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CHAPTER 1
Air Force Two. Over the North Atlantic, heading west.
“Isn’t your shift about over, Ted?”
Ted MacInnis got caught in the middle of a yawn by John Jefferies, the Secret Service guy sitting at the in-flight workstation ahead of him.
“I’m going to sit here in the bullpen until we reach Andrews. I’ve got too much of this in me.” Ted held up his coffee cup, then pointed to his phone. “I also need to talk to my bratty sister.”
Ted was the backup pilot for Vice President Williams on Air Force Two. The chance of him being called up to the big seat of the Boeing VC-25 was about zilch, but the Secret Service guys insisted they always have three complete flight crews. He was currently tier two; leaving his post so the third-tier guys could have a shot was not the way to advance.
Jeffries laughed quietly. “I’ve got a bratty sister, too. Older or younger?”
“She’s younger by a few years but acts like she’s a teenager.”
They were due to arrive in Washington, D.C. at about 10 am, which gave him plenty of time to confirm his sister was going to be in New York when she said she would. Nothing worse than going to the big city to find she’d gone to the country for the weekend. It wouldn’t be the first time.
The phone rang in his hands. It was his sister. That didn’t surprise him, though, because he often thought they shared the same brain. It was like she knew he was about to call her, so she had to one-up him. He tapped the green button on the screen, ready to share that he’d been thinking about her.
“Hi, Becca—” he got out before she cut him off.
“Ted? Thank god! The news says there’s something coming this way. A wave of death!”
“What?” he said a little too loudly. Some of the others on the intelligence deck glanced over. “Tell me what’s happening.”
His sister went into hysterics.
“It’s on cable news! Ohmygod! They’re losing affiliate feeds all across America. People just disappeared! It started in San Francisco and it’s headed this way. What do I do? Where do I go? What about Kyla?”
“Rebecca, stay calm. I’m sure there’s some sort of explanation—” He was interrupted again, this time by alarms inside the aircraft.
One of the aviation guys yelled, “POTUS bumped us right to DEFCON 2, people!”
He put the phone to his ear, accepting this was for real. “Becca, I need to know everything you do. What’s on the television?”
His sister sobbed into the phone. “Ted, you have to save Kyla. She’s everything to me. Please!”
“I’ll do my best,” he answered, “but right now, I’m trying to save you. Talk to me. What’s on the TV?”
There were twenty others on the plane’s intelligence deck, sitting in two rows of computer desks with a walkway between them. They were all doing their part to keep the VP in tune with current events. Some listened to other air traffic in the area. Some studied the weather. A few were proper intel spooks.
Every workstation on the deck now reported trouble. One woman yelled out that several Russian Tu-95 “Bear” bombers were off the coast of Alaska. A man reported a pair of Chinese container ships were in trouble under the Golden Gate Bridge. Most of the rest was noise, all bad.
Rebecca’s response in his ear was a combination of sobs and pleading. He barely understood her.
“Becca, please calm down.” He had trouble staying calm himself, especially when all the alarms suddenly turned off.
John Jeffries, the Secret Service agent with whom he’d been joking, had pushed the big red button at his station. The lights on the plane changed as a result. The interior was now warbird red: danger close. The alarms turned off so the crew could work more effectively.
His sister didn’t give him the hoped-for intelligence, but he wasn’t going to hang up on her. If possible, he’d keep her from panicking further. However, the situation on deck was a hot mess, too.
John spoke into his handset. “Flight, this is Executive 5. I’m getting a scrambled call from Andrews AFB. They bounced a message from Peterson AFB. NORAD reported unusual electromagnetic activity in very low orbit above the continental United States.”
NORAD? Ted imagined nuclear-tipped warheads arcing high over the North Pole. It was a traditional scenario of a nuclear missile exchange between the United States and Russia. NORAD would watch them come in and ensure that the retaliatory missiles went out.
As if on cue, the plane leaned to the left. Standard protocol was to keep the VP away from any potential point of conflict, at least until the risk was assessed by the ghosts in the intel block.
Ted’s heartbeat went on a moonshot. He fumbled for his seatbelt, which had fallen off the seat hours earlier.
“Becca, I can’t say where we are, but I’ll get to you, okay?” The jumbo jet tilted as the first-tier pilot executed the emergency maneuver. He was veering the plane away from the eastern seaboard.
“No!” Rebecca ordered. After a fast sniffle, she continued, “Get to my daughter. You hear me? Make sure she’s safe! Call her right this instant, Theodore.” She paused for a few seconds. “Tell her I loved every moment I had with her.”
“I…will.”
“Love you, too, bro. Good-bye.” His sister hung up the phone.
“Rebecca!” he shouted reflexively, before falling into stunned silence.
Ten seconds later, the VP herself came scuffling in. She had to hold onto the desks to keep her feet.
Ted couldn’t believe his sister had hung up, but he was going to make good on his promise, so he punched the button for his niece. She was a programmer working for the Navy, so they had a lot in common. While it rang, he tried to listen to the VP.
“Will someone please tell me what the peacock on a pogo stick is going on?” she pressed.
Ted wasn’t a fan of her politics, but her down-home manner of speaking was refreshing after spending so much time among the upper brass of the armed forces. The politically-driven generals were the worst. They seemed to script their every sentence when on these flights.
His line kept ringing.
Jeffries replied, “Ma’am, a few minutes ago, NORAD reported a problem in the atmosphere. Possibly an EM event, like an airburst nuke or a solar ejection. I’ve been trying to raise them, but they aren’t responding.”
Vice President Emily Williams struggled to get closer to John down the row of workstations. The petite woman wore a prim black pencil skirt and fitting white blouse that made her appear thin and delicate. However, her code name was ‘firecracker’ because she was a ball of hate if you ever crossed her.
“Pick up,” he commanded the phone as he continued to keep one eye on the VP.
Two of John’s Secret Service partners maintained a respectable distance behind the vice president now that the red lights were on. Those men were tier-two as well. Working diligently for the chance to go to the big leagues on Air Force One.
“Is NORAD still on the air?” she asked.
“Ma’am, this is what I’m getting.” John pulled out his headphones, so the hissing sound could be heard by everyone in the compartment.
Ted’s phone stole his attention from the broadcast.
“Hello? Uncle Ted? What’s up?” Kyla’s voice was so calm and quiet he had to jam the phone in his ear to blot out the other noises.
“Kyla, thank god. Listen. There isn’t much time. Where are you?”
“Time for what?” she said with a laugh.
“Kyla! Listen to me! There’s been a disaster. Your mom called and said I had to come get you. Where the effing hell are you?” He’d never cursed in front of his niece. It was part of the refined Air Force persona he tried to nurture in front of most family members.
“For real? I’m doing a job on the USS John F. Kennedy. Why?”
America was under attack and she was on one of the biggest targets in the United States Navy.
“Stay there, Kyla, you hear me? Wait—There’s news here.” It was hard to juggle both emergencies.
An airman leaned into the aisle from a few workstations down. “Andrews just went offline. They were trying to get Peterson Air Base, in Colorado, but they’ve been dark for a few minutes.”
“This is Andrews, in Washington D.C.” John Jeffries tuned into a different frequency, but no one was speaking. “And this is Dulles tower. There is no way they aren’t broadcasting right now. It’s one of the busiest airports on the East Coast.”
Williams stood on her own because the plane had leveled out. Her voice was tense and direct. “Are these nuclear strikes? Are the cities gone?”
“No, ma’am,” the Air Force liaison reported. “I have no intel suggesting there were ground strikes on these locations.”
“What about air bursts?” she asked impatiently.
The guy seemed flustered. “I don’t have any actionable intelli—”
“Get it for me,” she cut him off deliberately before adding, “Please.”
She looked at the computer operators in the room, including Ted.
“Hold on a second, Kyla,” he said quietly into his smartphone.
“I know Andrews isn’t broadcasting, but maybe they’re listening. Tell them to get us some cover up here,” the VP ordered. “If POTUS sent us to DEFCON 2, everything should scramble into the air, anyway.”
Ted had a few seconds to observe Ms. Williams. At first, he recognized her job description made her a tier-two player as well, but he also noticed a hard edge to her earth-tone eyes, like she knew what would happen if she got promoted one more time.
Williams went on. “People, I don’t care what you have to do. Get me someone on the ground. I have to know what’s happening down there.”
Ted immediately wondered if his battlefield promotion was coming, too. He could be useful to the VP in the moment with a valuable asset on the ground. His niece was on the line at exactly the right time.
“Kyla, this is very important. Tell me what’s going on around you.”
He listened for a few seconds.
“Kyla?”
Ted had said it loud enough to get the attention of the VP, but all his focus was on the silence in his phone.
“Kyla!” he screamed.
Bonne Terre, Missouri
Tabby Breeze was about to lose her shit. Mom and Dad wanted her to participate in the family business, which was operating a tour company inside an abandoned lead mine, but today’s clients made her rethink all her life choices.
“I bet you get hit on a lot, don’t you?”
Tabby slowly turned to find the boy she’d been avoiding for the past forty-five minutes. The first tour of the day was usually reserved for school field trips, and today was no different. The stocky sophomore kid had found her the instant he walked in and hadn’t let her out of his sight since.
“No,” she deadpanned. “It literally never happens.”
High school boys were yesterday’s news. In two months, she was heading off to Missouri University of Science and Technology. Freaking college.
“That’s an incorrect use of literally, because it is literally, actually, happening now.” The kid rubbed his hands together like it was chilly, which it was, because they were deep inside the mine. “I like your braids, by the way.”
Mom had been a hairdresser in her younger days, and she still enjoyed working with Tabby’s long, brown locks. The back of her head was currently styled with three braids, instead of the usual two.
“Thanks.” Tabby rolled her eyes.
Her dad’s voice crackled from the small communications speaker next to the elevator. “Tabitha, are you there?”
That gave her the exit she needed from the relentless ladies’ man.
“I’m here, Dad. What’s up?”
“How many are left down there?”
She took a rough count, intentionally skipping over the back part of the crowd where her annoying charge waited.
“About twenty, Dad. I can get most of them on the next elevator up. Then we’ll be done with this group.” She couldn’t wait for that to become a literal reality.
“I’m sending the elevator down, now.” Dad chuckled on the open line. “I bet you’re going to miss this place, kiddo.”
“No, I won’t,” she replied. After a suitable pause, she added, “Maybe a little. I’ll miss you and Mom, though.”
“It’s coming down right meow.” Dad loved feline jokes, especially since her nickname was also a type of cat.
The boys snickered behind her, but she pretended not to hear them.
The machinery and wires sprang into action. It was only about fifty feet to the surface, but the equipment was about fifty years old, so it didn’t move with modern efficiency and speed.
While it came down, she made as if she was inspecting the speaker on the wall. Anything to keep from talking to that boy again.
“Annoying, aren’t they?” a girl remarked in a quiet voice.
Tabby glanced over and saw a teen she recognized by all the good questions she’d asked on the tour. “Hey there. What do you mean?”
“I heard Peter hounding you for the past hour. I know what it’s like.”
The two stepped closer to each other so Tabby could reply without being overheard. “I know, right? He’s certainly persistent.”
“Tell me about it. We dated for about ten minutes back in sixth grade and he won’t let me forget it.” The girl wrangled her long black hair over her ear.
Tabby didn’t want to tell the girl her tastes were bad, but she thought it.
The girl went on. “You’re lucky; you won’t see him after today. But the key is, if you ignore him, he eventually gives up.”
She gave the girl a secretive salute. “I’ll take that under advisement.”
The elevator finally arrived, and the security gate slid open with the screeches of oil-hungry hinges and wheels. Dad called it the jailhouse door because the wide-spaced bars looked a lot like they’d come from a police station holding cell.
“All aboard!” she called out.
The kids pushed and shoved their way into the car, but she didn’t tell them to settle down like she normally did. All she wanted was to get them inside and out of her mine.
She was stoked to go to college, but someday the mine touring business would be hers. Getting a degree in geology was step one to making it happen. Babysitting students was her misfortune while she waited for the next chapter in her life.
The annoying heavyset boy was one of the last ones on. To his credit, he pushed his peers into the car to make enough room for the stragglers. Besides Tabby, there were five or six others unable to fit.
“Damn,” she said under her breath.
“We can do it,” the big boy declared.
A couple more kids wedged into the packed car, but it wasn’t enough. She slid the jail door shut, sealing the people inside and cutting off the few still outside. It was her duty to make sure everyone was accounted for, so she had to wait for the next one with the leftovers.
“Double damn,” she hissed through clenched teeth.
Three students remained with her.
“We meet again,” the portly kid said immediately. “My name is Peter, by the way.” He held out his hand to shake hers, but she sidestepped him so she could use the speaker system.
“Dad, a few of us didn’t fit. I’ll bring them up next.” It was another delay she didn’t need.
“Roger, Tabitha. It will only be a couple more minutes.” She wondered if he sensed the anxiety in her voice. He’d led tours, too, and certainly knew the stresses generated by high school kids.
The room became silent as the lift reached the top. She counted the seconds until the elevator was unloaded and sent back down. It would start with clanging from the gate up there… She couldn’t wait to hear it.
“I, uh. I’m not sure you heard me over the noise,” the boy said impatiently. “I’m Peter.”
The dark-haired girl scoffed, then whispered angrily, “Peter, dial it back, okay? I’m sure Tabby has an older boyfriend.” The rock walls inside the mine had a way of carrying whispers, so Tabby heard the words.
“I’d like to have an older girlfriend,” he replied, in a not-so-quiet voice.
Tabby pressed the button, desperate to hurry things along. “Dad? Send it down, okay?”
She waited to hear the whine of the motors up top.
“Come on, move,” she willed the machinery.
She was about to press the button again, but a loud crack came from inside the mine’s elevator shaft. A second, louder, boom rattled the metal gate. A burst of hot air shot out of the vertical tunnel.
“Holy hell!” she shouted. “Get back!”
She used her arms to push the students away.
Metal roared from inside the elevator shaft, as if the lift was grinding the rocky sides on its descent.
“Back!” she screamed.
The elevator car smashed into the ground with a deafening slam. A large boulder came down next, followed by a dump-truck-sized flow of dirt and other rocks that fell on top of it.
Smoky dust came out of the shaft, covering her and the kids with a layer of gray debris, as if they’d been crawling in it.
Seconds later, the power shut off, throwing Tabby’s subterranean world into absolute darkness.




CHAPTER 2
Newport News, VA
“I assume your weekend was as exciting as mine?”
Kyla Justice heard the question from her fellow coder, but she wanted to think of something exciting, if fake, to say in reply. Her partner, Ben Parker, knew she spent most of her weekends doing the same thing she did during the week: programming.
“I met someone,” Kyla said with a dab of mystery.
Ben stopped typing on his laptop and looked over. “That’s not what I meant, but— Get out! Where did you meet him?”
As she thought it through, it wasn’t a lie, though she didn’t have to explain their meeting was in the virtual world. She’d met an in-game character in one of her video games. They’d talked about their real selves for about sixty seconds, then it was back to killing the bad guys. As best she could tell, the male avatar on the screen was being played by a real gamer dude from the Midwest. Somewhere well over the horizon in terms of going out for drinks, like she wanted Ben to imagine.
So, she let the thought dangle for a moment, then cut it off. “I don’t really want to talk about him. We have to keep focused on these readings. The captain is moving the ship today and our jobs are on the line if this reactor containment monitor goes on the fritz again.”
The USS John F. Kennedy was the Navy’s newest aircraft carrier, but it shared the same problems as every ship launched in the past five thousand years. It had kinks, bugs, and weak structures that needed to be patched. And that was only the computer code. The mechanical pieces had their own issues.
“That was your code, not mine.” Ben laughed.
“That was our code,” Kyla corrected. They worked for the same contractor. “But I’ll tell you what. If you double-check what I’ve just entered, I’ll tell you all about my new man.”
“Yeah, okay. I can work with that. Let’s—”
Kyla’s ringtone went off. Phone calls were frowned upon by her hard-ass bosses, and the Navy bosses weren’t too happy about it either, but everyone took calls, even those who made the rules. It wasn’t a big deal.
“It’s my uncle,” she said. “He’s a big shot pilot for the Air Force.” She hit the green button. “Hello? Uncle Ted? What’s up?”
“Kyla, thank god. Listen. There isn’t much time. Where are you?”
“Time for what?” she replied. It was exactly like Uncle Ted to be dramatic.
“Kyla! Listen to me! There’s been a disaster. Your mom called and said I had to come get you. Where the effing hell are you?”
She held the phone away from her ear like he’d burned it with foul language. Something was really jacked up, if he was talking like that.
“For real? I’m doing a job on the USS John F. Kennedy. Why?”
Uncle Ted didn’t reply right away. There were sounds like he was in a busy flight terminal or something, so it was hard to understand what was going on.
“Uncle Ted? You there?”
The noise on the other end continued.
An overhead claxon sent Kyla six inches off her chair because it came on with unnatural suddenness, and she’d been focused so intently on the phone. The blaring signal prevented her from easily hearing or speaking to her uncle.
“What the hell is that alarm for?” Ben had to lean over and yell to be heard.
Kyla shrugged.
“Should we check it out?” Ben yelled again.
She waited before responding. The ship went through a million tests every day, it seemed, as the shakedown crew readied the carrier for sea trials. One day, it might be stress tests on the electromagnetic catapults. The next, the engines growled for hours.
The chances of the emergency claxons being an actual emergency were relatively low, because they were in port testing everything from the nuclear reactors down to the toasters. However, Uncle Ted did mention a disaster. Was he for real? She tried him again.
“Uncle Ted? Come on. Talk to me.”
His tone suggested he was serious, but his lack of follow-up made her wonder if it was bad timing on the part of the alarms. It canceled his ability to tell his punch line.
Ha, ha, Kyla. I’m kidding. I just called to say I’ll be in Newport News next week.
That was the type of immature stuff he sometimes pulled. Mom, too.
The phone’s screen showed the line had gone dead. She tried calling him back, but the line didn’t connect. She immediately dialed her mom, but that also refused to connect. Sometimes working low in the ship made service unreliable.
“Damn,” she thought.
After a full minute, the alarms on the ship turned off.
Kyla put a finger in her ear as if to rub away the pain. “I’m glad that’s over with. What a suck-ass test. I bet my uncle will call back in a few.”
They waited for a minute or two to see if the captain would make an announcement about the alarm, but it soon matched watching paint dry in terms of excitement.
She planned to dial Mom when she was on lunch; she’d probably put Uncle Ted up to his joke. In the meantime, she figured it was best to keep working. Deadlines didn’t care about alarms.
Ben was already furiously tapping at his keyboard, leading by example.
They worked for another ten minutes before the older man turned away from his computer.
“So. That was a weird interruption, huh? What were we talking about? Your dating life, I think.” Ben laughed.
Her belly clenched at the thought of having to explain she hadn’t really gone on a date. “Yeah, we—”
A sailor ran by the door but skidded to a halt and backed up. “What are you two doing in here? Having a father-daughter brunch? Get your asses to a battle station. We’ve been effing attacked!”
“Seriously?” Ben asked with disbelief.
“The alarm was real?” Kyla gulped. Though completely inappropriate in nature, she was glad the sailor saw them as father and daughter. Ben was a lot older than her. And married. And not her type.
“Yeah, it was real!” The sailor gasped for air. He looked around for others. “On second thought, you two civvies might want to stay in there.”
Kyla trotted to the door in case the sailor wanted to shut them in. “We don’t want to be stuck in here.”
“Yeah,” Ben added. “If there’s an attack, we can’t be down here at the bottom of the damned ship. What if it sinks?”
The young sailor panted and looked like he wanted to leave. “We’re in port. We can’t sink. Word is spreading: something killed everyone on the upper decks! Crew areas. Hangar. The bridge! All gone. Be glad you two are down here.”
The man ran away without a further word.
Kyla and Ben shared worried looks.
She glanced at her phone.
Maybe Uncle Ted hadn’t been screwing around.
Air Force Two
Ted felt as useless as any point in his entire life. He sat among high-level security and communications people engaged in frenzied threat assessments, status reports, and data gathering. His lame job remained being backup for the pilot of the plane, and that outcome was less likely than ever now that things had gone wrong.
“I’ve got someone on the ground, ma’am.” The Air Force liaison held up his hand.
“Go ahead, son,” the VP replied dryly.
“It’s the USS John F. Kennedy. They’re sitting in port at Newport News, Virginia. I have a Marine on the line.”
Ted launched out of his seat. “My niece is on that ship!” He held up his phone, as if it were proof.
Ms. Williams glanced at him but went right back to the other officer. “A Marine? Where’s the captain of the ship?”
“I tried. I think we’re lucky to get this guy. Would you like to talk to him?” The Air Force officer made it sound like he wanted her to say yes.
She took the handset. “This is Vice President Emily Williams. Who’s on the line?”
A loud bang came out of the speaker before the man replied. “The vice president? Holy hell! We’ve got a shitstorm here! We were attacked! Decks of Navy were just wiped away. We have bad guys coming down for the rest of us!”
“Where’s the captain?” she replied in a businesslike tone.
More cracks blared from the speakers, but there was so much it came out like white noise.
“Did you get that?” the Marine yelled in the phone. “Send us more G-D shooters!”
“Marine, I need you to stay calm—”
Ted desperately wanted to ask about Kyla, but now wasn’t the time. Even family had to take a back seat to matters of the nation.
“They’re here!” the Marine replied.
A few moments of gunfire was followed by silence. The line went dead.
“Ma’am, my data shows a Fleet Anti-terrorism Security Team was already training on that ship,” an advisor relayed. “That’s why you were talking to him. A platoon of FAST Marines should be able to handle anything.”
Ted wasn’t so sure. He’d heard “regular” Marines weren’t big fans of those specials.
“Anything…” Emily echoed. She remained in the middle of the aisle for half a minute, like a schoolteacher worried about her pupils, but then she seemed to come to a decision.
Ted punched the button for Kyla on his phone, but it wouldn’t go through. He was angry, but not shocked; system overload was expected during times of crisis.
“Tell me who’s left.” Ms. Williams pointed at an Army officer. “Is Europe still online?”
“Yes, ma’am. I hear bases in Germany, England, the works. I even get traffic from bases in the Middle East.”
“Good.” She then pointed to a Navy woman. “What do you know about our fleets? Is the attack on the JFK local or fleet-wide?”
The woman looked at her screen, then to the VP. “So far, I’ve heard from Sixth Fleet in Naples and Seventh Fleet in Japan, but I can’t raise Fleet Command ten miles away in Norfolk. Still trying.”
“Excellent. Keep on it. I want a list of every ship and command you talk to. This could be important. Start with bases on the East Coast. We have to know who is still operational below our feet.”
Emily strode down the lane and stopped next to John at his Secret Service console.
“Mr. Jeffries, have you heard anything from the president?”
He looked up and shook his head. “No, ma’am. I’ve been pinging every phone number I know. There are no agents answering anywhere near POTUS.”
“Are you sure he was in the nest?”
It was slang for his home turf in the White House.
John nodded. “Unless someone kept me out of the loop, his schedule says he’s hosting some children this morning to talk about school lunches and whatnot. He should be there.”
“Good, I want—”
The plane tipped sideways before anyone could think about holding on. It was a lot like being on an innertube going into a high-banked water flume.
A second later, every alarm on the plane went back into panic mode.
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
“Sister Rose, would you be a dear and go prepare the heirloom seeds? I believe today is the day we will plant them in the greenhouse.”
In her previous life, she was known as Becky Hatcher, but after she accomplished her novitiate and chose to live her life inside the convent, Abbess Mary Francis assigned her the name of Rose. Fitting, since she enjoyed working with the soil.
Rose bowed to Mary Francis, rather than respond by voice. When she advanced to full member of the order, she accepted the vow of silence, which she took seriously. Except for one time when she woke up shouting after a bad dream, she hadn’t spoken a word for almost a year.
She believed it was her cross to carry.
The underground cellar was a cool, dry storage area perfect for keeping the seedlings, but there were many other supplies down there, too. The nuns tried to be as self-sufficient as possible, so there were work tools, stockpiles of personal hygiene items, and pallets of Bibles. Those they gave to anyone who came to the front door.
There were also small casks filled with wine. Most of those sat up in the front, because they were often needed for the daily service. Sister Ann had the large frame and muscle mass necessary to move them, much to Rose’s relief. Even the act of looking at them wore her out.
To make money to support their order, the nuns planted grapes and ran a small in-house winery. It perfectly complimented the tiny bakery where they made bread for dozens of churches in the area.
She walked beyond the casks to find what she sought.
“God, please help us plant and harvest a crop for your glory.” While she didn’t talk aloud, she always talked to God in her heart. “But first, please help me find them.”
The long shadows of the dark chamber made it difficult to see, but she had the patience to let her eyes adjust. Modern conveniences, such as flashlights, were frowned upon by the abbess, and Rose had never crossed her.
She looked on the small shelves where she expected the seeds, but they weren’t there. It was almost completely dark in the corner of the basement, so she took a few minutes to meditate with her eyes closed. When she finally opened them, her vision had adjusted some more, and she saw the small storage bin.
“Ah ha!” Her day was back on track.
Rose secured the large cup and popped the top. About a hundred small seeds were inside. All she had to do was drop them in water, remove the duds, and present the rest to Sister Mary Francis. She would order Rose and the other sisters into the greenhouse with tiny picks and shovels, like they do every week. Other vines, which they’d prepared in the previous months, would then be transferred to the vineyard.
Sister Rose held the container to her bosom and cradled it in prayer.
“Please help us have another bumper crop.”
She turned to go back toward the distant light, but an unusual sensation made her stop. The hair on each arm stuck straight up, as if magnetized by the roof.
“Oh my,” she thought.
Her only defense was prayer, and she wielded it with the same certainty as a trained martial arts expert. After a minute or two of communing with her holy defender, she was prepared to continue. The fear and odd feeling were gone.
“It’s been too long since I was alone like this,” she thought.
She carefully clicked off the light switch and closed the heavy metal door at the top of the steps. There was no reason to lock it because there was nothing of value inside. Wine, bread, and seeds. Who would want any of that?
Sister Rose had almost forgotten her moment of anxiety in the darkness, but when she came back into the common room with her earthly treasure, a similar feeling of dread washed over her, and she almost dropped it.
Her sisters were gone.
Abbess Mary Francis had been sitting in a wooden chair between the kitchen and community area. Her religious habit now draped over the chair—as if she’d undressed and placed it there. But there wasn’t enough time for that, to say nothing of the impropriety.
Sister Ann had been in a lounge chair reading the Bible. Her simple clothing was in her place. Rose also noticed her shoes and socks were left on the floor.
The convent wasn’t known for practical jokes, but Rose supposed she might be witnessing the first in its history.
She was careful to set the seeds on the kitchen table, as the abbess would not approve if she dropped it, no matter the reason why.
Rose could not call out to end the prank, though she thought about it. This was so out of character as to be scandalous. How did they coordinate such an activity?
Rose walked into the oversized kitchen. She fully expected to find her leader, or Sister Ann, or at least someone else who didn’t know about the joke. However, when she went into the room, her skin crawled again.
There were more abandoned piles of clothing.




CHAPTER 3
Air Force Two
The mammoth VC-25 jet was the reinforced version of the commercial Boeing 747, but even with its military-grade enhancements, the wide body seemed to strain during the violent turn.
Ted clung to his seat during the maneuver, losing his phone with the bone-jarring turbulence, but he had other things to worry about when the VP tumbled in with him. She’d been standing by the Secret Service desk before the surprise turn. Now she was practically in his lap.
A plane-wide announcement followed.
“This is the flight deck. We’re under attack. Out.”
Ted commended the man’s calm. He sounded like he did this every day.
He immediately recognized the sound of chaff and flares being dumped outside. His flight team had dropped them numerous times in the simulator. The countermeasures were designed to fool missiles and blind radar, like an explosion of confetti might make it difficult to see a balloon.
The jet swung from one banked turn to another. Now, he and the VP were on the high side, looking down at the computer operators on the starboard row. He held onto her waist, assuming she wouldn’t want to go tumbling away.
“Let me up,” Emily ordered.
“Oh, sorry, ma’am.”
She got back on her feet, but immediately did an impression of how she could epically fail a field sobriety test.
Ted reached out again. “Careful,” he hollered.
She shook off his hand. “I’m fine, pilot.” She lunged a few steps and grabbed the edge of John’s Secret Service desk.
“Get me someone in the line of succession,” she cried out. “I need to know who’s still alive!”
“Ma’am!” John responded.
Because of the words she’d used, Ted assumed she was giving up. By telling the world she was dead from a missile strike, it would be easy for the next person in line to know they were getting bumped up in the line to the presidency.
“Listen, people, as far as we know, I’m the only one left alive in the upper government. Once we get out of here, we have to stay in the game until we know who’s left. Got it?”
He’d underestimated her again. She wasn’t giving up; she was fighting back.
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied. The others did, too, though some were still next to their seats, rather than in them.
A few seconds after his reply, the bottom dropped out of their flight path. Emily was thrown three feet in the air and tumbled back to the floor a moment later. The plane jerked like it had been hit by a professional wrestler’s body blow, and soon pointed down.
Emily landed with relative grace, given the violence of the turbulence, and now was on one knee in the aisle, her skirt stretched to the breaking point.
The plane went level, then started upward again, like a rollercoaster from hell.
“I need to buckle up!” she complained.
“Ma’am! Here!” Ted held out a hand to reel her into his seat. He unbuckled himself to show what he was going to do.
She briefly looked around like there might be other alternatives, but everyone else was at their duty stations, doing their best to hold things together. He’d been keeping his seat warm, and nothing more. Now he could make a difference, no matter how small.
“Thank you,” she said as she arrived.
The plane bucked, and she rammed her hip into the desk, but she slammed into the seat a moment later.
“Here, buckle this.” He held up the locking mechanism for the restraint belt, which had been hanging off the side of the swivel seat.
“What about you?” she asked as the plane dropped into an even steeper dive.
“I’ll hold on. You keep doing what you’re doing!”
The sounds of the engines overpowered all talk. He recognized the dive as an escape option for whatever threats were out there. The pilot was gaining a lot of speed as fast as possible.
Emily braced herself on his desk. He had to hold onto the side of her chair while also using the wall to steady himself.
Oxygen masks dropped from discrete panels on the ceiling.
The VP looked at him. “Do we need these?”
He shook his head. “Not yet but know where it is if you need it.”
The modified aircraft would regulate pressure better than its civilian counterpart, but he wasn’t going to bet her life on it. If it came to it, he would help her into her mask, then do his own.
Making himself useful was now foremost on his mind, but he wanted to find his phone, too. He wasn’t going to give up trying to reach Kyla.
The plane came out of the steep dive and gradually evened out. There were no windows in the secure area of the plane, but if there were, he’d see the ocean not far below. He knew the pilot was now low to the deck.
The engines sprinted wide open. He recognized that, too.
For several minutes, he and Emily sat in an eerie, jet-fueled limbo, as if expecting a missile to blow them up at any second. The air was bumpier, and the ride was rougher above the waves of the North Atlantic. His teeth rattled in his skull every few seconds as they continued their escape from the scene of the attack.
After a couple of minutes of steady flight, he thought they might be in the clear.
“Captain Robertson needs a medal,” he said to cut through the tension.
The VP exhaled, then seemed to re-appraise him. “You should know. I’ll be sure he does.”
He wished it had been him, but, for now, he was simply happy the Air Force had a pro in the seat.
“We’re clear,” the co-pilot said over the speakers.
Emily sprang out of her seatbelt like she’d been stung by a bee. She rocked side-to-side, as if the plane was still doing evasive maneuvers, though it wasn’t. However, after the initial uncertainty, she walked the short way to the microphone on the wall without falling.
“What was all that?” she dryly asked the pilot.
Ted returned to his seat.
After a long delay, the pilot came on. The VP had the hand unit facing John, Ted, and the others, so they could all hear the response.
“Sorry for the rough ride. We were attacked by a surface-to-air missile. We think it came up from a fishing boat, but it could have been a submarine. We’re on a vector away from the point of attack, but we’re now heading for eastern Canada. When everything’s clear, we’ll turn back toward Europe.”
Emily raised the mic to her lips. “Captain, please belay that order. Resume course for Andrews. Take whatever evasive action you must, but get us on that tarmac alive, and I’ll promote you and your whole damned crew.”
“Understood,” the pilot replied seriously. “We’re headed for Washington.”
The VP hung up the mic, then walked down the aisle again. She glanced at Ted. “Thanks for offering your seat. You’re a team player, I can see that. Believe me, I know what it’s like to sit on your ass and watch the world go by. You won’t be in that chair forever.”
She smiled pleasantly for a moment before getting back to the other information desks.
“Thanks,” he said to her back.
He found himself impressed with her performance since comms had been lost with the mainland. She didn’t wither in the fury of the missile attack, either. And, if he was being honest with himself, if she wasn’t who she was, he might even be a bit attracted to her.
His phone caught his eye in the aisle next to his workstation.
“Kyla!” he thought.
He leaned over to grab it but found himself glancing up the aisle and admiring the vice president’s skirt, her slim back, and how her brown hair was held together in an elegant knot. He maintained his professionalism and averted his eyes, but immediately noticed John Jefferies doing almost the same thing. The other man leaned sideways in order to see ahead. In that crazy moment of coincidence, he wondered if he was checking her out, too.
Then he saw John’s gun.
Bonne Terre, MO
It wasn’t only dark in the mine. It was absolute. Tabby might as well have been wearing a blindfold with a shopping bag over her head for good measure.
She inhaled, held it, then released the anxiety with her breath.
As she breathed to keep calm, she patiently waited for the backup generator to kick on. The mine’s electrical system was designed so it didn’t depend entirely on the power grid of the town of Bonne Terre. The gas-powered unit should have been providing light the moment the electricity from the city failed.
“What the hell?” A small flame came from the wreckage of the elevator. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to illuminate ten or fifteen feet at the elevator’s landing.
In the confusion, she couldn’t remember if the lift had been going up, filled with kids, or was coming down, empty.
She crept over to the still-shut gate. Her heart slammed against her ribs because she didn’t want to see a dead body, much less an elevator shaft full of them. However, she was in charge. She had to look.
As she put her face to the bars of the jailhouse door, someone spoke, seemingly from right next to her face.
“Empty! Audrey made it out!” Peter’s voice was ecstatic.
Tabby saw no bodies.
“How do you know she’s safe?” she asked. It didn’t look like anyone was inside the remains of the elevator car, but she wouldn’t be positive until she was up top with a full head count.
Peter laughed nervously. “You work here, don’t you listen to the car when it goes up? I heard it get to the top, open its door, then shut it again. This junk is just empty, uh, elevator guts.”
“Who’s Audrey?” Because Peter had never stopped his ham-handed flirting during and after the tour, she assumed he didn’t have a girlfriend back wherever he came from.
“Oh, a girl I’m crushing on. I have since the sixth grade.” He chuckled. “Now she’s safe up there while we die down here. I’m willing to make the sacrifice.”
“Whoa, sport. Take a chill pill. No one is dying here.”
He chuckled. “If you say so. I distinctly remember you saying this mine has but one entrance. I’m assuming this stack of metal is it?”
She shook her head in dismay. “Yes, but we have safety equipment up top. Dad will call the fire department and they’ll have us out of here in no time.”
“If you say—”
Peter tripped over something and fell backward on his butt.
“Ouch!” he cried out.
At first, he patted his palms on his pants as if he’d hurt himself, but when he noticed what caused his fall, he scrambled over to it.
“It’s a girl,” he said with fear ripe in his voice. “And she’s hurt.”
They both squatted down next to the small-framed student. The black hair was familiar, and once she got near to the girl, she knew it was the same young woman who’d been standing next to her before the elevator crashed.
Tabby put her finger on the girl’s neck, like they taught her in those first aid classes. Because she was a tour guide, and a SCUBA support person, she had to know how to care for the injured. Nothing this serious had ever taken place in the mine.
“She’s alive,” Tabby said with relief.
Peter could barely contain himself. “Thank God!” Then, with a gentle scold: “Why didn’t you get on the elevator, Audrey?”
“Let’s give her a little space,” Tabby said to him with a little sympathy.
She studied the girl for injuries but didn’t see any. Her legs were easy to check because they were mostly bare. Her red shorts were wildly inappropriate for the chilly mine.
The girl stirred after a few seconds. “Mom?”
“No, we’re not her,” Tabby replied. However, that made her realize she needed to get in touch with her own mom and dad. “Peter, make sure she’s okay. I’ll be right back.”
“I will,” the boy agreed.
The speaker box was still affixed to the wall, so she trotted over and pressed the button. “We’re fine! The power is out, but no one is hurt.”
She waited for a response but had no patience. She pressed the button and repeated herself.
After another brief pause, her patience went down to zero. “Come on! Pick up, dammit!”
“Where am I?” It was another male voice, distinct with a country accent, from the far side of the landing.
“Hey! Donovan, is that you?” Peter called into the darkness.
Tabby recalled there were three kids with her when the lights went out. At least she accomplished job one of any tour guide: come back with the same number you started with.
“Where are we?” the girl asked from her spot on the ground.
Tabby went over to her. “Are you okay?” She tried to help the girl to her feet, but it took the boy’s added grip to get her all the way up. They both had to steady her for a minute while she recovered.
“I’m fine,” she eventually replied. “I think I passed out. I’m supposed to check my blood sugar when I get up top. I think I’m due for, you know, another injection.”
“Diabetes?” Tabby asked matter-of-factly. It was tour guide 101 not to make guests feel bad for their personal challenges, so she hoped mentioning it was okay.
“Yes,” she said weakly.
Tabby took a deep breath, then went back to the speaker box. “Dad? Mom? Anyone?”
Nothing came back, which made her insides feel like jelly. However, she kept herself upbeat when she turned to her new friends. “I’m sorry the lights are off, but at least we can see each other from these little flames.”
“If I had my phone, I could use the flashlight app.” Peter said it sarcastically. “But Mrs. Pinkle made us turn in all our phones while we were still on the bus.”
Tabby had been so busy avoiding Peter and his annoying questions the past hour, she’d failed to notice the kids didn’t have any phones out. That was unusual; teachers usually didn’t care.
She continued. “Light or no, all we have to do is wait here and rescue will come and get us.”
Tabby coughed for a few seconds, slapping her chest when it got bad. “My oh my. Where did that come from?”
Probably the fire, she thought. The small flame chipped away at the broken wood floor inside the elevator car. However, it was more than that. A small stream of liquid dripped into the fire from high above.
Rather than dwell on things she couldn’t control, she reached out and touched each of the three kids, as if to bring them closer.
“We may be here for a while, so I’m going to go get us some lights.”
“W-wait a minute—” Peter tried to say, before Tabby interrupted.
“I’m sure you remember my name from the tour, but I don’t know all of yours.” She sounded upbeat for their sakes.
“I’m Peter,” the annoying kid said before either of the others.
“I’m Donovan,” the country boy declared sadly. “My momma always calls me Donny.”
“My name is Audrey,” the black-haired girl added.
“Oh right,” Tabby thought. The girl Peter said he was crushing on. It didn’t really matter to her in the scheme of things, but she was about to suggest they break one of the cardinal rules of tour leaders. This was only slightly less important than bringing the same number back.
“Okay, y’all,” Tabby drawled, feeding off Donny’s country-boy energy. “We have to split from the main party.”




CHAPTER 4
Newport News, VA
Kyla swiped around on her phone looking for online information about the attack taking place above, but none of the big news sites had anything about it.
“See anything?” Ben asked.
“Nothing but the usual politics. Central News just updated this story about the president’s billionth scandal an hour ago. That is the most recent thing they have posted. I—” She froze at the cracking sound from elsewhere in the ship.
Ben acted like he didn’t hear it.
“Yeah, I saw the same, but my stupid internet shut down.” Ben tapped his phone, then set it down. The signal strength of their phones went in and out at the best of times while inside the ship. “What are we going to do? What if this is some sort of terrorist attack?” He spoke quieter. “We could get trapped down here…and captured. That would be bad.”
Ben was a brown-skinned man with wide-set eyes and a high forehead. Kyla would guess he was Italian or Greek, but she’d never asked. They worked together well enough, but their association ended at the gate to the naval base. The only personal information she gave him was about fake boyfriends.
She put her phone away, acting like she didn’t hear the gunfire, either. “Yeah, well, now you’re making some sense.”
“So, what are we to do? We’re unarmed. Untrained. And we’ve got no tools beyond our laptops and my spare tire.” Ben patted his bulging stomach poking out from his maroon polo shirt. Kyla was a bit out of shape, too, though lately she’d been walking in the evenings to keep her butt from growing any larger. It didn’t hurt to stay fit when you worked on a ship full of single men.
Thinking about men reinforced the notion she didn’t want to die inside the ship, either. Not that dying outside would be preferable. Avoiding it altogether was her plan.
“C’mon. Let’s go.” Kyla bundled up her laptop in its case and hefted the strap over her shoulder. She was going for the exit, but she didn’t want to leave the expensive laptop behind. Whatever else was going on, she’d be fired for losing control of a secure laptop used for nuclear-related programming.
“Lead the way, young lady,” Ben advised, like he was happy to go, but also happy to have someone in front of him.
Her stomach turned to mush when she opened the door.
“We’re screwed,” she blurted out.
The unmistakable rattle of gunfire seemed to come from everywhere. It was impossible to tell sound direction while in the ship because the vibrations jumped onto the beams and danced in all directions. However, her best guess was that it came from the front of the ship. That was the way the last sailor ran.
She breathed in and out like she was about to do the fifty-yard dash.
“We go this way.” Kyla pointed, then walked deliberately toward the rear of the vessel. If she thought too hard, she knew she’d go back into the computer room and crawl into a corner.
They’d gone about fifty feet when they reached a metal stairwell to the upper decks. Kyla stopped and listened for a few seconds but didn’t hear any gunfire close by.
“After you,” Ben said like it was no big deal.
“Fine,” she replied. She cinched the laptop strap and started up the steep flight of stairs.
“This is six,” she said when she reached the landing.
“Crap. That guy said the upper decks were gone. What do you think we’ll find?”
Kyla looked back to Ben because there was fear in the man’s voice. “We can do this. Just keep going up. There’s no one around.”
They went up another level without incident, seeing nothing of note but a wayward uniform shirt hanging off the side of one riser.
She expected to be relieved the higher she went, but fear gnawed at her gut with each step up. Normally, the stairwells would be filled with sailors going to their duty stations. During a typical drill, it was a model of military efficiency as up and down passed within inches of each other.
Now it was only the two of them, though more and more uniform shirts and pants had been tossed around the floors. It made her think the laundromat had exploded and blew clothes all over the ship.
They continued to deck 4 and stood at the foot of the next flight to deck 3. A mess of uniforms had been strewn on the stairs, from top to bottom.
Kyla hesitated. “I know we should run up and get the hell out of here, but something doesn’t feel right about this. What’s this mess about? Why all the shooting? You think there are really terrorists on board?”
“What the hell else would it be?”
Kyla shrugged. “I don’t know. This is a shakedown period. Maybe this is how the Navy shakes down a carrier? Simulate an attack. Tell half the ship to get off. Tell the other half they’re under attack.”
She’d been commuting to the ship for the past six months and nothing like this had ever been suggested or whispered about. She wasn’t in the Navy, but she spent a lot of time with sailors, as well as with Uncle Ted. He’d told stories. The military had their hazings and secrets, but her contacts in the Navy would have told her to be ready for this.
“Just keep going up,” she said with less enthusiasm.
She’d put one foot on the bottom riser when a shape came tumbling down the narrow, clothing-filled stairwell. It wore multi-cam fatigues and sported two big, black boots.
One of them went right in Kyla’s face.
Air Force Two
Ted’s mind detached from his body and he was back in basic training. The place where his reactions were trained for months to respond to threats like this. Sure, he’d spent the first four years of his service life playing foosball in Tallahassee, but he’d picked up more training in the years since.
He didn’t have time to get all the way to John’s arm, but he got close.
“Duck!” Ted shouted.
The Secret Service agent fired the pistol, despite Ted’s shove.
Emily fell sideways into one of the other computer operators. The Army officer hopped into the space vacated by the vice president, as if trying to absorb the next blast.
“Shooter!” Ted yelled, though no one could mistake what was happening.
Ted had the Secret Service man off balance, but far from down. He intended to knee the guy in the small of his back while he was vulnerable, but John flung himself sideways, so Ted bounced off the curved wall.
And he still had the gun.
His whole world became a pair of tunnel-vision goggles where he saw nothing but John and his large, black pistol.
Ted flung himself at the man’s shooting hand, intending to force him to drop the weapon.
John expected as much and tried to use his elbow to pile-drive a blow into Ted’s ribs. However, they were in such tight quarters, neither of them could get much momentum going against the other.
He shifted enough so the elbow crunched into his shoulder.
Ted’s heart could have been heard over a full drum line as the two of them wrestled behind the desk and around the chair.
“Get the hell out of my way, Ted. This isn’t about you.” The Secret Service agent snared him in a bear hug even as he got a grip on the pistol. Since he was at a disadvantage, Ted tried to shove the arm down onto the edge of the desk, hoping to break it.
However, that didn’t go as planned, either. The barrel of the semi-automatic pistol hit the metal table. The second it happened; the weapon discharged.
That shot went into the floor.
Ted used the momentary distraction to pull back and try to punch John’s gut. He intended to follow it up with a knee to the nuts…
John fired the gun again. This time, it was a lot closer to Ted’s body. John released the bear hug grip and tried to shove him out into the aisle, though now Ted wouldn’t let go.
Several people scrambled nearby. He hoped they were getting clear of the flying lead. Worst case, he reasoned, he could make John fire all his rounds, so he had none left for the VP.
How many rounds were in a Sig Sauer P229? He thought the answer was fifteen, but he wouldn’t bet his life on it. If he was right, he had twelve left to endure.
He fought to hold the gun away from himself, but John used his leverage wisely. When the other man had a bit of advantage, he tried to get Ted to relent. “Just get out of my way, big guy. Let me do my damned job.”
“Since when is it your job to kill the person you are supposed to protect?” he wheezed.
“I’ll tell—”
Another gunshot resonated in the confined quarters.
A chunk of John’s brain popped out the side of his head and decorated the white plastic coating on the outer wall of the plane. The struggling agent slumped to the floor.
It hadn’t come from the pistol dangling dangerously close to his hip. It came from the next computer station. A small revolver appeared at the edge of his focus. It was in the hands of the VP.
“What the hell?” Ted asked with shock.
Emily Williams smiled. “What the hell, indeed. That was my own man. Why was he trying to kill me?”
Amarillo, TX
Brent Whitman was ready to call it a day. He’d finished his overnight shift at the prison, and he was ready to sleep it off.
Every third week, he had to take a weekend shift in the hole, which was the lower level of the medium security prison where he and three hundred other misguided souls temporarily called home. It sucked because there were no windows whatsoever. It felt like working in a casino, with similarly shady characters behind the bars.
“I’m done. Let me out!” He loved joking with Trish, the young and very womanly corrections supervisor in the security cage most days.
And he believed she enjoyed joking with him. “How did you get released so soon?”
“I want to go upstairs and get some sunlight. I feel like a vampire living down here with the other blood suckers.” The prison was home to some rough characters, including a few prone to bloody up other people. However, he was happy to know none of them were killers, at least not on record. Violent offenders went downstate, to one of the maximum intensity vacation hotspots in the corrections system.
“You’ve earned it, Brent. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Trish’s shift only overlapped in the mornings. She was one of the few bright spots in an otherwise thankless job, and if she wasn’t thirty years his junior, she would have been his type.
“Yep, c’ya,” he said pleasantly.
When he reached the elevator, he decided to bypass it and take the stairs. He thought about his fortunes on the way up. “I’ll find my own gal, someday. Just not around here.” He lived several miles outside of Dalhart, which itself was fifty miles outside of Amarillo. The chance of meeting a woman his age in the grassland prairies was remote.
He went up at a good clip and pushed through the door with youthful excitement.
Still got it.
The very next step got out from under him, like he’d stepped on something that didn’t belong on the floor. He wheeled backward and fell on his side and shoulder with a heavy thud.
“Holy shit!” he cried out.
The camera guys on this level were undoubtedly laughing at him, so he tried to play it off as a prank.
“Ha-ha!” he said aloud.
When he rolled over, his hand slid on a pair of pants someone had tossed on the floor. His first instinct was that a riot was in progress, because all sorts of things got thrown during those incidents, but this pair had a long blue strip down the gray leg. It belonged to a guard.
“What the heavenly hell is this?” It wasn’t only the pants. A man’s shirt and shoes were there, too. It was as if someone had excitedly undressed to go skinny dipping. Something that never happened willingly in prison.
The guard’s security belt was also on the ground, and that signaled a real problem. It contained two cans of mace, and, for when things really got bad, a Taser. No guard worth his salt would ever ditch those items.
Brent glanced down the main hallway and saw a couple other sets of clothing. Both of them also had their thick belts on the floor.
He pressed his radio call button with breathless urgency. “Hello? Operations? We’ve got some missing guards on the five-hundred block.”
No one replied for half a minute, until Trish’s voice came out. “This is Floor Zero. Are you trying to call Ops, Brent?”
He heard her reply and was thankful for it, but he’d gotten to his feet and had taken a few steps down the hallway. The first cell belonged to a guy named Edward. He was a relatively happy fellow who spent his time reading political magazines. Said he was going into politics when he got out. It was a long-running joke that got everyone laughing.
Edward’s clothes flowed lengthwise on his bed, along with one of those magazines. It was as if he’d taken off his orange jumpsuit while he was reading this morning.
Donald’s internal alarms began to clang. The guards might be pulling a fast one on him, but there was no way on God’s grass-fed earth the lockups would also participate in a prank.
“Um, we have something going on up here. Prisoners are gone.”
Trish gasped. “Are you sure?”
He didn’t hold the stupid question against her. He wouldn’t have believed it, either.
Brent walked to the next cell, then five more. By the time he reached the guard shack at the end of the block, he was sure this wasn’t a prank. It was more like the end of the world.
“Yeah, I’m real sure.”
“Was it an escape? How did we miss it?” Trish seemed flustered. An escape alarm droned to life; she followed protocols to the letter.
“The guards are gone, too,” he said warily. “Every living person up here is now a pile of clothes. All gone.”
He looked back down the cell block.
Alarms would do no good.




CHAPTER 5
Air Force Two
After the attack on her life, the vice president was whisked away by the other members of her security detail. It happened so fast, Ted had no time to think about the connection between the dead man lying next to his seat, and the men and women of the Secret Service.
Without making a big deal out of it, he shoved the Sig Sauer pistol into his waistband at the small of his back. He was flushed from the ordeal and breathing like mad, so it wasn’t hard to pretend like he was checking his uniform for puncture holes.
“You all right?” a female Air Force lieutenant asked him.
He straightened his navy-blue tie. “Fine. He surprised me is all.” Ted got out of his chair, not wanting to spend time near a dead man with half his brains missing.
The officer spoke at barely a whisper. “You’ll probably get a medal, or an award. You saved her life, sir.”
Ted always had his eye on advancement, but he never thought about adding to his collection of useless awards. The only thing that mattered was protecting the citizens and assets of his countrymen. He was beginning to see the vice president as an asset.
“Where do you think they took her?” he asked no one in particular as he picked up his phone. The intel deck was behind the flight deck, but above the seating and living areas of the main fuselage. Since she wasn’t visible at the back of the room, she had to be on one of the other two levels.
“Probably have her holed up in a bathroom with guns pointed outward,” the airman replied.
Ted shook his head as he clicked his tongue. It was something he did when in deep thought. The plane had to have an Alamo-type of refuge, but he wasn’t sure that was where she’d go. Not unless forced.
“Did you see her fire her weapon?” he continued. “I always thought she was a mild-mannered nobody.”
“That’s what you’re supposed to think. Politicians are never what you imagine.” The female officer paused for a few seconds. “Well, some of them are big assholes on TV and in real life. I guess my rule doesn’t apply to all of them, sir.” She laughed a bit as she checked her screen.
“You must get around,” Ted said to keep the small talk going.
He’d only been with Air Force Two for six months. It was a capstone assignment for many officers onboard. Ted still wasn’t sure if it would be that way for him. Robertson, the hero pilot currently at the stick, didn’t look like he was in danger of falling dead from old age any time soon.
“I’m sorry,” he said, realizing she was answering his question by naming off her past duty stations. “I need to walk off this nervous energy. Will you excuse me?”
He hurriedly shuffled down the aisle toward the back.
To a person, the men and women at the computer terminals gave him a pat on the shoulder or a “good job” for what he’d done to protect the vice president. He took it in stride but continued out the back and down the winding flight of steps.
“You!” a Secret Service man called out.
Ted flashed his badge when he came over to him. He’d taken off his jacket, revealing a sleek, black sub-machine gun. The Heckler & Koch MP5 would have made a sieve out of Vice President Williams if John Jeffries had used one.
Ted sucked in a deep breath, not sure what the guy was going to say. He also realized his heart continued to gallop along like he was still wrestling that gun away. His body wasn’t ready to let its guard down.
“Okay,” he said, “you’re clear.” He stepped back and took a relaxed stance. “Thank you for covering our asses. They’d probably dump all of us service folks out the back door if we’d let Ms. Williams get shot by our own man.”
The man’s unflinching gaze seemed to look into his soul. Almost as if he interrogated him without saying a word. Was he waiting for him to admit he was part of the conspiracy?
Ted smiled with his best attempt at being friendly and non-threatening. When the man appeared satisfied, he nodded to the plush seating area behind him.
“We’re not letting anyone see her right now, because we don’t know who’s a threat. However, you’ve earned a pass by saving her life.”
“Oh, that’s all I had to do,” he said as a joke.
The man’s stare was ice. “Go inside, funny guy.”
Ted wondered why he was even thinking funny thoughts at all. He’d almost been shot, and a high-level figure in the government was nearly assassinated. The nation was already at DEFCON 2, so the threat level couldn’t go much higher. All that was compounded by the communications issues for the mainland United States.
He figured the humor was a defense mechanism. He’d go a little crazy if he thought about things too seriously.
“There he is!” the VP said with excitement. “Come over here, please.”
He strolled over to the seating area, but before he got there, she stood up and extended her hand. “I’m Vice President Emily Williams. I see you all the time up on that deck, but I’m afraid I don’t know your name, pilot.”
A low-ranking Air Force woman appeared from a separate chamber and snapped his picture the second he touched the VP. She whisked the big camera away as she returned to her nook.
“I’m Major Ted MacInnis, United States Air Force, ma’am,” he said, not sure if it was normal to have his photo taken during a crisis.
She shook his hand with both of hers. “Thank you, truly, for saving my life.”
He chuckled. “I’d say you can take care of yourself just fine. You probably saved my life, in fact.”
“Oh, no, don’t pull that manly hero crap on me. You’re going to take my gratitude and I’m positively going to owe you one, all right?”
He shrugged as she let go of his hand. “I reacted by instinct. I’ve known John Jeffries since I started flying with you. I’ve never seen him express the smallest clue he didn’t like you. If anyone was going to be the shooter, it should have been me, because I don’t care for your party.”
She laughed for a moment, but immediately turned serious. “This isn’t about parties, Ted. This is an attack on our country.” She glanced around her. “I’m not only talking about this assault on me. It’s potentially world war big.”
“I understand, ma’am. I talked to my sister while it happened. She was in New York. Said the news showed the attack came from the West Coast. What can I do to help?”
She leaned back as if digesting what he’d told her. Then, she flashed her perfect white teeth. “What more can you do? I thought you’d never ask. Come with me.”
The vice president motioned him toward the back of the plane. He happened to notice her hand shook as she moved away. Beneath that ‘mild-manner nobody’ persona crafted over multiple campaigns of political nonsense, she was a real person who was scared.
It made him appreciate her situation, and his own.
He always balled his fists after combat.
Bonne Terre, MO
Tabby guided the three students further into the mine using a small penlight she always carried. There was a survival box stationed on every floor, stocked with gear such as chem lights, head lamps, and first aid materials. Her dad liked to be prepared for anything, he often said, and keeping guests alive was always job number one.
She arrived at the first box like it was an important stop on the tour.
“I’d like to direct your attention to this safety box. I’m sure you three will remember me mentioning this exact box when we started our walking tour this morning?” She’d asked the question knowing the answer.
The kids grumbled.
“I see. Well, let me tell you about it again.” On the regular tour, she’d only point at the box. Now, she opened it. “It has everything we need to survive down here until the rescue team comes and gets us out.”
She pulled an armful of gear out while she held the penlight with her teeth.
“Here’s a flashlight for you.” She held it back, not caring who took it.
“And all of us are going to take these green chem lights and tie them onto your clothes. This way we can’t possibly lose each other in the dark. Make sense?”
More grumbles. Audrey might have been crying. Or maybe it was Donovan.
She shifted what was left in the box but didn’t pull the rest out. “There’s food in here, and bottled water. I don’t think we’ll be here long enough to need them, but they’re here, right? My dad took care of us.”
Peter spoke up. “Your dad works here? Doesn’t that bum you out?”
This was the family business, and she couldn’t imagine life without it. Sure, it was dank, dark, and mysterious, but the lower levels were filled with crystal clear water. A billion gallons of the stuff. It was as beautiful as it was creepy. Her parents brought her inside when she was a baby. They taught her to swim there. They trained her in SCUBA and let her explore the underground chambers.
“No, I love working with my mom and dad.” She forced a laugh. “What? Don’t tell me you wouldn’t work with your parents if you got the chance?”
Peter’s head blurred he shook it so fast. “No f— Uh, no freaking way, dude. My parents are suck.”
Audrey stepped closer, flashlight in hand. “My parents wouldn’t be caught dead down here. They work up in St. Louis at some fancy law offices. I hate going there.”
Tabby started walking again. “What about you, Donny? Would you want to work with your parents?”
He sobbed for a second. “Are we ever going to see them again? My parents, I mean?”
Tabby cursed herself for failing so bad on the morale-building part of her tour. Fear was contagious, and Donovan’s fear was going to infect the other two if she didn’t do something about it.
A deep rumble shook the floor.
“What was that?” Donovan exclaimed.
It felt like an explosion in an underground chamber. She’d once taken a tour of a working limestone mine and was there when they blew the caution sirens and detonated explosives to peel material off a rock face. The grumble was similar.
She wasn’t going to tell them that, though.
“This old mine has lots of chambers down below. Men and women have dug out the tunnels since 1864. Granted, a lot of the three lower levels are flooded, but old support beams give out every so often. Then the ceilings collapse.”
Her intentions were good, but she was in danger of scaring herself. She’d never felt the rattle inside her mine, but if there were collapsing passages, she guessed they’d feel like explosives.
“Are we in serious danger?” Audrey asked, as if reading her thoughts.
“No way. C’mon, let’s keep going. We have a few stairs to go down to get to the second level, then I’ll show you why I brought you down here.”
They walked in silence for several minutes. Audrey managed the flashlight, but she enjoyed shining it everywhere except at her feet. The thirty-foot pillars of stone seemed to come out of the darkness like stone giants holding up the ceiling. The light barely pierced the black void beyond the first, but she knew the others were back there.
The total darkness almost gave the impression they were walking on rocks under a nighttime sky. Drops of water and the reflection of minerals on the roof caught the light and reminded her of stars.
The others didn’t seem to appreciate it as much, especially when they got to stairs going in the wrong direction.
Donovan was distraught. “I don’t wanna go down there,” he whined.
“Can we wait here?” Audrey said matter-of-factly.
Without missing a beat, Peter added, “I’ll stay with her.”
Tabby sighed, not knowing which of the tour guide rules she wanted to break.
Nearby, her little light barely penetrated the narrow stairwell. It reminded her of a sickly mouth with rocky teeth and a multi-stepped tongue leading her into the stomach below.
Suddenly, the mine was more dangerous than beautiful to her. She thought it was because the lights were off and she’d caught some of the kids’ fear, but a few moments of reflection cleared that idea from her brain. She’d been in the mines lots of times when the power was shut off. It was part of the tour, actually, to show people what absolute darkness was like.
Talking about her parents made her realize how much she missed them. And, looking into the abyss, something grabbed her heart and wouldn’t let go.
Like Donovan, she desperately needed to see her mom and dad.




CHAPTER 6
Newport News, VA
“Sorry,” the woman Marine said without much sympathy. “You got in the way of my foot when I came down the ladder.”
Kyla rubbed her right cheek, certain it now had a boot print on it. She was also pretty sure she kicked her on purpose. Before she could say, “No problem, and by the way, it’s stairs, not ladder,” more Marines came down the stairwell like a pack of vicious dogs.
“Identify yourself!” a bulldog-stout Marine bellowed.
“They’re civvies,” the boot-wielding woman called back. “I took her out on accident because she didn’t have a uniform. Figured she was one of them.”
Five or six men spread out at the bottom of the stairwell, battle rifles up and pointed along the axis of the main hallway. Kyla looked back and forth, unaware she’d been in such immediate danger.
“She’s dressed like a fast-food cashier,” another Marine joked. “How’d you mistake her for a threat?”
Kyla hated wearing khaki long pants and her maroon polo shirt, but it was company dress code. The honking big name tag did make her look like a Burger King server.
“F-U,” the woman replied with an impish grin.
A man Kyla figured was the leader took off his combat helmet to wipe away sweat from his forehead. “Sorry, ma’am. We’ve taken fire from unknown elements. We can’t take any chances.”
The man’s uniform looked like it had been painted by a computer. Tiny squares of brown, green, and black assembled into swatches that appeared as leafy camouflage. The name tape on his right breast pocket said Carthager.
The boot woman’s last name was Meechum.
Ben put his hands up. “Don’t kill us. We’re computer geeks. Not threats.”
Kyla put her hands up, too.
“What’s in your purses?” Carthager pointed to the laptop bags hanging from their shoulders.
“Computers,” Kyla answered calmly, ignoring the insult.
Carthager laughed at Ben. “We aren’t going to kill you, guy. We’re the United States effing Marine Corps. Now, don’t get me wrong; it would be better if you were a pair of damsels in distress, but we deal with what we’re given.”
“I would have preferred a pair of hunky firemen,” Meechum said without looking at Ben. “But not while I’m on duty.”
The leader scowled.
Kyla felt like she was in a dark comedy. The Marines aimed their rifles to cover her and Ben from whatever enemy was out there, but they talked like they were sitting in front of computer screens playing video games.
“Meech, take point again. Go aft.” Carthager motioned for her to travel along the deck toward the back of the boat.
“Aye, Sergeant. I’ll keep my eyes open for sunbathing hookers if you want?” The tough-looking woman spoke dryly and could have been serious.
“You do that,” the leader replied.
Meechum finally turned to Kyla and seemed to read her like a tech manual. She spoke in a low voice. “They’re cool. We just work together.” Louder, she added, “Sorry about your face, but I think I did you a favor. Now you look like Sarah Conner.”
“Who?” Kyla replied. She couldn’t mean the woman from Terminator, could she?
The Marines snickered.
Carthager slapped Meechum on the back. “Get going.” He turned to Kyla and Ben. “Follow us, ladies and gents. We’ve got to clear the rear of this deck, then we’re going back up toward the hangar and the levels above.”
“We have to get off the ship,” Ben said with worry. “We were told everyone is dead up top. There’s probably a virus or something.”
“It isn’t a virus,” the sergeant said with authority. “And you aren’t leaving. Not yet. We don’t know who’s firing on us. No one up top is on the comms, so we’re trying to figure this out as we go. Now, enough talk. Move.”
Kyla and Ben fell into the line of heavily-armed Marines and fast-walked along the suffocating metallic hallway. Being told he couldn’t leave seemed to make Ben skittish, and Kyla sensed the fear emanating off his Greek skin like expired yogurt.
Meechum trotted at the front, while some of the others checked hatches and connector hallways on the left and right. They kicked at some of the random clothes spread on the floor, but they didn’t stop and go into each compartment or the side halls. It seemed to leave a lot of threats behind them.
Kyla knew better than to tell any military person how to do their job. As a civilian contractor working for the Navy, she’d learned that lesson long ago. She kept her mouth shut and held her breath while praying no one would jump out and shoot her in the back.
Carthager called out after a couple of minutes of travel. “Hey! Meech. Hold up.”
The Marines came to a halt, spread out along the walls, and covered each other.
Gunfire rattled from far down the hallway, or it could have been from another level. The cramped interior continued to make it sound distant and muffled.
Kyla pretended she was relaxed so she didn’t look like a scared idiot in front of the fighting men and woman, but she wasn’t so sure she’d succeeded. However, she felt like she’d kept it together better than her partner. Ben acted like he’d soiled himself and didn’t want anyone to notice.
“You okay?” she asked him.
Ben jumped with fright. “Damn, K. Don’t sneak up on me.”
“Sorry.” She gently tapped him on the elbow intending to soothe his fear. “When you woke up this morning, I bet you didn’t know you’d be running around a carrier with guns like this, did you?
Ben seemed to relax, and even laughed for a moment. “I do my duty for king and country by hitting computer keys. This running and gunning isn’t what I signed up for.”
“We’ll be fine,” she reasoned, “by staying with the Marines. In the movies, these guys are always the ones who fight like hell until the job is done. None tougher.”
Carthager laughed. “We’re going to start charging for rescues. A hundred bucks for dudes with laptop bags. Fifty bucks for a doggie. Ladies are always free.” He smiled at Kyla in a friendly way.
“No, ladies are two hundred,” Meechum hissed from the front. “No one should need rescuing. Not even women. Learn to take care of yourself.”
Kyla wasn’t sure how to take that. Was she suggesting Kyla needed to do better taking care of herself? Ever since Uncle Ted gave her the heads up, she felt like she’d been doing something for her own rescue. It wasn’t her fault the Marines found her before she got Ben to the gangplank off the ship.
The other Marines snickered again. Kyla was left wondering how the hell they got anything done with all the banter, but Carthager held up his hand and everyone stopped talking.
He used some hand gestures that seemed to indicate there was trouble down the hallway they’d recently passed.
Kyla and Ben were pushed through a door.
She held her breath again, certain the gunfire was about to be a lot closer.
Air Force Two
Ted followed the VP and her shaky hands into a cabin big enough for a wooden conference table. It could seat maybe twenty people, but there were only two there now.
“General Charleston, Mr. Auger, this is Ted MacInnis. He saved my life.”
The two men stood up and everyone shook hands. By the time he was done, the VP took her seat at the front of the table, between the two men. She motioned for him to sit next to the man in the suit.
“Mr. Auger is the head of my Secret Service detail.”
He knew the section leader by face and name, though they’d never met.
The man turned to Ted. “Please, sir, call me Markus. Thank you for the assist.”
It was the same sentiment as the guard he’d spoken to. They were obviously a proud service, not used to setbacks like this.
“No problem, uh, Markus. I’m a major in the Air Force, so I know a little about self-protection. As I told Ms. Williams earlier, she’s really the one who saved herself. She pulled out the snub-nosed wheelie-gun and put that asshole down for us both.”
“Yeah, I’ve complained about her walking around with that piece since she’s been in office. It may be the only time I’ve been glad she didn’t listen to me.” He turned to face the VP.
“Gentlemen,” she said, “now that you know each other, I need options for where we can land near DC.”
“You’ve given up on Europe?” Ted asked out of turn. She’d already given the order to the pilot to fly to D.C.
Emily closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. We can’t fly backward and blind. There is something intercepting our communications with the mainland. There are boats below with missile launchers. There could be a hundred between here and London. We can practically see the coast already, so we should just go home.”
The general rolled his fingertips on the table. “Would you consider going as far back as Iceland? We could also invite ourselves into Nova Scotia. We should figure out what’s going on in DC before we return there.”
“I can’t guarantee your safety,” Markus remarked.
Emily’s face was cheery, but her eyes were hardened gems. “There are no guarantees anymore. Not even on my own plane.”
Markus acknowledged her statement but went on. “What I mean is, we won’t have an advanced team in any of those places, and that might be for the best. We are scheduled to land at Andrews, so we’ll have coverage there, but if there is a threat to your life from inside the department, ma’am, they will know that’s where you’re going next.”
She snorted. “They attacked my plane. They attacked me inside my plane. I’m feeling pretty damned lucky right now. I say we stick to our original flight plan and get ourselves to Andrews. Major MacInnis said the news broadcast showed the attack in real time and that it happened from coast-to-coast, but I’m sure your boys were prepared, right, General? We’ll get military backup when we land.”
The gray-haired man was attentive and alert, but his face did not convey the can-do attitude Ted hoped to see. “If I can’t get through to my boys at Andrews, I can’t ensure they will be at the doorstep when we arrive. However, I’m sure they’ve been watching our flight pattern go sideways up here. I’m confident they’ll be ready with a whole rifle brigade.”
“Excellent. We have a plan: get this bird on the ground and then get some backup.”
Ted was conflicted. He desperately wanted to get the VP to safety, but he also thought about his sister’s daughter. The Marines had called after the event had passed. Kyla could still be alive on the JFK. “Excuse me, ma’am, but why am I here?”
The senior man in the Secret Service looked as if he wanted to say something, but he kept his thoughts to himself.
Emily appeared genuinely happy he asked the question. Then she spoke to the other two men. “Mr. Auger. General. Please excuse us.”
Ted stood at attention while the general and Markus exited the room. Emily rocked in her chair with fingers steepled together, like she was about to reveal her diabolical plan.
“Sit back down,” she said dryly.
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
Sister Rose spent the next fifteen minutes of her life carefully picking through the piles of clothing spread around the convent. The order of nuns wasn’t very large, so she was able to account for all nine of the women based on their manner of dress and the colors of the vinyl covers for their pocket Bibles.
Two were in the kitchen. Four, including Abbess Mary Francis, were in the great room. One was in bed up on the second floor. The remaining two were in the patio grotto, presumably praying outdoors in the pleasant morning air.
All of them were gone.
Over that short period of time, she’d come to a conclusion about what had happened, and it didn’t involve a childish prank.
The women of her order were a tight-knit group. She expected as much when she walked in and signed up to become a member over five years ago. She was twenty when she started, making her by far the youngest resident. The next youngest was Sister Margaret, and she was in her forties.
Sister Rose thought about her situation as she walked slowly to the chapel.
Abbess Mary Francis often chided her for minor infractions of the rules. Those smarted, because she worked so hard to fit in. The abbess told her time and again not to take it personally. She was the “new girl” and as such would naturally garner the most attention. It was all done with love.
Rose entered the chapel and flicked on the lights. When she was satisfied no one was inside, she walked down the short aisle and kneeled in the pew in the front row.
“I’ve failed you, Lord. I’ve failed you.” She kept her words to herself, but she couldn’t stop the flow of tears.
“Please, don’t forsake me because I broke the rules one too many times.”
She clenched fingers inside her folded hands.
“There was that time I waited five minutes after my alarm went off. I missed part of the morning prayers.”
Tears formed under both eyes, and soon rolled down her cheeks.
“And that time I swept the leaves into the shrubs, rather than into the compost bag, as instructed. I was lazy.”
Rose crushed her folded hands together.
“Lord, forgive me. I took a private meal in my room and did not give thanks to you. I was certain you already knew how much I loved you, and was thankful for all your gifts, but I had been praying all day. I didn’t think another line was necessary.”
Each passing minute enabled her to recall dozens of specific instances where she cut corners, ignored orders, or failed to acknowledge the role of God in her life. Individually, none of them were worthy of notice, but when she stacked them all on top of each other, she realized it was a tip-over-tall pile of papers documenting her life as a failed nun.
She almost spoke aloud but wasn’t ready to surrender that unwavering devotion. So far, she’d managed to hold her vow of silence for one solid year. A minor victory among what she now viewed as a string of defeats.
The reason the other nuns were gone was simple. When God called them to Him, they were all found worthy.
“I wasn’t,” she thought.
He’d collected his flock but chose not to include her.
She’d missed God’s return.




