jake dropped them both with measured bursts – but all at a run. They both tumbled cinematically off the parapet to the inner courtyard twenty feet below. 
 In a mental blur, Jake considered the advisability of tossing a flashbang – or, perhaps better yet, a real grenade – into that armored guardhouse before charging inside. But he’d have to stop or at least slow down to throw it, then wait for it to go off – and speed and violence of action were everything for him right now. They were what was allowing him to scatter and defeat a much larger force. 
 That’s what he told himself. 
 Just as he told himself he had to come up here to take out this tower. 
 But he also knew there was almost certainly still a large RPG cache in there, and it was almost certainly still being guarded by al-Sîf. And if he simply blew up the guardhouse, he’d never have the satisfaction of killing the man – with his own two hands. He kept running, and was through the door in another second. 
 Senses moving in slo-mo, he saw and engaged two shooters in the open. 
 They went down. 
 Too late, he sensed more than saw another one covered up, just a rifle barrel and optic. Perfectly positioned. Waiting for him. 
 Jake took four rounds to the chest, knocking him back out the door. 
 He collapsed to the parapet, the force of the impact knocking his MP7 from his hand, which went clattering off the parapet to the ground far below. 
 * * * 
 There was zero cover in the sudden and intimate firefight in the half-collapsed tunnel – but Kate arranged for her and Baxter to take cover behind a wall of lead. 
 Executing a one-man immediate action drill, she killed one, wounded one, and drove the rest under cover. She was already advancing to close with the enemy by the time Baxter got his weapon up – and by then she had driven them back around the corner. 
 Now it was simply a gunfight, two on two. And Kate, even with her non-SF tactical training, immediately got the sense she could handle this one. Even Baxter, with his rudimentary training, was engaging effectively, and appeared to be up to the job. 
 Basically, these guys were not tactical superstars. 
 On the other hand, Kate and Baxter were still trapped in there, with the collapse to their backs. But if they could shoot their way out before reinforcements came, she liked their odds. 

Now, if we can just keep the rest of the tunnel from collapsing on us…

 * * * 
 Four high-velocity rounds to the ceramic plate, fired nearly point-blank, will cause just about anyone to reconsider his position. It even worked for Jake. 
 It was actually only the force of those rounds knocking him over, and making him briefly do the limbo, that caused the followup two to miss his head. As it was, they were so close to his face that they burned, and the snap of the collapsing air pockets was like a punch to the jaw. 
 Flat on the deck, his whole torso buzzing from the impacts, rounds flying over his head now, his MP7 gone, his first move was to recover his primary weapon – his Beowulf. But it wasn’t lying by his side as it ought to be. It wasn’t anywhere. He patted at the front of his chest until he found the flapping end of his single-point sling, which had been severed by one or more of the rounds that had caught him square in the chest. He didn’t have time to look over the edge, but he had every expectation it was lying down in the mud with his MP7. That was some bad luck. 
 It was also a shame, because he knew the .50-cal was one cartridge that would defeat al-Sîf’s body armor. It might or might not penetrate it. But the shock it delivered would kill the man inside it anyway. 
 But now that ship had sailed. 
 So now Jake went ahead and pulled a grenade with one hand – not even noticing whether it was a frag or a flashbang, but just cooking it off and tossing it into the guardhouse – and pulled his high-capacity .45 from its chest rig with the other. 
 And by the time that grenade went off, he was going to have to be up on his feet and moving again – fast. 
 And using his last gun to best effect… 
 * * * 
 7.62 rounds will often pass right through a human. Luckily, Elijah had in both his front and rear ceramic plates, which made him an excellent human shield for Brendan, who was taking cover behind him. 
 And shooting around his own personal Brutus. 
 Bullets were impacting everywhere, the roar and flash and smoke and stench overwhelming. Bren could feel Elijah taking hits, then took two himself in rapid sequence – a round grazing his elbow, another striking his boot, sending scorching pain across his foot. 
 He had to block out the pain and noise to keep operating effectively – and to continue to engage the two Praetorians, who were hunched over and firing flat out. They were also moving in opposite directions, making two dynamic targets instead of one static one. Brendan was vaguely aware that Godane had ducked down behind his desk. He ignored this, and instead fired rapid single shots to his left, while now having to hold up Elijah’s body weight… 
 The Praetorian on the left went down, shooting the whole way, but either his fire or more probably the other guy’s cracked into Bren’s SCAR, shattering the EOTech sight and splintering the receiver. Bren let the weapon go, pivoted, and pulled Elijah’s pistol from its chest rig. Thank fuck it had a round chambered, because he only had one hand to operate it. He emptied the pistol into the Praetorian on the right, until his body armor also failed, and he went down to the deck, still firing all the way down. 
 Suddenly – silence. 
 Brendan lowered Elijah to the dirt floor, then regarded the carnage all around him. The last two Praetorians were riddled with rifle and pistol rounds. One of them had been hit in the jaw. Brendan shook his head. Whatever else, these guys were real gunfighters – tough, brave, and resolute. They had gone down shooting and died in a pile of their own brass. 
 Bren dropped the mag out of Elijah’s pistol and reloaded it. Only then did he check to see if Eli was still alive. He had absolutely no idea what he was going to do if he was. The man’s eyes were still open – and seemed almost to focus on Brendan for a second. Bren couldn’t interpret the look on his face. But then he immediately expelled a rattling breath. 
 And he didn’t take another one. 
 Rising and holding the dead man’s pistol forward and down, Brendan rounded the desk… but there was no Godane behind it. He’d managed to slip out the rear door during all the chaos, probably crawling the whole way. Bren also saw there was blood on the floor back there, so he’d been hit. 

Hope he chokes on it.

 Brendan checked the bodies of all four Praetorians. All were good and dead. 
 Finally, he came back around and regarded the only other movement, not to say life, in the room. It was the Zulu – Zulu Zero, if Zack were to be believed. It was still chained to the wall and going spastic now, probably from the heavy metallic scent of blood that filled this tomb. It looked like a body that had been dug up after six months and cursed with reanimation. 
 It truly looked like death warmed over. 
 Brendan laid the handgun on the desk, unslung his assault pack, kneeled down and zipped it open. He spared another look at Eli’s body, then looked back up at the Methuselah of the Dead, the oldest of his tribe – and he thought: Damn. Now I’ve got to carry that son of a bitch out of here by myself.

 He got his aid kit out, and keeping one eye on both entrances, wrapped up his wounds – not expertly, but sufficient to get the bleeding stopped. 
 Then he dug out his dual flex cuffs, hood, and body bag. 
 And he bagged up his precious cargo. 



 Sword to a Knife Fight 
 The Stronghold - North Armored Guard Tower 
 It was the flashbang and not the frag, which was probably just as well, Jake figured – as he blasted into the guardhouse right behind it and saw the piles and stacks of RPG rounds. This place was basically one big fucking magazine. 
 He’d bounced to his feet with his .45 and run straight at the entrance even as the grenade was going off, blasting inside with hot air scouring his face, firing his weapon one-handed as he came through the door. 
 There were no longer fifteen defenders in there, not live ones anyway – a variety of a-S guys were already down on the deck with canoes for heads, and Jake had one guess who had done that. But it was the ones on their feet that were his concern, and they were fortunately moving through cotton wool because of the effects of the flashbang, and Jake saw the whole scene and fight in vivid slo-mo because of the time-dilation effects of adrenaline. 
 He put a lightning double-tap into one on his feet to the right, then traversed his weapon and did the same to one on the left, simultaneously hooking the guy around his neck with his left elbow and spinning around his body to use it as a shield while he gunned down two in the corners – not stopping but merely turning his momentum into centripetal force as he swung around the dying man like a dual-star system, watching impassively as rounds struck the body before him, then launching himself forward and triggering off again at… 
 …fucking al-Sîf, who was still perfectly covered up by the back wall, rifle across the top of a crate, and who seemed to know Jake was coming for him. 
 Still barreling forward, Jake went for head shots but unexpectedly al-Sîf rose from behind cover, coming erect while firing, and Jake’s heavy rounds went low into his vest, knocking him back. Jake’s slide locked as the .45 went dry and he left it in mid-air and powered forward with great kicks of his legs, then dove over the top of the crate into the al-Shabaab commander, knocking the rifle from his hands. 
 Down on the deck, the two locked onto each other in a vicious ground grapple, from which, clearly, one man at most was going to emerge alive. 
 * * * 
 Forty feet below, deep underground, Kate was inching forward to press their advantage – when she saw a dark dot fly through the cone of glare from her weapon light, bounce off the wall to her left, then drop to the ground. 

Son of a bitch.

 She depressed her weapon and light, found the grenade at her feet, snatched it up and tossed it underhand right back around the corner. This time it bounced off the far wall, dropped to the ground at their opponents’ feet, and instantly exploded. 
 That literally couldn’t have gone any better. 

Motherfuckers should learn to cook their shit off, Kate thought, turning to Baxter and raising her hand for a high-five. 
 But then came the sound of cracking timbers – and the ceiling came down. 
 Not, thank fuck, over their heads – but above the intersection ahead, and on the heads of the guys they’d just grenaded. 
 And it turned out the grenade hadn’t killed all of them – and neither did the collapse. Now Kate and Baxter listened to the sounds of men suffocating underneath the giant pile of earth and rock and wood. It was impossible not to empathize, to feel the horror of being unable to get air, trying to breathe dirt… 

Better them than us, Kate thought. She panned her light around and onto Baxter. The collapse had taken out the little overhead lighting there was. Getting the dirty young man in her cone of glare she said, “You okay?” 
 He coughed. “Good to go.” 
 “Okay. Gimme your helmet.” 
 Baxter squinted. “What for?” 
 “Unless you’ve got an entrenching tool in that pack, we’re going to need it to dig ourselves the hell out of here.” 
 Baxter undid his chinstrap and removed the helmet. “Yeah,” he said, glancing upward. “And we’ve got to do it before the others leave us behind.” 
 Kate refrained from adding: Or before they’re all dead. She knew that was likelier than them leaving their teammates behind. 
 She paused and took a deep lungful of air. She could already feel it getting close in there. When she looked at Baxter, she knew they were thinking the same thing, whether she voiced it or not. 

And before we both run out of air and suffocate.

 * * * 
 Jake and al-Sîf exchanged a lightning series of blows and gouges, like two alley cats shrieking and scratching in a cloud of fur and claws, then separated and bounced to their feet. 
 Standing at his full height in a combative stance, al-Sîf had about thirty pounds and three inches on Jake. But they were both in rippling, ass-kicking shape, with no discernible body fat on either of them. 
 As neither broke eye contact, each seemed to recognize the other as a badass of the first rank. It wan’t mutual respect. Just recognition. 
 Jake’s eyes darted to his dropped .45 on the floor, and the other discarded weapons near dead hands, most of them loaded. Al-Sîf glanced back at his Bushmaster on the ground behind the crate. Jake’s gaze followed, and he recognized the weapon – and al-Sîf recognized that he did. 
 Now Jake’s mouth turned to a tight line and his eyes went dead like those of a big cat about to take down prey. He unsnapped and drew his Yarborough knife from the sheath taped upside down to his chest rig. This was, and had been for years, almost certainly the oldest operational Yarborough knife anywhere in the SF groups. Never mind that probably no one had actually used one in a fight since Vietnam. 
 Knife-fighting was frowned upon by spec-ops guys. They knew it took three to five minutes for someone to bleed out, and meanwhile you had an angry dying man to deal with. And afterward everyone involved in a knife fight went to the hospital, even the winner. It hardly even mattered if you won. Nobody with half a brain ever brought a knife to a knife fight. 
 But Jake didn’t give a shit about any of that right now. In his head now was only one thing: I’m going to gut this son of a bitch. But I’m going to skin him first.

 Al-Sîf drew his namesake sword – the giant Moorish scimitar. 
 This wasn’t as unfair as it looked. In the tight quarters of the cluttered guardhouse, it would be unwieldy, it would be hard to find enough room to swing it properly – and it would take a hell of a lot more time to move than Jake’s knife. 
 Both were content, though. 
 Jake to beat The Sword at his trademark game. 
 And al-Sîf to stand or fall by it. 
 * * * 
 Up at ground level, Zack was feeling very alone again. He knew from radio traffic that Jake was fighting on the wall above and behind him. He could also see Todd on the opposite side of the courtyard, dropping Hellhounds on anything that moved. But he was still feeling increasingly isolated and exposed. He knew Godane’s men could walk up on him any time – either from out in the courtyard or, worse, from the darkness inside the building behind him. 
 And he didn’t know what the hell he was going to do when they did. 
 Meanwhile, he bzzz’d off short bursts from the minigun at anything that popped up in his field of vision. He was trying to conserve ammo, as he didn’t relish having to reload this thing, which would mean being defenseless for however long that took. He’d reloaded it once after the fight kicked off, and after he’d burned through an entire can clearing the walls on the south side. He hoped he might be able to do it faster now. But he doubted it. 

The only good news, he thought, is that those RPGs are no longer dropping on my head from the armored tow—

 Something dropped on his head from above, causing him to jump and bang his scalp on steel. Whatever it was instantly tumbled off the top of the turret and onto the ground beside the truck. Zack froze, both wanting and not wanting to know what the hell that was. 
 It took off running, and was out of view before he could make it out. 

Holy fucking shit…

 He now recalled vaguely – having paid little notice at the time, mainly because he had far too many problems of his own – that Todd had come on the radio to report that the giant undead herd was outside, ahead of schedule. To the extent that he even heard it, he didn’t figure it impacted him. 
 Now he rapidly reassessed. 
 Todd hadn’t said how bad it was. Now Zack knew he’d better find out. He dug his phone out of a pocket on his vest and called up the SkyRanger app, getting half-dried blood on the touchscreen… and when he got the video up, he saw two things: 
 One, the dead were already piling up against the north wall – which was basically right behind him. 
 Two, that section over his head was one of the few that hadn’t been extended up beyond its original twenty feet. 

Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck…

 Fighting against the blood on the screen, he managed to zoom in on the section that was of critical personal interest. He could see the ocean of grasping arms and gnashing mouths, as hundreds of them tried to dig through one another to the irresistible sounds of the living killing each other on the other side of the wall. And then he saw one basically go running across the rising slope of bodies, somehow doing the crowd-surfing equivalent of walking on water, and leap off the top… 
 It didn’t make it, smashing into the top section of wall and falling back. 
 Zack licked his lips. They were bone dry. 
 And now, when he listened between explosions, he could definitely hear the damned things moaning and scrabbling out there. 
 It sounded like… death, on an extremely large scale. 
 He checked his watch, and stole a look behind him at the interior of the building – from which Brendan, Elijah, Baxter, and Kate were conspicuously not emerging. If any of them were ever going to get out of there… 
 They were going to have to do it pretty damned soon. 



 Dead Man on Your Back 
 The Stronghold - Underground 
 Brendan stumbled through near darkness alone, dirt falling on his head. None of this shit even registered on his manifest of problems. 
 He had a dead man on his back, in a sort of modified fireman’s carry. He was a scrawny little fucker, and hadn’t gotten any bigger across a year and a half of ZA. Plus he was flexcuffed at the wrists and ankles, had a hood over his gnashing mouth, and was stuffed into a high-quality PVC body bag. All of this was helpful. 
 But he was still wriggling like a bag of worms, and Brendan could feel the Zulu’s furious intent, trying to devour him through the PVC, less than inches away from him. It also left him firing his rifle one-handed, and having to put the damned bag down whenever he had to reload. 
 The last thing he’d done in Godane’s chamber of horrors was to retrieve Elijah’s SCAR, which he’d found undamaged. Then he scrabbled around in the dirt until he found the firing pin, then made the repair and clipped the rifle to his own sling. He’d also liberated Elijah’s 5.56 mags. He wouldn’t be needing them where he was going. 
 As for his wounds, the arm wasn’t terrible, though it was starting to compound with the fragged hand from Lemonnier, degrading his ability to function. The shot-through foot was a bigger problem, and becoming more so. Between him, the undead body, and his weapons and combat load, that foot was having to bear nearly three hundred pounds of weight with every step. And it was shrieking with pain and threatening to give out with each one. And, surprising Brendan very little, it had started bleeding again. Just seeping for now. 
 But that meant he was on a clock. Though he was already on a clock. 
 So he was not exactly at his most combat effective. But he still somehow had to fight his way out of there. And, with the tunnel collapses, he also had to find his way out of there. 
 Two guys spilled out into the corridor ten meters ahead. They turned a light on him and shouted. Bren flipped his fire selector to full-auto and gunned them down. The mag went dry. That meant he was going to have to put this very special dead son of a bitch down again to reload. That wasn’t so bad. 
 The trouble would be picking him back up again. 
 * * * 
 Jake had just stepped inside of al-Sîf’s strike, his preferred tactic of closing and destroying, but al-Sîf saw it coming, pivoted, and grabbed at his knife hand – just a little too late to prevent a shallow slash on his upper arm. And while this was happening, Jake was also subject to annoying chatter in his ear. It was Todd. 

“Jake – how we doin‘ up there, man?”