CHAPTER 7
Air Force Two
The guard shut the door after General Charleston and Mr. Auger passed through.
“I don’t know you,” the vice president began, “but I trust you. In the circles I frequent, that is more valuable than the gold-crusted flatware we use for state dinners.”
He nodded. “The Air Force has its own complicated pecking order. I understand where you’re coming from.”
She frowned. “This isn’t about promotions or duty stations. I’m talking about life or death. Do you know how many threats the Secret Service takes care of every year?”
“A few a month?” he guessed.
“Nope. Not even close. If Mr. Auger were here, he’d stop me from giving away the store, but I’m going to tell you anyway. They receive literally thousands of threats. Only a small percentage of those are actionable, but they are a significant number.”
He whistled in awe.
“You see, I depend on the Secret Service for my existence. The president, more so. And now, out of the blue, one of them tried to put a bullet in my spine. Do you see my dilemma?”
It wasn’t hard to figure out.
“You can’t trust the people who watch over you while you sleep.” He didn’t say it to be funny, but she laughed.
“You got it. I let Mr. Auger in here because I have to trust someone in his department. I can’t lock them all out at the same time. However, I can bring in new blood.”
She gave him a knowing look.
That wasn’t hard to figure out, either.
“Ma’am, I appreciate it, but I’m a pilot. You saw me up in my waiting room. When the pilot gets poisoned by the fish dinner, I step in and fly the plane.” He rubbed the back of his neck. He wasn’t saying no, but he realized he wasn’t saying yes.
“When your country calls, are you letting it go to voicemail?”
He scratched his head, not sure how to answer. “What, exactly, do you want me to do?”
“Just be ready,” she said as she bounded out of her chair, seemingly sure of his answer. “When we get down to the ground, I don’t know what we’re going to find. At this point, I only ask that you watch my backside.”
She flexed her hip to one side and looked over her shoulder as she stood next to the door. She was trying to be cute in showing him the backside in question, but he purposefully avoided looking at anything below her eyes. She was the vice president of the most powerful nation in the world, not some sex symbol.
“I’ll need an official weapon, ma’am.”
She acted like she was going to open the door, but then hesitated. After stepping back a pace, she hiked up her black skirt a little and pulled out the revolver. He figured she had a thigh holster.
“Here. Use this. Keep it hidden.”
He decided to show his own hand, so he spun around and lifted the hem of his long-sleeved shirt. The grip of John’s Sig Sauer pistol stuck out of his trousers. “This was John’s. It’s not official.”
“I guess that confirms it,” she said dryly. “If you’d wanted me dead, I’d be dead.”
“Why would I want you dead?” Ted asked with surprise.
“Oh, it’s how Auger and his people have me thinking. With the endless death threats and letters filled with mysterious powder, it’s easy to lose faith in people. When I see you and your gun, I naturally think of how easy it would have been for you to take me out.”
“Ma’am, you live and work around US military personnel. Any one of them could be trained to take you down. Our whole system is built on mutual trust.”
She nodded agreement. “And that’s why it’s so important for you to come onto my team. Here, let’s trade guns. My guys are probably up on that deck looking for it, right now. At least you know this one wasn’t used in a crime.”
They shared a laugh as they swapped. If she’d asked, he’d have preferred the Sig because it had more rounds left, but he wasn’t going to argue with her.
“This is a modified .357 Ruger LCR. Five-round cylinder. I had a laser sight put on. It’s been dialed in by the guys in Auger’s department. I’ve tested it on at least one live target.”
It was a grim reading of her self-defense shooting not fifteen minutes ago. He studied her hands, pleased to see they were no longer shaking. The talk of guns, trust, and fighting back seemed to bolster her spirits.
After he stowed the revolver, she motioned him to follow her out the door.
A short time later, they were on the flight deck behind the pilot and co-pilot. They’d regained altitude to about ten thousand feet and cruised above the irregular coastlines of the upper Chesapeake Bay.
“How’s it look at Andrews Air Force Base?” the VP asked.
“Okay, ma’am. The tower isn’t broadcasting, but the transponder is active. We’ll have to confirm the runway visually, but it shouldn’t be a problem because they’ll clear everyone in our flight path once they see us on approach. I’m not showing any weather in the area.”
“Excellent.”
Emily pulled him into the short hallway between the flight and the intel decks. “Ted, when we get on the ground, I want you to get off the plane first and talk to Special Agent Melvin Jones. Tell him what happened up here and that I’ve lost confidence in my field detail. He’ll know what to do next.”
“He won’t shoot me, will he?” Ted smiled hopefully.
“Medals, Ted. There’s going to be a buttload of medals when this is over. You’ll have to take chances to get them.” She quietly laughed for a moment but turned reflective. “Show him my revolver. He helped me sight it. He’ll know I gave it to you, and why.”
“Um. Won’t he think I killed you and took it?”
She patted him on the arm. Because she was a bit shorter, she looked up into his eyes. “If you’d killed me, do you think the rest of the crew would simply let you walk off the plane with my gun?”
He felt like a first-year cadet for not seeing the obvious.
“Of course. It seems like you have this figured out.”
They were closer together than he thought appropriate for their respective stations, so he took a step back. However, she grabbed his arm and peered up with her steady brown eyes.
“Ted, I’m going to tell you a secret. Something I’ve never said on all my campaign stops for the president and haven’t even said since we’ve been in office. Not even during that dust-up with the Chinese.” She paused dramatically. “I’m scared to death. I freaking killed a man. That was not what I had in mind when my job description said, ‘other duties as assigned,’ you know?”
The plane vibrated as they lost airspeed and altitude.
“Ma’am, let’s get this puppy on the ground and get you into some proper protection, then you can reflect on what you had to do. Until then, don’t think about it.”
“More good advice from my bodyguard.”
Her grin was magnetic. He couldn’t look away.
“I do what I can,” he replied.
A metallic ding meant the fasten seatbelt sign was back on.
The VP spun around and went into the intel deck. She didn’t even glance at John’s corpse still on the floor.
Bonne Terre, MO
“Are we going down there?” Audrey asked in a mouse-like voice.
Tabby realized she’d been standing there lost in thought for way too long. She’d be with Mom and Dad soon enough, so she didn’t need to see them right that second. However, she was going to split from the main tour up top, taking her three charges the other way. That was a no-no in horror movies, warfare, as well as tour-guiding.
“Shine your light down there,” she ordered the young woman.
When the light was in position, she stepped closer to the top landing. “You three were already down these steps, remember? There’s a SCUBA area. Boat dock. And there are more walking trails along the lake. There’s nothing to be scared of, except Bonnie, and she doesn’t bite hard.”
“B-Bonnie?” Audrey replied.
Tabby rolled her eyes. Clearly, she’d been expecting too much of her joke. The kids probably already forgot the name of the lone inhabitant in the underground lake.
“Bonnie’s a fish, Audrey. A small, harmless little fish. You saw her on the tour, remember?”
“I fed it,” Peter bragged. It was a regular tour stop. Dad always let kids feed the lone resident of the lake, as long as she showed up.
“Right. See? Peter fed it.”
Audrey shined her light in Tabby’s face, until she winced and turned her head.
“Oh, sorry,” the girl said. “I believe you. It’s just that it’s so dark down there.”
“C’mon, y’all, stick together. I don’t want to split us up. That’s not what tour guides do.” Tabby started down the dark stairwell, ignoring the fact she’d split them up from the people up top.
The three kids murmured among themselves but hurried down the wet stairs, as if unwilling to be left behind.
Minutes later, they were at the SCUBA and boat dock. Two long rows of tanks and regulators hung from hooks. On a normal day, there would be groups of divers who came here to get their certification. The clear, calm waters were perfect for newbies. If the lights had gone out later in the day, there might have been swimmers in the water, but the high schoolers came through on the first tour, before the place really started hopping.
“Dad doesn’t allow overly powerful lights underwater because we provide enough with the overheads. That makes it so visitors down there get the optimal experience, instead of dealing with a billion lights in their eyes.” She pulled off one of the small waterproof flashlights. “But he does let people use these pinpoint lights.”
The light was attached to a thick loop that could be wrapped around the wrist. Perfect for hands-free diving when you needed to see into a dark passage or light up a piece of rusting excavation equipment. There were miles and miles of flooded passageways to explore and having hands free of gear was critical to getting around fast.
The light clicked on, illuminating the SCUBA dock in a satisfying way.
“I’ll take one!” Donovan yelped, coming out of his funk.
She handed them out like it was Halloween.
The three kids put them on their wrists, like they were going underwater. She did the same, to show solidarity.
“Can we go back now?” Peter asked. Of the three of them, he seemed to handle the unusual situation the best. Tabby assumed that was because he was trying to impress a girl. She was fine with that, she’d decided, if it helped keep at least one person from rocking the boat.
She tried to use that power to her advantage. “Peter, do you want to lead us back? Just follow the yellow arrows painted on the ground.” She pointed to the first one.
“Sure,” Peter replied after seeming to think about it for a few moments. “Don’t fall behind.” He looked at Audrey to make sure she was okay. Tabby noted how the girl, for all her bluster, smiled weakly when the boy shined his light on her.
Peter then pointed his light to Donovan. The white stripes on the thin boy’s athletic shorts glowed because they were reflective.
Finally, he directed the beam to Tabby’s stretch pants.
“Peter?” she asked sternly in a why-is-your-light-down-there tone.
The boy whisked his light in another direction. “Move out!” he ordered.
Once on the move, and not looking at girls, Peter was a good tour guide. He kept a steady pace and didn’t dwell on the tight, dark passageway when they went up the steps between level one and two. However, when they came around the last of the big pillars, Tabby called out to him.
“Whoa! Wait up.”
Peter didn’t need to be told twice.
“What the heck is that?” he asked.
The elevator wreckage was still there, of course, but now the fire was a rager. The flow of liquid coming down the shaft had become a torrent, and the seemingly wet fire tried to climb back up the walls after it splashed all over the debris choking the bottom. Lots of it spilled out of the metal jailhouse door, and it ran down the path toward their position like liquid metal.
“I think there is something serious going on up top,” Tabby said in a calm, emotion-free tone. Her insides shook like a magnitude 9.0 plate of Jell-o, but she was always mindful of the example she set for the others.
Her memories begrudgingly went back to something Dad mentioned a year or two ago, while she listened during one of his tours. Someone asked what would happen to the mine if a nuclear bomb went off up top. His response was glib, like always.
First of all, if they dropped a nuke on Bonne Terre, they’d waste a perfectly good bomb. There’s nothing left in this town but fast food and faster salesmen on the used car lots.
The visitors on the tour laughed, as expected.
But if a bomb did drop up there, we might not even notice it down here. We have enough water to last a lifetime. Sure, we’d probably resort to eating each other once our snack packs ran out, but that’s way down the road, right?
More laughter from the crowd.
Now, seeing it as a totally plausible explanation for the molten metal coming down the shaft, Tabby wasn’t laughing.
“We have to go back,” she said with borderline panic in her voice. “This fire is spreading.”




CHAPTER 8
Newport News, VA
Kyla and Ben waited in the small berth for several minutes as the Marines moved around the hallway outside. She expected bursts of close-by shooting to begin at any second, keeping her on edge, but it never came.
The distant gunfire finally hit a lull.
“We’re going back up!” Carthager advised his Marines. “Parsons saw the enemy use the ladder about fifty yards that way.” He pointed toward the middle of the ship.
“You two should stay here,” the Marine sergeant said sensibly.
Ben nodded vigorously, but Kyla did not.
“If it’s all the same, I think we should stick with you.” Kyla glanced over to Ben. “If those shooters find us in here by ourselves, they might off us. I’d rather be close to the guys with guns.”
The other programmer didn’t look convinced.
“It’s your call,” the sergeant said with indifference before talking to his point person. “Meech. You up for some action?”
“Tell me who to eff up,” she deadpanned.
The leader pointed above his head. “Go.”
The combat unit climbed another stairwell with the same burst of energy they’d used when Kyla met them. A trailing Marine stood at the door, rifle at the ready, like it was their last chance to join them.
“You two coming?” the man asked.
“We are,” she responded.
The Marine looked disappointed as he waved them out of the room. “Come on. Hurry.”
Kyla and Ben fell in at the rear of the contingent of bad-asses. At the front, Meechum paced them, and Carthager directed her where to go whenever they got to stairs or intersections.
By the time they’d made it to deck 1, the hangar, Kyla’s legs felt roasted.
“I see natural light,” she remarked. That was something she’d often missed while doing her work on the mega carrier. She seldom saw the sunshine.
Kyla was at the top of a stairwell that came out at a hatch next to the hangar deck. Sunlight came in through the open aircraft elevator doors. That same light also illuminated dozens of empty uniforms spread across the deck, mostly near the walls.
The Marines had spread out among a dozen compact aviation tow vehicles—the kind designed without tops so they could easily go underneath the wings of planes. She was about to go up the last couple of steps and join them, but the deck erupted in gunfire and screams.
“Shit!” she howled in fear.
A tall, black Marine fell over when something slapped against the side of his head. At first, Kyla was sure the man was dead, but he sat up a couple of seconds later with a big divot on the side of his helmet. He grinned like it was fun.
“Stay down!” Carthager shouted.
Ben stayed on the steps below, and Kyla stayed down but didn’t hide completely. Who was shooting? Identifying the enemy would help her know who to run from, so she peeked over the lip of the top step to watch the action.
The hangar was about fifty yards across, and almost as long as the monster aircraft carrier. A group of fighter jets had been parked in the distance, but closer to the action, the chamber looked a lot like a parking garage without the cars inside. However, numerous big wooden crates had been lined up along one wall near the middle of the ship. She guessed they were about seventy-five yards from her stairwell. That was where heads poked out and sent shots their way.
“Don’t hit anything leaky,” Carthager advised his force. “We don’t want to blow up the ship.”
The aircraft carrier was technically not ready for war, but there was a big effort to get the ship seaworthy. She had no idea how many planes would be there when it was combat-ready, but there were at least fifteen or twenty already in the hangar. That probably meant there were fuel lines, oxygen tanks, and a huge number of bombs and missiles.
Ben pushed against her rump, like he wanted her to go all the way up. “What’s going on up there?”
“Hold up,” she shot back to him. “I can’t move right now.”
“They could come at us from down here,” Ben wheezed.
While looking at her friend, shouts bellowed from the boxes where the enemy was set up. Kyla shifted position to get a better view. When she peeked over the top lip again, she saw an unarmed seaman hobbling across the metal deck.
A man popped up by the crates and lined up a shot on the runner.
One of the Marines aimed in return. For an instant, Kyla thought he was going to target the runner, but he squeezed off several rounds that made the enemy shooter duck down behind his crate. However, by the time the injured man made it half the way across the open space, several other bad guys had beads on him. The Marines sent everything they could in the other direction, but the man fell over forward when he was struck in the back.
“Suppressive!” Carthager howled. “Dump smoke!”
The Navy man was injured in at least two places, but he continued to crawl toward safety. Kyla peered across the floor to the guy because she was down low, practically on the man’s level.
The sailor cussed with each shuffle, but he didn’t stop.
“Come on!” Kyla shouted to him.
“What’s happening up there?” Ben hounded.
She didn’t look down. “There’s a Navy dude making a run for it. The Marines are covering him.” She didn’t finish her thought. There was no way the guy was going to make it on his own.
A small puff of red smoke appeared between the boxes and the runner. It billowed into a larger red cloud in seconds.
Kyla waited for the Marines to do their bad-ass thing. They sprayed rounds by the dozens on the boxes along the wall, but there were always lulls. Those brief moments of pause allowed enemy soldiers to poke out and shoot at the downed man. Even the smoke wasn’t going to be enough to stop them.
Another shot hit the injured man. He cried out with the impact, and she thought that was it, but a few seconds later, he began to move again.
“Damn,” she whispered with awe.
Red smoke blew in funny swirls, thanks to the crosscurrents inside the big hangar. Most of it stayed where it could help, but it wasn’t perfect concealment.
The Marines relentlessly hammered the far side of the hangar. Kyla couldn’t imagine how much ammo each of them carried, because they weren’t letting up at all. Her head pounded from the assault on her ears, but she kept her eyes on the crawling man.
He was now close, maybe twenty yards from her safe little hatch, but the smoke wasn’t going to last…
Uncle Ted popped into her life today for a reason. He said he called because of her mom, that crazy, wonderful mother of hers.
“Mom wouldn’t let a man die like this,” she reasoned. “Neither would my uncle.”
Kyla’s adrenaline surged as she realized what she was about to do.
Joint Base Andrews, MD
Ted was already on the flight deck, so he stuck around to observe the landing at Andrews. On a normal day, the airport would be busy with military transports and helicopters, and he was alert for any sign of normal activity, but there wasn’t a single thing moving.
He wasn’t on the internal comms with the flight crew, so he couldn’t hear what they or the tower said on the radio.
“Please let it end when we touch down,” he thought, knowing it probably wouldn’t. The longer Air Force Two went without fighter support, the more he was certain this wasn’t a random missile attack. If the Air Force got wind of danger, they would have sent up a full squadron of fighter jets to protect the VP. Top of the line airframes, too, F-22 Raptors, no doubt.
But there was nothing out there.
He tried Kyla again as the plane dropped to about a thousand feet. If he could get word from her that she was all right, he could focus on his mission. It wasn’t like being overseas where he had no idea what was going on back home. Now he was fighting for his home; Kyla was a part of it.
The network symbol said he had no service, so he pocketed it and watched outside.
The two long runways at Andrews were joined by a wide grassy infield. Huge domed hangars flanked the landing strips on both sides, though more were on the western edge, which was to his left as they approached.
No emergency services vehicles.
None of the black fleet of Secret Service trucks.
No airport personnel hustling along the fringes.
And beyond the airport, there were no cars on the move. Highway 4 and the Beltway should have been crawling with traffic.
There were vehicles on the road, but they weren’t moving.
Five hundred feet.
They passed over the golf course like they always did, but today, there were no carts crawling along the grassy fairways. None of the usual bright-colored outfits on golfers. They were low enough now to see individual people.
It was mid-morning, in June, near a military base. There should have been someone down there.
The pilot and co-pilot worked the controls as they neared touchdown.
Ted found one of the jump-seats normally reserved for the stewards and strapped in for the last leg. He relaxed as the rear wheels barked. A second or two later, the front tires gently nudged the earth, and then the plane began to rattle. The engine brakes spun up, making it sound like the pilot was trying to take off again, but the deceleration indicated exactly the opposite.
The pilot pulled back his headphones.
“Tell her we’re down. We’ll be at the gate in two minutes. I’ve got no tower clearance, but there’s nothing else in the air. We’ll be fine.”
The co-pilot relayed the message on the internal comms.
Once they got close to the presidential hangar, the pilot turned to Ted and gave him a little nod. “Good job keeping the veep alive. I’d hate to come home short by one man.”
“Thank you for pushing the stick today,” Ted replied. “You saved us all.”
The pilot gave him a steady look, then turned back to his controls. “Let’s hope they open the garage doors for us.”
Ahead, the presidential hangar door remained closed.
Amarillo, TX
Brent spent several minutes standing in the hallway where his fellow guards had disappeared. On some level, he felt remorse for the prisoners too, but they came and went, so he didn’t know them as well. The men and women in the corrections department were like brothers and sisters.
He snapped out of it when he noticed the pile of clothes belonging to Toby Greer. He recognized the man’s black baton; it had white dots to signify how many times he’d had to crack skulls with it. They were supposed to be like kill marks on a fighter plane, which was something he’d brought back from his service in Vietnam.
Brent had been there, too, and that shared military experience kept them close.
Now his bud was a pile of laundry on the dirty floor.
“Brent?”
He almost coded out on the spot, though the woman’s voice was soft and curious.
“Yes?” he stammered.
“Sorry,” Trish said sheepishly. She’d come up behind him. “I had to see this for myself. You were right. They’re all gone.”
“It wasn’t an escape,” he replied in his business voice. “Unless everyone stripped down before they left.”
She chuckled. “Not too damned likely, is it?”
“No. But what is likely, here? What could have caused this?” He looked around, expecting a chemical truck or army tank to be sticking through one of the cells. Anything that would account for this crazy situation.
“We tried calling Central Texas Supermax, but they didn’t answer. State police isn’t picking up, either. Same with local Amarillo.”
He turned to face the pretty young woman. She appeared scared, which was saying something for her. She’d done years in an environment many men couldn’t handle.
“Trish, give me a headcount of those who are left downstairs. I’m going to go outside, just to be sure they aren’t out in the yard having a good laugh.”
She shook her head. “We checked the cameras. No one is out there. But please, get a visual confirmation. Maybe the cameras are wacky.”
They separated for their own destinations, but as soon as he went through the security doors and saw into the grassy yard and sports area, he spotted more piles of clothes.
“Some of them were out here when it happened.”
No one walked across the parking lot, and no cars came in or out of the visitors’ gate. That wasn’t wholly unusual given the early hour and how far they were from the nearest town, but it began to paint a picture for him. People had vanished on the inside, in the yard, and on the streets.
The sky was normal, too. The sun appeared like it always did. All was as it should be, except no one was around.
“It’s not a joke,” he mumbled to himself a second before noticing one of the surveillance cameras watching the outdoor recreation area. He stumbled a little while backing up, then he ran inside.
“Trish!”
For a seventy-five-year-old man with a broke-down body, he ran the hallway like a world-class marathoner.
“Back up the camera tapes! Back them up!”
He was going to get to the bottom of it …




CHAPTER 9
Joint Base Andrews, MD
No one opened the doors to the hangar, and no support staff came to greet the plane. They sat on the tarmac for fifteen minutes while the VP conferred with Auger and the general. Eventually, she brought him in.
Vice President Williams gave it to him straight. “We need someone to check what the hell is keeping them.”
“I’ll do it,” Ted said without thinking.
The vice president studied his face. “Major MacInnis, are you sure?”
He studied the subtext and wondered if she preferred to keep him by her side, rather than have him go out of the plane to snoop around. If she did, it wasn’t something he could figure out by the emotionless tone of her voice.
“I’ll go with Captain Biddle. Frank is my assigned co-pilot for this flight. The two of us will get some damned answers, I assure you.”
Markus Auger sat up and leaned across the conference table. “Ma’am, I suggest two teams go out. The Air Force team and the Service team. Service will check on our people in the presidential hangar. They can go check out other facilities. We’ll cover more ground that way.”
Ted was uneasy about Mr. Auger, and his organization, but it wasn’t his place to disagree with the VP’s right-hand man. It would hamper his efforts to contact her friend Melvin, but what could he say? He watched Emily as she pursed her lips in thought, knowing her job was a balancing act.
“That’s fine, Markus, as long as you stay here with me.”
The Service guy gave a curt nod.
Emily looked at Ted. “Whoever makes contact with the airport or security staff, the first thing I want you to do is raise the pilot and let us know you’re okay. I’m sure there’s a simple explanation to all this…”
Ted watched her facial expressions. If he had to guess, he’d say she doubted her own claim.
“I have a phone with all the numbers in it,” he assured her. It was protocol for Air Force Two pilots to have every contact number they might need during a flight. The assumption was if a tower went offline, they’d be able to call up the air traffic control supervisor directly. “But I’d like to add yours,” he said without thinking. “Uh, I mean someone in your office.”
She held out her hand and took his phone.
He hoped he’d have better luck with her number than with Kyla’s. Ted had tried to reach his niece a few times while waiting inside the plane, but her phone wouldn’t ring.
“Here’s my direct number,” she said in a businesslike tone. “Call me as soon as you find something, Major.”
Five minutes later, his foot hit the tarmac.
The modified jumbo had its own retractable stairway, so it didn’t depend on any airport to provide jetways and steps, but they decided it was too risky to lower it. Instead, he had to go to the lower level of the plane and hop out the bottom hatch.
The Secret Service guys insisted on going first, and they were already on the run across the tarmac toward Air Force Two’s usual hangar.
“Not much for team players, are they?” Frank Biddle was a middle-aged Air Force pilot, same as Ted. A lifer in the service, as they say. He was also supremely capable behind the stick, but today his assignment was to co-pilot for Ted, which made him a backup of a backup.
Ted shunted that line of thinking aside. He was no longer a scrub on Air Force Two. He now headed up an intelligence-gathering mission for the Vice President of the United States.
“You had to be there,” he deadpanned. “But one of their guys tried to pop the vice. I think they’re looking to make up for that. Look at them run.”
“I heard about that. News gets around fast on a plane, you know?” Frank chuckled quietly, as if someone was watching them.
“I guess.” He pointed to a different hangar about a hundred and fifty yards away. “Let’s go check that place out. The main terminal is directly behind it.”
They both ran across the empty tarmac. Snipers would have a clear shot for a mile in all three-hundred-and-sixty-degrees around them. It felt like running across an open stage with a huge spotlight on him.
By the time he’d made it across, sweat seeped through his blue uniform under his arms.
“What do you say we come back in a limo?” Frank said suggestively.
“If you see one, I get to ride in back.” They both had a good laugh at that.
The side door to the giant aircraft hangar was open, as if people had been using it today. Ted got up next to the wall and waited for Frank. A small orange flag blew by on the pavement, as if a flagman who was supposed to guide planes to the jetway had walked off the job.
When Frank got there, he pulled out the snub revolver.
“Hey, I didn’t get a sidearm.”
“This is Emily’s—the veep’s,” he corrected.
“Sharing guns? Wow, that’s supposed to come after the seventh date, not before the first.”
“Shut it,” Ted snapped. “It doesn’t mean anything like that.”
Not to him, anyway.
Ted looked inside the hangar, fully expecting to see someone. There was a government 737 parked under the roof, with a stairway up to its open door, but no people were in sight.
“Damn,” Ted said as he waved Frank to look inside. “Someone has to be here. This is a busy airport.”
“Slow day, you think?”
Ted gestured toward the main terminal. Even from a hundred yards away, he should have seen people standing at the plate glass windows along the front. Every hour of every day he’d flown out of Andrews, there was someone watching out those windows.
“If we don’t find anyone there, I’ll eat my cap.” Ted put his hand on his pilot’s hat to make his point.
“I hope you’re hungry,” Frank said sarcastically, “because I’ve got a bad feeling about what we’ll find.”
They ran across the next stretch of open concrete. Ted looked as far as he could over the airfield grounds, but no limos or normal vehicles were in sight. He did note a food truck parked next to an executive jet. Probably belonged to a general, or a typical congress-critter.
He diverted over to it on a hunch.
When he and Frank arrived, his hunch was proven correct: the food truck wouldn’t be out on the tarmac unless it was making a delivery.
“It’s still running.” Ted trotted up to the open driver’s window. The front seat had some clothes draped over it, but the driver wasn’t there.
“Come on, let’s take this truck. Some four-star won’t get his meal, but I won’t tell if you don’t.”
Frank trotted slowly around the front bumper. “If it means I don’t have to run anymore, I’ll steal the president’s lunch.”
Ted opened the door and shoved the disheveled uniform onto the floor in front of the passenger seat. The owner would have to chase the truck to get them back.
He laughed as he put his foot on the brake. Some dude would have a lot of ground to cover as he ran naked across the wide airfield taxiway.
“Now we have wheels. Let’s get this over with and beat those Secret Service guys at their own game. I want to be the one to give the vice president some good news.”
“Let’s roll out,” Frank agreed.
There were still no people in those windows…
Bonne Terre, MO
“What are we going to do?” Peter asked the instant they were back at the SCUBA dock. He fiddled with his chem light, which hung from his belt.
Tabby struggled to catch her breath. They’d been fast-walking back and forth in the mine, and it had caught up to her. But that wasn’t even a minor issue. After seeing the spreading chemical fire, she decided to break out the big guns. She reluctantly pulled out her phone and turned it on, causing the kids to act like she’d saved their lives.
“I need to call my mom,” Audrey said as if to be first to claim it.
Donovan was quick to pile on. “And my momma will want to know where I am. I was supposed to text her when we were back on the bus. We’ll get back to the bus, won’t we?”
“No,” Peter droned.
“Yes,” Tabby said at almost the same time. After a pause, she repeated herself. “Yes, you will definitely get back on your bus. I promise.”
She tapped on her phone to check for a signal, but she’d never gotten service in the mine before, and today was no exception.
“I know your phones were taken, but it wouldn’t have mattered. We have about a hundred feet of solid rock above us. Dad talked about getting a repeater, or whatever he called it, so we would have a cell signal down here, but he never got around to it. I think he liked visitors to take a step back from their technology while they were here. It forced them to pay attention.”
She thought back to Peter’s cringy flirting on their tour. He was paying attention all right. To her.
She clenched her jaw, which was a nervous tick she’d long tried to kick. Fortunately, because it was so dark in the cavern, none of the younger kids saw it.
“All we have to do is hang out down on this level until the fire is out.” She tried to be convincing but didn’t do a very good job of it. The excitement of the last half-hour had taken an emotional toll on her. She hated being in charge of these kids. It should have been her on the first elevator up, not part-time Peggy—the other girl Mom and Dad hired to work the mine tours.
She took a seat on one of the wooden benches. On a busy day, it would have been soaked from SCUBA divers who sat there after they came out of the water, but it was bone dry.
Audrey shined her light across the lake. The beam reflected off the surface and hit one of the giant rock pillars, but it went no further. The illusion was that the lake went off to the nighttime horizon.
“Will we burn to death?” Donovan practically whispered it.
“What? Why would you say that?” Tabby couldn’t predict what would come out of the kids’ mouths, but she never expected such nonsense. “We are next to a giant underground lake, under a sopping wet rock ceiling, next to a stone walkway. The only thing flammable is this bench and a few wooden boards on this dock.”
“But it could burn, couldn’t it?” he pressed.
Peter groaned. “Of course not, genius. If it did, we could splash lake water on it.”
“If a fire came through here, we’d get on a boat and go deeper into the mine. Unless fire can walk on water, we’d be more than safe from it. Nothing could get us there.”
Audrey shined her light in Tabby’s face. “Should we go on a boat right now? It might help keep us safe, you know?”
Tabby took a deep breath, noting for a moment how she could smell the coppery metal odor from the burning liquid on the upper level. Her intention was to fully catch her breath so she could answer in a reasonable manner.
“Guys, whatever is going on up there, I promise you we can survive it down here. We have lights. Water. A little food. There is literally nothing you have to worry—”
She smelled it again. The odor was now stronger.
The others must have noticed her hesitation, because they all craned their necks like a bunch of prairie dogs testing the air for hawks.
“You said that word ‘literally’ again,” Peter said with forced humor.
Tabby replied like she was in a dream. “Yeah … I did.”
This time, she took in more of the stench, and her head immediately flared with pain, like she’d been gifted a migraine headache from a giant.
“Gross!” Peter pinched his nose. “Someone took an aggressive dump!”
He’d undoubtedly said it to impress his friends, but they didn’t take it that way.
“Are we going to die?” Donovan lamented while he absently kicked at a board with one of his sporty sneakers.
“We are not—”
A flash of light caught her attention over by the stairwell.
Several beads of the flaming liquid came down the stairs, like Slinkys looking for their owners. The goop must have followed the walking path as it went down-grade into the mine.
“Damn, this isn’t good,” Tabby thought.
Out loud, she said, “Okay, a minor hiccup.” She stood and looked around for ideas.
“The tanks! Quick. We’ll get you set up with oxygen so you can breathe easy. My dad ensures all these tanks are filled and ready to go. This will be a cinch.”
As soon as the words left her mouth, she wondered if the kids were catching on. The obvious truth was she didn’t know what she was saying most of the time. She’d been wrong about most everything and she was probably wrong about this, too.
“Dad, I need you down here,” she thought.
The smell was nearly a taste by the time Tabby put the regulator in her mouth. She’d made sure to get Audrey, Peter, and Donovan set up before she did her own. There was no need to sling the tanks over their shoulders, since they were going to stay on the dock. She had each kid sit next to their tank and suck oxygen from it.
She admired the racks filled with Dad’s oxygen cannisters. There were days’ worth of air inside those tanks, even for the four of them.
Tabby kept an eye on the stairwell. Liquid fire continued to pour down the steps, but most fell off a slope and went into the water. Steam rose up like a frothing bubble bath, but at least it didn’t get any closer. Thanks to the steep angles, it never would.
Then her eyes started to burn.




CHAPTER 10
Newport News, VA
Kyla’s consciousness floated above her body as she tossed off her laptop bag, hustled up the last steps, and stepped partway onto the metal deck of the hangar. Red smoke was everywhere, but nowhere was it thick enough to hide her entirely, and it did nothing to blunt the constant fireworks of battle going on around her.
“Save him,” she ordered herself.
Her breathing became tight and labored in those first few paces, like there wasn’t enough air reaching her lungs. The jackhammering of guns overpowered her ears and made it impossible to know who was firing in which direction, but the whip-bang sound of a bullet striking the ground right near her flats made her appreciate she was committed to doing something idiotic. Her extra ten pounds and a sedentary lifestyle really worked against her. The twenty-yard dash seemed to take an eternity.
When she got there, she tried to grab the man like she’d seen the female superheroes do on TV: a snatch and grab. Kyla successfully got her hand around one of his arms, but when she pulled, she found out how much the sailor weighed. Instead of dragging the man, she nearly fell on top of him.
“Come on!” she exploded, hoping he could help.
Blood coursed through her ears with the power of Norse gods slamming hammers. The beating served to remind her of her own mortality, but for the moment, it also drowned out the endless cursing of the Marines behind her. Carthager’s bellows were somehow louder than the gunfire.
“I know this is stupid!” she said to herself.
The gunfire was now constant.
“How are we not dead?” she said to the guy on the ground.
The sailor mumbled back, “Mom?”
Kyla didn’t understand the rest of what he said in the roar of battle. Rather than ask him to repeat it, she grabbed the guy’s arm with both hands and pulled with all she had left.
Her extra grip did the trick.
The air got thicker with gunfire, as if a jilted girlfriend was angry at Kyla for trying to steal her lover. Small divots appeared on the metal deck near her feet, where rounds deflected, to emphasize that fury.
Scenes of her life whizzed by, like a video stuck on fast-forward. Kyla saw a few boyfriends. Lots of movies. Working for the Navy. Her one big regret was spending so much of life in front of a terminal and so little of it in the sunshine, or with those boyfriends.
She also saw Ben’s terrified eyes at the edge of the stairwell.
Ten feet to go…
“Out of the way!” she screamed.
Kyla was sure she’d be killed right as she reached the hatch, but she continued through and fell onto the first few steps. The injured sailor came down with her, though Kyla tried to use her body to cushion the already-injured man’s fall. Her thigh took the brunt of that bad idea.
That was going to leave a bruise for the ages.
Ben slid further down the steps, though he stopped about halfway. “Are you going insane, K? What were you thinking?”
The murderous gunfire continued a few feet above her head, but now she had the deck of an aircraft carrier between her and those guns, so she finally exhaled.
“I don’t know,” she sputtered while gasping for air, “what the hell I was thinking.” Kyla pointed to the man. The sailor groaned in pain with his head still pointed down the steps.
“Help me get him to the bottom.” She did her best to move the sailor to the base of the steps, but he went down like a slab of beef. Instead of helping slow the disaster, Ben only stood there watching. As a result, each step seemed to torment the fallen man.
“I’m sorry about that,” Kyla lamented when she got him all the way down. She wanted to help the sailor get comfortable, such as in a bed, but his wounds suggested he wasn’t going anywhere besides the floor.
“Imposters,” the man wheezed.
Kyla noted the man was in typical Navy camo, which was a mix of blue and gray blotches. His name tape said Applebaum.
“What do you mean? Who are imposters?” She knelt next to his head, so they could communicate.
“Marines,” he hissed.
Kyla looked to Ben, still standing halfway up the stairwell.
“No, they brought us here—”
Applebaum reached up and grabbed her polo shirt collar, which got her attention back on the bloodied man.
“Marines don’t belong on Navy ships…” The guy’s eyes bulged like he was in a lot of pain.
Kyla looked up to Ben again. “Get some help from our friends!”
Ben didn’t move.
“Go!” she yelled.
Her partner finally went up.
She spoke quietly. “They said they were here as part of a training exercise.”
Kyla noticed a stream of blood spreading on the floor by the man’s hip. Every TV show and movie about stopping the flow of blood played in her brain. She tried to tip the guy over a little, so she could get a look at the wound, but Applebaum blocked her arms.
“Some Marines came after it happened,” he croaked.
She refrained from fighting the man, but she pressed down on his hip, hoping it might help stop the bleeding from underneath. She put her other hand on a smaller wound by the man’s shoulder, hoping to physically hold him together until one of the Marines could come and give him proper first aid.
“Did those fake Marines cause all these people to die?” Kyla motioned to a nearby pile of clothing, presumably where another sailor lost his life in the attack. However, Applebaum wasn’t able to turn his head to see it. His eyes got glassy and distant.
“Hey!” Kyla shouted. “Don’t let go! You have to tell us. Did the Marines cause all these deaths?”
Applebaum’s eyes rolled up into his head, as if experiencing a seizure.
Kyla’s body let go of the tension it had wound up since she’d started her run. A violent tremor ran through her thighs and midsection, as if she’d been picked up and shaken like a ragdoll. Then the freight train of revelation came barreling out of the tunnel.
I almost died.
“Holy freaking hell,” she let out. “What was I thinking?”
“Yo!” Carthager shouted while jetting down the steep stairwell. “What did he say about fake Marines?”
All of Kyla’s tension returned.
Joint Base Andrews, MD
Ted drove the food truck right up to the terminal exit facing the runway.
“We’ll find someone inside,” he said matter-of-factly as he put the truck in park.
Frank hopped out of the passenger side.
Together, they went through the automatic glass doors and entered the modest-sized terminal. It wasn’t as flashy as a civilian version, but it sported many of the same elements: ticket counters, luggage conveyor belts, and bench seating facing the air strip.
“What the…” Ted was at a loss for words.
He took a few steps inside the long, thin building.
Frank strode up next to him, but they both halted at the military uniform spread out on the ground. A woman’s dress was a few feet away. A child’s pants, shirt, and shoes were strewn out between them.
Beyond that, other pieces of clothing dotted the floor, usually in little groupings.
“What am I looking at?” Frank said with rising fear in his voice.
“I have no idea,” he replied.
Ted took a step around the nearest piles of personal effects and walked a few more yards so he could look left and right inside the terminal.
“Hello!” he shouted. “Is anyone here?”
“These were people, weren’t they?” Frank was nearby, crouching over one of the piles of dropped clothing.
“Hello?” Ted bellowed again at maximum volume.
“This one left his wallet—it’s filled with cash and credit cards.” Frank threw the wallet back on the black pants. However, he still had something in his hands, which he brought over to Ted.
“What’s that?” he asked.
“Look for yourself,” Frank advised.
The ID card had the seal for the United States Senate.
“Carl Trillman. Montana.” Ted held the card for a few moments, then threw it down as if it was electrified. It was exactly like what his sister had told him. People had simply disappeared.
“Oh, god, we’ve got to get out of here,” he said while backpedaling.
“And you have to eat your hat,” Frank agreed. “No one is left. Something terrible happened in here.”
They ran through the automatic doors again and hopped in the truck. He’d left the keys inside, so it started up in an instant. However, before he put the truck in gear, he noted the bundle of clothing he’d pushed off the seat. Frank’s feet smashed them on the floorboard.
“They’re all dead,” Ted said dryly.
“No kidding,” Frank replied. “I can’t believe I touched something that might have been infected.” After saying it, Frank wiped his hands on his pants.
“I don’t think this could be an infection. Those people in the terminal disappeared while they were standing around doing their normal business. If all it took was one touch, I’d be dead, too.”
“Because you touched the ID card?” Frank asked.
“No. Because I pushed the previous owner of this truck onto the floor.” He pointed to the bundle of clothes under Frank’s feet.
Frank glanced at Ted, then where he pointed, then at the terminal.
“This is bigger than the terminal,” Frank deadpanned.
“Yeah… It is,” he replied distantly.
Ted wanted to believe that Rebecca had had it wrong. That it wasn’t all across America. She’d gotten her information from the notoriously unreliable cable news, after all. However, it looked like they’d gotten something correct. It couldn’t be coincidence the Beltway had no traffic on it. It couldn’t be coincidence Air Force Two was unable to raise any ground location on the East Coast. And it wasn’t coincidence the whole terminal was filled with those…things.
He pulled out his phone and tapped on the number the VP had given him. When he put the speaker to his ear, he realized the call didn’t go through.
“Damn! The network isn’t taking my call. That’s one more thing gone wrong.”
He punched Kyla’s number, wondering if the fault was on the VP’s phone, but he got the same result. After that, he stuffed the device back in his pocket. He gave the truck some gas. “Come on, we have to get back and report this to the vice president using good old-fashioned sneaker net.” That was a term his niece had taught him about walking data from one computer to the next. The technology whiz-kid was high on his mind, though not too high, because he had a ton of problems facing him at that airport.
The windows of the terminal mocked him as he drove away. The ghosts of the passengers were still in there.
Only they knew what caused it all.
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
Sister Rose was having the worst day of her life. After confirming she was the only one left in the convent, she sat at the organ and played sad hymns. Unable to use her voice, she wanted the music to convey her grief and contrition. If she prayed hard enough, perhaps God would come back and get her. Maybe if there was a priest, she could confess her sins and remove the black marks from her soul.
She stopped playing.
“What if?”
Rose found the community phone numbers and began dialing. Though she’d taken a vow of silence, it wasn’t against the rules to hear other people. If a priest was passed over for Heaven, like her, she would travel to him and write down her sins.
Then all would be right.
It took an hour to go through the numbers for local parishes. When she was at the end, she’d heard dozens of answering machines, but no live people.
On a whim, she dialed her mom. Despite the falling out they’d had about her brother, she still remembered the phone number. If her mother answered, Rose would hang up…
“Then I’ll know,” she thought.
Abbess Mary Francis would not approve of the phone call. Rose knew that, even as she dialed. The intelligent leader of the order would know Rose’s motives, even before she herself did.
Sister Rose, are you calling your mom to see if she’s as wicked as you?
Rose hung up the phone before it rang once.
As soon as the handset touched the cradle, the ringer exploded with noise.
“Ooh,” she reacted out of instinct.
The house phone was set to maximum volume; most of the aged nuns were hard of hearing. It was unfortunate she’d been standing next to it when it went off.
The phone rang a second time.
She was afraid to answer it, because of the guilt she carried about her vow of silence. If it was her mother, would she break that vow to let Mom know she was okay?
After the third ring, she picked it up, but did not say hello.
When she put her ear to the handset, a robotic voice was already speaking. “The St. Bartholomew’s Rectory thanks you for your inquiry. This is an automated dial-back to let you know we value your time and a live person will return your call within the next twenty-four hours. Thank you and have a blessed day.”
It was only a computer.
The delay had given her time to consider the weight on her conscience.
“If Mom is still here, it will confirm what a bad person I am. God would never take her but leave me. I can’t be that bad, can I?”
She knew the answer to that as soon as she thought of the question. Her heart was broken at the realization she was actively rooting against her own mother finding salvation. Every lesson she’d been taught over the past year had been temporarily forgotten due to useless personal baggage.
Sister Rose ran out the front door and was greeted with unexpected silence.
No cars on the nearby roadway.
No whirring sound coming from the interstate a few streets over.
It was only her and a small flock of sparrows foraging in the grass nearby.
Her faith was in crisis.
“Was I the only one not taken?”




CHAPTER 11
Joint Base Andrews, MD
“What’s going on, Ted?” Frank asked quietly as they drove back. “Was this done by a neutron bomb?”
He didn’t have time to speculate. All he wanted to do was get back on the plane and report the truth: this wasn’t a local or regional terrorist attack. It was way bigger. Impossibly bigger.
“Hold on,” he advised.
He sped across the tarmac toward the jumbo jet still parked in the middle of the taxiway. Because this was an unknown situation, the pilot left the engines running, like a rabbit poised to bolt.
“We’re getting out of here and back up into the skies.”
“Hey!” Frank blurted out. “There’s some people!”
A nearby hangar door was partially open. A couple of men stood in the dark gap. They stood out from the stillness of the rest of the airport.
Ted drove onward for a few seconds, determined to get his knowledge back to the boss, but then he relented and turned toward the hangar.
“They have weapons…” Frank said matter-of-factly.
It was a military base with lots of active duty personnel. Guns at the ready weren’t totally unusual, though it was a little odd on the tarmac.
“Our job is recon. Someone has to know what the hell happened here. They’re going to tell us.” Ted jabbed his finger ahead, but they’d only gone a few yards when the front glass shattered with several bullet holes.
He yelped in surprise.
The men ahead knelt and zeroed in with their rifles as he veered the truck to the right, putting him back on his original course to the plane.
Bullets pelted the food truck like a hailstorm.
“My god, who were those guys? Did you get a look at them?” They were in the shadows of the structure, making it hard to see details. “Frank?”
He looked over to find his partner holding his side. Blood was everywhere, as if a water balloon filled with red had popped on the seat between them. “No!”
“I was really looking forward to watching you chew up your hat,” Frank wheezed.
A bullet shattered his side mirror.
“Hold on, man. We’re there.”
The food truck was too tall to fit underneath the fuselage of the modified 747, but he parked behind the wing and did his best to put it between the ladder and the shooters.
“Leave me,” Frank complained. “I can’t climb a freaking ladder.”
Shots smacked off the tail of the plane. The fuselage of Air Force Two was built to withstand a nuclear blast, so the bullets were no threat at all. He’d soon enjoy that protection, if he could get them inside.
Ted still wasn’t sure what to do. The action hero would grab the injured man and heft him up the ladder, but the practical hero would do what was necessary to inform the vice president about a rapidly changing situation.
He looked across the tarmac. The hangar door was now open wider, and a truck was visible in the gap. “Can you get out?”
“Go, dammit. This isn’t a game.” Frank spit up blood, which went right onto his pants.
“If you can get out, I’ll get help to get you up inside the plane. We can do this, buddy.”
Frank took his hand off his side and showed the bloody palm. “I can feel myself going, Teddy. If you don’t get your ass on that plane right this minute, I’m going to call your supervisor and have you written up. You don’t want a citation in your permanent file, do you? You’ll never make it to the big seat…”
Both men chuckled at the empty threat.
“Dammit, Frank. I’m sorry.” He took out the revolver and set it on Frank’s lap.
“She’s going to be pissed you lost this,” Frank whispered.
“No, she’ll be happy to know it went out with a good man.”
“I bet she will,” Frank said with his eyes half-closed. “I’ll try to make it more painful for the other guys.”
“Good luck,” Ted replied.
He pushed the door open and jumped out.
A van came out of the hangar a few hundred yards away. The men on the ground continued to send 1500-foot-per-second love notes.
He scrambled around the fender of the truck and struggled up the ladder. It exposed his belly and family jewels to the shooters, but there was no other option.
Three steps later, he was protected by the armored shell of the VP’s plane.
“Get us out of here!” he shouted to the first person he saw. “There are shooters incoming!”
“We know,” an Air Force steward said in a businesslike voice. “The VP said to wait for you, or we’d have already left.”
The ladder came up automatically, and the hatch slid closed.
“Did the Secret Service guys come in?” he asked.
The man shook his head grimly.
He lost his footing as the pilot goosed the engines.
That was his cue to go find a place to buckle in.
Air Force Two’s engines screamed as the pilot got them up to a brisk pace. For a few seconds, he thought the pilot was going to do something crazy like take off directly from the taxiway, but the reverse thrusters kicked on—sending him off balance in the other direction.
He danced through the empty passenger compartment, seeking Emily or her staff. The pilot guided the jumbo into a sharp left turn, making him crash into one of the seats.
A few seconds later, the pilot turned left again as part of a U-turn. Ted figured out they were back on the main runway.
“Good driving, buddy,” he said to no one.
He got back to his feet, intending to go forward some more, but he decided to play it safe for a few moments. Not only did he need to catch his breath from running, driving, and avoiding bullets, but the forward thrust was about to knock him into the tail if he wasn’t bolted down.
He hopped into a port-side seat and latched the buckle right as the pilot kicked the big dog in the nuts.
All four engines opened up, giving the huge aircraft the thrust it needed to make a speedy getaway.
Ted watched through his window because they were going to pass the same hangar where the shooters had been. On cue, they appeared in trucks on the taxiway.
“Who the hell are you guys?” he wondered.
A half-dozen pickup trucks and Humvees sped on an intercept course, but the plane was only seconds from getting off the ground.
One of the trucks skidded to a stop; a man in a black jumpsuit was already in the cargo bed. Even from a hundred yards away, Ted recognized the military anti-aircraft system hefted by the big man.
The plane rumbled by the opposing force as the guy manhandled his shoulder-fired system, but they were only a few feet in the air by the time a plume of smoke exploded behind the weapon.
He instinctively got away from the window.
“As if that will save me,” he said sarcastically.
Bonne Terre, MO
“Oh my god!” Tabby cried out. “It’s poisonous!”
The burning liquid continued to slosh into the water of the lake, keeping it safely away from them, but the chemical reaction created a gas that was apparently spreading fast. Sitting there sucking clean air from the tanks wasn’t an option.
“What do we do?” Audrey said with surprise.
Tabby’s knees shook from how weak and ineffective she felt. It wasn’t because of the smell, or now the burning eyes, but it was the fact these kids depended on her to make the right decision. There was no longer even a slim margin of error.
“Here, take one.” She picked up one of the oxygen tanks, along with the harness and regulator, and handed it to Audrey.
“What am I going to do with this?” she whined.
“Hold it!” Tabby ordered.
She picked two more bottles off the rack, then handed them to Peter and Donovan.
“We’re not going in the water, are we?” Donovan seemed close to whizzing his pants.
“Just follow me!” She grabbed her own bottle and equipment then ran for the pontoon boat. “Put your stuff in here.”
The boat was second nature to her because it was part of the tour. Earlier today, she had to make two trips around the short course, so the whole field trip could see the mine from the water.
As the three kids came aboard, she hopped off. The air was dense with the chemical, and she coughed several times on her way.
“Where are you going?” Peter asked with surprise.
“It burns!” Donovan howled.
Tabby grabbed some of the community weight belts sitting at the edge of the dock. They were heavy nylon belts lined with removable pieces of lead. They were sometimes necessary to counteract the buoyancy of divers in the lake. Dad kept a bucket of them right next to the water, so divers could reach in and take them.
The three teenagers stood at the edge of the boat, as if she was going to leave them there.
“Sit down and shut up!” she screamed.
Tabby threw off the dock line, pushed the boat away from the wooden platform, then hopped in and went to the captain’s wheel in the back.
“We’re going into the mine,” she said with determination.
Donovan sobbed openly in the first row of bench seats. Audrey and Peter were a row back from him, holding hands.
She started the motor, which turned over immediately. That was Dad keeping up on the maintenance. He never let things break down, even in the harsh underground environment.
“Here we go,” she said between a pair of coughs.
None of the tourist lights were on, so piloting the boat into the mine was a lot like driving into a pool filled with ink. At night. The boat had one emergency spotlight, which she’d turned on, but it was only the bare minimum needed to navigate toward the back of the mine.
She continued to hack up phlegm, which she spat into the lake. The kids coughed from time to time, but not as much as her. That was reassuring, because despite being upset with their behavior, she didn’t want to see them come to harm.
She drove for fifteen minutes before turning off the motor.
They drifted for a few seconds, and she took in the familiar surroundings.
The miners in the 1800s didn’t have the advanced technology of modern excavators, so they had to leave stone columns every fifty feet or so. They appeared like giant stalactites hanging down from the ceiling and disappearing into the water. SCUBA divers would go underwater and see them exactly the opposite: as stalagmites rising from the floor to the ceiling.
“Are you okay?” Peter finally asked her when she stopped coughing.
“Yes, I think I took in too much of that poison air, but I feel better now.”
Audrey shifted on the vinyl seat. “Thanks for taking care of us. I would have never thought of going out here on a boat.”
“Me, either.” Donovan sniffled.
Peter harrumphed. “I would have thought of it, if it were just the three of us.”
Tabby shuddered to think of the three kids down here by themselves, but being with her wasn’t that comforting, either. Her psyche went back to the terrible thought of being responsible for them. Was this what parents felt like when they were alone with their kids? There was no one available for her to dump them off.
She doubted any of them would have thought of the boat, much less the secondary protection of the oxygen tanks. They probably would have never left the elevator…
She inhaled deeply. The wet air didn’t smell like that chemical, which she took as a win.
“We’ll sit here for a—”
The smell came back.
“Oh, crap!” she said as inner monologue. When it got a little thicker, she expected her eyes to burn again, so they couldn’t risk staying.
In a calm fashion, she explained they had to keep moving.
“Guys, this lake goes for several miles in that direction.” She pointed into the void. Her dad had saved her again, because he’d come back into this area and painted the rock pillars with small symbols. Visitors seldom noticed them, but they were the routes boat drivers could take through the chambers.
White was the short route.
Blue was the medium one.
Red was the mac-daddy route around the entire perimeter of the mine. It was seldom used because once you’ve seen a few pillars, you’ve seen the entire mine from the boat. Everything looked the same.
However, now the red route was the one she’d selected, if only because it had the best potential for giving them enough space between them and the chemical.
It would also take them to a hidden feature she hoped they wouldn’t get to see.
The locomotive.




CHAPTER 12
Newport News, VA
Carthager towered above Kyla and the dead sailor. “Maybe you didn’t hear me. I asked what he said about fake Marines? Your friend here pulled me out of a firefight to see this.” Heat radiated from the barrel of the sergeant’s rifle.
Ben was on the steps again, after getting help as she’d instructed.
Kyla stood and pointed down. “The only thing he said was that the Marines are imposters.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Carthager said in a thunderous voice. “I don’t have time for twenty-effing-questions.”
The action up top had never stopped.
Kyla took a breath, so she didn’t sound as jittery as she felt. “He wasn’t talking about you. He meant the guys who shot him.” It was a blatant lie, but the sailor wasn’t specific about which Marines were the bad guys, so she wasn’t going to point fingers at the guy with the gun.
“That would explain a lot,” Carthager replied, like he’d been given the solution to a puzzle. “They’re using M16A4 pieces, dress like us, and seem to be almost as aggressive. However, I’d agree with this squid. Those shooters aren’t real Marines. If they were, you’d have been dead when you did that stupid rescue.”
He knuckled Kyla on the shoulder, sending her back a step or two, but it wasn’t done out of violence. “Nice job, though. We’ve been running around fighting these guys, trying to figure out how they got inside the ship so fast after the initial attack.”
“You mean all these piles of clothes.” This time when she pointed to the nearby empty uniform, the Marine’s eyes tracked to it.
“Yep, Meech thinks it was an alien attack. Cleared out the carrier of our friends, then they send in cloned humans to take it over.”
Kyla wasn’t ready to believe it was aliens. It was more likely something one human did to another. A virus or bacteria were the most likely culprits. In the moment, it really didn’t matter.
The Marine leader pulled a pistol from one of his pouches and handed it to Kyla. “This is an extra from a dead Marine. You’ve earned this Beretta for bravery, ma’am. Don’t make me regret giving this to you.”
“I’ve never fired a gun.” It was embarrassing to admit, but she didn’t come from a family of gun owners.
“No sweat, lady. They make these idiot-proof so even knuckle-draggers in the Army can use them. It’s cocked and locked. All you need to do is press this funny-looking twisty-part.” He held the gun to show the trigger.
“I can do that,” Kyla admitted.
Carthager stuck two fingers between his lips and whistled so loud Kyla almost hopped up off the ground.
“Meech! Pokampo! Alfalfa! Down here!”
Ten seconds later, three Marines crashed down the ladder-like stairs, pushing Ben aside like a screen door.
“We’re going around the backs of those pricks. Our resident heroine talked to this dead man. Said we’re fighting imitation Marines. I say we show ‘em how the real deal can call up the hatred.”
“Oorah,” they said in unison.
Carthager looked at Kyla, then pointed up the steps. “Get back to your spot up there. Keep your pretty head down and track what’s going on topside, but also don’t let anyone sneak up behind our friendlies. Shoot a round or two to scare off any attackers, but then get one of my Marines to do the heavy lifting, got it?”
She didn’t reply.
“Ma’am, you got this. I only need you to watch our back door, not defend it. I wouldn’t trust this to anyone else. Look at your friend, here. Think he should have the gun?”
Ben sat on a middle step, still looking like he was in shellshock from the gunfight.
“No,” Kyla said with a dry swallow. She wondered how she got tangled up with Marines and guns. As Ben was probably thinking at that moment, typing code for the Navy was supposed to be a steady paycheck with zero risk.
The sergeant said one last thing before jogging away. “And for god’s sake, don’t try to be the hero again. You’re making us look bad.”
Meechum smiled at her, leading her to think she was going to say something nice, but she strode away without opening her mouth.
Kyla took that as a minor victory.
For the next few minutes, the gunfire continued up in the hangar. Kyla snuck up to the top few steps and looked out on the bad guys behind the boxes like she’d done before. There were no injured men struggling to reach her, which was a bonus, but she was scared to death someone was going to come up behind her, so she spent most of her time watching the hallway below.
“We should find the railing and jump off this floating nightmare,” Ben whispered. His face was covered in sweat, making Kyla realize how soaked-through her shirt had become. The maroon color had almost become black under her pits and below her bra line.
“I’m hanging with these guys,” Kyla replied, sure she was making the right decision. Having the big black gun in her hand was a big confidence booster. Trust had been placed in her, and she didn’t want to surrender it.
She peeked up top, again noting the many piles of uniforms and boots spread across the hanger deck.
Whatever happened to those sailors, the bastards behind the boxes were a part of it.
Air Force Two
Ted fell forward as the missile exploded. He didn’t have enough time to secure his belt, so he rammed into the seatback and tray table ahead of him, but then he slammed back into his own chair.
The jumbo plane lurched sideways, as if caught in a raging crosswind, but the pilot kept it mostly pointed forward.
The engines were already maxed out, but they seemed to gobble up twice as much jet fuel as they tried to get the airframe into the sky.
The g-force of takeoff forced him into his seat.
“Did we make it?” he wondered.
Ted looked over his shoulder, expecting a gaping hole in the fuselage, but all appeared normal. He spun to see out the window, straining to see behind them.
The trucks had all skidded to a stop. A few men managed to get out and fire rifles; he observed the tiny flashes. But the man with the shoulder-fired rocket stood there, like he knew he’d missed the target of a lifetime.
“Screw you,” Ted deadpanned.
He sunk into the chair as tension drained out of his bones. There wasn’t a chance to relax, however, as several people stormed into the seating area, including the veep.
“Ted! Are you okay?” She strode over and sat across the aisle from him. “Where’s your partner?”
“Dead. Those—” He wasn’t sure if they were soldiers, mercenaries, or civilians playing dress-up. “Those assholes shot him. We almost made it. If I wouldn’t have turned…”
He was going to replay those last few minutes for the rest of his life.
She reached over and gently touched his arm. “I’m so sorry. Really, I am. But I have to ask what you found out there. What the hell are we dealing with? Why can’t we communicate with anyone?”
“I honestly don’t know,” he said, voice cracking. His throat was a desert from all his exertion. “Phones don’t work. Tried calling. Frank and I went into the main terminal and found evidence of hundreds of people inside…”
“People? What did they say?”
He turned to her. “They were gone, ma’am. The only thing left was piles of clothing. Hundreds of piles of clothing. Men, women, little kids. All…disintegrated. Vanished? I don’t know how to describe it.”
Emily pulled away. “Were we attacked?”
General Charleston inserted himself into the conversation. “Impossible. There aren’t any weapons that could kill a whole terminal in one shot while leaving only the clothes.”
Ted steeled himself for the rest of the bad news. “General, it wasn’t only the terminal. The Beltway isn’t moving. There are no cars on Highway 4. There isn’t a single living person within view of the airport.”
“Uh-huh,” the military man replied skeptically. “Then who were those assholes you were talking about?”
“General, please,” the VP replied.
The man wasn’t letting it go. “He says everyone is dead, but his partner is gone. The Service guys were conveniently left behind, too. This officer could say anything without anyone to back him up.”
Ted wasn’t in the mood for the armchair general. “Sir, with all due respect, I almost lost my life getting this information to you. That missile would have killed me, the same as everyone else on this bird. I’m telling you: a weapon was used out there. It might have taken down the whole city. Those must be the guys who did it.”
The gray-haired general gave him the stink-eye but relented a small bit as he thought through the logic.
“Sir, if this is a weapon, and those are the culprits, it’s safe to say they are actively working to take down our government.” He purposefully looked at the vice president. “That’s why they put at least one sleeper agent aboard with her. The first missile and this shoulder-fired attack were the backup plans.”
Emily spoke up after listening to his explanation. “They aren’t going to stop. We have to warn the others. The Speaker of the House. The Secretary of State. All of them.”
The general motioned to some aides behind him, and they scurried off. For a moment, he traded looks between Ted and the vice president, but then he settled on Ted. “Sorry about your partner.” He spun around and followed his people toward the front of the plane.
Emily leaned closer again. “Don’t worry about him. He’s too proud to say it, but he thought this trip was a waste of time. Flying with number two isn’t exactly a plum assignment, you know?”
Her smile suggested she wasn’t only talking about the other guy.
Ted found comfort in her friendly expression, but his brain was stuck in a loop trying to solve the most frightening part of his recon. Strangely, it wasn’t the bullets or missile that jabbed the fear of death into his gut. It was the stillness of the world beyond the airport. They’d lost radio contact with all stations on the East Coast. Was every city suffering under the same attack?
He came out of his reflective funk to respond, but she was already out of her seat and moving forward.
“Come on,” she directed. “I have another mission for you.”
Amarillo, TX
Brent leaned against a wall while Trish rewound the security tapes. He’d run down from the second floor and trundled along the sub-level back to the security station. He ignored the shouts and pleas of the caged prisoners the entire way. Exertion was a foreign thing for him, so he needed to catch his breath.
“Here, sit your ass down,” Trish insisted.
A few other guards hovered around them, curious as to what he saw on the top level.
“Thanks,” he said with mild embarrassment.
By the time he was situated, the tape started playing.
“This is twenty minutes ago,” Trish reported.
The scene showed a lengthwise view of the upper floor. A guard was in the foreground, and another was in the distance. The men in the first few cells were visible, but those in the more distant ones were blocked by the walls.
She clicked a button to switch to a different angle. “Here’s the view of the crow’s nest.” The security cage on the main floor was larger than the one they were in. There were six correctional officers in plain view up there.
“And this—” She switched the view. “—is the yard. We’ve got good recordings.”
As expected, the outside yard had men standing around talking, throwing footballs, and shooting hoops.
“Here we go,” she said dramatically. Trish pushed some buttons and the screen went into fast-forward mode. She’d left it on the scene outside. The basketball game accelerated as men ran back and forth bouncing the red ball at what looked like a hundred miles an hour.
It was comical for a few seconds, but then the ball shot out of view.
“What the hell?” Trish blurted.
The man bouncing it was gone.
A defender squaring up in front of him also disappeared.
The whole court emptied out.
“Back it up!” he cried out.
Trish cued up the video to a few seconds before the ball bounced away.
For this replay, the event happened in real time: the man ran toward the hoop while bouncing the ball, then he wasn’t there. His shoes and socks tumbled a few feet until they lost their momentum and stopped. The rest of his clothes fell to the ground a short way back. The ball continued off screen.
She reversed it again, and they watched it another time.
Each of the men was gone, leaving only a pile of clothing, or, in the case of the fast-moving ball-carrier, creating a short trail of clothes.
Trish changed views. They watched the crow’s nest as gray-uniformed guards carried out their duties in the cramped office. They sat at computers. Filled out paperwork on desks. Watched the hallway.
Then they weren’t there. Uniforms fell to the ground. Utility belts careened off chairs and slid onto the tiles. Hats fell nearby.
“Hallway, please,” he asked the young woman.
She switched it to the long view of the cell block. His pal Toby Greer was saying something to one of the men in a cell near the camera. It looked like the guy they always called Popeye, because he worked out his arms almost around the clock.
He closed his eyes for a few seconds because he already knew Greer’s fate. When Trish clicked the computer to play the video, he opened them again. Brent rolled his chair to get as close to the screen as possible.
“I want to see it happen,” he whispered.
Greer was there on the screen, then he wasn’t. There was no transition, or fade away, or white light, or anything else that might be responsible for the event. It was as if some supreme being snapped their fingers, and the men in the hallway were no more.
Popeye turned to a pile of clothes, too.
He backed away from the screen, feeling the bile rise in his stomach. He’d seen men die in Vietnam, so he was no stranger to violence and death, but this hit him from an unexpected direction.
“I’ve got to go,” he blurted.
His stomach heaved, and the others stood back as if he might hurl on them.
“I’ve got to get out of here!” he cried out.
Brent pushed through the others and ran out the side door. The residents were shouting for answers, but he wasn’t able to give them. He went up the stairwell to the main floor, then headed for the fresh air of the visitor’s entrance. The gates were all unlocked because there were supposed to be guards going in and out when the event took place.
He made it to the front foyer before his stomach punched out of his nightmare.
“Oh God!” he cried out when he was able.
The intense burning and watery eyes were caused by the mess he’d created for the janitor, but they did nothing to cancel out his fear.
The exit was right ahead.
He intended to use it.