 He yanked his knife hand away from the left-handed grip al-Sîf had briefly latched onto it, put the iron bar of his forearm across the man’s chest and neck, and pushed him off, breaking contact again. As they both circled and reset, Jake touched his PTT button with his free hand and spoke into his mic. 
 “Making some progress. Okay down there?” 
 Al-Sîf gave him an amused look – like it was pretty funny that the SF team sergeant was running his team while in the middle of the most lethal single combat imaginable. 

“Dude, I don’t mean to complain – but I’d kind of like to have you back down here on the ground.”

 Al-Sîf made a more tentative slash, the evil blade jabbing left, then right, his free left hand poised to defend against Jake’s knife. They circled round again, stepping over bodies and AKs. 

“I’m not saying I’m about to be overrun. But I am using my side arm a little more than I normally like to while manning a crew-served weapon.”

 Al-Sîf spat to the side, and rubbed his cut upper arm. Then he nodded at Jake’s radio and said in English: “Do you want to fight? Or do you want to fuck around?” 
 Jake touched his radio button with his free hand. “All received.” He got the picture. “I’ll be back asap. Out.” 
 The two warriors put their heads down and flew at each other again. 
 * * * 
 Zack saw some four guys break from cover and come sprinting at him. He struggled to depress his barrel enough to hit them. He could see his rounds kicking up all over the place – but then the minigun went dry. 

Fuck, fuck, fuck. 
 He honestly didn’t know what he was going to do now – except prepare to defend himself, up close and personal. There was no way he was going to be able to get a can of .50-cal up and loaded before these guys were on him. And two of them were carrying RPGs. It was a hunter/killer RPG team. He’d been warned about the likelihood of these in the planning sessions. 
 And as soon as this one worked out that he wasn’t shooting at them, they stopped and hunkered down, preparing to fire at leisure. There was probably no way they could miss from this range. Zack dropped down inside the truck, hoping maybe he’d survive the barrage from down there as he had the last one. He scrabbled at his side arm as he hit the deck, covered up, and waited. 
 No explosions came. 
 When he dared stick his head up again… all four of them were laid out dead, right in the position they’d taken up. Someone, somewhere, had saved him. He figured the odds were he wouldn’t get that lucky again, so he grabbed another can of .50-cal, got it up into the turret, and got it slotted in and threaded up. He was just getting back on the gun when something hit the turret over his head again. Fuck!

 This time it didn’t roll off the side – but fell forward, right in front of his viewport, then rolled off the roof of the truck and disappeared out of view. 
 There followed a terrifying beat of silence. 
 Zack waited for it to run off like the last one. 
 Instead it leapt back up on the roof right in Zack’s face – but also right in his sights. It actually tried to reach him around both sides of the minigun barrels, hissing and spasming, arms grasping and legs kicking. 
 Zack depressed his trigger. 
 He’d never seen a body come apart like that before. It was spectacular – as frenetic in death as it had been in life. Zack shook his head. That’s not right – it was dead to start with. Oh, never mind. Fuck it. 
 He had other problems, and he started shooting them. 
 But the image of that thing reaching around the minigun for him stayed in his mind’s eye. Talk about embracing death. The jihadis sometimes talked about “marrying death” – that guy was all over it. 
 But Zack’s smile at this melted as he pictured a time, probably not far in the future, when there were too many of those leaping dead coming down on him from above and behind – and even the mighty minigun wouldn’t be enough to shoot his way out. He also checked his watch and wondered what the bloody hell was taking so long – and how long it would be before the whole joint was hemmed in a hundred dead deep, and there would be no escape for anyone. 
 Zack prayed, once again, for the speedy return of… pretty much anybody who might still be coming back. 
 * * * 
 Kate shoveled loose dirt with Baxter’s helmet while he did it with his bare hands, both working by the light on Kate’s weapon propped against the wall. They were building a pretty good-sized new mound of dirt behind them. 
 But the one ahead wasn’t shrinking nearly quickly enough. 
 Worse, Kate realized they had no idea how deep it went. For all they knew, a hundred yards of tunnel had collapsed. Maybe the one behind them was shallower. Or maybe it was worse. There was no way to know. 
 She felt herself growing weaker as she worked. Baxter didn’t look too good himself. The cause wasn’t any mystery. There was maybe 800 cubic feet of air there in total. And they were taking all the oxygen out of it. When it was gone, they were done. And the harder they worked, the closer forward in time they brought that point. 
 Kate paused and straightened up, prodding her brain for some better or more lateral solution. And just then something did strike her. It was falling dirt, right on her head. She and Baxter moved in opposite directions, getting out of the way of what looked like it might be another collapse… 
 But instead of the roof coming down on them, a camp lantern was stuck down, along with voices calling in Somali, through a hole in the dirt overhead. 
 Kate and Baxter traded a quick, alarmed look before she went for her rifle and started to raise it. But Baxter pushed her barrel down and called up in Somali: 
 “Waxaan halkan ku jira! Gargaar!” He was calling for help. 
 There followed a beat of silence. 
 Then a wooden ladder appeared in the hole and was lowered all the way to their floor. Baxter put a finger to his lips, and with his other hand unholstered Kate’s side arm and stuck it in his waistband. 
 Then he climbed up the ladder. 
 Kate could see his legs were shaking – whether from oxygen deprivation, fear, or just combat nerves, she had no idea. 
 She stood where she was and waited. 
 Then she heard six quick pistol reports from above, overlapping with shouting in Somali. Then silence. 
 And a hand appeared down through the hole. It was Baxter’s. 
 His four cupped fingers made a C’mon motion. 
 Kate got climbing. 



 The Mighty Fall 
 The Stronghold - Inside North Armored Guard Tower 
 Jake flipped his knife around into an overhand grip. So far his knife-to-a-sword-fight strategy wasn’t working out quite as well as he’d hoped. He’d landed a couple of shallow slashes on al-Sîf’s arms and torso. 
 But al-Sîf had gotten in a better one across Jake’s shoulder. The Moorish scimitar was a hell of a blade, and you knew it if you got cut with one. He’d also figured out, almost the hard way, that using his knife to block the sword was a non-starter. The shock through his hand and arm was spectacular. 
 He was only going to lose his knife that way. 
 He spotted a loose piece of rebar and snatched it up with his left hand, then lunged at al-Sîf with a left-right-left boxing-style combo. Al-Sîf parried the rebar with his scimitar, stepped inside the knife attack, but then caught the follow-up bar strike on his right upper arm. If it had hit his forearm, it probably would have broken the bone – and ended his sword-fighting days for a while. 
 Jake feinted, then turned it into a real attack as al-Sîf tried to come around on him. He got in a good solid strike with the bar to the big man’s side, then took his legs out from under him with a low sweep that crashed into the backs of his knees. As he went down, Jake fell on top of him – knife first. He had to drop the bar to catch his own weight with his left hand. 
 But al-Sîf was fast for a big man, faster than he looked, and rolled out from under the falling blade, which stuck into the wood floor, deep. Al-Sîf hammered at Jake’s knife hand with the pommel of his sword, but Jake hung on – and the blade snapped. 
 And that was the end of an era – the end of the oldest working Yarborough knife. 
 The impact also caused al-Sîf to lose the grip on his sword as well. And now they were in a ground grapple and unarmed again. 
 Jake made a claw of his right hand – and went for al-Sîf’s eyes. 
 Al-Sîf got his forearm in front of his face, blocking the strike, then brought his knee up into Jake’s groin. Jake let his weight fall full on the other man, and punched him left-handed, with all his strength, in the ear. Al-Sîf tried to reciprocate with a knuckle strike at the side of Jake’s neck, but he sensed it coming and rolled off onto his back, then onto all fours like a big cat, and finally up to his feet. 
 He was up before al-Sîf was and caught him with his steel boot-toe in the ribs, a vicious and debilitating swinging kick. The al-Shabaab commander was going to have to either cover up or get to his feet fast. He knew as well as Jake that, if your opponent was still standing, down on the ground was where you got seriously hurt. He spun on his hip and aimed a sharp kick at Jake’s shin, which gave him just enough breathing room to bounce to his feet. 
 But Jake was already piling into him with his full weight, and al-Sîf tumbled over the crate he’d been sheltering behind a few seconds ago. 
 They were back where they started, rolling around in the small space. 
 Just bloodier, and angrier. 
 * * * 

Feel the burn, Brendan thought, as he climbed stairs with a dead man on his back, his thighs screaming. At least he was heading the right direction – up. And he hadn’t had to fight through any more Stronghold defenders in his current degraded state. He kind of had the impression they were all up top now – battling his men. 
 He needed to get back up there himself – now. 
 On the downside, he’d totally lost his orientation and sense of direction. He’d had to detour around one collapsed tunnel and a large roomful of a-S guys that he hadn’t felt like shooting it out with. Now he was heading up, but where he’d emerge was anyone’s guess. 
 Having climbed two flights, he exited the stairwell – and spotted daylight leaking in from under a nearby door. He staggered up, cracked it, and peered out. 
 It was at ground level, opening onto the courtyard outside. 
 Except, if he was seeing it right, it was at the far eastern edge of the whole joint. The gun truck he needed to get back to was in the north side of the complex. The other one, which he would have settled for, was tucked up in the buildings at the south side. And it was a damned long walk across exposed and bullet-raked ground to get to either. He needed to try to find an exit closer to one of them. 
 But then he heard voices behind him, agitated, urgent – and rising in volume, coming up from the stairwell he’d just exited. 

Shit. 
 He looked left and right, but it was just a big open room and empty hallway beyond – nowhere to hide. And his new best buddies would be emerging from that stairwell in seconds. 
 He shifted his grip on the writhing body, adjusted his grip on his rifle… 
 And stepped outside. To the sound of heavy firing and explosions. And briefly blinding daylight. 
 One last stretch to get through. Just him and ole Zulu Zero. 
 * * * 
 Jake and al-Sîf rolled back and forth in the narrow space, trading pistoning blows of their fists, powered by massive biceps. Ribs, abs, arms, and chins took a brutal pummeling. Jake rose up and tried to come down on al-Sîf’s throat with an elbow strike. Instead al-Sîf grabbed his arm with both hands, bent it a way it didn’t want to go, and threw Jake off him. 
 Jake rolled to his feet and skidded to a stop, facing the railing that looked out over the outside of the Stronghold. Below, he could see frenzied dead running up to the wall and getting backed up. They hadn’t begun to actually pile up in this spot, but it was crowded down there. And he didn’t have time to rubberneck anyway. 
 Spinning around, he saw al-Sîf coming up with his rifle – the Bushmaster that had fallen behind the crate. This was like a red rag to a bull, and a crimson mist descended over Jake’s vision. Seeing al-Sîf’s scimitar at his feet, he stuck his toe under it and kicked it through the air at al-Sîf’s head, causing him to flinch long enough for Jake to close again, knocking the rifle aside. 
 The two were now standing face to face, both gripping the rifle between them. Their narrowed eyes locked across the tiny space – until Jake rocketed his forehead into al-Sîf’s nose, cracking it violently. Al-Sîf was a truly hard man, but hard skull on soft cartilage stuns anyone. 
 Jake swung a haymaker right at the side of al-Sîf’s head. 
 “THIS,” he barked, as his fist made contact. 
 Al-Sîf’s head snapped around violently, though he stayed on his feet. 
 Jake pivoted at the hips, and brought his whole weight around behind a rising left-handed body blow, crunching into al-Sîf’s ribs and lifting him off the ground. 
 “…DOES NOT…” 
 Al-Sîf reeled, dropping the rifle. 
 Jake caught it before it hit the ground, then brought the stock around into al-Sîf’s jaw. The Somali was truly reeling now. Jake let the rifle drop gently on a sandbag. 
 Then he moved in and picked al-Sîf up, by the crotch and the vest, raising him to shoulder height and bellowing - 
 “…BELONG TO YOU!” 
 – as he lifted him over the railing and hurled him off into space. 
 Limbs flailing, al-Sîf fell though twenty feet of open air then slammed into the hard ground below. The instant he hit, the scattering of dead around that part of the wall turned in to face in on him. 
 And they all descended, moaning and shrieking. 
 Jake turned around, picked up the Bushmaster, and dusted it off. 

Back to work.




 The Price 
 The Stronghold - South Gun Truck 
 Todd held on against the violent thunk-thunk-thunk of the Mk 47 and hoped the micro-sutures in the repaired artery in his arm didn’t come loose. This was so his blood would stay in his vascular system where it belonged, and not pour into his body cavities as internal bleeding, which would be awkward right now at best. 
 As he kept his trigger down with his right hand, he used his left to quickly tug at the Kevlar groin protector attachment to the bottom of his vest. It had taken him a while to dig that particular piece of gear out of stores. But he sure as hell wasn’t taking any chances after his last two near-castration gunshot experiences. 
 He reflexively flinched as a shit-ton of incoming AK rounds clanged off the turret – but only because they hit the section of turret behind his head. He wasn’t too bothered by incoming from his front sector. 
 Twisting to take a look, he saw it was two dudes with AKs at that same building corner where he’d just grenaded their buddies. They were shooting high-low, which betrayed a certain amount of tactical savvy, and Todd had a bad feeling the ole suppressive-handgun-fire-and-grenade-bank-shot trick wasn’t going to work again. So instead he gave these two a good look at his fat face, waited for them to take the bait and go crazy trying to shoot through steel and plexiglas… 
 And then he dropped straight out of the turret like a gravity-fed shell, grabbed his rifle, slid out the back door on the covered side, moved to the nose of the vehicle at the back, popped around the grille, and shot them both from where they weren’t looking for him. 
 Straightening up and doing a tactical reload, he then went back around the corner of that building and cleared it all the way out to the next alley – then reversed and cleared to the other side, also one building deep. Somebody had to do this shit, and it looked like it was him. 
 At least now he’d be safe in the truck for, oh, another good twenty seconds or so… 
 * * * 
 Jake looked around the guard tower, which he now held alone. It was not a bad position for the good guys to occupy – a great overwatch point for the battle, plus it would put the kibosh on al-Shabaab’s irksome strategy of having them surrounded from elevated positions and subject to plunging fire. 
 But Jake wasn’t in any position to defend this position, not alone. And he had to keep moving, stay light on his feet, to stand any chance of surviving. No, he wouldn’t take this position, much less defend it. 
 Instead he would deny the enemy. 
 He took a look at the large remaining stockpile of RPGs and was slightly tempted to fire a few of them off at other a-S positions around the courtyard. That would piss in those guys’ Wheaties, not to mention sow panic and confusion. But it would be too little pay-off for too much time burned, and he’d be making himself a target – a static one. 
 So instead he took out that other grenade – the HE one. 
 And he pulled the pin. 
 * * * 
 Getting back to his mutant main battle gun truck, Todd risked sticking his nose out the front of the gap in the buildings. Where the fuck was Jake? He’d gotten the distinct impression the team sergeant was in a serious fight, and wasn’t enjoying all of Todd’s witty badinage on the radio. 
 He couldn’t make out anything up at that guard tower, which he could only see one edge of anyway. 

Fuck Jake’s enjoyment, he thought. He hit his radio. 
 “Jake, Todd.” He paused. “Wasssuuuuupp?” 

“Moving to you now. Can you hold?”

 Todd touched his mic while scanning over the EOTech sight on his SCAR, panning the barrel smoothly. “Sure. I’m out here doing your goddamned job now, and it’s all kinds of fun, break.” 
 He paused to raise his rifle and trigger off six quick rounds at another group of foot mobiles moving toward him, from the front right this time. He hit one or two and the rest dove for cover. 
 “On the other hand, if two of these RPG hunter-killer teams put their heads together and come at me from two directions at once… that’s gonna be it for this vehicle. And if I’m inside at the time, I’m gonna be pork tenderloin flambé in the world’s most heavily armed backyard grill. Over.” 

“Roger that. Back in fi—”

 The end of this transmission was made inaudible by the sinister whoosh of an incoming RPG, moving at subsonic speed, thank fuck, so Todd had a split second’s warning to dive to his right and throw himself flat. He didn’t feel the shower of dirt and rock, blasting from the exact patch of ground he had just been occupying, because his senses were overloaded by the heat and force of the explosion itself. 
 He kept rolling until he was on his back again and came up firing, gunning down the whole RPG team that had snuck up on him. He was only able to do this because they’d naturally assumed there was no way he could survive that explosion and immediately ran forward to finish off anyone else in the truck. If they’d stayed under cover they could have picked him apart at leisure. Instead they were caught in the open and the three of them went down in a pile, the last one right at Todd’s feet. 
 A lifeless outstretched arm actually flopped on his boot. 
 Todd dropped his mag out and reloaded again. As he did so, he saw that his left hand was shaking badly. He also saw it didn’t look the right color. 
 Moving mechanically, he hauled himself to his feet and dragged himself back inside the truck, his left side feeling all fucked up. He managed to pull the door shut with burnt and buzzing fingers. Lying on the back seat, he touched his mic button. 
 “How copy my last?” 
 He meant the explosion, which had nearly taken him out. This actually was a pretty funny thing to say. But Todd’s normal smart-ass, devil-may-care tone was nowhere in evidence. He sounded shaken. 
 Everything had finally stopped being a joke. 
 * * * 
 Jake copied all. He knew he had to get back to Todd – now. 
 He gave the live grenade a roll toward the foot of stacked RPG rounds, brought the liberated Bushmaster up, and headed out of the guardhouse the way he came. His plan was to retrace his steps, passing through the next guardhouse then climbing down the same ladder, and cut off that one corner of the courtyard running back again. 
 What he hadn’t reckoned on was that next guardhouse had been reinforced – massively. 
 He took three steps out along the parapet and ran straight into a wall of lead. There were a shit-ton of shooters in the next position now, half-destroyed as it was, and they were all emplaced and under cover, and lighting up Jake – and his vaunted surprise, speed, and violence of action had all bled away when he dropped everything to slug it out with al-Sîf. 
 He was jammed up. And he was paying the price – or maybe just starting to. 
 In his mind he was counting down the grenade fuze. He definitely couldn’t go back into what was about to be, technically, a controlled detonation, but in reality was going to be a very kinetic event. He couldn’t go forward – the guys in the guardhouse would gun him down, and he wouldn’t even be able to dodge on the narrow parapet. 

4… 5…

 And, now, he couldn’t stay here. 
 He jumped off the top of the wall, as far away from the armored guard tower as he dared, while maybe not guaranteeing himself a broken leg in the fall. 
 * * * 
 Dragging himself back up into the gun turret, moving like an ALS sufferer, but slowly getting his strength and control back, the first thing Todd saw out his viewport was: 
 A world-shaking fucking explosion, originating just out of his line of sight – but by no means stopping there, the tremendous fireball and even larger cloud of black smoke expanding to fill half the sky over the Stronghold. 
 And then he saw Jake flying through the air. 
 That didn’t look good. 
 * * * 
 Jake let his legs collapse under him as he hit the loose dirt and rolled onto his hip and then shoulder, absorbing as much of the force as he could with – well, with something other than his shin bone. 
 Because he only had one of those left. 
 Coming to a stop, he covered up his head as wood and metal debris rained down all around him – and as far as he could see in all directions, actually. That steel-reinforced guard tower had made a hell of a casing for the explosive charge inside. 
 As the explosion finally settled, Jake noticed something even stranger: no one was firing any more. No more chattering AKs, whooshing RPGs. No whining miniguns, or walking explosions of the Mk 47. 
 Everyone in and around the courtyard, on both sides of the battle, had stopped shooting – and instead were all looking up in awe. It was probably the biggest explosion anyone there had ever personally seen. 
 But the ceasefire wasn’t going to last long. 
 Uncurling and looking around, Jake saw his Beowulf lying in the dirt less than ten feet away. Nice. He rose into a crouch, snatched it up, and pulled the charging handle, ejecting a round. 
 He took a look to his right, and the cover of all those buildings curving around the inside edge of the twenty-foot wall. 
 Then he looked across the empty courtyard, where he could see the tail of Todd’s vehicle. The Mk 47 was down. Todd wasn’t firing. And Jake had never quite heard him like he sounded on that last transmission. 

Fuck it. He had to get back, ASAFP. 
 He took off straight through the middle of the courtyard. 
 And that was when everyone started shooting again. 
 * * * 

Jesus Christ, Todd thought, shaking his head, getting his hands back on his weapon, fighting through the pain: The dumb, brave son of a bitch IS Lieutenant Speirs.

 Todd’s sense of humor was coming back, which was reassuring. Plus he was going to need it. 
 He watched awe-struck as Jake raced right back through the middle of the goddamned German-held village, weapon cradled, heels kicking up – and dozens of incoming rounds and explosions kicking up all around him. 
 Todd smiled. It was a truly heroic and inspiring sight. 
 And then Jake’s leg went out from under him, knocked sideways by some unseen but powerful force. 
 He went down hard into the dirt. 
 And didn’t get up again. 



 Interdiction 
 The Stronghold - By the East Wall 
 Brendan’s eyes had adjusted to the daylight now. 
 Which was good because his shot foot still hadn’t adjusted to the weight. 
 But he was coping. He was still marginally combat effective. And right now he had slung over his shoulder what might actually be the most valuable object left on earth. He was doing some good. 
 Even more heartening, he knew Kate was free. She and Baxter should be outside the walls already by now. He desperately wanted a sitrep from them – not to mention from everyone else under his command. But talking aloud didn’t seem real advisable in his current tactical posture. 
 He had no one to watch his six for him. 
 And, hell, he couldn’t even turn around quickly if someone should get the drop on him. Which could happen at virtually any time. 
 He was monitoring what radio traffic there was. This kept him in the picture. Though he was troubled not to hear anything yet from Baxter or Kate. Had they gotten jammed up down below? Trapped? Had they run straight into a larger force – and been gunned down? 
 There was nothing Bren could do about that right now. His current objective, and by far the best thing he could do, was get the hell back to the north gun truck – so they could begin the seriously perilous process of breaking contact and getting the hell out of there. 
 So he was moving as stealthily as he could in and around the buildings strung along the east wall, circling around to the north. These gave him pretty good cover, and kept him out of the main action in the center. Every time he passed a gap in buildings, he could sense minigun fire raking the courtyard from the north, and a lot more obviously, full-auto 40mm grenade fire from the south. In and around that, AK rounds and RPGs crashed and rolled. 
 Almost all of the latter was now from buildings and groups of disorganized a-S guys on the ground. The dangerous plunging fire from the elevated guardhouses had been suppressed. The enemy had more than enough people to reoccupy those positions – they were just going to think long and hard about doing so, having seen what happened to the first hundred or so who had been positioned up there. 
 Brendan’s stealthy circuit around the perimeter was going well. 
 Until it wasn’t. 
 Luckily, he heard voices before encountering their owners – a squad-sized element doing exactly what Bren was, namely using the buildings and wall for cover as they moved around. And they were moving in the opposite direction – probably trying to get to Todd’s gun truck. 
 His first impulse was interdiction – stopping them before they got to his own man. Luckily, that madness passed. Not only was he in no state to fight eight or ten guys, but this group would eventually run into Jake, whose job it was to fight them. 
 Right now, he had to avoid them. 
 He took the immediate left between buildings and followed the alley out until it opened up. If he didn’t want to be seen when they passed the alley, he was going to have no choice but to stick his face out in the courtyard. 
 He looked right and left and it was clear-ish, so he moved out in front of the building to his right. 
 And then a tremendous explosion went up, from nearly the opposite side of the whole complex – a guard tower in the north-west corner. Somebody just lost a shitload of ordnance, Brendan thought. And it sounded like Jake’s handiwork to him. There was no way not to stare at the rising fireball for a second and admire the violent beauty of the thing. 
 When he shook his head and got his mind back in the game, he realized he was not the only one who had been transfixed by the sight. There was an AK-wielding guy in a man-dress to his left, in front of the next gap, barely twenty feet away. The man shouted and fired once, sending a jarring round into Bren’s front plate. Between his wounds, his load, and the shock of being shot, he was stunned and slow getting his weapon up. 
 And he could already see two more of this guy’s buddies spilling out of the alley. 
 Brendan already knew there was no way he was going to get squared up and engage in time, not all three of them. He was probably done for. 
 But as he raised his rifle and locked on, the first guy instantly took one to the chest and dropped. His buddies, still turning and figuring out the situation, were both shot so quickly that nobody had time to react – neither they nor Brendan. They slid into the dirt and lay still. 
 Brendan spun around again – and his gaze went long. 
 He looked out over the courtyard to the south-east. He looked over the wall. He peered off into the tall trees of the forest, which was strung with thick vines and symbiotic vegetation. 
 He couldn’t see a damned thing out there. 
 But he could be seen – by someone who wasn’t going to make him say thank you. “No problem, Cap. Now get your overloaded ass moving again.”

 Kwon. Up in overwatch. 
 Brendan nodded his thanks and respect, having no doubt his weapons sergeant could see the gesture through his massively magnified rifle optic. 
 And then he got his overloaded ass moving again. 



 Sniper Support 
 Camp Price - Jake and Kwon’s Hooch 
 [The Night Before] 
 Jake opened the gun cabinet in the near dark. 
 He took his Beowulf off its place in the rack, held it diagonally out before him – and blew the dust off. He’d also be giving it a thorough cleaning and oiling. He had a pretty good idea it was going to get a workout in the morning. 
 As he reached for the cleaning kit in the bottom of the cabinet, he sensed more than heard Kwon coming back in. Rising and turning to face him, he smiled at what the man was carrying. He had a 100m coil of nylon rope over one shoulder and a serious-looking slingshot in the same hand. But in the other he was carrying a truly beautiful piece of hardware. 
 “Let me see that,” Jake said. 
 Kwon nodded and handed it over, then dropped the rope on his bunk. 
 Jake hauled the long charging handle back and inspected the chamber, then eased it forward again. The weapon was a SCAR Mk 20 Mod 0 Sniper Support Rifle (SSR) – essentially an accurized version of the 7.62mm SCAR-H, but with a twenty-inch barrel, precision stock with adjustable cheek rest, and extended receiver with extra rail space for accessories. Some of its other high-end features weren’t visible, but Jake knew they were there: a strengthened barrel extension that reduced barrel whip and increased accuracy; an enhanced, modular trigger assembly; and accurized internal mechanisms. 
 This one was mounted with a Leupold 3-10x day optic, which was a very serious scope, as well as a fold-out bipod and a quick-detachable suppressor – which made the shooter of this thing much harder to spot by eye or ear. 
 Jake was pretty sure this weapon was going to get a workout, too. 
 “Anybody see you pull this stuff out of stores?” he asked. 
 “Negative.” 
 * * * 
 Brendan entered the hooch a minute behind Kwon. 
 The two team leaders faced their weapons sergeant and Brendan said, “We’re giving you your real assignment for tomorrow now.” 
 “So I’m not going to be out on the ground with Jake?” 
 “Negative. Jake’s going to be on his own.” 
 Kwon looked satisfied, like Okay, I can see that. “Why the hush hush?” 
 “We may have some OPSEC issues,” Brendan said. He didn’t look like he was going to elaborate. He was just making Kwon’s assignment need-to-know. 
 Kwon looked to Jake, who nodded his agreement. 
 Brendan spread out a map sheet on one of the bunks. 
 * * * 
 The sun hadn’t yet cracked the horizon as the two seriously up-armored and up-armed gun trucks rumbled through the dense trees and heavy undergrowth, a tunnel of menace in the impenetrable darkness. 
 Kwon looked up to Todd, driving, and Jake, in the front passenger seat. No one spoke. No lights were lit. The moving map GPS on the dash cast a slight glow. Glancing at it, Todd rolled them to a stop in a stretch of black bush that looked exactly like every other stretch. 
 Kwon opened the rear door and stepped out into darkness. He reached back and pulled his pack after him, and shrugged into it. Then his rifle. As he put his hand on the door to shut it again, it looked like nobody was going to say anything now either. 
 But at the last second, Todd waved over his shoulder, mocked up his best Billy Crystal, and said, “Have fun stormin‘ the castle.” 
 As he shut the door and moved out into the equally impenetrable bush and darkness, Kwon silently remembered the next two lines from the film. 
 “Think it’ll work?” 
 “It would take a miracle.” 
 * * * 
 Some of the best Special Forces tricks are simple ones. Having picked out what he figured was going to be the right tree for his overwatch point (OP) – he’d only know for sure once he got up there – Kwon got out his slingshot and aimed for a big branch about sixty feet up. 
 What he was launching up there was a small lead weight. Attached to the weight was a long string. And what was attached to the other end of the string was his knotted climbing rope. When the lead weight came down, Kwon hauled on the string until he’d pulled the rope over the branch. 
 The trick had originally been developed for stringing antenna wires up over high branches. But it was adaptable. 
 As Kwon tied off the end of the rope, grasped it with both hands, and put his left boot up against the tree, he remembered the discussion from back in their hooch – when he’d pointed out that the only position from which he was going to get any kind of elevated look into the Stronghold was from up in a tree. 
 “Kwon,” Brendan had said, “you know why we don’t go up in trees. You’ll get some good kills from up there. But you’ll never get down again.” 
 Jake had looked like he didn’t want to agree. But he did. “As soon as they spot you, it’s a turkey shoot.” 
 Kwon had shrugged. “I can climb down if it gets too hot.” Anyway, they all knew there was no alternative. “I’ll take my chances.” That had settled it as far as he was concerned. 
 Now, he walked himself up the vertical surface of bark, hand over hand, rifle and pack on his back – and with his right hand still bandaged up and only at about fifty percent capacity. 
 The darkness was only just starting to melt. 
 As he went higher and higher, Kwon was glad he’d be in position before he could see down to the ground. 
 * * * 
 He adjusted the variable magnification of the Leupold scope until he could see what he needed to see – namely, everything moving in the Stronghold. The only trouble was he was looking through his left eye. His right one was also still bandaged up, trying to heal from the splinter shrapnel of that other tree Todd had blown up. 
 Also, he was having to shoot left-handed. The trigger finger of his right hand was still a mess and in no state to do precision shooting. 
 But these problems were less dire than they might have been. 
 Years before, when Kwon learned that Delta guys routinely practice shooting off-handed, with both pistols and rifles, mainly to be able to engage effectively around right-hand corners, he had started spending a portion of his range time shooting lefty. Then later, when he read that Navy SEAL Adam Brown had suffered injuries that forced him to learn to shoot with his off hand and off eye – and then made it into SEAL Team Six anyway – Kwon started doing that sometimes, too. 
 Special Forces guys were supposed to be ready for anything. 
 Today was going to test that to the limit. 



 Overwatch 
 350 Yards from the Stronghold - Kwon’s OP 
 [Twenty-five minutes ago] 
 Kwon’s only regret as the engagement kicked off was that neither Godane nor his sword-swinging lieutenant were in his sight lines – both were covered up by an extended section of wall that rose above the parapet. 
 What he did have a look at was a whole row of Godane’s Praetorians, the big-ass dudes in the body armor, who were spread out to one side of the leadership element. So Kwon began his day by walking down the row of them, Sergeant York style. He got four before they raced under cover. 
 With all the chaos and shooting coming up at the walls from down below, no one really figured out they were also being engaged from behind and above. The bodies sprawled face down with exit wounds where their faces ought to be should have clued somebody in. But it was harder to tell with center of mass shots, which was mostly what Kwon was taking. Conservative. 
 Now his job was mainly to figure out where his rounds could have the most impact – were most likely to turn the tide of the battle. 
 Even more important, much more important, was protecting his teammates on the ground. He could see much that they could not. 
 And when Todd got the quadcopter up, and overhead video started streaming into the handheld in a clear pouch on Kwon’s forearm, he could see even more. 
 Even before that, though, he could see that the thin scattering of dead moving around when they first got there was thickening up. And he didn’t need the drone for that. He could just look down. And his tree was to the south-east of the Stronghold. 
 Nearly the opposite direction the herd was coming from. 
 * * * 
 Kwon’s OP was to the south-east mostly so he could keep Zack alive, in his gun truck by the north wall. Todd, in the south gun truck, had Jake out on the ground protecting him. You didn’t need much more than Jake. 
 Kwon spent the early minutes of the fight mostly taking single RPG gunners off the walls and from beside the towers – those who survived the minigun and Mk 47 fire from below. There were just so damned many of them, and even from his excellent position, he did not have a look at a majority of those positions. He had to hope Todd and Zack had the rest. 
 Where he was more effective was on the ground of the courtyard. There wasn’t a lot of moving around the al-Shabaab guys could do down in there without exposing themselves to Kwon in his Olympus-like aerie. He had to make some shots on moving guys, which was not simple at 350–400 yards – and less so shooting off-handed. But Kwon was making a difference. And he could feel it. Also, he was so far undetected. 
 No one had engaged him. 
 Not only was his weapon suppressed, not only was he a significant distance away – but there was so much chaos on the ground that one guy more or less getting randomly shot was no cause for the enemy to reassess their tactical posture. 
 Kwon shifted on the thick branch he was perched on. 
 Feeling invisible, unstoppable – and invulnerable. 
 * * * 
 The battle had been going a good ten minutes before he spotted the first hunter-killer RPG team on the ground. They were starting to get organized and maneuver in on the trucks – which were under good cover, but had the disadvantage of being static. Eventually, they were going to get taken out. 
 But Kwon could definitely push that moment back. 
 Four guys broke from cover while Zack’s gun was down, presumably reloading. They found a position they liked, took knees, and started taking the safeties out of their warheads. The thing about RPGs is that, unlike AKs, they’re pretty hard to shoot while moving, never mind running. 
 The third and fourth guys started to figure out that something was wrong by the time Kwon had taken out the first and second, but then he shot them, too. 
 He smiled to think of Zack coming up with his replacement can of ammo and seeing the present Kwon had left him. 
 Like a cat leaving a dead bird on the doorstep. 
 Or rather four dead birds. 
 * * * 
 He did the same thing for Todd a couple of minutes later. He didn’t know why these RPG gunners had been able to work up so close to Todd’s position. 
 Where the hell was Jake? 
 But Kwon was listening in on the squad net, and the radio chatter finally clued him in. Jake was going up on the wall to take out a guardhouse. This wasn’t really in the plan, but Kwon implicitly trusted Jake’s instincts and improvisation, and assumed the team sergeant knew what the hell he was doing. 
 But Kwon hadn’t seen al-Sîf in that guardhouse. 
 And neither Jake nor Todd had mentioned it on the radio. 
 And so right now Kwon had a new job: keeping his team sergeant alive on his madcap dash across the courtyard, and then along that parapet at the top of the wall. He heard Todd shouting a warning to Jake about his six – but Kwon had it. 
 He shot twice, even as Jake was turning to engage. 
 And, way underneath the ice-cold professionalism, was a small glow of pride. Jake will have known who did that for him. 
 And who always had his back. 
 * * * 
 Kwon checked his watch. They were supposed to be getting the hell out of there by now. What was the hold-up? 
 Whatever the cause, the result wasn’t likely to be good. Every additional second of time-on-target increased the likelihood that the defenders, who massively outnumbered the attackers, would get their shit together and overrun the tiny assaulting force – and also the proximity of the herd, and thus the number of dead they were going to have to wade through to get the hell out of there. 
 When Kwon put his eye back down to his scope, four significant things happened, one right after the other. 
 First, the tower Jake had been fighting inside went up in a truly spectacular fireball. That was fine, and Kwon presumed as intended. 
 But, two, a few seconds later, he spotted Brendan – out in the open, and with something big and bulky thrown over his shoulder, and by the east wall. And that was not where he was supposed to be. He was supposed to be back at the north gun truck, with Elijah, Baxter – and Kate. 
 Moreover, if Kwon could spot him, the enemy could as well. And they did – but Kwon got his gun on them first and put down three in a row. It was a close-run thing though – he could not acquire and engage targets as quickly as usual, shooting lefty. But he got it done. 
 He touched his radio button, for the first time in the battle. 
 “No problem, Cap. Now get your overloaded ass moving again.” 
 But then, third, Kwon’s real problems started. Somebody among the enemy had figured out they were being slow-motion murdered from somewhere outside the walls. And then spotted him, probably with binoculars. And that guy was now, evidently, rapidly telling all his friends. 
 Because Kwon started taking some pretty serious potshots, zipping through the foliage around him, one or two thwacking into the trunk and branches of the tree itself. They probably weren’t going to hit him any time real soon at nearly 400 yards. On the other hand, they also couldn’t keep missing forever. Eventually the law of large numbers was going to catch up with him. Meanwhile, they might get a machine gun into play. Or even a sniper rifle, or at least something with a longer effective range than the AKs. 
 Then again, Kwon realized as the first two arced through the air like comets and exploded in the branches over his head, close actually counted in three things: horseshoes, hand grenades… and RPGs. 
 Kwon’s sniper hide was quickly turning into a live-fire range. 
 But suddenly none of that mattered. Because when he looked back to the other side of the courtyard, he saw that Jake had broken cover and was running flat out through the middle of the maelstrom. 
 And then the unthinkable happened. 
 Jake went down. 