CHAPTER 13
Air Force Two
“You want me to find out if the president is dead?” Ted wasn’t surprised that it had to be done, but he was shocked she would ask him. The result of such a recon mission would have implications for America, and probably the world.
The VP and a female assistant sat in the row ahead of him. Ms. Williams glanced between the seats to speak with him in low tones. “Yes. There are men and women on this plane who I would have asked in a heartbeat two hours ago. Now, I need someone I trust.”
Air Force Two flew over Washington D.C. and Baltimore, Maryland, at an altitude Ted thought was too risky. However, the veep insisted the pilots fly low enough to break off treetops, so she and the others could see the ground.
He must have stared out his window for too long, because Emily kept talking. “I wanted to prove you and your sister wrong, you know. We’re flying low because I was hoping to see cars moving on I-95 a few miles outside of DC. Then we’d confirm the attack was bad, but local to our capital. However…”
“We aren’t seeing a damned thing,” he said sadly. He’d been watching for activity the whole time.
“Nope. And the pilot is still only hearing radio call signs out over the Atlantic. The nearest working tower is apparently in extreme eastern Canada. Newfoundland, if I recall.”
“Damn, this keeps growing,” he said with awe. “I’ll go wherever you tell me, ma’am. I’ll get into the city and report what I find.”
“Do you want any help out there?” she asked.
He turned to gaze at the still roads down below. Having a wingman was usually a good thing, but his partner had died on the last outing, and he wasn’t sure he could deal with losing someone else. Being alone would probably make him harder to spot.
“Nah, I found that running truck without even trying. The highways are filled with cars that are in the medians and off to the sides. It should be a simple matter of picking one and driving it the thirty miles to the White House. I’m not paying any tolls, though.”
She took him seriously, at first. He could tell by her expression. However, when she figured out he was joking, all he got was a sad headshake. Emily replied in a sarcastically sad voice. “And here I thought you were a Boy Scout.”
They shared a brief moment, then she turned back around.
Eventually, the plane went up to a safer altitude, which seemed to make everyone feel better. After an hour of flying in random circles north of Washington D.C., Ted and the others met in the conference room for the final plan.
The vice president, the general, Mr. Auger, and a handful of aides were in the room. Emily stood at the front of the wooden table and gave out the details.
“Major MacInnis has volunteered to debark the plane when we touch down at Dulles. He’ll be responsible for finding a car, driving it through Tyson’s Corner, and then into DC. His singular mission is to visually confirm President Tanager is dead. If possible, he is to find and identify his…clothing.”
She didn’t seem comfortable describing it.
“I recommend snapping photos with your phone, if you’ll take one.”
“I will, ma’am,” Ted replied.
Emily nodded and maintained her professional face. “People, this is important because we have no idea what’s going on out there. If the president is gone, it means I’ve got to renumber this plane.”
People nervously chuckled with her.
“And it means your lives will become more complicated, do you understand? We have to figure out who did this to us, assuming it was a who.”
Ted cocked his head, which she noticed.
“I honestly don’t know how this could have happened. The general was right: this could not have been a weapon because no one has this kind of technology. Was it aliens? Was it a heavenly creator? Maybe it was the devil…” His sister would have claimed it was caused by space crystals or lack of love among humanity; she was weird and wonderful that way.
In his view, it had to be human-caused mayhem. If a nation secretly built a weapon that could wipe out a country in a heartbeat, they’d use it. Those guys with guns weren’t acting alone.
“Pfft,” the general interjected. “If this is God’s doing, I’d say he was pretty sloppy. Why are we on this plane still around? Why only attack our home turf and not the rest of the world?”
“You have ideas, sir?” the veep replied.
“My comms guys have confirmation from our bases around the world. All of them are solid. Unhurt. Unchanged. No responses are coming from the lower forty-eight states, but we’ve made contact with a training unit on the North Slope of Alaska and we’ve established the base at Pearl, in Hawaii, is still fully functional. No one in Hawaii has been touched.”
He laughed.
“So, unless you’re telling me God stole every American except those beach combers out in the Aloha State, I’d say we have to search somewhere else for answers. My bet is a rogue nation.”
Ted was behind the general one hundred percent.
“That’s why I want to send one of my people with Major MacInnis on this mission.”
That caught Ted off guard. He sat up in his chair. “Sir, I’d really prefer—”
“I don’t care. No one goes out alone. You know that, pilot.” It always came down to backups of backups.
He clamped his teeth shut and briefly considered passing a look to Vice President Williams. He was certain she would back him up if he pressed her on letting him go alone, but he decided not to put her into that position. He was part of a chain of command, and even though the Army brigadier general wasn’t his direct supervisor, he was in charge.
“Yes, sir,” he said in a dutiful tone.
“It’s settled then,” the VP remarked. “I’ll tell the pilot to initiate the landing. While we wait for touchdown, I suggest we all say a few words to our higher powers. There is nothing moving out there. Nothing. For now, it doesn’t matter what caused it. We’re all going to need help picking up the pieces.”
“Amen,” Ted replied.
Bonne Terre, MO
Tabby stopped the motor again and let the pontoon boat drift for a while. She pulled out the key and spun sideways on her captain’s chair. Immediately, a little of the smell came back, but it wasn’t as strong, and her eyes weren’t burning. It was almost as if the boat dragged it along behind them. For the kids’ sake, she ignored the implications.
“You guys want—”
Audrey shivered uncontrollably.
“What is it, honey?”
“I’m freezing,” she replied.
Tabby kept her face neutral. Dad always advised schools to tell their kids to dress warm for the mine. It was a constant 65, but it was always damp. It chilled people to the bone when they were in there for an hour. That’s why she wore her stretch pants, long-sleeved shirt, and a fleece jacket.
Audrey was dressed for the beach. Tabby badly wanted to ask the girl if she even glanced at the recommended attire section of the waiver sent to each student, but that wouldn’t change the hand she’d been dealt.
“Here, take my warmy,” she offered. “I wish you would have said something earlier.”
The boat ride, slow as it was, must have made the chill even worse.
“Thank you,” Audrey said as she took the coat. “I’m also feeling the effects of my, uh, diabetes. I really need to get to my backpack.”
“Would it help if you had a snack bar? We keep a few on the boat.” She reached into a small glove box under the steering wheel. “For the children.”
Audrey smiled and took it, but she crinkled her nose a few moments later. The chemical spill wasn’t letting up. It was like the smell of a forest fire traveling on the wind miles away from actual flames.
Tabby tried to be nonchalant. “Hey, how are you guys with swimming? It’s summer and all. I figure you three would spend time doing fun-in-the-sun type stuff.”
Peter harrumphed. “You must think we’re fourth graders. You bring us out here on the boat, loaded with SCUBA gear, and then you ask if we can swim. You’re going to throw us in the water, aren’t you?”
Audrey moved closer to Peter, though there already wasn’t much space between them. The boy seemed to revel in it.
“No,” she said a bit defensively. “I’m not throwing anyone over the side, but I keep smelling that stinky stuff from the burning chemical. I think we should put on the oxygen tanks and breathe from them again. That should tide us over until the smell goes away.”
“Oh,” he replied. “That’s different.”
She got one of the tanks. “Who wants to be first?”
Audrey and Peter looked at each other, but Donovan was seated toward the front. He raised his hand immediately.
“Okay, let me show you how it’s done,” she said with haste.
While she helped the young boy get in the harness and cinch it around his waist, she kept her eye on Audrey. The jacket helped a little, but her short shorts left her legs exposed and vulnerable. Her shivering continued.
After pulling the regulator over his shoulder and holding it next to Donovan’s face, she coughed. The gas was getting stronger, but she played it off as if she wanted everyone’s attention.
“This is so easy to use. I’ve adjusted each of these, so they’ll provide air when you breathe normally through this mouthguard. It helps a lot if you try to relax. Like, go Zen, or something.” She coughed so hard it made her eyes water. The odor was definitely getting worse again.
Donovan put the mouthpiece in, but then spat it back out. “Eww, it tastes like a frisbee!”
Tabby flung her head back like she was horrified. “How do you know what a frisbee tastes like?”
He didn’t miss a beat. “Now you know, too. It tastes like one of these. Yuck.”
Peter laughed. “Just put it in, Donny, you big baby.” He hacked up a cough after he’d said it, instantly worrying Tabby.
“All right, y’all. Please get into these as fast as you can. The air isn’t as good as I thought back here.”
She expertly put on her own tank, strapped it up, and took a drag off the regulator to make sure it was working all right. It made her light-headed how fresh it was, compared to the poisoned air around her.
It took a few more minutes to get Audrey and Peter ready to go, but when she had the three of them in their harnesses, she gave them the thumbs-up sign. They practically gulped down the clean air.
Tabby popped out her mouthpiece. “Guys, breathe normally, okay? I know it’s really hard when you’re scared, but I assure you there is nothing to worry about as long as we have these tanks on. Just sit in the boat and take it easy. Close your eyes to protect them. We’ll get through this.”
They all returned to where they’d been sitting before. She thought it was actually cute seeing Audrey and Peter no longer pretending they didn’t like each other; they held hands as they waited.
For her, however, the interlude gave her time to think of how she’d taken them all the way to the back wall of the place and they still weren’t in the clear. She had to think of how to save them, if the situation didn’t improve.
Tabby shined her light directly down into the water. The black shape of the sunken train was barely visible in the darkness thirty feet below. The ancient piece of equipment had long fallen off its track and was forever useless in the water. However, behind it, the still-intact tracks led into the flooded tunnels…
She took a deep breath.
“One thing at a time.”




CHAPTER 14
Newport News, VA
Kyla crouched on the steps while the chattering of gunfire continued in the spacious bay above. She stayed at her assigned duty station, guarding the back door for Carthager’s Marines. Though she wasn’t in the big battle, it felt like she was at least making a difference.
The sergeant’s group had been gone for at least five minutes, and Kyla was going nuts waiting to hear a lot more shooting, because it would mean the sneak attack was underway.
“Why aren’t they attacking?” she asked Ben.
Ben’s eyes never left the pistol in her hands.
“I know. I look ridiculous.” She laughed a little and held up the gun in her sweaty palms. “I’m a plus-sized Ronald McDonald with a plus-sized weapon of war.”
That brought Ben out of his stare. “K, stop knocking yourself. You aren’t overweight and you don’t look like a fast-food worker.”
It was the nicest thing he’d ever said to her.
“But that gun isn’t who you are, either. Let’s ditch these laptops, throw away that gun, and then jump over the side and go back to proper civilian lives.”
“They’re trusting me to watch their backs.”
Ben wiped sweat across his brow. “No, they’re trusting you to get killed. Kyla, don’t take this the wrong way, but pull your head out of your ass. You’re the bait. The Marines are using you and they definitely won’t come down here to save you.”
She glanced at the fancy handgun. Could she point it at another man, or woman, and pull the trigger, like Carthager had asked?
“I, uh…” She shifted the gun between her hands. Ben stood a few steps down, and she noticed the pistol’s barrel was aimed at her co-worker’s head, so she nonchalantly readjusted it toward the wall. She considered again if she had any business holding it. “I’m not leaving them.”
The dead sailor at the bottom of the steps took his secret to the grave. Who did he mean when he said fake Marines? It had to be the others, or else why would they have fired on him?
“This sailor did his duty ‘til the end …” Kyla trailed off as she acknowledged the dead man on the deck. The way the body was positioned, she could imagine the guy looking up at her.
His midsection was ripped up, leading to a growing pool of blood under his side.
“That’s weird,” she continued quietly.
“What’s w-weird?” Ben replied with a fear-filled stutter.
“He’s wounded in the stomach. Did that happen before he ran over, I wonder?”
“Bullets were flying everywhere, you know? That’s why we have to get the hell out of here. Like, right now!” Ben spoke with a nasally whine.
Kyla’s faith in the Marines was shaken, and she was curious if she could check out the dead sailor to see where else he was struck, but her priorities changed when she saw movement down the hallway.
“Crap,” she gulped. “More soldiers are coming. Not ours.” She used the gun to point down the hallway, in the direction opposite where Carthager had gone.
“I’ve got to let them know,” she whispered.
Ben mumbled something, but it was interrupted by a renewed chatter of gunshots up on the hangar deck. The counterattack was happening now.
“This figures,” she said to herself as she climbed the stairs to the top.
The remaining six Marines hunched behind the flat-topped hangar trucks. The white machines were about as tall as shopping carts, which made them the perfect height for the men to stand up and shoot, then crouch back down and move to another position.
A bullet whizzed by and ricocheted off the nearby wall.
Kyla waved to catch the attention of the nearest warrior. It happened to be the man who’d survived the shot to the helmet earlier.
“Hey! You!” she called out with the least volume she could.
The black man was nearly as ripped as Carthager, but his resting face wasn’t as mean-looking. In fact, he seemed to be smiling and having fun, like when he’d taken the glancing blow to the head. He fired again, but finally noticed her arms flailing.
“There are some guys coming up the hallway from the back,” she clarified.
The man waved, getting more serious for a moment. “Come over here, little lady. We’ll jack ‘em up when they stick their heads out of that hole.”
He went back to aiming his rifle over the little truck, but he also spoke to the next man in the line, probably telling him the news.
“Crap,” Kyla chuffed, not relishing the idea of going into the bullet ping-pong game.
“Ben. We’ve got to go up.” She turned to look at her associate, but the older man was gone. “Ben?”
From the top of the stairs, Kyla glanced back and forth down the hallway. The approaching men were still several chambers away toward the back of the ship. She caught a glimpse of Ben as he went through a side door twenty or so yards the opposite way.
“Ben!” she exclaimed.
It was far too late. Ben was gone, probably on his way to jumping ship like he’d wanted.
Up top, the gunfire ramped up into a crescendo. She scrambled up the stairs, praying the bad guys didn’t notice her. At the very last moment, she stopped and glanced down the narrow walkway, to be sure the men continued her way.
The Marine’s square hat was a dead giveaway to his identity.
“Imposters!” she said to herself.
The Marine saw her at about the same time and aimed in her direction. A simultaneous crack-ding sound exploded from his rifle and the metal stairway.
“Shit!” Kyla squealed.
She squeezed the trigger of her borrowed pistol without seriously aiming. It was louder than she expected, and fear sweated out of her palm like spring water, so she immediately lost her grip on it. For a second, she bounced the heavy gun from one hand to the other.
A second shot came down the hallway.
Kyla slammed the gun between both her hands, capturing it. Fear clawed at her knees and stomach, begging her to drop the pistol and run, but she didn’t want to disappoint Sergeant Carthager, so she made a clumsy escape with the gun sandwiched between her mitts.
She ran through the stairwell hatch and tumbled toward the happy Marine on the end of the firing line. “They’re right behind me!” she screamed.
“You get one?” the warrior responded, like it was of great interest. Without waiting for her reply, he hopped up and fired three times at the boxes. “Come on, we have to move.”
Kyla crouched and followed the Marine to the next little truck. “I don’t know if I hit one. Maybe.” She wasn’t going to say she fired into the wall, or ceiling, which were more likely than hitting an armed attacker.
“Good. One less bastard to shoot. We’re running low on ammo.” He didn’t sound stressed or worried, which confused her civilian brain.
“Really?” Kyla blurted out. “What happens if you run out, uh—” She noted the man’s name tape. “Parsons?”
The big guy bashed his chest. “We go hand-to-hand.”
“Just great,” she let slip.
“That’s the spirit!” he replied with cheer. “Where’s your shadow?”
Kyla pointed the pistol toward the stairwell hatch. She immediately regretted it, because her hand shook violently like a high branch on a windy day. She lowered it and talked like it didn’t happen. “Ben left me. I think he’s had enough guns and adrenaline. I can’t say I blame the guy …”
“Hold on,” Parsons said emphatically as he positioned himself to fire again. “Crunch time!”
Someone turned the knob of the battle all the way to maximum. For about ten seconds, Kyla imagined she wore headphones that could only play jet engine noise. It came from Parsons and the Marines close by, and it came from the boxes. It also seemed to come from down the steps.
Carthager was making his move.
Air Force Two
Ted and the vice president stood at the back of the flight deck as the pilots guided the plane toward the commercial airport. He wanted to get a good look at the property’s layout before he was on the ground.
The soldier assigned to his recon team was there as well. Lieutenant Eduardo Ramirez was a stocky, middle-aged man who reminded Ted of a hotdog vendor at the ballpark, instead of a trained killer. His easygoing nature only added to the illusion.
“I don’t see anything moving on the roads down there, do you?” the lieutenant asked him quietly as they both watched the world outside. They flew along the Potomac River, heading north.
“No, uh, Ramirez. Everything is where it fell when the people disappeared. It’s exactly as I saw the Beltway while back at Andrews.”
“Should make it easier for us, right?” Ramirez elbowed him in the ribs like they were old friends. “Everything is free for the taking.”
“Yeah, sure.”
The veep joined the discussion. “Are we going to do a few loops around the airport? Maybe we can spot anyone who intends to shoot at us.”
“No,” Ted said the same time as Ramirez. He continued before the other man had a chance. “If they’re there, we’ll never see them. The other guys came out of a hangar to attack us. No, our only advantage is speed and surprise.”
Captain Robertson interjected. “We won’t be on the ground for long, I assure you.”
Emily seemed unconvinced. “Don’t we have parachutes they could use? It would keep us out of the line of fire.”
He cringed at the notion of jumping out of a jumbo jet. There were emergency parachutes, but the exit routines were dangerous. He’d only read about them in the operations manual. If she demanded it, he’d do it, but it wouldn’t be his first choice.
“We do have chutes,” the pilot replied, like he favored the idea.
Ted looked at Ramirez. “Have you ever jumped?”
The man’s face gave it away before he said a word. Ramirez shook his head. “No, but if I have to…”
Jumping from the plane wasn’t going to be easy, but it would definitely be safer for the vice president and everyone else on the big bird.
A new voice chimed in. “No one is jumping.”
The VP turned around. “General. We were talking through options before we get to the airport.”
“No jumping,” he repeated. “We might have to drop and pick up people several times in the next few hours. We need to master this maneuver. Get in. Get out. Got it?”
Ted didn’t argue. Hopping out of the VC-25 jumbo jet while on the move would have been a nightmare with a guy who’d never jumped. The safe play was to land the plane and have it take off again once he and Ramirez were down the ladder.
The vice president didn’t counter the general, either.
Over the next few minutes, the pilot guided them north, then abruptly turned south. He flew low and fast, at about five hundred feet. The giant airport loomed on the horizon, giving Ted a final look at his target.
Planes were thick at the terminals, like always, and a few aircraft were on the taxiways, but none of them moved.
A lone plane burned hot in the grass at the end of one runway, like it had failed to take off or didn’t use brakes on its landing. Smoke rose a thousand feet into the blue sky.
The pilot spoke to those in the cabin like it was a typical business flight. “We’re going in. Get ready.”
As Ted walked back toward the rear ladder, he remembered why he was up with the pilots in the first place. After all that discussion and planning, he'd failed to get any real intel on the airport beyond the fact nothing was on the move.
A whole tank brigade could be hiding behind those terminals.
He was going in blind.
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
Sister Rose walked from the steps of the front entrance into the small parking lot. They hardly got any visitors, and only Abbess Mary Francis was allowed to go out and use the convent’s van, so it didn’t need many spots.
Only the van was there.
However, beyond the lot there was about twenty yards of grass at the edge of the suburban roadway. There were no cars moving on the road, but there was one parked at an odd angle on the grass. Its hood was smashed upright, like the occupant had run off the road and smacked into the big oak tree.
“Please don’t be injured,” she thought. Never in her life did she wish someone to be hurt.
She tried to bury any thought of her mother not getting saved by God. In a twisted way, that could be seen as wishing injury on the woman’s soul, rather than her body. Though Rose might have thought it, at first, she did not wish it now.
“I don’t want anyone to get hurt,” she said in an attempt to squash all doubt, physical or spiritual, from her mind.
Her soft-soled Keds hardly made a sound as she crossed the parking lot. The sun peeked out from behind one of the few wispy clouds, making it hot and muggy, even under the shade of the trees. It did seem to get a bit cooler when she hopped the curb and strode into the grass.
She’d made it to the gold-colored car after a dozen stops to listen for vehicles on the street. There were no human sounds at all, at least until she got up next to the damaged sedan. Chimes played inside, like a tiny tornado siren.
The airbag had deployed and then deflated. The front windshield was cracked, and the driver’s side window was broken too. Only a few shards remained at the bottom. However, when she got up next to the door, it was evident no one was inside.
“She was in there,” she thought. A small pile of women’s clothing sat on the seat and on the floorboard beneath the steering wheel. A royal-blue headband and a barrette rested on the vinyl seat. A halter top and a pair of shorts were down below.
To her eyes, it appeared as if the owner of the car disappeared, and then the clothing fell to the floor during the crash.
There wasn’t anyone in the passenger seat, unless they’d been naked.
Sister Rose made the sign of the cross for thinking such thoughts, but she couldn’t help but be sad for someone who’d been in the shower when called. No one would ever know they’d disappeared, because there would be no pile of clothes to mark the event. She drooped her chin and prayed for the unknown woman’s soul, but it was interrupted by the deep bark of a dog.
The animal stood near a tree about fifty feet away.
“Oh my,” she thought.
The exact type of dog was beyond her reckoning, but it was frightening. It had a short silver-gray coat, pointed and upright ears, and reminded her of both a wolf and a German-shepherd. It was without an owner, which she viewed as making it unpredictable. Most importantly, it seemed to zero in on her—the only living person around.
Rose’s heart floated up into her throat as she thought about screaming for help. However, there was no one around to bother trying. Plus, if the vow of silence was ever broken, it would be for a better reason than saving herself from a dog bite.
She analyzed the distance back to the convent, relative to the stray, but figured she couldn’t make it. The four-legged visitor was already on the property and had begun to trot her way.
Briefly, she looked up and down the road. Was there anyone who could help her? The gold car in her front yard wasn’t the only one off the road. A few others had run into people’s yards, or they’d crashed into the edge of a nearby wooded park. It appeared as if the spiritual removals happened to a lot more people than her sisters in the convent.
The dog trotted her way, lighting a fire under her feet.
She casually went for the rear door of the wrecked car, but it was locked.
“Oh, dear,” she thought, as she went back to the front.
Rose reached through the broken front window and jabbed at the controls. Adrenaline mixed with fear as she first hit the power window button, then the one for the power mirrors. Finally, she heard the satisfying click of the automatic locks.
The dog was close enough she heard it panting.
She shuffled to the back again, praying the door would open. When it did, she almost cried.
“Hurry!”
Rose hopped through the door, then slammed it shut. A second later, still afraid of the terrible creature, she locked herself in, as if the dog was going to try the handle.
“Thank you, Lord!”
The attacker arrived faster than she imagined. Seconds after she’d locked the door, two giant paws came up on the window. Rose flung herself to the middle of the back seat, convinced it was after her. Its snarling snout and determined amber eyes seemed to broadcast hatred.
“Stay,” she mentally ordered the dog.
After composing herself, and satisfied it couldn’t really open the door, she tested using her hands to shoo it away. Rose scooted closer to the window and waved over and over, hoping it got the message it wasn’t wanted. When it finally pushed off the door frame, she thought it was over.
The wolf trotted in a rough circle pattern, but instead of heading away, it sat about ten feet from the car. The panic came creeping back, and she thought it was interesting how it sat upright on its haunches, as if it was thinking.
Many seconds later, after staring back at the lost dog, she remembered the front window was wide open.
Thanks to her vow of silence, she did not curse out loud.




CHAPTER 15
Dulles International Airport, VA
“Come on, come on.” Ted willed Air Force Two back into the air. It lumbered down the runway and accelerated with its usual screams, but it seemed so slow while watching it from afar.
As planned, he and Lt. Ramirez had hopped off the famous aircraft, almost without it stopping. They now hid in woods at the far edge of the airport to watch it return to the anonymity of the skies. They were each given an M4 Carbine for protection. Ted kept his rifle in a death grip.
They assumed that if an attack was coming, it would be near the terminals and hangars, so the pilot landed at the most distant runway to keep them far away. They ended up at the southern edge of the airport grounds.
“C’mon, Robertson, get that bastard airborne!” he ordered his fellow pilot.
After what seemed like an eternity of thrust, the big jumbo plane tilted up and lifted off the ground. It cut through the smoke of the smoldering plane at the end of the runway as if using every scrap of cover to hide its departure. Robertson didn’t make it comfortable for his passengers; once airborne, the plane went into a steep climb. The thrust from the four engines resonated deep inside Ted’s lungs.
Ted dug into his small backpack and pulled out travel binoculars. If bad guys were anywhere in the airport, they undoubtedly saw the giant plane and would certainly come to investigate where it touched down. It was perfectly flat for the mile or so to the nearest building, so he would see them coming.
“Anything?” Ramirez inquired.
He watched for a sixty-count.
“No, I think we’re good. Either there’s no one at the airport, or they didn’t see us scramble down that ladder.” Ted kept watch for another thirty seconds, then put the binocs away.
“Come on, Ramirez, let’s go find a car and put some distance from this place. If someone did see us, they have good discipline. I want to get far away from here, fast.”
The other guy hopped onto a six-foot chain-link fence, made it over the top, but then fell backward on his butt when he came down.
“You can call me ER, by the way,” Ramirez announced from the ground as Ted went up and over without incident.
“Let me guess, you are the guy who’s always getting hurt?”
ER laughed. “I can’t deny I do seem to find every loose board, sharp corner, and, yes, I sometimes fall from fences when I’m sweating balls, but ER refers to my name.”
“Eduardo Ramirez,” Ted said with recognition.
“Si,” he said in a thick Hispanic accent. “I do fine assisting General Charleston, but I’m a mess out in the field. This muggy heat isn’t for me.”
Ted held out his hand to help him up. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been on the ground, too. I mostly fly planes and see trouble from ten-thousand feet.” Like most Air Force pilots these days, he’d fallen into the sand-filled ass end of the War on Terror, but he’d done more cargo hauling than bombing runs, though he’d done some of those, too.
“I’m sure my woodland elf skills will come back to me,” ER chuckled.
“You only have to be out here until 4:30 when they pick us up. Think you can hold out that long?”
“I’ll try,” the other man said with resignation.
They resumed walking in the woods, but it soon came out to a small two-lane roadway. The pavement was covered with dry, gray dust, suggesting heavy equipment often used the route.
“Which way do we go?” ER asked.
In the woods, both directions looked the same, but one side of the street seemed to have more dirt than the other, leading Ted to suspect the construction site was close. If the area around Dulles was like that of Andrews, it would mean people disappeared during the workday, so there should be vehicles they could borrow.
“This way,” he said with certainty.
Ten minutes later, he hit pay dirt.
“Is this a mine?” Ramirez asked.
Ted thought it was obvious but humored his new friend. “I see these open-pit mines all the time while in the air. They mine limestone, I think.”
They tried to engage in small talk as they walked through the huge mining complex, but not much seemed appropriate. The open pit had a series of rock shelves around it, as if trucks used it like a spiral to get up and down. One of the giant yellow dump trucks was on its side at the bottom.
“It happened here.” Ted pointed to the wrecked truck.
Soon, they saw more evidence. A pile of clothes lay by the mine’s little office building. A company pickup truck was up against the side wall of the structure, as if it hit at an angle, giving another obvious clue the driver wasn’t inside.
“Check that one,” he said to ER, pointing to the white truck. “I’ll check for more keys inside.”
He opened the glass door of the office and went in. The air conditioning was on, and it felt like Heaven after the humid walk in the woods. As he predicted, there was no one inside, though their clothing was everywhere.
Ted squatted down by the remains of a man who wore khaki trousers and a white button-down shirt. His name tag said ‘Gentry Davis. Manager.’
He pulled a key fob out of the guy’s lost jeans. “I’m sorry, bud. I need your vehicle.”
When he looked up, he happened to notice a plush bench seat that was probably for waiting customers. The leftovers of a man sat on one side of the bench, and a much smaller pair of jeans and a little T-shirt were tossed next to it. The kid had a small yellow hard hat as well.
The image hit him in a strange place, like he could see the ghosts of the kid and his father sitting there watching him. Hair rose up on the back of his neck and he suddenly needed to get out of the morgue-like room.
“I’m sorry for all of you,” he said as he rushed to the door.
ER stood by the white truck. “The keys are in this one, and it starts, but it’s almost out of gas. Plus, the front headlight is busted from the crash.”
Ted pressed the key-fob. A nearby black SUV beeped and flashed its lights.
“We’ll take this one. The owner…won’t be needing it anymore.”
The unknown enemy at Andrews could be heading for the White House, too. There was no bigger target in the area, if they were trying to kill prominent government officials. That made it critical to get there as soon as possible. They couldn’t risk driving damaged vehicles or fooling around with gas.
Ted climbed in the SUV but took a moment to breathe in the wintery air freshener odor. The owner probably smelled the same thing hours ago…
It felt like grave robbing, but he had his orders. It would take a day to walk to DC. The man’s truck would make it an hour-long drive. Living people depended on what he found there.
He couldn’t worry about the ghosts. Yet.
Bonne Terre, MO
Tabby knew their situation was grim, but she couldn’t tell her three friends on the boat. The odor and eye-burning chemical was still in the air, and there was nowhere to go to get further from the source. After putting on the tanks, she’d managed to get the kids in their seats, but it had already been fifteen minutes, and nothing had improved.
The aluminum 80 tanks were rated for about an hour of dive time. They might get a little more if the users were breathing steady and slow, rather than in great heaves, but she couldn’t get them to settle. Audrey was the worst; her body shook like she was stuck in a freezer.
She’d spent the last fifteen minutes thinking what Dad would do in this situation. Would he go back to the dock and get more of the tanks? It was the only logical choice, based on where she was, but the gas seemed to get worse with each minute. She could hardly keep her eyes open, and she couldn’t drive the boat with her eyes closed.
“There aren’t really any choices,” she admitted to herself.
“Guys,” she said, “keep your eyes closed and just listen to me for a minute. The air in these tanks isn’t going to last forever, so we have to make a decision. I have an idea what to do. However, I want us to all be in on it, okay?”
She peeked to see them nodding. Her eyes burned immediately.
“I can’t drive back to the dock to get more air because I can’t open my eyes in this stuff. We might get lucky if I drove with my eyes closed, but I might also run into a wall and sink the boat. Or we’d run out of air during the journey. Plus, we have no idea what’s happening with the chemical spill. The dock might not even be there.”
She coughed, then took a drag off her regulator.
“So, that leaves us with only one alternative. We have to swim for the exit.”
Peter pulled out his breathing tube. “You said there wasn’t another exit.”
“I know. Honestly, I don’t know if there is. I’ve never seen it. However, my dad told me he never takes divers beyond the train because they might tell the city of Bonne Terre—” she hacked several times. “They might tell the city where it goes.”
She had to jam the oxygen feed back into her mouth.
“But you don’t know where it goes?” Peter asked in a worried tone.
She breathed in more of the good air before speaking. “It has to be an exit. What else could it be?”
The underground lake was filled with things it could be. There was a small building down there. Miles of track. Excavators. Ladders. Bridges. You name it. However, none of it matched the description Dad gave. None of those things would bother the folks at the city.
Unless it was a bomb, or something dangerous, she believed he’d found another exit. Why it would make the city mad, she couldn’t imagine, but at that moment, she didn’t care.
“Bottom line, guys, we either swim for it, or we run out of air on this boat. If we can’t open our eyes in it, I don’t think we can live for long breathing in that foul stench.”
Audrey and Donovan sobbed.
Peter seemed to hold it together, which surprised her beyond reckoning.
“We’re with you,” the flirtatious teen replied. “Just tell us what to do.”
Audrey’s crying grew in volume, so Tabby gave her a minute to settle. The truth was Tabby needed the extra time to breathe because she’d gotten light-headed. That confirmed there was no chance of waiting it out.
“It’s really easy. We’re going to hop over the side while still breathing in our tubes.”
Peter protested. “We don’t have masks, or fins. Are they on the boat?”
She coughed. “No. We don’t have any of the extras, but we don’t need them, I promise. Take off your shoes and socks. That should be enough.”
The kids did as they were told, then she took them one at a time to the edge of the boat. When the three of them were in a line, she squinted through one eye to check the wrist lights for each of them and add a lead weight or two.
“Once you get in the water, you can open your eyes again. It will be necessary so we can see where we’re going. Follow me, okay? I promise you we can all make it.”
The lie rolled off easily, but there was no choice. She was risking their lives on a throwaway line her dad once said. If she took them into the mine and they ran out of air, she wouldn’t even be able to tell them she was sorry.
“Now, I’m going to give you a tap, then you fall into the water, right? Nice and easy.”
She got next to Peter’s ear. “I need you to be a man, Pete. You take care of Audrey. I’ll take care of Donovan.”
He popped out his regulator. “I will.” His voice was steeped in fear, but to his credit, he seemed willing to go with her plan.
She tapped him, and he flopped into the water.
“Ah! Cold!” he screamed.
“It’s okay,” Tabby said in a soothing voice for the sake of the others. “It’s a little chilly, but not too bad. Put your regulator back in.”
Without wet suits, it was going to feel worse than it was. Plus, they were already chilled to the bone.
She tapped Audrey and kept her hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Peter is going to catch you.” The teen shook with fear and the cold, but she still leaned forward and fell into Peter’s arms with a splash. Her screams bubbled out of the water as she descended; Tabby hoped it was mostly due to the chill.
“Okay, Donovan. It’s just you and me. Are you ready?”
“I don’t want to die down here,” he drawled. “I want my momma.”
She instantly thought of her mom. She was probably up on the surface begging Dad to do something to put out the fire so they could rescue their daughter. If she and the kids didn’t make it, at least the boat would point people where to find them.
It didn’t help her mind to know that.
“I want to see my mom and dad, too. They’re up top, with your momma, anxious to see us again. The only way we can do it is to swim to them.” She intended to make the speech longer, but she went into a coughing fit that was hard to stop.
“Please, jump,” she croaked. “I’ll watch over you.”
Donovan said something impossible to hear because he kept his regulator in his mouth. Then, like the others, he tipped forward and went into the water.
She didn’t waste a second. Tabby jumped behind them.
It was freezing cold and took her breath away but being able to finally open her eyes made it worthwhile.
The kids flailed in the water, a little way under the surface. She’d made good estimates with the lead weights; otherwise, they would have had to work hard to stay submerged. They already had enough going against them.
She looked down at the black narrow-gage train engine. The water was so clear it almost felt like flying above the antique piece of mining equipment. Her light focused on it because it was the most prominent feature. However, after looking at the engine for a few seconds, she guided her light to the left.
A black tunnel beckoned her.
Was it the exit, or her death?




CHAPTER 16
Newport News, VA
Kyla held the pistol in her hands, but she still didn’t know how she felt about it. The firefight was over. Carthager and the other Marines had killed the men hiding behind the boxes, and, thanks to her, they also got the drop on those coming up from below. She figured she ought to be relieved to know that, but she still wasn’t certain these Marines were legitimate. Maybe she’d been cheering for the wrong guys to win.
“All clear below,” Carthager yelled up the stairwell.
Her ears rang with echoes of the battle, so voices around her sounded muted and distant. Her legs seemed wobbly, and her hands, which weren’t that stable to begin with, wouldn’t stop shaking. Plus, her nose burned from the gunpowder, or whatever it was, that guns fired. Was all that normal after combat?
Meechum slapped her on the back, as if the Marines majored in it. “Good job, ace. Sad that your heroics were wasted on a dead man.” She was hard to read, but Kyla imagined she really meant she’d done a good thing.
“Th-thanks,” she replied unevenly.
“Hey, don’t worry about those shakes. They’ll go away soon enough. Next time, they’ll be less of a hassle for you. Eventually, you won’t even flinch when we break out the crap sandwich.”
She sincerely hoped there wouldn’t be a next time. “I’m looking forward to getting off the ship and going back home.”
“Not yet,” the woman said with a laugh. “We’re going back down to our quarters to re-up on ammo. We blew most of it taking care of these ass-wipes. As you can see, they ate a lot of our supply.”
“We aren’t clearing out?” she said sadly.
“Sarge gives the orders. It’s cool, though. These were the guys who have been hassling us. Now they’re dead. We should have no problem moving about the decks.”
“My friend took off. Can we go look for him?”
“Hell no,” Meechum replied. “We have a mission to finish.” She walked over to a uniform lying on the hangar deck. “Do you see this?”
She nodded.
“Whatever did this, it’s out there.” She pointed out the door of the aircraft elevator lift. Far across the ocean-fed lower James River, she saw the mud flats and trees beyond. “We need to have enough ammo to take care of business.”
Kyla looked outside, wishing she was on the other side of the waterway.
“Jump if you want to,” Meechum said like it was no big deal. “We won’t stop you. However, if there are any more bad guys around, you’ll be an easy target for ‘em. I wouldn’t like those kinds of odds.”
She looked away. “Do you think you got them all? We heard lots of shooting.”
“That was probably all from us, or our other squads. We’ve been running and gunning since we left the lower levels near the bow.”
“You came up here, and are going all the way back down?”
“Ammo, dudette,” she said dryly. “We go where the ammo is.”
“Right. Okay. You get your ammo, then what?”
Meechum shrugged. Her big, black machine gun hung on a sling over her shoulder, complementing her digitized camo, oversized helmet, and numerous pouches.
Carthager came over to Meechum and the others. “Bravo and charlie squads have secured their parts of the boat, but stay tight, people.” A few of the men kept watch; Kyla observed one by the boxes, another by the stairwell. By miracle or skill, none of the Marines had been injured or killed. “We’ll go one below, then walk all the way to the forward compartments.”
Kyla worried that a whole army could have moved into the front while they’d been shooting near the back, but she retained her composure and didn’t say that out loud.
Carthager looked at her with furrowed brows. “You need me to hold onto that pop gun? You look like you’re going to puke all over it.”
She couldn’t deny she wasn’t at her best, but she remembered the feeling when those other soldiers came up the hallway. She’d fired the gun and almost certainly missed, but it might have stopped or slowed the advance. Belatedly, she remembered that she wasn’t totally worthless in the fight.
“I’ll be fine in a second. I’d like to keep this, if I can?”
The big man grinned. “We’ll make a warrior out of you. Count on it. But do me one favor: put the safety on and holster the weapon in your belt.” He pointed to the four o’clock position. “Put it there, assuming you’re right-handed.”
“I am.”
A faint knocking sound came from deep inside the ship, reminding her she was inside a 13-billion-dollar war machine. One little gun seemed inconsequential by comparison.
The sergeant didn’t look away until the pistol was secure in her work trousers. Almost like a parent ensuring her child was dressed properly before going out into the rain.
“All right. Meech, you want point again?”
She didn’t hesitate. “On it.”
Much like when they first met, Meechum flung herself down the stairwell to the deck below.
Kyla was anxious about what they would find, but thanked fate she wasn’t taking her boot in the face again.
Tyson’s Corner, VA
Ted had driven the black SUV out of the mine parking lot, onto the rock-strewn two-lane road, and finally onto a larger four-lane avenue.
“I guess we didn’t need to take the first thing we found,” he said to ER as they drove through the tangle of cars at a busy stoplight. When the event happened, the cars waiting at the light no longer had live feet on the brake pedals. Those cars rolled into the intersection and impacted the empty ones blazing through the green lights. The resulting crashes were messy and spectacular.
“You found a good one. It has air conditioning, at least, and a radio.” The soldier sifted through the FM channels, but the only station still broadcasting was playing music.
“Must be on a loop,” he suggested while slowing to get around another wreck.
Ramirez scanned the AM band, but all he found were a couple of stations with short, repeating Emergency Broadcast System alarms. Those were obviously automated.
“Not a single live person on here, or out there.” Ted pointed to the radio, then the world outside. “Stations on the AM dial could be from several states away. Even if the attack hit all of the country, surely someone had to survive to report on it.”
It had already been a few hours since John Jeffries attacked the VP, and the start of all the troubles with communications, but so far, he’d learned very little about the extent of what was now clearly an attack on the American homeland. Was it military, terrorist, or other?
Every civilian in this part of Virginia had been erased. It transcended terror, he believed, since there was no one left to be frightened by it.
They fell into silence as they drove east toward the big city. Once they reached the interstate, the lack of stoplights made it easier to make good time. However, it also made it easier to see the countryside around them.
Fires were spreading.
“That’s a big one,” he said as he pointed out ER’s window. The fire was a few miles away, but the belching black smoke suggested it was something big, like a factory or refinery.
Ramirez glanced out his window but didn’t dwell on it. He maintained his forward gaze. “I find it best to focus on what’s in front of us. Let’s get this mission done, then we can watch the world burn.”
ER hadn’t been quite as humorous since they’d gotten dumped out of the plane, but at least he couldn’t get hurt while sitting inside the truck.
Thirty minutes later, they made it as far as the bridge over the Potomac. The concrete span was broad and flat, about twenty feet above the water, with three lanes of traffic and one pedestrian path on the right side.
Another span carried the westbound lanes on the half-mile trip across the river.
The Washington Monument stood tall beyond the far end of the bridge, and the white marble top half of the Lincoln Memorial rose a little above tree-top level on that side as well.
Of greater concern was the pileup of cars stuffing both directions of the bridge.
Ted weaved through lighter traffic to about the halfway point, but the far side was blocked solid. Cars had turned sideways, been flipped over, and some had burned.
“This is a good news-bad news type situation,” ER said when the truck stopped.
Ted glanced over.
The lieutenant took that as his cue. “Bad news is we have to ditch our getaway car and walk. The good news is we’ll have our pick of cars once we get to the other side.”
Ted put the SUV in park, then took the keys. As he got out, he thought he was being stupid. Every car and truck in sight was now free for the taking. However, he felt good knowing they wouldn’t have to ride with ghosts in the SUV. Those other vehicles were now gravesites as far as he was concerned.
“Grab your rifle,” Ted said to ER. “We’re almost there.”
Amarillo, TX
It only took Brent about sixty minutes to confirm his worst fears. Whatever swooped in and made his friends at the prison disappear, it also affected the towns around the prison.
Briarville. Red Junction. Eggers.
All had the familiar stacks of clothing where there should have been living people.
He didn’t bother going home, as there wouldn’t have been anyone there even before the disappearance. A year ago, he might have rushed home to take care of his old mutt, Rufus, but he’d passed on not too long ago. His wife died a decade ago.
“My life plays like a country song,” he said as he drove back to the prison.
On the way, he tapped the radio dial to see if there was any news from beyond his grassy piece of Texas, but there were almost no stations on the air. A few buzzed with that annoying emergency tone. One kept saying the name of the station over and over, like it was on eternal repeat of that five-second loop.
The only station apparently still on the air happened to be one he hated, because they played young-people’s music he didn’t understand. Was it hip-hop? Soul? Pop? He didn’t enjoy the songs, but he let it play anyway. He was certain someone would eventually break in and say what was going on.
When he reached the prison a short time later, the annoying tunes kept on coming. He punched off the radio in disgust because someone had remixed one of his favorite Supertramp songs into hip-hop oblivion. Why someone chose to play that, rather than the news, he had no idea.
“Dammit! Everything is run by computers these days.”
He slammed his beater pickup truck into park, then yanked the keys. The prison lot had emptied by about half from when he stormed out after seeing those tapes.
Trish’s flashy sports car was gone.
He groaned as he climbed out of the truck. His arthritis-filled knees reminded him that his prime years were well behind. On the way inside, he tried to stiffen up and not let the pain bother him. It was dangerous to show any weakness to the prison population.
He walked in the front doors without needing his keycard. A guard had placed a trash can in the doors so they wouldn’t close.
“Bunch of amateurs,” he complained.
Sure, he took off without saying good-bye after he saw the tapes, but he didn’t run out and create security breaches like this.
He pulled the can out of the door so it closed properly.
“I’m back!” he said to the cameras.
An officer should have come up to greet him. It was protocol.
He walked past the main hall security booth and did his best to not see the loose clothing on the floor. It was a lot easier to ignore the orange jump suits inside the cells, though he didn’t have any enemies behind those bars.
Brent continued for the stairs to the sub-level. He’d made it about halfway down when voices cried out from both ends of the hallway.
“Help us!”
“They left!”
“Don’t let us die!”
He slowed to a stop and looked everywhere for the corrections staff.
“They aren’t here, boss,” one of the inmates said.
“They left?” Brent asked with amazement.
The nearest prisoners nodded agreement as the others quieted down. For the first time since he’d taken the job, he realized that if he wasn’t there to open the doors, the incarcerated men would die as certainly as if they’d been buried alive in coffins. Society put them there to pay their dues, but they were petty criminals, not capital murderers. They didn’t deserve to die for their crimes.
He trotted to the end of the hallway. No one was inside the security booth. He used his keycard to go inside, then called up the real-time cameras. The only living people in view were the prisoners on his level. The upper cell block was still a thrift shop clothing aisle gone wrong.
“Dammit,” he whispered. “They all followed me out the front door.” He figured that when he left, the other officers saw their chance to go as well. He imagined Trish leading it all: Old Brent wouldn’t have left unless this was really bad, people. I say we follow him and leave these men behind.
He’d caused the panic without even knowing it.
Brent looked up at the inmates hanging against the bars. Fifty men now depended on him for their lives.




CHAPTER 17
Washington D.C.
Ted took the lead as he and ER ran along the pedestrian walkway at the edge of the bridge. Next to them, cars and trucks were jammed in solid in the three lanes of traffic heading east. It was as if everyone let off the brakes at the same time, then deliberately crunched whatever was in front of them.
“Obstacle,” he said to Ramirez. Sometimes cars hopped the small metal barrier between the roadway and the walkway, forcing them to go into traffic, or hop over the blockage. The station wagon came over the wall at an angle, which made it easy to climb up the hood.
He hopped on and scooted to the far side. ER jumped aboard a few seconds later.
“Look,” the other man whispered. He pointed to the south.
“Duck!” Ted exclaimed.
They both fell off the hood. Ted landed on his feet, but ER came down next to him and immediately slipped on some broken glass. He was on the pavement in an instant.
“Damn, dude, you didn’t have to hurt yourself.” Ted laughed it off, so the other guy didn’t feel bad. He really was clumsy. “Don’t move.”
Another bridge was to the south, maybe the distance of two football fields. A convoy of Humvees moved from west to east, heading for the city. Even from this far away, Ted recognized the fifty-cals on top of the trucks: they were ready for battle.
“I’m not going anywhere.”
He counted ten armored trucks. They crossed the river and went to the south of the National Mall. Since they went in that direction, he hoped those guys were going to a different part of the city. He and ER were headed the opposite way. The White House was north of the mall and Washington Monument, a fact he remembered from flying over the city numerous times.
“You think they’re friendly?” They appeared to be American, but he couldn’t say for sure. The people inside could be Russians for all he could see at such a distance.
“Unknown,” ER replied.
Ted waited for the engine noise to fade off, then he got back on his feet.
“We work for the vice president,” he said with some pride. “We can’t get tangled up with other units until we’ve got a better handle on our own reconnaissance.”
“I like how you think, Air Force.” ER held out his hand, which Ted took to help him get off the ground.
“I’m going to need a medic sometime.” Ramirez held his palms up. When he fell on the glass, he must have put his hands in the shards because they were pockmarked with little bursts of blood.
“Remind me to request someone less accident-prone next time,” Ted said in a light-hearted way.
“You weren’t my first choice, either. I was very comfortable working on the plane and leaving this running nonsense to some other young buck.”
That made Ted feel pretty good. He was in his forties, not a young buck, either. However, he hadn’t fallen on his ass—twice.
They ran to the end of the bridge and Ted went right to a small, brown two-door subcompact.
ER stood outside pretending like he didn’t want to get in. “You could have found a Bentley for us. This thing is trash.”
Ted realized the Army guy had probably not spent a day in a front-line environment. His reasoning for selecting the car were entirely defensive.
“This baby is low to the ground and hard to spot. We’ll glide next to the other traffic still on the road, and with a little luck, we won’t be spotted by those guys in the gun trucks.”
ER brightened. “That’s pretty smart.”
Ted thanked heaven he outranked the lieutenant. He’d likely have chosen another big truck, and they’d be spotted in a heartbeat.
The event had taken place at rush hour that morning, so the streets were filled with vehicles heading into the city. A lot of those cars had veered into the opposite lanes when the event took place, but they generally had no difficulties weaving their way through the city.
“Stay sharp, ER. If you see those other guys, even from miles away, let me know.”
Ramirez had his window down, and, to his credit, diligently watched the city streets for the big, tan military rigs. Ted looked out his side, and in the rearview mirror, but they managed to avoid seeing them all the way to the White House.
“At least we know where they aren’t,” he said as they pulled up to the heavy security pylons blocking the street in front of the White House.
“Did we beat them?” ER asked. “Or are they watching us?”
Ted put the car in park and turned it off. “You trying to scare the crap out of me? I feel like my skin has been crawling under the surface since I saw the first, uh, invisible person.”
“You think they’re still here? That would freak me out, too.”
The soldier had a way of twisting his words. He never once considered that the people were still alive and walking around like the Invisible Man. The notion made thinking about those clothes even creepier.
“No, I think everyone is dead. It was a weapon, not a setup for a comedy movie. Who would go through all that trouble for a gag?”
ER laughed. “I would. It would be a legendary prank pulled on millions of fans. I would be laughter’s hero for the ages.”
Ted shook his head, clearing the doubt from his mind so he could focus on what they had to do next.
“Let’s get inside and get what we came here for. We can joke about it after we’re back on the plane.”
Ramirez seemed to take it to heart. “I don’t really think they’re alive. I just wish they were.”
“Yeah, this sucks,” Ted replied.
Bonne Terre, MO
Tabby opened her eyes underwater, happy they weren’t burning. However, new problems were everywhere in her renewed line of sight.
Audrey flailed like a bass tangled in fishing line.
Peter struggled with her, though he didn’t have much luck calming the young girl.
And Donovan kicked and swam under the boat, in the wrong direction; his green chem light rose and fell like a floating ghost.
All of them, including her, were using oxygen faster than was necessary.
“Steady, girl. Fix what you can.” She first swam out to Donovan. He windmilled his arms like crazy, but barely kicked his feet to propel him, allowing her to use better form and overtake him. However, when she tapped him on the hip, he curled up in a ball like a roly-poly bug.
She shifted and shined her light toward his face, hoping to get him to acknowledge her. It took much longer than she’d wished, and they sank halfway to the bottom while getting his attention, but he finally looked at her face.
Tabby held up two fingers and pointed to her own eyes. “Focus on me!”
Donovan looked from one side to the other, perhaps forgetting where he was. However, when he returned his gaze to her, he seemed to recognize her.
She motioned for him to follow but didn’t let him go. It took a few more seconds, but the kid finally gave her a thumbs-up.
After flashing the OK symbol, she let go and made like she was going to swim away. Once she’d gone a few feet, she checked behind to make sure he was there. His red track suit made him stand out in the darkness. He moved toward her.
“One down,” she thought.
By the time she got back to Audrey, Peter had her in his arms. Once again, she reflected how surprised she was that the boy was such an asset to her.
Tabby swam up to meet them and traded OK signs with both.
“God, please help us,” she prayed. The idea of going on a one-way trip was not sitting well with her, but she was absolutely convinced it was their only hope.
“This way,” she vocalized with the regulator in her mouth. No one would understand her, but she did it anyway. Tabby pointed the light into the dark tunnel beyond the wrecked train engine and then went in that direction.
When she reached the square entrance, she halted and stood on the hundred-year-old train tracks. The three kids floated in the water like they were in a freeze-frame photograph. It was an illusion created by the clear water and slow movements of the divers in the darkness.
“Come on,” she waved.
When she was certain they were going to follow, she turned toward the interior of the mine tunnel. The tracks on the floor went into the darkness, and the horizontal shaft seemed to go straight into nothingness.
She tried to reflect on where she was, relative to the mine entrance up in town.
“Am I under my house?” a local kid would often ask while on the tour. Sometimes, the answer was yes.
But Tabby had gone far into the mine, and direction was impossible to know once you’d gone around a few of the giant stone columns. Even if she had a map of the lake, and had the time to study it, she probably wouldn’t have been able to answer the basic geography question. Now, under stresses beyond her imagination a few short hours ago, it was one of the weird thoughts crowding her brain.
She looked back again. The kids were in the tunnel, but Audrey appeared to have trouble staying below the ceiling. She’d seen it before; the girl could use some more weight to keep her from floating upward.
When the girl got close, she pulled off one of the weights from her lead belt and used the carabiner to lock it onto Audrey’s. Tabby was sure the extra weight would do her good, but when she finally looked into the girl’s face, her eyes were terror-stricken.
Tabby didn’t know what to do, so she reached out with both of her hands and put them on the girl’s cheeks. For a moment, the bubbles coming out of their regulators filled the area with chaos, but when those cleared out, the girl finally saw Tabby’s eyes.
She smiled at Audrey, wishing she could convey nothing but the word calm.
Peter arrived and grabbed Audrey around the waist with one arm, like they were getting a photograph of themselves.
Donovan stood on the track nearby, though he seemed to work to keep his bare feet off the metal and jagged rock.
Tabby continued to smile with her eyes.
Audrey appeared to relax. She figured it had more to do with Peter than her, but she kept at it. Donovan seemed to get something out of the pause, too, so she hoped it settled everyone.
While she had their attention, she held up three fingers, then two, then one. Finally, she waved for them to follow her.
Each panicky stop consumed more air. She wanted to make the next segment go as fast as possible, so they could put in some distance. She kicked her bare feet as hard as she could to move fast down the tunnel. Her wrist flashlight focused on the tracks ahead, though the pool of darkness further down the carved tunnel never seemed to brighten.
“Please have an ending,” she thought.
Her body was on the verge of shivering from the cold, but she was somewhat used to the feeling. Dad had taken her swimming and diving in this water for years. The other three would be freezing in it, of that she had no doubt.
“Hang on guys, we’ll warm up at the surface.”
Ahead, there were nothing but question marks. She didn’t know where she was. She didn’t know if there was a destination. If there was, she didn’t know how to get there.
A few minutes later, she reached a slight bend in the tunnel.
It was time to look back.




CHAPTER 18
Newport News, VA
Kyla and her laptop bag trudged along behind the Marine named Parsons. He was so large it was difficult to see around him, but she talked to his back. “So, you guys were down below when the attack happened?”
The big guy looked over his shoulder. “We were here on a FAST training exercise. We’re with the Fleet Anti-terrorism Security Team.”
“And you happened to be here when the poop sprayed on the fan,” she said jokingly.
Parsons seemed put out. “What are you saying, miss?”
“Oh, I don’t mean anything. I just think it’s good luck you guys were here to take over when the rest of the sailors on the ship disappeared.” She pointed up. “Especially since those fake Marines caused so much trouble.”
They walked the gangway for a few more paces before Parsons spoke again. “FAST units deployed to several ships last night. Someone must have gotten wind of this thing.”
“Let’s keep it down,” Carthager said from a few men ahead. “We’re going through the cafeteria.”
The low ceilings and metal bulkheads made the giant ship seem confining as they walked through the hallway. However, the seating and tables of the dining hall opened things up a bit.
The Marines fanned out as they crossed the room, though Kyla purposefully stuck behind Parsons. If there was an enemy on the far side, they wouldn’t even see her behind the hulking black man.
Sergeant Carthager held up a hand and everyone stopped. The Marines had their rifles out, always searching for something to kill, but Kyla kept her pistol holstered in her chinos. The pop gun, as the Marine leader had called it, would hardly be useful compared to the big rifles in the room.
A tapping sound became evident as they waited. She’d heard it before, but the ship made a lot of different sounds. Fans. Pumps. Metallic grinding of machinery.
“Do you hear it?” Carthager asked the squad.
“It’s an S-O-S,” Meechum whispered from a distant table.
“That’s what I’m hearing,” the sergeant replied. “Okay. Keep it tight. Head for the nearest ladderway. I think it’s coming from below.”
Meechum fast-walked for the other side. The rest of the Marines swept across the seating area before they went through double-doors to the hallway. When Kyla came through, Meechum was already at the next stairwell. The woman warrior gave Carthager a thumbs-up, then went down.
On the next level, the clanging S-O-S became louder.
“What do you—” Kyla started to say.
“Shh!” Parsons cut in. “We’re hunting wabbit,” he whispered.
A few of the nearby Marines snickered.
Meechum seemed to lead them on a random path through the ship. Sometimes she would go toward the back, only to turn around and head toward the front. They went through the bunk area. A long supply compartment. More bunks. Eventually, she figured out the Marine was zeroing in on the sounds.
They kept going down.
When they got to a steel door with a rope attached to keep it from opening, Meechum stopped and pointed like a bird dog at her prize.
“Spread out,” Carthager ordered.
Kyla saw what was about to happen, and she thought back to how she’d been able to help the Marines by going out to rescue the injured sailor. Whether the man died was irrelevant; she’d risked her life so the guys with guns could do their job.
“I can open it,” she blurted out a little too loud.
Carthager flashed a look suitable for the hounds of Hell. His whisper was quiet but carried all his authority. “Parsons! If she says another word, shut her up!”
Parsons growled, making Kyla wonder if that was for real or show.
She shut up.
Meechum cut the rope and pushed the door open. She and two men shoved through the hatch with rifles drawn.
Kyla realized how stupid it was to try to out-hero these guys, but she wanted to participate wherever possible. Being the damsel in distress wasn’t her style.
She held her breath while waiting for the sounds of gunfire, explosions, or even shouting. After about thirty seconds, Meechum came back out looking relaxed, followed by a man. He was dressed in a white Navy uniform with a rank on his shoulder of four gold stripes and a star.
Despite the seriousness of the situation, Kyla couldn’t stop her own mouth.
“Captain?”
Washington, DC
Ted and Ramirez took a few minutes to study the gate and fence around the White House. Because everything else was unlocked, he assumed the front gate would be easy to open. However, he found security there was buttoned up tight even though no one was in the gatehouse.
“I don’t suppose the VP gave you a key?” ER asked sarcastically.
“No, but she did give me the garage door code.”
“Really?”
“Hell no,” Ted snickered. “We’re going to have to climb the fence.” Ted put his hands on the bars, intending to scale it.
“Wait,” ER insisted. “We should find a truck that can break down the gate. What if we find something too big to lift back over the fence? I don’t want to leave anything behind.”
“What are you planning on taking? The refrigerator?” Ted meant it as a joke, but after he’d said it, it dawned on him how the soldier could have orders he didn’t know about. General Charleston wasn’t exactly supportive of Ted’s go-it-alone mission, which was why he sent his own man.
“You wish. There’s a hot painting of Mrs. Lincoln I’ve had my eye on.”
Ted was resigned to shaking his head.
“What? Everything is free for the taking, right? Can you blame me if my tastes in women run about a hundred and fifty years behind? I’m going to take if off the wall and hide it in an Arby’s bathroom. I’ll come and get it later when things look better out there.”
“Sounds like you’ve thought of everything,” he said dryly. Ted wasn’t sure he believed the guy was out for artwork, but he was out for something. Up until that moment, he expected to find the president in a safe room or bunker, but if no one was there, the people’s house would no doubt be looted.
“There must be vehicles close by.” Ramirez motioned toward the tall buildings of downtown, which were only a few blocks away. “This town is always under construction.”
He could have easily hopped the fence and completed his mission, but there was some logic to having a larger vehicle. Ramirez talked about removing art, which wasn’t his concern, but perhaps he was on to something. It was the seat of power in the United States; who knows what would be useful. Whatever they took, it would be safer to have the vehicle at the door.
“All right,” Ted said after some thought, “let’s go grab something. Make it quick!”
They passed the gate and walked east toward the row of buildings. The park-like area of the White House contrasted sharply with the stone and steel cityscape, but once they were in the city, it was typical of most American downtowns. The only major difference was that this urban center had no skyscrapers due to the architectural laws for the city. It was an aviation quirk he’d been told when flying out of Andrews, but he’d first heard about the law in a game of Trivial Pursuit.
They strode around a corner, avoiding several clumps of lost clothes, but stopped when a fire down the street blocked most of their way.
“Screw this,” Ramirez exclaimed.
A small tanker truck had run into a shop on the ground floor of a five-story office building. Based on the intense flames along that part of the street, and up the side of the doomed structure, it appeared as if the vehicle had blown up on impact. Flames had jumped to an adjacent building and seemed to spread there, too.
“So, we go this way,” Ted pointed down a different street.
“Good call.”
Ted tried to engage in small talk. “So, still think art is your best target from inside the White House? With no fire departments, fires are going to be a real problem. If you hide the paintings in an Arby’s, it might burn up.”
“You think the president has jewels and gold stashed in there? I’d settle for those.”
“Of all the possible people on that plane,” Ted thought, “I get paired up with a common thief.”
The thief was right about one thing, however. Ahead, a giant red, white, and blue dump truck sat quietly up against a parked police car, as if it had T-boned it.
They had their gate crasher.
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
Sister Rose wasn’t a dog person; she’d never had one as a kid. In her mind, there was only one outcome possible. It would jump through the broken front window, scurry over the seats, then eat her like kibble.
Yet the wolf-dog sat outside her closed door like it had the patience of Job.
She tried again to wave her hands as if to say, “shoo!”
That seemed to excite the creature. It stood up and walked in a circle, giving her a good look at its powerful legs and giant paws. Its silvery coat was well-kept, as if it had recently been combed straight. The dog seemed alert and intuitive, as if it knew she was the person it had been looking for.
She finally noticed the thin leash dragging behind it. The line was attached to a collar well-hidden by the fur.
“Where’s your owner?” she thought for a few seconds. “Let me guess… She’s been brought home to God, too.”
Rose took a deep breath, inhaling the sweet odor of fruit. That was curious, given the circumstances, so she peeled her eyes from the dog to see what caused it.
It was a short search.
Both seatbelts remained fastened in the back seat. Boy’s clothes were in the seat next to her, still held down by the restraint. The second person, now underneath her, once wore the colorful pants and blouse of a young girl.
Two slushy fruit drinks melted together on the floorboard on the far side.
“Oh dear,” she thought. She’d failed to look at the seat when she came inside the car. It horrified her to know she’d desecrated their belongings.
Sister Rose knew what she had to do. After making the sign of the cross to fortify herself to the necessity, she opened the door to get out.
The dog stood up and hopped around, like it was happy she was making herself an easy target.
Given the choice, she was willing to endure a painful bite rather than soil the memory of those who had been chosen by God.
Rose held her hands to her shoulders, as if to keep them far away from the deadly-looking teeth.
The animal ran around her feet a few times, dragging the leash along her ankles.
“Shoo,” she said with her arms as she began the perilous journey to the front door of the convent.
The dog didn’t listen. It paced her as she steadily made her way across the grass of the front lawn, and it stayed next to her as she walked onto the parking lot.
“Please help me, God,” she prayed silently.
The leash made a scraping noise as the wolf-dog stalked her on the pavement.
Rose clenched her jaw as she walked up the path to the front door. She had to get there first, lest the dog go inside. That would cancel her refuge in an instant.
She picked up the pace.
The dog matched her by trotting faster.
Her breathing became fast and shallow, as if her body was readying for the painful bite. Rose was absolutely certain it was about to jump in the air and cling to her back, so she turned around to make sure. She was only a few yards from the front door, but the distraction made her lose her direction and she instantly tripped on one of the low landscaping steps.
“Oof,” she said aloud by accident. Not really a word, she thought.
But the dog…
It came at her like it knew she’d been hurt and was vulnerable for the killing blow.
Before she could so much as move, the wet snout of the angry-looking beast was in her face. Those teeth were white and clean but looked terribly sharp.
“This is going to hurt,” she imagined.
She closed her eyes, momentarily forgetting everything, including how to pray.
Sister Rose was overcome with a new, horrifying odor.
Dog breath.




CHAPTER 19
Washington, D.C.
“This pig is one hundred percent loaded,” Ted noted while he worked the gears of the dump truck.
“Must have been going to a job,” Ramirez replied. “It’s great for us. This will plow down that gate like nobody’s business.”
He got the truck up to speed and handled it through a few corners in the business district. It was easy to stay away from the burning building they’d seen coming in, but there were other fires, too.
A couple of cars smoldered under their hoods, most likely from accidents.
A CVS pharmacy was ablaze for reasons unknown.
Far down the streets, other plumes of smoke suggested more.
“We should find a fire truck next,” Ted declared. “We could stay pretty busy.”
The dump truck made short work of pushing abandoned vehicles out of the way. Most were lone cars or trucks, but he had to shove three black SUVs in a row on one street, as if they were part of a convoy.
“There it is.” Ramirez pointed with excitement.
The White House was a block away to the south, beyond a park featuring a statue of a man on a horse.
“You cutting through?” ER asked.
“It’s the only way.”
They weren’t able to drive the truck up to the fence of the White House using the streets because there were security pillars blocking the way. The retractable barriers came out of the ground in the middle of the road so cars couldn’t get close to the White House and hit the gate or detonate a bomb. To get around all that nonsense, he planned to cut across the park.
He didn’t stop when he got to the edge of the green space. The truck crunched over a small fence and went onto the wide walkway. Ted did his best to avoid driving on tourists; their clothes were everywhere.
They went by the thirty-foot-tall horse and rider, but he didn’t give it a second glance. The White House grounds were right ahead, and he planned to hit the fence on the first try. However, as he got to the edge of the park, he realized there was one issue he couldn’t ignore.
“Dammit. I can’t ensure we’re going to fit up the driveway. You’re going to have to get out and guide me in. Once I’m in position, I can give it some gas and go right through. But if I hit the guard shack or the post on the other side, we might end up popping our front tires.”
“Who cares? Bash it and knock over the fence. We can get in easily.”
Ted laughed. “I thought you wanted to carry stuff away.”
ER seemed to think about it. “Oh. Right. I see what you mean. Can’t take the goods if our ride has flat tires.”
He put on the brakes about fifty feet from the fence. “After you.”
Ramirez climbed out of the cab and jogged onto the street. Ted noticed his rifle was still wedged against the seat, and he tried to call out through the passenger window, but the other man didn’t hear him. He leaned out his own window intending to be heard.
“Hey, dumbass—” he said before he cut himself short.
Motion caught his eye at the end of the block to the left. At first, he thought it was a small vehicle, like a four-wheel ATV that hunters used. However, it wasn’t a vehicle at all. The sleek thing had four metallic legs and a barrel-shaped body painted in woodland camouflage, along with a thin wedge of black metal for a head.
It moved in a straight line, with all four jointed legs working together to keep the body perfectly level, like a cat stalking its prey.
“What the?” he whispered.
ER had reached the fence and turned around to wave him in.
“Stop!” he said quietly, while trying to get the man’s attention over to the robot cat.
Lieutenant Ramirez either didn’t see him or didn’t understand his signals, because he continued to wave him over.
The robotic animal trotted toward ER, who finally noticed it.
Ted expected him to run back to the truck, but he held his ground and put his hands up.
“What are you doing?” he wondered.
The robot spoke with a female computer voice. “Security inquiry: please state your name and social security number.”
ER spoke in a serious tone. “I’m Thomas the Train. My number is 1-2-3-4-5. Does that compute?”
“Confirming,” the woman’s voice replied.
Ted considered using his rifle to do harm to the robot, but the machine was directly in front of the soldier. It would break about ten gun-handling rules he’d learned in basic.
There was only one real option at that point.
He stomped on the gas.
The truck lurched off the curb and into the street. He immediately had to shift into second gear because of his payload. The weight advantage that was going to destroy the gate also slowed him down.
He left it in second gear for the last thirty feet. The engine whined like it was going to blow up, but that served as a warning for ER to get out of the way.
The robot heard it too, and its head spun around like an owl’s. Ramirez jumped to his left as soon as it looked away. That gave Ted the green light to plow into the robot and the front gate at the same time.
“Smile for the camera!” he shouted.
The big rig smacked into the robot’s delicate-looking machinery and pushed it into the heavy metal gate. The black tubing bent forward, toward the White House driveway, as he kept on the gas and bulled through the entrance.
Ted gripped the wheel like a vise to keep it steady. His pilot’s sense of depth perception helped him place the truck exactly between the two posts of the gate. The mirrors on both sides were sheared off, but the rest of the dumper went through.
He didn’t dare stop, because he wasn’t sure if the robotic animal was going to hop back up and attack him, like in every monster movie ever made. He continued around the circular driveway for about fifty yards to the awning reserved for foreign dignitaries and heads of state.
He half-opened his door to look back. The robot wasn’t anywhere on the ground behind him, so he figured it was stuck to his grille, along with the remains of the gate.
Once he’d shut off the engine and hopped down, he hesitated to make sure his partner was all right.
“I’m fine!” the lieutenant shouted as he ran up the driveway. “Just a minor flesh wound.” The soldier held up his elbow to show blood had soaked through his uniform sleeve.
“You’ll live,” Ted said quietly.
When ready to face whatever was left of the security cat, he got his M4 rifle ready, then crept forward to see what was left.
“Hoo, boy, we jacked this thing good,” he said with relief.
The main body had slid under the front bumper, and all four legs were bent. The black-wedge head was squished against the metal grille of the truck, and the whole mechanical beast was surrounded by the remains of the black metal gate. If the truck backed up, the robot might get free, but otherwise it would take a blow torch to break it out.
It broadcast no lights or sounds, but he sensed there was activity in the black head.
“We have to hurry!” he shouted.
Bonne Terre, MO
Tabby looked back; the teens were still coming.
“Phew,” she thought.
She’d kicked and pumped her arms slow enough she didn’t get away from them, but also fast enough they couldn’t catch up. However, her own pacing had been uneven and now she was a little too far ahead, so she watched as they swam out of the gloom.
She also eyed the remaining pressure in her tank.
“Crap.” There was no more than fifteen minutes of air before it would be necessary to tap into the tiny reserve bottle.
They’d gone about two hundred yards in the dark tunnel, which was amazing for first-timers. She considered waiting for the three to catch all the way up, so she could give them high-fives and pats on the back, but it seemed more important to pull them forward.
Tabby waved at them when they were about ten feet away, then kicked off the train track to continue swimming into the tunnel.
“Please follow me,” she begged.
After another five minutes of swimming, she couldn’t hold out any longer and had to stop again. This time, the kids were farther back than they were before.
“They’re getting tired,” she acknowledged.
SCUBA diving was an all-body sport. When wearing fins, much of the heavy lifting was done with the legs, but the kids had to kick with bare feet, in the cold dark, and with unfamiliar equipment. It was a testament to their willpower they’d gotten as far as they did.
She spun around on tiptoes, content to survey the tracks and tunnel while the kids caught up. Tabby had begun to wonder if the miners built the passageway to be an out-and-back. A place where they dug out lead in a straight line, never needing to expand the route or go to the surface. If so, they were in trouble.
Her light went far down the tracks, but the parallel metal guide seemed to go into the wall at a certain point.
The kids came closer and provided a little additional light, even though the beams jerked unevenly with their swim strokes.
“This is…”
She shuffled for a few steps, then hopped into an urgent breaststroke over to where the train tracks disappeared.
“The end!”
There was no question the tracks reached an end, but not the one she wanted.
As fast as her heart leapt with excitement, it now crashed with disappointment. The train tracks ended at a wooden structure that was once a mine chute for the railway cars. When the train reached the end of the track, a wood and metal device tipped the car, so the contents spilled into a pit.
She was still staring into the dark maw when someone poked her on the shoulder.
“Peter!” she said in her regulator. Peter would only hear a vague noise, not the actual words, but she was so happy to see him she didn’t care.
The boy shifted so Audrey had a view into the pit, but she pushed him back like she didn’t want to see.
“This is going to suck,” she thought.
If they were going to find an exit, it had to be down in the pit. There were three flooded levels to the mine. Dad had said that many times. If this train dumped debris down a level, it had to be so it could be removed from the mine a different way.
Tabby wanted to tell the kids this was good news.
She waved at them, then stepped off the edge of the pit without a good-bye or other hesitation. The tour was going downstairs, and she worked hard to convey a sense of purpose to those taking her journey.
Her light pierced the mysterious blackness below as she floated down, but it wasn’t as deep as she feared. Perhaps thirty feet from her to the kids. She landed on top of a huge pile of tailings, which were rocks and gravel that had fallen from the mine buckets. That disturbance created a flush of debris below her feet, which fanned out around her.
As she shined her light toward the top to get the kids to jump, she noticed a faint glow down one of the tunnels on the new level.
“Holy cow! It has to be!”
She guided her flashlight where she was looking. Another broken set of railway track headed into a brighter chamber.
“Woohoo!” she cried out.
The kids remained on the edge of the pit above her. She tried to wave them down, but they didn’t seem to want to jump.
She tried to kick off and swim up to them, but the slag gave way and her feet mushed into the tailings. For a couple of seconds, she shifted her legs and thrust her arms like the pile might eat her up. The resulting frenzy of movement created a larger cloud of debris around her as if she were an octopus dumping ink. However, she managed to clear the pile and kick a few times to get away.
When she caught her breath and subdued her skittish nerves, she glanced up to see how far she needed to go. The kids seemed like they were a mile away.
They still weren’t coming, so she had to take action. A good tour leader was expected to collect her followers, no matter what.
Tabby’s lungs labored hard as she kicked up the rock tube toward the kids. She appreciated the colossal difference between swimming with or without fins. If they got out and went back to the mine, she was going to fill the whole tourist boat with fins and masks so this couldn’t happen again.
When she finally came out of the hole, the teens hadn’t moved. Some of the floating debris came up with her, clouding the area and making it hard to see.
“Exit!” she cried out as loud as she could.
Tabby floated over and went right for Audrey. She would be the key to the whole group. After grabbing a strap on the girl’s shoulder harness, she pointed to the ground.
“I hope this works,” she thought.
She got near the ground and used her finger to write in the sediment. At first, she believed the floating debris was going to make it impossible to see anything. She wrote the word but could barely see it herself. However, after a minute or two of excited breathing, she shined her light on it again. The cloudy water had cleared up enough to see through.
“EXIT!”
She didn’t turn around or look at the kids, because movement would disrupt the fragile landscape, as it did on the tailings pile. However, she blasted her light on the word to make it clear what she was doing.
A second light joined hers. Soon, there were four lights on that lone word.
The tour guide maintained her role as she rose and floated over to her charges. With a series of gentle nudges, she motioned the three kids over to the edge again. It was extra murky over the hole, but she believed it had to be obvious where they needed to go.
For a few seconds, each of them resisted going over the side, but Tabby firmly pushed them past their limits.
“We can do this!” she mumbled in her regulator.
The four of them went over.