 Achilles 
 The Stronghold - Middle of the Courtyard 
 Jake felt the impact smash into his only flesh-and-blood lower leg. 
 He was even pretty sure he saw the weapon that got him – an RPK “Super Kalashnikov” – which he’d caught a glimpse of, with its distinctive long barrel and 75-round drum magazine. 
 But then he was looking at nothing but dirt rushing at him at high speed. One minute he’d been moving fast across open ground, ranging over the battlefield like he owned the damned place. And the next he was hit and immobilized. There was absolutely nothing he could do for the moment. 
 The law of large numbers had caught up with him. 
 And he was going down. 
 And being horizontal, it turned out, didn’t mean he was going to get shot at any less. Probably more. The guys blasting away at him, from all kinds of angles and elevations, had the scent of the kill. Rounds were kicking up dirt on all sides and he was definitely about to be hit again. He dragged himself into what looked like a shell crater nearby, which on closer inspection was maybe a half-collapsed tunnel below. Maybe a bit of both. In any case, it was the only cover going, and Jake got down into it and assessed his leg wound. 
 Two things about it were immediately obvious. 
 One, a plum-size chunk of his calf had been blown out. 
 And two, a jagged edge of bone was sticking out the hole. His shin bone had been shattered and broken in half by the impact of the bullet. He was bleeding moderately, but that wasn’t what worried him. The real problem was there was almost no way he was going to be able to run on this thing. Jake knew better than anyone his own toughness, resilience, and imperviousness to pain. 
 But he also knew something about biomechanics. And this piece of machinery was badly broken. 
 He got a bandage out of his blowout kit and got the wound wrapped up. That seemed to stop the bleeding for now. Then he reported his status over the radio, in exactly two words. He wanted to do that before what came next – because of what might happen to his voice after that. He dug out a role of 100-mph tape from his pack and set it in the dirt beside him. Then he gripped both ends of the shin bone, which were a good three inches apart. 
 And he shoved them back together. 
 He wasn’t sure whether the sound he made when he did this was audible over the noise of the battle. But he hoped not. 
 Then he began wrapping the whole shin, bandage and all, in the heavy-gauge tape – round and round and round again. 
 And pretty soon he was going to find out if enough 100-mph tape could actually bear a man’s weight. 
 * * * 

“I’m hit.”

 Those two words sent a chill through Brendan’s exhausted body. He had never heard his team sergeant utter them before. It was like Achilles had fallen – unthinkable. He keyed his radio. 
 “Jake. Where are you? How bad?” 
 But it was Todd who answered. “I’ve got eyes on him. He’s pinned down – basically dead center in the middle of the courtyard.”

 Brendan spared exactly one thought for the very important dead man on his back. Then he found something like a safe place to stash it – in another shell crater, which he then kicked some dirt over. He keyed his radio: 
 “Jake, Bren. I’m moving to you.” 
 And then he took off running through the fire raking across the middle of that courtyard. 
 Without a body on his back, he felt surprisingly spry. 
 * * * 





 “I’m hit.”

 These two words affected Kwon much more than the incoming fire. At this point, AK rounds were tearing up foliage, and occasionally bark, all around him and RPG explosions were raining burning bits of wood on his head. The whole tree around him was waving like it was in a gale. 
 And then he heard Brendan’s next transmission and saw his team commander sprinting through the open, to the spot where his team sergeant was pinned down. 
 And Kwon dropped out his mag in a flash, reloaded, got his eye back on the glass – and started sniping like he never had before in his life. 
 He knew he would be pretty much the only thing keeping Brendan alive now. 
 * * * 

“Kwon, Todd.”


“Send it.”


“Yeah, buddy, you’re going to have to displace.” 


 “Copy that.”

 As usual, Kwon sounded like he was shooting at the rod and gun club, rather than in a kinetic combat situation where he could be killed or injured at any second. 

Then again, Brendan thought, I may be the only member of the team who’s ever actually belonged to a rod and gun club…

 He was listening in while running flat out through the open, dodging holes and debris, watching the ground churn up around him from incoming fire. He was quickly becoming the center of attention for every bad guy left breathing air in this joint, all of whom were shifting their fire from Jake to him. Bren was also firing from the hip, but hardly aiming. He had a pretty good idea why he had lived this long into his run, and it was speaking in those ice-cool monosyllables from up in his OP. 
 Brendan was, for the moment, shielded in a cloak of Kwon. 

“No, seriously, dude,” Todd said. “I’ve got a bird’s-eye view of more and more shooters on the walls turning to engage… And they’re zeroing you. Even you can’t have missed those incoming RPGs. You gotta go, man.” 


 “They can’t hit shit at this range. I’m fine.”


Goddammit, Brendan thought, continuing to pump his arms and legs and suck air. He keyed his mic. “Kwon, Bren. Do what the man says. Get down from there. That’s an order.” 
 He stole a look up at the distance he still had to cover to Jake’s spot. And he steeled himself against the reality that he was going to have to cover it on his own now – without overwatch. 
 Not that he figured that stubborn son of a bitch was going to listen. 
 * * * 
 Todd spun the stupidly heavy turret around to get the minigun facing forward. With Jake down in the middle, and their dumb-ass commander going out there to die with him, strings of high-explosive 40mm grenades were not exactly the precision kind of fire he wanted to be putting out there right now. 
 After he got it spun, he reached back to grab the tablet with the drone video and set it where he could see it again. 
 And what he saw at Kwon’s OP made his heart skip a beat. 
 “Luke Fucking Kwon. You are dead if you stay there. Displace – NOW.” 
 * * * 
 Kwon had much bigger problems and didn’t have time to look down, but he knew what he’d see if he did: his position was starting to be overrun from below. The herd was arriving. Death was waiting for him below just as much as it was coming for him up here. 
 Yeah, he could probably still fight his way out if he climbed down now. 
 But there was absolutely no way that was going to happen – not while Brendan was running alone through the open under fire. And he knew there was basically only one way he was getting out of this tree now. 
 He didn’t bother answering Todd this time. 
 He had too much to do on the rifle. 
 And his crowning moment of badass was at hand. 
 * * * 
 Todd quickly panned over to the center of the courtyard with the drone camera. And the picture there didn’t do his heart any good whatsoever. 
 He could make out Brendan doing his Forrest Gump routine, blasting through no-man’s land – though he was still too far to the east, Todd’s right, to make out directly from out of the turret. 
 But moreover, and much worse, he could see all the enemy elements maneuvering in on Jake’s little dug-out home in the dirt. Never mind that the shooters repopulating the walls would probably do him in before those on the ground could get there. 
 In part using the overhead view to tell him where he needed to be shooting, Todd started putting blistering minigun fire into every position that was putting fire on his team sergeant. But he couldn’t hit them all, and he definitely couldn’t get a look at all the maneuvering units, so he got on the radio while he engaged. 
 “They’re circling in on you, Jake. And I can’t support you. You’re going to be overrun in about a minute if you stay put. You’re gonna have to move. Seriously.” 
 He put his left hand back on the minigun. 
 And he made every round count. 



 Mogadishu Mile 
 The Stronghold - Jake’s Shell Crater 
 A streaking RPG detonated on the very rim of the dirt dugout that was Jake’s only cover from the storm. They were digging him out. And then they were going to bury him there. 
 He’d gotten his ravaged lower limb taped into something like a solid pillar. 
 And he knew he was going to have to try to break out. 
 The exploding RPG sent a shower of dirt over his head, not to mention shrapnel into his boots. But he wasn’t worried about that right now. He wasn’t even worried about himself. He keyed his mic. 
 “Kwon, Jake. Listen to Todd and the Captain. It’s time for you to go.” 
 His tone made it clear: dad was back. You could sass mom for a while. But eventually dad came home from work. And the tomfoolery was at an end. 

“Roger that. Wait out.”

 Jake clenched his jaw. “Climb the fuck down, Kwon – that’s an order.” He could feel the physical resistance – and thought he knew what the cause was. “Look, I’m fine here. I don’t need you shooting to protect me.” 

“I know you’re fine – you’re under cover. I don’t give a shit about you right now.”

 Jake wrinkled his brow. Kwon wasn’t staying on station to protect him. 
 He was doing it for Brendan – who was even now running like a madman through the open to get to Jake’s pinned-down position. 
 And Jake had to swallow hard at that. 
 He knew, everyone on the team knew, that Kwon was totally loyal to him – and would die for him in an instant. That went without saying. But now he was keeping his ass hanging out in the AK and RPG storm for Brendan. 
 Just as Brendan was running through hell to get to him. 
 All divisions in the team had somehow been forgotten. 
 The nearness of death made their differences fade to nothing. 
 They were all brothers again. 
 * * * 
 Brendan didn’t even feel the pain in his shot-through foot anymore. 
 It was almost certainly the adrenaline, which always dulled pain. 
 And nothing flooded an exhausted system with adrenaline like a solo run across open ground through a whipping, slashing rain of AK and RPG fire. He felt a round pluck at his sleeve, and another banked off his helmet, hitting hard enough to make his vision go double. Explosions geysered the earth ahead and behind as he ran through falling showers of dirt, thanking God he wasn’t faster than he was, which would have put him at the impact point at the right second to kill him. 
 He didn’t bother firing or trying to chuck grenades now. 
 There were too many targets, and his only chance was to get through all this, and he needed all his concentration to stay on his feet and running. 
 And he knew the only protection he had… was from above. 
 He could feel Kwon’s shooting taking the very worst of the heat off him. 
 And, once or twice, he could even see it. 
 As particularly fearless or vicious al-Shabaab guys would break cover to intercept him, they would immediately bowl over, faces hitting the dirt, due to precision shooting from above. 
 Brendan kept his chin tucked in and his legs pumping. 
 It was a long-ass run. 
 * * * 
 A single RPG hit the trunk of Kwon’s tree, barely five feet below him and just around to the side. With this one, he got hit with some casing and wood shrapnel. Amazingly, he got smacked with a chunk of bark in his right eye – the wounded one. It wasn’t moving fast enough to penetrate the bandage, but still smarted like hell. 

Jesus, he thought. The trees have really got it in for me. 



But at least it wasn’t his good eye. 
 He kept his head down, dropping targets as fast as he could acquire them. At any given second, it seemed like there were ten guys who were about to kill Brendan – and he could only engage one at a time. In a controlled panic, he shot and shot and shot, and at every instant expected to see Brendan fall. 
 But somehow he stayed on his feet. 
 As against this, the fire Kwon himself was taking counted for nothing. 
 Everything was about doing his job. And not letting his teammate down. 
 Even now – when he caught an AK round in the right arm, and then another creased his cheek. He knew there were a-S guys crowding the south and east parapets, competing to see who would get him first, whooping and cheering, and he felt like Kevin Costner in Dances With Wolves, riding in front of the Confederate lines and giving the rebs a free shot. 
 In Kwon’s case, though, it wasn’t because he wanted to die. 
 It was because he was determined that someone else live. And he had a job to do, and it required shooting past those guys on the parapets, down onto the ones trying to kill his team captain. 
 He’d seen a couple of RPGs streaking down toward Bren from one of the guardhouses but couldn’t see the shooter – however, he knew where the guy had to be standing, and he tried a bank shot through the open firing port and off a wall, then tried another – and saw the rocket-man tumble out the front. 

Wow, he thought. That actually worked.

 It was a trick he’d only read about, from when Delta operator Don Hollenbaugh defended a rooftop in Fallujah, after most of the forty Marines he went in with were wounded. Eventually, he’d been the last guy on top of the building – and prevented it from being overrun by moving among all six defensive positions and singlehandedly keeping 150 attackers at bay. 
 He had reportedly made some bank shots on insurgents he couldn’t see. 

Thanks, Master Sergeant Hollenbaugh, Kwon thought. Credit where due. 
 Focusing down on the courtyard again, he saw two robed and armed guys break cover and swing around into Brendan’s rear. They were either determined or desperate. Tracking them, panning smoothly, willing his aim to stay steady in the midst of the lethal chaos and violence that surrounded him, Kwon fired once, then a second time. 
 And his bolt locked back – empty mag. 
 He saw both the pursuers go face down in the dirt. 
 And then he saw Brendan leap into Jake’s hole and out of sight. 
 Kwon smiled as he pulled his eye back from the scope. 
 And suddenly he could see, to either side of the scope, and in the middle distance, the billowing back-blast of what was now a properly coordinated RPG volley. They were streaking into his patch of forest in a great airborne wave, and the fat slow rockets only moved about a hundred meters a second – so Kwon could actually see the one that was going to get him. 
 He didn’t close his eyes, but just watched it come in, his face the exact same mask of warrior calm it always was. 
 There was nowhere for him to go anyway. 
 Nowhere but home. 
 * * * 
 Seeing Brendan miraculously make it to Jake’s position alive, Todd pulled his eye back from the minigun sight to glance down at the video screen – just in time to see a great blast of flame and smoke and debris go shooting out the back of Kwon’s sniper hide. 
 Todd couldn’t believe it. 
 General Kwon was gone. 
 And still there remained a shitload of fighting between the rest of the team and any possible moment when they might get to grieve for him. 
 All Todd could do now was dish out some payback. 
 And try to make sure his brother hadn’t died for nothing. 



 Alamo 
 The Stronghold - Godane’s Escape Tunnel 
 “This is it,” Baxter said. “Last stretch, then we’re out.” 
 It had been a long and dicey exfil from the underground cells to here. Between gunfights, tunnel collapses, double-crossing al-Shabaab rescuers, more collapsed tunnels that had to be detoured around, not to mention hiding out from roving bands of the enemy, they’d been underground a while. 
 Now, they were finally on a long straight section of tunnel. 
 “Wait a minute,” Kate said. “Out where?” 
 “Outside the walls.” Baxter now realized she’d stopped and he turned back to face her. “This is Godane’s emergency escape passage. It gets us out of the Stronghold. As to where it comes out, I have absolutely no idea, but we’ll deal with that then…” 
 Kate somehow didn’t like this. But, then again, it wasn’t her plan. And it was probably bad manners to second-guess her rescuers. 
 The path slanted upward and in a few more minutes they reached a wooden door, tilted forty-five degrees, like a cellar door. Not having any good idea what they were going to find on the other side, they adjusted their grips on their rifles. Baxter unlocked and unbarred the door, then slowly pushed it up and open. He was having to push it through a thicket of brush and foliage, put there to conceal the entrance. 
 When they both clambered up top, Baxter went right, so Kate went left. 
 “Clear left,” she said. 
 When there was no response, she knew there was something wrong. 
 She spun around again, rifle to her shoulder. Baxter also had his weapon raised – and pointed in the face of a very large and muscular Somali man. 
 One who Kate recognized: al-Sîf. 
 He didn’t look good – banged up and scuffed, and seeming to favor one side. He had several open slash wounds, where it looked like he had tried to stop the bleeding by packing them with dirt. He had some sort of tree branch, evidently an improvised club, stuck in his belt – and dripping black gore from its end. 
 But he was also holding a tan rifle with a big scope to his own shoulder – pointing it right back in Baxter’s face. 
 Every nerve in Kate’s body told her to fire – to act, to operate. 
 But she could see al-Sîf’s finger curled around his trigger. And, as useful a tool as her M4 was, she also knew it wasn’t a magical device for turning people off. It was just a mechanical tool for putting holes in them. And however carefully she put holes in this guy, she was unlikely to end him before he fired. 
 And his muzzle was pressed against Baxter’s forehead. 
 Now the two of them began to rotate, al-Sîf leading, their weapons staying right in each other’s faces. When they had turned 180 degrees, al-Sîf began to climb through the door to the tunnel, never lowering his weapon. 
 As he moved to pull the door closed again, he paused, smiled at Baxter, and said: “You are a very strange white man.” 
 Then he closed the door. 
 And just like that he was gone. 
 * * * 
 It was only when they were alone that Kate realized they weren’t alone at all – there were also dead moving through the forest, and more than a few. They hadn’t noticed the two living people yet. 

Thank God there was no firing, Kate thought. 
 The two of them moved a few meters away to the cover of a thick tree and hunkered down to regroup. 
 Now Kate heard one big reason the dead were paying no attention to them – the thick and heavy firing and explosions from behind the walls of the Stronghold. They were following that. And the fact that so much fighting was still going on in there suddenly made Kate not very enthusiastic about being out here. 
 Giving Baxter a look, she wordlessly turned her team radio on. It had been in her vest all this time but they’d been too far underground. Now Kate could hear, up close and personal, her teammates fighting for their lives back inside. 
 She stood up and spared exactly three words for Baxter. 
 “I’m going back.” 
 As she started to move out, Baxter grabbed her arm. He briefly considered telling her that they were all there to get her out – and if she went back inside that would kind of defeat the purpose. But he quickly realized what Brendan had earlier: she wouldn’t give a shit. So he tried another tack. 
 “They’re picking us up outside.” He stood up and peered around. “We’ve got to find our way to the road that leads out of here to the south… The good news is I think we’re already on the south side. And the road should be that way. We’ve got to be there when the others come out.” 
 Kate squinted, considered, and listened to a few more seconds of firing and explosions. They weren’t slackening in the least. 
 She pulled her arm free and headed out. 
 “Goddammit,” Baxter muttered. 
 He watched her back disappear. 
 Then he looked around at the vague menacing convergence of increasing numbers of dead moving through the forest, some stumbling but many running. And what flashed through his mind was a scenario where he had to stab one who noticed him, then shoot another – and then quickly became a one-man singularity out here in the forest alone. 
 And he could also hear for himself: the firing inside was still going full-bore. 
 “Goddammit,” he said again, dashing over and getting to the tunnel door just as she was pulling it closed again. 
 Instead, he shut it behind both of them. 
 They were both going back. 
 * * * 
 Jake and Brendan lay side by side, trying to stay underneath the murderous sheets of fire that streaked over their heads and smashed into the dirt around them. They were also trying to stay in a corner of the shell hole that kept them covered from the enemy on the walls that Todd and Zack couldn’t suppress. 
 They were in a very narrow corner, and it was shrinking. 
 “Good job, sir,” Jake said. “Now we’re both here in the goddamned Alamo.” 
 Brendan snorted in amusement. “The Alamo had walls and a roof.” 
 Jake was pretty sure all Brendan had accomplished was keeping him from having to die alone. 
 Which, actually, was worth everything. 
 * * * 
 With Baxter navigating, and with fewer jihadis alive to bother them down below, he and Kate made their way back to the building with the north gun truck in a few minutes. They climbed the stairs to ground level then picked through the wreckage until they reached the vehicle. 
 The minigun up top was still firing – until it ran dry. 
 Zack was just turning around to reload when Kate knocked on the side of his turret, and he almost jumped out of his skin. He dropped down inside, opened the door, and glowed with relief. Baxter, his best friend, was still alive. 
 And, somehow, against all the odds, they had rescued Kate. 
 She did not herself look relieved. “Sitrep,” she said. 
 Zack shook his head. “I’ve gotta get the minigun back up. Get in here, help me reload, and I’ll tell you.” 
 As Kate nodded and climbed in after him, Zack started to put her in the picture. 
 And it wasn’t good. Both their leaders were pinned down out in the open. 
 * * * 
 Both Jake and Brendan knew they couldn’t live long in the position they were in. They were going to have to make a breakout. 
 Brendan looked over at his team sergeant. “Can you walk?” 
 “I’ll manage.” 
 Brendan nodded. Then, inexplicably, he smiled. Eyes gleaming from out of his dirt-, soot-, and blood-streaked face, he said, “Wait a minute – you didn’t see Lefors out there did you?” 
 Jake couldn’t help but laugh. He got the reference – Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, 1969. Unfortunately, these were Butch and Sundance’s last lines before running out to be gunned down by half the Bolivian army. “Lefors? No.” 
 Brendan nodded. “Oh, good. For a moment there I thought we were in trouble.” 
 Then a voice came on the radio they really didn’t want to hear. 

“Jake, Bren, Kate. Stay put. I’m moving to you.”




 Wingman 
 The Stronghold - Middle of the Courtyard 
 Zack tried his damnedest to stop her. Ditto Baxter. 
 Ditto Todd and Jake, both shouting at her over the radio. 
 All were apoplectic that Kate would risk her life this way – on what was basically a suicide mission, and after all they had done and sacrificed to get her out of there safely. Not to mention that she was doing it on behalf of two men who were probably dead already. 
 Only one man realized they were all treating her like a princess to be rescued – and that Kate was never going to put up with it, any more than they should be doing it in the first place. 
 “Kate, Bren. If you’re pushing out, stick to the north wall. You’ll not only have some cover but you can do a hell of a lot more to support us from there, rather than just hanging out in this hole with us.” 

“Roger that. Moving.”

 Lying on his back beside him, Jake gave Brendan an unamused look. 
 Brendan shrugged. “Either she’s a member of this team, or she isn’t.” 
 Jake couldn’t argue with that, so he didn’t. 
 And even in his charged-up emotional state, Jake recognized one thing worth admiring in Brendan’s order: he trusted her now. Completely. After all the hard work and graft Kate had done to become a full and trusted member of this tight-knit team… she had done it now. 
 She was in – completely. 
 And now there was a good chance she would go to her death embodying the most important aspect of their bond: you always supported your SF brothers. 
 And you never left one behind. 
 * * * 
 “Okay, fuck all this,” Todd said aloud to no one as he dropped out of the turret, climbed into the driver’s seat, and cranked the engine. 
 The whole point of keeping the gun trucks under cover was so they wouldn’t be taken out – and could provide the covering fire needed to keep everyone else alive long enough to complete the mission and exfil. But if everyone got killed anyway, there was damned little point in keeping the trucks safe. 
 True, they also kind of needed the vehicles to drive out of there. But on current trends one would be plenty to carry the survivors. 
 But those weren’t the real reasons Todd left cover. He did it because if his beloved battle buddy was hanging her unarmored ass out there in the steel wind to try to save the team leaders, the least he could do was brave the fire himself – and support her in his fully-armored monster car-crushing truck, which also had more firepower than a rifle battalion. 
 Not bothering to turn it around, Todd just put his elbow on the seat back, jammed it in reverse, stomped the gas, and went blasting out of his alley ass-end first. A highly skilled and well-trained tactical driver, he dodged parked vehicles, low sheds, and yawning shell holes, and less than thirty seconds later skidded to a halt one foot to the south-east of Jake and Bren’s hole. 
 Those two were now completely shielded by the truck from one side. 
 They had Zack shooting to cover them from the other one. 
 And Kate was coming online between the buildings on the north wall. In theory, her flexibility of maneuver should provide even better protection for Jake and Brendan as they tried to make it back across open ground to the north gun truck. 
 Todd yanked the parking brake, climbed into the turret, got on the minigun – then flipped his viewport out on the side and shouted down to his commander and team sergeant. 
 “Say – how long exactly do you guys plan on keeping me here with my face hanging out? Because I’m about to be real popular.” 
 He slammed the viewport shut without waiting for an answer. 
 They got it. Todd was sitting in a massive bullet and RPG magnet. 
 And it was positioned at the very center of the in-facing ring of fire that was the al-Shabaab Stronghold. 
 * * * 
 Kate continued to thread through the maze of structures that abutted the north wall. She was all alone again. And if someone jumped in her six, she was in big trouble. Her only defense was to keep moving – fast. 
 And even that presented its own dangers, as she realized when she had to hurtle one of those damned tunnel entrances that this place was riddled with. Looking down as she leapt over it, she saw it was several feet deep and had a wooden door visible a few feet further in. 

That shit would be a badly turned ankle – at best.

 She kept her weapon up, her head on a swivel – and her speed up. She had to get to where she could support Jake and Bren. 
 Because their seconds were numbered. 
 * * * 
 Climbing to their feet in the lee of the truck, one wounded worse than the other, but both having seen better days, Jake and Brendan moved out. 
 They had their inside arms around each other’s shoulders – and their outside arms holding and firing their rifles from the hip. They didn’t move too badly for a three-legged race team – really, a two-legged team. And because they didn’t pause to look back, they didn’t even know the main reason they were still alive and on their feet was… 
 Todd’s crowning moment of badass. 
 He was on that minigun and spinning the weapons ring through 360 degrees – all the way around and then around again. He was engaging targets left right and center, high and low, singlehandedly covering virtually every sector. The massive destructive power of the .50-cal minigun laid waste to what was left of the Stronghold and its defenders. And those it didn’t kill it made consider very carefully the merits of staying down under hard cover. 
 And to .50-cal rounds, things like concrete blocks did not count as hard cover. 
 Todd said a silent prayer that Bren and Jake would be under cover themselves by the time he went dry. Because he did not relish trying a reload while sitting out there with his nuts exposed. And those two wouldn’t enjoy their jolly field-day event nearly as much when his covering fire went down. 
 There was also the fact that Todd had the same problem that got Kwon killed – only worse. Namely, there was no way for anyone in this fight not to know right where he was. He couldn’t fire in every direction at once, and the enemy were still so many that a heavy metal rain of rifle and machine gun rounds was clattering off the turret inches from his face, not to mention all over the rest of the truck. RPGs were coming in and blowing up in the dirt on all sides – and hurled grenades were hitting the truck, bouncing off, and blowing up a few feet away. 
 The shock of this pummeling was enough to shake Todd – not least since he was already wounded from the earlier RPG blast. Moreover, he knew that in a matter of seconds these guys would have him zeroed. And then his reign of minigun terror was going to come to an abrupt end. 
 He needed to be gone by then. 
 Zack was still firing from the north, on an identical minigun. But as enthusiastic as he was, his performance was a little reminder that it was always the violinist, never the violin. All miniguns were not made equal. 
 Kate was operating, too. Todd had half an eye on her – mainly to keep from inadvertently cutting her in half when he spun by the north side. And he knew her fire was hitting or suppressing guys to his six. She was definitely helping. 
 And as he traversed by a view of Bren and Jake reaching the north gun truck, he stopped firing and came to rest directly facing Kate. He could see her up an alley between buildings with her back up against the north wall, which was probably an excellent place for it. 
 She saw him, too. 
 And now, with Bren and Jake home, he had to make like the shepherd in the rainstorm – and get the flock out of there. But first he keyed his mic. 
 “You are still dangerous, Maverick. But you can be my wingman anytime.” 
 He could see her smile even that distance away. 

“Bullshit, Iceman – you can be mine.”

 Still smiling out loud, Todd started to drop down – when at the last possible second he saw two distinct lines of al-Shabaab guys converging on Kate’s position from either side and from above. They were moving across the parapet and would soon be right over her head. 
 “Kate! Down!” 
 His hands flew back to his weapon and he started putting out danger-close minigun fire, barely fifteen feet over Kate’s head. He could see her crouching down and covering up. 
 And as Todd laid into the guys on the parapet, he belatedly clocked that at least one of them was carrying something that looked like a satchel charge – it went up as Todd cut the man in two, creating a massive explosion at the top of the wall, about ten meters to Kate’s right. But he still had to clear the other side of the parapet, so he traversed over, still firing… 
 He focused on this task even as he tracked something in peripheral to his three o’clock, low to the ground, and he figured he had a pretty damned good idea what that was. But he was worried not about himself right now, but about his battle buddy, his teammate, his friend, and making sure she got through the next few seconds of this engagement alive… 
 And he felt more than heard the RPGs whooshing at his back right, and crashing in around him. 
 He didn’t let up his fire for an instant, but just held target, clearing that parapet, covering Kate, even as he thought: 

Well, shit – they’ve got me zeroed now…

 * * * 
 Todd and Brendan stumbled into the cover of the north gun truck and the building that half-housed it. Both were surprised to be alive. Both had heard the ceaseless mayhem erupting behind and all around them. But now they heard a longer, louder, rolling series of explosions and they both turned around to see… 
 Todd firing his minigun flat out toward the north. His mouth open, he looked like he was shouting through the porthole glass, gripping the handles of the minigun like a man possessed. Like only death would tear him away from his station. 
 But a hunter-killer RPG team, six guys in total, had walked right up to within fifty feet of his truck from the east. Both Jake and Bren raised their weapons and started shooting, but it was too far, and they were mostly under cover. There was no way to stop them. And now they were taking their time and making it count. 
 And Todd’s silent shout disappeared as a coordinated volley of RPGs sailed into the truck – front, middle, center, and top, a rippling series of awful explosions that surely had to spell the end of the vehicle, the weapons platform on top of it… and anyone unlucky enough to be inside. 
 When the explosions finally settled, they could see that the whole front of the turret, the side with the minigun, had been peeled away and destroyed. 
 Todd was no longer inside it. 
 No one living could be. 



 Wall 
 The Stronghold - North Gun Truck 
 “Kate,” Jake barked into his radio, as he fast-limped around the vehicle past Brendan, who was pulling security at the front, and toward Baxter, who was doing so at the rear. “Do not go out after him! Todd’s gone. You can’t save him.” 

“Copy that.” She was agreeing, but there was a deadness to her voice. She was numb. “I’ve got my own problems right now anyway.”

 Jake could hear firing from her position – both over the channel and through the air. He dug into a pouch for his phone with the drone video feed – the first time he’d done so, as all of his operational problems today had been right in his face and he’d been kind of busy shooting. But now when he needed it, all he found was a shattered screen. It had taken a bullet somewhere along the way. 
 His gaze shot up to the turret of the truck where Zack was reloading the minigun – and he could see the back of a handheld propped up in there. He darted inside, reached up for it, then darted out again. Panning and zooming, he could see Kate hunkered down by the wall, engaged in some kind of small-unit action. 
 He moved up to Brendan at the front. Every step on his shattered lower leg was an agony. He had to put that to one side. He could hurt later. 
 “I’m gonna go bring her in.” 
 Bren glanced down at the taped-up leg, but then nodded. “Go.” 
 Jake stole one glance at the video to get the tactical picture… then his eyes went wide and his lips parted in silence. 
 Brendan leaned in to look over his shoulder. 
 The view was already zoomed in tight on Kate. She was still on her feet, still shooting. She looked okay. 
 But the wall over her head did not. 
 From the aerial view, the two commanders could see dead were piled up high on the other side – exactly how high was hard to tell from above. But now they could also see that the wall was buckling – how high up along it they also couldn’t tell. But it had been badly damaged by the explosion on the parapet. 
 And now it went over, starting at the west and rolling east in a flash. 
 And a tsunami of writhing dead flowed in through the gap – and crashed over the top of Kate’s head. They could just see her look up and flinch. 
 And then the dead wave rolled over the top of her, and she disappeared. 
 * * * 
 Jake instantly raced out, circling around the side of the building, reaching to the wall, and then maneuvered along it until he could actually see Kate’s last position. And it made totally obvious what had been implied by the video. 
 The wall had cracked about two-thirds of the way up its height. 
 And scores of dead, fifty or maybe even a hundred, had flooded over it. 
 Jake only realized Bren had followed him when he felt the Captain’s hand on his shoulder. He turned and they locked eyes. There was no “She’s gone, Jake” from Brendan. Nobody had to convince anyone of anything. They both knew there was no way she could have survived that. If the weight of the bodies and wall hadn’t crushed her, the dead would have torn her to pieces. And if by some miracle she had survived that… she would be infected now. 
 There were no other scenarios. 
 Jake spun as Brendan brought his rifle up and started firing over his shoulder. 
 Turning, he saw three jihadis running toward them up the alley beside the wall. They must have been the guys Kate had been in a fight with there. And what they were doing now was hauling ass along the wall to the west, away from the tide of dead that had flowed in the broken dyke, and was now lapping at their heels – that was now chasing them. 
 Seeing Jake and Brendan ahead, they now fired both ahead and behind. 
 Jake and Bren crouched down, each engaging and dropping one of the running guys. But then Jake spotted something familiar on the third – the drum magazine of a Super Kalashnikov – and he shoved Brendan’s barrel down toward the ground. Raising his own, he took careful aim – on the guy’s lower leg. And he fired. 
 The giant .50-cal slug took the leg off below the knee. 
 The man fell to the ground howling. 
 And he rolled on his back just in time to see the running dead fall on him. 
 Jake and Bren retreated back to the truck, the screams fading behind them. 
 When they got back, Brendan was thinking that he had seen Jake be vicious plenty of times. And he had seen a lot of frightening looks on the man’s face. 
 But he had absolutely never seen him cry. 
 And it was all now plain as day to him. 
 About him and Kate. 