CHAPTER 20
Newport News, VA
“I’m Captain Maximillian Van Nuys. I never thought I’d be so glad to see the Marines.” The white-suited naval officer traded salutes with Carthager, who had stepped up to the front.
“We’re glad to see you, too, sir. That banging guided us in.”
“Some asshole put a bag over my head, zip-tied me, and dragged me down here to this maintenance closet. I managed to get the zips and bag off, but I didn’t have anything to break through the door.” He looked around and caught sight of Kyla the civilian, but then returned his gaze to the big Marine. “What’s the situation?”
Carthager replied. “Do you know about the missing crew?”
The captain shook his head. “Tell me.”
“Sir, everyone above deck 6 is dead.”
“Everyone?” he asked sarcastically. “Be serious.”
The sergeant bowed. “I’m sorry, sir. It was everyone.”
Van Nuys resisted the news for a few seconds but then leaned against the wall like he’d been shot. “There had to be some survivors, right? We’re still afloat. I haven’t heard any alarms for a long time…”
“We know there are a few sailors down here on the engineering decks, but no one is up top. They’re all gone, sir.” Carthager spoke in a surprisingly kind voice. “We still don’t know how the enemy did it, or even who they are, but we’ve been fighting a contingent of soldiers pretending to be Marines since it happened a couple of hours ago.”
Kyla was shocked that much time had passed, but she checked her watch to confirm it was nearly lunchtime now.
“Do you have the upper hand?” Van Nuys inquired.
“We mopped ‘em up, sir. They are tough down in the hallways, but we caught them up in the hangar and ate them for lunch.”
“Good. It sounds like they’re thin on the ground. My captors said they needed me because of what’s up here.” He tapped his temple. “I now realize why. I have codes, knowledge, and biometrics. I’m the keycard for the bastards after they win their battle.”
“Looks that way, sir,” the sergeant replied.
The captain took a deep breath. “I want to see my dead crew.”
Carthager stood there like he didn’t know what to say.
“What is it?” Van Nuys asked.
“There’s nothing left, sir. As in, not a damn drop of blood. They all vanished during the attack.”
“It sucked them all off the decks?”
“No, sir. I don’t know how to explain it—”
Kyla took a chance. “Captain, sir, I saw the results. The people are gone, but their uniforms are left in place. It’s like they zapped out of existence, leaving only what they had on their bodies.”
Carthager pointed at Kyla. “She’s got it right. There’s a thousand uniforms upstairs, but no people.”
“I can’t believe it,” the captain deadpanned.
The big Marine seemed to stand taller. “We have three squads of FAST Marines on board. I’ve been on decks 7 up through 1. Bravo has reported there are no survivors on the bridge. It’s a total loss above 6.”
“You’ve been fighting the scouts, Sergeant. I don’t think they expected much resistance after using their superweapon, but you’ve surprised them. However, this is a symbolic target they won’t ignore. The JFK is the newest and most expensive ship in the United States Navy. They’ll send everything they have to get it once they realize we can still fight.”
“We’re ready!” Carthager declared.
The captain turned to Kyla. “And who are you, ma’am?”
“I’m, uh, just a programmer, sir. I’m with Southern Cross Contracting.”
“You have a name?”
“Kyla Justice.”
“Well, Kyla, you’re coming with me.”
“Sir?” she said with surprise. “I was with these guys.” If there were more battles to be fought, she wanted to be with the Marines.
“He’s the boss, dudette,” Meechum joked. “You do what he says.”
Some of the Marines snickered.
“Your job—” Van Nuys jabbed a finger back at Carthager. “—is to repel any invaders, so I can get the boat moving. If we can get off the dock, it will be a lot harder to board us.”
“Aye, Captain.” The sergeant saluted.
“Ms. Kyla and I are going to find more sailors,” Van Nuys added matter-of-factly.
“No shit?” Kyla blurted out, instantly feeling her face turn red.
The Marines laughed openly. Carthager shifted to be next to her, then he slapped her on the back. “Just to let you know, sir, we poke fun at this dudette, but she pulled one of your men to safety during a firefight. That’s how we knew there were fake Marines on the red team.”
Captain Van Nuys rubbed his chin. “I see. Sounds like the kind of woman we need today, especially if most of my crew is dead, as you say.”
“Move out,” the sergeant barked to his squad.
The Marines cleared out in ten or fifteen seconds, leaving Kyla alone with the captain. She immediately felt self-conscious, as if she was being measured and weighed. When she met eyes with the man, she was certain that’s what was happening.
“I’m ready to help,” she said, to cut through the uneasy feeling.
Van Nuys came out of his bubble of thought. “Right. We’ll stick together until we find some extra hands. I know someone else has to be down here. What’s your speciality?”
“Oh, they brought me in to work on automating lots of maintenance routines with the nuclear-powered engines. It won’t pilot the ship, of course, but it could cut down on the number of people you’d need in the engineering and reactor departments.”
“That’s good thinking, if a bit naïve. This ship already has a lot of automation, which is why our crew is smaller than those older Nimitz-class flattops, but if we lost most of my people, we’re probably not going anywhere far.”
“You told the Marines we were going to put to sea,” she said, as if the captain could forget his own words.
Van Nuys got closer. “I received orders to allow a FAST platoon to come aboard, but I didn’t get to meet them. How do we know they’re legitimate?”
“They seemed all right. They helped me and my friend…although the dummy eventually ran off and probably jumped ship.”
“We can’t trust anyone, Kyla. Now I need you to do me a solid before we do anything else.”
“Sure, whatever you want.”
The captain looked at a nearby stairwell. “I want to go up a few decks so I can see what’s left of my crew. No matter how little there is, no one is going to stop me from seeing what we’re up against.”
Kyla didn’t know if it was the right thing for a civilian to do, but she saluted.
“Yes, sir.”
Washington, D.C.
“Thanks for the save, Major,” Ramirez said gravely.
“Don’t sweat it. Whoever was in charge of that thing knows we’re here. Help me get inside.” Ted ran up to the small double-door that served as the entrance. Five or six outfits lay on the ground near the door, and more clothes were scattered around the foyer inside.
“It looks like a tour group was here,” he said with dismay.
The door was slightly ajar because someone’s shoe was lodged in the jam.
He was prepared to drive the dump truck through the wall if he had to, but he was happy it wasn’t necessary. Those poor tourists were at precisely the right spot to help him on his mission.
“Sorry, folks,” he said to the shirts, hats, and shoes, “we have to get through here.” He and ER ran through the security checkpoint, causing the alarms to trigger, but no guards came running to relieve them of their rifles.
“Let’s split up,” ER suggested. “I’ll start in the residential section up top. You start in the basement.”
The VP had given him some tips on the White House’s layout and what would happen in an emergency, so he had an idea where to go to find the president, but he didn’t like the idea of splitting up.
“You sure you want to divide our forces?” Ted asked.
“No, but you saw that machine out there. Someone is going to come for us. We have to cover maximum ground and then get out of here.” ER slung off his backpack and pulled out a black canvas roll, which he unfurled to reveal a big duffel bag.
“Meet back here in ten mikes?” the soldier suggested.
After seeing the tourists in the lobby, he was willing to bet the whole place was empty of people. There was probably little danger in splitting up, while there was a lot of risk in delaying their stay. To that end, he finally agreed.
“Let’s make it eight,” he countered.
“Done!” ER sprinted up the nearby stairs.
Ted ran the opposite direction, through the usher closet and down a narrow staircase. When he got to the lower level, he ran around one corner to check on the Secret Service offices, but the piles of black suits gave him all the intel he needed.
He wondered if John Jeffries had been working with any of the security officers inside this office. If so, they would have found excuses to be anywhere else today, like Outer Mongolia. Logically, the dead people left inside the room were the good guys.
Any bad guys would be…elsewhere.
He backtracked to the stairwell, then passed by to go to another part of the level. It took him a second to get his bearings, but then he went into a wide, well-lit hallway.
Despite being the fancy White House, it was definitely the basement. Long electrical conduits and wire bundles hung from the ceiling, running for fifty yards down the passageway. The floor was cement, except for a metal plate right in the middle of the hallway, which probably held pipes and other plumbing features.
His destination was halfway down the hall, and the nondescript white door was marked by a gold plate with black lettering.
‘Truman Bowling Alley.’
“Please be in there,” he whispered.
The door was unlocked, as was probably normal for being far behind Secret Service security lines. After passing through a small front room filled with cubbies of bowling shoes and a big fake plant, he jogged into the two-lane alley.
In better times, he would put on some shoes and throw a turkey or two, but now he strode across the puke-green carpet along the length of the lanes until he was at another white door.
This one was locked.
The sign on the outside said ‘Restricted: Alley operator only.’ However, the veep had told him this was where he would find the president, if he were alive.
“Is anyone there?” he called through the door. “I’m with Vice President Emily Williams.”
After receiving no reply, he tried kicking the door, but it held firm. Though it looked like any another door, it was likely reinforced.
There was no time to pick locks or look for keys. The Secret Service probably had the means to get in, if he had the time to search the clothes piles. Instead, he brought the M4 to bear. After taking a few steps back, he put two shots on the door lock.
The narrow chamber amplified the crack. “Ow.”
Ted kicked the door again and it flung open.
Amarillo, TX
Brent clicked on a small portable radio and found the lone station with music. He turned it up about halfway, then leaned back in his chair to consider his options.
Outside, the inmates yelled at him from time-to-time, but he kept his eyes and mind focused on the camera view showing the front parking lot.
Someone would come back, right? He eventually did. So would the others.
Time passed as he got lost in thought. For some minutes, he watched the camera as if it was any other day on the job. The parking lot looked as it always did: a lonely patch of pavement on the wide-open frontier grassland that was north Texas.
However, his eyes always drifted to the companion views of the recreation field and upper level hallway. The lost clothing of a thousand strippers…
If only it were that stupid.
Where did they go? Who was responsible?
“Why were we left alive?” he said aloud.
Brent was a God-fearing man, but he determined this wasn’t the work of any god as soon as he figured out who had been taken. Tom Donbavand was as close to a saint as he’d ever met. The correctional officer did things few others in his profession ever thought to do; he taught some of the residents how to read, he loaned books to them, and he helped them write physical letters to loved ones. And yet he was taken, because he worked on the upper level.
By contrast, some of the men behind bars up there were downright nasty. Drugs. Petty thievery. A few even scored big with internet scams. Brent didn’t think of them as evil men, but compared to Tom, they were night to his day. They were taken, too.
Plus, more good guys and bad guys were left in the basement.
He looked at the one camera window showing live people. His cell block of misfits. At the far end of the view, he saw the security booth, with his own head moving on the screen.
“Dammit all to hell. They aren’t coming back.”
His reflection time went on for so long the block residents had lost interest in yelling at him. They’d gone back to lying in bed or talking to their neighbors.
He came out of the security booth knowing what he had to do.
Brent fast-walked to the stairs and started up.




CHAPTER 21
Washington, D.C.
Ted pushed into the small room but was disappointed to see it filled with the bowling return machinery. No president. No secret bunker. Nothing.
“This blows big time.”
He checked the walls, sure he was missing something, but there wasn’t much to investigate in a twenty-foot square chamber. After the third walkaround, he was certain the room was just a room. More to the point of his mission, there was no presidential clothes pile in there.
“Where are you?” he said dryly.
He ran through the bowling alley again and out into the hallway. He intended to retrace his steps and go back to the main floor, but a voice caught his ear. The sound was muffled, suggesting it came from inside a wall.
After a short search, he found the source behind a wall near the stairwell.
“The Secret Service room,” he whispered.
He trotted by the stairwell a third time and went back to the front door of the Secret Service office. Ted went inside, careful to avoid stepping on the suits, and walked to a space at the back that might have once been a closet. It had only enough room for a small table, a lone chair, and a shortwave radio.
The voices came from the speakers.
He crept up on the device, certain someone was around to bust his intrusion.
…clean copy, over.
A second station replied: Roger that. Be advised FAST platoons are operating on the JFK and Iwo Jima. Over.
The first station replied: Confirmed. Over.
Ted recalled the JFK was the only point of East Coast contact they’d while in the air. It was in Newport News, where his niece lived and worked. He was tempted to join the conversation, if only to ask the status of Kyla’s ship, but he didn’t know who was talking and couldn’t risk giving himself away.
The second operator came back on. Viking Three-Five, wait one. Over.
There was a long pause, reminding Ted he had little time to sit and listen. He found a pencil and a small notepad and noted the frequency.
The modern digital radio was on frequency scan mode, meaning it locked on the strongest signal. Did that mean the operators were close?
Finally, the second station came back. Viking Three-Five, we have a confirmed breach at location AF. Interrogative, what is your response time? Over.
Five mikes, over, the first guy replied.
Affirmative. Intel also reports a sighting of Boomerang Two at Dulles International. Live forces will be available for its return visit at 16:30. How copy, over.
Ted didn’t wait for the reply. He ran out of the broom closet but stopped a little short of the main door. It bothered him to think it, and even more to do it, but he picked through the leftover clothes and grabbed a pair of P229s from the deceased agents.
“This pistol is the same model Jeffries used to try to kill Emily. And me,” he mused. He stuffed one in each of his front trouser pockets. “Can never have too much firepower,” he said to bolster his willpower.
He charged up the staircase back to the main level of the White House.
“Ramirez!” he said as loud as he dared. The marbled entryway made his voice echo. He’d been looking toward the staircase going to the upper floors, but the soldier came from behind him.
“I’m here,” ER said in a winded voice.
“What the— You were supposed to be upstairs.”
The soldier carried his black duffel, though the contents stretched it, so he looked like a sailor with a full rucksack.
“I found the commander-in-chief,” he deadpanned. “He was in the situation room with a couple of advisors. I guess it was all he could muster in the few minutes he knew the attack was in progress.”
“Just enough time to get us to DEFCON 2,” Ted reasoned. “Wait. How do you know it was him?”
“Navy ring. Cigar in his pocket. A wallet with nothing in it except a keycard with the president’s name and face on it. I shoved it all in this bag.” He pulled something out of his pocket. “Oh yeah, and this.”
Ramirez threw a heavy coin at Ted. When he caught it, he knew what it was.
“The president’s challenge coin,” he said sadly.
“Yep. He won’t be needing that anymore.”
“Damn,” Ted whispered. The president really was dead.
He almost told ER about his discovery, but there wasn’t time. They’d used up every second of their eight-minute limit.
Ted waved him to the front doors where they’d come in, but the lieutenant lagged with his heavy bag.
“What else did you shove in the bag? The presidential china set?” Ted had the intel he came for and needed to get it back to the vice president, so he didn’t press the man on what he’d been doing.
He wanted to move; it was even worse than what Rebecca shrieked on the phone. The destruction didn’t only affect people going about their daily lives. Everyone was gone, including the heavily-defended leader of the free world.
“So, how are we going to do this?” Ramirez asked as soon as they left the foyer full of tourists. “Truck or car?”
Ted considered getting back in the dump truck and driving it over to the car still parked a block away, but the huge truck would immediately draw attention to whatever force was on its way.
“We run,” he laughed. “I hope you don’t break your treasure.”
“I won’t.”
Ted jogged down the driveway toward the gate they’d come through. He could have run a lot faster, but he wanted to stay close to ER and his heavy load.
When they made it to the broken gate, he looked back, satisfied he’d made the right call. Not only did they make smaller targets, but anyone arriving would see the blinding red, white, and blue paint job on the dumper and assume they were still inside.
“This way,” he said as ER got outside the gate.
Together they ran along the sidewalk in front of the White House grounds. Ted grabbed the black duffel with one hand to lighten the other man’s burden so they could move faster. The black SUV was up ahead.
The heavy challenge coin clanged against the pistol in his right front pocket, making him wonder if he should move it. He also thought about the message it would convey to Emily. When he handed it over to her, she would know she’d been promoted to the big chair.
Would she be able to handle it?
Bonne Terre, MO
Tabby pointed to the glow of light ahead. She desperately wanted to tell Peter he was looking at the literal light at the end of the tunnel, but the ribbing would have to wait.
“We’re going to make it,” she thought.
Each of the three kids had to see the light too, because they were all swimming side by side down the railway tunnel like Dorothy and her friends approaching the wizard. However, despite being less than fifty yards from what she was sure was the exit, the kids had slowed down.
Audrey was the slowest; Peter practically pulled her along.
Donovan was slow, too, but he kept moving, eventually getting ahead of the other two.
“We’re so close,” she thought.
Eventually, she resorted to guessing the number of meters to the beam of light.
10. 5. 0.
She looked up. Happy to see sunshine but dismayed to see they had one more chimney to go up.
When the others arrived, she figured the light would jazz them up, but they moped in like the pressure of the water was crushing them to death.
Audrey was barely able to swim.
“Something’s wrong.”
Tabby checked the girl’s tank and found the pressure was dangerously low. She checked Audrey’s eyes with the girl’s chem light, to avoid shining the bright flashlight at her, and immediately recognized the confusion and fright of someone not getting enough oxygen.
“Poop,” she thought. Back at the boat, she didn’t have the time to explain how to switch over to a pony tank. In the past, Dad always made sure each diver had a full main tank, but he always attached a smaller bottle to the straps, in case of emergencies. It was a simple matter of switching the fittings between the tanks, so the same regulator could be used on either, but the young girl wouldn’t have a clue without the simple lesson.
Tabby dragged the girl down to her level so they both stood on the train track. The sunlight in the tube above provided a little light for her to work, so she didn’t depend on the wrist light.
Peter and Donovan hovered nearby, as if unsure what was happening.
She grabbed Audrey’s tubing and popped off the quick release. The girl came alive as soon as the link was cut. And she would, because her air was gone.
Tabby lost her grip on the loose hose, which only caused more chaos. The girl flopped her arms and fell over as if the metal cylinder on her back weighed a ton.
“Stay with me, girlfriend,” she said as calm as possible in the regulator. Fear pulled at her stomach like a hand from the grave, but she stayed true to her tour guide persona because she couldn’t let the girl get away from her.
Tabby pushed off and caught Audrey on the strap of her SCUBA gear. She used her other hand to snatch the floppy tubing.
Peter arrived in time to grab the girl’s other arm, and together, they steadied her.
Tabby used that moment to hook the regulator to the smaller air tank.
“Got it!” she shouted to herself.
She stepped back and let the air take hold.
For a few seconds, she wasn’t sure it worked. Or, worse, Audrey had been without air for too long. But out of nowhere, the girl held up an OK sign.
Tabby tried to clap, but it came across in super slow motion because of the water pressure.
She pointed up.
Despite being the leader, this was a case where she wanted to let them go first. There was no doubt where they were going, or how they would get there. Her only task was to ensure they all stuck together until they reached the surface.
Once the kids were on the way up, she followed.
At first, she waited for some tragedy to strike, but then she let go of some of her worry and turned inward. It gave her plenty of time to think of how Dad kept saving her life. The tanks were filled. The boat was gassed up. He’d thought to keep those spare tanks.
By the time she’d made it halfway up the fifty-foot tunnel, all she wanted to do was get back to him and give him a big hug for being prepared and teaching her how to survive.
She considered stopping the kids for a safety stop before they got too close to the surface, but she didn’t think any of the three would tolerate being told to halt when they could see the sky. If they got sick from decompression, that would be on her.
In the end, she used a burst of energy to swim by the teens and rouse them on, her three long braids floated freely behind her. It was one last hurrah of energy before they were all safe.
“We did it!”
Tabby broke the surface first, blinking furiously to clear the water from her eyes. As soon as she could focus, she instantly recognized the brightly-colored playground equipment of Bonne Terre’s only public park. They were in the lake owned by the town. That’s probably why Dad didn’t want them to know.
Donovan came up next. He flailed around a bit, but she swam close and waved him to the shore. “That way!”
Audrey and Peter came up together. Rather than wave them on, she grabbed Audrey’s arm and motioned her over. If she was suffering from oxygen deprivation, she’d need help until her brain restored its balance of air.
“I’ve got you,” Tabby said in a I’m-in-charge tone.
The lake was more of a large pond than a true lake. Three sides were filled with trees and leafy undergrowth, but the other bank was grassy and clear, so residents could fish from the shore.
She touched land about a minute later.
They all flung off their gear and fell to the muddy grass at the water’s edge. She panted from the exertion, but shivered, too. They all did.
“Just…relax…for…minute,” she got out between heaving breaths. That last burst on the climb took a lot out of her.
They’d spent about five minutes recovering before Tabby put on her tour guide name tag again.
“Audrey, are you doing okay?” she asked.
“I think so,” she said quietly. “I almost drowned until you fixed my air. Thank you.”
Peter got onto his knees. “You are the most bad-ass chick I’ve ever met. You saved all our lives by taking us through those tunnels. They’re going to give you a freaking medal at my school.” He paused. “And you saved my girlfriend.”
The heavy-set kid wrapped Audrey in his arms.
Tabby was proud for a moment, but the brush with real, actual death kept her from being happy or excited about any achievement. Her duty now was to get the kids back to their peers, then get herself to Mom and Dad. Celebration would come last.
Peter got off the ground as Tabby repositioned herself onto her knees.
“Hey! Look at that!” Peter yelled.
He ran over to the city park pavilion next to the playground.
“Someone left a bunch of clothes for us! We can change into dry ones right away.”
“Clothes?” she grumbled. They didn’t have time for a wardrobe switch…
Tabby quickly changed her opinion when she got a good look at Audrey. Not only was she soaked to the bone, but she’d barely had any clothes on to begin with. Everyone seemed to warm up except her; she remained shivering by the water’s edge.
“Okay, that’s not the worst idea I’ve ever heard.” Tabby tapped Audrey on the shoulder. The teen remained flat on her back, staring up at the cloudless sky and bright sun. “Can you move?”
“Will you help me?” Audrey replied in a mouse-like voice.
Donovan didn’t seem to be doing very well either, so she gave him a job. “Donovan, I need you to help me get Audrey over to that table, okay? We’ll all sit there for a bit and see what Peter has found, but then we’re going back to the mine entrance.”
“I can’t go back,” he whispered. “I’m never going down there again.”
“No,” she corrected. “I meant we’re going to the entrance on the top side. We won’t have to go inside. Anyway, the elevator is broken, remember?”
She ignored the implications and danced around the obvious state of affairs. The elevator accident was the least of her worries. She was more concerned with how that fiery chemical came down the shaft. Did Mom and Dad get out before the fire started?
Together, she and Donovan helped Audrey over to the nearest bench. She sat next to a cute girly pair of jeans. “They must have been having a rummage sale,” Tabby said to nobody in particular. The clothes were strewn around the table and bench seats as if the wind had come through and reorganized them.
“Yeah, I would have purchased these!” Peter said as he modeled the brand-name sports hoody he’d pulled over his head.
“It’s eighty degrees out, Peter. Once you warm up, you’ll curse that thing,” she chuckled. “More importantly, why didn’t you wear a hoody inside the mine, like you were supposed to.”
Peter kicked some of the shoes on the ground, as if looking for something. Donovan perked up a little, too. He spent some time considering a bright-red pair of sports sneakers.
“Anyway, save a hoodie for your girlfriend. She’s still cold.”
“Oh, right,” Peter agreed while yanking off his treasure. He then slid it over Audrey’s head, without her assistance, and pulled it down to her waist. “Nailed it!”
The hooded sweatshirt was about ten sizes too large, but Audrey didn’t care. She kept her hands inside the sleeves and seemed to wrap it around herself.
“Well, it’s a start,” Tabby remarked. “Now she needs some pants—”
A breeze blew through the covered pavilion, chilling her wet skin. She wanted some dry clothes, too, but she refused to take something without paying for it. However, as she thought about the need to move on, the wind blew an empty potato chip bag onto the ground. For a reason she couldn’t explain, that bag made her see the organization of the sale in a different way.
Shoes. Pants. Shirts. All of them around these tables.
There were also some brown paper bags on the tabletops. Sandwiches and juice boxes were under attack by excited flies.
“Why the heck were they eating at the sale?” she wondered aloud.




CHAPTER 22
Newport News, VA
Kyla and Captain Van Nuys stood inside the same cafeteria she and the Marines had come through earlier, but this time, she paid more attention to all the uniforms around the tables. In the time she’d been on the run, the lost uniforms had become commonplace.
“Are they all like this?” The distraught captain kneeled beside a sailor’s uniform with the typical blue and gray scrambled egg camouflage.
“I’ve seen these stacks of uniforms all the way up to the hangar deck.”
“Damn, this is total war,” Van Nuys said quietly. “No wonder no one replied up on the bridge.”
On the way up, the captain had tried to contact the bridge, but got no reply. He found the same result for flight operations, which was also in the upper superstructure of the carrier.
“All right, miss, it looks like I have my answer.” The older man gestured a religious cross in front of him, then stood up. “I’ll have to do my mourning later. For now, what can you tell me about the servicemen on deck 6 and 7? Who’s still alive?”
“I’m sorry, but I have no idea,” Kyla replied, feeling a bit stupid. “The Marines were only looking for you because of the banging.”
“Roger. I know what to do. Let’s go.” The captain ran for the same stairwell they’d used to come up. Kyla tried to retain a sense of direction as they descended two more decks and went in zigzag patterns through numerous bulkheads and service corridors. Eventually, they stood before a large door Kyla recognized.
“Nuclear engineering?” she asked. When the day started, she’d been tapping on her laptop in a computer room not far from there. She still had the bag over her shoulder—and could be back at work in about a minute if things went back to normal.
“Call it a hunch,” the captain responded before banging on the door.
Immediately, knocks came back.
“Bingo. It’s the biggest habitable compartment down below six. The guys who jacked me up must have sealed up the whole department inside; maybe to come kill them later.”
“How are we going to get them out?” she asked.
The captain was a jack of all trades. Over the next few minutes, Kyla watched as he found a handcart with a welder and torch on it. He used the torch to cut away the steel door around the lock. It swung open to reveal living, breathing people.
The captain stood at the entryway. “I’m glad to see you, sailors!”
“Hooyah!” they rallied.
“Who’s the senior down here?” Van Nuys asked of the large group of men and women.
“I am, sir. Lieutenant Gary Pfifer.”
“Ah, yes. I know you.” The captain looked around. “Why didn’t you bang on the bulkheads to draw attention?”
“They said they were posting guards outside this door. If we made a sound, they’d kill random people.”
“I see,” the captain replied unhappily.
Kyla glanced around at the mix of sailors inside the large room. There were about fifty men and women huddled near the front. The two big reactor chambers filled most of the remaining space.
“Who do you have in here?” he continued.
“Two shifts of the nuclear reactor department, sir. We had a double shift because we were moving the ship today. That’s why there’s so many of us. We got lucky, in that, at least.”
“Agreed. What’s the status of my engines? Can we get out of port?”
Kyla had been brought aboard to help with automation of the nuclear containment systems, so the vessel would be ready for sea trials. The formal commissioning was still months away, but her job would help ensure it happened on schedule. Pfifer touched on the overall state of automation, as well as more physical aspects of the propulsion systems, but that only took a few minutes.
Pfifer seemed to reach the end of his briefing. “To answer your question, sir, we really could use more time—”
“There isn’t time to do this right,” Van Nuys interjected tiredly. “With everyone dead, we now only have parts of a skeleton crew. You’ll all have to wear the hats of several different departments so we can get this ship out of dock and out of danger.”
He looked at Pfifer. “Keep whomever you need down here, but I’ll take anyone you can spare. Your job is to keep the reactors hot and spinning my screws. Others are going to have to manage the anchors, navigation, operations, and whoever is left will help me on the bridge.”
“Aye, sir.”
The captain saluted, then made his way to an intercom substation. After punching in a keycode, he picked up the microphone and started speaking.
“Attention. This is Captain Van Nuys. My understanding is that we have been attacked by forces unknown. I have confirmed massive loss of life throughout the ship. All crew currently hearing this message, please knock on bulkheads if you’re trapped; we’ll come get you. Then assemble in the lower mechanics’ section just aft of the main reactors. I need everyone left alive to assist in keeping this boat afloat. Captain out.”
In seconds, numerous sources of banging came from throughout the hull of the ship. Some near, others far.
The captain looked at Kyla with a reserved smile. “Come with me.” He then went out the broken hatch.
Minutes later, the surviving men and women of the crew trickled into the large maintenance room. Kyla had been through the place before as part of her duties as a contractor, but she didn’t know what went on in there.
“Gather round!” Van Nuys yelled to those arriving. “Glad to see you made it. Now listen up and go where I tell you!”
The Navy veteran was an expert at seeing crewmen, hearing their old specialty, and knowing how to reassign them where they could be of most use. They shot out the door as soon as he gave them orders. Cooks went with weapons specialists. Deck’s mates went with propulsion experts.
Kyla had a little time to reflect on her luck. She’d taken the job working in the bowels of the Navy supercarrier because it paid a ton of money. One condition of her contract was that she had to work six days a week until the ship completed its sea trials. It gave her plenty of time to learn the faces of the crew, if not their names.
Now there were so few of them.
“Travis!” the captain called out when he saw a new arrival. The guy dressed like a pilot, flight-suit and all.
“Max,” the new man replied. “Good to see you’re still with us.”
The captain laughed. “I was beaten and bagged by men who were supposed to be friendlies. Now I’m looking for some sailors who want to help me deliver payback. You in?”
“Of course.”
The two men shook hands.
“My XO is dead,” Van Nuys added. “Want the job?”
“We don’t have enough people to launch planes, so I’m free. I’ll do what I can, sir.”
The ship shuddered below Kyla’s feet, creating a sensation like someone was playing the deep bass of rap music outside the hull.
“Wait,” the captain declared while seeming to listen intently. “That was an explosion. God, I hate being right all the time. We’re already under attack.”
Over the next sixty seconds, Van Nuys directed the rest of the men and women where he wanted them to go. After each person received orders, they dutifully took off into the ship.
Finally, it was only Kyla and the captain.
“You sent some of them up top, didn’t you?” she asked. “What if there is another blast of the death ray?”
“Nah, the enemy thinks their people are taking over the ship. They can’t strike again without hitting themselves. Anyway, don’t worry about that. I’ve got something special for you, miss. And this is your weapon.” The captain walked over to a large shelf and pulled off a device that looked like an industrial-strength circular saw.
“A saw? Am I going to cut someone?” If she was in someone’s navy, her rank would be captain couch potato. It was bad enough she’d never fired a gun until today, but she’d never touched a power tool, either. Mom always had Uncle Ted come over to help with home maintenance stuff.
“Not someone. Something.” He handed over the leaf-blower-sized machine. “Take off that laptop bag. You’re going to use this to save all of our lives.”
“Oh,” she said, suddenly remembering how far out of her comfort zone she’d risen.
Washington, D.C.
After escaping the White House, Ted and Ramirez got back in the small car and he drove it back to the bridge. Along the way, Ted was haunted by the radio voices he’d heard in the Secret Service room. ‘AF’ had to be the White House because they mentioned a break-in. He didn’t find it very likely there would be two separate break-ins of note happening in the city.
‘Boomerang Two’ was almost certainly the code name for Air Force 2. It had come down at Dulles, like the radio chatter said. More importantly, it was coming back. They’d planned a three-hour window for the mission, and he knew he was going to cut it close.
Since they’d already come through on the streets, they didn’t have to stop and move cars out of their way. However, when they reached the westbound lanes of the bridge, they had to leave the car behind.
“Now we walk,” Ted remarked as he got out of the subcompact. Their getaway SUV was out on the bridge in the eastbound lanes, so he crossed the median. He only had the M4 rifle slung over his back, so he started down the pedestrian footpath.
“I’ll be right behind you,” ER claimed as he brought out the duffel.
“We’ll see,” Ted muttered, knowing how slow the other man had left the White House. And sure enough, they weren’t even halfway to the truck when Ramirez dropped behind.
“Come on, guy, what are you carrying in there? It looks heavy.”
“Don’t worry about me. I got this. Orders, you know?” The man sounded determined, but the sweat dripping off his face could water a field. It meant the load was heavier than he let on.
Ted still didn’t press the issue, though he thought about it. Orders were orders, that much was true, but they were in this together. Whatever was in that bag, it was slowing down his mission of reporting what he’d found. That had to be considered if the timeline got any tighter.
“There’s the SUV we got from the quarry,” he said when they’d run most of the length of the bridge. It sat on the wrong side of the highway, but there were no cars moving in either direction, so it wouldn’t matter.
“Here, I’ll stow this in the back.” Ted reached for the duffel, intending to take the burden for the short run left, but Ramirez shied away.
The Hispanic man laughed. “If I let you carry this, I’d have to kill you. Army versus Air Force. That sort of thing…”
He considered pulling rank on the lieutenant, but the whump-whump of a helicopter carried on the air from near the reflecting pools and Lincoln Memorial. The rotor signature was familiar, but he couldn’t pin it down. An Apache, maybe.
“Come on, let’s get the hell away from here. We’ve got twenty miles to go until we’re safe.”
He knew that wasn’t true.
Nowhere was safe.
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
The horrible attack she expected turned into a slobbering of dog kisses. Sister Rose endured them for a few seconds, still frozen with fear, until she was certain the canine teeth weren’t meant for her.
She tentatively reached out and patted the animal on the head. The playful dog seemed to bow down so she would scratch it harder.
“What is this?” she thought.
While she was positioned in front of the giant creature, it was easy to see the shiny tag hanging from a thick, black collar.
‘Deogee.’ The name confused her until she realized it wasn’t only the name, but a spelling. The letters D, O, and G.
The dog wanted to lick her some more, but she had to get off the ground. She wished she could talk to it—
“Could I speak to it?” she wondered. Would it break her vow if she talked to an animal, or did any speech count? When she began her vow of silence, Abbess Mary Francis asked if she had any questions about it. This one wasn’t even in her imagination.
She wanted to have someone to talk to, and being alone made her nervous, but nothing was worth breaking her vow.
“I truly am alone now. Just me and this dog until God comes back for me.”
The day burned on while she took the pup inside and gave it some food and water. There was no dog food, of course, but she improvised with mini pretzels. She also set out a water dish, but the female dog immediately kicked it over by accident.
“Mary Francis would not like you,” she thought with a smile. ‘Messy rooms are windows to messy souls,’ she would say.
“Was she right?” she questioned herself. Were all those rules she failed to follow the reason she was left behind?
For an hour or two in late afternoon, she and Deogee sat side by side at the front window. She imagined it was the best place to be if she wanted to catch sight of someone driving down the road. The dog probably enjoyed watching the squirrels and birds in the nearby trees.
Without warning, Deogee barked once. The stark interruption of silence nearly made her fall out of her chair.
Sister Rose grabbed the leash, afraid the dog was going to bolt, but she didn’t jump out a window or claw toward the front door. However, the pup became extremely interested in something in that direction.
“I bet I know what she wants.” She’d never had a pet in her life, but she knew when someone needed to use the restroom.
Rose opened the door, loosely gripping the leash.
When it opened, Deogee sprinted outside.
“D—” she said before stopping herself.
The accidental half-shout was enough to get the dog’s attention. It stopped on the little parking lot, then seemed to beckon her to come with.
“What are you going to do, Sister Rose?” she thought.




CHAPTER 23
Tyson’s Corner, VA
Ted and Ramirez made solid time on the way back to Dulles. The roads were less clogged in the westbound lanes because rush hour had been going the other way. However, the state of the world troubled him.
“See those fires?” he remarked as he drove at nearly the speed limit. “This place is a tinderbox. It’s gotten worse since we came through here earlier.”
“Yep, it’s the same as inside swamp town. No one is left to put the fires out.”
“Surely someone survived. Somewhere out there?” His sister Becca said the TV reported the devastation started in San Francisco, but every weapon had a range. They only had to find that limit.
He also hoped his mission would be over soon, so he could go a few hours south to find his sister’s beloved daughter. She was so proud of her for landing a great job with the Navy contractor. What would he find of his niece down on that ship?
“Mmhmm,” the other man hummed.
The cabin was quiet for a minute as Ted planned ahead, until ER finally spoke. “I really appreciate you saving my life back there.”
“Nah, it was nothing. I’m glad we got out of the White House before anyone came looking for their missing robot. Whoever these people are, they have a handle on technology. That doesn’t even include whatever tech they used to wipe us out. They’re bleeding edge.”
“The Chi-Coms probably have all of our tech, and then some. I think they’re the ones most likely to want to kill us.”
“If we were gone, who would buy their cheap made-in-China junk?” Ted replied. “We have a symbiotic relationship with them. Two different economic systems intertwined completely. They probably couldn’t survive without us.”
“Maybe,” the soldier replied as if he didn’t want to talk about it further.
Ted looked over at Ramirez, wondering if he should reveal what he’d found back in that basement. It wouldn’t even be an issue, except he’d already been fooled by John Jeffries back on the plane. The only person today he trusted not to be a sleeper agent was Emily Williams for the same reason she placed her trust in him. They’d protected each other in the life-or-death gunfight.
ER seemed okay, though. If he was a sleeper, why did the mechanical dog go after him?
“I heard some radio chatter near the president’s bowling alley,” he said matter-of-factly. He kept his eyes ahead, vaguely noticing a large fire tearing through some houses in a big subdivision to his left.
“He keeps a radio in his bowling alley? He must be paranoid as all hell.”
Ted laughed with the other man for a short time. “Yeah, I guess he wasn’t paranoid enough. The bad guys got him and everyone else.”
“Except for us. We’re still fighting.” The army lieutenant tapped his rifle sitting butt-down on the floorboard.
“Yeah, well, I think I heard the enemy. They were talking about the break in at the White House. That’s why I was in such a hurry to get out of there.”
“Makes sense.”
Ted looked seriously to the other man. “They know about the pickup.”
ER reacted with surprise. “Our extraction?”
“They know the exact time Air Force Two is coming back for us.”
“They said four-thirty?”
“On the nose,” Ted agreed while touching his nose.
“Well, I was going to save this for a special occasion, but my bag is filled with guns. I took them from a Secret Service guard shack near the Oval Office. We’ll be ready if we need to fight.”
“Roger that. You’ve done well—”
He was cut off by the sight of vehicle movement ahead. “Whoa!”
Ted mashed the brakes.
“What is it?”
“Hold on,” Ted ordered as they leaned forward with sudden deceleration. “Get down. It’s coming right for us!”
The military convoy headed their way in the eastbound lanes. He might have been able to drive off the highway and escape notice, though it would be risky. The abandoned cars would help obscure their movement, but there was no guarantee they wouldn’t be seen once they were away from the pavement.
Ted shut off the motor and got low in his seat.
“Duck!” he ordered.
Ramirez had gotten lower, but he wasn’t low enough for Ted’s liking. He reached over and pulled the guy where he wanted him.
“When the gun trucks get here, stay low, okay? They’ll think we’re simply one more vehicle that ran out of gas or was already stopped here on this piece of the interstate.” There were a few other cars nearby, but he’d braked in a relatively clear stretch. They were alone.
The two men bent down while watching each other across the center console. He wanted to believe ER was who he said, but there was no way to trust anyone when it came to risking lives. If the man put up his head and got spotted, it would be intentional.
Ted thought of the two P229s awkwardly stuffed in his pockets and the other pistol hanging from his waistband.
“No,” he thought. Ramirez wouldn’t give him up, would he?
The convoy arrived with a familiar rumble. The whiny Humvee engines passed by quickly because the convoy was in a hurry. It spanked his chaps he couldn’t see what unit was inside those vehicles, but there was no way to safely check.
ER shifted his position, getting a little higher.
“What the hell?” he said aloud. His hand went lazily to his back, where he could grab his pistol. However, he didn’t touch it; Ramirez got low again.
“Leg cramp,” the guy said with a wince.
Ted bit his lip as more Humvees cruised by. He didn’t want to believe the amiable lieutenant was working for the enemy team, but he couldn’t shut the door on the thought until the convoy was all the way gone.
He wondered how many trucks were out there. That might give him some sense of unit size, even if he didn’t know its identity. He started counting the individual vehicles passing, but also gained confidence his plan to play possum had worked to perfection.
Ted counted to thirteen, plus a few he missed at the start. The unit wasn’t larger than a platoon or three, depending on how the Humvees were configured.
ER was the first to speak. “Does it bother you these guys seem to travel at will? It’s like they know there isn’t going to be any resistance on the ground.”
“That does bother me,” Ted said slowly. “A lot of things do today.”
Bonne Terre, MO
Tabby got reflective as Peter dressed Audrey in warmer clothes.
The quaint rummage sale was what happened during “normal” times in the small town. Whatever disaster befell the mine, her parents, and the rest of the field trip, it had disrupted all the “normal” like a black hole would devour the stars. The people at the sale must have run off in the panic.
The only thing that mattered was getting back to Mom and Dad.
“The mine is that way.” She stood up like it was time to go. She also pointed across the open field of the park to railroad tracks. They were the only ones in town, and she’d driven over them every day on the way to school, so confidence was high she could follow them back to the mine.
“Let’s go,” Peter said with disappointment. “I want to get back to class and learn about math and spelling. Seriously, what could be more exciting?”
Audrey tried to laugh. “I know, right?”
The only concession Tabby made about not wanting to take anything of value was shoes. They wouldn’t get very far without proper footwear. While the teens did their shopping, she found a comfortable pair of running shoes and put them on with no socks.
“I’ll bring money back later today,” she said as if talking to the salesperson.
She strode out onto the grass to check the fit. When they felt all right, she waved the kids over. “Okay, we’ve gotten enough stuff. Let’s go back.”
Audrey was now in a navy-blue hoodie with Raiders printed in big letters; it was her old high school’s team name. She’d found black stretch pants similar to Tabby’s.
Peter had on his same jeans and T-shirt, but he added a large blue windbreaker.
Donovan went all-out. He’d dumped his red tracksuit and now wore a blue one. He’d put on the red sneakers he’d been eying, which made him look like the sirens of a police car.
They started the walk, but Tabby saw right away one of them wasn’t adjusting.
“Donovan, what’s your favorite subject in school?” The young kid was in shock. Tabby recognized the glassy eyes and mopey walk from first aid videos she’d watched during her tour certification program.
“I don’t know, PE, I guess,” he said with all the excitement of a computer.
Tabby tried to sound excited. “I didn’t mind PE in high school. I want to study rocks in college, though.”
She expected some feedback, or acknowledgement, but Donovan simply kept walking. Neither of the other kids responded to her, either, so she joined them in listening to the grasshoppers.
“Just get them home,” she said to remind herself to keep calm.
Once they crossed the field and got to the tracks, it was only a couple of minutes before they were in the main part of town. The city park and lake were at the edge of the small community, and the town itself wasn’t much more than a mile across.
By a stroke of luck, they had to pass her house to get to the mine.
“That’s where I live.” She pointed to a modest two-story home made of brick. “Let me get my keys and I can drive us the rest of the way.”
The three kids waited on her lawn while she bounded up the stairs to the front porch. After one quick look back, she went inside. Her family never locked the doors.
No one was home, which was what she expected. Mom and Dad would be waiting for her at the mine. That knowledge drove her forward, and she resisted the urge to change her wet clothes. It would take time to change, and she didn’t want to leave the kids alone for too long.
After grabbing the keys, she ran into the garage and hopped in the car.
The normalcy of it made her appreciate the quiet act of sitting in silence.
“Thirty minutes ago, I thought I was going to die.”
Hearing the words come out of her mouth made her remember every grisly detail of her escape. It was what she imagined it would be like if she was in a car accident and saw her life flash before her eyes.
She put her hands and head on the steering wheel, because she felt the rockslide of emotions give way inside her soul.
“Be strong, girl,” she said a moment before it all came out.
It started with a sneaky sob. In seconds, she felt tears roll down her cheeks. The weight of responsibility for the kids had taken a heavy toll. Almost being free of them helped her appreciate how close she’d come to ruining more lives than her own. She didn’t want that burden a second longer than necessary.
“I’m coming, D-dad,” she sniffled.
The only thing that helped her recompose herself was that the three members of her tour group were outside the garage door wondering where she was.
“Suck it up, buttercup,” she declared, mimicking what Dad always said. She wiped the tears on her sleeve.
Tabby allowed another minute to net the butterfly of her emotions and hide it away. By the time she opened the main garage door and started the car, she felt like she’d gotten a grip on herself.
“What took you?” Peter said when she backed down the gravel driveway to the street. “Can I go in and use your bathroom?”
If she’d thought of that when she first went in, she might have brought them all inside. However, she didn’t want to go back in and risk re-igniting her own emotions.
“You can use the facilities at the mine. We’re literally like two minutes away.”
“Okay, but it’s your fault if I let loose in your car.”
“Eww,” Audrey replied, sounding like she found it funny.
The two lovebirds jumped in the back. Donovan took the front.
“Buckle up,” she said in her tour guide voice. “This is one trip today that should have no surprises.”
All the kids laughed, which made her feel better.
She put the car in gear and got underway. A car was parked at an odd angle at the end of the street, like a pizza driver had jumped out while it was still running. That made her think of food and how hungry she’d become.
Dump kids. See Mom and Dad. Chow down.
A few turns later, she was on one of the main thoroughfares of Bonne Terre. Tabby saw five or six blocks in each direction. No cars were in motion, but there were several giant plumes of black smoke in the middle of town.
“How did we miss that walking in?” she wondered.
“Is that the mine?” Donovan asked sheepishly. “I don’t want to go back.”
“I have to see,” she replied.
Tabby drove like a possessed fiend as she went down street after street to get as close to the mine as she could. Whole blocks were ablaze, trees and all. She attempted to go down a side street and get to the mine parking lot from the west, but the fire raged in some of the taller buildings in the middle of town.
When she tried to come in from the north, none of the streets took her where she needed to go. The fire was also spreading in that direction, it seemed, because it was several blocks beyond the mine.
She got closest coming at it from the east, but the news was almost as bad.
“No, please no.” Tabby felt the stir of confused emotions bubbling to the surface again. This time, it was mostly fear, instead of anxiety.
“What the hell happened here?” Donovan complained from the front seat. “Where’s our bus? You promised us we’d get back to our bus.”
The entrance to the mine was a small building in the middle of town. If you didn’t know what was below, you’d never know it was the entrance to a deep pit. It made it surprising and exciting for tourists and SCUBA divers alike.
However, all that was gone. The building. The neighborhood. Even the kids’ bus.
A freight train of tanker cars were piled together where the mine shack once stood. Many of the brick two-story buildings surrounding the mine were now flattened, as if a massive bomb had gone off.
“A train-wreck?” Peter said with disappointment. “Did our friends die, Tabby?”
“I don’t know, Peter. I really don’t.” She felt ill. After all she’d done to keep the three kids alive…
“Wait just a second,” she said with worry apparent in her voice. “Where are all the people?”
No firefighters were on scene.
No police cordon was set up.
Not one person was standing around watching the fire.
Some T-shirts blew across the roadway, but no other human presence was visible. In a small town with nothing more exciting than a Hardee’s restaurant, the fire should have been swarmed with locals checking it out.
“Kids—” Her voice caught in her throat. The scope of the disaster finally became clear. “We have to get out of here, right now. That gas we smelled down there must have been poisonous and is up here too. Everyone has been evacuated.”
“Drive!” Peter shouted.




CHAPTER 24
Newport News, VA
“Are you with us, miss?”
Captain Van Nuys wasn’t a large man, but he was taller than Kyla, and the way he carried himself seemed to add a couple of inches. He stood up straight, with determination in his gaze. Despite being out of the battle for so long, he’d gotten the remains of his crew to their stations, and now he wanted her, a weakling civilian, to be a part of the danger.
The heavy cutting saw was in her grip, but Kyla had failed to move.
The captain put his hand on Kyla’s shoulder. “I know what you’re feeling right now. You see all the moving parts of this gigantic boat and you’re afraid to be a part of it. Blood and bullets are being served on the upper decks. We’ve lost a thousand souls in a heartbeat.”
He paused for a moment as if thinking of the tragedy.
“Maybe it’s good we weren’t at full strength yet. Anyway, I don’t have time to train you on anything new, but I do have something that needs to be done. It’s somewhere safe, in the back. Out of the way.”
“Okay,” she said slowly.
“No one on shore is going to cast off the mooring lines, so we have to cut them ourselves. We can’t just unwind them and throw them over the side, because they’re too long and they’ll get tangled in the props. They must be cut so they are too short to slip under the hull, got it?”
“I think so,” she replied.
“I need you to take this saw and sever the two ropes on the fantail. The back of my carrier. You do that, and we’ll sail right out of port.” He chuckled. “Hopefully, it’s that easy.”
Kyla’s heart was in her throat. “But I was hired for program—”
“I don’t care about that. At all. You’re a pair of hands. A mind. Those are the assets I need right now. You are no more or less valuable than anyone else on this ship, except maybe for me.” He tapped his temple, implying it was his brain that was important to the good guys and the bad.
“Which is why,” the captain continued, “your job matters. I’m asking you to help me get this ship to sea. My skilled sailors are all doing other things. I need someone to cut those rear ropes or we can’t leave the dock. Right now, the sailor best suited for the job is you.”
She knew there was no saying no.
“I’m on it, sir.”
“Good luck!” Van Nuys read her perfectly. Once she was committed to the task in her own mind, he took off running for the stairwell.
Kyla jogged down the service corridor but realized after a short time it was hard to run and carry the heavy equipment at the same time.
“I should have worked out once in a while.” She was a natural at programming. Found she was good at it in the seventh grade and hadn’t stopped since. Once she graduated from high school, she got a work-study college scholarship from Southern Cross Contracting. However, while she excelled at the mental gymnastics, she hadn’t exerted herself at all during the same time frame. Her body still had the strength of that awkward seventh grader.
After five minutes of trudging through the empty hallways, she finally made it to the back of the ship. The Newport News shipyard came into view through a porthole on a steel door. A large garage door was off to her side, with what looked like a parted-out jet engine parked there on a dolly.
She drew in a steadying breath, noting how her chest seemed too small for how hard her heart pounded inside.
“Steady, dudette,” she thought of Meechum’s and Carthager’s term for her. “This can’t be any worse than pulling that sailor to safety.”
The door opened easily. She was greeted by the “crump” sounds of explosions and the chatter of machine guns; the battle up top was fierce. The usual mixture of fish-rot and fresh, salty air assaulted her nostrils after being deep in the stuffy ship. A hot wind blew in her face.
She stepped out onto the small, open deck like a buyer inspecting a new home’s patio. It was about fifty feet long and twenty feet wide. A dull-gray railing protected the edge. It was a bit overwhelming to be there.
“Ignore all that,” she whispered. “Just do this one thing and you’ll be safe.”
A white cylinder perched on an extension of the deck to her left. It was upright, about ten feet tall, and shaped a lot like a hot water heater with a round dome on top. If she remembered her information from the tour guide who showed her around that first day, it was a type of weapon.
“What are you doing here?” a man asked.
Kyla almost lost her grip on the saw.
“Going to do some home remodeling?” the familiar voice added.
“Ben?” she replied.
The older man sat up against the wall about ten feet to the left of the hatch. His hands were bloody, and his face was pale.
“What the hell happened to you?” Kyla walked over, but almost lost her footing when the entire ship shifted in the water.
“Whoa!” she cried out.
“The ship is trying to leave dock,” Ben deadpanned.
“Yeah, that’s why I’m here. I have to cut the ropes.”
“Don’t,” the other programmer said in a gravelly voice. “Something wasn’t right about those Marines. I’m assuming they’re still on the ship?”
She crouched next to him. “Yeah, but they found the captain. Everything is going to be all right.”
“Maybe, but I believe what the dead man said. There are imposters on board, and we have no idea who they are. We need to call the military police, or whatever, to come in here and straighten things out. Then the captain can put out to sea. Meanwhile, I just want to go home to my wife and five…little angels.”
She stood up, aware that she had to do a job. “Where are you hurt?”
“My butt cheek. I think I caught one while I ran away from battle. Serves me right, huh?” He shifted to reveal smeared blood on the battleship gray deck.
The staccato of machine gun fire blew in with the wind. The start of the engines seemed to amp up the battle going on topside. She figured Carthager and his Marines were fighting off whatever force came to capture the ship.
She couldn’t let them down.
“I’ll be right back. I’m still cutting the ropes. I said I would.”
“It’s your funeral,” Ben replied with a lethal dose of sarcasm.
Kyla set the saw next to one of the two outgoing mooring ropes. The tight-wound white line was about six-inches in diameter and had been wrapped in and out of a pair of stubs on the deck, but there were god-knows how many loops lying on the ground nearby. The captain was right, of course. If she tossed all that rope overboard, it would almost certainly get caught in the propellers.
The tension on both ropes was evident from how they strained with each surge in the engines. The captain was counting on her to cut the ropes so they could escape from whatever force was attacking them from the shore.
“Don’t do it, Kyla. Let the pros handle this one.”
Kyla searched her feelings from the morning’s events. The Marines had risked their lives to protect her. Van Nuys was using every crewman to help get the ship out of harm’s way. Explosions and shooting from the ongoing assault on the landing deck indicated their fight wasn’t over.
By comparison, Ben’s one contribution today was running away when the battle got hot.
She pulled the cord on the gas-powered saw.
“Let’s remodel,” she crowed.
Tyson’s Corner, VA
Ted started the motor for the SUV but didn’t put it in drive.
“What the hell is that?” he blurted.
Up ahead, a cross wind blew in from the right side of the road, carrying debris and dust. Small swatches of blues, reds, and whites swirled around the pavement, or soared in the air above.
“It looks like someone dumped their trash,” ER suggested.
“All right,” Ted said after checking his rearview mirror one last time. “We’re going for it.”
He was worried about what would happen when they reached the rendezvous point at Dulles, and whether his gut was right or wrong about Ramirez, but he had to get moving again.
Ted hit the gas, but they hadn’t gone a hundred feet before he figured out what was flying in the air.
“Screw this,” he drawled. “This is unreal.”
“Ugh,” his passenger replied.
A kid’s pair of soccer shorts blew onto the hood, then attached itself to his wiper blade, as if it were magnetic.
The wind carried other pairs of shorts, little shirts, and the odd sock. A few soccer balls rolled in the median, as did several folding chairs.
“The fields—” ER pointed to the right. Three perfectly manicured soccer fields had been in use when the attack on America took place. Those lost souls had their clothes carried on the wind and deposited on the highway.
Ted focused ahead as he crossed the blowout zone. A little pink jacket whipped across his field of view, though he did his best not to see it. He also didn’t see the Avengers beach towel on the grass to his right. It had miraculously spread itself out, save for a small corner that remained folded over.
He was up to sixty-five before he let out the air he’d been holding in his chest. “Wow. Let’s never do that again.”
ER tested a chuckle, as did Ted. They drove in silence for a few minutes and made good time most of the way. However, Ted had to slow when they came up on several cars still parked in the roadway.
“Looks like… Oh, not effing again.” Ted slowed to a stop, then banged on the steering wheel with both hands.
The roadway was blocked.
Amarillo, TX
“Listen up!” Brent yelled to get everyone’s attention.
When the residents saw him start up the steps, they shouted and cried for him to not leave them to die. They’d watched the other correctional officers abandon them, and they probably had little or no idea what was happening up in the world.
He was going to make things right.
“I said, listen up!” His voice carried through the cell block.
It took half a minute, but they finally settled. He faced two rows of cells with orange-clad arms hanging from the doorways or holding the bars.
“I don’t know why the others left you—”
A few men cussed at him.
“—but I’m not going to let you die in here.”
A nearby prisoner waved an arm. “What is going on? Why did they leave?”
Brent took a step down. “Everyone on A is gone. I mean everyone, too. Guards. Residents. Administrators. The only thing left is their clothes.”
A guy far down the row laughed. “Any naked ladies up there?”
Not many joined his mirth, which told Brent he had their solid attention. The woman-deprived population would never pass on wolf-whistling at the mere mention of a woman, much less a naked one.
How Trish handled it, he would never know.
“There’s no one up there. And it gets worse,” he spit out. “There’s no one in any town within twenty miles. That’s where I went when I left you the first time. I had to see for myself how far this…mystery…goes.”
“Effin’ A,” the nearest prisoner replied.
“Effing A, B, all the way to Z. We’re the only people left alive, fellas. I know most of you…” He stepped down to the main floor and paced back toward the guard booth. “Hell, I spend almost as much time with you as you do with each other. From what I’ve seen, most of you got the short end of the stick or made a few bad choices.”
A few men snickered. “We’re all innocent,” one of them sang. It was the age-old story of the jailhouse blues.
“I know,” he said with understanding. “And to show you how much I believe you, I’m going to open the cages and let you out.”
The floor fell into bedlam as people cheered and howled. Some of them also cussed at the top of their lungs. That happened no matter what else was going on. Brent wondered how some of these men got through their parole hearings—they simply didn’t know how to not cuss.
He shut the door of the guard booth and hit the switch. There was no point to dragging it out.
“Be free,” he said to himself.
The prisoners ran for the exit like he was going to take back his offer at any second. Some of them grabbed a sheet or a bowl or whatever little possessions they owned, but most went away empty-handed.
Ninety seconds later, the hall was completely empty.
“Well, that’s that.” He felt good about it. Even if Amarillo and the world beyond was intact, he’d seen enough to know a significant disaster had hit the great state of Texas. Those men deserved to be with their families, or, if it was their fate, they could at least be with the remains of their loved ones.
The warm and fuzzy feeling only lasted until he got about six feet beyond the safety of the guard booth.
Some of the prisoners had come back.




CHAPTER 25
Tyson’s Corner, VA
Ted sat in the front seat and peered ahead to the blocked westbound lanes.
Ramirez pointed to the parallel bridge carrying the eastbound traffic. They’d used that on their drive into DC. “Cross the median and go over the other bridge.”
Ted had already turned off the motor. He decided to open the door and step outside. The keys went into his pocket next to one of the Glocks.
“What’s wrong?” the army guy probed.
He slammed his door and looked back inside the open window. “Everything! Did you see all those kids? Poof. Gone. My sister said it was just as bad everywhere else in America. What monster could use a weapon that cold?”
ER eyed his duffel in the rear seat, but then grabbed his rifle and exited the truck. When he came around, the weapon was slung on his back. “You want to talk about it, boss?”
He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I’ve done time in the sandbox; seen the dead up close and personal. But nothing like this.”
“This is messed up, no doubt.” The lieutenant sounded sympathetic.
“I guess,” he agreed.
The sun beat down from the southwest, and he was aware he needed to be miles away before it descended much further. Duty demanded he report back in and get the VP to safety, but then he had to protect his family. Seeing those blowing little shirts made him realize everyone he loved was likely dead. Mom. His sister. Cousins.
His niece might be the only person left in his entire family tree.
“So, we going to go around?” ER said with disinterest.
It would be easy to cross the median, use the wrong lanes for a hundred yards to get over the bridge, then get back into the proper ones.
“I want to,” he said while looking over the scene like a farmer waiting for the rain. “But I’m worried we’ll encounter another convoy, you know? If we’re over there, we’ll be pointed the wrong way. That will get their attention, for sure.”
He glanced over his shoulder to make sure he’d been heard. Then he went on. “I’m thinking we only need to move that orange sports car a little and we’ll fit on through. If we encounter a convoy, we’ll freeze in place, like before. The important part is we’ll be facing the right way.”
“Yeah, I guess that makes sense,” ER replied.
Ted stepped away from the SUV and gestured to the other man’s rifle. “You already have your fire stick out. Why don’t you go over there and start up that little hot rod? I’ll be ready to cross behind you.”
Ramirez brightened. “Works for me. Anything to get us moving so we don’t miss that rendezvous.”
He shuffled by Ted and jogged out onto the bridge.
Ted hopped back in the truck and started it up. However, instead of putting it in gear, he reached back and wrestled with the duffel bag to find the zipper. Once he had it, he pulled it about halfway to the end, so he had a good look at what was inside.
“Guns,” he said dryly. That was what ER had said was in there.
Ted glanced forward, worried the soldier might come back to see what the hell he was doing, but Ramirez was now at the door of the sports car. That gave him the confidence he could take a few more seconds to snoop.
It was hard to see behind the seats, and he wasn’t going to haul the whole thing to the front, so he had to poke around with his hands. He felt the guns near the top, and a few ammo magazines beneath them. However, he recognized the feeling of a leather briefcase at the bottom.
His heart went AWOL, skipping out on a few required beats.
Ted craned his neck and opened the duffel as far as it would go. That allowed him to see a black carrying case with a lock at the top. It was very similar to the one he’d seen travel with the president.
“The nuclear football,” he whispered.
He shifted in his seat, so he faced forward again. ER had made easy work of the car, and it was now in the right lane, out of his way.
Ted put the SUV in gear and gave it the minimum amount of gas to move.
He only trusted himself and the vice president. Jeffries was a high-ranking member of the veep’s traveling staff who’d tossed out his oath to the Constitution of the United States. Ramirez would have taken a similar oath, but there were little things about him that made Ted wonder if he had sympathies similar to Jeffries.
Carrying the nuclear football without mentioning it … That was a huge red flag.
Ted closed the distance to his passenger, still going as slow as the truck would allow. Ramirez stood on the deck of the bridge with his hand on the strap of his gun, up near his shoulder. He stood casually, like he was waiting for a bus ride.
Ted clutched the wheel at the ten and two positions.
When he was almost there, ER took a step back to allow room for the big black SUV to slide through the other cars.
“Sorry, man. Can’t take the chance!” Ted gunned the motor and sped right by him.
“Hey!” ER shouted.
He had to weave through a couple other cars and trucks to get off the bridge, but it was open road as far as he could see after that.
The rear window exploded from gunfire.
“Holy crap!”
Ted crouched as much as he could, but he kept his head above the dashboard to see the road.
Another shot put a hole in the passenger-side mirror.
He found the straightaway and smashed the gas pedal to the floor. The big motor seemed to want to sprint, and the speedometer soon went above eighty.
A third shot went through the passenger seat headrest, then continued through the front windshield.
“Damn!”
Ted drove around a curve in the road but was hesitant to sit up straight, even though ER was out of sight. The wind and broken windows made it feel like he was exposed to the world, and he didn’t want to let his guard down for one second.
“He can’t be US Army,” Ted declared a minute later. “He shot at me!”
His high speed meant he was going to make it on time, but he still didn’t know how that person on the radio had found out about the vice president’s return flight. Ditching Ramirez was a risk, but if he was legit, he would understand why Ted had to do it.
The VP was in grave danger.
Bonne Terre, MO
Donovan tapped Tabby on the elbow. “Where are you driving us?”
“The highway,” she said with assurance. “We’ll get over there and then speed away as fast as we can.” Tabby glanced at the small light still strapped to her arm. She hadn’t thought to take it off, and wasn’t going to risk it while driving.
Bonne Terre was a small town, so it only took her a couple of streets to reach the entrance ramp for the highway. It was disappointing not to see police and fire units at the highway overpass, but they would see them soon.
“The evacuation must have been huge,” she said in a soothing voice. “I’m sure we’ll see the police in an exit or two.”
She drove for a few miles without seeing any moving vehicles in either direction. However, as she wondered where all the cars had gone, she came upon the scene of an accident. Two family sedans had run into the grass median and hit each other head on at the rope barrier blocking the two sides.
“What are the odds?” Peter asked with a distinct lack of tact. “The whole highway is empty except for where these two crossed over at the same place.”
Tabby slowed down, but no one was inside.
“We’ll report this when we find someone.”
She wasn’t a rule breaker or risk taker, but she drove as fast as she dared. The orange needle on her Ford Focus speedometer hovered near 98 and 99, though the mental limit of 100 beckoned her to break it.
There were no other cars on the road, so it was perfectly safe, she reasoned, but she held that same speed for many minutes. Eventually, she came upon another vehicle stopped in her lane and she slowed down.
“Let’s see what this guy knows.” She motioned to the cement mixer.
“No, we shouldn’t stop,” Donovan complained. “Just keep going.”
She didn’t want to keep driving. Mom and Dad had to be out there, and the further they got from town, the further she was from home. Her tour guide skills weren’t so good once she left familiar surroundings, so if the construction worker could give her some assistance on where to go, it would be worth the time.
Tabby pulled up behind the mixer, put her car in park, and got out.
“I’ll be right back.”
She jogged up the side of the big white truck; she didn’t want to be on the dangerous highway a second longer than necessary.
“Hello?”
She waited for a response, checked around her to see if any other cars were coming, then climbed the step and held the driver’s door handle.
“Hello?” she said again to be sure. The window was rolled down, so there was no way someone could ignore her.
The door opened easily, confirming in an instant no one was inside the small, two-person cabin. There was, however, a pair of work boots on the floorboard. A pair of filthy jeans hung over the edge of the front seat. A disgusting and stinky cup of spit-out tobacco drooled its mess all over the cuff of the pants. Finally, a denim short-sleeve shirt had been tossed in front of the steering wheel.
“Dammit,” she exhaled. “Why did he leave his clothes?”
She hopped down, content there was no one there, but she froze in her borrowed sneakers as she made a connection.
Empty set of clothes?
What, exactly, had been going on back in that pavilion?
Where were the first responders? The rubber-neckers? The anyone?
She ran back to the car and got it going again. Tabby accelerated past the truck, giving the teens no chance to see inside.
“Well?” Donovan asked a short time later.
“Well, what?” she said as if distracted.
“Well, what did he say?”
She breathed in and out like she was running instead of driving. She’d been leaking mass quantities of adrenaline all day long, so she wasn’t sure how she had any left. However, the fear and anxiety were back like a bad rash.
Tabby itched it. “Nothing to worry about. I think the guy ran out of gas.”
She looked in the rearview mirror. “Audrey, honey, can you take me to your house? I’d like to, uh, get your medication.”
“That would be great, actually,” she replied. “I’d like to put on my real clothes. I look like a bum.”
“What town do you live in?”
Audrey replied, “Arnold.”
“Got it. We should be there, soon.” It was one of the larger towns south of St. Louis, Missouri, so she didn’t need a map to get there.
The next half-hour barely registered for Tabby. They passed more cars on and off the highway, but she didn’t get out to check them. It was easy to confirm from afar that nobody was inside any of them. She also tried the radio, but only did so for a brief time. None of the stations were there, save for one that was playing terrible rap songs. She left it on, hoping to hear some news, but she turned it way down.
At some point, Audrey sat up and tugged at Tabby’s hair from the back seat. “Your middle braid came undone. Can I fix it?”
She was glad to give at least one of the kids a distraction. “Sure. Thanks.”
By the time she pulled into Audrey’s driveway, Tabby’s heart pumped beyond its designed limit. She had to lean against the door as soon as she got out of the vehicle.
“You okay?” Peter said as he helped Audrey out of the car.
She put on a fake tour-guide smile. “Yes. I’m a little tired, and I could use some socks, but otherwise, I’m fine.”
“Weird that we never found the police, isn’t it? This evacuation must be huge.”
Tabby laughed politely. “We’ll get on the internet and check.” The phone in her pocket was waterlogged, so she hoped the girl had a connection inside.
Audrey strolled in the front door, with everyone trailing behind. “Mom’s car is here, so I know she’s inside with Sissy.”
“Make sure you get that medicine,” Tabby said to say something.
Audrey’s house was bigger than her parents’ but far from extravagant. Tabby walked through a modest-sized living room with two ill-matched sofas. A beautiful wall painting of a mountain scene had been centered behind them. A hallway went to bedrooms in one direction, and the kitchen in the other.
On a hunch, she went to the dining area.
“Oh, God,” she whimpered, despite her best effort to hold her nerves together.
A woman’s blouse hung on one of the wooden chairs near the table. Close by, a small highchair had been positioned to face the blouse. A baby’s onesie was down in the seat, as was a bib covered with spaghetti-os. The tray had a small dish with more of the child’s lunch.
“Mom? You here?” Audrey was back in the bedrooms. “I came to take my meds. Yes, I checked my numbers!”
Tabby held her ground as Audrey finished what she was doing.
The young girl walked back toward the front of the house. “Mom?”
“She’s in here,” Tabby said, voice cracking with emotion.