 Nothing Too Bad 
 Camp Price - The Garage 
 [Two Days Ago] 
 The two lay in each other’s arms in the makeshift nest of blankets they always put together in the corner – and then stashed in a spare crate before they left again. Occasionally they got to be together in his hooch, when Kwon was out; or, even more dangerously, in hers when Todd was gone. Kate in particular didn’t like to think about how poor Todd would react if he walked in on them. She was a soldier. But she was also a woman. 
 And women knew when men had a thing for them. And Todd always had. 
 She and Jake were both in agreement that this was a terrible idea. And they had both resisted it, for many months, despite the urgent, primal, magnetic attraction between them. For Kate, this affair was both irresponsible and anti-feminist – shacking up with the team sergeant, her day-to-day boss and a man whose every decision impacted her job success. 
 Not to mention her very survival. 
 For him, it was an abuse of power, a failure of professionalism and judgment – and just one more damned threat to combat effectiveness. 
 And to the team’s very survival. 
 But they were doing it anyway. 
 Eventually the end of the world had led them both to abandon their principles. There was so little pleasure left to them, so few possibilities in life, such a total lack of any kind of future, never mind a bright one. Finally, the craziest thing seemed to be to deny themselves this. 
 But it absolutely had to be done in secret. Anything else would tear apart the fragile dynamics of their already strained team, and perhaps tilt them away from the precarious survival they had carved out. And it was a tribute to their clandestine skills that they had managed to keep it a secret. 
 The two listened to each other breathe now while Jake stroked her hair. She never wore it down – even now, even naked. But she did allow herself one indulgence here that she did nowhere else. She allowed herself to be vulnerable. 
 From a few inches away, she regarded the ridged tissue on his forehead – the gash he had taken in one of the vehicle crashes in their escape from the fall of Camp Lemonnier. It had long ago turned into a sexy scar. 
 “What’s going to happen to us?” she asked, her cheek pressed into his bare shoulder as she traced the line of it. He had amazing lines, not least in his arms. She meant, but didn’t have to add: if Godane comes for us. 
 “Nothing too bad,” Jake said. 
 And he didn’t need to add: Because I won’t let it. That went without saying. Jake was not just her rock. He was everybody’s. 
 Now he wanted to tell her that he would always protect her – because he was in love with her. And he sensed that she wanted to say that as well. But he also knew why neither of them did. It just seemed out of place here. Out of character for him, as well as for her. And it just didn’t seem to fit in any obvious way into the whole fallen world they inhabited. 
 Maybe both of them were saying it anyway, without having to. 
 Tomorrow’s uncertain dangers loomed. But tomorrow also seemed like a long way away. This moment was all they had to live in. 
 It was all you ever had. 



 We're Not Going Yet 
 The Stronghold - North Gun Truck 
 Amid the sorrow, loss, peril, and confusion, there were two things to be thankful for – both of which Jake and Brendan could see on the drone video. 
 First, with those three guys no longer leading them straight there, the dead that had spilled in over the wall were now racing out into the main courtyard. There were lots of tasty al-Shabaab guys there – many wounded or recently dead on the ground, the rest now running and fighting for their lives. 
 Fighting against the dead this time. 
 Secondly, the lower two-thirds of the wall had held. So while there was now a steady flow of Zulus coming in over the top, it was not a tsunami. At least for now, the dyke was degraded – not destroyed. 
 None of this meant they had time to burn. 
 Jake stepped up to Bren, who was reloading and checking his mags and secondary weapon. His voice was dead, like a husk, his cheeks still wet. He didn’t bother to wipe them. “Elijah?” he asked. 
 Bren shook his head: No. Then he looked up and said, “He was the mole, Jake.” 
 Jake nodded, not surprised. “Who got him? You or Godane?” 
 “Bit of both.” 
 “Okay,” Jake said. “Let’s saddle up. And extract.” From his tone, you’d have thought he’d just suggested slitting his own throat. When Brendan didn’t respond, he said, “Kate’s gone. And we’ve gotta go.” 
 “Yeah, I know,” Brendan said, tugging at the last couple of cinches that would square him away to get back in the fight. “But we’re not going yet.” 
 “What? Why?” 
 “I’m going back,” Brendan said, looking Jake in the eye through his yellow-tinted and now badly scratched shooting glasses. “For Zulu Zero.” 
 Jake was gobsmacked. “The hell you are.” 
 Brendan took a deep breath. He looked strangely peaceful, not least for a twenty-something kid who was wounded in multiple places and was about to walk out into near certain death. 
 Jake said, “I assumed you never found it.” 
 “No, I found it. And I carried it most of the way here. It’s above ground, anyway.” 
 “Where?” 
 Brendan pointed to the far eastern side of the courtyard. “Out there. My last position before I moved to you in that crater.” 
 Jake shook his head but his voice softened as he leaned in close. “Bren, one goddamned ancient Zulu, more or less, isn’t worth anyone else getting killed over. We’ve lost too many already.” 
 Inexplicably, Brendan smiled at him. He said, “Suppose we do make it out of here alive. You and me and these two. What do we have to go back to? What’s left? What’s the point?” 
 Jake absorbed this. He was still incredulous. 
 “Look,” Brendan said. “Things have gotten worse than they’ve ever been – and they haven’t been good in a long time. But maybe, if there was some real hope of a cure, a vaccine… that would be something we could work toward. Something worthy of our talents, our dedication. Something more than just keeping ourselves alive. Just surviving.” 
 Jake got it. People, he knew, had to have a goal – not to mention some hope for the future. And Special Forces guys needed useful work to do. A mission. Brendan had sold everyone on this during the planning. And he wasn’t changing his tune – not just because things had gotten hard, and people had gotten hurt. 
 Jake got it now. “Okay,” he said. “I’m coming with you.” 
 “No,” Brendan said. “I need you to hold this position – and keep these two safe. If I don’t come back, Zack at least knows all about the origin of the virus. And you have to get him out.” He looked down. “Plus you’re a gimp. You’ll only slow me down.” 
 Jake was obviously having none of it. “Captain Davis. You’re not going out there alone. End of.” He turned around to grab his rifle, which was propped against the truck – thanks to al-Sîf cutting its sling. Still unsteady on his feet, he braced himself with his left hand on the swivel-arm-mounted M240. 
 He felt something tighten around his wrist and spun back around. 
 He had just been flexcuffed to the machine gun. 
 Instinctively, he reached out to Brendan, but he was already stepping away. 
 “You son of a bitch.” Jake grabbed for his Yarborough knife to cut himself free. It wasn’t there. Al-Sîf had broken that, too. 
 Brendan said, “I’m sorry you won’t get to keep your promise.” 
 He meant the one from the night before – that if Kate fell, if others on the team did… then Jake would already be dead. 
 Brendan turned and headed out. His last look back to Jake said: 

It’s okay, brother. We’ll get it right next time.

 * * * 
 “Somebody get me a goddamned knife,” Jake shouted at Baxter and Zack. Meanwhile, he got the 240 up to cover Brendan. He could only guess that was what he intended, lashing him to it and all. 
 By this point Zack had reloaded, so the minigun was back up. 
 Baxter was still in the rear, making sure they didn’t get taken from behind. 
 And Jake was thinking: Well, I guess the Captain’s come a long way. This was one big, momentous, and probably irrevocable decision – and he’d made it in a heartbeat, with no debate or doubt. And now Jake realized this might be his only chance to tell him that. He got on his radio. 
 “Bren, Jake.” 

“Go ahead.”

 “Hey, Captain… I guess you know I’ve had my doubts about you in the past. And I just want you to know – I don’t think you’re weak. Or indecisive, or irresolute. Not now.” 

“Copy that. I still think you’re reckless and domineering. But you’re also the best soldier I’ve ever served with. And the bravest man I know.”

 Neither signed off. 
 Brendan just kept on running, picking up speed. 
 And Jake started firing full out. 
 Trying to support his captain. 
 * * * 
 Brendan now took cover inside a cloud of the dead. 
 His first idea had been to use the buildings by the north wall for cover and circle back around to the east, where he’d left that very special body. But the dead pouring over the top of the ruptured section of north wall made that impossible. 
 But another thing it made impossible was al-Shabaab picking out one individual in the crowded chaos that was engulfing the courtyard. In his initial run across, Bren had been like a black rabbit trying to cross a snowfield, surrounded on all sides by hunters. But this time there were at least a hundred other black rabbits swarming around him – and they were all chasing down and chomping on the hunters, like Monty Python’s killer bunny. 
 There were still probably a hundred ways for Brendan to get killed now. But if he could stay on his feet, he might just make it. 
 He put his eye on the building nearest to where he knew the body was buried. He only took shots on the living or dead who were coming directly at him. 
 Otherwise, he just put his head down and charged. 
 * * * 
 Jake fired the 240 until Brendan was out of sight, firing non-stop and mowing the grass to either side of him. He didn’t let anybody get close. 
 Then he pulled out Zack’s phone and zoomed in on Bren with the drone video. After a brief and frantic search, he was able to ID him. He was already nearly across the courtyard. 
 Then he saw him stagger and stumble. He’d taken a hit of some kind. 
 But he was recovering, straightening up and moving out again – when the video view spun twice in place. Something had just gone wiggy with the quadcopter. And Jake was afraid he knew what it was. In another second, as the ground of the courtyard rushed up at the camera, he was sure. Someone had spotted it in the air. 
 And shot it down. 
 The ground raced up and then the screen went black. 

Fuck. He was now totally blind. He had no idea what was happening to Brendan out there. 
 He got on the radio. “Baxter. Get up here. Bring a damned knife.” 
 * * * 
 Baxter was in the fight of his life – which wasn’t saying all that much. 
 He’d not experienced a ton of gunplay in either his pre- or post-Apocalypse careers. Now he was tasked with defending their whole rear sector – both from surviving al-Shabaab guys and from the increasing numbers of dead wandering in. So far he was staying alive and getting it done. But with every minute he stayed here, with every shot he had to take, he felt like it was pushing his luck to the wall. 
 So he was relieved when Jake called him forward. 
 He ran back to the truck, pulled his Gerber multitool from its pouch, and cut Jake free. 
 “Saddle up,” the team sergeant said. “We’re going out.” 
 Baxter looked skeptical. He’d heard Brendan tell Jake why they needed to stay here and didn’t understand why they would leave the relative safety of this position. Jake caught his look, and indulged him – for four seconds. 
 “These are the end days, kid. It’s time to go. Bren’s almost across the courtyard. If he gets the Zulu, we pick up both of them. If it’s just him, we pick him up.” 
 Baxter hesitated. “And if he’s already dead?” 
 Jake’s eyes narrowed. “Alive, dead, dying, or infected, I don’t give a shit. We’re bringing Brendan home. Saddle up – now. You drive.” 
 Baxter looked down at Jake’s right leg, which looked like a maypole. There was probably no way he was working the pedals with that. He got in the driver’s seat. 
 Jake got in the passenger seat, and aligned the swing-arm with the 240. 
 Baxter spared a look for Zack who was standing up in the turret – good to go. And he turned over the engine and put it in gear. 
 And now they were really going – out there. 
 Baxter shook his head and briefly questioned his sanity – coming back to this fell place after having escaped it by a hair’s breadth. But he also had a job to do now. 
 And it would be his honor to do it. 
 The final outcome didn’t matter. All that mattered was what he did right now. 
 He gunned it and the truck lurched out of the building – and into the storm. 



 Crash Test Dummy 
 The Stronghold - Middle of the Courtyard 
 In all the chaos, and as focused as Bren was on his field-length touchdown run, something caught his eye – something plummeting out of the sky. It took only a second for him to clock it as their quadcopter. Someone had shot it down – and it was going in hard. This made the hair rise on the back of his neck. 
 Arms and legs still pumping, he did a quick scan of the parapets and blown-out guard towers in the north-east quarter. And, sure enough, he locked onto a rifle… and it was a telltale tan color, and it had a big-ass scope on top. 

No…

 And behind it was a huge and familiar-looking Somali fighter. 
 And the big suppressor on the end of the barrel was tracking him. 
 He was almost to the eastern wall. 
 * * * 

SUNDAY! SUNDAY! SUNDAY! Zack thought in his head, as the gun truck rocked out of its building carapace and into the courtyard. This really was turning into some monster-car-crushing shit. The already not real level mud and dirt of the courtyard was now littered with bodies, carpeted with shell casings, and riven with craters from RPG and 40mm grenade blasts. 
 Sticking up stiffly in the turret, Zack felt like nothing so much as a crash test dummy. With each wild lurch and buck of the hurtling truck, he was sure he was going to be thrown out the peeled-away side of the turret and hit the dirt head first. 
 And then he’d be out in the madhouse of running and fighting dead. 
 And, not that he had a lot of time to think about it, but he was now reconsidering his bravado from the early part of the battle. And he realized now – a firefight was not a cool thing to be involved in. This was not fun. He had been idolizing these guys for doing difficult, dangerous, and necessary work. But he wasn’t the one who ought to be doing it. He was totally unqualified to do it. 
 And now he had absolutely no desire to. 
 People had gotten hurt – for real. Todd and Kate were gone – and so was Kwon, if Zack was even understanding the radio traffic correctly. 
 All he wanted now – and he wanted it down to the marrow of his bones – was for those of them who were left alive to get the hell out of there. Fuck Zulu Zero. Fuck getting revenge on Godane – and fuck this pointless war between Triple Nickel and al-Shabaab. The only thing that mattered now were these people, his friends – including and particularly Baxter, who had stood by him every day, through every difficulty, danger, and horror. 
 But right now Baxter was still accelerating, and Zack guessed he still had a job to do. But with the truck rocking and ramping over obstacles, it was getting harder for him to acquire targets. Or even keep his hands on the minigun. 
 But something told him that if he didn’t keep shooting… none of them were getting out of there alive. 
 Every cell of Zack’s body wanted to teleport to someplace very far away. But he knew the job wasn’t done and the others were counting on him. He wasn’t real enthusiastic about having to drive the length of this house of horrors before they hit the road. 
 Then again, he knew he didn’t have to like it. 
 He just had to do it. 
 * * * 
 Jake held the stock of the 240 in tight to his shoulder. And he triggered off long but controlled bursts at every threat in his sector. And speaking of sectors… 
 “Zack! Left-front sector! Left front!” 

“Copy! I’m trying…”

 Jake just let him get on with it and kept his own weapon online and engaging. With the floorboards bouncing two feet at a time, the pain in his wounded leg was atrocious. He ignored the pain – he had to. But the wound was also bleeding again and he was starting to feel very light-headed. He could bull through that for a while. But eventually he was going to lose consciousness. 
 He’d just have to fight it off. 
 He triggered a rolling twelve-round burst. Then fifteen. Then six. 
 There were figures running in all directions – alive, dead, being pulled down and eaten, being infected and turned. Here and there one of the new manic ones leaping across twenty feet of open ground to pull down a panicked al-Shabaab guy. 
 There were rounds still flecking off the truck body, the occasional streaking RPG. The odd explosion on the ground, or on the walls, with no obvious cause. 
 Through all the madness and chaos, Jake kept firing. And he kept scanning to the front. And, finally, there he was – Brendan. Still on his feet and running. 
 But now he was looking up toward one of the guard towers. 
 His whole body convulsed as he took a hit of some kind. 
 And Brendan went down like a falling sandbag. 
 Jake stared open-mouthed over his sight. 
 And he willed the truck to go faster. 
 * * * 
 As they reached Brendan, face-down in the mud, Baxter braked them into a sliding, dirt-spraying stop and Jake raced out to recover him. 
 Baxter stayed at the wheel, hunched over, hearing and feeling incoming rounds all over the place, staring forward through slitted eyes. And that’s when he saw it. 
 “Jake! Twelve o’clock!” 
 He felt more than saw Jake straighten up and follow his gaze. Fifty meters ahead, in front of a building that abutted the eastern wall, a knot of jihadis was bursting out the door, laying down covering fire in all directions. 
 They pushed out and two of them raced down into some kind of depression – and lifted out what looked to Baxter like a very familiar PVC body bag. And, as they each hefted an end, it was wriggling. 
 This was where Brendan had been heading. But they had been beaten to the prize. 

“Zack!” he heard Jake shout. “Minigun! Twelve o’clock!”

 But they could all hear the minigun was down. 

“I’m out! Changing cans!”