CHAPTER 26
Newport News, VA
Kyla’s powerful saw easily sliced into the rope. For a few seconds, the intense machine made it impossible to hear the gunfire of the battle raging up top. The instant she severed it, the high-tension rope shot away from the ship like a rubber band. She looked down to confirm it wasn’t anywhere close to the hull or the propeller blades below.
“One left,” she said to herself.
She lugged the saw along the railing, intending to cut the other mooring rope, but a “pling” sound on nearby metal made her crouch in reactive fear, then, after a few seconds of digesting what it was, she hit the deck for safety.
The gunshot had come from shore.
She turned off the saw, as if doing so would make her less of a target. The battle on the flight deck was at a crescendo, but she listened for those guns shooting at her. The ones coming from shore suddenly seemed the loudest.
She was in someone’s crosshairs.
“You can’t win, Kyla. Don’t even try. You’re young and stupid. Trust me.”
Ben wasn’t old, at least not by her estimation. The Greek man was probably in his late thirties or early forties. Hardly a sage in terms of life experience.
Kyla wasn’t sure what he was getting at. “If the ship makes it out to sea, we’ll at least take the war away from shore. People in the houses around here are going to get hurt by all these bullets flying wild.”
Ben winced with pain. “I wouldn’t worry about people in those houses. Do you know why?”
Kyla was flat on the deck, but at least she could talk. Basic geometry suggested the people on the pier couldn’t shoot at her as long as she remained out of their line of sight. “The bullets won’t travel that far?”
“No, that’s not it.”
She slid toward him. “Then what is it?” she hissed in frustration.
Ben pointed to the surrounding community. From their high vantage point on the back of the ship, they could see for miles up the dirty brown waterway. The James River Bridge was to the north, as were lots of shoreline homes. The busy town of Newport was partially visible beyond the shipyard.
“There’s no one out there. Everything you see right now. People are gone. America has been erased.”
“What are you talking about? The attack on the ship affected the upper decks, yes, but we survived. There will be others.”
He chuckled. “Not too many people living at the bottom of aircraft carriers, you know? Unless they were in lead-lined bunkers, they’re gone.”
“You are part of this?” Kyla said like it was the revelation of the ages. “You said your wife and kids are out there!”
“Meh. My kids are gone. She took them. A better deal came along, you know?”
Kyla was already down on the deck, so she knocked her forehead on the hard surface. She wanted her brain clear, so it could fully absorb the crazy bull Ben fed to her.
“Let me get this straight—” Kyla was cut off by movement nearby. While she’d been distracted, her fellow programmer had gotten off the floor and limped halfway to the edge of the railing.
“No, you can’t jump!" She struggled to sit up and then fumbled the pistol out of her belt.
Ben was already at the railing by the time she had it ready. Kyla really hoped there wasn’t a reload process, since she’d fired it once already. Her lack of gun knowledge was a big deficiency in war.
“Ha! You and that stupid gun. Still doing the work of the last Marines alive. It really is suicide, you know. We’re everywhere. We knew where to be to survive the attack. We’re ready to take what was yours. It’s all over for your way of life.”
The gun wavered in Kyla’s hands, like it kept getting heavier. She raised one leg ahead of her and put an elbow on her knee to steady the pistol.
“What are you talking about, Ben? You’re just a programmer, like me.”
The man threw his good leg over the railing to straddle it, though he cringed with pain once he was there. “I’m not like you. You’ll learn that soon enough. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to rejoin my friends on shore.”
“Stop, or I’ll—” She hesitated, not knowing if she could make good on her promise. “I’ll shoot.”
Ben guffawed. He’d finally shed his cordial persona and now sneered at her like the devil had possessed him. “I know you too well. You won’t—”
She pulled the trigger, recoiling at the explosive blast by her face and the shock against the bones of her hand, but she’d had it balanced on her knee and pointed at the bad guy, so the bullet went to its target. The shot impacted in Ben’s shoulder and sent him tumbling over the side.
After holding her pose for a few extra seconds, she set the gun on deck and fell back onto her butt. Her hands shook from fright and stung a little from the concussion. There was no chance of her going over to the edge to check if he survived. It didn’t matter.
“I shot him…”
He was obviously a criminal who had been part of an unspeakable terrorist attack. It was okay to shoot those guys, she reasoned. But it was also Ben, the guy from the next cubicle. The guy always interested in her weekends.
“You had to do it, dudette,” she reassured herself.
Kyla slithered across the deck and made her way to the power saw. She still wasn’t sure shooting Ben was the right thing to do, but cutting the rope was a necessity, and she wasn’t going to let the captain down. The second she touched it, a man’s voice startled her from the doorway.
“Halt!”
Kyla was already dazed, but the rifle-toting Marine added more layers of confusion. Was she in trouble? Would she be shot for murder?
She put her hands up. “Don’t shoot! I work for Captain Van Nuys!”
The guy wasn’t from Carthager’s squad.
“Was that your weapon I heard?” he asked.
“Yes, it was,” she said dryly.
“Did you shoot the enemy?”
She thought about it. “Yes. Yes, I did.”
The guy emerged from the doorway. There was nothing remarkable about him. He wore the common Marine camouflage like all the others Kyla had seen today. Helmet. Ammo pouches. Heavy black boots.
“There are shooters down below!” Kyla cried out, suddenly remembering why she was on the ground.
As soon as she said the words, the Marine’s wary crouch-walk became a belly crawl.
A round ricocheted off the hull, very close to the door.
“Damn, lady, thanks for the heads up. I came down here to clear the way for an evac route if we need one. It’s hell up top.”
Kyla smiled, knowing she had a task to finish. “I’m here to get this ship free of the shore. I need to cut this line.” Since she was next to the rope, she reached out and patted it. “That will help, right?”
“Hell yeah, it will, but let me do it.” The man made like he was going to crawl over.
“No! Please. I’ve got this.” She didn’t wait for his approval. Kyla reached back, pulled the saw to her, then yanked on the cord to start it.
“I’ll cover you, miss,” the Marine shouted over the whining motor.
She didn’t get any higher than a low crouch. It was all the height she needed to lift the saw and put it on the vulnerable section of rope. The blade sunk into the material with satisfying speed, throwing fibers onto the gray deck around her.
“This is it!” she cried out.
The saw blade had only gone about halfway through when the taut line snapped. The captain already had the props spinning, so the ship tugged against the last link with shore. The severed rope shot off through the eyelet of the back railing like the first one had. This time, she didn’t trouble herself with where it fell in the water.
The boat jerked like it had been set free.
They finally moved forward.
Dulles International Airport, VA
Ted checked his watch as he sped along the Dulles tollway. He had to get to the airport before Air Force Two was supposed to come down. During his meeting with the VP and General Charleston, he’d told them the rendezvous would be at 4:30. He also said the same to Ramirez.
“Damn,” he said through gritted teeth. He realized it wasn’t Air Force Two coming for him. The old president was dead. Emily Williams was the new President of the US of A, so she was currently in Air Force One. He had to let her know.
He pushed the SUV to the breaking point. As a pilot, he was used to going fast, but never this close to the ground and in a truck with the aerodynamics of a shoebox.
His progress slowed as he got closer to the airport, due to an increasing number of stopped cars. The early rush to fly out must have been pretty bad for a Monday morning.
With time running out, he slowed down only enough to safely cross the median. There was less traffic on that side, plus he’d been through there earlier in the day. A clear path would take him all the way to his destination. If a convoy saw him, he wouldn’t be able to hide, but he gambled no convoys were out and about. If anything, they were already waiting inside the airport.
He passed the street to the rock quarry where he’d started, then he ran over a fence at the boundary of the airport. The crashed plane at the end of the runway still belched out black puffs of smoke, but it wasn’t as thick as it had been earlier.
As soon as he was on the tarmac, he mashed the gas pedal to the floor and kept it there.
His watch said four o’clock.
On reflection, he wondered if he should have done a better job playing stealth with the vice president. When he’d told her and the general he wanted them to pick him up at 4:30, he held his wrist under the conference table and adjusted his watch so it showed 4:00. Then, when the general wasn’t looking, he’d showed the time to Emily.
I want to be picked up at this time, not what I just said.
If there was a spy listening in, they would never know he’d requested the early pickup. Unless Ms. Williams betrayed herself, there was no way anyone could know he’d changed the time. However, someone on the radio out there knew about the 4:30 landing. That was why he left the lieutenant behind.
But on the drive over, he’d begun to think like the enemy. No self-respecting commander would have his troops show up within minutes of an attack. They’d be at the airport runway already, setting up, preparing angles, checking security. Listening for approaching aircraft. Ted had made a mistake; he should have made the fake pickup hours after he planned to be gone.
It was no longer about getting on the plane; it was about preventing it from landing.
“There you are!” he shouted to the wind as he drove the damaged truck down the main taxiway.
Air Force Two descended toward the same airstrip it had used before. If he’d thought about it, he would have changed that up too, but it was far too late.
He did some mental calculations as he compared his speed with that of the descending plane. His plan was to physically block the runway to get them to veer off, but it was going to be close, at best.
“Come on, come on!” The truck hit a limiter at 115 miles per hour. It would accelerate until it hit that number, then the engine would cut out. “Dammit!”
He fumbled his phone out of his pocket, hoping for a miracle that would put him in touch with Emily, but even with everything shaking around, he knew the network wasn’t operational.
“Dammit!” he repeated, tempted to throw his phone out the window.
Ahead and to his left, the jumbo jet came over the trees at the edge of the property. He reached the end of the taxiway for one airstrip but had to turn right to get onto the runway where the plane was about to land. The tires yelped as he took the turn at a speed well beyond the safety limits of the rubber tires.
“No!” he shouted, knowing no one would hear him. “Don’t land!”
The plane went over his head as he straightened out in the middle of the runway.
A small cylindrical object erupted from the woodlands on the left side of the strip, about from the same place where he and ER had run when they’d gotten dropped off earlier.
A round section of the plane’s fuselage opened near the tail and a jet of bullets blew the missile out of the sky. The plane also became surrounded with foil chaff and flares, which were designed to confuse radar and infrared sensors.
Ted maintained his speed despite the danger, hopeful the landing software would detect his presence and force an abort code.
The plane’s four engines went to full thrust, though he realized it wasn’t him but the missile that got them to wave off.
“Yes! Go!”
A second missile came out of the woods, a short distance from the first. Then a third launched from the trees up ahead. In the space of two seconds, the anti-missile Gatling gun on the back of the plane took out the first, but it only damaged the second. That one sank into the side of the plane, disappearing from sight.
Then the world turned white.
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
Sister Rose picked up the leash and gave Deogee an incriminating look.
“Please don’t run out like that again,” she thought.
Whether the dog knew what she’d done or not, she yanked on the leash to get her human to follow her away from the convent. Rose wished the dog wasn’t so unruly, and unpredictable, but she followed.
She had no idea where the dog could possibly take her. At first, she thought it was a ploy to get her to play, because she dragged Rose through the front yard toward the roadway, but then the wolf-dog pulled her along the sidewalk next to the road.
By then, she was committed.
“Please don’t eat me,” she thought, a second before laughing at her own paranoia. Here she was being led around by the only living creature left in the city, and her first thought was becoming its dinner. The gray wolf could have bitten her any number of times before.
The canine warily approached a set of sporty women’s clothing and Rose had a premonition what this was all about. She let go of the leash out of shock.
The lost dog trotted over to the woman’s clothing spread out on the concrete walkway, then laid down next to them. Her snout and front paw were on the woman’s bright yellow jogging shoes as if explaining her prior life. Deogee’s mournful whine was heartbreaking.
Rose moved closer, but slowly. Was the dog angry? Crazy? Would it do something irrational because of those feelings? By the time she made it all the way to the woman’s outfit, Deogee was quietly lying there.
This is my human. Where’d she go?
Rose considered speaking. She wanted to comfort the big canine, but she resisted the urge. Instead, she sat down next to the dog and stroked her soft fur. She figured compassion could be conveyed through touch.
They sat there together for an hour. Then, as suddenly as she’d done before, Deogee got up and barked.
Rose’s eyes attempted to say, What is it, girl? Tell me!
Soon, she heard it too.
A car.




CHAPTER 27
Dulles International Airport, VA
When the jumbo jet split apart above the runway in front of his truck, Ted assumed that was the end of it, but he opened his eyes in a pleasant grove of pine trees.
“How do you feel?” a woman asked in a soothing tone.
“Emily? I mean, Madame Vice President.”
“Emily is fine. I think we can dispense with formalities. It’s just us, Ted.”
“Honestly, if this is Heaven,” he chuckled, “you can address me however you want.”
“If being in the woods with a washed-up politician is your idea of Heaven, you need to widen your horizons. And no, you aren’t in Heaven. This is muggy-as-hell Virginia.”
He sat up, suddenly aware he was addressing his commander-in-chief. However, his military training insisted he keep a grip on operational security before blabbing that important piece of intel.
“What happened?” he asked.
“It’s simple,” she said dryly. “The plane blew up, almost on top of you. I think the explosion sucked the oxygen from your lungs and made you pass out. What the heck were you thinking? Why did you try to get the plane to land on you?”
He smirked. “I wasn’t trying to get crushed. I was trying to brush you off. I, uh, had a suspicion there would be an attack.”
“A suspicion? Don’t take this the wrong way, but that sounds a tad suspicious.”
He looked up into her brown eyes, content to admire her thick lashes and feminine lines. After spending the day with Ramirez, he could spend the rest of the day watching her.
“Hold up! Ramirez! He’s bad!”
She put a hand on his chest as if he were going to get up and run. “Easy there. I know. He showed up about an hour ago, right after the attack. If he’d come by himself, I would have run out to greet him, but he was with the other assholes. I kept in the bushes while he pulled a black bag from inside your truck. They also took your rifle.”
“But he left me? That bastard. I saved his life in DC.”
“Maybe that’s why he didn’t shoot you on the spot,” she reasoned. “Although we’ll never know if they thought the truck was going to burn anyway. It melted down to the frame after I got you out.”
He shifted and sat with his legs crisscrossed. They were in the woods not far from the still-burning wreck. The outline of the plane was obvious, but he didn’t even see the remains of his truck.
“Thanks for getting me to safety. Wait—” He looked to the plane, then back to her. “How the hell did you survive that? Were you in the cradle?”
There was a module in the VC-25 airframe that was supposed to allow a president to survive the destruction of the plane. He’d never been allowed to see it, but he knew it was on board. He had to imagine it looked like the replica they used in the old movie Escape from New York.
She smiled, showing her white teeth. He found it reassuring that she seemed relaxed and happy. “You aren’t going to believe it, but General Charleston made me jump out of the plane a minute before touchdown. I landed on the other side of these trees, almost at the bottom of a strip mine, if you can imagine.”
“Hey, I was there this morning. Me and Lieutenant Ramirez found a getaway truck. The same one now burning over there.” He paused. “How did you manage to jump?” he added with surprise.
“You really don’t know a thing about me, do you?” she pressed in a more serious manner.
“I know your politics are, uh, not my style. Other than that, I heard you were one of the youngest vice presidents. And the first woman, obviously.”
“Right on all counts. We’ll deal with our political differences another time. But here’s something you obviously didn’t know: I’m a pilot.”
“What? Air Force? How did I not know that?” It would have been the first thing other pilots talked about on Air Force Two.
“Not Air Force. My family is big into aviation. My mom was a stunt pilot for some big movie companies. My dad still runs a skydiving business out in Montana. I learned to jump with both of them, for different reasons.” She laughed with her polished delivery. He figured she told the story a lot, being in the glad-handing business.
“Did General Charleston know that?”
“Probably. It doesn’t matter, though. His idea saved my life. He was thinking of my security the whole time, which is ironic since he was the one who got me to do the dangerous jump.”
“Why did he do it?” he pressed.
“He was convinced there were still spies on the plane. He wanted to flush them out and figured it was so obvious we were landing at Dulles, and we were such a target, that the spies would prevent their own destruction by calling off the attack.”
“That was his first and last mistake,” he said dryly.
“He said he was going right for the radio desk to wait for someone to give themselves away.”
“But you’ll never know if he found anyone…”
“No,” she admitted, before going on. “The plan was to send me out the back door while the plane landed. If no one gave themselves away, it meant the way was clear, and they could land. If they intercepted a radio signal trying to save their bacon, he’d make sure the plane veered away from the airport. If that happened, I was supposed to get with you.” She blushed immediately. “Sorry! Oh, my. What I meant was, I would have gotten with you on the ground. No again! Oh, you know what I mean.”
“I do.” He took it in stride. “I’ve never heard a politician make so many mistakes in her speech.”
She recovered immediately. “I assure you, I’m no common politician.”
He shook his head. “Wait just a minute! What were you planning to do if they blew up the plane and also killed me and ER? You’d have been stuck on the ground with no allies.”
“Honestly, I didn’t think any of this would happen. I knew we would be here ahead of the fake departure time. I planned to be in and out before the bad guys could set up shop. I was wrong about that bit, though.” Her eyes lost some of their shine. “And my friends in the plane paid the ultimate price for my mistake.”
“No, that was my fault. I should have spread out the times more.”
The attackers had probably been at the airport since he and ER left after the first landing. No amount of sneaking and fake departure times would have prevented the attack. There were only so many places the oversized plane could land.
They fell into silence for a short time.
Ted rubbed his neck. “It may not be the best time to mention this, but everyone is gone. Every person in that quarry. Every person on the highways. Exactly like at Andrews. Ma’am, my sister was right. I’d wager all of America is gone.”
She seemed taken aback.
“It gets worse. The president is dead. Ramirez saw the— What should we call empty clothing? Evidence of death? He gave me this.” He reached into his front pocket and pulled out the challenge coin. It carried a picture of the White House on one side and the smiling face of the president on the other.
“He always did love looking at himself,” she remarked as she flipped it in her hand. “Well, hell’s kitchen, I might have stayed aboard if I’d known that.” She chuckled, but there was a wistful quality to it. He imagined she was rethinking her decisions for real.
She went on after a short pause. “Nah. I can’t second guess it. We were low on fuel. I needed to know what you’d found. We needed eyes on the ground.”
“I tried calling you as soon as I knew, but my phone’s service network isn’t working. I’m sorry I didn’t prevent this crash, but I do have other news. And I have a niece I’d like to talk about…”
She held out her hand, beckoning him to stand. “Come on. Let’s go. You can tell me all about it on the way.”
“Where are we going?”
“I’ll tell you about it on the way,” she snickered.
He took her hand.
Arnold, MO
Standing at the young girl’s kitchen table, she felt like a visitor to a distant land. And yet Tabby was forced to play the part of tour guide. Cool. Collected. Informative.
“Audrey, your mom and sister were…” She went through a rolodex of science fiction movies she’d watched with Mom and Dad the past few years. Every Saturday night was movie night in the Breeze household. It was a tradition she upheld religiously until she started going steady with her brainy boyfriend. Then he was added to the tradition, until they broke up.
She came dangerously close to losing her composure. Every boyfriend. Every family member. Everyone…
“They were here, Audrey, at this table. In these seats. Now—” All she could do was point.
Audrey’s eyes were drawn to where Tabby indicated. “There’s no one here. Did you see my mom or not?”
Tabby shook her head. “Those were people we saw back at the park. We sat at their picnic table. They were there having lunch. Then, we saw people’s clothes blowing in the streets around my house. And those cars on the roads? None of them had people. Just their clothes.”
Peter dove into the conversation. “What, like aliens took them?”
“That’s silly,” Donovan added with zero enthusiasm.
“You bitch! I don’t care about your stupid stories. Tell me where my stupid mom is!” The teen girl stomped to the far side of the kitchen and looked out the window to the back yard. “Mom!” she yelled.
Tabby didn’t know if there was a right way to do what she was doing. If there was, her dad never taught her that lesson. She sensed her own wall breaking down. Her lower lip quivered as she watched Audrey slowly circle back to her mom and sister. By the time the girl tentatively touched the little bib, Tabby broke down.
Audrey started to bawl the second she did. Though Tabby only saw through watery eyes, she reached out and wrapped her arms around her friend.
“I’m so sorry, Audrey,” she sobbed.
Peter stood close by. He edged over to Audrey, unsure if he should console her or stand aside and let the moment go by. She’d changed into a turquoise top and a tiny pair of jeans shorts. He seemed afraid to touch her in the outfit, but the girl reached out and pulled him in.
Donovan was the odd duck. “Are my parents gone, too?”
“Dude, I think all our parents are gone.” Peter reached out to his buddy.
Tabby held them to her for as long as she dared. If the cordon wasn’t at Bonne Terre, and it wasn’t in Audrey’s town, then maybe it was up in St. Louis. It was the biggest city in the bi-state region and if anything was going to rescue them, it would come from up there.
It took a lot of begging and promising, but she got Audrey and the two boys into her car again. The teen girl took a little cooler with her insulin, along with a few personal items. Part of the deal was she would check at each of the boys’ homes, if only to confirm what they already knew.
An hour later, both boys were back in the car, disappointed. Their houses and the surrounding neighborhoods were empty, too.
“I’m going to get you guys to safety, okay? We’re going to find a police or fire station. Something has to be operational. They exist for these disaster situations. Does anyone know where one is?”
No one could say for sure, but Tabby drove them through the outskirts of St. Louis County and eventually found a substation in a strip mall.
After marshalling the kids to the front door like a mama bear and her cubs, she realized the next step was a big one. Either the police would be in there to restore their lives, or law and order was now gone.
“Do we knock?” Peter chuckled weakly.
Tabby looked inside the glass door, then pulled the handle. It opened easily, and she led the others in. Several brown and tan uniforms appeared to have been spread out on the floor.
“It happened here, too,” she deadpanned. However, she caught herself being a downer, so she kept talking. “But maybe we can find a radio to talk to someone far away.”
“Or a gun,” Peter said with excitement.
“No, we’re not—”
“Found one,” the boy added.
It wasn’t only uniforms on the ground. It was boots. Hats. Belts. And guns. Peter crouched over one of the piles and unsnapped the holster to free the big, black pistol.
“Peter, no. You can’t take that.” She tried to appear reasonable, but it came off sounding a lot like her mom’s voice.
“We’re going to need protection. You see what it’s like.” Peter pointed to the ground. “These guys are laying down on the job. It’s up to us to defend ourselves. I’m taking the belt, too.”
“But—” Tabby started to say.
“If he is, I’m taking one, too,” Donovan said. Peter pulled off his personal belt and replaced it with the carrier system used by police. Donovan wrapped his around his sweatpants. At first, she thought they only wanted the guns, but they seemed interested the whole belt system.
“Well, cow flop,” Tabby said as she took a seat in the waiting area of the station.
“You can say the word shit,” Audrey replied. “My mom says stuff that’s way worse. In fact, I heard her call my aunt the c-word.”
Tabby shook her head. “Crackers?”
“Yeah. Crackers.” Audrey came closer. “Hey, thanks for sticking with us and going to our houses. You didn’t have to do that, but I’m grateful you did. The three of us wouldn’t have known what to do.”
“Yes, we would,” Peter said after overhearing them.
Audrey spoke in a low voice. “Well, I wouldn’t.”
“You should know how to take care of yourself.” She really did sound like her mom and dad. “But I guess we all do need to be our own police, at least until we get outside the evacuation zone.”
“I can’t even drive,” Audrey said in a depressed voice.
“Hell yeah!” Peter exclaimed, holding a big police shotgun. “No one mess with me. I’m Sheriff Peter! There’s one for each of us. Pistols, too!”
She sighed and considered whether she could make them put the guns away. Peter and Donovan held their guns pointed at the floor and seemed to know what they were doing. Maybe they could teach her a thing or two.
Tabby accepted a shotgun and pistol from the excited high schooler. The boys went for broke stealing both types of weapons, but Audrey didn’t want to wear a big belt to hold a pistol, so she only took the police shotgun. Tabby didn’t want to wear the big, heavy belt, either, so she shoved the pistol into the waistband of her stretch pants, in the small of her back. It seemed to stay there well enough, so she called it good.
“Well, guys,” she declared, “let’s head back out. We can’t be the only ones left.”
She hoped that was true.




CHAPTER 28
Chesapeake Bay, VA
“This is it,” Carthager said, surprising Kyla from behind.
The big man socked her on the back, and for an instant, she thought the Marine’s intention was to push her over the edge and into the churn of water far below.
She stood on the rear edge of the main flight deck. It had come under heavy attack from whatever force was operating against them. A helicopter had crashed on the main landing strip, but she and others helped put out the fire. Now she was content to watch as they sailed from the James River out into the ocean-like Chesapeake Bay.
“What is?” she replied, keeping herself composed.
It had been about an hour since they’d escaped the dock. Most of the skeleton crew was busy keeping the ship running, but Kyla was the odd woman out. Her programming was done and working. The captain had given her a small walkie talkie and said to expect oddball assignments no one else had time to do, but so far, the line had been silent.
“Once we get past the bridge, we’ll be free and clear of any land-based threats. We’ll be out on the ocean, where a ship this big belongs. Then me and my boys can go jack up some other assholes.”
“You aren’t staying?” she said with surprise. “I mean, we’re going to need protection.”
The sergeant laughed. “You still got that pop gun I gave you?”
She reached for it, intent to hand it back, but Carthager stopped her.
“Keep it, sister. You’re going to need it. You know, just in case there are imposters here.” He winked, which Kyla didn’t know how to interpret. Did the other Marine inform this one how Ben was working for the enemy? Were they keeping her under surveillance because she’d worked with Ben?
Carthager turned to walk away, but he halted abruptly. “Oh, I meant to tell you. Meechum was asking about you. I think she’s on the prowl for some female companionship who isn’t a Devil Dog, if you know what I mean?”
She perked up. “Really?”
“Yeah, she was impressed with how you pulled that dude to safety back in the hangar. Dammit, I’m not your Tinder app. Go see her in the hangar.”
Kyla stood on the landing deck for another fifteen minutes as they sailed between two small islands. The Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel was a trestle-style roadway built a few yards off the surface from horizon to horizon, it seemed. When it reached the islands, the road went into an underwater tunnel so big that ships such as the John F. Kennedy could cross.
No bullets came at them.
No rockets.
Nothing.
She watched another few minutes, to be sure, but it looked as if they’d made it to open water.
Then, no longer able to stand the curiosity as to why the gruff woman Marine wanted to see her, she spun around and went over to the stairwell—ladderwell, as Meechum would call it—and went down.
She found the Marine sitting on one of the little trucks, along with the rest of Carthager’s squad. The leader gave her a nod, then got back to talking with one of his team.
Meechum sat by herself.
“Don’t be a dweeb,” Kyla thought. “Go up and talk to her.”
She’d gotten along with most people she’d worked with in her short career, but the long hours and military lockdowns didn’t give her much of a chance to make new friends. Socializing with someone like the tough-as-nails Meechum would be far outside her comfort zone.
But now… After staring down death, she was willing to take chances.
“Uh, hello,” she said, instantly hating her opening line for starting with an uh.
Meechum looked up, seemingly unsurprised to see her. “Sorry for kicking you in the face, dudette. The bruise looks nice.”
Kyla touched the swollen cheek while she glanced at what the woman was doing there. Parts of a handgun were spread on the adjacent seat.
“Thanks. My real name is Kyla. I was wondering… Well, I know we’re at war and all, but I’d like a friend, too.” On reflection, she sounded more like a high schooler than a college graduate.
Meechum glared at her. Her helmet was off, so Kyla got a good look at her short blonde hair and penetrating blue eyes. Her immediate impression of her without all her gear was a fairytale princess who hunted the wolf, shot it, then ripped out its heart with her bare hands.
“Is this a joke? Did those jackasses put you up to this?” She pointed to Carthager and the rest of the boys. The squad leader did his best to “talk” with his companion, but several of the others snickered.
“Oh, shit,” Kyla blurted out, ruining her laid-back image in a heartbeat. “He said you wanted…”
The woman didn’t want a friend; she wanted to be left alone.
“I know what to do,” Meechum said calmly. “Those guys want to screw with us? They have a pool going for how long you are going to hold onto that gun. They probably thought you’d come over here and we’d talk about bras and I’d tell you to go back to pillow fluffing, or whatever it is you do—”
“Programming,” she replied.
“Right. That. They think you’re a little snowflake, Miss Kyla. Are you?” The dirty-faced warrior looked Kyla up and down.
She thought of Uncle Ted at that moment. His phone call wasn’t a prank. She’d figured that out hours ago. What she didn’t know was why none of her calls to him or Mom were going through. There was no way to know if he was really coming for her. However, given the choice between handing over the gun and being dependent on others, or protecting herself until her uncle arrived, she knew the answer was obvious.
“No, I’m not a snowflake, but… I’m closer to the snow than I am to you. Look at me.” She held out her arms as if to display her fast-food-styled apparel.
The Marine cocked her head, re-appraising Kyla. “Does that bother you?”
“Yes, it does,” she said with determination.
“Then let’s change that.”
Kyla was eager. “How?”
Meechum bent over and began assembling her weapon. It gave Kyla a chance to watch as the other woman slid, poked, and shoved in all the pieces. In less than a minute, she had a fully-assembled pistol.
“For starters, dudette, target practice.”
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
Rose grabbed Deogee’s leash and stepped into the woods with her, wondering what to  make of the vehicle sound. Heavy undergrowth lined the road, which prevented her from getting a look at the approaching car.
“Do I hide or go out?”
A little four-door sedan passed by in a flash. She had only enough time to observe that it was filled with people. Real, living people.
Deogee wanted to chase the car, if her excitement was any measure of her intentions, but Rose used every bit of strength to hold her back. After seeing so many people taken by God, she came to the immediate conclusion the only people left must be evil. That made them dangerous.
The car sounds didn’t go away. The motor changed pitch and the whine of gears going in reverse gave her a last heads up what to expect.
They’re coming back.
Deogee didn’t seem to care about good or evil. She only wanted to meet the new people.
Sister Rose shifted uneasily on her feet. She could retreat into the woods and find plenty of hiding spots, but she couldn’t make herself run. Plus, her canine friend would be difficult, perhaps impossible, to control if they were working toward opposite goals.
The delay of those few seconds made her plan meaningless.
The car was there. Ten feet from the curb.
“Lord, help me,” she prayed.
The driver was a young woman, perhaps college age. She was brunette with three long braids hanging off the back of her head. Rose noticed the hairstyle as the woman turned to talk to the others with her.
Another girl was in the back seat. Were they in trouble? Should she rush out and help them?
Seemingly at once, all the doors opened. Four people hopped out, gathered hurriedly, and then strode toward Rose.
Now she did take a few steps into the weeds. Each of the people carried a shotgun.
But they were young—
The teen girl from the back seat looked like she was going to the beach. She wore a revealing light-blue top with nothing but spaghetti straps for support and a tiny pair of shorts. The gun seemed huge in her hands.
A chunky boy next to her was decked out with a giant black utility belt around his waist. A large blue windbreaker covered part of it, but she noticed his pistol holster, for sure.
The second boy wore a bright blue jogging suit and red sneakers. He had the same black belt, and a similar gun in his holster.
The young woman who’d been driving had on black stretch pants and a white shirt, with her sleeves rolled up.
Deogee was frantic at her side. Her tail wagged like a helicopter rotor and she was apparently anxious to greet the newcomers by how hard she pulled at the leash. Rose admitted the big dog could easily have pulled her along if she wanted.
Her impression of the frightening-looking strangers changed as they came up onto the sidewalk. Yes, they were young, and yes, they hefted the terrible shotguns, but they were exhausted. Rose saw it in their eyes, in their postures, in their shuffling way of walking.
She was sure they meant her no harm.
Deogee whined with happiness as Rose took a few steps forward to meet the newcomers.
“Hello,” Sister Rose said aloud without thinking about it.
“Oh, my!” she thought an instant later.
She couldn’t take it back. After all that, she’d broken her vow. Rose began to worry about how she’d failed again…
The young driver’s expression morphed again. Her tired eyes perked up. Her determined look softened as if they’d found relief. As if they’d found rescue. “That’s the most beautiful word anyone has ever spoken,” she gushed. “Thank you for being here!”
Deogee jumped on the kids with glee, slathering them with kisses as she’d done with Rose.
Rose was shaken to her core as the teens gathered around. They had no idea of her internal struggles or that she’d blown a year’s worth of work maintaining her vow of silence. None of that mattered.
She’d done something good.
Amarillo, TX
Brent gripped his Berretta and held it casually at his side. He stepped out of the security booth, even though he could have stayed safe on the inside. His reasoning was simple: if it was his time, then so be it. Everything around him was his fault, anyway. When he ran, they ran.
“What can I do for you boys?”
The prisoners held together in a tight group at the bottom of the main stairwell. He had no desire to hurt any of them, but if things got spicy, he’d have to shoot them in order to go upstairs to freedom.
“Are they really dead on the outside? Like those men up on the main floor?”
Another prisoner added, “Is there anywhere we can go?”
“I have no idea how far the, well, erasure goes. There’s nothing on the radio from Liberal, Kansas, down to Lubbock, as best I can tell. Nothing on at all. No news, anyway.” He didn’t mention the one music station that seemed to be on eternal autopilot.
A shaggy-haired young man stepped in front of the others; a guy named Paul. His arms were filled with bird tattoos and he pretended to be a Native American, even though he wasn’t. Brent always thought he was harmless, though he apparently had a fondness for stealing gas, because he’d been busted numerous times for driving off without paying. Those thousands of dollars of free fuel finally earned him a six-pack of months on Brent’s floor. “We want to stay with you, until we find out what to do next. I have no one on the outside. Nowhere to go. I don’t want to leave, okay?”
Brent laughed to himself, never imagining he’d have this problem.
“What about you others?” he inquired, sizing up his chances if he was being played. It would be a six-on-one beatdown.
As a group, they all made it clear they wanted to stay in the prison.
Brent was at a crossroads. He’d imagined tossing everyone out, and then going back home, but now he had two choices.
Living with prisoners, willingly?
Or going back to his empty house…
“It’s getting late in the day. I don’t see any reason why we can’t keep the prison open for another night. Why don’t you all go back to your cells. I’ll keep ‘em unlocked. Tomorrow, we’ll probably know more about what happened to the towns around us. When things get back to normal, I bet they’ll commute your sentences since you stayed here willingly.”
It was nice to offer them a carrot.
Near Dulles International Airport, VA
“So, how long do you think this power will last?” Emily Williams asked Ted in a friendly way.
“I have no idea. I’m a pilot, not an electrician,” he replied, channeling Dr. McCoy from Star Trek.
They’d taken shelter in a suburban home after they’d left the airport. Once night fell, Ted and Emily agreed the worst threat of pursuit was over. Ramirez had left Ted to die in the fire, and everyone would assume Emily was dead in the burning wreckage of Air Force Two.
The house had one set of dropped men’s clothes in the garage, but nothing else in the home itself. For Ted, he was glad to know there were no dead inside with them. Not superstition, he reasoned; it was respect for the deceased.
They took seats inside the spacious living room. She sat in a loveseat, while he was on the front edge of a nearby recliner.
Ted’s tone dipped down a notch, always worried about spies. “Emily, I’ve been waiting to tell you this until we weren’t in the open. I think we’re as safe as we can be, for now.”
“I’m listening.”
“I ditched Ramirez because someone on the radio knew about the rendezvous time. I couldn’t take the risk it was him. He fired on me as I drove away, confirming I was right. And then he left me to die! That’s just low, no matter what side he’s on.” Ted took a deep breath. “And you should know I had a brief opportunity to sift through that black bag. It was his. He’d convinced me he was going to the White House to steal treasures—paintings, china, whatever. He did take some guns, which I could forgive, but it was all cover for the real prize…”
“Which is?”
“The briefcase with the nuclear codes,” he said gravely.
She rubbed her chin. “It would have been close to the president, so that makes sense. But why bother? If the whole of America is gone, there would be no one to man the nuclear silos. No one at NORAD. No one at CENTCOM. All the defense infrastructure is free for the taking.”
As soon as she said it, they looked at each other.
“Well, you know what my orders are going to be, don’t you?”
He acknowledged her statement with a curt nod. “There are nuke subs and cruise missiles around the world. Most of our warfighting gear is overseas, assuming this superweapon didn’t erase them, too. We’ve got to warn them. Get them back here before the people who stole that briefcase can learn how to use it.”
She sat back in the comfy sofa and seemed to relax a tiny bit. “You read my mind.”
“Emily, ma’am, you are president now. You know that, right?”
“Please, if you ma’am or sir or otherwise defer to me as anything but your equal, I’m going to demote you.” She smiled at the obvious irony. “But seriously, for right now, we can’t get hung up in orders and rank. If I’m president or not, it doesn’t matter. I have no people to lead. No government to instruct. No military to command.”
“You do have one person to command,” he said seriously. “My duty has never changed. I’ll protect you while we get back to friendly forces so you can do what needs doing, though…”
“What is it?”
“My niece. I can’t stop thinking about her. I spoke with her right when all this kicked off. After talking to my—”
An emotional bubble welled up from deep inside him. Rebecca was gone. She lived in an apartment in New York City, which would have had no defense against whatever death ray blasted America. “My sister asked me to find and keep her daughter safe.”
“Is the girl alive?”
“I don’t know. She’s on the John F. Kennedy. You talked to them briefly, after the attack was over. She could be…”
“You want to go find her, don’t you?”
He would make good on his promise to Rebecca, but not until he fulfilled his oath to defend the Constitution of the United States. If the brutal attack on America was as complete and widespread as his sister suggested, he would have his hands full protecting the highest-ranking official in the country. Kyla, if she survived on the aircraft carrier, was probably better off than he was. He prayed she would find a way to survive until he could get to her.
“Eventually, yes,” he replied. “There are people alive on the JFK, so there’s a good chance she survived. She’s all I have left. However…” He breathed in. “The rest of our military will come home and fight this war. It’s my job to keep you alive until they do.”
“I’m grateful to have you, Ted, and I wish nothing but the best for your loved ones. This isn’t going to sound like some grand presidential plan, but our first order of business is getting a few hours of sleep. We have a big day ahead of us. Probably several big days.”
For a first order, rack time was a good one. His battlefield promotion came with a steep price: he needed to be at his sharpest all the time. Ted had served up some dumb mistakes today, and that couldn’t happen tomorrow. He was responsible for the most important woman in America.
She turned out the lights as he got comfortable on his stretched recliner.
“Good night, John Boy,” she giggled softly.
“Oh, that’s how it’s going to be?” He cracked up.
“My parents taught me to keep my humor in all things. That’s what got me through those boring political dinners. That’s how I’m going to survive you.”
He threw a pillow into the shadows, glad to be alive.
Tomorrow, there was a country to save.
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The first thing I want to say is thanks. Thanks for taking a chance with this new book series. Thanks for reading to the end. Thanks for leaving a review (you did, right? I’ll send Deogee if you don’t!). And thanks for sticking with me to this author’s note.
If my calculations are correct, this is the 20th book I’ve written since I became a full-time author in 2015. Some of them are unpublished, and some are just drafts, but all of them are mine. Each one has a unique personality which goes beyond the words on the pages.
I wrote my first book (Since the Sirens) after my grandmother passed away. I imagine her spirit helped drive that series to great sales and greater reviews. Many readers loved following that spunky 104-year-old woman as she fought alongside her great-grandson to survive the zombie apocalypse.
My Eternal Apocalypse series (currently in re-writes) was the first series set in a place I’d been to with my parents when I was a kid. Those books evoked strong memories about those trips, and I hope I conveyed that excitement when describing the Hoover Dam and the broken country nearby.
My End Days series, co-written with indie powerhouse author Craig Martelle, took my travel experience to the next level. All four books feature locations across America where I’d been over the course of my life. They were fun to write in a post-apocalyptic setting and a great learning experience for me as an author.
Minus America builds on all those lessons. It was wonderful to write because of the locations, and I cracked myself up several times during the re-writes, because I loved the journeys of each of my characters in those interesting places.
I’ve been on several battleships, including the one for my home state: the USS Missouri. I’ve even been on one aircraft carrier, though it isn’t a modern one by any stretch. The USS Lexington was a travel stop of mine in Corpus Christi, Texas. I used that experience to write about Kyla on the JFK.
I’ve been into the Bonne Terre mine.
I’ve been in and around Washington D.C. and the Dulles Airport. I’ve not been to Andrews, but Google Maps filled in for me.
And I’ve recently been made aware of a small convent tucked into the woods near my childhood home in St. Louis. Sister Rose and her problems take place on a similar property.
My point isn’t to dwell on the places I’ve been, but to show that our amazing world has an infinite number of people and stories waiting to be told. I see carriers and mines and windswept plains and wonder what happened there in the past. I tell stories to my kids about the journeys I took around my own neighborhood when I was their age, as if packing a lunch and riding my bike all day was the height of exploration. For a ten-year-old, it felt like it.
As an author trying to pen adventures worth as much, or a little more, than the paper they’re printed on, I try to maintain that youthful wonder writing about our interconnected world. Minus America goes big and bold, by introducing a weapon which removes American citizens from the world map.
Without her people, what will happen to American cities and highways and schools and homes and…everything else? Can the few remaining survivors ever hope to protect it? What will other nations do without Sheriff Uncle Sam to keep the peace? Who was responsible for this evil act?
Let’s find out together.
But don’t worry. All isn’t lost. My books always have an underlying element of hope and humor, because that’s what I learned from my parents during those early life adventures. If the apocalypse ever comes, it will be helpful to know your way around the world. It can’t hurt to laugh a bit during the trip.
Book 20 was simultaneously one of the fastest and most fun for me to write. I hope you’ll stick with me and see where our heroes and heroines go in books 2 through 5. I’m interested in learning that myself.
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CHAPTER 1
Near Dulles International Airport, VA
Ted and Emily wasted no time in the residential home where they’d spent the night. They woke up with first light, picked out some food from the kitchen, gathered what little they had, and borrowed the family sedan to leave the neighborhood.
“Where should we go?” Emily asked once they were on the road.
Ted rubbed his throbbing temple; the crash yesterday only inflicted a few scratches, but he did have a nasty headache. “Eventually, toward help. We must report to any authority left and warn them Jeffries and his pals have the nuclear briefcase, possibly the codes. Right now, I have to make a stop. You’ll see.”
They were still close to Dulles airport, which he wanted to avoid, but he’d spent a lot of time thinking about this question last night.
Emily sat for a few seconds like she’d misunderstood him, then seemed to have enough of it. “Officer MacInnis, I’m the Vice President of the United States, I order you to tell me where we’re going.”
“President, actually,” he said calmly.
She did a double take, then caught on. “Oh, you’re being funny.”
He snickered. “You said you liked to joke around. I’m playing the part of funny sidekick today.”
She melted into her seat, as if glad she didn’t really need to boss him. “I shouldn’t have said that, actually. I do need to act more serious now. The nation is in crisis. Preventing more war is obviously urgent. Once we get in touch with someone in the military chain of command, I can let them know what’s happened to the president and they can confirm my new rank. Hopefully, we can get some proper protection.”
“What? Old Bessie and I aren’t enough for you?” He patted his hip, where he kept one of the two pistols he’d taken from the White House. She still had the Sig Sauer P229 that John Jeffries had tried to kill her with.
When he’d touched the gun, he thought of his phone, so he pulled it out as he listened to her.
“I want an entire division of US Marines on the White House lawn pronto,” she said while staring at the wooded country of northeastern Virginia. “That’s when I’ll feel safe.”
He snuck a look at his phone.
To his surprise, Emily whipped her head around and caught him. “Hey! You’re not supposed to text and drive. That’s dangerous when you have a VIP on board.”
He glanced at her to see if she was serious. She was.
Ted handed over his phone. “Will you tap voicemail? It says I have some messages. Might be Lieutenant Colonel Maxxon asking why I didn’t bring his plane back to Andrews. Put it on speaker, so I can hear, okay?”
“I know how phones work, Ted. I just…” She held the device for ten or fifteen seconds, then leaned over to him and spoke with great reluctance in her voice. “Which button?”
Far from making him upset, he found joy in her lack of technical skills. She was supposed to be one of the premiere politicians in America—a woman he normally wouldn’t chat up in a bar given her political bent. However, she’d turned out to be far different than her image, and her flaws made him like her even more.
“This one,” he said with a grin.
She held it in between them so he could listen.
‘Hello, and good day. This is Constitution One Banking. Your minimum payment is overdue. You will—’
“We’ll get these calls until the power stops, I’m sure. Skip,” he said while tapping the appropriate button.
“I’ll do that,” Emily complained. “You drive.”
There were no other moving cars on the road, though there were lots of wrecks, and a few still smoldered from fires. When the people were sucked out of them yesterday, the cars themselves often drove for short distances. Most of them went into the nearby trees and yards of the suburban houses along the roadway, though a few came to rest in the middle of the lane. One or two crashed head-on with those coming from the opposite side.
His biggest fear at the moment was running into those convoys he’d seen the day before. While they both wanted to find friendly troops, nothing about the units on the road immediately after the attack had conveyed “friendly” to him. They seemed to operate with impunity even with the robot cat-things prowling the city.
The next message played.
‘Ted. It’s me. I’m safe here in Fairford. I heard…the plane you were in went down. I don’t… I hope you’re okay.” The call ended.
“Who was that?” Emily asked with concern.
“My ex-wife,” he said with mixed emotions. He’d not heard from her in years, but news traveled fast in the service. She was Air Force, too.
“Are you two…” she pressed.
“What?” He turned up his nose. “Hell, no. We split five years ago. Different career choices. That sort of thing. She’s serving over the pond.” He didn’t want to talk about it.
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine. It tells us something important that we already suspected. England wasn’t hit by whatever weapon wiped us out. That means we still have an ally out there.”
The next message began, cutting off his train of thought.
“Hi, Uncle Ted. It’s Kyla. Your niece—”
“Holy shit! She’s actually alive!” He swerved the car in his excitement, then slammed on the brakes. He’d gotten about halfway onto the shoulder, but it was close enough. Belatedly, he realized he’d yelled over a good bit of the message.
“Play it again. Hit rewind. Please!”
Emily fidgeted with the controls but soon figured it out.
“Hi, Uncle Ted. It’s Kyla. Your niece.” She laughed nervously. “I guess you figured that out. I’m sleeping on board the ship tonight. I’m safe for now. I don’t know why our phones aren’t reliably connecting. The tech person here thinks a foreign power has hacked into some of the cell towers.”
Ted used his knuckle to wipe away a tear filled with joy. He went a full day hoping she survived on the ship, though he’d pretty much accepted she was gone, like her mother. Now…
The message went quiet, and he thought it was over, but she continued in a lower volume. “I’m scared. A rumor has gone around that people on the outside have been killed, like they were here on the ship. Is that true? Is Mom okay, do you think? I haven’t been able to reach her. Can you let her know I’m all right? I’ll try to call you both again in the morning.”
The line went dead. It was the last message.
Emily put the phone on the center console, but before she could do anything else, Ted threw his arms around her, disregarding all rank and decorum.
“She’s alive!”
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
Tabby stood at the back window, looking outside. She was struck by the beauty of the sunshine as it beamed through the trees and lit up the well-manicured landscaping of the convent and vineyard. A doe chewed at some leaves at the edge of the forest toward the back of the property, reminding her she needed to eat.
The delightful scene also confirmed what she’d hoped to be true last night: they weren’t overcome with poison gas.
“Good-bye, little doe,” she whispered before turning around.
The common room was well-lit this morning. Sun burst in from large windows all across the back wall. Sister Rose said the convent would provide a peaceful resting place for her and the kids. For the kids, that was true.
Peter and Audrey were still asleep on the same sofa. She thought it was cute how he held his new girlfriend—like he was still protecting her from anything bad. Tabby was less certain if their parents would approve of them sleeping in the same spot, but her job was tour leader, not parent, for the teens.
By contrast, she’d hardly slept. The youngsters were her responsibility, whether she liked it or not. That burden refused to let her sleep soundly like the others. Her goal had been to return them to their parents, but now that was impossible. Her mind struggled with the logic of it for most of the night.
“How can you sleep so well, knowing your parents are dead?” she thought.
Her parents had been evacuated during the disaster. She was sure of that. All she had to do was find the police cordon set up to protect the citizens of eastern Missouri; her parents would be waiting for her there.
Mom and Dad weren’t like the other kids’ parents. They wouldn’t have been caught flatfooted and helpless. Dad was ex-military and a businessman who took pride in being prepared for any emergency that could befall the mine. It was those preps that had saved her. When disaster struck on the surface, no one would be more prepared to get to safety than him.
“Good morning,” the kindly Sister Rose said in a soft voice.
“Hello, Sister.” She took the offered coffee cup. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, child. I’m happy to be of service.”
“We didn’t get a chance to talk last night. I don’t see any clothes dropped around here. Were you the only one living in this place?”
A cloud passed over the nun’s otherwise cheery face. “I was not alone when God passed through this home. There were ten other sisters, but they were all taken. You do not see their clothing because I moved their belongings into their bedrooms.”
“I’m so sorry,” Tabby replied.
“You have seen many losses on the outside?” Sister Rose asked. “Like the cars crashed out front?”
Tabby gulped, not sure she liked where the conversation was going. “There are lost clothes all over Bonne Terre, where we’re from. I’ve seen empty cars on the highways. We’ve also seen the…clothing of the children’s parents.”
Rose’s eyes were hopeful for a moment, until Tabby failed to add to the story. “So, the children lost their loved ones…”
Tabby nodded grimly. “It makes no sense. What did we do different that kept us safe?”
The nun held a necklace of beads. “I’ve been praying for guidance every waking moment. The ladies were chatting in here, like always, when Abbess Mary Francis asked me to get some seeds from downstairs. I did as she requested, but when I returned, she was gone.”
Tabby didn’t know how that helped her. “Can I see what’s downstairs? Maybe there’s something down there which protected you?”
Sister Rose set her coffee down, inviting her to do the same. The pair quietly walked across the carpeted great room to the doorway for the stairs. It was already partway opened.
“I never closed it when I came up.”
They made their way down a long stairwell reinforced on the sides with slats of wood. It reminded her of going into a bunker. Or a mine.
“What do you call this space? It’s huge.” The stairwell revealed a big chamber below as they neared the bottom.
“The order bought this property from a winemaker who went out of business. He had this cellar constructed as a place to store casks of wine, but as the story was told to me, he couldn’t afford to build the dumbwaiter lift to get the wine down here and back up.”
“And you were all the way down here?” The narrow stairwell was so tall she imagined they’d gone at least two stories underground.
“Yes. I was in the back, with the seedlings.”
When they reached the bottom, Sister Rose pulled a string for a single bulb. It did little to illuminate the dank space.
“The kids and I were down in the Bonne Terre mine, as I told you last night. We were a lot farther under the surface than you, but there has to be a connection. If you were down here, and your sisters died up top, and I was down there…”
She purposefully skipped what that meant for the fellow students of Peter, Audrey, and Donovan.  They’d just taken the elevator to the top. The kids still had hope their peers would be found.
“No, child, I’m afraid it’s worse than that. God died for our sins once. Now he came back and took only the good souls he wanted. No amount of rock or soil could prevent him from taking us if that was his will.”
Tabby looked at her sideways. “My dad says it wasn’t a big deal for God to die for our sins. He said he would die for me without blinking an eye.” She shuddered at the notion of laying down her life for the kids, but she’d do it. She was pretty sure.
Sister Rose seemed to get defensive. “I’m sorry you don’t understand.”
“You’re saying we’re the bad souls left by God?”
The nun bowed her head. “I don’t want it to be true, but we are sinners, yes. It’s the only explanation that makes sense. God died for humanity once, but he finally ran out of patience.”
Tabby looked once more around the musty storage area, then glanced up the stairwell to the small door at the top. Rays of sunshine penetrated the first few feet of the tunnel, but nothing more.
“We’ve got to get going, Sister. Thank you so much for your hospitality. We’ve got to find my parents. They’re with the evacuees, you see, and I have to find them.”
She didn’t want to stick around the nun, as nice as she was, because she clearly held onto a lie, and Tabby wanted no part of it.
“Where will you go?” Rose asked.
“North,” she said aloud. To my parents, she added to herself.




CHAPTER 2
On board the USS John F. Kennedy
“Just line up the front and rear sights so they’re level, exhale a little to steady yourself, then pull the trigger, not the weapon.”
Meechum handed the pistol to Kyla. Last night she’d also given her one of her Marine blouses, stripped of all the rank. As one of the only civilians left on board, the warrior woman said she needed to dress tougher, so she couldn’t be mistaken for a civvy anymore. Having a gun helped dispel that non-military feeling, too.
“Sounds easy enough.” She’d fired the same pistol in the hallway yesterday. Kyla still wasn’t sure she’d hit anything, but she wanted to make sure the next time would be different. It was the pistol she’d used to shoot Ben as he tried to get away, but she was convinced that was luck.
Meechum had set up a firing range on the flight deck of the aircraft carrier. There were no flights going in or out, because most, if not all, the pilots had been killed yesterday. The wide-open space was now a gigantic, empty parking lot.
They were out of port and away from shore, but a thin, hazy line of land hugged the horizon to the west.
“Where do you think we are?” she asked.
The Marine frowned. “Don’t worry about that. Worry about your M9.” She gestured to the pistol.
Kyla took a moment to feel the weight and appreciate what it was, then she did as instructed. She positioned herself in front of the box-like target, lined up the front and rear sights, exhaled, then squeezed the trigger.
Her ear protection blocked out most of the pistol’s report, but it was still loud.
“Nice!” Meechum yelled. “You almost killed a bad guy.”
Kyla stood about twenty feet from the target. A black hole had appeared on the rectangular piece of paper, about six inches above the head of the man’s outline.
“Again!” the Marine shouted.
Kyla repeated her routine, doing her best to squeeze the trigger without moving the gun off target.
“Yes! You hit the guy!”
Meechum slapped her on the shoulder. “Now empty the mag. Fire at will.”
She brought the pistol back up. Kyla held it steady with both hands, then pulled the trigger a couple of times. Once she had the hang of it, she fired off however many bullets were in the ammo box. The magazine, as Meechum called it.
Finally, the pistol wouldn’t fire.
“Great job, dudette! You hit the man one more time, right in the center of his chest.”
She pulled back her headphones. “I missed the rest? How do you hit anything with this gun?”
The blonde-haired woman flashed a knowing grin. “Weapon. We always call these weapons, not guns. I had you fire them all to show you how each shot takes you a little further off target. You have to continually adjust every couple, or you might as well be firing at the sky. You’ll see less of that when we train you up on the M27 rifle, later.”
They both looked up into the hazy morning air. The white smudge of a contrail caught her attention. “Are planes still up there?”
Meechum looked at the same place. “You’re asking the wrong girl. I don’t know jack about what’s going on outside this ship, but by the looks of it, there is something flying.”
While they were looking up, the sound of a propeller caught her attention.
“What the hell is that?” she asked. Meechum heard it, too.
A warning claxon activated a second later, suggesting the arrival wasn’t friendly.
They both watched as a car-sized airplane came up over the front of the carrier’s deck. It was light gray, with long, thin wings. Its cockpit was an oval-shaped bulb, but there were no windows. A propeller drove it from the rear.
“Get down!” the Marine ordered.
She fell to the deck but craned her neck to keep watch.
It flew slow, like it wasn’t afraid to be seen. It came across the number 79 painted at the front, then it soared about thirty feet off the deck and toward the back. As it went over the two of them, Kyla noted the plane was shaped a lot like a plus sign, with a thin fuselage to go along with the narrow wings. A black ball hung out the bottom, right in the center of the plus.
It banked to the left once it motored by.
“Run,” Meechum insisted. “Over there!” She motioned for Kyla to head for the carrier’s island. A hatch waited for her on the other side of the arrestor cables. The Marine got to her feet, and Kyla scrambled to catch her.
While they sprinted to safety, Kyla observed the drone still making a wide left turn, as if intending to swoop in for a second pass from the front.
Before they reached the hatch, another Marine came out with his rifle at the ready. “Get in there. Stay!” Meechum ordered her.
Carthager emerged a short time later and seemed to instantly absorb the situation. “The Marine who shoots it down gets double pay this month!”
Kyla stayed inside the door as more Marines came to the deck, apparently excited at the prospect of using their rifles. She leaned outside to see the plane begin its second pass, but she flinched when the rifles started cracking.
The drone made it about halfway down the deck before it veered to its right. The Marines continued firing until the little aircraft went off the far side of the deck, and closer to the water, as if deftly avoiding the bullets.
“Go! Go!” Carthager yelled.
The Marines took off for the other side of the deck. Kyla didn’t know why, so she followed at a safe distance. The drone appeared in the distance, not far above the water. It was making an escape attempt.
Once they had it in their sights, the Marines fell to the deck or took knees to steady their aim and line up shots. For several seconds, the air was filled with thunderclaps of gunfire. Someone must have hit it, because the drone seemed to dip a wing for a few seconds. It didn’t go into the water, however.
Kyla watched it head for shore, her ears buzzing.
She’d forgotten to put on her ear protection; the headphones hung around her neck.
“I’ve got to get better at this war stuff,” she told herself.
Carthager gave her a disapproving scowl as he ran by.
“We’ve got to talk to the captain,” the Marine leader yelled. “That should not have made it within a hundred miles of this boat.”
Fairfax, Virginia
“This is where you live?” Emily asked as soon as she got inside his apartment.
“I didn’t expect the VP of the United States would be dropping by today.” Ted kept his apartment clean because he was a freak for organization, so her complaint couldn’t have anything to do with his cleanliness. Before he took the flight to Europe, he’d made sure everything was buttoned up and prepped for his return.
“It’s so small!” she gasped.
“Ah, every man’s nightmare.”
She looked shocked. “No, of course I didn’t mean it as an insult. Your office is the sky. I had it in my head you lived in an airy apartment with lots of windows.”
“Maybe if you ordered the president to pay me more money?” He laughed because that would never happen. Ted wasn’t in it only for the money; the office in the sky part was what kept him going.
“I might be able to change that,” she said, playing off the legitimate chance she might already be President Williams.
He’d brought her to his apartment so he could get some of his supplies. On the way, it occurred to him that every store in the city was open for the taking, but he wanted to avoid looting unless he had no other choice. Plus, it would take more time to find the stores he needed than to go to the one place where he already had everything organized and ready.
“Maybe you can reimburse me for these, too.” He flipped a hidden lever on the underside of his wooden coffee table, which released the lid. His tools of the trade were inside.
“You keep guns in your living room?” Emily said as if he’d lit his hair on fire.
He laughed heartily. “I think what you mean, ma’am, is you keep guns in your living room, thank God.”
“I didn’t expect it, is all. I’m glad you have weapons we can use. I’ll feel better knowing you’ve got my back.” He’d been watching over her since the assassination attempt.
“Like before, you’ve got your own back.” He handed her a tricked-out AR-15 with all the fancy furniture. “And you’ll keep on doing it with one of these bad boys.” It had a synthetic collapsible buttstock, honeycomb aluminum hand guard, lightweight pistol grip, and a long, black scope.
She held it with awe, then glanced down into the hiding place. “How many of these do you have?”
“Ma’am, I’m afraid you’re going to need a warrant to ask that question.”
They laughed together, but she stopped on a dime. “Must you keep calling me ma’am? I get enough of that from the generals and political types.”
He stiffened. “It’s an old habit from years in the Air Force. I’ll try to ease up on it, but I can’t guarantee anything.”
“Do your best,” she smiled. “Call me Emily. Now, are you going to tell me how many of these things you’ve got?” Emily pointed at his stash.
“I can’t tell you,” he deadpanned. “Seriously. I’ve lost count. I keep the rest of them in a storage locker in town. These four are my babies, though. These will be fine for us.”
She playfully scowled at him for a moment, then gingerly set the rifle on the sofa cushions.
He went on. “I also have food, water, a bugout bag, radios, and a pallet of ammo. We’ll grab what we can and get the hell out of here.”
Emily sat next to her gun. “Where should we go? Washington’s empty. I wonder if anyone made it to the new Government Relocation Facility.”
“The what?” he asked as he pulled another rifle out of the case.
“It’s top secret, but I’m bumping you up as of right now.” She chuckled, but only barely. “The government put a nuclear bunker below a Best Buy up in Leesburg. The idea was the entire US government, Congress and Justices included, would retreat there when the threat of nuclear war was imminent.”
“The president didn’t make it there.”
“No,” she replied. “He didn’t even make it down to the shelter below the White House, if we believe your man Ramirez.”
“You think Tanager could still be alive? Ramirez would have no reason to lie about that, would he?”
“No, I don’t think he’s alive. I only wish he was.”
They sat there in silence for a short time, but Ted didn’t want to risk them getting into a funk. “I’ve been thinking on where we should go …”
“Where’s that?” she asked.
He thought of her teasing yesterday after the crash. “Help me stack these guns by the door and I’ll tell you.”
San Francisco, CA
Dwight Inverness woke up in the dark. He opened his eyes and saw almost nothing, save a lone EXIT sign several stories above him. It cast a lonely light through the metal staircase, down to his cardboard bed.
He breathed in the fumes of life: his rotgut vodka, cat urine from all the strays nearby, and a little bit of vomit, courtesy of another good night of panhandling.
From outside, he barely heard his bird talking away.
“Are you there, Poppy?”
It didn’t reply, but she was probably missing him, so he thought it was time to get up and get the evening shift started.
It took Dwight at least ten minutes to pull himself to a sitting position, get on his feet, then walk up the stairs. As a professional homeless man, he’d found this refuge after months of living in less favorable places in downtown San Francisco. One day, while looking through trash in the alley, he noticed the security door of the skyscraper was propped open, so he went inside.
For shelter, it was perfect. He could hide downstairs in the mechanical room and never be bothered again. For weeks, he went in and out with no issues at all. He’d brought in his bed and stash of personal effects. He had even scored a small solar-powered flashlight, which often gave him enough light to help him down the stairs and fall into his spot.
Without the light, he might have tripped over all the feral cats living down there with him. That’s because his main hobby, job, and reason for getting out of bed, was drinking. He figured he’d achieved a master’s degree in the bottle-tipping industry.
“My ladies, I’ll be back before breakfast,” he said to all the cats as he reached the propped-open door. Dwight opened it but didn’t go outside. The light was funny, like it was morning. That would only be possible if he’d slept for a whole day. He was sure the last time he went out it was also morning.
He looked around for Poppy, hoping she could help him, but she wasn’t in the alley. That made him even more anxious.
His life was a mixture of drunken stupors and periods of recovery, often in the city shelters near the wharf. Lately, he’d been going downhill, both figuratively and literally, since he lived in the sub-basement of a skyscraper.
“I did sleep all day,” he said, curling his hand to block the bright sunshine sneaking into the alleyway from the east.
He wasn’t greeted by honking taxis, which was a blessing.
Dwight scooted through the entryway, careful to ensure his door-propping brick stayed in place. If he had to get official help opening it back up, he’d have to pay the guy dearly.
It turned out he wasn’t the only one using the side entrance. One of the security guards peddled drugs to some of his fellow panhandlers, though he was careful to avoid interacting with the guy, lest he try to hold his bed hostage, like last time.
“Let’s see what suckers we can find today,” he said to no one. San Francisco was a treasure trove of bleeding-heart residents and even more charitable tourists. He’d never gone hungry since he’d arrived from Seattle. The weather was better, too.
He came out of the alley, expecting to find the bustle of downtown San Francisco. What he found instead was silence.
There was absolutely nothing moving on the street. It was filled with cars, but they were parked at weird angles, like the drivers decided to get out and walk home. Except that wasn’t it, either. The doors were all closed.
Nobody was out and about, not even his fellow travelers of the street. It was prime time morning rush hour. The streets should have been crawling with men and women holding their hand-drawn signs.
He looked down at his.
Lost job. Lost home. Won’t lose faith. God bles.
He misspelled bless on a tip from a talkative tramp he’d met a long time ago.
They’ll feel sorry for you if you misspell simple words. Works like a harm.
That got Dwight to respond, “You mean works like a charm?”
See! You interacted with me.
The man had been right. People did react well to his sign.
But today, there was no one to hassle.
Down the street, about six blocks away, a high-rise burned with thick orange flames engulfing the top ten stories. Below it, where there should be fire engines lined up for a mile, there was nothing going on.
“What did I miss?” he said dryly.




CHAPTER 3
Fairfax, VA
Ted and Emily loaded the guns into the rear compartment of his four-door Jeep Wrangler. The blacked-out truck was his precious baby these days and he was proud to admit it. That was why he’d left it in the parking garage under his apartment, while he’d taken his beater pickup truck to Andrews when he flew out on Air Force Two.
“Okay, before we go, tell me what I’m forgetting,” he requested of Emily. “We have guns, enough ammo to outfit a full platoon, water, a water purifier, a dozen ham sandwiches for on the road, and a backpack full of survival gear.”
He didn’t itemize for her, but he’d brought gear to help them if they needed to go camping, such as a tarp, fire starters, paracord, and the like. He’d also thrown in a bunch of cans of soup and vegetables, in case they needed real food.
Ted had also spent a few minutes changing his clothes. He’d put on jeans and a loose-fitting polo-shirt. He’d feel conspicuous walking around with two pistols holstered on his hip; the shirt helped cover them. He also picked up one of his little Ruger LCP pocket pistols and stuffed it in his front pocket. Just to be sure.
“It all looks good to me,” she agreed with a shrug, obviously out of her element.
“Right,” he said, looking her up and down in a wholly professional manner. “We need to find you some replacement clothes, ma’am. You aren’t going to last long dressed like that.”
Emily held out her arms as if she’d been dressed in rags. “What’s wrong with my outfit?”
He smiled. “Nothing. You look very pretty. What I meant is that we need to both wear more practical and less conspicuous clothes.”
She shook her head. “You can’t tell the vice president she looks pretty. That’s sexist.”
“Are you serious?” he said with disbelief.
Emily smirked.
“Damn!” he added. “You got me again.”
“It’s too easy. And I accept your offer to change. Will you help me get into a neighbor’s apartment to get some clothes?”
His unease showed.
“I authorize you, in my presumptive role as your commander-in-chief, to break and enter so that we may requisition clothing for our journey. I’ll even leave a note telling them they can get reimbursed, just like you.”
Once given permission, it made it a lot easier. He knew of a single woman who lived a few doors down who had a figure similar to Emily’s. He used a crowbar to defeat the deadbolt and push inside.
“Dang, you really are prepared,” Emily said as she followed him in.
He stopped in his tracks when he entered the living room. The television was on, though it only had a welcome screen for the television manufacturer. A large white towel sat on the leather couch, along with a hairbrush, a makeup bag, and a smartphone.
Ted walked over and picked up the phone, morbidly curious to see what it showed. “Oh, god,” he exclaimed. The picture displayed the woman exactly as he remembered her. She smiled in a picture taken with a man who must have been her boyfriend.
He looked at the towel, assuming she’d gotten out of the shower to get ready for work. She probably liked to get herself ready in front of the morning news.
Emily had gone right to the woman’s wardrobe, apparently without any of the second-guessing Ted suffered. About five minutes later, she came out wearing a loose pair of jeans and a low-cut black tank top. However, when she got into the room, she pulled on an airy long sleeve, button-down shirt. She also wore a pair of hiking boots. “Her clothes are a size too big, but they’ll do. Good job.”
“Yeah, glad to help,” he replied from a mile away.
“Ted, you have to snap out of it. They’re all gone.”
He didn’t think of himself as particularly deep or emotional, but he hadn’t been right in the head since he saw those little soccer uniforms yesterday. As a military man, he had no conceptual trouble with the idea of dying for his country, but he could not square the mindset required to destroy children, and innocent women like his neighbor.
“You’re right. I won’t let this distraction happen again.”
She took his hand and looked into his eyes with empathy. “Ted, I sincerely hope it does happen again. Hell, we need to allow the pain in. Both of us. But not yet. This is terrible to behold, no doubt about it. However, right now, I need you to help me get back to where I can do some good.”
“I’m fine. Really. I think seeing this woman reminded me of my sister. She’s gone.”
“Maybe—”
“No, it’s fine. I’ve come to terms with it. Everybody is dead on the East Coast.”
“Not everyone,” she reminded him. “Your niece made it.”
“That’s true,” he said with renewed enthusiasm.
Emily seemed to sense the change in mood. She spun around in her new outfit. “So, you got what you wanted. I’ve changed my clothes. Can we go now?”
He now noticed she’d taken out her earrings and removed a thin bracelet. However, she’d transferred a small American flag pin from her other blouse.
“I thought you’d never ask.” He smiled.
Since most everything was already loaded, they locked up his apartment door and then went down to the garage again. His Jeep started easily, and he pulled through the exit of the garage, happy there wasn’t a gate or anything requiring a human to open it for them.
He centered his aviator glasses on the bridge of his nose. “Okay, ma’am. My plan is to get you to a radio, so I want to take you to the nearest Air Force installation. Well, Andrews is the closest, but we aren’t going back there. We’ll head north, to Pennsylvania. I’ve been to an Air National Guard post up there. I’m sure they’ll have what we need.”
Emily turned. At first, he imagined her dressed for a pleasant morning drive in the country. They even had the sandwiches for a picnic lunch. However, they weren’t on a date, so he fought to dispel that illusion.
“Ted, are you sure we can’t go south? That will put us closer to your niece.”
“No, ma’am, though I appreciate the offer.” As an uncle, he wanted to go down there straight away and make good on his promise to Rebecca. However, as a warrior, he knew that was foolish. “The JFK is going to make a hell of a target for the enemy. They aren’t going to let it go, and the carrier isn’t going to go out quietly. Assuming they’re still in port, which I very much doubt, they certainly won’t let us on board. They’d probably shoot first and never ask questions; that’s what I’d do if I were in charge down there.”
“I might think twice about promoting you,” she said with mock fear.
“What I mean is you and I have a duty to get you safely to the nearest radio. Places like DC, Newport News, and Baltimore are all going to be hotspots for the enemy. If we stay on the backroads and keep our profile low, we can avoid detection until the cavalry arrives.”
“When will that be?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” he replied. “But they’ll get here sooner if we can talk to them. After that, assuming you’re in good hands, I’ll go for my niece.”
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
Tabby patted Donovan on the back as he slept. “Time to wake up.”
“Mom, give me a few more minutes, all right? Dad gives me more, all the time.” The boy rolled over and jammed his face in the pillow, but then slowly lifted it back up. His eyes grew wide when he saw it was Tabby standing over him. “What did I just say?”
“Nothing,” she said while brushing it off. Audrey had thought she was her mom after the girl had passed out in the mine yesterday. Being mistaken for their parents was a weird phenomenon that made her feel important and helpless at the same time.
“Come on, guys,” she said louder. “We have to get going.”
Peter and Audrey sat up together. “What’s the hurry?” Peter asked.
“I want to get on the road and catch up to the police. They must be close because the cordon can’t be much bigger than the city of St. Louis. They could have never evacuated everyone.”
She hoped to find someone in the big city. Someone who knew what the heck was going on, and, she was sorry to admit, who didn’t blame the whole thing on God.
Sister Rose was a sweetheart for giving them a place to stay, and she was impressed with her wolf-dog, but Tabby wasn’t ready to stop driving.
“I can offer you whatever food I have,” Sister Rose remarked as Tabby and the teens put on shoes and gathered their weapons.
“I could eat!” Peter blabbed.
“No!” Tabby replied, feeling a little bit like a parent again. “We’ll find something when we leave, okay? We have to get going.”
Tabby pulled out the pistol she’d kept stuffed in her tight waistband. “Sister, will you take this gun? There could be bad people out there. You should be able to defend yourself. It’s really easy—”
The nun put her hands out. “No. Please, I’m not interested in guns.”
Peter tapped the tube of his shotgun. “Sister, you should listen to her. She’s pretty smart. You may not need it for people, but you might for the…” He glanced uncertainly at Deogee, her dog. “Wildlife.”
“God will care for me. Or he will not. A gun will not change my fate.”
Tabby didn’t think that was true, but she wasn’t interested in arguing. It was better for her to keep the gun, anyway.
As Tabby gathered her stuff, she tried to figure out why she was so hot to get away from the religious woman. Was it because of what she’d said about missing the boat on God’s calling? Were she and the kids left in God’s dust? Or did it have more to do with the idea a supreme being could allow the murderous disaster to happen in the first place?
Tabby believed God existed, but her parents never made her go to church, so it didn’t occur to her to pray for guidance.
“Thank you for everything, Sister. You saved our sanity last night.” She looked at the kids. The two boys poked at each other like they were play fighting. “You saved my sanity, anyway,” she said in a much quieter voice.
“You do have your hands full,” Rose replied. “If you ever come back, please stay here. Deogee and I could use the company. We may be in for a long period of silence.”
The wolf stopped and looked over when it heard its name.
“Sheesh, I hope not,” Tabby replied. “I couldn’t survive a day without chatting with someone.”
Sister Rose became calm. “You would be surprised what you can do. I was a lot like you before I came to this place, at least in regard to the pressures of life, but I found solace and peace. I once spent a year of complete silence here.”
“Didn’t that drive you insane?” Audrey squealed. “I couldn’t do that, like, for a single day.”
Tabby was more impressed. “I couldn’t do that, either. Why did you finally give it up? What changed?”
Rose seemed to chew on a response. “I gave it up when I saw the four of you.”
Peter whistled.
“Wow. I’m honored. We all are.” Tabby pointed to the teens, mostly because of the guilt she experienced for looking down on the woman. She was nothing if not filled with resolution. It was a skill Tabby needed to develop.
Rose held up her hand. “We all have our calling before God, and he does talk to us, but sometimes you have to know when he wants you to do something helpful for other people without his spelling it out. When you are out there with your shotguns and other implements of death, don’t forget that.”
Tabby saw that as her cue to leave. She took a moment to pet the dog, receiving gobs of drool for the effort. “Good pup,” she remarked.
“All right, people. The tour is leaving. Next stop, downtown St. Louis, Missouri.”
She didn’t tell them she had no intention of stopping if things didn’t get better. The cordon was out there, possibly growing larger every second they delayed. If she had to drive all the way to Canada to find her parents, she would.
The kids ran to the car like they were going to miss it.
She and Sister Rose hugged. “Good luck to you, Sister.”
“And to you. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”
“I will.”