 In peripheral, Baxter could see Jake swing back around and get on the 240. He opened up at the group retreating with Zulu Zero, and he went cyclic, firing full out and non-stop. He took down two covering the rear. 
 But it was too late. The two pall bearers with their undead burden dropped down into one of those damned spider holes, disappearing into the subterranean bowels of this cursed place. 
 Along with Zulu Zero. 
 They’d been so damned close – and now it was gone. Their prize was back down inside that sprawling warren again, probably good and deep. And there was now no way of getting it out again. Not with what was left of them, not in the shape they were in. 
 The remainder of the jihadis retreated back to the above-ground door. And the last thing Baxter saw in there before it shut… was a flash of Godane in his black robes, directing the whole operation. Somehow he got the sense that the Emir had been hurt, maybe shot. 
 But the son of a bitch was alive, on his feet – and still in command. 
 * * * 
 Hauling for all he was worth on what looked like the very last can of ammo for the minigun, Zack saw Jake pull Brendan into the back seat by his elbows. 
 The team captain wasn’t moving. 
 Zack moved to help – but Jake shouted at him. “Get the fucking fifty up!” 
 Zack complied. As he leveled out the weapon, the first thing he saw was the closed front door of the building to their front, fifty yards out. It suddenly cracked open and a bearded face peeked out. Zack couldn't even believe it. It was fucking Godane. 
 The two locked gazes across the open expanse. As each recognized the other, both men’s eyes went wide. 
 The door instantly slammed shut again. Zack laughed out loud as he spun up the minigun and engaged. The door, the doorway around it, whatever was behind it, and probably a wide tunnel all the way to the back of the building – all of it turned to sparking mulch as Zack unleashed his longest burst of the entire battle, putting more than ten kilograms of lead, all of it moving at nearly three thousand feet per second, straight into Godane’s face. 
 He was still laughing as the truck spun out and took off again. 
 But with the whole world still shooting at them. 
 Zack suddenly realized he had no idea where they were going. They were completely enclosed by a twenty-foot wall – and a giant timber gate that he doubted anyone was going to be real anxious to open again for them to drive out of. 
 But then Jake shouted at him again, over the radio this time. “Zack! You’ve gotta get on the Mk 47 – you’re going to have to blast us a hole out of here!”

 Zack blinked once, hard. “What, with the grenade launcher on this truck? I can’t! It’s destroyed!” 
 Zack felt strong hands on his belt – and was yanked down out of the turret. Jake popped out and looked for himself. In part because it had been rotated to the back, in part because he’d had a lot of other shit on his mind, Jake had never seen the half-melted Mk 47, from that RPG volley that had nearly taken out Zack. But now he could see the weapon was no longer fit for purpose. It didn’t even look like you could have the bad idea of trying to fire it. 
 “Son of a bitch!” 
 Jake hesitated, then climbed down again – to Zack, it looked like standing was agony for the team sergeant, and he crawled back into the front and into a sitting position and got on the 240 again. Zack climbed back up – and started burning through his very last can of ammo. 
 Much good may it do them. 
 * * * 
 Baxter battled panic as he also battled the wheel of the truck. They were now the lost convoy of one. They were trapped inside this dying place, doomed, Sisyphus on his hill. The lurching, ramping, hurtling vehicle ran down running bodies – live ones, dead ones – swerving only to dodge holes in the ground that might stop or cripple it. 
 Baxter knew if they stopped, they were all dead. 
 Then again, even if they kept moving, death was only a matter of time. 
 Baxter remembered a line from one of the guys in the lost convoy in Black Hawk Down: “We’re going to keep driving around until we’re all fucking dead.” 
 And that was how they were going to end up now. 
 But then a series of rippling explosions in the south wall caused his neck to snap in that direction. Leaning forward and looking up through the cracked windshield, he could just make out the arc of incoming 40mm rounds that terminated in these explosions, and he followed it to its origin. 
 It was the other gun truck, sitting mostly destroyed in the center of the courtyard. 
 Somehow, its Mk 47 was back up – and engaging. 
 And it was systematically knocking down a whole section of south wall. 



 Switching to Guns 
 The Stronghold - Center Gun Truck 
 [Three Minutes Ago] 
 Todd tried to open his eyes. 
 It kind of worked – for one of them. 
 The other had been completely closed by swelling. Through the narrow slit of the other, he could see where he was – down on the floor of the truck, wedged between the rear bench seat and the driver’s seat. He’d been knocked down there. 
 Or rather blown down there. 
 He tried to move and to assess his injuries. Pretty much everything hurt. And he wasn’t sure he could even move at all. He wasn’t even totally sure he was going to survive these wounds. 
 But he was alive for right now. 
 And then he remembered Kate. And he felt sure she was still alive, too – because of what he’d done. Because he had kept firing to protect her, because he had refused to leave his station. 
 Even when the RPG rain of death was falling on his head. 
 And he regretted absolutely nothing. 
 Now, he managed to turn his head. And on the floor just beside him, he saw his radio earpiece. It had been knocked out but looked intact. That was some good luck. And a good place to start. 
 He’d just take it from there. 
 He found his right arm also basically obeying instructions. It was shaking, and weak as a kitten, but it moved. He used it to grasp the earpiece and get it seated. His ear didn’t feel too good. Most of his face didn’t feel great. But feeling was slowly coming back. 
 And only a few seconds after he got the earpiece in, he learned the radio was still functioning. The first exchange of traffic he heard was all he needed. 

“Zack! You gotta get on the Mk 47 – you’re going to have to blast us a hole out of here!” 


 “What, with the grenade launcher on this truck? I can’t! It’s destroyed!”

 And now Todd knew what he had to do. He had to make the rest of his body work. Maybe only one last time. 
 But he had to do it. 
 Looking around again, he saw another object on the floor – his blue and gold Cal hat. Heh. That would do very nicely. 
 With trembling hands he pulled it on his head. He thought some of his scalp came away. Didn’t matter. He was smiling. 
 And he battled to pull himself back up into the turret. 
 * * * 
 Baxter’s hope soared at the sight of the south wall coming down, in a section maybe ten meters wide. He’d have to wait for the grenade fire to stop, and the explosions to settle, before he could try driving through it. 
 But he wasn’t going to be able to wait long. 
 They had to get the fuck out of there. Now that it looked like there was some hope of this, every one of Baxter’s nerves fired with urgency and panic. Hope, the possibility of escape and survival, somehow caused this reaction even more than being shot at from a hundred directions did. 
 He turned the wheel and pointed their nose toward the exploding section of wall. He had some evasive driving to do before he got there. 
 But they might, in theory, miracle of miracles, maybe just make it. 
 He could hear the 240 still going crazy practically by his right ear. And the minigun was still putting out short bursts and raining down gigantic shell casings, some hitting the roof and cascading over the windshield, others falling into the cabin and creating a hazard with their roly-poly shape and burning heat. 
 Baxter kept one eye on the wall ahead, one on the hazards all around them, and one on the other gun truck. 
 The explosions finally wound down. 
 And he heard a voice in his ear, which he recognized as Todd’s. 
 It said: “Yahoo! You’re all clear, kid!”

 And he could see running figures converging on the other truck. 

“Mayday, mayday, Mav’s in trouble! He’s in a flat spin, he’s heading out to sea!”

 Baxter gunned the shit out of the engine. 
 * * * 
 The bolt on the 47 locked back and Todd reviewed his handiwork. As the explosions cleared, he could see daylight through the dust. That wall was down in a big-ass section. There was enough space to drive through. 
 He was still in a daze, in shock really, with much of his body not responding to commands. But he was vaguely aware that incoming rounds were flecking off the truck and turret around him. And when he took one in the shoulder, he didn’t feel any pain – just the force and tug as it knocked and spun him. 
 Looking down, he could see guys running toward him on the ground. Some of them were firing. Some had their arms out and were slavering. Hundreds of rounds and the odd RPG still rained down from the walls. And the dead were pouring in from two directions now. 
 Todd laughed out loud, hardly believing it. Here he was, at the exact epicenter of the battle for the al-Shabaab Stronghold, deep in the black bush of Somalia, being shot at from all sides, surrounded by the largest herd ever seen, the dead running in every direction and dragging down and devouring the living. 
 It was the most glorious, hellish, unlikely scene he’d ever imagined. 
 Whatever else, this sure as hell wasn’t going to be an ordinary way to die. It was a completely extraordinary way to go – all the way down. 
 He tugged the bill of his cap, drew his side arm with a hand that didn’t quite close, and he started making shots on the ones below who were shooting back. As he did so, he managed to find his radio button with the other hand. 
 “Too close for missiles, switching to guns…” 
 He hoped Kate heard that. 
 He knew she would get a huge kick out of it. 
 * * * 
 Jake didn’t bother giving a command to Baxter. Instead he just reached over and hauled the steering wheel to the right. The truck veered away from that hole in the wall. And it lined up on a heading straight toward the other gun truck. 
 Baxter looked over at him, his eyes saucers. 
 “We’re going back for Todd,” Jake managed. He was lolling in his seat, and looked like he might not be conscious for much longer. 
 Baxter tried to breathe. “He’s dead, Jake! I just saw him shot to death by like five guys with AKs!” 
 Jake shook his head. “I don’t give a shit if he’s vaporized into atoms. If there’s a toenail left, we’re going to pick it up and bring him home.” 
 Baxter got it. Jake was not leaving anyone else behind. 
 And while it had looked for a second like they all might live, by a hair’s breadth, now Baxter accepted it. They were in fact all going to die. No one was getting out of there. Once he let the cells of his body sink down into that hopeless certainty, he felt better. Life was easier without hope. 
 But somehow they were still alive and rolling when they lurched up beside the other truck – driver’s side to driver’s side again, cross-decking, just like when they first rolled in here, fifty minutes and a thousand lifetimes ago. 
 Baxter looked over at Jake – and he didn’t think the man was going anywhere. He could barely sit up now. 

Fuck it. Baxter opened his door, ducked his head, and leapt out. At least he was sheltered between the two trucks – but only from incoming rounds, he realized, as a dead guy stormed in there after him. Unarmed, he timed the Zulu’s approach – then slammed him in the face with the truck door, and left it open, counting on the walking corpse not being able to figure out a way around. 
 In a flash, he opened the back door of the other truck and grabbed Todd under the arms. He wasn’t moving, and he was heavy as a son of a bitch, and it seemed to take hours to drag him into the back of the other truck. But he did it. 
 And then he saw it, as he shut the back door and turned. It was sticking out of the mud, maybe fifty feet away, just a scuffed aluminum corner. But there could be no doubt. It was the GCS for the Predator. It had been blown into the middle of the courtyard by the rocket barrage on Zack earlier. 
 Baxter hesitated, seeing all the incoming kicking up dirt between him and it. 
 And then Zack spoke in his ear. “No way, Baxter! Not again! It’s destroyed – and we’ve gotta go!” Looking up, Baxter could see him looking and firing right over his shoulder from the turret. And he knew he was right. 
 When he crawled into the driver’s seat again Baxter could hear two things: Jake firing half-aimed bursts while half-slumped over the 240, and Zack still firing the minigun, with one hand now, and pounding on the roof with the other, shouting, “Go, go, go, go, go, go, go!”

 Baxter gunned it. For a second, the truck didn’t want to move. It was because the tires were all shot flat and they were in mud. But he rocked it a couple of times and got them moving, just mentally blocking out the incoming rounds and bodies slamming into the truck, and the screams. 
 In a few seconds more he had them pointed at the hole in the wall. 
 And he had them accelerating fast, thanking God for run-flat tires. 
 Ahead, Baxter could see the walking dead walking on in – and he could also see al-Shabaab guys both fighting them off and making a fast first attempt at sealing the gap in the wall, using crates, debris, half-destroyed pieces of timber, mud and rocks… 
 Baxter just gunned it and plowed straight through all of this. 
 Al-Shabaab guys, dead guys, pieces of improvised wall, all of it went flying in every direction with violence and authority. 
 For one second the truck went airborne, plus tilted sideways, and Baxter was convinced they were going to roll, but the center of gravity of this thing was somewhere about an inch off the ground and they came down on two wheels, then two more, and crashed through some underbrush and small trees. Baxter wrestled it toward what looked like a clearing, and it was in fact the road leading south out of there, and only lightly populated with walking dead guys. 
 He simply couldn’t believe it. 
 And he really couldn’t believe it when they’d gotten maybe a hundred yards down the road and a figure ran right out in front of them. 
 Baxter had to decide whether to stop or to run it down. 
 He had one second to decide whether it was Zombie Kate. 
 Or just Kate. 
 She raised her arms and shouted. 
 Baxter locked up the brakes. 



 We’re Going Back 
 The Stronghold - North Wall 
 [Fourteen Minutes Ago] 
 Kate couldn’t believe it. 
 In fact, she didn’t believe it. She saw that horrible barrage of rockets go in even as Todd stayed where he was and put fire on the wall over her head, protecting her. She saw the blossoming explosions and the steel turret flying apart. 
 But she didn’t believe it. No – Todd would be dead when she saw his body, checked his pulse, and did thirty minutes of CPR with no response. Not before. 
 But right now she had her own set of problems. 
 The first was the section of wall above and behind her. She took a couple of steps away and looked up – and was surprised it hadn’t come down from that explosion on the parapet. She could see it was scorched and cracked down to about two-thirds of the way up, and looked none too stable. 
 But now, in the relative silence that followed, she heard the sound of large numbers of dead scrabbling and hissing on the other side. 

Shit. That can’t be good. 
 She decided she wasn’t going to hang around underneath this thing any longer than strictly necessary. 
 But that was when she encountered her second problem: Todd hadn’t killed everyone on the parapet. With the explosion, he’d actually sent a few flying off it. Now they were regaining their feet and their senses and were shouting and targeting her with AK fire. They were also to the west, which put them right between her and the rest of the team at the surviving truck. 
 The wall made an awful creaking noise. 
 She spared one look up, then took a knee and started shooting to defend herself. She was pretty well trapped back there. In fact, she saw only one immediate escape route. But she didn’t like the look of it, and would avoid taking it if at all possible. Her immediate goal was to fight her way back to the north gun truck – above ground. 
 And that’s when it gave way. 
 Her head snapped up at the sound of the creaking and snapping – and she saw the top third of the wall give way and go over. And right behind it was a whole shit-ton of dead meat. She flinched down and away from it automatically, as she saw it coming down to the west of her, up ahead – but then the wave of snapping timbers and tumbling bodies rolled right toward her. 
 And now it was coming down over her head – but the force of the bodies punching through actually caused the cascade of dead to shoot out ahead of the wall first, trapping her as if behind the sheet of a waterfall. The time dilation of adrenaline allowed her to see all this happening – but in reality she had less than a second to react. 
 Uncoiling the energy in her legs, she power-dove forward and down – straight into the tunnel entrance in the ground two feet away. The sun was blotted out above her, first from the tsunami of dead covering the sky and then from the dirt ceiling above her, and she could both feel and hear the horrible impact of the timber-and-meat wave crashing down. With zero time to spare she scrambled to the far end of the dugout, pushed the wooden door open, ducked in, and then put her back up against it and heaved. 
 It didn’t shut, but instead bucked against her. 
 The dead were writhing and scrabbling on the other side and pressing their massed weight against it, filling in the hole Kate had just crawled through. She dug her boots in and shoved for everything she was worth – the resistance on the other side shifted as the dead tried to gain their feet, and for a quarter-second there was enough slack for her to push the door shut and bring down the wooden bar to secure it. 
 She was back underground. 
 But she was still alive – neither dead nor undead, for at least a little longer. 
 * * * 

Goddammit, Kate thought. Where was Baxter when she needed him? Every time she thought she’d found a way back out of this low-rent labyrinth, she found herself either blocked by collapsed passages or cut off by running al-Shabaab guys. 
 Seemingly unerringly, she was being channeled back to that escape tunnel. Or maybe that was just the one route she knew. And maybe her best shot was to try to get out and meet them on the road. She could radio when she got above ground. 

Fuck it. She ran down the length of the long escape tunnel and got the door open. Outside there were more dead than before – but they were also more fixated than ever on walking or running to the walls of the Stronghold. 
 In a few minutes more, ducking from tree to tree, she found the road. 
 And peering out from the edge of the forest, she actually saw the section of south wall come down. Somebody in there was still rocking a grenade launcher. 
 And then one of the gun trucks came ramping out, monster-trucking over debris and bodies. 

And there’s my ride. 





 * * * 
 The truck slid to a halt with its front bumper four inches from her knees. Baxter was behind the wheel, eyes like saucers of milk, and she could see Zack up in the turret rocking the minigun. When she went to the passenger side and pulled open the door, the first thing she saw was Jake lying there, unmoving – and she started to panic. But, mastering herself, she got two fingers on the radial artery on his wrist, and her face up to his, to feel for breath. 
 He was alive. 
 “Get the fuck in!” Baxter yelled. 
 Dead from the incoming herd were starting to converge on them. And somebody was still shooting at them – rounds were skipping back down the road, one or two plinking off the truck’s already ravaged panels. 
 Kate moved to the back door, pulled it open, and climbed in – and around Zack’s legs sticking down from the turret, she saw Brendan lying on the bench seat. He was also unmoving, his young body lifeless. And when she grabbed his wrist and rotated his head to feel for breath, she saw it. 
 A bullet entry wound on his scalp, just under his helmet. 
 He was gone. Kate gasped, but swallowed it back down. 
 Now the truck roared off again, their acceleration swinging shut the door Kate had left open. As they bounced around the uneven road she scanned the cabin. 
 That was it. This was everyone. 
 She turned forward and shouted at Baxter. “Turn it around! We’re going back!” 
 Not slowing in the least, Baxter shouted over his own shoulder. “Are you out of your mind?” 
 She yanked free her M9 and stuck into the base of his skull. “We’re not leaving Todd. You don’t want to come, you can exit the goddamned vehicle.” 
 Baxter eased off the gas, just to keep from being shot in the head. And he said, very carefully, “He’s here Kate. He’s in the very back.” 
 Kate spun and dove half over the partition. Todd was lying in the small truck bed, curled up. He looked like he was sleeping. He looked beautiful, and peaceful. She checked his pulse and breathing. 
 Then she crawled back there with him, got his vest off, rolled him on his back, did two emergency breaths – and started the first set of thirty strong chest compressions. 
 Glancing up and out the back window, she just caught a last sight of the Stronghold receding behind them. Her final image was of al-Shabaab guys fighting to seal the hole in their wall – as waves of dead converged on it from all directions. 
 It was going to be a singularity – a bad one. 
 Kate wished them all the worst with it. 