CHAPTER 4
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
Sister Rose watched the friendly young people drive away, and she had mixed feelings about letting them go. They all carried guns for one thing, which made her uneasy. But they were all so young. She believed it might have been irresponsible to let them go off on their own like they did.
“Come on, Deogee, let’s go for a walk.” Walking helped her think.
She wasn’t ready to jump in a car and leave her home, nor did she have the ability to force them to stay with her. It would have led to conflict, which was an emotional state she’d worked for over a year to unlearn. Plus, Tabby had some hang-up about blaming everything on a gas attack. She’d tried to talk her out of that notion, but it was a lot like speaking to a stone wall.
“You lead,” she said to the dog.
It was a relief to talk again and leaving the convent without being told by Abbess Mary Francis was similarly liberating.
The gray wolf dog paced in front of her as she left the yard and walked into the street, though the anxious female dog took a brief detour to revisit her dead master. The fallen clothes had blown into some bushes next to the sidewalk, making it difficult for the big girl to settle on one place to sniff, besides the yellow running shoes, which hadn’t moved.
“Come on, pup.”
They both moved away from the dead person. Rose was glad to let the dog search around but was also relieved it chose to be with her at all. Seeing Deogee around her old master made her worry she was about to be abandoned again. It would be a lot worse now that she’d sent those kids away. However, the dog continued to pace alongside her, even as they rounded a corner and went into a subdivision of new homes.
She’d barely gotten to look at the new structures go up, despite living across the street from the development. Her cloistered lifestyle gave her little time to stare out the window and reflect, which was how the new homes sprung up almost without her knowing about them.
Deogee’s nails clicked on the hot pavement as they walked in the middle of the street. The smell of fresh lawns filled the air. Bird song and cricket chirps were the only sounds; there were none of the unnatural noises of life, like cars, garage doors, or lawnmowers.
The residential roadway went a little uphill. The trees in front of the homes were saplings, at best, which allowed her to see all the way to the end of the street a quarter of a mile away. As she expected, there were no people anywhere in sight.
“Hello?” she called out in a weak holler. “Is anyone here?”
No one answered. In fact, it seemed to get quieter.
“Hello!” she yelled in a stronger voice.
Deogee whined. Her ears were straight up, like she’d heard something up ahead.
“What is it?” she asked.
The furry ears seemed to search the air like little satellite dishes. When they locked on, she barked.
“What—” Rose began.
Another bark came from up ahead.
She hesitated, knowing another dog could lead to problems, but the gray wolf seemed intent on finding it. She’d gotten ahead of Rose and made it known she wanted her to follow. The dog looked over its shoulders, walked a few paces, then glanced back again.
Rose sighed. “All right, let’s go look.”
They didn’t have to go more than a hundred yards. A black lab was inside the front window of a house a short way up the street. While they stood on the driveway, the lab barked endlessly from the front room. It constantly fought the drapes; they always wanted to hide the dog.
Rose rang the doorbell out of courtesy, though that drove the lab mad. The barking got a lot worse, making her wonder if she was doing the right thing by getting involved.
“She probably needs to be let outside,” she remarked.
“They all do,” she thought. That made her nervous. How many dogs were on this street? There were at least twenty houses. Each one could have a pet.
After jiggling the front door handle, she found it unlocked.
That made the lab go nuts inside, like she was about to invade its space, but it would be cruel to leave the dog locked up. Something had to be done.
She pushed the front door open, which released the black lab from its home. It wagged its tail furiously at her ankles, then it sniffed Deogee for a tense couple of seconds. Before Rose could reach it and give a scratch, the dog hopped off the front porch and did its business in the grass.
“We’re here to rescue you, girl” she said, wondering if being with multiple dogs was going to be a blessing or a curse.
Leesburg, VA
“This is where you said the government bunker is located,” Ted remarked as they passed the sign welcoming them to Leesburg. “Do you want to pop in and check it out?”
Emily thought about it for almost a minute.
“Emily?” he prodded.
“No, I don’t believe we should. I’ve been thinking about what you said. If there’s an unseen enemy out there, and if they drove into D.C. and were surveilling the White House, they will almost certainly have eyes on the one place all the politicians would go after a disaster. We should go through town while staying far away from any Best Buys.”
“I’ll do my best, but I don’t know where the stores are located.”
“Me either,” she admitted.
“If someone’s there,” he added after some reflection, “we don’t want to give them away. If I didn’t know about it, maybe the bad guys don’t know about it, either. It would suck if we brought attention to people hiding there.”
“Good call. I’m behind you one hundred percent. Let’s keep going.”
Ted believed she’d made the right decision. It was too risky to poke around in places where they couldn’t be certain there would be friendlies. The National Guard base in Harrisburg was a hundred miles away up Hwy 15; an easy morning drive. It was an obscure location with no military significance. If they had any hope of finding a working radio without being discovered, it would be there.
An hour into their drive, they passed a sign for the Gettysburg National Battlefield. “I guess that place is going to be forgotten,” he said with regret. “Without Americans around to remember it, who will care what happened there?”
She spoke with grim firmness. “There will be Americans there again. This fight is far from over.”
He glanced at Emily, proud of her for taking that stance. “I know, ma’am. I was thinking in the short term. The place should be filled with little kids learning about the big battles and bigger wars for their freedom. The visitor center movie might be playing right now, explaining things to an empty theatre.”
He kept driving, realizing how big his part in this really was. His role in helping the vice president could one day be as talked about as General Lee forcing his men across those fields into murderous fire on the other side. It proved the point that even brilliant generals had bad days.
Ted couldn’t afford this to be his bad day.
“Think,” he willed himself.
Emily turned on the radio and went through the dial. It was the same story as yesterday: there was only one station still playing music. All the others were either gone, or they played ‘station offline’ automated messages.
“Why is this one still on?” she asked.
He shrugged. “Maybe they’re the only one who thought to put a looped backup tape into the rotation, in case of an emergency like this.” He considered how he might have handled it. “We should listen for repeats.”
“Why?” Emily asked.
He did a double-take over in her direction. “I don’t know. I guess it would give us something to do, rather than worry about the fires, wrecks, and strange soldiers running around.”
“Oh, right.” She smiled.
They listened to the radio for many miles, sometimes suffering through terrible songs. As they got closer to Harrisburg, he expected the station to fade away like all FM stations eventually do when you get far enough from their transmitters, but it sounded as strong as it did back in DC.
The dial setting was the same as it was back home.
“100.0 on the FM dial,” he remarked.
Amarillo, TX
Brent Whitman waved the men down the steps. “Put that stuff in Barney’s cell. We’ll use that as the storage place for all the cans of food. Toby’s cell will be for water only.”
He thought they’d put together a pretty good plan in a short period of time. Yesterday, after most of the prison residents fled to points unknown, six of the men had volunteered to stay with Brent in the lower level of the prison. Today, they focused on gathering supplies from the kitchen and infirmary. The only key he didn’t give them was for the weapons locker inside the upstairs security booth.
“We’ll keep the first aid supplies in the lower guard shack,” he suggested.
The booth already had a small cabinet designed for medical supplies, such as bandages and aspirin, so it seemed to make sense.
“What, you don’t trust us with the good stuff?” Paul, the gas thief, stood at the entrance to the cage with the water in it but pointed to the medical supplies in Brent’s arms.
“I trust you,” Brent laughed, “but tell me where you would go to fence this stuff?”
Paul was the shaggy-haired man who’d become the liaison for the remaining prisoners. He and Brent had always gotten along, and joked back and forth, but now Paul’s jokes had an edge to them. It was probably because no one had a clue about what had killed everyone on the upper levels, or in the nearby towns. “I’m just kidding with you, Mr. Whitman.”
“Please, call me Brent.” He was secretly relieved. There was no reason to suspect the men would jump him, but any rise in tension could lead to that end. It was risky to even joke with them. “We’re all equal down here.”
“Is that why you have the fire stick?” Paul said, pointing to the gun on Brent’s hip. The guy also liked to think of himself as a Native American. When he first came in, the man was deeply tanned, with unruly hair. He looked a little wild, like a native time forgot. However, as the months of his sentence wore on, he’d become a pasty white man, like the rest of them. Even the bird tattoos on his arms lost some of their outdoorsy charm.
There wasn’t even a page in the corrections officer handbook dedicated to giving weapons to prisoners. No one ever thought it would be necessary.
Brent looked around the cell block to Paul and the five other guys. He’d known them all for months. “I’m an old man. Any one of you could jump me and take me down. You’d have already done it if that was your game. I have this gun in case we meet someone we don’t know.”
The phone rang on the security desk.
“Hallelujah! That might be Austin. The state government should have its act together by now.” Brent kept the supplies in his arms and trotted to the security booth.
The other men followed at a distance.
He chucked the medical stuff on the counter, then picked up the desk phone.
“Hello?”
“Brent? Thank God it’s you!”
“Trish?” he said with surprise.
“Yes! Is the prison open? Did the men get out?”
In a moment of clarity, he understood how the other guards intended for the prisoners to never see freedom. They’d fled the scene and had no intention of coming back. He’d done the same thing, to see the devastation with his own eyes, but he assured himself he’d always planned to return.
Maybe someday he’d ask her about it, but he decided not to hold that against her right then. “It’s open, yes. I came back and you and the other guards were all gone. I figured everyone gave up. I… Well, I couldn’t leave these men to die.”
“Shit,” she spit out. “I mean, I’m sorry, but look. I know where some of the men went, and you’re not going to like it.”
His high blood pressure went higher. “Where are they? Where are you?”
“I can give you two answers, but you’ll only need one.”
Prisoners weren’t supposed to know where the guards lived, for their own protection, but if everyone was dead and gone, it wouldn’t be hard to find the few living people left. Maybe they saw her lights on. Maybe she was out driving around. Anyone could have broken into the police station to get addresses …
“Hell’s bells,” he drawled. “They’re at your place.”
“Yup.”




CHAPTER 5
Harrisburg, PA
“There she is,” Ted remarked from their position a short way on the bridge over the Susquehanna River. The town of Harrisburg was a bit to the north, but the far shore was mostly trees, so it was hard to see the buildings and streets of the mid-sized city from the highway.
The airport to the south was easy to spot, however, because it had been built alongside the river. The air traffic control tower stuck up above the low hangars and long runways right at the water’s edge.
Even further down the river, the tall smokestacks of the Three Mile Island Nuclear Power plant peeked over the treetops. The drift of mist came out from two of the four cooling towers.
“It’s too bad they couldn’t let us drive right in,” Emily complained, leaning against the side of the Jeep.
“Yeah, I’m trying to decide if we should drive north and find another bridge. I’d hate to ditch my Jeep.” The flat, topless interstate bridge carried three lanes of abandoned vehicles in each direction, so there was no way to drive across. They’d gotten out to think it over.
“Well, the airport is right there. Maybe we walk across, get down to those railroad tracks, and sneak into the place? When we’re done, we’ll come back.” She tapped the black Jeep on the door.
“I’m up for it if you are,” he said, happy to know he didn’t have to permanently abandon his rig and the supplies within.
“Tell me what I need, and let’s get started.”
He hustled to get what he believed was appropriate for a walk through hostile country.
“AR-15.” He handed the gun over.
“Weapon’s pouch.” He gave her a small pouch she could sling around her waist. Inside, she’d have two hundred rounds of 5.56 caliber ammo. It was enough to be useful, but not so much she’d be uncomfortable.
“I’ll carry the supply pack. I’ve got the water purifier, a water container, a little food, and some medical supplies. We should have enough stuff to stay overnight, too.”
“You don’t mess around,” she said as if impressed.
They stepped off from the Jeep, but he turned around before he got more than twenty feet.
“What did you forget?” she asked.
“Nothing. It just feels like I won’t see her again. Me and her go way back. I bought her the day my divorce papers went through.”
She laughed. “You’ve been dating a car?”
He didn’t know how to respond. Only a person who had escaped a bad marriage could understand what it meant to finally have something that was yours and only yours.
He chuckled, content to let things play out. “Yeah, I guess I have. You have no idea what kind of street cred this rock crawler got with me and my niece in the canyons of New York City. She’d make her mom sit in the back seat so she could wave at her friends from the front.”
They started walking through the wreckage on the bridge.
“You were close with your sister?”
“Yeah. And Kyla was like a— Wait. She is like a daughter to me. Becca was the mom who never had her life together. I was the uncle who always came to straighten her out. Kyla was the good kid who somehow survived living with a single mother in that crazy city.”
“Sounds like you had something to do with it.”
“Yeah, a little.”
“I’ll be sure to find out where the JFK is located if we do make contact with anyone in the chain of command, okay?” Emily scooted around a large tractor trailer that had jackknifed on the bridge. It might have been there before the disappearances, because a couple of expired police flares were in front of it.
“It clears up once we get beyond this truck,” he noted. “We’re going to have to jog.”
“Boy, you really want to make me sweat, don’t you?” Emily laughed while simultaneously wiping sweat from her brow. It was morning in mid-June and the humidity over the river was probably at one hundred percent.
“That’s my job,” he said matter-of-factly. “But seriously, we’ll be easy to spot in the open. I want to cross over as fast as possible.” He considered going all the way back to the beginning of the bridge, then walking down the other span. It had cars from one end to the other. However, like most of his military calculations, that would take too much time with not enough benefit.
Emily searched the skies. “You think someone is watching us?”
He clicked his tongue against his teeth while thinking about it. “We have to assume someone is looking for stragglers like us. I’d rather be over there in solid tree cover.” The shore upstream from the airport was dense with trees.
She pointed to the low concrete barrier alongside the edge of the bridge. “We could crouch down and crawl to the end. That would make us impossible to spot unless they were looking at the bridge from above.”
He nodded. “Good thinking, but that will take ten times longer than running. Getting over and off the span will reduce our chance of a drone or other pair of eyes coming over us.”
She shrugged. “That’s why you’re here: to tell me the correct way to do things.”
“Ha! This is all-new terrain. I don’t even know who the enemy is. It makes it really hard to know the correct way to do anything.”
“Whatever. I jumped out of that plane knowing precisely what I was doing. Once I found you, and learned about the president, I lost my bearings. You and I are both doing this on a wing and a prayer.” He appreciated the reference to their shared love of aviation.
“Amen,” he replied.
They ran across the bridge, mindful the air was no longer friendly.
Saint Louis, MO
The car ride was quiet as Tabby drove them through the suburbs of south St. Louis, looking for anyone who might be able to help them. She’d found Sister Rose by chance, so there had to be others. One of them would know where to find the cordon blocking the rest of the people from the affected area of the disaster.
Naturally, it was Peter who broke the silence. “My grandma used to live up this way. I think her street might even be one of these around here.”
He and Audrey sat in the back.
Donovan sat in the front, next to Tabby. He turned around. “Sorry she’s dead, Peter.”
“It’s cool. She actually died before all this.” Peter tapped his window, calling her attention to all the abandoned cars on the highway around them. “I only brought her up because she used to have a kick-ass house. I think they had a lot of money or something. She had the best televisions and audio equipment. I used to love going over there because I could watch whatever I wanted.”
“Do you want to go there now?” Audrey asked with concern.
“No. Grandpa died before her. All her stuff is gone.”
“It does bring up a good point,” Donovan replied in his country-boy accent. “We should stop somewhere for food. Maybe a fast food restaurant was in the middle of cooking some burgers yesterday, and they’re free for the taking now.”
The city was a looter’s dream, she realized. All of the grandmas could lose their big televisions if anyone came by with a big enough truck. And if she and the kids broke in somewhere and stole food, they’d be looters, too.
They already were, with the guns, but she tried to justify that as necessary for their security. She’d seen too many movies where the people died because they were unarmed. Not on her watch.
“Whoa!” she said. Up ahead, a pileup blocked a small bridge over a roadway.
“Go on the other side,” Peter said from the back seat.
“No duh,” Audrey laughed. “I think she can figure that out.”
“I’m just trying to help,” he replied.
It wasn’t a simple thing because there was a concrete barrier in place of a median.
“We have to backtrack,” she said as she slowed and prepared to turn around. “It’s going to—”
A feeling came over her that she was being watched. It might have been someone in a nearby home next to the highway, or from inside one of the cars stacked up in the crash up ahead.
She hit the gas as soon as the car was pointed the wrong way on the highway.
“Whoa! Did anyone else feel ooky, like we’re on camera?”
“No, but I wouldn’t worry about it, even if someone’s watching. We’ve got these babies.” Peter patted his shotgun like it was a dog. He and Audrey had theirs stacked together between them. The butts were on the floorboard.
Tabby drove back a mile, or two, until she was able to go down a ramp, go under the highway, then go back up into the wrong lane of traffic. Her tension built as she drove back to where the accident had taken place.
“Now I feel ooky,” Donovan admitted. “From driving the wrong way like this. We could easily ram another car head-on.”
She slowed to about forty miles an hour, partly to make Donovan feel better, but also so she could get a good look at the accident location. As she drove by, she searched for evidence someone was nearby with a camera.
The wreck had been caused when the cars spun out in all directions. The smaller cars had shifted lanes, but they got twisted with a school bus and a little moving van. She kept her eyes on the other side of the interstate as best she could but rolled on without seeing anything that looked like it didn’t belong.
Audrey leaned forward and tapped Tabby on the shoulder. “You’re really freaked out, aren’t you?”
Tabby responded by turning halfway around. As she was about to address Audrey, motion caught her eye over by the wrecked bus.
“Holy—” She cut herself off.
“What?” Peter said, looking back.
“Did he see it?” she thought to herself.
What was it? It could have been a tree swaying in the wind. Or it could have been someone’s clothes blowing up against the far windows of the bus. Or …
Dad had used a four-prop drone to record footage from inside the mine during one of his publicity efforts. He’d hired a guy to drive the drone out over the lake and around the columns of rock. It was supposed to entice people to want to come to the mine and spend money to take a boat tour. She only remembered it as the time he had a helicopter underground.
The thing on the far side of the bus appeared to have the same general shape and white color as dad’s camera drone.
She didn’t look back. Whatever it was, she wanted to leave it far behind.
“The cordon has to be before downtown,” she said with rising panic in her voice. It wouldn’t be right to tell the kids about the drone because it would only make them nervous. And her even more nervous.
“Unless it wasn’t a drone, you scaredy cat,” she thought.
“The Arch!” Peter’s excitement at seeing it cut through the tension with a verbal axe. “Let’s check it out.”
She rolled her eyes. “We aren’t tourists. We’re not stopping there.”
Peter huffed. “We have to stop sometime, and I’m getting hungry. There are always people eating picnics and stuff. I bet we’d find something tender to eat, like Yogi Bear scoring a basket.”
The Arch gleamed silver about five miles in the distance. If she stayed on the highway, which she planned to do, it would take them downtown and right by the monument.
“Well, actually, that might be a good idea,” Tabby allowed. “If this town was under some sort of alert, they would almost certainly evacuate people to the most famous monument in the city. We might find people there.”
Audrey clapped, then launched into a violent cough.
“Gas?” Tabby immediately thought.
She drove the car and waited for several tense moments as the young girl seemed unable to catch her breath.
“Does she need meds for her diabetes?” Tabby asked Peter, scanning the floorboards for the little cooler with her insulin inside.
Audrey shook her head and held up a finger signifying ‘just a second.’
Tabby was worried sick something was wrong with the girl, and she’d begun to think about pulling over, even if there was someone watching. However, before she got too far down that path, Audrey cleared her throat.
“Sorry,” she croaked. “I swallowed my gum.”
“Unbelievable,” Tabby let out with relief.
“I’m sorry,” the girl replied. “I’m excited! I’ve never been to the Arch.”
She and Peter hugged and pecked each other’s lips. Donovan stomped his feet on the floorboards to celebrate.
Tabby rolled her eyes, though the kids couldn’t see her do it. The world had come apart, and they were still thinking about tourism. But maybe that was for the best. If they thought too much about their lost friends and parents, they might never stop crying.
“Yay!” Tabby gushed to join in. “We’re going to the Arch.”




CHAPTER 6
USS John F. Kennedy
After the drone made it over the horizon, the Marines went to the bridge to talk things over with Captain Van Nuys. Kyla followed but stood outside the hatch to listen. As a civilian, she didn’t expect to be able to contribute and was content to stay out of the way.
The captain didn’t even need to be told why they were there.
“The threat detection systems went offline an hour ago. We’re driving blind right now. That’s why that bird penetrated our airspace. I’m trying to find someone who can troubleshoot the software. Not long ago, we finally got the hangar lifts working, so I’ve sent my XO to get at least one F18 in the air to provide cover. But we have to do everything with a threadbare crew, so prepping the plane takes a lot of time. Assuming we can even find a qualified pilot to fly it.”
Carthager replied with a salute. “Understood, sir. Where do you want us?”
“I want binoculars on every corner of the boat, plus up top.” He pointed to the decks above the bridge. “Radio me if you see so much as a plastic bag floating on the wind. We can’t let the enemy get that close again. They probably already figured out our weapons systems are offline, because the bird survived the overflight.”
“We’re on it, sir.”
“Good. Dismissed.” He paused for a second. “Miss Kyla, you can come in.”
Her name startled her. How did he know she was listening in? Was she breaking the rules?
Carthager stormed out like he’d been ordered to eat barbed wire. He barely looked at her as she waited outside the hatch. A few others followed their leader.
When it was her turn, she went inside. The Navy man seemed to turn up his nose at Meechum’s uniform shirt on her, but he didn’t make a further issue of it.
“How did you know I was there?” she asked.
“I saw you on the security cameras. At least those haven’t been sabotaged.”
“Sabotaged, sir?” She wanted to get beyond the fact she was loitering outside.
“You’re a programmer, aren’t you? Maybe you can figure out what’s going on with the radar, sonar, phalanx canons, and everything else on this boat.” He seemed frustrated and had likely been up all night.
“I’m sorry, sir, I only work on the nuclear containment routines. I wouldn’t know the first thing about guns or radars.” She didn’t mention her off-duty hobbies, which included white-hat security intrusions. What some ill-informed people might call hacking.
“Damn. That’s what the Navy gets for isolating each department in data silos. No one can cross over. Still, will you take a look at it?”
“I will, but can you tell me what’s happened out there? Specifically, New York City. My mom’s there and—”
The captain held up a hand. “Everyone is asking me that question. I’ll tell you what I’ve told my sailors. We just don’t know for certain who’s alive. All indications are that the entire east coast is gone.”
“Gone, sir?”
The older man’s hard-charging eyes softened. “Look, we don’t know anything for sure. Right now, I need your head here.” He pointed to the computers.
“I’ll try.” She strode over to a terminal and took a seat. The computer had already been logged in. “These are your credentials, sir.” Easy-to-find passwords were usually the first, and easiest, way to hack a system. He’d just broken a major Navy security rule.
“Didn’t I tell you this is why they wanted me? I have access to all the subsystems. This is the only way you can access other parts of the ship. I need you to check the radar code. Tell me why it isn’t online.”
She tapped the keys tentatively as she tried to find some similarities to her own code. At first, there was no baseline; it was as if the subsystem was written by someone from a foreign country. Eventually, she did find a few common terms.
“I’m going to need a little time,” she said distractedly, forgetting for a moment her boss was the captain.
“Take whatever you need but make it quick.”
She glanced over, wondering if that was a mistake, or the way a captain normally spoke.
For the next hour or so, she plunged into the code for the radar array. She tried various avenues of approach to dig into the system, using her own experience in nuclear containment as a blueprint, but each time she thought progress was being made, she hit a dead end. Simple things had been complicated; on and off switches were now running with an ‘if/then’ loop, which was tied to other loops. There was no way to figure out the tangle without spending a lot more time.
Marines came in and out during her coding session. They reported possible sightings of aircraft and kept talking about Longbow 3 as if it was missing. She didn’t dare ask about it, even though she was supremely curious.
“I’ve got it!” she blurted. The reason she couldn’t make sense of the coding was obvious now that she knew how it was structured. All the back-end lines had been redone recently, and the comments denoting the most important changes were encrypted and written in a different language. She found the answer by accident, because the script writer had forgotten to encrypt one of them.
The captain rushed over. “You’ve figured it out? Do we have radar again?”
“No. Sorry. There’s no radar, yet.”
“Well?” He leaned in to see her screen. “Why not?”
“Sir, I can’t fix this code because I don’t speak Chinese.”
Harrisburg, PA
The run across the interstate bridge left Ted and Emily winded. They’d hopped off, run down the embankment, and now caught their breath under a huge sycamore tree next to the river.
“This thing might act as an umbrella and keep us out of sight of any drones,” Ted remarked.
“Is there something you’re not telling me?” Emily taunted.
He took one huge breath, finally catching it. “What do you mean?”
“I mean… Are you protecting me from the truth about those drones? I’ve seen footage from overseas in the situation room. Drone operators can see in infrared, right? We’re no safer under this tree than if we were walking around in the open.”
“That’s true of our drones. I have no idea of the capabilities of the people running the show out there. But I guess you’re right. We need to assume they have at least what we do.”
“And?” she needled.
He rubbed his sweaty neck in embarrassment. “And I guess I was protecting you. The truth is nowhere is safe from electronic surveillance technology. They can sense body heat, electronic signals, and they can tap into a smoke signal dialogue.”
“Seriously?” she asked.
“I’m halfway kidding, but you get the point. That’s why I wanted to run across the bridge. That’s why I wanted to stay off the main highways. Our best and only defense is to stay away from high-traffic areas, and if we must use them, get in and out as fast as possible.”
She shrugged. “Well, maybe it was nicer when I thought this tree could save us.”
“Let’s go,” he suggested. “We’ve got a short run along this railway track, then we’ll be at the Air National Guard facility.”
They traveled for fifteen minutes, stopping once for a brief drink of bottled water. He’d brought the go-bag with their essential supplies, and she carried the ammo pouch, but otherwise they were traveling light. They jogged the tracks again as soon as they were done.
“This must have been a busy place,” Emily suggested. “I’ve only been to Harrisburg a couple of times, and those were all in nice reception halls and school gymnasiums. The campaign trail didn’t lead into railroad grades, like this one.”
He admired her trotting confidently in the baking sun. She’d taken off her long-sleeve outer shirt and tied it around her waist, leaving only the black tank top. Still, she didn’t seem to mind sweating and didn’t complain at all until they’d almost gone past the entire property of the airport.
“Are we going to pass the whole thing?” She pointed to the right. The giant main terminal and air traffic control tower were behind them.
“Yes, this is our stop. It might surprise you to know this, but the National Guard base was shoved all the way down on the end, in those smaller buildings.” He halted the forced march.
“Is that a funding joke?” she asked.
It was meant as a slight against her party, but the truth was both political parties seemed to enjoy reducing the expenditures for the military. He decided it wasn’t going to do any good to complain, even as a joke.
“No, just a statement of fact. The place we want is on the end, out of the way. That’s good for us. I didn’t want to leave the safety of these tracks until we reached this side. Now we walk right in the back door.”
The paved landing strips were on the far side of the row of buildings, so they wouldn’t be seen by anyone watching those. He’d picked the path with the least chance of being detected, but the next part would require them to go out in the open.
“You ready to do some more running?” he asked.
Emily was undeterred. “I once ran a half-marathon for charity. I almost threw up, which would have made the news, but I got through it. I’m sure I can run across one little parking lot.”
Ted chuckled. The long-term parking area between them and their destination was as big as a typical shopping mall lot. It was a mile long and half a mile wide. The orderly lot was filled with cars left by travelers before flying to their destinations.
“Stay close,” he encouraged.
Once more, they ran into the open. Emily had it right by calling him out on being safe under the tree, but it did offer a minimal amount of safety. The truth about surveillance was they could be spotted from space when they ran out in the open.
If a satellite happened to be watching an obscure lot in Harrisburg.
San Francisco, CA
Dwight was in his mid-thirties, though people often mistook him for fifty. Life on the streets had been rough on him, though he accepted the trade-offs since he also believed it gave him the wisdom of a much older person, at least in respect for how to read the ebb and flow of the city.
Morning was a good time to hit up people near coffee stands.
Lunch was when he went down to the wharf area. Travelers gathered there to eat and line up for the afternoon tours of Alcatraz.
Dinnertime was when he mingled with tourists and locals on the streets around the restaurant district. After a nice meal, people were often in a good mood to give him a kingly tip.
But today, there was no ebb or flow.
Every car was abandoned. All the restaurants were empty. The wharf had no ferries coming or going, though one still floated in the bay like it was lost.
“Did the aliens come and get us, Poppy?” he wondered as he craned his neck to look at his shoulder. His colorful bird had found him after he’d left his sleeping quarters, like she always did. No one else ever saw it, try as he might to make them, but the bird always had plenty to say to him.
A shiny new Mercedes sat in the middle of the next street. The windows were open, like the owner had been enjoying the cool sea air on her drive through the city. A large designer purse sat all by its lonesome on the passenger seat.
Poppy didn’t like him stealing from people, but it was sometimes necessary when days of rain kept away his normal clientele. He rationalized it as necessary to stay alive; plus, he always intended to pay back whatever he took. Someday.
This time, he left the big, juicy purse where it was.
He held up his hands. “I surrender! You can have the city! Take me to your ship!”
The fire burning in the upper floors of the nearby building created a dull roar in the background, and car alarms chimed endlessly far away, but all the normal city noises were gone. Especially laughter and talking.
“What, Poppy? I should go to the stadium? That’s a great idea.” He paused as if listening to his friend. “What? No, I can’t fly. How many times do I have to remind you?”
The stadium was miles away, through the heart of the city. He only went down there when he knew there’d be a baseball game; he preferred the sure bet of tourists at the wharf. He had no idea what day it was, and there was no one to ask, so he couldn’t be sure if anything was happening there.
He glanced at the bird. “No, I don’t have a phone to check the date. That’s what normals do. Yes, I know everyone else has one; I’m much better than everyone else. I’m sorry to disappoint.”
The pair argued back and forth incoherently for the next couple of minutes, and his voice got louder as their dispute amped up. Only after Dwight realized he was inside one of his famous “crazy scenes” did he put on the brakes and look around. “I don’t think anyone saw us,” he reasoned to her.
The crazy scenes always hurt his panhandling takes, so he tried to keep them at a minimum. Over the years, he’d realized the sometimes-nasty bird liked to instigate them. That’s why she wasn’t allowed to go into the basement where Dwight spent his nights. When the bird was around, it never shut up. Arguments ensued. He couldn’t risk the loud racket calling in security and ruining the good thing he had going on. But, out in the open, he often had loud conversations with it. For some reason bystanders only heard his half…
“Yes, okay. I’ll walk you down there.”
Today, he didn’t mind all the walking. Every new street brought the possibility of seeing someone new, and that would mean he could go back to his livelihood of panhandling. But once he got back into the skyscrapers of downtown, Poppy acted nervous.
“No, I’m not going back to bed, you don’t have to worry. I’ll worry for both of us because there aren’t any people to talk to.” He searched more places; in shops, the nearest bus stops, the street corners where normals always took pictures.
Poppy dive-bombed him with ideas.
Dwight shouted into the sky. “What? That’s insane. You really think everyone is invisible? Including me? Including you?” He tried to wrap his mind around the statement, and what to do about it. However, Poppy really stepped up for him when she kept talking. She figured out a solution he assumed was ingenious.
“You sure about this?” he asked the bright-feathered bird while he strode over to where she wanted him. “Right here?”
The bird sang.
He sat inside a crosswalk at a normally busy intersection. Poppy’s plan was to make it so he could see down four different streets to catch sight of invisible people driving their cars. He’d also feel them walking by, because they’d stay within the lines of the crosswalk. The regular people always did.
“You’d better be right,” he said, “or I’m going to keep going to the stadium.”
His bird said to be patient, and he always listened to his bird.
Dwight calmly waited to be knocked over by the invisible people. Then he would know he wasn’t going nuts…




CHAPTER 7
Harrisburg, PA
“I think these cars make it fifty degrees hotter,” Emily remarked as they crossed the wide parking lot. After all their starts and stops today, it was already close to noon. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and the sun was almost directly overhead.
“I can think of one thing we forgot when we left my house.” Ted constantly thought about gear. What he could drop. What he forgot. Modifications to make it all better.
“An air conditioner?” she said in jest.
“A hat.”
“Well, I hope you know,” she panted, “I’m going to have to dock your pay for that. I’m keeping track of every mistake as part of the evaluation process for your job as my bodyguard.”
He jogged to another row of cars, then stopped. When he looked back, Emily’s face wore a look of concern. They needed to meet up.
“Come here,” he pleaded.
“Did you hear that?” she whispered upon arrival.
He nodded affirmative. The faint whine of an airplane motor came out of the sky, but it was hard to tell from where.
She was going to say something, but he gestured for her to stay silent a little longer. The sound continued for a minute, but then faded. Finally, the world went back to silence.
“It’s gone.” Ted got up to look over the hoods of the two cars he’d jumped between. It all appeared the same as before.
“Any idea what it was?” she asked.
He’d been flying big four-engine jumbos for so long that he’d lost touch with his roots at smaller airfields like Harrisburg. It sounded like a single-prop civilian craft, but he couldn’t say for sure.
By contrast, if any of a number of different jumbo jets had flown over, he’d be able to tell the make and model number of the airframes, and probably the type and model of the engines, too.
“For now, let’s go with unknown. It sounded small, and possibly non-military, but I wouldn’t bet our lives on it.”
“Should we keep going?” She swept her arm across her forehead to clear the glistening sheen of sweat. It really was an inferno on the asphalt parking lot.
“We have to,” he said dryly.
“That’s what I thought. We’re too close to turn around.”
They smiled at each other for a second, then he got up and ran for the next row of cars. Emily followed a few seconds later.
He kept running after reaching the entrance to the lot. A ticket booth and gate had a few cars parked in front of them, as they were when the people inside disappeared, but he ran right by.
“Come on!” he called.
He’d been to the small Air National Guard facility a couple of times in his travels. It was basically a short row of one-story office buildings and a couple of small hangars. However, the main aircraft of the base were modified versions of the C-130 Hercules transport planes.
The sign above the main building said “193d Special Operations Squadron. Never seen, always heard.”
“Jackpot,” he said when he walked through the unlocked glass front doors.
“Thank God for air conditioning,” she exclaimed when she got inside with him.
He was in a hurry, but he turned around to watch the small-framed woman approach. Her shirt was soaked with perspiration, and her hair was a mess, but she maintained her politician’s smile.
“Yeah, power is still working here. I guess it pays to live next to a nuclear power plant, huh?” He led her into the facility, not sure what he was looking for.
“Doesn’t it worry you? That the plant will blow up without human control? It melted down before, even with human oversight.”
“That was decades ago. I’m sure they have safeguards in place for situations like this. Maybe the reactors shut down if no one touches a button for a few days. They have to plan for this, right?”
She shrugged. “I’m not an expert in nuclear power. Not even an amateur, really.”
“Me either, but I do have some experience with this.” He went through the door labeled ‘Radio Room,’ knowing he’d found what they’d come for.
The inside was filled with so much radio equipment, it forced him to stop and figure out what was what. Much of it was redundant, but he sifted through the amplifiers, repeaters, and equalizers to get to a desk with a common microphone.
“Here we go.”
Ted went right to work shifting the dial to look for radio traffic. However, a few seconds after he began, he glanced at the chair next to him. A camo uniform lay uselessly on the seat, and some pants and boots were underneath.
“First, I’m going to listen,” he advised Emily. “This radio can scan frequencies and tell us if there’s anyone talking to the mainland from offshore. I would assume there is.”
He adjusted the controls for a few minutes, sure he’d pick up some traffic.
“I’m not getting what I thought.”
“Are you sure it’s working?” she asked.
He rolled the chair back and forth by the nearby equipment, positive he’d notice if there was something turned off or otherwise squelching his signal, but it all looked normal. It should have been possible to hear something over the airwaves.
“This isn’t what I—” Emily began.
He’d gone to civilian channels on the FM band to see if the radio was working. Sure enough, he heard an old rap song when he hit the right frequency.
“It’s the same station we heard in your Jeep,” she remarked.
They listened for a short time.
“I want to hear what happens when the song ends.” He leaned back in the chair, content to rest for a few moments.
“You really wanted to hear this song, didn’t you?”
He shook his head. “Rap isn’t my thing. Old rap, even less so.”
She rolled over a chair that didn’t have any loose clothes in it. She sat down and slid up next to him. “Let me guess. You like music about pickup trucks, lost dogs, and cowboy-smitten women. Am I right?”
“Country? No. I do like rock from the seventies and eighties, though.”
“Ah, classic rock.”
“No, I call it plain old rock. Nothing classic about it. They broke the mold when the music industry went into the nineties. I haven’t understood music since eighty-nine. Anyway, I—” The song came to an end. “Here we go.”
A short series of beeps filled the air, but the playlist went into the next song.
“It sounded like a computer is running the DJ booth,” Emily suggested.
“Yeah. Weird. I guess it really is on a digital loop. Nothing too exciting about it.”
Absently, he thought the owner deserved an award.
‘Last station on the air.’
St. Louis, MO
“This is the most confusing place I’ve ever been!” Tabby threw her hands in the air, despite being behind the wheel. “None of these streets go to the Arch. They go everywhere but there.”
She’d parked in the middle of a wide avenue with wrecked cars all around her. The Gateway Arch gleamed bright in the morning sunshine from only a few blocks away, but it was seemingly impossible to find the road that went underneath it.
“Maybe we can try going on the highway again?” Donovan drawled from the navigator’s seat.
The highway went into a channel below ground, cutting off the city from the park-like grounds of the monument next to the river. Being on the highway got them closer, but they wouldn’t get close enough.
“Why don’t you drive on the grass?” Audrey said as an offhand remark.
Tabby slowly turned to see her and Peter in the backseat. They’d each moved closer to their respective windows to try to help her navigate the confusing downtown streets. “You’re a genius. Why am I trying to find roads and parking lots when I can drive into the park the old-fashioned way.”
She got the car moving again and found the first cross street. It was one-way in the opposite direction, but she didn’t pay attention to that. After going a couple of blocks, the roadway ended at a large church at the edge of the park. She drove onto a small parking lot, then continued onto a paved walking path lined with young trees.
“This is so much easier,” Tabby crowed. “We don’t have to follow the rules, because there are no police around to give us a ticket.”
“We could give the Arch a lawn job,” Peter giggled.
Audrey reached over and slapped him.
“Thank you,” Tabby said to the girl.
As their tour guide, she couldn’t lay a hand on them, but there was no stopping Audrey. She seemed to enjoy the role of riding herd on the unruly Peter. He seemed to like it, too. He laughed after she slapped him.
“I’m kidding!” he protested.
Tabby drove the path for about fifty yards, guiding the car to the top of a small rise. The Arch towered above like a sixty-story steel skyscraper. The other leg of the monument came down across a wide, flat field of grass. The open space was several football fields wide and long.
“What are those?” Donovan pointed ahead.
The field looked like it was being used as a staging area for a huge science fair. A long row of yellow bulldozers had been parked on the far side. Two more trundled along the tree-lined footpath on the other side of the most distant Arch leg.
Tabby stopped the car while still in the trees.
The middle of the field was dedicated to multiple models of flying drones. Those, she recognized right away. There were two rows of the smaller type her dad used for the mine, perhaps fifty in a line. Another row contained larger four-propeller drones, and they looked like they could carry cargo under their raised middles.
The closest row was a line of dozens of small, horse-like robots. Those were painted in camouflage colors, like kids had come by and glued fall leaves all over them.
“This doesn’t feel right,” Tabby said to herself. “Where are the survivors? The police? The fire department?”
“It’s probably just the police.” Donovan pointed into the air over the Mississippi River to their right. A normal helicopter flew above the mud-colored channel, then veered toward the far side.
“I don’t know. This isn’t what I expected.” She still experienced unease about the floating drone she believed had been hiding behind that school bus. If it was being flown by the police, why hide at all? But what else could it be?
Tabby happened to turn to the left, toward the grass. A large bedspread had been tossed on the ground, and two sets of clothes, a man and woman’s, were spread upon it. She looked away as soon as she figured out what it was.
“Go talk to them,” Peter suggested. “We have guns, right? No matter who they are, they have to know something.”
“I’ll do it,” Audrey added. Both kids in the back seat leaned forward, so they were almost between her and Donovan. Everyone but her seemed excited to see signs of people.
The two tractors weren’t moving by themselves; living, breathing drivers were inside of each one. Still, the whole area didn’t feel right. “Can we wait a second? I need to think this through, okay?” She smiled at the kids; hopeful she could suppress her own panic.
Donovan opened his door. “Don’t worry, Audrey. I’ll go check it out.”
“No!” Tabby said at almost a scream.
Donovan flinched in fright.
“Please, don’t go. We should all stick together.” That was good tour guide protocol; something she re-learned when she got separated from her Dad and the main tour group before the disaster. “Stay in the car, please.”
He’d managed to get one foot out the door, but he didn’t hop all the way out. He looked ahead to the activity a hundred yards away, and she noticed her tummy roll back into a knot, as it had done down in the mine.
She had to try to keep them together. “I’ll tell you what. I’m going to reverse back to the parking lot, then we can walk over to this hill and watch them for a while. If we see other survivors show up, we’ll know we can safely enter, right? It will give us a chance to approach on our terms.”
The sight of so many drones made her think of scientists lining up their equipment to survey damage after a disaster. If there’d been a huge gas leak or other calamity, it made sense they’d send in drones to make sure everything was all right before they’d send in more people.
Donovan closed his door. “We’ve got all day. Sure. Why not.”
She put the car in reverse and backed away as fast as she dared.
The two tractors arrived under the Arch. She imagined them seeing her and sending over one of those drones to investigate what she was doing. Why was she here? How did she survive? Going even further into the world of panic, she imagined they might even kill them. Those horse-like machines didn’t look friendly at all.
She’d nearly backed them all the way to the empty church parking lot.
“I think we’re safe,” she said. It took all her energy to keep from smashing the pedal to get away. It was good she kept a hold of that, however, because she probably would have crashed into the trees lining the walkway.
They were almost back at the lot when she saw movement in her rearview mirror.
“Uh oh,” she gasped.
“What is—” Peter didn’t finish.
A truck hit them from behind.




CHAPTER 8
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
Sister Rose checked the kitchen of the house, hoping to find food for the black lab, but the container of kibble only had five or six crumbs. The owners had let their supply dwindle to nothing. Now it was her problem.
“I guess people disappeared on dog-food restocking day.”
She was able to fill the water dish labeled ‘Biscuit.’
As soon as the black lab did her business, Sister Rose encouraged her to go inside again, but all she wanted to do was play with Deogee. The pair rolled around on the front lawn, growling and barking, making her worry they were going to kill each other. However, each time it looked like blood was about to spurt out from a neck, the dogs got up and started it all again.
She finally took a seat on the front porch, content to watch the dogs play. It gave her a chance to think about what had been going through her head since she’d let the lab outside.
“What am I going to do with you, Miss Biscuit?”
She wanted to get the dog back inside her house. That would restore things to the status quo, and it would give her time to think and pray on it.
While she contemplated the fate of one dog, she realized other dogs were further up the block. The faint echo of barking resonated from that direction, probably because they heard the playful barks of the two in front of her. How many of those were hungry? How many owners would have left food for their pets?
Rose figured she could buy food in bulk at the pet store, then bring all the dogs into one big yard to feed them. She could get the communal van, leave an IOU at the store register, then load the bags and bring them back. As she worked through the logistics, it seemed insane.
“God, is this my burden to carry? I now have to care for every dog I find?” Her terms of acceptance into the convent never said anything about animals. She’d fallen into taking care of Deogee, and she wouldn’t turn a blind eye to this lab, but she believed her calling was to take care of people, not animals.
Rose looked down the residential street toward the main road. Tabby and the young children were now somewhere out there.
“I shouldn’t have let them out of my sight.”
Was it another failure of hers? Was God telling her to go with them, but she’d refused to listen? She exhaled in frustration. Nothing made a bit of sense anymore.
Deogee surprised her with a lick on her cheek.
“Oh, are you done playing?” The lab sprawled out on the grass, panting like a little engine. “You wore the other one out completely.”
Her gray-furred wolf-dog sat next to her, as if to silently answer her question.
She humanized the dog by talking for her. “Yeah, mom, Biscuit couldn’t keep up with me. Can we find some more friends?”
She laughed at imagining her speak, but the word “mom” surprised her. It was a word she’d given up when she’d put on the nun’s habit. It hadn’t even crossed her mind the entire time she’d been among the other sisters, because she’d found the life for her. Total devotion to God. However, just saying the word, and being responsible for the gray wolf-dog, made her see life a bit differently.
Rose still wasn’t sure what it meant, but as she continued to think about it, a buzzing sound came from somewhere over the houses. Deogee got excited when it grew louder, probably because Rose did as well.
“We might finally have some help,” she suggested.
The sound was hard to pin down, but it was definitely not natural. She likened it to a small airplane propeller.
“Here, puppy. Come here.” She patted her knees at the front door to get the black lab to come in the house again.
Rose popped inside the elegant front living room. A patch of dried yellow stained the carpet, suggesting the canine did her business on the floor while unsupervised. Her owner had been there yesterday; the familiar tangle of clothing was on the carpet. It looked like the dog had been nosing through them…
“Inside!” she ordered, hopeful she could figure out a command it would recognize.
Deogee paced back and forth, as if trying to interpret her words.
She stepped further inside. “Biscuit! Come!”
Deogee came right in, but the black lab was still lying on her side in the grass.
The wolf watched her intently for a few moments, then ran outside again. Its long claws ticked off the hardwood floor of the McMansion-style home.
“Come!” she repeated.
Deogee got the other hound to its feet and led her through the doorway.
“Good pups!” she cheered. Her dog was smart.
She closed the door as soon as they were in, but then cracked it open again. The whiny engine sound seemed to come from down the street, nearer to her convent. Perhaps someone was looking over the place to confirm there was no one left alive.
If she’d been down there …
She glanced over to the dogs; they were roughhousing again. This time, they did it on the family room’s wooden floors. They got tangled in more clothing, kicked over a plant stand, and jumped on and off the fancy couch.
“What do I do?”
Harrisburg, PA
It was hard to know the name of the last radio station on the air because neither of them was familiar with radio in Harrisburg’s listening area. It was made worse because the music channel never gave out its call sign. It never ran a commercial or other break.
“Just like when we heard it in the Jeep. It looks like it is right at 100.0 megahertz on the FM band, though I don’t know how the FCC let them license that. All civilian radio stations are supposed to end in odd numbers. 99.9 and 100.1 were probably taken over by this superstation. In DC, they call it Super One Hundred, or something like that. No idea what they call it here.”
“I should probably know how they licensed it,” she suggested, “but I think they started up before I came to office.”
“Don’t worry about it, let’s just find the local station. I suppose we could look in the phone book for Harrisburg and track it down that way. Then we could go pay them a visit to see if someone’s there.”
“I’ll look for the book,” she replied.
Ted scanned other stations for about ten minutes while she searched. He didn’t have a frequency guide in front of him, but he did know some shortwave aviation frequency bands. That let him listen in to air traffic flying over Iceland and Great Britain, but he couldn’t hear anything over the Atlantic closer to America, which should have been bustling with traffic for planes coming back to the mainland. “I’m at a loss,” he admitted.
Emily heard him from across the room. “About what?”
“I can hear traffic out there, but it’s all far away. I thought for sure we’d hear some flights coming across today.”
He scanned more frequencies until a voice came through loud and clear.
“Bingo,” he said to himself.
“What’s that?”
“This is an old Navy HF high command frequency. I didn’t think it was used anymore, but they’re broadcasting.”
“A what and a what?” she chuckled, moving back over to him.
“Listen,” he advised.
‘…repeating: By order of General Preston Worthington, Supreme Allied Commander of NATO, and acting leader of all armed forces and civilians of the United States. All United States military units in Europe have been placed on hold until damage assessment from terrorist attack are complete. All US Naval vessels, aircraft, and personnel are to avoid continental US airspace at this time. Threat of second attack deemed likely. Repeating…’
“Ted?” Emily said with worry steeped in her voice.
“That explains why there is no allied forces here, even after a day,” he remarked. If there were no US military units coming to their rescue, it changed this whole game plan, especially regarding the nuclear briefcase. Maybe it would be worth finding the JFK. It was the only friendly unit he could be sure was still nearby. That was how they could get a message up the chain of command.
“Ted!” Emily shouted.
“Yes?” he said, giving her his full attention.
“There’s something coming across the bridge.” She pointed out the window, across the airfield and toward the bridge where he’d parked his Jeep.
He ran over to get a better view. They were a couple of miles down the river from the bridge, but the large military wrecker was easy to see as it shoved cars aside with its giant blade.
“My Jeep!” he said with despair as he realized it was part of that clearance project. All his precious supplies fell, with the Jeep, into the river below.
She tapped his arm. “What do we do?”
He looked back and forth between the arriving convoy and the radio. It was too large to take with them, and there wasn’t enough time to trawl through the long list of frequencies where he might learn more information about the worldwide situation. Could he get a call out to someone? Should he?
“We can’t stay here,” he said matter-of-factly. “We can’t worry about the radio station, either. Help might not be coming like we thought.”
The VP pointed to the microphone. “But we should call out for help, right? Tell them we’re alive. Americans are alive here on the mainland.”
He clicked his tongue on his teeth to think. “I don’t think we should, Emily. The general just said US forces are not anywhere close. If we give ourselves away, the bad guys might come looking for you. For us.”
She seemed like she wanted to dispute him, but her face softened in resignation. “We should go, then. Right?”
He looked at the airfield. A couple of large C-130s sat on a remote part of the tarmac. Those were laden with antennas as part of the mission of the 193d squadron. But there was also another, smaller, plane on the field.
“Ted? We should be leaving…”
“I know. I’m thinking of doing something risky.” The safe play was to run off through the giant parking lot. They could find an abandoned car and blend back into the countryside. The problem with that plan was that there was nowhere to go out there. He wanted to get further to the east—closer to friendly forces who would eventually get the clearance to come in from England—before the enemy secured the area in and around DC. If they were already here in Harrisburg, they were spreading out faster than he’d given them credit. He pointed where he wanted her to go.
She turned to look. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
Amarillo, TX
Brent had barely made it twelve hours before he was faced with a life-or-death choice. Trish’s emergency call reminded him of his journey yesterday to the nearby towns. There wasn’t just no one there, but there was no law there either. Trish and the other guards had gone out into an apocalyptic version of America where police officers wouldn’t respond to any 911 calls.
Her cry for help fell squarely on his shoulders, unless he could come up with a miracle.
He’d called everyone he could, yesterday, but he figured he might have better luck today. After all, if he’d come back to work, maybe others did, too. Brent scrambled for the phone book and leafed through to the number for the Amarillo PD.
“Pick the hell up,” he ordered through the phone.
It rang for twenty seconds before he slammed the handset down. He might have had better luck with some of the small jurisdictions around Amarillo, but even if they picked up, they wouldn’t be likely to drive all the way up to the prison, then go even further to reach Trish’s trailer park.
The six orange-suited prisoners had congregated outside the open door of the security booth. For the twentieth time, he acknowledged how easy it would be for them to bum rush him in the small chamber, take his gun, and then…
He shook his head to clear his brain. There was no time for second-guessing.
“What’s up, boss?” Paul asked from the doorway.
Brent chewed on his bottom lip, worried that he’d regret what he was going to do next.
“Come with me, guys,” he said, jetting out of the booth.
The six men followed him up the steps and down the main level concourse. He’d closed the bars for the hallway to the administrative offices, but now he opened them.
He spoke again once he got into the warden’s wing. “Yesterday, I went home, not sure what I was going to do without my friends. You get to be my age and friends are hard to come by. They die off at an alarming rate, and I’m talking about even before this disaster struck.”
Brent pulled out a glob of keys and found the one he needed.
“Anyway, I came back because I realized at least one of my friends was still alive. She was sweet, sassy, and tough as nuts when the manure spanked the fan.”
“Aw, thanks, boss,” one of the men at the back joked.
“No, you dumbass,” Paul replied. “He’s talking about Ms. Trish.” He turned to Brent. “You have the hots for her?”
Brent laughed. Maybe if he’d had a billion dollars, she’d find him attractive for his money, but he was about forty years older than her. In this part of Texas, that made him like a grandfather to her. And, if he was honest with himself, he thought of her more like a daughter than someone he had the hots for.
“No, I didn’t,” he said dryly. “But some of the prisoners I let go last night must have an interest in her.”
He went into the nondescript office next to the warden’s. The lights were off, and there were no windows, so he had to flick on the switch. He continued to a second door on the back wall.
“Who?” one of the men behind him asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe I should have asked her, but it didn’t matter to me. I made a mistake not telling Trish and the other guards I was opening the cells. She shouldn’t have to suffer for it.”
He hurriedly unlocked the next door but stepped in front of it before opening it. “You guys are small-time criminals. I never did hold that against you, and I tried to be neighborly in our day-to-day so you wouldn’t become worse men for having been here. I always thought of minimum security as a second chance for guys like you. But once I open this door, your second chance is going to directly impact me and my young friend. I hope you’ll take this trust and give it back to me by doing one small favor.”
“What do you want, boss?” Paul the hippy-haired man asked with great interest.
Brent swung open the door to reveal the armory.
“I want you to help me rescue Trish.” 




CHAPTER 9
Harrisburg, PA
“Ted, you know I trust you, but are you sure about this?” Emily followed him outside the Air National Guard offices, but he stopped at some tall shrubs at the edge of the tarmac.
“I think so.” He caught his breath for a second and steeled himself for the next part. “Yes. If we can get to that plane, we can head east faster than any other mode of transportation.”
“But won’t they see us? Isn’t that why we couldn’t use the radio?”
He shook his head and pointed to the bridge upstream. “That’s why we’re waiting for them to get across. You and I went right for the railroad tracks, which got us here in the most direct route. They’ll have to take surface streets, which should keep the bulk of the airport between us and them.” He ran his fingers through his hair while thinking of every possibility he could. “I don’t know. It’s a risk, but maybe they won’t see us take off.”
Emily cinched the shirt tied around her waist, like she was ready to do as he asked. Together, they watched the big plow clear the rest of the bridge, then drive over the near side, which was free of cars. Five or six Humvees followed behind.
The second they all made it across the bridge and went behind the tree canopy, he tapped her on the shoulder, then pointed to the plane. “Run!”
He was drenched in sweat again by the time he reached the little Cessna 172. It had come to a stop out in the middle of the taxiway and he took a chance that meant the pilot was either heading in or out when the attack happened. After wiping the sweat from his eyes, he peered inside.
“Yes!” he huffed. “They’re in there.” Ted thought about how that sounded. “Well, what I mean is we have a chance now.”
Emily patted him on the shoulder. “It’s all right. I know what you meant. The clothes are just clothes now. Not people.”
He opened the door. Two sets of outfits were on the front seats, including two large pairs of headphones with attached mics. More importantly, the key was already in the ignition.
“I’m sorry,” he said as he pulled the clothes out and threw them on the ground. “Get in,” he said to her. He shoved their equipment in the back compartment.
While she ran around the front, he hopped in and got settled. He could skip almost all the pre-flight checks because the plane was already operational, or it wouldn’t have been where it was. He set the fuel mixture and throttle where he wanted them, then waited for Emily to climb in.
“This is like being in your Jeep,” she commented as she put on her seat belt.
“A little,” he agreed. “A bit cozier.”
He glanced up front to check for anyone walking nearby. When Emily saw what he was doing, she tipped open her window and yelled, “Clear prop!”
They shared a look.
She winked. “I’ve been flying since I was a kid, remember?”
“How could I forget?”
After he turned the key, the plane’s propeller sparked to life. The sound level was loud, but not obnoxious.
“Here, did you see this?” He handed the headphones to her. Once on, he added, “Can you hear me?”
“Check,” she replied.
Ted did a cursory inspection of oil pressure, fuel level, and avionics, but he left the transponder off. That was a no-no back when things were normal, but now he planned to fly off the grid. No need to broadcast their flight plan to a dangerous world.
The 172 was the plane model he’d learned to fly decades ago. It was one of the most common aircraft in the world, and flying it was rudimentary compared to the jumbo airframes he’d been tossing around. He had the plane taxiing toward the runway in moments.
“We’re flying with visual flight rules today,” he said in a cheery voice. He didn’t want Emily to know how worried he was that they’d be seen.
“There’s no one in the tower to clear us anyway,” she added.
He glanced back to the tower as second-nature and caught sight of movement at the end of the runway. “Dammit! They’re already here! They must have gone off road to get down the railroad grade like we did.” They had four-wheel drive trucks; he should have anticipated they’d disobey traffic rules.
“Go, go, go!” she insisted.
He was faced with another dilemma. They were at the end of the commercial runway, which was probably 10,000 feet long. If they took off toward the trucks, and they shot at them, they might end up in a fiery wreck like Airforce Two.
Emily seemed to notice the problem immediately. “We have to take off downriver.” She pointed left, which was also the ending of the strip.
Ted hit the throttle and headed out onto the runway.
“I think they’ve spotted us.” He pointed to the trucks through the front glass. Two of them drove toward the buildings, but three others turned to get on the runway, as if intending to block their departure. The Humvees sped down the strip side by side to cover the most ground.
“There won’t be enough space,” she said sensibly.
Ted continued to taxi as fast as he dared right toward the trucks.
“Oh, Ted, you’re giving me a heart attack.”
He expected gunfire to come barreling at them, but so far, the trucks seemed content to speed their way. Maybe the guys inside wanted to make sure he and Emily were the bad guys before killing them?
Ted went as far down the runway as he dared, then jammed on the brakes and turned them around. There was no rearview mirror, but he guessed the trucks were a couple thousand feet behind them. Well within rifle range if they wanted to hit the giant metal target.
“Here we go!” He adjusted the fuel mixture, and for one stomach-clenching moment, the engine bogged and threatened to stop, but it got stronger a moment later. He gave it more throttle and held the yolk as they started down the short section of runway.
Emily held her lap belt as if frozen with fear.
“How do we look over there?” he asked, simply as a way to make her feel useful.
She looked out her window. “Clear to the end.”
The Cessna was probably as old as he was—they’d been making nearly the same model since the 1950s—but the engine sounded strong, and he gave it as much throttle as he thought it could take.
“We’re well inside the thousand-foot threshold,” she advised.
“With a slight headwind,” he countered. He guessed they had five-hundred feet until the end of the paved runway. Beyond that, there were a few navigation lights, then the river. “I’ll tell you when it’s safe to get up and move about the cabin,” he mused.
It was always important to keep the passengers happy.
A “pling” sound made him and Emily look at each other.
“Was that a gunshot?” she asked.
St. Louis, MO
“Oh my god!” Tabby blurted out. “Someone hit us!” Her heart had stopped beating for a few seconds, but now it came rushing back like a tidal wave. Her breathing became erratic as she fought the panic.
“Quick! Get the guns!”
The truck struck them in the rear, but they’d been moving slow, so no one inside her car got hurt. However, the three kids seemed as jittery as her.
She gripped her shotgun, fought to get her seatbelt off, then opened the door. Belatedly, she put her foot on the emergency brake to keep it from moving.
The four of them spilled out of their respective doors, guns at various states of readiness.
Peter was behind Tabby, and he had his gun raised at the two men in the white truck. Audrey’s shotgun slid out the door when she opened it, and she cussed at herself for letting it drop to the cement.
“Come out!” Tabby yelled to the other occupants when she finally got herself together.
As she stood there with her shotgun, she wondered why holding the gun was her first thought after the crash. Shouldn’t she be getting out insurance information?
The driver put up his hands and spoke out the open window. “Don’t shoot.” All she could see was his face, because he sat high up in the truck. However, it was covered in dirt, like he’d spent a lot of time working on cars in a garage. His white and gray mustache was stained with dirt, too.
The passenger was younger and not as dirty. He put his hands up like his friend.
She strode past Peter and put some space between her and the driver, but she wanted to get a better look at him and his truck. The giant vehicle had a large cylinder in the back, as if it was used to deliver water. It said MSD, with a picture of the Arch on it.
“We don’t want to mess with your operation,” she advised. “All we want to do is find the cordon.”
The older guy laughed. “You think we’re with them?”
She pointed at the Arch symbol.
“We’re with the Metropolitan Sewer District. M-S-D.”
“Oh,” she breathed out, feeling a tiny bit better.
The man went on. “We’ve been watching the Arch since this morning. Hoping we’d see some people who weren’t playing with computer toys.”
“So, you really aren’t with them?” Peter pressed.
“Nope.”
“Who are they?” Tabby wondered aloud, lowering her shotgun a bit.
“No idea, but they are the only people we’ve seen in the city since we came out of our job site yesterday. We spent a free night up in the Riverside Hotel, but it wasn’t as fun as you’d think. It was like we were in a haunted city. The lights were on, but nobody was home.”
That described her experience to a T. Driving into St. Louis was like going into a cemetery. She should have been overjoyed to see signs of life under the Arch, but now she felt better about doubting the whole thing. Here was someone else expressing the same misgivings.
Tabby finally pointed the shotgun at the ground. “We’re sorry for the guns. I think we’re all scared out of our minds.”
“I’m not,” Peter bragged as he patted the pistol in his police belt. He lowered his shotgun, though.
She pointed back down the path. “We should get out of here. They have tractors and drones and all kinds of weird…things…that could come get us.”
“That’s what we saw from up there.” He pointed to the round hotel at the edge of the Arch property. “We came down here to stop you from going in, but we didn’t expect you to drive on the path.” The guy chuckled. “I’m Gus, by the way. My partner here is Vinny.”
“Hey,” the other guy said. She could barely see him from her perspective on foot.
“Agreed on leaving,” Gus said matter-of-factly. “Why don’t you follow us? I’ll take us into the city where we can talk.”
“No way!” Peter burst out.
“Wait,” Tabby said in a more measured tone. “We’ll get back in our car and follow you, but don’t try to lead us to those people.” She thumbed in the direction of the Arch.
Gus smiled, though he was missing a couple of his teeth, making him look like a hobo who had happened upon the truck, rather than an employee of the company.
“Donovan, guys, let’s get back in.” Tabby ushered them inside the car like a sheepdog with a wild flock.
Peter seemed to resist. He kept his shotgun at the ready and took small steps in reverse, like the two men were going to get the drop on him. Eventually, however, he jumped in the backseat.
Tabby got in a few seconds later.
After setting the gun on the floor between her and Donovan, she took a few seconds to let the fear shake out of her. They’d found more people who’d survived the disaster, but it didn’t instill nearly the same confidence as when they’d happened upon Sister Rose and her dog.
“I don’t trust them,” Peter said the second all the doors were closed.
“I don’t, either,” she agreed. “But we need to find out what they know. Maybe they’ll tell us where we can go to get safe. Someone has to know.”
The MSD truck pulled off the lot.
After a second of deliberation, she decided to follow.




CHAPTER 10
USS John F. Kennedy
After confirming Kyla couldn’t help with coding and notation done in a different language, the captain sent her off the bridge. She and Meechum went back to their target shooting, but the range took on a more ominous feeling for Kyla because it had the potential to become an active battlefield at any minute. They both kept one eye on the target and one on the sky.
The other Marines took watch at both ends of the super carrier, acting as simple lookouts for the billion-dollar war machine.
“Do you think they’ll come back?” she asked when she couldn’t take it anymore. Meechum and the other Marines never seemed to worry about anything, which made it more frustrating for her. She worried endlessly about what might be out there.
“If they do, we’ll be ready. We’re topped off on ammo and have more than enough to kick anyone off the boat we don’t like.”
Kyla shook her head. “I wish I had that kind of confidence.”
“You can,” the short-haired woman replied as they both stuffed rounds into their pistol magazines. “You just have to believe.”
“That sounds like Peter Pan, not someone like you.”
Meechum turned. “What do I seem like?”
Kyla laughed. “You’re the most intense woman I’ve ever met. How you hang with those tough guys I’ll never know. I want to be like you, but the most dangerous thing I’ve ever done, before yesterday, was a weekend hike on part of the Appalachian trail when I was in high school. And that was with a big group of people.”
“Attitude, my young friend. The secret is to always act like you know what you’re doing. It’s something boys learn when they’re young, though I can’t understand how. Any problem these guys get, they jump in, grab it by the short hairs, and figure it out. You and me? We’ve been taught to stop and think things through. Be careful. Always look before you leap.”
“Yep. Those last bits sound like me,” Kyla chuckled.
“Well, unlearn all that garbage.” Meechum pointed to Kyla’s pistol. “When you’re in your bunk room tonight, take it apart. Learn the pieces. Put it back together. Then, do it again. It isn’t that hard. Get it done.”
Meechum held up her own pistol. “When you master this, do the same for heavier stuff. Eventually, you can break down a sniper rifle in your sleep. That will earn you some points with the men.” She pointed at one of the Marines standing guard nearby.
“I don’t really care, but have you ever gone out with one of them?”
Meechum’s face lit up with a “girl, let me tell you” look, but it changed again when she pointed toward the coast. “Incoming!”
Kyla had the foresight to grab an extra magazine for her pistol, then she ran with Meechum toward the island of the aircraft carrier. The other Marines on deck stayed where they were; already heavily armed.
“Hang out here,” Meechum advised. “Let’s see what we’ve got. It’s a chopper, for sure.”
“Not a drone?” Kyla wondered.
They waited for a minute or two before Meechum seemed ready to give her an answer. “No alarms have gone off, so it’s one of ours. Longbow 3, I’m pretty sure.” Despite her haughty attitude, the woman was clearly glad it wasn’t an enemy.
“Follow me,” Meechum ordered.
Kyla didn’t want to go out on the deck, but the helicopter swooped in and landed about a hundred and fifty yards away. Meechum had her stick to her like glue.
“Do we have to go so close?” Kyla remarked, though Meechum didn’t hear her. They continued to inch closer, until they were about fifty yards from the spinning blades of the large helicopter.
“This Seahawk took a scout team out this morning,” Meechum yelled. “These are our people!”
When the aircraft had settled on the deck, the rear doors opened. Kyla recognized the two men in the back. They were from Carthager’s squad.
They hopped out and went over to Meechum like she was a customs official.
The first guy yelled like a lion; Kyla heard him even with the wash of rotors. “We didn’t find jack squat! I hope you have better luck!”
He patted Meechum on the shoulder, then he and the other Marine went by. They barely looked at Kyla as they headed away.
Meechum glanced at her, then leaned in so they could chat. “The captain said two people have to go these recon missions; one for each side. Carthager also said you have to earn your keep, so how about it?”
Kyla recoiled in horror. “Not me! I’m just a…” Meechum was a Marine. Kyla was a civilian. That seemed like enough of a liability to get her a pass from this duty, but the salty Marine didn’t seem to be in the mood for lame excuses. “I’m just not equipped to go with you.”
Meechum pointed to Kyla’s pistol. “You’ve been training all morning. No one is going to screw with you and your weapon. If they do, just screw with them back.”
It was the kind of thing a no-bullshit Marine like Meechum would say. Not Kyla the programmer. But she figured out the other woman was trying to help her overcome her confidence issues, so Kyla wasn’t going to disappoint. “I’ll follow your lead.”
“That’s my dudette!”
Harrisburg, PA
Before Ted had a chance to worry about possibly getting hit by gunfire, the plane made it to the end of the runway.
“Come on!” he yelled at the struggling engine.
The Cessna 172 was a small plane with tricycle-style landing gear. The three wheels were always down, so when he pulled on the yolk to get the old craft into the proper upslope, he worried he’d hit the navigation lights and lose the tires.
“A little more,” he said, mostly to himself.
The plane caught an updraft the instant before hitting the lights at the edge of the field, and Ted used every last inch. However, rather than build on that success and keep going higher, he let the 172 fly at treetop level until he was out over the water. Then he dipped back down.
“Ted, my mom was the stunt pilot. You’re making me regret this mode of transportation.”
He settled the plane about ten feet over the Susquehanna River and stayed close to the left shore so the trees would hide them temporarily from the men at the airport.
“I’m sorry. We barely had enough runway to get in the air. That was a near-run thing.” He had survived fighter-pilot levels of g-force training, but he’d never come as close to losing his lunch. “And I think we got hit by at least one round.”
She looked out her window. The wing was above them, so she could easily see if there were any holes in the underside. He scanned the wing above his window, but only for a moment.
“The river doglegs right, to the south. We’ll be visible to them for a minute or so until we get farther down the river. Hang on.”
He angled the nose up and rose to about fifty feet.
Emily looked out her window to the rear. “I see them back there.”
“Are they shooting?”
“I don’t think so. One of the trucks is going to the base, though. Another is sitting at this end of the runway, like it’s watching us leave.”
“Damn. This is all happening faster than I thought. They’re spreading out from airport to airport, like we’d talked about.”
The Cessna was up to speed now, so his maneuvering was more fluid as he rode above the treetops heading south. Emily saw the airstrip, which meant they saw them back. That gave him a few extra seconds to worry about getting shot.
“Almost clear…” he said in an even voice.
“I don’t see it anymore,” she replied. “Wait!” Emily paused for two seconds. “No, now it’s gone for good. We have an island between us and them. There’s plenty of trees blocking us.”
Ted leaned back in his seat and exhaled all the bad air he’d been holding since takeoff. “See? I told you it would be better than walking.”
She slapped him on the arm. “That was the shortest takeoff I’ve ever seen. You’re supposed to protect me, not get me killed.”
He thought she was serious, but when he glanced over, she smiled at him.
“What?” he asked.
Emily brushed hair out of her eyes. “That was incredible! I can’t believe the Air Force made you sit in that back seat on Air Force Two. You’re an amazing pilot.”
He was going to reply, but he had to focus on flying. The river was broad and shallow, with rocks sticking out everywhere. Ahead, a long, thin island with four distinctive cooling towers hugged the left bank; a second island sat in the middle of the wide river. It would have been easy to fly above them, but he wanted the cover they provided, so he stayed low.
“Let’s get by the Three Mile Island nuke plant,” Ted suggested, “then we can celebrate.”
San Francisco, CA
Dwight sat in the middle of the intersection for a long time. His brain often gave him conflicting information, so it was hard to say for sure, but he believed he was there for at least an hour. In that whole time, no one ran him over or kicked him as they walked across the street.
“See? That was a dumb idea, Poppy.”
He listened to the bird talk.
“I don’t know where they went. Let’s go to the stadium to find out. That’s where they come when they want hot dogs and popcorn.” He listened again. “No, you can’t have any!”
Dwight had trouble getting up. His legs had fallen asleep, though he’d barely noticed until he had to use them. Much of his body was like that. It had been more than a while since he’d been to a doctor.
Once he was on the move, it all came back to him. Walking became easier and less painful for his legs, and he almost enjoyed the stroll. Soon, he made it to the long street that would lead him to the stadium, which was visible a half-mile ahead.
As before, there wasn’t a single car, person, or animal moving anywhere in this part of the city.
“What?” he replied to Poppy. “I’m not counting your kind.” Birds continued to sit on power lines and in nearby trees. Pigeons walked ledges of buildings on each side, as they always did. It was beneath his notice, but not his pet bird’s.
At some point in his long journey, he came across a friendly establishment.
“Victoria Hennessey’s Wine and Beers.”
Dwight looked both ways on the street. Still nothing.
“A short detour is in order.” Poppy didn’t complain, which was comforting. She used to bitch all the time about his fondness for the happy drinks, but that had gone away.
He walked unsteadily into the small shop, pleased to see no one inside. A person had tossed shirts and pants by the counter, but no one was standing there. An entire aisle of wine bottles was in the back.
“Maybe just one …” He reached for whatever was first in the row. Poppy warned him against stealing, but he wasn’t listening to her guidance in the face of such a bounty. It wasn’t some random purse; it was the open bank vault.
His life became a blur of drinking “samples” he intended to pay for at a later date, as well as stuffing and organizing his survival gear for the remaining journey. He walked out loaded down with bottles inside two stout paper grocery bags.
He did make it to the stadium. He remembered that much. But there was no one there. It was 50,000 seats of empty. Poppy asked him to rest, so he took a seat on second base down on the baseball field.
When he finished another bottle, or spilled it—he wasn’t sure—he ran the bases on the baseball diamond. He pulled out another bottle when he hit home plate.
From there, his blur became a near-blackout, though small snippets broke through the fog.
He spent time yelling at buildings after he’d left the stadium.
Another bottle was spent yelling at some yachts.
Finally, he came to his wits when his brain reminded him that he didn’t know how to swim.
“I’m in the ocean, Poppy! Save me!”
His bird wasn’t stupid enough to drown with him. She sat on a shipping container that had washed up on a rocky beach ahead of him. If he could figure out how to swim…
“Oh, wait.” His foot touched something. “Ha! You tricked me.” He struggled across the rock-strewn bottom and worked to get over to her. The city rose around him. The stadium was across a small inlet of the bay. He figured he’d left the stadium and walked right into the water.
A miracle got him the fifty yards to this side.
When he reached the shore, he realized there were victims of his mistake. The bags of wine were gone. Dwight looked into the water, hopeful they weren’t far. All he had left was one bottle, which seemed to be glued in his grip. “At least you made it,” he said to the bottle.
He felt the eyes of the bird watching him with disapproval, but he ignored them. “Poppy, fly around and find the other bottles!”
She remained on top of the beached shipping container.
He glared at her, but she wouldn’t budge from her perch.
“Fine. I’ll go back to the liquor store when I dry off.” He walked onto shore but fell over right at the front door of the giant metal box. “But right now, I’m going to take a short nap.”
The last thing he saw was Poppy flying down to land on him. Behind her, the shipping container doors were cracked open a little…




CHAPTER 11
Harrisburg, PA
“I’ve never seen a nuclear power plant from this angle,” Emily remarked as the Cessna motored by the plant. They were above the water of the river, but still below the level of the huge concrete cooling towers.
“You didn’t tour these things as part of your political junkets and whatever you did on the campaign trails?” He was being funny, because he no longer cared about her politics.
“These things are, pardon the pun, radioactive while out begging for votes. They scare people, even to this day. Politicians never want to be associated with things that scare voters, you know?”
“Just a little bit of fright, right? Like a balloon popping.” He cracked up as the plant fell behind.
“Yeah. Only enough for them to reach out and ask for our help to keep the balloon from bursting. You’ve figured out the essence of my whole career.”
He shook his head at the thought. “Well, we both need to figure out the next leg of our journey. No politics. No delays. We have to get you somewhere safe.”
“What are our choices?” she asked.
Ted pointed in a circle around the plane. “We can go anywhere. We have a full tank of gas. If I remember right, that gives us about five hundred miles before we hit our reserve. Then, it’s boom.” He gestured a plane flying into the ground.
He wasn’t as worried about range or running out of fuel. He could land the plane almost anywhere flat, including fields, highways, and beaches. All of those would be close while on the East Coast. His real fear was getting her captured. Their last close call reinforced his belief these troops were not friendly and weren’t going to treat Emily kindly if they found her. Ted also didn’t want to get himself captured, because he still needed to get to Kyla.
She made the first suggestion. “It’s not five hundred miles to Canada. Maybe we could find help there?”
“Maybe,” he allowed. “But when we were on board Air Force Two, we weren’t picking up any signals up there, except way out on the Atlantic coast islands. I could be a hundred percent wrong, but I think that means their country suffered the same fate as the rest of North America.”
Ted guided the plane down the center of the river channel, staying as low to the water as possible. He flew underneath giant powerlines, which probably came directly from the nuke plant. The guys back at the airport would almost certainly be looking for them, and it would be impossible to track them on radar if they were below the tree line. But that brought up another problem.
“We can’t stay on this path. They’ll know to look for us at the next town. The next highway crossing. Anything where they can see us along the river.”
Emily seemed to mull it over. “So, our problem is getting somewhere where we know the people are friendly to us. DC is out. Harrisburg is out. Probably Baltimore and Richmond. Those are next in line from the capital. What about New York?”
“Do we know anyone in New York?” His sister had been there. “Who might be alive?” he added hastily.
“My husband was there,” she replied without emotion. “We had an apartment in Manhattan and a house out on Long Island.”
“I’m sorry,” he said while guiding the plane over a particularly rocky section of the wide river. The boulders stuck up out of the water, suggesting a person could almost walk from one side to the other. He looked down, noting a few beach towels near shore. Evidence of the lost people followed him, even here.
“It’s fine. I’m sure it will hit me when I least expect it, and I never wished harm to him, but we weren’t close. It was more of a marriage of convenience, given how much our families were built around politics.”
He held firm on the yolk but looked over with skepticism. “You don’t seem like the type of gal who would put up with that.”
There was barely an inch between them because the cabin was cramped. She shifted in her seat as if to get away from him. “And what kind of gal do I seem like?”
His brain screamed at him as surely as any alarm on the aircraft. Danger close.
“I didn’t mean anything by it. Honest. It’s just that the more I’ve gotten to know you, the less I see you as a politician and more as a person. I guess I’ve already forgotten a little about what the world was like before yesterday.”
She gave him a sideways glance, but then got comfortable in her chair like she wanted to enjoy the ride.
He kept talking. “I think I can get us to New York, navigating by the terrain. I don’t suppose you have a radio at your house on Long Island?”
Emily thought for a few seconds. “I wish we were in Montana. I bet my dad has all kinds of radios we could use.”
“But nothing like that at your house?” It would be ideal if he could find a shortwave radio in a private residence. It would be less likely to attract attention than any base or government facility.
“Nope.”
“All right. We’ll stay with the river for a mile or two, then jump out and fly to the east. As long as we stay low, we should avoid detection from radar systems. I can follow the interstate, avoid Philadelphia, and eventually we’ll see the New York skyline. From there, we can decide what we want to do. If we can find more fuel, maybe we can get up the coast and into Canada, like you said. We’ll find the Canuck airport with the working tower we heard while on Air Force Two.”
“And if we don’t find fuel?”
He chuckled. “Let’s not worry about that, yet. We’ve got five hundred miles until it becomes an issue.”
The fuel gage showed they weren’t quite at full anymore. He didn’t remember this airframe being known for burning through fuel that fast, but he did abuse the throttle on takeoff. Maybe that was where it all went.
As he climbed above the trees at the edge of the river and turned east, he kept his eye on the fuel status as well as all the other instruments. However, he couldn’t help but wonder if Emily had been truthful about not having feelings for her dead husband. If she didn’t…
Danger close, for sure.
His mind bounced around with the turbulence outside. Getting to Kyla. Keeping the VP safe. Avoiding the assholes with guns. Anything but those improper thoughts.
Ted relaxed into his seat, appreciating the familiar pedals and yoke of the pilot’s position.
Flying was the one thing in the day he could control.
St. Louis, MO
Tabby followed the sewer truck to an alleyway well out of view of the tractors and drones under the Arch. She pulled up behind them and turned off the car, immediately feeling helpless.
“We can’t trust the people under the Arch, and we can’t trust these two, either.” She shifted in her seat in order to look to Peter and Audrey. “We can only trust each other, okay?”
“I trust you,” Peter agreed, but then he tapped his shotgun. “I trust Audrey Two as well.”
“Aww, you named your shotgun after me?” Audrey gushed.
Tabby’s jaw fell open at the shock of seeing the exchange.
Peter beamed, proud of the gun in his arms.
The girl was being sarcastic, however. “There’s something wrong with you, Pete.”
He laughed, clearly unperturbed at her change of heart.
She wanted to get her message across before the men got out of their truck and came over. “Keep Audrey Two on your shoulder, all right? We don’t want to accidentally shoot these guys.” She hesitated, then reiterated. “Say it with me: we don’t want to accidentally shoot anyone.”
Peter rolled his eyes. “Fine.”
Audrey got out of the car, looking like she got the message as well.
Tabby opted not to carry her shotgun. It was big and awkward, and she didn’t want to deal with it. However, she wasn’t going out unarmed. She tucked the police-issue Glock into her pants behind her back, then made sure her shirt covered it.
The two sanitation workers stood behind their truck looking relaxed and unafraid. She gave them credit for that because she was nervous as hell around all the kids’ guns, though she did her best to avoid showing that weakness.
“Looks like you four are taking this Apocalypse-thing seriously. Where’d you get all the firepower?” Gus pulled out a pack of smokes and put one in his mouth.
“A police station,” Donovan replied. “She said we could keep them.” He wore his police belt over his sweatpants, similar to Peter and his get-up.
Tabby let out an uncertain chuckle. “I said they could keep them until we found the cordon.”
Gus used a lighter on his cigarette, took in a long drag, then exhaled smoke. “Cordon? Where’s that?”
“Is that where the people are?” his partner, Vinny, added. He was younger, maybe in his mid-twenties and wasn’t quite as filthy as the older guy. He wore a clean St. Louis Blues hockey team hat, which was blue with a yellow musical note on the front. Underneath the rim, she briefly noted his big blue eyes.
Tabby kept on task. “It’s where the police and fire departments have to be set up to receive people who are escaping this…disaster. I’m not sure if it was a fuel leak, poison gas, or what, but the four of us were in the Bonne Terre Mine when the gas tried to get us.”
Gus lit up. “We were down below, too. Working on a seal job deep under the Met Square building. Goofball, here, let one of the doors close behind us, so we couldn’t get out for half the day yesterday.”
Tabby watched Vinny for his reaction; he seemed upset at himself.
She continued, assuming she knew how the story ended. “And when you came up top, everyone was gone?”
He nodded. “We drove back to the metro sewer shed and found nothing but abandoned vehicles there.”
“And clothes,” Vinny added.
Gus nodded with the interplay between his partner. “Yeah, and clothes. It was like everyone decided to have a little fun before they abandoned this world.”
“They got away,” she corrected.
“Sure, kid. They got away.” Gus puffed out more smoke. “So, after we had our fill of being abandoned down here on the streets, we went up to the top of the nearest hotel to watch the whole city. We spent as much time as we could watching the river for boats, the air for planes, and the ground for any living thing.”
“Boats? Did you see any?”
He looked disappointed. “We saw a few. Barges came shooting down the river like they always did, but these were evidently driverless. They struck the bridges as they came through, cracking up collections of cargo barges. It set them free and they floated downstream, hitting every bridge and dock they passed.”
Vinny silently nodded.
“And you didn’t see anyone since yesterday?”
“We didn’t see anyone…” Gus trailed off, then took a heavy drag on his cigarette.
The younger guy glanced over. “We can tell them.”
Gus seemed to steel himself before continuing. “Until this morning...when they showed up.” He pointed toward the Arch grounds, though they couldn’t see it from the alley. “At first, it was a lone tractor down there. Then a couple of those flying drones swooped in. Vinny and I were amped up to go down there and be glad we found someone, but another MSD truck beat us to it.”
“There are more of you?” Peter asked with surprise. “What are the odds?” He didn’t sound like he believed the story.
Gus took offense to his tone. “We work in some fecal-positive conditions, kid. You’d be surprised how messy it can get with all your generation using baby wipes on your coddled bottoms. Those things clog up the tunnels like giant corks. We can spend days picking those apart.”
Vinny visibly shuddered.
“Anyway, another crew must have been working underground when people disappeared. We watched as they sped across the grass to the guys under the Arch, almost like you did. A pair of MSD workers got down from their truck, then went over to the new people. The men in the tractors hopped out too, but when they met up, they shot our friends.”
“Were they threatening them?” Peter suggested.
Gus held up his hands to show they were empty. “We work in the sewers, kid. Other than smelling like we’ve been stomping toilet wine down below, do we look like threats to you?”
Peter said something in response, but Tabby noticed movement at the end of the alley that made her body lock up like she’d been caught in freeze tag. She tried to speak, but her mouth wouldn’t open.
Gus continued, oblivious to her issue. “They put the two workers back in their truck, then drove it down the cobblestones and right into the Mississippi…”
A white drone hovered along the connecting street about fifty feet away. It went from her right to her left, and though she expected it to turn and look at her every second it was there, it glided silently out of sight.
She pointed at the empty street and eked out a whisper.
“Guys, a drone just went by.”




CHAPTER 12
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
Rose left Biscuit the black lab in her house. As soon as she closed the door, the excitable pup ran to the front window and began barking again. This time, she saw her wagging tail, so she didn’t seem threatening. She only wanted someone to play with.
The entire street had dogs anxious to get out and play. And eat.
“We have to go back,” she advised Deogee.
The gray wolf-dog was reluctant to leave her new friend, but once Rose left the lab’s front yard, she followed without a leash.
“You really are a good dog,” she said to her companion.
On the way home, Rose let her friend visit the yellow sneakers of her old master again, but the pup didn’t spend as much time there. Soon enough, she followed her across the yard and up the front walkway.
Rose searched for the source of the earlier noise in the air, but it was nowhere to be seen. She figured she’d missed her chance to see it by being up the street rather than at home. Still, she couldn’t sit inside and wait. She resolved to go to the pet store, if only to buy food for Deogee and the lonely lab, though she knew it wouldn’t end there.
“I’ll only be a minute,” she said to encourage the dog not to be afraid.
Rose went in and found the key chain in Abbess Mary Francis’ belongings. She said a short prayer for her former leader, then walked back out the front door.
Deogee ran laps around the trees in the yard, like she was still playing with the lab. It was an impressive display too, because she was very fast. But Rose also remembered the press of the clock; those dogs hadn’t eaten since yesterday morning.
“Come on, Deogee! Come!”
The wolf ripped around the trunk of the tree and came right at her. She bared her teeth and looked ferocious, making Rose wonder about her intentions, but she slowed down and almost skidded to a stop in the grass. Her tail wagged uncontrollably, like her human pal was about to hand out treats.
“Good dog! Now, get in here.” She opened the sliding side door of the abbess’s minivan.
She jumped up and got on the backseat without complaint. The old Sister Rose would have been mortified at how it could scratch the vinyl seats, but she took it in stride. She ensured the dog was inside, then shut the door.
Rose walked around to the front and opened her door to get in. Deogee waited for her from the passenger seat in the front.
“You want to ride next to me, huh?” She didn’t think it mattered. “Fine.”
As she got in and buckled herself, she lowered the windows to give the dog some air. Deogee pawed at her and licked her face while she worked the controls with her left hand.
“You’re welcome!” she laughed. After enduring as many kisses as she could stand, Rose pushed the pup onto the other seat. “This is for safety, okay?”
When she turned around to face the steering wheel, she was scared out of her wits by a mechanical object hovering outside the open driver’s window.
“Oh heavens!”
The futuristic-looking contraption hovered with the assistance of four small fans. It looked like a child’s skateboard with circular blades on each corner. It also had a tennis-ball-sized black orb hung underneath, and a tiny speaker.
“Please identify yourself,” a computer voice requested.
Pennsylvania Countryside
Ted and Emily had been flying for about an hour before she noticed their fuel situation.
“When were you going to tell me?” she said matter-of-factly.
“I wasn’t sure until about five minutes ago,” he replied. Their fuel was already below half a tank, which shouldn’t have happened for another hour. That bullet had, in fact, penetrated the plane, even though they couldn’t see the hole from where they were. And, because Murphy’s Law enjoyed flying, the bullet had gone into one of the two fuel tanks inside the wings. “I’ve been thinking how I can tell you without worrying you.”
Her laughter was tense. “I’ve been worried since yesterday. I doubt I could be any more concerned for our safety. I can handle it.”
“Oh, I’m sure of that. You’re a tough cookie. However, I’m protecting the President of the United States. I don’t want to foul this up.”
She reached over and put her hand on his. “You won’t. I won’t let you. Now, you’ve just told me, so what do we do now?”
He’d never stopped worrying, either, but sharing it bled off a tiny fraction of the stress he’d been saving up in his clenched jaw. “We’re going to have to put down and find another aircraft. Every little airport across America will have these Cessna 172s and other small craft.”
She pulled her hand back and looked out the window. “I wish we could take a big plane. That would get us there faster. Maybe even across the ocean. But we can’t…”
“No, we might be able to get a slightly bigger plane in the air, but then it would be harder to fly and easier to spot on radar. If we went out into the Atlantic, we’d have to deal with those missile boats, too. I say we keep going up the coast, like we’d planned.”
“So, what are we going to do about this doomed flight?”
“Do you see an airport?” he joked. “We should probably do this sooner rather than later. New York City is on the horizon. Once we get there, we’ll only have big airports to deal with. Might be harder to find little civilian planes.”
“So, where do we go?” she wondered aloud.
“I think we’ll be fine at Newark. It’s a little short of New York. It will make a nice turning point before we go north again. And the best part is, we should be heading right for it.”
He kept talking as the plane soared at about fifty feet above the fields and trees below.
“Before we land, I want you to cover your face. We don’t know if they’re already on the ground in New Jersey, or not. We might have to land and run. If that happens, it would be better for both of us if the bad guys didn’t know who you were.”
“They won’t chase us if they think I’m Julie Six-Pack?”
He shrugged. “I guarantee if they knew who was on this plane, they’d be covering every airport within our service range.”
“I’ll do like this.” She pulled her arm up to her face, essentially hiding herself like Dracula.
Ted rolled his eyes. “You know, for a vice president, you sure don’t take much seriously, you know that?”
She laughed. “I told you, humor is what keeps me sane. It keeps me from thinking about what could be out there looking for us. It helps me forget all those cars and houses down there are now empty.” She looked at him from behind her mask. “It helps me endure not being told we’re running out of fuel.”
“Yeah, about that—”
“See, I told you,” she interjected. “Humor is what’s going to help me survive being with you.”
“Am I really that bad?”
Her eyes conveyed the smile hidden behind her elbow and she talked in a Dracula voice. “Find me another plane and all will be right again.”
As New York filled the landscape, the comparatively small airport at Newark appeared as a large flat area not far ahead. A great fire burned several miles to the north of the field, inside what looked like a sea of houses. It was probably fueled by the millions of garages, cans of lawnmower gasoline, and flammable home decor inside each structure.
He was about to tell her he had his target, in the spirit of openness, but he caught sight of movement on the airfield, causing him to change his message.
“We have to land right now!”
Ted jammed the nose down and searched for an alternative landing strip.
The airport ahead was already full.
Amarillo, TX
Brent led the charge of four vehicles across the flat grassland north of Amarillo. He was in the lead, his big F-250 belching diesel fumes as he jammed the pedal to the floor on the empty two-lane blacktop.
Paul and Cliff were in the green sedan behind him. Ross and Kevin were in a second pickup truck. Carter was in his friend Greer’s old Volkswagen bug.
And the prisoners were armed to the teeth. Once he opened the armory, he had to accept they would take everything they could. Each man readily accepted a riot shotgun and a Glock 22. They didn’t shoot him in the back when he walked out, nor did they harm him while he found keys for the cars on the lot, so he figured he was in the clear.
“I’m lucky they’re coming with me,” he said to himself. He wanted them in separate vehicles to give the appearance there were more than seven of them. He wanted to storm Trish’s place and scare the attackers away, if he could.
His rig downshifted as he turned into Trish’s dusty gravel street. Her trailer park wasn’t much more than one short road with ten single-wides clinging to the earth inside a protective clump of trees, surrounded by endless grasslands.
Trish’s trailer was obvious because of the three or four trucks parked around it.
“Dammit all,” he drawled. “I should have known some of them would be interested in the one beautiful young woman they knew was still alive.” His ploy to use numbers wasn’t going to work.
He touched a small cross hanging from his rearview mirror. He prayed God would be his co-pilot outside the truck, too.
The other vehicles pulled up behind his, but he was out and running up the front steps before his pals had gathered behind him. There might not be an extra second to waste.
“Trish!” he shouted.
He racked the shotgun as he got onto the top step.
“Open up!”
When the door opened, it wasn’t any prisoner he expected to see.
“Curtis?”
“What do you want, boss man? You let us go.” Curtis watched as Brent’s backup arrived, but he didn’t seem worried.
Curtis wasn’t someone he ever thought of as trouble. He was young and stupid, like most of the guys, but he seemed willing to work hard in the prison so he could get out in a few months and get back to his real life. Now he wore a teal bandana and had a pistol wedged into the front of his pants. One hand sat on the bottom of the grip.
“Trish said there were uninvited guests giving her trouble here. Is she okay?” He tried to look past the guy, but the inside of the place was dark. The curtains were drawn, and the lights were off.
Curtis frowned. “Did you boys come with this law-dog? If so, me and my gang might have something to say about it.”
Brent half-turned to greet them, expecting them to back him up.
“Hell no,” Paul said. “We’ve been chasing him since the prison. He ran out the door to rescue his babe, but he left the armory doors open. We’ve got all the guns!”
Paul held up his shotgun to show it off.
“Traitor,” Brent said under his breath.
That made Curtis laugh. “What’s the matter, boss? You re-thinking letting us all go?”
He tried to keep his cool. “You were a good kid, son. You almost cleared your six months. You would have been back out in no time, getting life back together.”
They’d spoken often about how the young man wanted to get his GED certificate to finish high school more than anything. He even mentioned wanting to go into the corrections industry to help other inmates.
“Dude. You don’t get it. Life out here is brutal. I’m in a gang, not your fairy tale world where I get a degree and do something lame.” He motioned back in the house. “We’re all in a gang now. Mine.”
“Dammit, you have the whole of Amarillo to take from. Why are you here with Officer Perez?”
Brent didn’t dwell on the fact his crew had hardcore betrayed him. He would die trying to protect his friend. Curtis had surprised him, but he could end his life with a quick flick of his shotgun barrel.
“She’s nice,” Curtis agreed. “Come inside and I’ll show you what we’ve got lined up for her.”
The kid he once thought of as bright now seemed dark and sinister. Someone who deserved to take a blast of buckshot in the teeth.
He was about to do it, too, when he felt the barrel of a gun in the small of his back. Another man grabbed his shotgun and made him lower it.
Paul brushed his wavy hair aside and motioned for him to give up his guns. “Let’s go inside, boss. See what Curtis has in store for you and your lovely friend. I believe I’m interested in the last woman left alive, too.”
Curtis laughed. “Bring him in, guys.”




CHAPTER 13
Newark, NJ
“The Newark airport is already being taken over,” he said dryly, searching out his window for somewhere to land. “If they’re in the tower, we might have showed up on radar as we got close.” It was hard to stay at treetop level as they entered the suburban sprawl. Sometimes they had to go over treeless hills or avoid tangles of high-tension power lines.
She braced herself as Ted descended as far as he dared. “They think we’re going to land there?”
He craned his neck, looking out every window. “Yep. Probably figured they’d grab us when we got there. We have to get on the ground before they realize we’ve had a change of heart. Let me know if you see anything.”
They both watched the ground. They’d already been flying low, but now they were only high enough to avoid chimney tops.
The good news was that they were now on the western edge of the metropolis of New York City and there was a little of everything below. He could pick a landing site from among the long stretches of interstate, the golf courses, or the many huge parking lots.
“I’d go for the highway,” she remarked.
He’d been thinking along those lines. A golf course would be perfect if they wanted to get out of sight immediately, but fairways could have overhanging trees or sand traps. Either could be deadly.
The highway would make it impossible to hide the plane, but the level pavement would be a safer place to put down.
“There’s where we’re headed.” He pointed to a long stretch of interstate twelve lanes wide. The plane banked left as he lined up his approach.
“Watch the street signs,” she advised.
As he got aligned with the roadway, he tried to see out her window toward the airport. No planes were in the air, but some giant transports were taxiing on the ground. Nothing that big would risk landing without tower support; someone had to be watching he and Emily.
“We’ve got to get out as fast as possible, okay? Grab as much gear as you can, then run like hell for the houses.” They were coming down in the middle of an ocean of single-family homes. The highway cut through suburbia like a narrow bridge on its way to the island of Manhattan. Its tall skyscrapers stood in for tropical palm trees fifteen hazy miles away.
Ted adjusted the choke and flaps as he guided the Cessna over the highway. There were a lot of cars on the eastbound lanes, but almost none going westbound. He’d seen the rush hour traffic pattern back in DC, too.
“Hang on,” he said in his pilot’s voice.
The nimble little plane went down below the trees lining the highway, and he was about to commit when he realized a wrecked car might be a little too close on the right side. He drifted at about ten feet until he got by, then he let the plane bleed off the last of its altitude.
The three tires of the landing gear hit concrete a few seconds later, and he engaged the brakes after just a moment.
“Touchdown!” he exhaled. Every landing had the potential to be his last, so Ted treated each one with a great deal of respect. “Air Force One is on the ground.”
She chuckled with her own sense of relief. “We really doing this? Calling me the president?”
Ted goosed the motor to carry them down the highway toward the next overpass. If he could put the plane under there, he might be able to avoid detection from the air. It wasn’t something he’d considered while in the air, but it was obvious once he was down.
“Until I hear differently, I’m going to treat you as the most important person in America. You are the only woman I know for an absolute fact is still alive and is in line to be president.”
She seemed to consider it for a few moments. When Ted got the plane into the shade of the wide overpass, she sighed with relief. “This was smart thinking, pilot. Can you see about getting me a de-boarding staircase so I can climb down? The president deserves that, don’t you think?”
He guided the plane into the shoulder of the highway and pointed it at the sloped embankment under the bridge so it was out of the way of most of the lanes. If cars did go by, they wouldn’t bash into the Cessna. He figured the owner would appreciate that.
Ted opened the door, then jumped out. As he grabbed his gear from behind the seat, he watched Emily do the same. He wanted to joke around with her, but this was the most dangerous time for them both.
He’d pulled out his backpack, but before he could sling his AR over his shoulder and get moving, the engine whine of another aircraft came in on the breeze. It was a single-prop plane like the Cessna, but the drone wasn’t the same.
“Aw, shit,” he drawled.
Emily looked at him from across the front seats. “Let me guess…”
He shrugged. “They have to be on to us.” They hadn’t seen any other aircraft during the flight, but now there was one snooping around. When all the other people of America were gone, meeting someone wasn’t a coincidence.
The propeller rumble got closer and suddenly he was at a loss for the sure thing to do. They were under the overpass, but they were visible from the sides. Their large, white plane was impossible to miss for anyone looking for it.
He got her attention. “Get your stuff. We’ve got to move.”
She scrambled to pull out her rifle and ammo pouch. He slung his AR and put himself behind the door as the plane cruised over the highway about a quarter of a mile away.
“It’s a Piper Cherokee. Six-seater, I think.”
Emily seemed to have trouble getting her rifle from the backseat, but he didn’t move until the plane went out of sight. Once it was gone, he stepped away from the door and ran around the tail to get over to her.
“Go, Emily. We’ve got to get away from this plane.”
She yanked her rifle out. “The sling got stuck on the seat.”
He gently shoved her away from the door.
Emily hustled, but she also turned back like she’d forgotten something. “Hey! Where’s my staircase? This airport is getting a strongly-worded letter.”
Ted appreciated what she was trying to do.
The lawnmower-engine whine of the search plane came at them from one direction, but there was also another motor higher up. His pilot’s eye picked it out of the sky: a long, swept-wing Predator drone.
“Shi—” he started to cuss, before realizing he didn’t want to frighten her unnecessarily. “Come on, we—” He saw the puff of smoke. A missile fell off the wing and flew in a graceful arc right at them.
Scaring her was unavoidable.
“Run!”
St. Louis, MO
Tabby and the kids ran behind her gold-colored Ford to hide from the drone. The two men moved with less haste, but they also crouched behind her car. Tabby’s focus was on waiting for the drone to come back, but she glanced at the men to make sure they were down. Gus’s attention appeared mostly on his cigarette, but his eyes also went to Audrey’s shotgun.
She immediately gave up waiting for the drone; her duty was to the children. “We have to get in touch with someone on the outside. Does your truck have a radio?” She peered at Gus.
The dirt-covered sewer worker took a stiff drag on his cigarette, then shifted smoothly from Audrey to her. The smoke came out of his lungs as he spoke. “We could only talk to dispatch, but we haven’t been able to raise them. Before you ask, we’ve tried calling the police from the hotel, too.”
Audrey coughed from the second-hand smoke.
Tabby had to do something. The two men seemed harmless enough, but that wouldn’t last long. She expected Gus to ask for a weapon any second, and it would be hard to justify not giving him one, because she and the kids had extras. If she had to tell them no, it would make things even more uncomfortable than they already were.
Vinny inched closer to her. “We did a job below the Channel 5 television building not too long ago. It’s a few blocks away. They might have communications equipment.” He smiled at Tabby. Unlike Gus, she got a good feeling from him.
“Yeah, we should do that. Let’s go that way.” She pointed away from the end of the alley where she’d seen the floating drone.
Peter leaned close to her. “Are we sure these guys are telling the truth? Maybe the people flying the drones are here to help us. Unlike them.”
Gus laughed. “We can hear you, kid.”
Peter didn’t back down. “We have the guns. I’m not afraid of you.”
“Your pointer should be on the side of the guard, not on the trigger, boy.” Gus’s eyes made a dotted line to Peter’s finger, which was on the trigger. She’d have to remember that advice, even if it came from a sketchy man.
“It’s okay.” Tabby put her hand on Peter’s shotgun. He wasn’t pointing it at anyone, but he did have both hands on it, like it was open for business. “Who would lie about people dying from their company? Besides, the guys under the Arch didn’t exactly have a Red Cross tent to welcome us in.”
“Fine,” Peter pouted. “Let’s find the TV station and get this over with.”
Tabby’s heart rattled inside her ribcage because everyone was acting unpredictably. If she was going to keep her kids safe, she had to keep the tour moving. She forced a smile toward Gus and Vinny. “I’m sorry for this. Yesterday, we learned their parents weren’t able to get out. I hope you understand. It isn’t you.”
Gus took another drag. “Bah. I get it. We’ll drive behind you guys.”
“No!” she blurted. “We can’t drive.” The little drone might have been gone, but they’d gotten lucky it hadn’t looked down the narrow alley. Being on foot would better allow them to hide if they saw it again, she was fairly certain.
Gus harrumphed. “What the hell do you want from us?”
Vinny nudged Gus. “The station is only a few blocks from here—a ten-minute walk, at best. When we get there, we can report those bastards for killing our co-workers.”
The older man seemed to think on it as he burned through his cigarette. Tabby was on the verge of leaving them both behind, but he finally nodded. “We’ll keep the truck where it is. I’ll call in to dispatch and let them know our intentions, just in case we don’t get back in a timely fashion. I’ll meet you at the other end of the alley.”
Tabby stood up and marshalled the kids together. “Works for us.”
She practically pushed Donovan ahead of her. “What’s the rush?” he asked.
“Just walk,” she insisted.
About halfway down the alley, she gathered them together. “Watch that Gus. He’s up to something. I didn’t like the way he looked at Audrey’s gun.”
Peter hugged his shotgun. “Nobody’s getting my Audrey Two.”
She smiled. “You watch him, okay, Peter? I’m putting you in charge of that.”
Tabby had more to say, but Vinny trotted up. He immediately spoke to her in a quiet way. “I’m sorry about him. I think that shooting messed him up. We really were about to go down there ourselves. He’s been with MSD forever, so he probably knew whoever was killed, though he refuses to talk about it.”
She did her best not to betray her own feelings of mistrust. Vinny didn’t need to know; he might tell his friend. “We’re anxious, too. If we can get in contact with someone, I’m sure we can straighten this all out.” She spoke a bit quieter, almost to herself. “I want this to all be over.”
“It’s going to be all right,” the young man said sympathetically. “I can tell you guys are going to make it through this. You seem like a tough girl.”
She blushed with embarrassment, but her demeanor shifted as Gus arrived. No matter what she thought of Vinny, and his distracting blue eyes, she couldn’t allow anything to take her concentration off job number one.
“Kids, stick with me. Vinny is going to lead us.”
He walked ahead. “We keep going that way.”
They reached the end of the alley between the two buildings. Ahead, a wide avenue stood between them and another alleyway on the far side.
Vinny took off his hat and peeked around the corner but yanked his head back an instant later. “We’ve got company headed this way.”
Her stomach hit the panic button.
She suddenly wished she’d brought the shotgun.




CHAPTER 14
Newark, NJ
A long time ago, Kyla and Mom took a ride in one of Uncle Ted’s little planes, but she had never been in a helicopter, so the flight on the big military machine was another notch in her training. After being up in the air for only a short time, she appreciated again why her uncle flew for a living; the view was incredible.
They’d been flying above the ocean for about twenty minutes before they turned inland. As soon as they did, Meechum reached over and tapped her, then spoke through the industrial-grade headset and mic gear they both wore. “Can you hear me?” Meechum asked at nearly a scream.
Kyla scrambled to turn down the volume. She gave the Marine a thumbs-up once she did.
“This is where I need you. We’re starting to go over Staten Island, New Jersey. We’re going to sweep to the north and east to see if we can find any survivors.”
“So… I just look outside?”
Meechum grinned. “Not everything about being a warrior is fun.”
“I don’t mind,” she said dryly. The less drama, the better.
They flew above thousands of houses, and there were many more to the west. It was like one big subdivision that went from the edge of the coast all the way to the curve of the horizon. The rivers and bays and skyscrapers of Manhattan were to the north. She’d recognize that skyline anywhere; that’s where Mom lived.
Used to live. Does live. Maybe lives?
She’d accepted something big had happened to the world, including people and sailors who disappeared into thin air, but she wasn’t ready to accept it had taken her mother. If she could just see the city was all right…
Kyla lost some of her enthusiasm for a brief time, but she couldn’t let it drag her too far down. As Meechum stated, it wasn’t all fun and games. She’d been brought up here to do a job.
The helicopter was low enough for her to see trash cans at the end of driveways, individual windows on cars, and colorful lawn chairs sitting poolside in many of the backyards. She imagined if there were people down there, they’d be easy to spot, but, at first glance, no one came running out to greet them.
“If you see anything interesting, let me know and I’ll let the pilot know. You know?” Meechum laughed.
Kyla let herself lean toward the open doorway but kept one hand on the seat belt. It would put her closer to danger, but it made it possible to see almost directly below them. If people were down there, she didn’t want to miss them.
Meechum sat on the floor of the cargo hold, with her legs dangling outside the aircraft. As usual, she made it look easy.
“You can do that, too,” she told herself.
They flew for a couple of minutes before she gathered up the fortitude necessary to try it. She found the tether rope attached to the wall, then buckled herself in with a carabiner.
She breathed fast, like she was about to dive underwater.
“You can do this,” she whispered.
Kyla unhitched her seatbelt and set it aside. She slid off the edge of the seat, never losing contact with it as she got onto the floor.
“Just a little more,” she encouraged herself.
The heavy rope would prevent her from falling out the door. She knew that. However, it seemed like the most dangerous thing she’d ever thought of doing. The earth flew by below her. One fall and she’d be dead.
Still, she got her feet over the edge and carefully shimmied her legs over the side, too. Gradually, she slid even closer until everything below her knees was out of the helicopter.
“I did it!” she said to herself. Uncle Ted wouldn’t believe she’d flown today, much less stuck her feet out the door of a moving helicopter.
“I could get used to flying,” she said in her microphone.
Meechum agreed. “It’s amazing, isn’t it? Do you see anything over there? I don’t see nothin’ on this side.”
Her attention had been elsewhere while she’d gotten down onto the floor, but now she made a concerted effort to do her job. At first, there was nothing to look at but more houses, streets, and tree-covered yards. Far to the north, a huge fire consumed a large part of the landscape. The black smoke rose to the stratosphere like a towering thunderhead.
“That thing is out of control,” she said.
Somehow, the Marine knew what she meant. “If you ever wondered if you should pay your fire department, this should be your clue.”
The fire was the most interesting thing out there, but her vision was drawn to movement in the air a lot closer. An orange spark and a puff of smoke appeared between her and the rager.
“I see something!” she yelled.
The orange streak went downward and closed distance on a highway. Before she had time to comment on it, the missile exploded under a bridge, and flames and black smoke burst from both sides of the overpass.
A man’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “Evade!” the pilot yelled three times in a row.
The airframe dipped as the pilot steered them away from whatever shot that missile. She had half a second to wonder what had been struck down there, but her whole life flashed in front of her eyes as she slid right out the door.
Newark, NJ
The Hellfire missile crashed into the Cessna about ten seconds after they’d run away from it. The concussion knocked them both to the ground, but Ted scrambled to his feet as fast as he was able.
“Come on, hurry!” He pointed at the enemy’s Piper Cherokee. It was lining up a landing on the interstate, exactly as he and Emily had done.
Emily’s eyes lolled for a moment, but she focused on him. “Did I fall?”
“Yeah,” he laughed. “You were clumsy. Let’s get up and run.”
He had to help her up, but once she’d gotten upright, her balance improved.
“What happened?” she asked, like she’d regained her senses.
“Drone attack. These guys aren’t messing around. We’ve got to get out of here before more bad guys show up.”
The whirr of the Piper steadily rose as it came closer. He watched as it descended toward the highway. He and Emily stood on top of the embankment, giving them some concealment, but he wanted to get her running toward the nearby suburban homes, so he tugged at her elbow.
That got her moving.
They made it to the back yard of the first house on the street as tires chirped on the highway. The plane was below their line of sight, because the interstate sat in a lowered channel, but there was no mistaking how close the aircraft was.
Ted ran through the yard and came out on a short block of homes with a white-steepled church at the end. The small brick homes appeared clean and tasteful with stubby driveways and narrow porches. It was the type of place where he might have lived if he wasn’t an apartment person, always on the move.
He looked both ways on the street, frantic to find evidence of a car that had lost its driver.
“We want a ride, right?” she asked, apparently catching on.
He ran toward the intersection at the end of the street. “We have to get out of here fast. They’re coming.”
If he’d planned to make a stand, his best bet would have been to shoot into the plane as it landed. However, the Predator drone usually traveled with two Hellfire missiles. There could also be a hundred drones behind that one. His priority was escaping that to get Emily out of danger, not to inflict casualties on the enemy.
They made it to the end of the street. To the right, the road went underneath the highway. To the left, it went into the suburban neighborhood. There were several cars on the side of the road, or in the yards of nearby homes.
“That one!” he pointed to a boxy sedan parked against a hedge nearby. After a short run, he hopped inside, but it wouldn’t start. “Out of gas. It must have run dry idling since yesterday. We need a stick shift.”
“Why?” she pressed.
“When drivers, uh, went away, they couldn’t work the clutches. The motors would die when the RPMs got too low. That’s our advantage right now.” He saw a sporty car about a hundred yards away. “Go for that one!”
They hopped back out and ran along the sidewalk. He only checked back once to make sure she was on his tail. He had the heavy backpack, so he was sure she could keep up with him.
The hum of the Predator came from all around them, as if the sound waves bounced off the roofs and walls of the houses. There was also the whir of a helicopter in the distance. He was sure of it.
“They’ve got all kinds of gear after us,” he remarked.
Emily breathed heavily as she ran alongside him. “Are we going to hide?”
It was tempting to go into one of the houses close by. Several had their garages open, and probably their doors; people had been hanging around outside when the event took their lives, but he didn’t diverge from his goal.
“Not yet. We can’t stay around here. They’d eventually find us.”
She stumbled with an “oops” but quickly regained her footing. The sidewalk was a little older on this wider street, and some of the cracks had grown quite large.
“You okay?” he asked with a quick glance over his shoulder.
“Right behind you.”
They made it to the black sports car. It had run up on a curb, but otherwise seemed unharmed. He yanked out a woman’s slacks and a shirt. The former owner wouldn’t need them anymore.
Emily slid into the leather passenger seat a moment later.
“This feels familiar. We keep getting chased.”
He noticed she didn’t have anything over her face, so he cracked open his door and picked up the woman’s blouse. “Take this. Use it to make a mask. We have to hide your identity for as long as possible, and I don’t think you can do your Dracula thing while holding a rifle.”
“What about you?” she asked with concern.
He depressed the clutch and started the engine, since the keys were already in the ignition.
“Please make one for me, too.”
As he said it, the Predator drone appeared from the same direction he’d seen it before. It cruised low and slow, like it was searching for something to shoot. He knew an operator was sitting in a faraway room looking at live video feed of the neighborhood around them. He and Emily might already be designated as a target.
“Get down!” he ordered.
San Francisco, CA
Dwight was drunk as a skunk, but he’d found his new home.
“I declare this Dwight’s Hideaway!” he cried out.
The blue shipping container had some foreign characters on the outside, and it was slanted a little because the back part was at the lower part of the beach, but he figured it was almost the perfect place to live. It had four cots bolted to both walls toward the front. There was a small cupboard in the middle of one wall, and that was filled with canned foods. A toolbox was latched onto the floor next to it. About fifteen seats stuck out of the floor toward the back, making three neat rows. At the very rear, a curtain blocked off a five-gallon bucket used for sanitation. He could live in there for a month.
For a short time, he lounged on a low cot, but eventually, he had to try the four on his wall. Then he tried all of them on the other side, certain one had to be better than the others.
“They’re not all the same,” he said to Poppy.
The bird laughed at him, causing him to give up his research. Instead, he sat in one of the plastic seats and started on his last wine bottle.
Once he’d made good headway, Poppy stared at him as she liked to do.
“Not this again. You saw it out there; the whole city has left us.”
He remembered thinking about what might have caused it, but his liquor-addled brain couldn’t remember the details. However, Poppy wanted to know.
Dwight leaned his head over the back of the chair and stared at the lone bulb tied to the ceiling. “I once met a guy who worked for the Air Force. Said he was part of a secret department that worked in New Mexico somewhere. I—”
He turned to Poppy. “No, I don’t remember where. It’s not important.
“Anyway, he always said aliens were real and the rest of us would know they were real when they finally chose to make an appearance. He said it would be big and impossible to miss. I’m calling it: the whole city got into an alien spaceship.”
Poppy was silent, which he took as an insult.
“You think you know better?”
He hopped out of his chair. “We need to secure this home against invasion! Aliens. Dinosaurs. I don’t care what. Nothing can get through that door if we lock it.” It had a latch to hold it shut, but he wanted a better way to block it.
Dwight scoured the inside of the container for something he could use to bolt the door, but there wasn’t much in the way of resources. The toolbox had a small hammer, some screwdrivers, and a can of orange spray paint. Nothing to brace both doors together.
“Oh, it doesn’t matter,” he said with defeat. “If the world has been invaded by aliens, I’m sure they can get inside one last shipping box, don’t you?
“What?” He studied the blank spot on his shoulder, where the bird sat. “You think that would work?”
He picked up the can of spray paint and shook it. The rattle-can ball echoed inside the confinement of the shipping container. After a suitable amount of time, he pushed through the doors to the outside.
It took him several minutes to get all the words on the side of the container visible from the beach, but when he was done, he was proud of his efforts. Dwight ran up the sandy bank toward a nearby road. He laughed out loud when he saw the results of his efforts. “Poppy, you’re a genius.”
He’d painted Free Candy Inside.
He snickered, knowing it would scare every normal person away. It was impossible to know what the aliens would think, but it was a start.
“All right, Poppy, you got me outside to do this one thing. Now I’m going back inside to sleep off this nightmare.”
He walked with determination back to his home, but he was a little more sober than he was the previous time he’d gone in. Now, it was evident there had been people inside the box before him. A long line of heavy boot prints started outside the container and went up the beach.
Dwight stood there for so long, he lost any sense of time. It was as if his brain turned off, then came back when it wanted to.
“No!” he yelled to Poppy. “I’m not going to follow those tracks.”




CHAPTER 15
Newark, NJ
“Don’t move,” Ted advised as the drone crossed over the street about a half-mile away. He turned off the motor, hoping the heat signature of running it for a few seconds wouldn’t give them away. “They can’t look everywhere, but they’re almost for sure going to be looking at roads closest to what’s left of our plane.”
Emily tucked herself into the floorboard but leaned over the center console toward him. “Are you sure we should get in a car if they’re looking for us this hard already?”
The Predator drone soon went out of his line of sight, though the engine purr indicated it wasn’t gone for good. He’d never piloted one of those drones, but he assumed they’d fly in a regular pattern and search the streets with some semblance of order. Once he and Emily got into the car, they’d be committed to getting out of the hot zone. To do that, he’d need to go somewhere they could get lost.
“Those men landing in the plane are going to track us on foot. The guys above are going to be there when we’re found. Something is happening around here, and we’ve got to get clear of it before they search every house.”
He pointed east. “Our best bet is to get lost in New York City.”
She breathed hard from their run, but still managed to chuckle. “Sounds like a love song.”
Ted let himself smile. “The drone won’t be able to spot us as easily, and they’d need an army to check every building where they thought we were. Besides, as long as they don’t know who you are, I think they’ll simply let us go if we make it that far.”
Emily blew some fallen bangs out of her eyes, making him briefly acknowledge her as a pretty lady, rather than his boss. She looked right at him. “No offense, but that doesn’t sound likely.”
He shrugged, getting back to business. “It’s the best I’ve got. We can’t fight a whole army with two rifles and some matches. We need to get around them. This is the best way to do it.”
Ted listened for the drone engine to grow quiet, but it hung around over the suburban neighborhood close by. He slowly started the engine again, as if the act of turning it on would alert the world.
“I think the nearby highway goes into the city. One of the signs we missed during the landing said it was thirty miles away.”
She got back into her seat. “That sounds far.”
Ted put the car into gear and enjoyed the rumble of the powerful motor. Much as he did with the stolen plane, he looked over the controls on the dashboard.
“We’ve got more than enough fuel. All we have to do is avoid detection and we should be in the city within thirty minutes.”
She scoffed. “Have you never been to New York? Thirty miles could take you all day back when traffic was cooking.”
“I have, lots of times. I guess I’m an optimist. But yeah, well, let’s see.” He stepped on the gas and the raw power of the Camaro shot up his leg as the car rolled off the curb and into the street. The black color would hide them a bit and he immediately went to the far side of the road, in the wrong lane, to better keep the houses between him and wherever the drone flew in that direction. At the first cross street, he sped through the intersection, but he slowed at the next one because it had the shield-shaped sign for the interstate.
“Almost there,” he whispered.
Ted slowed as he took the turn but punched it on the next stretch of open surface road. The throaty roar of the big-block Chevy gave him a false sense of confidence he found hard to squelch. You can never have too much horsepower, his dad used to say back in his muscle-car years during the 1980s. Ted believed he could outrun anything.
The interstate on-ramp beckoned him toward danger, but he passed the on-ramp, went under the highway, and turned onto what was normally the exit ramp for westbound traffic. Two giant red ‘Wrong Way’ signs faced him as he started up the hill.
“Here we go,” he said dryly.
“Should I have my rifle ready?” she asked. “I’ll shoot down a plane if I have to.”
He shifted through the gears and eased them up to seventy-five without much effort, and he was close to ninety when he got up the ramp and onto the wide highway. A few cars faced them, reinforcing how they were going the wrong way.
“Do you see anyone?” He took a chance going in blind, but if they stuck around until they saw the Predator again, they’d risk also being seen in return. If the drone was searching for them a mile or two away, they’d be hard to spot. Plus, the highway was lined with tall trees, giving them a bit more cover.
“Not yet,” she said while looking all around. “My god, these windows are so small. I can barely see out the back and sides.”
“Let’s keep notes,” he deadpanned, “so we can tell the salesman when we bring this back to the dealership.”
“Agreed,” she said distractedly, continuing her search.
He kept his eyes on the road as the speedometer went beyond 100 miles per hour. There weren’t a lot of abandoned cars on the highway, and they were easy to avoid.
The little Cessna 172 burned on the same highway a couple of miles back, and the men of the Piper Cherokee were probably spread out, still looking for them. The Predator drone was the only threat he had to worry about right now, however, because it could catch up to them.
The interstate went into a long, sweeping right turn, and he took it at fighter-pilot speed. He stayed toward the inside median because the cars had predictably stacked up on the outer edge of the curve. The motor purred like a champ, and the tires held the road with no slipping or squealing, suggesting there was a lot more power left under the hood.
As the highway straightened out again, the number of wrecked cars grew a bit. They’d come to a rest in all different lanes, and on the shoulders, which required him to slow down and weave through. A few miles later, he had to slam on the brakes in order to fit between a semi-truck and the barrier along the median.
“We better not hit too many of those,” he suggested. The other side of the highway was going into downtown Manhattan, and it had been stopped at what would have been rush hour on a Monday morning. It was choked solid with wrecked cars. Their side, going out of the city, was all right, but they still had twenty miles to go.
Ted shifted through the gears back to a hundred, but Emily pointed ahead. “Toll booth!”
He cruised into the toll plaza and went for the express lanes, which was one of the few without at least some cars facing them.
“Piece of cake,” he said, keeping his voice even and calm as he gunned the motor again.
“Yeah, well, we’ll see,” Emily replied.
They’d gone through the toll plaza with no issues, but once they got back up to speed, the interstate left the trees and houses and went into a cleared area. The twists of the highway made it hard to see how close they were to the Newark airport.
Now he knew.
The edge of the property was next to the highway.
“I hope you have your seatbelt on,” he said without a hint of humor.
St. Louis, MO
Tabby’s eyes were drawn to the floating white drone hovering in the middle of the street. It was likely the same one she’d watched float by at the other end of the alley, but it had come around the building to this side.
“Hide!” she ordered.
They all piled behind a couple of garbage cans, but when she realized there wasn’t enough room, she pulled Donovan away from the scrum. “C’mon. We’ll go over here.”
The two of them hastened to the front edge of a dumpster. Tabby didn’t worry about what was inside, she just hopped up and pulled herself over the lip. Donovan followed her lead after chucking his shotgun in ahead of him.
“Oof,” he gasped when he landed on the full trash bags.
The lid was propped all the way open, so it leaned against the wall of the building. There wasn’t time to pull it shut.
“Shush,” she ordered.
The two of them creeped down into the trash, trying to put something between them and the probe.
“Is it coming?” he asked after a short time.
“Quiet!” she whispered.
The machine was close. The whirring of its blades suggested it was at the end of the alley, but it had paused. The MSD truck was parked at the other end. Was that enough to get its attention?
It continued to hover nearby for ten or fifteen seconds. Tabby held her breath, mostly because of the stench inside the dumpster. However, she froze her entire body when the fan wash came into the trash with her.
The machine went by like it had been lit on fire.
Almost immediately, someone called her name at a little more than a whisper. “Tabby!”
She stuck her head up. The drone was almost at the sewer truck.
“Tabby!” the voice repeated.
It was Peter. He’d come out from his hiding place and pointed at Vinny and Gus. They’d taken off to cross the next street.
She turned again to see the drone, but it was now on the other side of the truck, probably running the plates on her car.
“Dammit. We’ve got to run.” She turned to Donovan. “Let’s get out.”
He didn’t argue. The boy hopped out of the stinky dumpster and immediately took off after the two men. Peter and Audrey ran with him, but lagged behind, as if to give her time to catch up. She climbed out, but couldn’t resist wiping her legs and arms, sure some trash was stuck to her. A couple of seconds later, she checked one more time for the drone, then sprinted after her young friends.
“Are they still going to the TV station?” she asked when she almost caught up.
Peter waved her on. “Yeah, they said it’s on the next block.”
Vinny and Gus ran diagonal to the alley, so the drone was no longer in their line of sight. That solved their immediate problem, but as they went along the wide downtown avenue, they were visible for a quarter of a mile in each direction.
The kids made like they were going to pause at a parked car along the side of the street, so she urged them on. “Keep going! Don’t stop.”
The four of them ran around a corner and along an even wider avenue. This one was miles long; they could be seen from any point along the length of it. However, they ran next to the cars in the parking lane to make themselves harder to spot.
As promised, the station was on the next block. They had to cross one more street before running up to the glass front doors. Vinny waved them in, the automatic doors opening for them.
“Thanks,” she huffed.
“Welcome,” the sanitation worker replied with a tip of his Blues hat.
Gus was already inside, hunched over like he’d run himself out of oxygen. She was winded, too, but not to such an extent. The two boys appeared fine, but Audrey seemed as exhausted as the old man.
“You okay?” she asked the girl. “You need your meds?”
“I’m fine,” Audrey replied.
“Anyone know where to go?” she asked.
Vinny pointed the way. “When we did our work, we went down this hallway, past the sound booth.”
It was unnaturally quiet in the building, though there was a low hissing sound coming out of speakers hung from several of the walls, like they were supposed to be broadcasting but no one was at the microphone.
Vinny and Gus went into the cheery hallway filled with broadcasting awards and posters of famous events in the city’s history. She hardly recognized any of them, except for the giant poster of the Stanley Cup, which the Blues had recently won. Hockey wasn’t her thing, but Dad had repeatedly told her about it the past few weeks.
Vinny touched the poster of the trophy, then pointed through tall glass windows to a big room with numerous cameras angled toward a desk with the number 5 on the wall behind it. “Right in there.”
Tabby pushed through the double-doors, glad they were unlocked. She strode up to the desk but paused when two sets of clothes caught her eye. The news anchors had been in the chairs behind the desk, like they’d been live on the air when things happened.
She continued marching forward and went to the set of clothing for a woman. Tabby pulled the small lapel microphone out of the blouse, then pushed the rest of the ensemble onto the floor.
“Hello? Is this thing on?”
“I hear you!” Audrey shouted. “Your voice is coming through the speakers outside.”
Tabby looked at the big camera pointed at her. She thought of how far she’d come since missing that elevator in the mine shaft. Would Mom and Dad see her on television? Were they watching safely in some motel outside the disaster cordon? She had to believe they were.
“Say something,” Peter cajoled.
“Here we go…” she exhaled.




CHAPTER 16
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
Sister Rose sat in the front seat of the van, unsure what to do. The floating machine had asked for her name, but she didn’t feel comfortable interacting with such an unusual piece of technology. It could be dangerous.
“Are people still alive?” she asked it. “Can we get to safety?” Tabby had been convinced help was out there and took off to go find it, but Rose didn’t believe it was true. Couldn’t believe it. Now there was potentially a second source who could confirm it.
“Please state your name,” the machine requested.
Rose glanced over at Deogee. She had her head cocked to one side with an ear perked up. The dog seemed to be confused as to whether this was a threat or not.
“I’m Sister Rose,” she said in a mouse-like squeak.
“Please increase volume when speaking.”
It was the oddest feeling for Rose. It was like talking to the order-takers in a fast-food drive-through, but this time, there was no human around. Was it really a computer or were people somewhere nearby? She had to know.
“Can you tell me where you are?” she asked it.
“This is the Poor Sisters Convent, in Oakville, Missouri.” The machine gave her the address and included what it called GPS coordinates. It appeared to be very thorough about listing every detail for her location. She figured out during this data dump the white copter was responding with precision to the question she’d asked.
“Please state your name,” the computer said in the same patient tone as before.
“Sister Rose. My given name is Becky Hatcher. I’m a novitiate nun in the convent. Who are you?” She kept her voice pleasant and courteous. Whatever it was, it would do no good to be rude to it or whoever controlled it.
“Please confirm social security number,” the box requested.
She hesitated for twenty or thirty seconds because she’d always been taught not to give out that information for anyone unless you were sure it wouldn’t be used for identity theft. This strange device could be controlled by criminals.
“I’m afraid I only give that out over the phone.”
The floating box spun around, but the orb underneath remained stationary from her perspective. It was almost impossible to read the mood of the little aircraft, but she imagined it was upset with her.
“This area has been designated as inhospitable due to an industrial accident. Social security ident requested to ensure proper dispatch of emergency services extraction vehicle. Please confirm social security number to ensure speedy recovery.”
The voice showed no signs of impatience or anxiety, but she began to feel both. If someone was coming to rescue her, that would be wonderful, but, for some reason, talking to the computer woman didn’t make her feel comfortable about it.
Deogee seemed to pick up on her emotions; she got up on her seat and walked in a circle. Then she sat on her haunches while facing the menacing box floating outside.
With great reluctance, she gave her social to the computer woman. No matter how bad she felt about it, she wanted to be totally sure rescuers could find her and the nice dog. She’d also tell them about the other dogs nearby. Maybe now she didn’t need to go to the pet store to buy food for them, if rescue was close.
“How long will I have to wait?”
“Computing travel time… Approximately seven minutes.”
“Wow! Okay. I need to get my stuff. Thank you so much for telling me.”
“The St. Louis County Police Department thanks you for your cooperation.”
She breathed out a sigh of relief. If it would have told her up front it was with the police, she wouldn’t have had so much trepidation about it.
“You’re welcome.”
Rose pulled the keys out of the ignition, feeling a lot better about the exchange. The little drone rose in the air and waited at the edge of the parking lot. She thought there was a new window open on the side of the little machine’s frame, but it was hard to be sure in the daylight. It almost looked like a little beam of red light pointed at the convent’s front door.
“Sorry, Deogee. We’ll get food for you when we get to the police station.”
She opened the door to get out, but the hound didn’t move. It sat with teeth bared and stared at the white box.
“Oh, you. No need to be worried. It’s with the authorities. We’re saved!”
Newark, NJ
Ted’s stomach twirled a few times as he figured out how exposed they were.
“Lincoln Tunnel, ten miles!” Emily pointed at the green sign above the eastbound lanes as they raced along the edge of the airport. He got a better look at the dozens of commercial jets, mostly A380s and 777s, taxiing back and forth, as well as scores of military recon drones lined up in one stretch of tarmac.
“Damn, Emily, this looks like an invasion,” he blurted as he kept the car between the white lines.
“And look at those shipping containers,” Emily remarked, “over at the port.”
Beyond the wide-open expanse of runways and taxiways, huge cranes lifted tractor-trailer-sized shipping containers off a massive ship stacked high with them. The level of activity at the docks matched the ant-like fervor at the airport.
Ted barely had time to see where she’d pointed because he had to slow and dodge a wrecked fuel truck. He locked his elbows and jammed on the brakes.
“Hang on!” he croaked.
It wasn’t only a wrecked truck, but a medium-sized jet had come down, clipped vehicles on the highway, then crashed into a field. The stretch of highway was the start of the debris field.
Metal and rock clattered off the undercarriage as he did sixty through a patch of charred pavement. If they caught some bad luck and blew a tire, they’d have to stop on the exposed stretch of highway. They’d be visible to the entire airport.
Ted went a little slower toward the far edge of the mess, hoping they’d get through. A metal bar made a pair of loud thumps as the tires struck it, but then it went silent. After a few tense moments waiting to see if they still had tire pressure, he kicked the Camaro in the gut to get it back up to escape velocity.
The highway turned north, away from the airport.
“We’re up to one-fifty,” he announced proudly. Ted checked in the rearview mirror, but the small windows and bad angles didn’t allow him to keep tabs on the airport. “You tell me if anything is following us. They’ll never catch us on the ground, but that Predator is still out there, and there’s plenty more at the airport.”
He wondered how many ships were behind those already dockside. Did the US Navy know these were converging on the coastline before the event struck yesterday? How many people could fit on a ship? How did they survive whatever death ray killed everyone else?
If an enemy wanted to come to America, Newark was a good place to start. Everything was free for the taking. Just as he and Emily were scavenging their way up the coast of the northeast, any invading force would find lots of goodies ripe for the plucking. Maybe the bad guys here were preparing transport for the follow-on forces waiting at airports elsewhere in the world.
If any of the intel spooks had survived on Air Force Two, they’d have a field day with this.
There was nothing but questions for him as his Camaro thundered along the wide-open highway. The needle nudged higher, toward one-sixty, but the steering wheel started to vibrate because of the poor surface conditions.
“I see aircraft back there,” Emily gulped. “At least two.”
“How far?”
She studied the sky for a few seconds. “They’re still by the airport.”
He thought about their situation as a classic math word problem. How long would it take to go less than ten miles while doing 160 miles per hour? The solution was ever-changing since he ticked off another mile every forty seconds.
“We can make it,” he said hesitantly. It wasn’t that he was being wishy-washy, but there were more wrecked cars up ahead.
“Okay, now they’re definitely coming our way.” Emily had her face up against the glass of her window as she surveyed the skies behind them.
“They can’t launch at us,” he said with another dose of barely-contained hesitation. They probably would if they knew Emily was in the car, but not for two joy-riding nuts. Missiles were expensive.
The Camaro sounded happy to be going fast, and it coaxed him to try for even more speed. He held the wheel as tight as he could while they sped across a long, curving bridge over a river. The sweeping turn collected the abandoned cars in the far lanes, so he was able to maintain his speed until he was across. Then the highway turned to the left, and more junk cars were in his lanes.
“Five miles!” Emily pointed to the road sign.
“Madam President, hold on. It’s going to get bumpy.”
Ted feathered the brakes to take off some speed, then he switched lanes to avoid a T-bone collision with a school bus. As he came around the back bumper, he had to brake again; a second bus was behind the first.
“That way!” Emily pointed to the right shoulder, by a concrete barrier, because it was the only lane open. The buses must have turned sideways and caught other vehicles.
He jumped in his seat when the tires rubbed up against the median wall.
“One more deduction,” Emily remarked with dark humor.
His heart pounded in his chest with the same ferocity he’d experienced on his first deployment. People depended on him to do a good job and pull through this.
“I’m getting the job,” Ted reassured her. He exhaled a deep breath because he’d been holding it since before the bus wreck.
She pointed to another overhead sign that alerted drivers of the need to be in the right lane to get to the Lincoln Tunnel.
“C’mon,” she encouraged him, “you’ll get us there.”
They blew through another toll booth, then went up and onto a flyover ramp. For a few moments, they had a front-row view of the mega-fire burning to the north. It was only a few miles away. So close they could smell it.
“Glad we aren’t going that way,” he said, keeping his eyes on the road.
The curved ramp took them off the first highway and onto one heading directly for the city. Many of the cars had rolled into the wall, making it easier for them to use the cleared inside lane, but once the highway straightened out, it became more difficult to see a path through the wrecks. Both directions of roadway were stuffed with abandoned vehicles.
“We aren’t stopping,” he deadpanned.
Ahead, the skyscrapers of New York City beckoned them from three or four miles away. However, as they headed due east through the ever-narrowing gaps in the stalled traffic, Ted had to keep dropping speed. It gave the enemy a chance to close the distance.
Emily tapped on her window with a fingernail. “The planes are coming.”
Amarillo, TX
When Brent got inside the trailer, he immediately found Trish on the floor next to the kitchen table. Her phone was crushed on the linoleum next to her, and she’d been crying.
“Are you okay?” he asked after he’d rushed over to her.
“She’s fine, pops,” Curtis assured him. “Why would we hurt someone we wanted to treat real nice? We need her.”
Trish smiled weakly. She was normally a cocky, self-sure woman, but a few punches had beat her down. Still, there was fire behind those eyes, like she was ready to get even.
He tried to reason with them. “Boys, this is ridiculous. The whole world has gone to shit. People have disappeared. You’re free of your old lives. You don’t have to be criminals.”
Curtis strode into the kitchen with a shotgun over his shoulder. It was one from the armory, which meant the men he’d come with had truly betrayed him. The young man moved a chair across the floor so he could look directly at him and Trish. “I’ll never be free, pops, don’t you get it? No? Try this on for size…”
He threw the gun on the wooden table, then sat down.
“I got caught dealing last year. Small-time stuff, no big deal. It was in some West Texas town I don’t even remember. As I’m sitting in the police cruiser, some asshole in a suit comes up to me and says I work for him now. I gave him the finger, but he opened the door in front of the deputy, pulled me out, and held a gun to my head.”
Brent shifted uncomfortably on his sore knees.
“Are you getting the point?” Curtis said with exasperation. “The guy whispered in my ear, giving me marching orders for his operation. He said if I didn’t follow them to the letter, he was going to kill my whole family. The officer told him my home address, as a way to let me know he had me by the balls.”
Curtis touched his bandana. “If I cross them in any way, I’m screwed big time. So, I figure it’s better to embrace my job and survive this thing as top dog, you know?”
Brent was caught in a crouch, but he had to stand up to relieve the pressure on his legs. He groaned on his way up.
“You need help, pops. Why are you even here?” Curtis pointed to Brent’s legs. “We’ll let you go if you simply walk away.”
That made some of the other prisoners mumble in disagreement.
“No, it’s fine,” Curtis assured them. “He’s one guy, and we’ll send him packing with a butter knife for a weapon. No one has to get hurt over this girl.”
Brent shook his head in disappointment. “Would you get out of your arrangement with those assholes if you could?”
Curtis nodded. “Of course, but I can’t.”
“You can,” Brent insisted. “Everyone is gone. Don’t you get it? The top level of the prison was cleared out. The surrounding towns are empty. Amarillo and Austin aren’t picking up their phones. No one is on any of the radio stations. The world has gone quiet.”
Curtis squinted at him. “Can you prove to me all the cartels are gone?”
He shrugged. “How the hell should I know? But I’d bet anything the dickhead threatening you is gone. Everyone in Texas is apparently…gone.”
The man seemed to think about it.
“Naw, I ain’t falling for that. I’m—” Curtis didn’t get a chance to finish. Paul put a pistol on Curtis’s cheek, which caused a chain reaction of gun pointing throughout the rest of the prisoners.
Brent’s six friends hadn’t abandoned him after all, but everyone was in danger of being killed.
“Don’t shoot!” he yelled.