 Vengeance 
 The Last Gun Truck - Heading north-east Through Sanaag 
 Rolling and bumping, the hissing of tires. 
 The sun slowly going down, and the cool breeze twisting in through the shot-out windows. 
 Plus the world around him swimming and weaving. 
 Jake cracked his crusted eyes and the first thing he saw was a clear IV bag tucked in by his side, as well as the tube snaking into his arm. From the warmth and weightlessness of his body, and the dull pain and throbbing of his leg, he figured someone had put some morphine in with the plasma drip. 
 Struggling to raise his head, he looked down the length of his body and saw someone had unrolled the tape from around his calf – which was probably a good thing, as it was now swollen to the size of a prize watermelon. When he looked back up and between the seats into the front compartment, he saw the backs of Baxter driving and Zack riding shotgun. 
 Only when he laid his head back again did he realize it was lying in Kate’s lap. Despite the morphine, his heart twisted as if squeezed by a strong hand. 
 “You’re alive… how?” 
 She looked down and stroked his hair. “I’ll tell you later. Take it easy for now.” 
 “Bren?” 
 She shook her head no. 
 “Todd?” 
 Kate had done her full thirty minutes of chess compressions, as she had silently sworn she would, before giving up. “They’re both in back,” she said. 
 Jake swallowed. His mouth was paper-dry. “What about Kwon?” 
 This was harder. Kate also swallowed before speaking. “We pulled over near where Baxter thought you dropped him off this morning. And I tried to find his OP. But the herd was coming in. We had to go.” 
 Jake’s face fell even further. He couldn’t believe they had left him behind. 
 “There’s something else,” Kate said. “When Baxter and I were outside the walls, by the tunnel entrance, I saw al-Sîf. And he had Kwon’s rifle. That SSR.” 
 Jake’s mouth opened in confusion and sorrow. 

But I killed al-Sîf, he thought. 
 Then he remembered that he hadn’t. He’d merely thrown him twenty feet down into a giant herd of the dead. It would be just like that son of a bitch to survive. 
 Jake closed his eyes. So damned stupid…

 He also didn’t say something like, Just because al-Sîf had Kwon’s rifle, that didn’t mean he was dead. Because that’s almost certainly what it meant. Kwon wouldn’t have it taken from him in any other circumstance. 
 A pair of hot tears leaked from the corners of Jake’s eyes, for the second time today – and for the second time in probably thirty years. 
 “I did this,” he croaked. My ego, he thought, my need for vengeance.

 It had been his refusal to compromise, to act or think more objectively, more strategically. His failure of leadership. Ultimately, this was all his fault. 
 He choked back the beginning of a sob. 

All because I had to kill al-Sîf and Godane. And because I thought I knew more than everyone else. Thought I was good enough to do the impossible.

 It was his failure to master his ego had brought them all low. 
 Kate looked down at him, her eyes shining with kindness. “No, Jake. The bad guys did this. You were doing your job.” 
 He shook his head weakly. “No. It was me who brought everyone here. To this place of madness and death.” 
 “They were following Brendan, too. Because he wanted to do something to help save humanity. Everyone did. Each of them knew exactly why they were there. And they’d do it all again, exactly the same.” 
 A pair of fresh teardrops rolled down the sides of Jake’s face. “Yeah. And look where that got us.” 
 Kate grabbed him by the sides of his head and leaned down to look right in his eyes. “None of your guys ever gave up. They died fighting for each other. So are you going to quit now? Just because some people got hurt? Or because you’re probably going to lose your other leg? I didn’t realize you were such a pussy.” 
 Jake blinked once. It looked like there was the ghost of a smile buried down there somewhere. But it couldn’t find its way to the surface. 
 “We’ll be home soon,” Kate said, more gently now. “And there’s one good thing. With that singularity closing in, even if he survives, Godane isn’t going to be launching any attacks anytime soon. Not on us, not on anyone.” 
 Jake let his head loll on his neck, and his eyelids drop. 
 And he let sleep and merciful oblivion take him. 
 * * * 
 “Son of a BITCH!”

 Jake came awake again as the truck careened off the road in darkness and crashed down into a culvert, then ramped back up and out the other side. The six-ton gun truck went airborne, then slammed down again, skidding over loose dirt and uneven ground. Bouncing crazily, Jake fought his way up into a sitting position – just in time to see an absolutely hellacious explosion devastate the road up ahead of them. It was blinding, and gigantic, and it went in less than fifty feet ahead of them. 
 Superheated air and debris shot in the open windows, stinging their skin, and shrapnel and rocks pelted the outside of the truck, as Baxter battled to regain control. They were still driving off the road and at a forty-five degree angle to it, in darkness illuminated by the gigantic flames at the impact point. 
 And then a loud buzzing roared in above them and from behind, then zoomed directly overhead, also barely fifty feet off the ground. As it passed by, following the line of the road, its underside and distinctive shape were illuminated by the flames. 
 It was the Predator. 
 “What the fuck?” Zack yelped from the passenger seat. 
 “I fucking knew it!” Baxter shouted back. “The GCS – it survived!” 
 This was like The Honeymooners. But they had other problems – big ones. 
 Kate was already thrusting her head and torso into the front compartment. She clapped Baxter on the shoulder. “Great reflexes—” 
 “Yeah, I’d know the sound of that engine anywhere—” 
 “But now you’re gonna have to do it again – because there’s another Hellfire on its rails. And they’re gonna come around again and finish us.” 
 Baxter shook his head as he wrestled the wheel and pedals and got them angling back toward the road, intersecting out past where the first missile hit. “No they’re not.” He pointed up ahead. 
 Kate looked around and quickly recognized where they were from the steep and forested hillsides. They were no more than a couple of miles from Camp Price. 
 Which was exactly where the receding noise of the Predator was heading. 
 They saw the second explosion less than a minute later. It was bigger than the first – and was followed by a whole series of blistering secondaries. 
 It was all of their cached ammo, explosives, and ordnance cooking off. 
 It was the second Hellfire – destroying everything they had. 
 By the time the survivors in their ravaged gun truck reached the nearby garage, the flames over Camp Price rose a hundred feet in the sky. 
 * * * 
 “There will still be things we can salvage,” Jake said, steeling himself to unass the vehicle – and to try to stand and walk. 
 “Not tonight there won’t,” Kate said, even as she was pulling herself up through the roof turret and hefting Brendan’s suppressed rifle. She brought it to her shoulder and took four shots, which put down two runners that had heard the truck pull up and angled toward them. 
 The forest was filling with dead – all running toward Camp Price. 
 The edge of the herd had reached the mountain. And those giant explosions were like catnip to them. Even if the survivors had wanted to go back, it would have meant certain infection or death. 
 When Kate climbed back down again, Baxter was already backing them out and turning the truck around. Pulling his NVGs down and bumping back down the forest path he said, “I actually have no idea where we’re going.” 
 Zack looked back at Kate. He didn’t either. 
 Safetying the rifle and propping it at her feet, Kate said, “Head for the top of Mount Shimbiris. We’re going to the summit.” 
 “Can we even get up there?” Baxter asked. 
 “With the truck? I doubt it. We’ll have to do the last stretch on foot. But I’m pretty sure the dead won’t either. It’s too steep, and the sheer side faces west, toward the incoming herd. We’ll climb up the back. They’ll go around to either side.” 
 Zack was still turned around in the passenger seat, eyes wide. “Yeah, but we’ll soon be dead ourselves – of hunger, thirst, and exposure.” 
 Jake looked at Kate with half-lidded eyes. “He’s got a point,” he said. “We won’t last a week without supplies and shelter.” 
 It was obvious to Kate that Jake was still wracked with guilt, grief, and sorrow – and, reflecting the enormity of their losses, perhaps also indulging that unforgivable sin: despair. But she knew he would soon snap out of it. 
 Because he was made that way. 
 She squeezed his arm and smiled. 
 “One problem at a time, Sarge. One problem at a time…” 



EPILOGUE
 “Into the riven village falls the rain; 
 Days pass; the ashes cool; he builds again” 
 – Edna St. Vincent Millay, 
 - “Epitaph for the Race of Man” 



 Epilogue 
 Camp Davis - Near the Summit of Mt. Shimbiris 
 [Six Months Later] 
 Jake flipped a page of Brendan’s book, Anna Karenina by Tolstoy. It wasn’t precisely the kind of thing he would have chosen to read back in the world. He was more of a Tom Clancy and Stephen King guy. 
 But the pickings were often slim in the post-Apocalypse. 
 He looked out the half-open flap of his tent. The late autumn sunlight on the mountain was pretty and peaceful. They were up above it all now – above everything, all the death and destruction and despair. It was almost as if they had finally escaped this fallen world. Now Jake saw a flash of Kate walking by, doing a circuit and checking on the fortifications. 
 They were no longer surrounded by a ten-foot wood-post stockade – merely a five-foot tangle of concertina wire, which was anchored at intervals by wooden poles driven into the ground. There was no longer a weight/fitness room. Now it was all body-weight exercises, calisthenics, and mountain runs. That suited Jake well enough. He liked to billy-goat around up there. He hadn’t lost his good leg in the end, but instead made a more or less full recovery. He had a bit of a limp when he walked. But not when he ran. 
 And his five-mile time was almost back down to where it used to be. 
 Their new outpost had a few of the other comforts of Camp Price. There was one bag shower, as well as a slit-trench latrine. This one emptied into a nearby stream, a bit downstream of where they drew their water from it. 
 “That’s not very good wilderness stewardship,” Baxter had said, as they started digging the run-off channel. 
 “The entire world is infected with a super-virus and overrun by walking corpses,” Kate said, jamming her spade into the packed earth with a Hanwag boot. “Who exactly is going to suffer from a fouled mountain stream?” 
 Jake laughed now to remember this. 
 He steepled the book in his lap – and remembered how surprised he had been when he dug it out of the embers of Camp Price, singed but intact. They’d finally gone back a few weeks later, after the dead had passed through and the fires burned out. And they’d actually been able to salvage a great deal in the end – all of the long-life stores in their underground cellars, plus a lot of weapons, tools, and supplies, especially those stored in Tuff-Boxes, which turned out to be aptly named. Most were scorched but intact. 
 It was enough to make a new start. 
 They’d also managed to trade in the world’s most bullet-riddled gun truck for a V8 Toyota Land Cruiser with a Level III armor package, previously used by some private security contractors, so they could do scavenging runs on a small scale. They even had a small portable generator, which sat wrapped in four layers of sound insulation, and modest fuel supplies to run it. They didn’t have power most of the day. But they could charge their devices when they needed to. 
 And the herd had finally cleared out of their part of Somalia – but not out of Godane’s. The survivors of Triple Nickel had mounted a couple of long-range recon patrols to get eyes on the Stronghold. And they had found the singularity there still going strong – cresting and falling over time, but always heaving up against the tall walls. And evidently al-Shabaab was still going strong inside, too, or at least surviving. They had not only rebuilt their damaged walls and cleared the dead out from inside. 
 They had kept themselves alive all this time. 
 Zack and Baxter had reported that Godane kept what might be as much as a year’s worth of supplies on hand. And now that his manpower was down to less than half what it used to be, that might last a long time. 
 Occasionally, Jake still felt that rage – against Godane, and al-Sîf, and about everything that happened – felt it rising and burning in his chest. Part of him still wanted to go back there and finish it. Extract some payback. Make things right. Show that it was the righteous who wielded the greatest might. 
 Part of him still felt those things – and probably always would. 
 But he also knew it was exactly that part of him that had cost them so dearly. 
 And SF guys were learning creatures. 
 What Jake had learned was this: only the humble man gets to rule. 
 * * * 
 As Kate finished her circuit of the wire and came back to the improvised gate, she noticed the little hand-carved CAMP DAVIS sign had fallen down on one side. She went and found a hammer, wrapped it in cloth, and made the repair. 
 As she did so, she found herself for the thousandth time missing Todd. There were probably a thousand reasons to miss him. But the one that came up most often was this: because nobody else, nobody left alive, was nearly as good at this construction and engineering shit as he was. 
 But, as always, they just had to learn as they went along. 
 And Kate knew they’d do as Todd had always done. 
 They’d make it work. 
 * * * 
 Zack hoed his garden patch, sweating lightly in the cool mountain air. 
 The garden was located a few minutes from camp, between the forest and the bare rock crown of the mountain, in a patch of dark earth they had turned and seeded. It was now getting to be harvest time and they would soon see if anything they planted came up. 
 Right now Zack was weeding. Everything grew like crazy in equatorial Africa. Especially, it seemed, the stuff you didn’t want to. 
 Zack reflected that he himself had sprung from this soil. 
 Maybe he had even grown a little along the way, after all those years of believing he would never get out of Africa alive. Maybe he was right. Maybe not. 
 Maybe it didn’t matter. 
 He paused his labors and leaned on his hoe, the sunlight shadows of the waving trees dappling his face, and he reflected. There was a lot of time for that lately – due to him having survived his eighteen-month sentence in Godane’s underground prison. And, even more remarkably, surviving their return to the Stronghold and the hellish battle that ensued. 
 From where he stood, Zack could just see the two grave markers where they had buried Brendan and Todd. They lay underneath a pretty stand of boxwood trees. 
 Zack shook his head. The fact that he had lived, while four of the six members of Triple Nickel had fallen… well, it was a hell of a thing. And it really made him think. And what he thought was this: 

Maybe I’m the only one Africa CAN’T kill.

 The evidence seemed to be on his side. 
 * * * 
 Rifle held at low ready, Baxter moved fast and silent through the ground cover and thick foliage just inside the treeline. He was staying under cover while circling around the bare rock summit of Mount Shimbiris – moving from the seaward side around to the inland side. Back to Camp Davis. 
 He always moved quietly. But today he was also moving quickly. 
 He had been out on one of his one-man patrols, which he had been mounting regularly, and with growing skill and efficiency. They no longer had any UAVs, of any size, range, or service ceiling. Their reconnaissance consisted of what they could see with their own eyes. 
 On the upside, they happened to hold the highest ground in Somalia. 
 Mount Shimbiris towered over the north part of the northernmost region of the country. And situated as it was in the middle of Somalia’s long northern coast, it looked out over virtually the entire Gulf of Aden. 
 Coming in sight of the front gate now, Baxter could see Kate standing out front, rifle slung, looking up at the sign, lost in thought. He gave a single sharp whistle – their signal for “friendlies, coming in” – and trotted up as she turned to face him. 
 “Where’s Jake?” he asked, breathing hard. 
 From his demeanor and the tone of his voice, Kate gathered Baxter hadn’t had a routine patrol – but rather had something urgent to report. Her brow furrowed. The most likely thing would be another herd. 
 She exhaled mournfully. They were all going to be homeless again. And this time, she thought, we’ll be living out of our boots…

 “In his hooch,” she said. 
 Baxter grabbed her elbow and the two of them went and found Jake. 
 “What’s up?” he said, rising from a crouch as the two stuck their heads in. 
 “I’ve got to show you something,” Baxter said. The cadences of his speech were different, even from six months ago. Confident. He’d come into his own. 
 “How about you give us a preview?” Jake said. 
 Baxter shook his head. “No. You wouldn’t believe it if I did. You have to see this.” 
 “Okay,” Jake said. He grabbed his shit, including a weapon, and he and Kate followed Baxter out the gate and then toward the back side of the mountain. They picked up Zack from his garden along the way, then the four survivors climbed up the steep but passable back side of the summit, emerging onto the mountain’s bare and stark granite crown. As they crested it, coming over to face the seaward side, a vast vista of coast and ocean opened up beneath them. 
 And Baxter just pointed. 
 Twenty-five hundred meters below, and perhaps four or five miles out to sea, something was cutting through the water, leaving a wake that was long, deep, and wide. The white churn trailed behind visibly for at least two miles. And the fact that they could see the vessel itself at this distance meant it was big – seriously big. 
 Baxter produced a pair of binoculars and handed them to Jake. He brought them up to his eyes, dialed in, and stared out to sea for a few seconds. 
 Wordlessly, he handed them to Kate, who did the same. 
 Her gaze lingered for the better part of a minute. 
 When she finally lowered the binocs, her mouth opened, but nothing came out. Finally, frustrated, Zack grabbed them from her and panned around until he found what had silenced the others. 
 His mouth opened and then closed again, as he recognized what it was. Recognized it, even if he couldn’t believe it. 
 It was a nuclear supercarrier – and one of only two Ford-class carriers ever built. 
 And it was steaming straight into the Gulf of Aden. 
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