CHAPTER 17
West Portal, Lincoln Tunnel, NJ
“I can see a problem developing,” Ted remarked as the traffic continued to get thicker. He wasn’t able to do more than fifty and had to brake and swerve every few seconds, though they were still moving forward.
“Let me guess this one. They know where we are and where we’re going.” Emily remained fixated out her window.
They were close to the tunnel now. To his right, through the trees and brick homes of this New Jersey neighborhood, the highway wrapped around in a spiral as it went down into the tunnel entrance.
“You’re pretty smart, for a politician,” he mused.
“Well, pilot, what are you going to do now?”
There was no time to think of elaborate schemes. In his view, there was only one viable way to end this before they would be forced to stop anyway.
Ted scraped against a parked car, startling himself in the process. When he gave it some more gas, he glanced over to Emily. “Hold onto your gun.”
She turned and held onto her rifle, then he steered the expensive Camaro to the right—toward the median. He stood on the brakes to remove some of the danger, but he also jammed the wheel so the car would spin around next to the barrier. It reminded him of wiping out on a kid’s bike.
“Whoa!” Emily screeched.
The Camaro was in-line with the rest of the traffic, so it wouldn’t stick out.
They’d stopped near an overpass. Below him, to the left and right, the tree-lined residential streets offered more anonymity.
“Go! Get below this bridge and then we’ll go from there.” Ted scrambled to grab his gun and backpack, then he struggled to force his door open. It opened about a foot, then banged into the wall.
“Take a deep breath, dumbass,” he said to himself. After shutting the door, he slid across the center console and hurried out Emily’s door. He closed that too as another way to blend the car back into traffic. An open door would be a giveaway that someone had used it after the attack on America.
She was already running over the side of the highway and down the embankment.
The engine whine of multiple drones carried across the quiet landscape. One of them came from behind, like it had finally caught up to them. Its distinctive wing configuration and weapons payload lined up along the crowded highway.
Orange fire spurted from underneath the bird, signaling the launch of a missile.
“Dive!” Ted dove behind a nearby truck, then rolled toward the slope where Emily had gone.
The screaming hiss of missile thrust whipped by the instant before an explosion. A blast of heat washed over him as he tumbled down the hill and small pieces of metal rained all around. He came to a stop near the bottom, and looked up toward the highway—
A flaming four-door sedan rolled down the hill.
“Jump!” Emily shouted from somewhere far away.
The car bounced left and right, so it was hard to pick a side. In the end, he guessed and stumbled to his right to get out of its way.
The wreck bounced by, hitting a tree trunk close to where he’d been standing.
Ted fell to the ground panting after the quick bursts of energy.
“We have to keep going!” Emily said, again from somewhere far away. No, she was close… He saw her twenty feet from him. The problem was in his head. His ears rang from the concussive blast, muffling the sounds.
“To the tunnel!” he said, as if remembering why he’d abandoned the car.
Somehow, he still had his pack in his hands, so he slung it over both shoulders and started to run along the street that ran under the highway. When they’d gone about a quarter of a mile, he turned back to see where they’d come from.
Emily stopped with him. “Do you think they’ll give up?”
“No,” he said without a pause. “I’m sure they saw us escape. Our only hope now is that they don’t see us go into the tunnel.”
He pulled at her hand to keep her on the move.
By the time they’d gotten within sight of the tunnel entrance, there were three Predator drones cutting across the sky above them. If they were all armed, it meant there were five Hellfire missiles with the names Ted and Emily on them.
“I see the way down,” he whispered. “We go through those trees, stay under that billboard, then climb down the rock wall.” The tunnel entrance was basically a long ramp that went into the earth. Three individual tubes carried two lanes of traffic each, and it appeared as if the two tunnels on the right were going into the city because they were stuffed with cars and trucks. The one on the left must have been coming out of New York, because there wasn’t a car on it.
She whispered back, “We’ll be exposed. Are you sure? Maybe we can wait now? Until dark?”
“Nah. Nighttime is still hours away. They used an expensive missile on our car. They can’t have missed us tumbling down that hill. I’d bet anything they’re going to send in ground forces to investigate.”
Emily rubbed her neck. “I’m going back to the gym after this. I should have after running that half-marathon, but politicking has made me soft.”
He didn’t think that was true at all. She might have been petite, but she wasn’t weak or out of shape. She’d been keeping up with him on their journey like a boss. It wasn’t by chance he’d been looking at her legs when they were back on Air Force Two...
“Get a grip,” he ordered himself. It wasn’t the time to be checking out the President of the United States. Not now, not ever.
“Move out,” he ordered.
They hopped a small black fence, then climbed over the edge of the rock wall marking the border of the ramp area going down toward the tunnels. He hopped onto a small ledge, then waited for her to do the same.
“I hear them,” she said with rising panic.
“Me, too,” he admitted. “Don’t stop.”
The next leg was a drop of about ten feet to the asphalt below. He first chucked his backpack down, then hung off the ledge to let himself fall after it. When he hit the ground, he scooped up his bag and waited for her.
She dropped down right as he looked up. Emily stuck the landing but stumbled back a few steps as she struggled to gain her balance. That sent her right into his arms.
“Got ya!” he whooped in triumph. They’d come down next to the empty tunnel going out of the city, which was the one he’d wanted, but before she could turn around or say thank you, he shoved her hard toward the tunnel entrance before them.
Outside, the growl of a missile launch suggested they were out of time.
“Run!” His voice echoed in the tunnel.
St. Louis, MO
“My name is Tabitha Breeze. I’m from Bonne Terre, Missouri. I survived the poison gas with three students from Seckman High School.” She relayed all the names, but also had Peter, Audrey, and Donovan stand next to her at the desk. “We are here in the studios of Channel 5. Please help us evacuate.”
She looked around, not sure what to add.
“There are also a couple of sanitation workers.” She looked at Gus and Vinny. “Would you two like to say a few words?”
Both men crowded into the shot. Gus stated his name and occupation with the sewer company, but his message was more personal. “MJ, if you’re still alive, I’ll be here waiting for you.”
The old man looked to his partner. Vinny turned to the camera, gave his name and address, then seemed at a loss for what to say next.
She leaned his way. “You don’t have to say anything more.”
“I know,” he agreed, “but I guess I want to say something to my parents. If you get this broadcast, I’m sorry for saying those mean things before I left…”
The air became stale as they all stared vacantly into the camera. Tabby imagined they’d found a method of rescue, but it was going to take time before someone saw the message and came to get them. It was no different than stuffing a letter in a bottle and throwing it in the ocean.
What started with so much hope and excitement now ended with uncertainty.
Vinny and Gus walked away from the news desk, but the kids stayed with her.
“We must look pretty badass,” Peter remarked, holding his shotgun for the camera and bending awkwardly at the waist to show off his police utility belt.
Tabby was horrified. She faced the camera again, too. “I didn’t give guns to the children. We found these at an empty police station. I promise we’ll give them back as soon as we find someone in charge, which I hope is soon…”
Donovan teared up.
“What is it, D?” she asked with sympathy.
He stood up and moved out of the frame of the camera. She unclipped the mic and followed.
“This is pointless. Our parents are all dead—”
“Not mine,” she interjected.
“Fine. Whatever. My parents are dead. We saw them at my house. What am I supposed to do? I don’t even know if any of my relatives are alive. Should I go look for them?”
“No!” she answered. Her job was to keep them together until they found the authorities. They had to be getting close to that. “Well, I mean, not yet. Once this message gets to whoever is watching the news, we’ll be rescued. Those are the people who will help you find your family again.”
He sniffled but seemed content.
She, however, became aware of Gus looking at her from across the studio. He’d gotten out another cigarette and tugged at it furiously, as if thinking hard about his next move.
After what she’d said on camera about the guns, it seemed hypocritical to wish she’d brought her shotgun, but the creepy vibe wouldn’t go away. She secretly enjoyed the rub of the pistol against the small of her back. It gave her comfort to know it was there, and it maintained her feeling of being in charge.
“Gather up, guys,” she said to the kids. “We’re going to wait in the front lobby so we can see when help is coming.” She thought it would also be a good place to go in case they needed to get away from Gus.
The gray-haired man continued to focus his eyes on her, but she ignored him as she walked by. Tabby glanced over her shoulder as she exited the studio to make sure the kids followed.
“Shit,” she muttered. The guy had moved next to the doorway, probably to watch her walk away, creeper style.
Tabby’s nerves were on an electricity-fueled edge because she wanted to be anywhere but there. If she could get her friends gathered, maybe they could slip away. They’d jump out when help arrived…
Donovan and Audrey came through the doorway after her, but Peter lagged behind like he owned the place. He’d hefted the shotgun, so it balanced on his right shoulder. It was ripe for plucking…
Peter, you fool.
She opened her mouth to say something, but it was already too late.
Gus hit Peter’s shotgun barrel, which popped Audrey Two up and out of the boy’s hand. Because he didn’t have a good grip, it rolled over his back, right into Gus’s arms.
“What the hell, man!” the boy screamed in agony.
Tabby fumbled for her pistol a moment after Gus captured the gun. Peter had fallen to one side, away from Gus, as if dodging an attack. Audrey and Donovan barely looked back because they didn’t understand what had happened.
“Move!” she shouted.
The kids scrambled in multiple directions, making it hard for her to properly aim the pistol. Gus wasn’t encumbered by such worries. He brought the shotgun to bear on the first person he could.
Tabby had the advantage. Her pistol was at the ready and aimed at the filthy nametag of the sanitation worker, even as his shotgun came up.
All she had to do was pull the trigger.




CHAPTER 18
Newark, NJ
“Help!” Kyla screamed.
The helicopter banked in a tight left turn, as if the pilot wanted to reverse course the second he saw the explosion at the overpass. The g-forces kept her pinned to the outside skin of the aircraft, and the tether was the only thing keeping her from falling to the houses below.
She noticed a second plane gliding down onto the highway, but the banked turn soon made her lose track of it.
“Hang on,” Meechum said calmly over the headset.
She didn’t have much choice, but as the Skyhawk straightened its flight path, she managed to pull herself along the cord. Kyla struggled to reach the door handhold.
“We going back out to sea?” Meechum asked the pilot.
Kyla didn’t care in the least about that; she only wanted some help climbing back in. However, rather than flap in the wind waiting, she continued her efforts to find that handhold. The second she found it, Kyla pulled herself onto the cargo hold floor.
Meechum grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her away from the door. “Girl, you almost did a no-chute para-jump. That’s hardcore!”
She didn’t feel like it was worthy of such praise. The helicopter bumped up and down as they hit some turbulence, which made them both grab onto the back row of seats. She was so scared she laughed maniacally. “I think I’m going to puke!”
“Not on me, dudette! Just don’t let go, okay?”
Kyla and Meechum got in their seats and buckled in. Almost immediately after making the seatbelt click, the pilot banked them again, but she was ready for it.
A voice interrupted her headset. “Looks like an old-model Predator drone is taking off from the Newark Airport.”
She and Meechum shared concerned looks.
“We have another drone between us and the ocean. It was already in the air.” The pilot angled the helicopter away from the coast and toward Staten Island. “I’m going to see if I can get around it.”
Kyla was already nervous to the point of throwing up, but the rollercoaster ups and downs almost brought up her breakfast. The large earmuff headphones blocked out most of the sound, but there were buzzing alarms up by the pilot she heard with near-perfect clarity. She didn’t know what they were for, but it had to be related to the air pursuit closing in on them.
She found it helped when she focused herself out the side door, down to the homes and streets below. As she looked out on the urban sprawl, New York City and the surrounding rivers came into view. Closer, a bit to the north of Staten Island, she caught sight of the Newark Airport as well as a bunch of huge ships actively unloading shipping containers at a port facility already filled with them.
“Just breathe,” she reassured herself. “That’s how you get through this.”
Meechum, for once, looked almost as uncomfortable as her. “How are you doing?” she asked the Marine.
The blonde-haired woman glanced sideways at her, almost to the point of being offended, but then she relented a bit. “I hate flying!”
“Really? I didn’t think anything could get you down. Hell, you were sitting on the edge a second ago!” She didn’t tell the woman she’d inspired her to do the same.
Meechum grinned. “I hate not being in control, that’s all.”
Kyla had spent her life leaving the control to someone else. Working for the Navy was all about following orders and doing as she was told, even if she wasn’t formally in a uniform. Nothing happened without massive packets of orders and guidelines.
The pilot drove them in wild circles for a couple of minutes before he came back on the intercom. “I can’t get around these bastards. I think they’re trying to box us in, so we’re forced to land close to the airport. I don’t think Captain Van Nuys would approve of that.”
Meechum spoke to the pilot. “Can you put us down at Battery Park? We can finish our mission while also distracting the enemy from you. Maybe that will help you get away.”
“Seriously? You want me to put you in the city?”
“Yeah,” Kyla agreed, “are you sure that’s wise?”
The Marine nodded. “I was given a mission to investigate New York. We’ll either find some people there, or we won’t. Either way, I can go back to the ship and give Carthager some actionable intel he can then give to the captain.”
“Damn,” Kyla said quietly.
The bottom dropped out as the pilot shredded some more altitude, then the scenery outside turned to all water. They were now south of the city, heading toward the blocky skyline.
“I’ll go with you,” Kyla added, surprised to hear herself say it. Getting out wasn’t what she had in mind when she climbed aboard earlier, but she was committed to staying with her new friend.
The pilot worked the commands and spoke to someone on a different channel. A minute later, he reported to Meechum. “The JFK has cleared you to hop out. I’ll drop you at Battery Park, like you requested. Up ahead.”
Meechum held the mic to her face. “You’re coming back for us, right?”
“Affirmative. I don’t know if I can shake those guys, but I’m going to try.”
She had no idea how fast the helicopter could go, but it seemed like the pilot was pushing it to the limit. They passed over more of the giant ships stacked with containers, and they went by another series of docks with massive cranes designed to pull the containers off the deck. They also passed the Statue of Liberty, which she saw from a couple of hundred feet away, outside her door.
And the colossal fire was always there, with a smoke plume rising to the heavens.
“This is crazy,” she said to herself, forgetting Meechum could hear her.
“I’ll take care of you, dudette. Don’t get scared on me, okay?”
“Oh, I’m scared, but I’ll get over it. What’s going to happen to the pilot? Won’t they shoot him down?”
Meechum shrugged. “You know these Navy jocks. They like to be the hero.”
The pilot laughed. “If they force me down, it’s better if you two aren’t on board. Get to Central Park. If I get clear, I’ll come back later, I promise. I’ll pick you up there.”
Kyla didn’t like the plan at all, but she still knew enough not to tell military people how to do their jobs.
“Roger that,” she said at the same time as Meechum.
The other woman smiled at her. “You’re getting the hang of this.”
Then the Marine picked up her rifle.
Lincoln Tunnel, NY
Ted and Emily didn’t stick around the exit to see where the Hellfire missile landed. They ran into the well-lit automotive tunnel and didn’t slow until they went around a curve. During the entire run, he’d imagined the missile skipping off the pavement as it cruised by them. However, that was the cartoon version. In the real world, it would explode on impact and kill them from a distance because there was nowhere else for the blast and shrapnel to go.
When they came to an abandoned taxi, he checked the door and then climbed inside. “We. Have. Keys.” His breathing was labored from the sprint.
Emily got in, huffing the same way. “Did they shoot at us?”
The answer made all the difference. If they’d been the target, it meant someone knew they were in the tunnel. If the target was something else, like their wrecked Camaro, it could mean they’d escaped.
“I’m not even going to guess. Either way, we have to keep moving.”
He tried to start the motor, but realized the key was already turned. The engine had idled itself out of fuel.
“Damn! We need a different car. A stick!”
They both got out and trotted fifty yards to the next vehicle. That one was an automatic, too, and it was also out of gas. They tried two more before finding an old stick shift.
“Eesh, this thing is a shit-barn,” he remarked. The make and model were unknown, but it reminded him of an old Yugo. It was small and ugly, but it did start.
Their bag and guns filled up the back seat.
As he got it going, the little fender rubbed against the side wall of the tunnel, but he backed it off, then did a ten-point U-turn to get them pointed back toward New York City.
Emily spoke as he made his maneuver. “It’s nice we keep finding cars and planes to borrow. We should put notes in each one we use. An IOU, if you will.”
“Yeah,” he mused, “we should go to the coin factory and make up your presidential challenge coin.” He tapped his pocket where he still had the one Ramirez had given him. “We could drop a coin in each one.”
Ted got the Yugo clone to about thirty-five miles per hour.
Emily tapped her nails against the wood-grained glove box. “Do you really think they want us dead? I mean, not us as important government employees, but as generic American citizens. It seems like they aren’t very discerning in who they kill.”
“It seems that way.” He stole a glance at her. She still wore the torn blouse material over her nose and mouth as part of their disguise. His was gone, though it was hard to remember where he’d lost it. Probably when he dove away from the Camaro and fell down that hill. “This is almost certainly an invasion, Emily, and the bad thing is there are no war correspondents left alive to report it.”
“Our bases around the world know about it. Air Force Two told them while we were airborne. We just have to wait until they come home and start fighting back.”
“Maybe,” he said with great distraction. Driving in the arched tunnel reminded him of going through a long public bathroom. Large, white tiles covered every inch of the walls, archway, and ceiling. The faint scent of sewage seemed to hang on the air. It went in a perfectly straight line for almost a mile with few abandoned cars, but there was a jam up ahead.
Several cars had come to a rest in the sideways position, blocking those behind it. He guessed he might be able to bully the little vehicle through the first couple of cars, but not all of them behind it.
“We’ve got to ditch our ride, but I can see the light ahead. We’re almost home free. The city is right there.” Ted shut off the motor.
Emily put one hand on the door handle yet glanced over to him. “Yeah, but are they waiting for us out there?”
That was the million-dollar question.
San Francisco, CA
Dwight followed the footprints up the beach, but the people walked onto a nearby sidewalk, which made it impossible to track them. However, thanks to Poppy’s nagging, he couldn’t give up and turn around without a brief search, so he trudged on armed only with a wine bottle.
The low foghorn of a ship drifted in from over the harbor. Far out on the water, near the Oakland Bay Bridge, a long ship carried hundreds of shipping containers to an unknown destination. A second one was a few miles behind.
“You can’t have mine back!” he yelled.
Poppy gave him a serious glare.
“What? You think they can see me?” He realized what it meant. If there was a ship on the bay, it meant he wasn’t alone. The real test was whether they could see him.
“Hey! Wahoo! Hello!” He waved his arms and did his best to jump up and down, though the liquor slowed him. “It’s finally happening!”
A man startled him from behind. “Yes, it is.”
Dwight spun around. The wine bottle slid out of his hand and shattered on the pavement. “Oh my! You scared the holy bejesus out of me.”
“Where have you been?” the man asked.
“I’ve been walking around the city.” He had no intention of giving away his old home in the sub-basement of the skyscraper because he might need it again. “Just now I crawled out of my new shipping container.” He looked down. “I don’t have a snazzy outfit like yours.”
Dwight saw two of the man because his eyes wouldn’t focus right. However, when he really put all his energy into the effort, he got a good look at the guy: he was middle-aged, somewhat Asian-looking, and was dressed in a black jumpsuit with black sneakers.
By contrast, Dwight wore faded, dirty blue jeans that were two sizes too big, and a blue shirt that was two sizes too small. The only times he cared about how he looked were in the brief moments between finishing a drinking binge and starting the next one, which was where he was at that moment. “I, uh, have been down on my luck today.”
The man nodded. “Some of us have found this city to be full of dangers. Come to the welcome center and we’ll get you squared away.”
“What? Me?” He was always wary of do-gooders who tried to give him more than a few dollars. Those people who handed him sandwiches or savings bonds were always trying to get him on the right path. All he wanted was more money for the cheapest happy drink he could find.
“Sure! We’re all in this together now.” There was something about the man’s behavior that made Dwight agree to go along with him.
“No, I don’t want one of those fancy suits,” he whispered to Poppy.
But he kind of did.




CHAPTER 19
New York City, NY
Ted stood at the edge of the Lincoln Tunnel, in the shadows of the surrounding skyscrapers. The traffic must have been light when the event happened; there was a short line of cars and trucks backed up two or three blocks. However, there were dozens of vehicles at the threshold to the underground highway, as if they’d all come to a stop at the same place when their drivers disappeared.
Emily came up behind him. “We’re in midtown Manhattan.”
They listened intently for the sound of Predator drones, but he didn’t hear anything in the air except for a faraway helicopter.
“You know this area?” he whispered.
She leaned to get a better look outside. “My husband and I used to live here. We talked about it earlier.”
“New York is a big city. Are you saying you lived right here?” His sister lived in the city, but far north of Central Park in a place called Pelham Bay. He had no idea what was around this exit tunnel because it was miles from her apartment.
Emily pointed to a connecting avenue. “Yeah, close. I live up by Central Park, which is about ten blocks that way.”
As he listened, he considered where they should go. As long as they stayed within the tall skyscraper canyons of the city, the Predator drones would have a hard time tracking them. Even if a drone operator was cocky enough to fly into the area or drop between buildings, they would never be able to make ninety-degree turns, so Ted and Emily could easily evade them. At least, in a perfect world.
“We should go that way.” Ted pointed where she’d indicated. “Since you’re familiar with the area.”
She flung her head back to clear away her bangs. “I’m familiar with the area, but not how things are now. Even seeing these same streets doesn’t feel right. The last time I was through this tunnel entrance, cars were stacked up for miles in every direction. Now, everything is stopped. The city is dead. Everyone…is dead.”
Ted pulled his rifle over his shoulder and held it in a comfortable two-handed grip. It was the stance soldiers and airmen used when they wanted to convey a sense of wary calm. “We’ll run up the ramp and get to your street, then we’ll take it slow.”
He worried bringing Emily back to her home turf might have been a mistake, especially if her husband was there. It was a fact he’d overlooked until that moment. Still, given the option of walking into strange land or the familiar, he chose the latter.
Emily already had her rifle at the ready.
“Go!” he ordered.
They threaded the needle through the traffic snarl, always with one eye on the surrounding buildings and one ear on the sky. There would probably be no better place to put snipers than at the exits of the bridges and tunnels. Drones could fly above the open waterways bracketing Manhattan, always on the prowl for movement inside the urban core.
Neither spoke when they cleared the vehicles and hopped onto the sidewalk of 10th Avenue. The six-lane road was filled with vehicles all silently facing north. Emily looked at them like they’d soon start moving, but he only saw how exposed they were to overhead surveillance.
“Em,” he whispered, “let’s keep moving.”
Emily looked at him funny. He thought it was because he’d used a nickname for her, but she seemed to snap out of her reverie. “Oh, right. This way.” She motioned the same direction the traffic had been flowing.
They ran for several blocks, which gave him time to wonder if he’d offended her. Most of his awareness focused on listening for bad guys, including the whump-whump sound of that big helicopter constantly at the edge of his hearing. However, he also found time to second-guess how he’d addressed his boss.
He followed her until she stopped at a street corner.
“Look,” she exclaimed.
All concerns about addressing a superior slipped away as he came up beside her. A long line of blue and gray school uniforms littered the sidewalk for fifty yards. Little pairs of pants were mostly in one row, while girls’ jumpers were in the other one.
Without thinking, he held out his arms and she put her head on his chest. The position left him looking at the fallen children, but he didn’t get choked up like she did. He’d grieved yesterday when those tiny soccer uniforms blew over the highway. Today, he was going to help his friend.
Emily didn’t take long. She’d pulled down her face mask and wiped her nose in an unflattering way, but then she stepped back from him. “I’m sorry. I know I’ve got to be stronger about scenes like this. I’m not being very presidential.”
“It’s all right. I’m not going to lie to you, ma’am, but I saw something like this yesterday and it ripped out a piece of my soul. Since then, I’ve been keeping myself sane by swearing I’m going to get the bastards who did this. Someone, maybe the people driving those drones, used a new weapon on us.” He pointed to the uniforms. “These poor souls are counting on us to hold it together and fight back.”
She fixed her face mask. He got the sense she did it to hide her embarrassed expression.
“Emily, listen to me. I know this is horrible, but it’s good you saw it now. It’s going to make you stronger…” He thought it over for a few seconds. “This is total war on a scale beyond anything in human history. If we don’t shed tears for this disaster, we don’t deserve to be called humans at all. No one on Earth would see this as a weakness, president or not.”
The expression behind the mask flickered happiness for a moment. “Thanks, Ted. I needed to hear that.” She turned toward the school uniforms and spoke in a respectful voice. “I’m sorry, boys and girls. I’m sorry, everyone. It’s like he said: we’re going to get the bastards who did this to you.”
Without waiting for him, she strode out into the street to go to the next block over.
He followed, sure the helicopter rotor noises had gotten louder.
St. Louis, MO
Tabby’s knees wobbled as she faced the shotgun, but the barrel wasn’t pointed at her. Gus had it aimed at Peter.
“No! Don’t shoot! Please!” She still had her gun aimed at him, but she made a split-second judgment not to shoot it. Even if she hit the guy, it seemed likely he would also fire his shotgun, and one of her kids would be dead.
The old man seemed like he might pull the trigger anyway, which led her to put more pressure on her own, but Gus took his eyes off the boy and glanced over to her. “Lower your gun and I don’t have to hurt anyone.”
“Why are you doing this? Are you with them?” She tilted her head toward the Arch, hoping he understood what she meant.
“Hell no. Those people killed my friends in the department. I want nothing to do with them, except to take this here gun down there and blow them away.”
Tabby’s arms wanted to shake as she held the gun with both hands. Audrey and Donovan had guns, too, though they were already through the door, so they were out of Gus’s sight. Audrey looked like she might come back in, but Tabby didn’t want to escalate the standoff, so she stood inside the frame to block her.
“You could have just asked,” she stammered.
Vinny stood off to the side of Gus. “Come on, guys. We’re all friends, right?”
“Vin, get her gun. Get all the guns. We’re going to fight back.”
The young guy didn’t move, which made her realize how fast she’d been put in the position to use her pistol. Within the space of seconds, two men threatened to disarm and do her harm. The gun was the only thing preventing that from happening.
“No,” she said dryly. “Take Peter’s shotgun if you must, but we’re not giving up any of the others. I need them to keep the kids safe.” If he didn’t see the logic of why, then there was no reasoning with him.
Gus aimed square at Peter’s face. “I don’t want to hurt anyone, least of all a kid, but we need those guns and we’re going to get them.”
Vinny sidestepped to within a few feet of his co-worker. “Gus, I don’t want to hurt them. Let’s take the one shotgun and call it good.” He looked at Tabby as if to say Sorry, I don’t want to be a part of this.
Gus held the shotgun steady, but then he looked beyond Tabby, through the door. “Oh, crap, they’re already here.”
A woman’s computerized voice interrupted. “Please state your name.”
Tabby didn’t want to take her eyes off Gus, but she had to see what was outside the door. It was the floating white drone that had been searching the streets earlier. By all appearances, it had come in through the automatic front doors and now hovered about six feet off the ground in the station lobby. It was closest to Donovan and Audrey.
“Please state your name,” it repeated.
“Audrey Hampton,” the young girl stammered with fear.
Tabby wanted to tell her not to give any information to the strange machine, but she couldn’t decide where to focus her attention. Would the drone harm Audrey in the front, or would Gus attack Peter at the back?
“Please confirm social security number,” the white floating machine asked.
“Why?” Tabby replied, finally having enough.
It hung there for a few seconds as if thinking about whether to respond.
“This area has been designated as inhospitable due to an industrial accident. Social security ident requested to ensure proper dispatch of emergency services extraction vehicle. Please confirm social security number to ensure speedy recovery.”
Tabby wanted to believe it. Her entire mission was to get the three kids to safety and having a police car show up was her greatest wish, but this wasn’t what she expected.
“Where are the police?” she inquired of the drone. “We need help right this second!”
The drone’s fans tilted a tiny bit, which made it drift closer to Donovan. “Please state your name.”
Behind her, Vinny pleaded with Gus. “Give me the gun. We can’t fight them by threatening Tabby and these kids.”
The older guy grunted. “Stay away.”
Tabby imagined the entire room was rigged to detonate with explosives. It was a mineral-extraction procedure she’d often explained to visitors while doing tours in the Bonne Terre lead mine. Thinking about home made her nostalgic to get back there someday, and that would never happen if Gus kept threatening her people.
She re-oriented on the man. “Please, this is what we want, isn’t it? Help is on the way.”
Given a choice between the authorities and a crazy guy with a gun aimed her way, she was going with the authorities.
“They’re not here to help,” Gus began. “It’s with those people down by the Arch. You saw all the drones, didn’t you? This is one of them.”
Tabby wasn’t sure what to believe anymore. Did the sewer men really see their friends get shot, or was it all a ruse to get her and the kids away from help, so the men could rob them? That suddenly made a lot of sense.
She turned back to the drone. “Whoever you are, we need help. This man is threatening my friends.” By taking a step back, she made sure the drone saw Gus.
That seemed to anger him. “You don’t know what you’re doing. They’re going to kill us all!” Gus lifted his shotgun and re-aimed it at Peter, who had his hands up. “Give me all your guns, dammit!”
Tabby sought some spark of sanity in Vinny’s blue eyes. Why wasn’t he stopping his partner from going down this path? Was he too scared to act, or did he want to disarm them, too?
Like any good Mexican standoff, she raised her pistol again and made sure it was on the target. Her hands had never stopped their shaking, but she fought to hold them steady for at least one solid shot.
The fuse had been lit, and the explosion was coming. There was no way in hell she was going to let Peter die like this.




CHAPTER 20
Poor Sisters Convent, Oakville, MO
“Please return to your assigned housing unit. Help is on the way.” The woman’s computerized voice sounded as even and unemotional as before, but the order had a little intimidation to it. She’d spent the past few years inside the cloistered convent taking orders from Abbess Mary Francis. She never once had an uneasy feeling about a request.
Perhaps it was the dog. She glanced over to Deogee. She refused to get out of the van, even though she’d opened the door for her to climb down.
“Maybe we’ll just wait out here. I don’t have anything I really need inside.”
The machine seemed to think about it. The floating box didn’t do anything different, but it was a sense she got. It was a little like how she guessed her new dog’s mood based on its behavior. For a machine sent to rescue her, its standoffish attitude was disconcerting rather than reassuring.
“Negative. Help has been assigned to your postal address. You must return there to ensure proper help from approaching assistance.” The drone moved from its position next to the driveway and floated over the walkway. By all appearances, it wanted to lead her up the walkway and inside.
Deogee still sat on her haunches inside the minivan. It was as if she wanted her to refuse the order of the computer voice; she showed her how it was done.
“I’m sorry, but me and my dog are going to wait inside the van for the next seven minutes.” She walked around Mary Francis’s vehicle, then climbed back inside. The voice had told her help was coming in a few minutes, so there couldn’t be any reason why she had to be inside the building to receive them.
That made the drone speed over to her. “Warning. You are ordered to return to your structure. This is a mandate by the St. Louis County Police Department for your own protection.”
It seemed wrong to disobey this authority figure, but if Deogee was going to act strange about it, she was going to do the same. The instructions made no sense to her, and when the authorities finally arrived, she was going to have a word with them about the way these computer-boxes talked to her.
“You have three minutes to comply with directive. Unable to deviate.”
She remained concerned, but also found a little humor in the soulless voice. “What does that mean? Why does it matter if we sit in this minivan or go in there? Are we in danger?”
The box readjusted outside her window. “Affirmative. There are renewed threats of poison gas. You must get inside the structure to avoid further contamination.”
“Oh, dear,” she replied, testing a long-buried sense of sarcasm.
She sat there thinking for a few seconds, but quickly made up her mind about what had to be done. If the machine claimed to know about poison gas, she wasn’t going to argue with it.
Rose grabbed Deogee’s leash and put it back on the dog. She also whispered in her ear. “Trust me, pup. I’m going to get you to safety.”
She licked Rose’s cheek in return.
Rose hesitated, recognizing the bond she’d made with the dog. “I love you, too.”
She opened her door, which made the drone move aside. It warmed her heart when Deogee rose to follow, and they walked around the white box like it was barely worthy of their notice.
“Two-minute warning. Help will arrive presently. Please return to central structure for rescue.”
“I will,” she said in a pleasant voice.
Rose led Deogee onto the walkway, which caused the dog to strain against the leash. As she expected, she didn’t want to go inside the convent again. Outside, there were no sirens or flashing lights approaching on the street. It was completely silent, save for the purr of fans from the machine …
When she neared the entrance, the laser-pointer beam of light was clear and bright as it struck the wooden front door. She paused to study it. The dog acted like the light was going to burn her.
“It’s bad, isn’t it?” she whispered. “That’s why you don’t want to touch it.” Behind her, the floating machine remained at the van, but the red light came out of its shell. To her eyes, it was as if the robot was pointing an angry, red finger at where it wanted her to go for punishment.
Her heart rate went supernova as she realized she was going to willingly break another rule.
“Lord, help me run.” She let go of the leash and jogged along the front of the convent, off the pathway and away from the door. “Run, dog!”
Sister Rose hoped she wasn’t being silly, but all the pieces added up. Deogee’s reluctance to return to the convent. The machine’s odd insistence on going inside. The strange red light. A countdown. And the computer said it was poison gas. That was an outright lie. Gas didn’t steal away her fellow sisters; God had come for them.
Deogee ran ahead but wouldn’t get too far in front of her. Her lungs burned from the short run, but they made it to the far end of the vineyard, at the edge of the tree line. The parable of Lot’s Wife came to mind as she reached the safety of the woods.
“Do I look back?” she thought.
She had to know if she’d been paranoid, so she glanced back to the convent. The white machine remained next to the SUV, which suggested maybe there was no threat, after all. However, as she stood next to a towering old oak tree, she noticed the red beam of light on particles of dust in the air. The pointer finger was on the tree, not two feet from her head.
“What the—”
Through the trees, an orange light caught her eye. A muted gray military airplane was high above.
Now she understood fully what was going on.
Panicked breath caught in her throat and she barely croaked out the words. “Run, dog!”
She and Deogee took off into the woods and made it a few paces, but the ground shook behind her, throwing her off balance. A white-hot light came from back at the oak tree, like a giant flash camera.
Time seemed to slow, giving her an opportunity to consider her next move. She could drop to the ground behind a nearby tree and perhaps save herself. But she remembered her conversation with young Tabby. At the time, Rose disagreed with her idea it was a simple thing to die for your children.
Now, she faced the same test. Was this God’s plan all along? Did he want to see if she would live up to his standards? Is this how she could join her sisters in Heaven?
Her canine friend stood there confused at the turn of events. Maybe she wanted to make sure she got out of there; maybe the explosion made her freeze in fear.
No matter the cause, she was able to jump on top of Deogee as the fire arrived.
She would never know if she’d done the right thing.
New York City, NY
Ted and Emily kept close to the buildings as they walked the streets, ever mindful they might need to jump into an open shop or alleyway to hide. However, when they reached Times Square, he couldn’t resist walking in the open. Fifty-foot tall advertising video screens hung from buildings all along the popular tourist attraction. They remained lit and working, as if they didn’t get the message there were no people left to watch them.
“I’ve never seen it close to empty,” Emily remarked.
Clothing blew in the wind, and the canyon-like cross streets seemed to force mounds of pants and shirts into small drifts, like dunes in the desert. Shoes and heavier items remained where they fell, however, giving a snapshot of how packed the central square was at the time of the attack.
They walked north, toward the most crowded portion of the open-air entertainment venue. Ads for perfume, smartphones, and movies flashed on the screens above them. The trees of Central Park, where she was taking him, beckoned from a few blocks away, leading him to glance over at Emily.
“I’m fine,” she replied to his unasked question. “I could tell you were about to ask. My apartment isn’t far, but I figured this place was worth a shot. For many New Yorkers, this is the heart of the city, and for some, this is the heart of our entire culture. If there were survivors anywhere in the Big Apple, they would have come here.”
She pulled down her mask and smiled at him. “See? I’m fine. I really am. Now I know there’s no going back. The city is ruined.”
“I’m sorry,” he replied. “I’m hoping to find survivors, too.” The helicopter blades continued from elsewhere in the metropolis, but they never seemed to get closer. The noise could have hidden the sound of the Predator drones, though he’d been watching every side street for flying objects. So far, he’d seen none.
“Follow me.” She raised her mask, then offered her hand, which he accepted.
They walked together for a few blocks before she stopped in front of an apartment building. “This is it,” she breathed out.
The doors and elevators worked as usual, so it was an easy trip to get to her apartment. He expected her to let go of his hand the whole trip up, but she seemed to need his support. It wasn’t until they reached the door of her apartment that she released him.
He was relieved, though it was difficult to pin the exact reason. Part of it might have been her seniority, which played against his ingrained respect for the chain of command. At the same time, as far as he knew, she was still married to the man inside this home, so it was wrong on that level, too.
“Let’s get this over with,” she exhaled before going in.
He followed at a respectful distance, mindful she might want to be alone.
The inside of the apartment reminded him of who she’d been before all this. Political photographs hung from the walls. Pictures of her in the White House. At rallies. There was even one of her with the crew of Air Force Two, though it was before he joined up.
She saw him looking at it. “We’ll get another one taken with my new plane. You’ll be the pilot. Bank on it.”
It made him laugh, but also made him feel a little emotional at the implications. How great it would be for things to get back to normal. Back to a time when his biggest concern was whether another pilot would get the trots so he could take over. Today, the weight of the whole country seemed to balance on his shoulders. “That sounds good.”
Emily strode into a large living area with couches and tables. It had wide windows facing out to Central Park and enough room for dozens of people to mingle. It instantly made him imagine politicians standing around at fancy cocktail parties as they rubbed elbows with wealthy donors. He went in but shivered at how much he’d hate living that lifestyle.
He gravitated toward the windows because they were twenty stories up and the view of the rectangular park was amazing. The greenery went on for a couple of miles, and it was boxed in on all sides by a wall of high-rises, including the one he was in. On the ground below, he observed a large open playing field on the left side of the park and a tree-filled region on the right. A giant statue of a horse and rider were far to the right, in the corner.
The smoky mess from the Newark fire smudged the horizon far to the northwest. There was no way to see the ground over there, but the fire didn’t seem to be slowing at all.
When he turned around to comment on how impressive the view was, Emily was on the floor crying. He hurried over but stopped short when he realized what was in her hands. It took her a minute or two before she looked up at him.
“This was Roger, my husband. He was here, no doubt about it.” She held up a gold wedding band. “I—” A sob rose up from her chest and seemed to catch her by surprise.
“Oh, ma’am, I’m so sorry for your loss.” He crouched next to her.
Emily’s eyes were filled with tears, but she didn’t seem particularly sad. “This isn’t what I expected,” she admitted. “I haven’t felt emotions for him for several years. Our jobs didn’t really let us remain close, you know?”
He’d had a taste of that. Multiple deployments had killed his marriage, but that was a long time ago. It was difficult to remember those early years when he believed love could conquer all.
“I didn’t mean for you to come here,” he said. “I only wanted to get you somewhere safe in these buildings.”
She reached out and touched him on the wrist. “I know, Ted. You’re a good man, and not only because you saved my life. Don’t hold this outburst of emotions against me. I’m glad we came here, because now I know his fate. It would have been a distraction if I’d avoided facing this apartment.”
Ted smiled back, unsure what else he could say.
“There is one good thing.” She slapped him gently on the wrist as if to illustrate the sad part was over. “I’m going to go change into my own clothes. These loaners were nice, but we’re here, so I might as well take advantage of it.”
He stood up after her. “Yeah, maybe we can stay here for a day or two, until things settle down outside. Or…this would be an excellent base of operations for keeping an eye on what’s going on over in Newark. It’s too bad we don’t have a radio.”
“That’s your call,” she said as she disappeared down a side hallway.
My call, he thought. Ted went to the window again to watch the empty city for any signs of life. The sky rats flew all over the park and buildings, as they always did, but there were no rollerbladers, bikers or joggers making their way around the bike paths below him.
His mind drifted during his watch, though at some point Emily came out of her room wearing a new pair of jeans, hiking boots, and a button-down khaki shirt, like she was going on safari. She’d transferred the American flag pin again; it was tagged onto the pocket of her shirt.
“What do you think?” she said with a bit of a curtsy.
“I think you look…ready for anything.” He might have said pretty or beautiful if she’d been anyone else.
Oddly, she seemed disappointed in his response. They both stood there for a few seconds of awkward silence, but her demeanor changed when she pointed behind him.
“A helicopter!”
Amarillo, TX
“I said don’t shoot!” Brent screamed again. The six orange-clad prisoners who’d come in with him stood at various locations inside the trailer, each with their big shotguns trained on Curtis’s boys. Unless there were more guys in the back rooms of the trailer, he thought it might have been about even in terms of good guys vs. bad.
He held his breath, willing everyone to relax, including himself. He was unarmed, so making peace was about all he could do. Trish crawled over to him, while everyone else was focused on the guns. Many of the guys slowly re-aligned inside the trailer, so Brent’s people stood near the front door, while Curtis’s group stood near the kitchen.
Curtis didn’t back down, even with a pistol up against his temple. “This is how it’s gonna be? Working for him now?”
Paul seemed more nervous than the other guy. “We’re on no one’s side, but he knows what he’s doing. He was fair to us when we was prisoners, and he was fair to us when we got out. At least he never pointed guns in our faces.”
That upset the men behind Curtis.
The young leader gravely shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. My mom and dad are in Phoenix. I can’t check on them even if I wanted to. Unless I find out they’re already dead, I can’t break my blood oath to the cartel. They’ll kill them.”
Brent tried to think of a way to further defuse the situation. “We’ll drive down there. Me and you. I’ll prove to you…” He realized it wouldn’t sound good to want to prove they were dead. “I’ll let you prove to me that they’re still alive. From there, we’ll both have our answer about what’s going to happen next.”
Phoenix was ten hours away by car, but he’d happily take the man to his house if it would save some lives. Cars were free for the taking, including sports cars, so they could probably make it in half the time it would have in the old days.
Curtis seemed to think it over, but his guys continued to retreat into the kitchen.
“It sounds like a trap,” the man replied, acting a little like he wanted to be convinced. It was progress, Brent reasoned.
Paul pulled back a few inches, so the gun wasn’t pressed up against Curtis’s skin.
Yes, that’s definitely progress.
One of the guys in the kitchen tipped over a broom that had been stood up against the counter. Brent saw it travel the whole way down and heard the metal pole slap against the linoleum with a loud bang.
Paul visibly jumped and squeezed the trigger of his pistol.
Curtis’s head snapped sideways.
Then everyone started shooting.




CHAPTER 21
New York City, NY
Ted and Emily leaned against the window like two kids watching fish at the aquarium. The helicopter banked left at the far end of the park, but then flew toward the near end. He immediately thought it was looking for someone.
“It’s a Sikorsky Seahawk. It’s the kind of rotor aircraft you find on a carrier.” The JFK was on the East Coast, he was sure of that, but it was unlikely to be parked off New York.
“Who are they looking for?” she asked. “Do you think there are others, like us, running from the terrorists who attacked our nation?” There were still no people down in the park, so nothing felt right to him. However, when the Seahawk came toward them and swept through a turn right outside the windows, they both crouched below a chair so they wouldn’t be seen.
He got a good look at it. “That’s an unarmed version. It must be recon or search and rescue.”
“That probably means it didn’t come from a carrier, right? Why would they have anything unarmed on a warship?”
“I don’t know, but there’s only a pilot. No co-pilot or crewmen in the back. Why would he be flying around alone?”
She stuck her head up as the helicopter flew toward the opposite end of the park. “He’s definitely looking for someone.”
It couldn’t be searching for him and Emily; they’d never made contact with friendlies. He’d been careful about staying off the enemy radar, and he was more and more comfortable they’d evaded the Predators, and thus, the bad guys. But if this was friendly search and rescue, they might not get a better chance to escape.
“I believe this might be a legitimate US Navy craft.”
She studied him for a time, but then seemed to defer to his expertise. “Well, how the hell are we going to contact them?”
He laughed. “I don’t suppose you keep a flare gun in the suite, do you?”
Emily rolled her eyes.
“A fire extinguisher?” he pressed.
“Yes, but—”
“I’ll take it. Grab it for me. We’re going to the roof.”
If he had unlimited time, he would have taken a trash can filled with flammables up to the roof. The smoke would give away their position and the helicopter would see them. Since there was no time to spare, he had to go with the next best thing.
Emily’s apartment was already at the top floor, so the run up top only took a minute. They popped out onto the roof while the helicopter was on the far end of the park.
“Let’s hope it comes back,” he said dryly.
“Are you going to shoot that in the air? You think they’ll see us?”
And what if they did see them? Would it be safe to get on board an unarmed helicopter in the middle of a city surrounded by wandering bad guys? Predator drone Hellfire missiles were designed for air-to-ground combat, but there were other planes at the airport. Certainly, any competent invasion force would be able to shoot down a lone helicopter.
The more he thought through the permutations of rescue, the less convinced he became it was the right way to go. However, rather than bounce ideas back and forth to no end, he decided to present options to his commander-in-chief.
“Ma’am, if we do flag them down, I’m worried they won’t be able to defend you. I have no idea why an unarmed helicopter is flying around the city, but we can’t forget about the drones and men on the ground still searching for us. He might be trapped here, like we are.”
“You’re suggesting we keep ourselves hidden,” she said matter-of-factly.
“It’s an option… Though I’ll be honest with you, your safety is in jeopardy either way.” He tugged at the rifle sling on his shoulder, as if to remind them both they were still armed, but once in the air, their little weapons would be nearly useless.
The Seahawk helicopter made its turnaround at the far end of the park and the whump-whump bark of the rotors got closer again.
Emily sighed. “It’s a risk, but if this is with the carrier, or any of our ships out in the Atlantic, it might be the lead scout coming back to America. We have to signal them that we’re here, even if we decide not to board.”
“Talk to them?” he said with surprise.
She nodded, still watching the helicopter getting closer. “If we climb aboard and don’t like it, we still have our rifles to order them to let us back out.”
“I can board first to check it out. Yeah, that might work.” Ted ran to the front edge of the high-rise building. The helicopter approached along the left border of the park and was about to turn around.
He pulled the pin from the fire extinguisher and gripped the handle. She came up next to him and together they watched the Seahawk approach. It was two hundred feet in the air, about the same altitude as them. He figured they couldn’t have asked for a more perfect signal scenario.
“Now!” he said to himself. He aimed down so it would stand out against the windows below him. As the helo passed within a couple of hundred feet, he unloaded the whole five pounds in one long blast. The smoke-like retardant billowed into a large white cloud below them.
They waited for a few seconds as the pilot finished his turn and started for the far side again. At first, it looked like they’d been missed, but the aircraft turned left again, cutting its loop short.
“That did it,” Ted breathed out with relief. “I’m gonna—” He cut himself off when he saw another airframe in the distance. A Predator had come into the city and was now at the far end of Central Park. The helicopter might have been staying low inside the confinement of the urban nature preserve, but it wasn’t invisible. Someone had found his hiding spot. “A Predator is coming.”
He pulled her back from the edge, tossing the spent canister on the ground.
“You said those weren’t built for air-to-air, right?”
“That might be true, but we just gave ourselves away.” Adrenaline dumped into his bloodstream as the pieces of the battlefield lined up. The helicopter was only a distraction now, it could never get to them in time, though it was still on the way. The drone was the big threat to them. “Run!”
By the time they’d made it to the stairwell door, the Seahawk driver maneuvered his aircraft to about twenty feet above the edge of the building. Ted had a clear view of the man even as he waved him off.
Over the park, the Predator let its last Hellfire missile go. The puff of smoke and orange flare of exhaust signaled their fate.
He pushed Emily into the stairwell, with only enough time left to observe how she’d forgotten to put her mask back on.
St. Louis, MO
Vinny surprised everyone by attacking Gus, throwing his arms around him, bear-hug style. Unfortunately, that shook the old man and he pulled the trigger of his shotgun.
Tabby experienced a warm gush of air as it went by, then she recoiled at the incredibly loud boom.
“Oh, God!” she shrieked.
“Holy shit!” Peter screamed at the same time.
“Run!” Vinny yelled.
She gathered her wits and considered shooting Gus in self-defense, but he was tangled up with his partner. Tabby hoped the younger man got the better of the situation, but she couldn’t afford to stick around to see how it went.
“Get out!” Vinny ordered.
Tabby stuffed the gun behind her back, then grabbed at Peter to get him moving. The acrid fumes had already filled the lobby, adding to the immediacy of how close they’d come to getting killed. Not surprisingly, the thick-boned boy appeared frozen by his brush with death, so she had to yank his shirt.
“Peter, go!”
She followed him out the door to the lobby but found Audrey and Donovan stuck in molasses too. Gus’s shot went between them all and accidentally hit the hovering white machine. Now it was junk on the tiled floor, but the two kids couldn’t take their eyes from it.
“Go!” She ushered them across the lobby and made it most of the way to the front door before she saw a new threat. Tabby had to grab Audrey by the collar to get her to stop. “Change of plans!”
Peter ran into her backside, then bounced off like a lost boy. “What’s happening?”
She didn’t expect to see a larger mechanical beast walking down the street outside. It was one of the horse-like robots from the lines of them down under the Arch. It ambled on hinged legs exactly like a big cat, a dog, or horse might do, and it was right outside the door. “This way!” she barked.
The kids didn’t move, so she had to pull each one until they did so.
Tabby led them down the hallway to where the elevators were located, but she didn’t stop to use them. The EXIT sign beckoned her into the stairwell, so she slammed into the crossbar to open it, then waited.
“Run!” She held the door until all three kids had made it through.
From her vantage point, she saw the small horse use the automatic door and come into the lobby. The four feet clopped on the tiled floor, creating an almost alien contrast—the strange animal didn’t belong indoors. Its low-profile head seemed to remain focused straight ahead, where the smaller drone had been destroyed and where Gus and Vinny presumably still struggled over the shotgun.
A long hatch opened along the horse’s back. From inside, a thick black tube rose up on a wire frame until it projected several inches above the head.
She shut the door most of the way but couldn’t take her eyes off the intruder.
Get out of there, guys, she thought.
“Tabby, let’s go!” Audrey whispered from the stairwell. “The exit is right here.”
The four-legged beast braced itself by planting its feet on the floor. The tube started spinning with a howl, then bangs exploded from the horse’s rotating gun.
“No!” She fell back through the door and landed on her butt.
The machine gun let out a constant stream of bullets, and the concussion rattled the heavy metallic door between her and the robotic horse. She had to imagine what those many shots were doing to the studio and the two men inside.
Tabby scooted across the landing and stumbled down the first few steps before getting proper footing. She imagined the horse crashing through the doorway to chase them. It was less than thirty feet away…
“Go!” she panted.
She and the kids practically fell out the emergency exit door into another alleyway. There were no robots in view, which was a plus, but she was turned around and had no idea where to go.
“Anywhere but here,” she said to herself.
“What?” Peter yelled. When she glanced over to him, he had a finger in his ear as if he couldn’t hear, either. Tabby had been close to the shotgun when it went off, but Peter was a few feet closer.
Donovan was in tears; she could have easily joined him. The military-grade gun still chattered inside the building. Two fire doors and a stairwell didn’t block it all out.
“We have to run back to the car. Does anyone recognize anything?”
To her shock, Donavon pointed the way.
“You sure?” she said while holding his shoulder to try to offer a small crumb of sympathy.
He nodded and sniffled at the same time. “I remember those dumpsters.”
They’d come out closer to their return path than she thought.
“Good job,” she said.
Together, they ran for their lives.




CHAPTER 22
New York City, NY
“I’ve never had running cramps like this before.” Kyla leaned against the stone column, thankful Meechum had called for a five-minute pause. She wasn’t going to admit it to the other woman, but her stomach was putting in a stern request to jettison breakfast.
They’d run from Battery Park, on the south end of Manhattan, and they’d stopped at Grand Central Station. As planned, they ran through the dense parts of the city, including the tall buildings of the financial district in Lower Manhattan, the apartment buildings of the East Village, and now they were back among the tall skyscrapers of Midtown.
“Welcome to the Marines,” Meechum replied, chest heaving. “I gave you the shirt top because I knew you could handle it.”
Kyla didn’t feel that tough, despite having grown up in the rough outskirts of New York City. “Thanks. It isn’t as glamorous as I’d hoped.”
She reflected on how her mom still lived in that tough outskirt. A place called Pelham Bay. She used to live there. Kyla had no doubt Mom was dead, especially after seeing the last four miles of the city she loved. That fact didn’t make her feel tough, at all. She was weakened by the realization.
“Come on, let’s check this place out.” The blonde Marine strode away from the entrance to look around inside, unconcerned with whether Kyla believed she was tough or not.
Grand Central Station was always busy. It was a tourist destination for those coming to New York City to see the sights, but it was also the daily transit point for tens of thousands of locals coming to Midtown to work.
“Do you see anyone?” Meechum asked a short time later as she trotted down the giant staircase. Her breathing was almost back to normal.
The lights were on like any other day, but the high vaulted ceiling and soccer-field-sized promenade underneath made the place seem like a morgue. Evidence of those travelers and tourists were still there, but only their clothing remained. Hundreds of pairs of shoes, every color of slacks and dresses, and numerous suitcases had fallen to the floor.
Other than the two of them, there was no one left alive in the entire place. They’d seen the same thing along their run.
“I can’t believe this is real.” Kyla had seen evidence of the attack back on the carrier, and knew the captain had trouble contacting anyone back on shore, but she didn’t believe civilians had been killed until now. “And this is why my Uncle Ted called me. He knew it was this bad.”
“Cool dude?” the Marine asked as she pulled a water out of her backpack.
“Yeah. He and my mom were close, but she was the space cadet and he was the Air Force cadet. They couldn’t have been more different.” She chuckled, thinking of any number of the good times they’d all shared when he came to visit.
She sucked in as much oxygen as possible, then released it. Her breathing still refused to level off.
“Do you know where he is now?” Meechum asked.
Kyla thought about it. He said he was coming for her, but that was yesterday, and her ship had moved. It was unlikely he’d even be able to find her. Plus, with strange aircraft flying around, and the entire population of the city wiped out, she figured he’d have more important things to do.
“He’s probably in London. They’d have to get the vice president to safety. I’m sure of it.” She’d left a short message when she tried to call him this morning, but the lines hadn’t been working ever since. If they got back to the ship, she would try him again. She’d have to tell him about Mom…
Meechum gulped down a little water, then handed it to her. “It isn’t how it should be, but if we lost President Tanager, it would be nice to have a female president, don’t you think?”
“Do you believe the president is dead, too?” For some reason, she continued to think the attack was confined to the world she saw with her own eyes, though she knew that was unreasonable. If everyone in New York City was dead, it stood to reason all the people in Washington D.C. were gone, too.
“Wait—” Meechum said in answer.
The rumble of a helicopter rotor carried on the air, and they heard it resonate inside the giant echo chamber. It went away a few seconds later, perhaps because it flew around other buildings.
Meechum grabbed the water bottle from Kyla and stuffed it in her pack. “We’ve got to move out. It sounds like our ride is already at Central Park.”
Kyla the chair-jockey programmer was almost in tears by the time they’d made it to the park ten minutes later. Her side was going to split open because of the pain. The water hadn’t helped at all. But most of her suffering was the grief of knowing Mom was gone. She wanted to stop and cry several times, but that didn’t fly in Meechum’s Marine Corps extension program.
The combat Marine dragged her civilian butt beyond the Sherman statue at the southeast corner of the park, which gave them a broad view of the whole place. The Seahawk helicopter was there, but it behaved erratically over the near end of the park. She watched as it banked left, then made an evasive maneuver by dipping lower over the trees. Above, a fast-moving rocket came out of nowhere and slammed into the top of an apartment building.
“What the hell did we walk into?” Meechum deadpanned.
New York City, NY
Chunks of concrete, plaster, and rebar fell through the stairwell while Ted and Emily ran down flight after flight. The explosion did a lot of damage to the roof exit, but the Hellfire wasn’t powerful enough to destroy the entire top level, which gave them enough room to run.
“We have to get out of here. I think they saw us without our masks.” Ted wasn’t mad at her for leaving her mask when she changed clothes, but he was angry at himself for dropping the ball on security again. The drone operator would have taken their picture as it targeted them for destruction.
And they probably watched us come in. He didn’t tell her that, however, because it seemed obvious in retrospect. If Emily was an important enemy of the invaders, they’d naturally keep tabs on where she might show up. In the fog of war, maybe the bad guys didn’t get the news Air Force Two had been brought down. He’d been thinking in terms of helping her get over the loss of her husband, but that compassion might now get her killed.
His leg muscles burned by the time he reached floor three, and if he kept running, they could be out on the road in sixty seconds, but he had to be smart about their departure. “Hold up.”
“Holy cow,” she blurted as she slammed up against the wall to celebrate stopping. “My legs are twitching.” Almost forty flights of stairs had wrecked them both.
“We have to see what’s outside before we go out there. I’m going to find a window if I can.” He pulled open the fire door and went to the first apartment. After a brief knock, he tried the door handle.
“Locked. Try the next one. Hurry!” He didn’t want to shoot the door handle, though that would be the fastest way in. If they were heard, the escape would be ruined.
They ran down the tiled hallway trying doors until he found one that was open. He waved her over, then they ran inside and went to the windows. Briefly, he scanned the living area: wooden floors, modern furniture, giant flat panel television. If he had to guess, it was owned by a well-to-do single man.
Ted pulled back the drapes only enough to see the streets thirty feet below. There was no action directly outside, but if he craned his neck to the left, he managed to see the edge of Central Park. It appeared as if several black panel vans were unloading men.
“Crap,” he let slip.
“What is it?”
“Men. Lots of them. We’ve got to get down the stairs and out the door before they surround us.”
To her credit, she didn’t ask him to explain every detail. She ran over to the front door and waited for him to catch up.
“Are you ready for this, ma’am?” he asked, serious for a change.
She grinned. “Ted, if you call me ma’am again, I’m going to kill you myself.”
She took off into the hallway.
He chuckled, but also double-checked his AR.
“Don’t fail me, buddy,” he whispered to the rifle.
San Francisco, CA
“Play dumb? I don’t have to play dumb, Poppy, because I don’t know anything. Like where we are right now.”
Dwight followed the man to a warehouse with all its shipping doors open. It was designed to allow semi-trucks to back up and load cargo, but now it appeared as if a hundred people were having a party in there.
The man stopped him before going in. “So, you look like one of the guys whose container fell in the water. Is that right? We’ve had several people come in looking like they’d been beat up.”
Dwight wanted ownership of that metal box. The guy apparently was going to help confirm it was his. “Sure, that sounds like what happened.”
“Let’s get you cleaned up. You can grab a uniform over there, then come to the food table and get your lunch. We’re leaving soon, so you made it back just in time.”
He heard the words and tried to act like he understood them, but he was still buzzed. “My wine bottle!” he blurted, suddenly remembering it wasn’t in his hands.
The man turned around. “I think that tip-over affected your memories. We don’t drink, remember?”
“Am I in Hell?” It would explain where all the people went. Normals would go up to the angels—guys like him wouldn’t.
The man in the jumpsuit lost some of his smile. “Get dressed. Hurry, please.”
Dwight was shoved into a large room with racks of the black uniforms, boots, and hats. His own clothing left a lot to be desired in terms of quality, so it didn’t take a cattle prod to get him to strip them off and put on the new ones. When he finally got in front of one of the dressing mirrors, he thought he looked presentable.
“I could apply for a job,” he said proudly.
Poppy pointed out how his ratty hair wouldn’t do him any favors at the interview, but all he could do was run his fingers through it to try to improve his appearance. When he finally emerged from the room, Dwight was going to make a run for it, but the man waited for him.
“Ah, much better. I think you got off easy compared to some of the injured men and women in those lost containers.”
Those words meant nothing to him, but he nodded anyway.
Poppy whispered in his ear.
“No, I can’t give you one of the jumpsuits,” he fumed at barely a whisper.
“What did you say?” the man asked.
“Nothing. I should be going, thanks for all your help.”
“Very funny, uh … What’s your name? Mine’s Jacob.”
“I’m Poppy. No! What am I saying? My name is Dwight Inverness.”
“Inverness? I don’t recall anyone with that name on the manifest.” Dwight withered as the man peered at him with the intensity of a police interrogation light. However, his smile soon returned. “But, to be honest, there are so many of us, how could I remember all the last names? Am I right?”
Dwight nervously laughed.
“Here, eat up. They were about to put the table away, but there are still a few morsels for latecomers. When you’ve downed a little, I’ll take you to the departure point. The boss is going to give us a big speech before we get on the motorcycles.”
“Motorcycles? Where are we going?”
“How could you forget your destination?”
Poppy whispered in his ear again about lying. He was pleased that she’d kept her voice low around other people. Especially, Jacob.
“Of course I remember it. Where are you going?”
“Folsom, California,” he said proudly. “That’s where most of this detachment is headed. It’s the first burn point for us, plus there’s going to be a big show, too.”
“That’s where I’m going,” Dwight announced, much to his own surprise.
“Great!” Jacob slapped him on the back. Dwight steadied himself and ensured Poppy didn’t fall off, then he turned his double-vision on the food table.
“I’ll feel better once I’ve had a little grub.”
“Go for it. I’ll wait right here.”
He listened as Poppy cawed in his ear.
“I know,” he said to her as he lined up behind a few stragglers at the spread of food.
Poppy was on the same page as him, for once. He had to get out of there as fast as he could.




CHAPTER 23
New York City, NY
Ted ran down the remaining flights of stairs two at a time. Emily lagged behind but he didn’t mind. It gave him a few moments to visualize what would happen next. Hopefully, just more running, but, if necessary, he had his AR primed for action. When she arrived and saw him with his rifle pointed at the door, she did the same.
“Are we going to have to shoot our way out?” she asked with worry.
“I hope not. The men are in the front of the building. We’re in the back. I’m trying to remember where the subway stops are. I know they’re close to the park because I rode them with my sister and niece, but I can’t remember where.”
“Yep, it’s not far,” she assured him. “The 57th Street Station is one block over. Right through this door, then run like hell down 6th Avenue.”
“Use whatever cover you can find,” he suggested.
Emily nodded.
He looked over her rifle to ensure the safety was off and a round was already in the chamber. If they needed to shoot their way out, it was going to take both of them. However, he wanted to avoid the need by moving fast. “You catch your breath?”
“No,” she said with a smirk, “but you are going anyway, aren’t you?”
“Sorry. We’ve got a schedule to keep.” He laughed it up to help bolster their spirits.
Ted pushed the door open as quietly as he was able, but the hinges squeaked in a way that made him think the whole city knew they were there. Immediately, the sounds of the Seahawk helicopter and Predator drones filled the air, but no men were around.
“Go!” he mouthed to her.
They ran a short distance on a cross street but stopped at the corner of 6th Avenue, which was a north-south street filled with stopped taxis, box trucks, and regular cars. He checked to see if any men had come around the bend up by the park, but it all seemed clear.
“Keep the cars between us and them,” he advised. They both hopped off the curb and got into the street, but the crack of gunfire made him stop immediately. He fell behind a taxi. Emily came to a halt next to a nearby trash truck.
Windshield glass exploded on a small sedan between the two of them.
“They saw us,” he said dryly. He was certain someone had the entire street rigged with surveillance. They’d been lucky to get out while they could. The black-clad men were at the front corner of the building, two blocks down, but they were moving closer.
“Go for broke! I’ll cover you.” Ted slapped the rifle on the back corner of the taxicab, then lined up a shot through the 24x scope. It was dialed-in for a hundred yards, and they were at about one-fifty, so he aimed for their heads, assuming he’d hit their chests. He picked a running man on the sidewalk, in full view of the whole street.
The gun cracked, causing him to shift, but when he re-oriented on the scope, the man was down. The others ducked, too, and the smart ones ran into the street to take cover among the cars.
The men weren’t dressed like any US military outfit he’d ever seen, so he didn’t worry he’d shot at someone on the blue team. These guys fired first at two people dressed like civilians. They were bad guys.
Free-fire time.
He picked a second man who had run around the corner, then pulled the trigger.
“Hell yeah,” he shouted. The round hit the guy’s shoulder, which sent him tumbling into the gutter.
More men emerged from around the corner, and he squeezed off a few extra shots to give them something to think about, but there wasn’t enough time to properly aim. The guys in the street were threading through the cars, and he couldn’t hold them all off.
Behind him, Emily’s khaki shirt weaved left and right as she ran for it. A bullet ricocheted off a lamp post about ten feet away, keeping him focused on himself.
Ted stayed low, hoping they wouldn’t see him reposition. He ran behind the trash truck and used it as a blocker to hide his retreat, then he sprinted to catch up to the woman he was sworn to protect.
“It’s right here,” she confirmed as soon as he got close.
“I’m behind you!” he said as he stopped to line up another attacker. However, he came up empty. There weren’t any targets to shoot along the sidewalk because the enemy soldiers were all in the traffic. If he couldn’t see them, maybe they couldn’t see him back. He and Emily hustled into the stairwell for the subway station, then went into the depths.
He let her go down first but stayed on her heels. He didn’t think anyone saw them go in, but he had to assume they would follow them eventually.
Emily ran to the edge of the platform, and Ted noticed her whole body shaking.
“It’s going to be all right,” he said to instill confidence.
“They’re trying to kill us,” she replied with dismay.
“We’re going to kill them first. If you see anyone—anyone—you shoot right away, you understand?”
She drew in a breath. He heard the fear in her lungs. “I’m trying, Ted. I didn’t expect to be a nervous wreck when the shooting started.”
He laughed, guiding her off the platform. “You should have seen me back in Iraq. I was at ten-thousand feet when I avoided my first surface-to-air missile. Nearly peed my pants.”
“I can only imagine.”
They stood next to a tiled wall that had the same bathroom feel as the Lincoln tunnel. Ted pointed down the tunnel in both directions. “Which way will take us to Central Park? That way, right?”
“Yes, but don’t we want to go the other way?”
“No. I made a mistake, Emily. They’ve been waiting for high value targets. Probably have a presence in lots of buildings around here. They’ll all be coming down to help their friends. Our only chance is to do the unexpected.”
She started off in the direction of the park. “Like going north when every logical reason says we would go south.”
He ran to catch up. “Bingo bango bongo, ma’am.” For a second, he expected her to complain about using that word, but she was occupied.
“Power’s still on. Don’t touch two of the three rails,” she said ominously. “Or zap, you’re dead.”
“Great advice,” he replied.
Ted glanced back to the stairwell at the end of the platform but didn’t see the shadows of approaching men. If they ran like hell, they might get far enough into the tunnel that no one would see them. Although it was very dark, there was enough light to see movement far down the tube. He wouldn’t assume they were safe until they reached the next station.
They’d gone about a hundred feet before he tripped over a bundle of wires hidden in the shadows.
“Ow,” he spit out, thankful he didn’t fall on the rails.
They were going to die if he kept making mistakes.
St. Louis, MO
Tabby and the kids made it to the car in the alleyway, but the sound of gunfire continued back at the TV station, in short bursts now. Either Gus and Vinny were still alive and fighting, or the robot horse kept blasting the place to bring it crumbling down.
“Get us out of here!” Audrey screamed.
“I want to go home,” Donovan complained in his down-home accent. “Momma’s gonna be mad.”
“We’re going,” she replied. Her reliable car started right up, but she shut out all the commotion to quell her flaring panic. She lifted her hands from the wheel; they shook like it was ten degrees outside.
“Drive!” Peter demanded.
She intended to think of where to go next, but there wasn’t much hope of figuring that out. There were probably those mechanical drones everywhere now because of the shooting at the station. Additionally, she didn’t really know the city well enough to plan a route.
Tabby put it in reverse and sped down the alley until she reached the intersecting road. She’d followed Gus’s MSD truck into the narrow alley from close to the Arch, so now she was going to return on part of that route.
Once the car was in gear and moving forward, the complaining got even worse.
“We can’t go back!” Audrey screamed. She pointed at the Arch, which stood tall out the front windshield.
“I’m not,” she replied. Tabby shoved the wheel to the right and the car sped around a corner and onto a two-lane street. A few wrecked cars blocked part of the route, but she made it around those without scraping them.
At the next intersection, she turned left.
“I’m going south. We saw a bridge over the river. We have to get to Illinois.”
Donovan hugged his shotgun in the front seat, but he drifted back and forth because he didn’t buckle in.
“Geeze,” she said, reaching around him. “Peter, get his seatbelt.”
She had to one-hand the wheel around another truck parked on the center stripe of the road, but then she glanced back to the otherwise reliable one of their group. Now he sulked as he watched out his window.
“Dammit! Peter!” she yelled.
He turned to her. “What?”
“His belt. I need his belt.” She pointed to Donovan’s seatbelt next to the boy’s head.
Peter huffed in protest, but he reached forward and grabbed it, then stretched it so she could get a grip on it. With one hard pull, she got it extended enough she could safely strap in the boy. He was falling apart even as she watched.
“Thank you,” she said with relief.
Peter went back to brooding.
“And don’t worry about losing your gun. No one could have seen that coming.”
Peter almost looked her way, but then redoubled his efforts to glare outside.
“I saw one!” Audrey’s voice was hoarse.
“What was it?” she asked as they approached another intersection. “And where was it?”
Audrey tapped her window. “It was that way. A floaty one.”
Tabby wasn’t stopping for anything. All doubts about the motivation of those workers under the Arch went away when bullets chugged out of the machine gun. They had to get out of the city before they were caught.
“And another!” Audrey said in a panicked voice.
“Sheesh,” Tabby growled. “Hold on again.” She turned the car down a side street opposite of where Audrey saw the drones. Then, she saw a familiar blue sign.
“The interstate!” She drove as fast as she dared for a couple of blocks, then braked hard to make a left turn for the on-ramp to the highway. Once she had it pointed in the right direction, she punched the gas and went up the ramp.
The highway going east was on a raised deck, but the lanes going in the opposite direction were on a second level above them. Without trying, she’d found a way to hide from anyone who might be above them. However, after half a mile, the highway bent to the right, and came out from under its peer. The highway went into a complicated series of on and off ramps, but she kept going toward a wide bridge over the Mississippi River.
“They’re going to see us,” Peter lectured her.
As he’d noted, being on the bridge would put them in full view of everyone at the Arch, which was coming up on their left. As soon as they passed a huge round tower named Riverside Hotel, the silver monument came into full view, though she couldn’t see the grassy turf at the base.
“I’m going to stay on this side.” She drove into the right shoulder of the ten-lane bridge, which made it hard to see the bottom half of the Arch.
Peter became more animated. “You did it, Tabby. I don’t see them. They can’t see us.”
“Keep your eyes peeled for those floating drones. They could send one up here to check if we went this way.” She had no idea what she was going to do if a drone chased her. They seemed to act like hunting dogs, who called in the real killer once they’d found prey.
Tabby maintained a painful grip on the steering wheel until they got all the way across the river. The lanes going back to the city were fairly cramped with abandoned cars, but only a few were going her way, so she didn’t have any problem maintaining this speed.
As the highway went through some old factories and dilapidated buildings, she unleashed the scream she’d been suppressing.
“We made it!”




CHAPTER 24
New York City, NY
Ted’s eyes adjusted to the dim tunnel after a few minutes, but it got a little brighter when they arrived at an underground junction. The subway track they’d followed since the 57th Street station kept going straight, but another line passed over a metal truss about fifteen feet above.
“Do you know which one of these lines goes to Central Park?”
“The one we’re on gets close, but, if I’m guessing correctly, this other one is pointed to the station at the edge of the park. I think that’s where we should go.”
He took her word for it. She lived within walking distance of the subway, so her guess had to be better than his.
Men shouted far behind, though they’d gone deep enough into the dark tunnel that they no longer saw the station. They at least had that going for them. He pointed her up a nearby ladder. “After you, Madam President.”
She hopped up but hissed at him. “I order you to stop calling me that.”
He grabbed the rung the second her foot left it. He didn’t look up as he climbed. “I won’t call you that, Madam President.”
Ted snickered like a schoolboy. The stress made him lower his inhibitions just enough to make him goofy.
She reached the next level and climbed inside the cross tunnel.
“I see the station, Ted. We’re almost there.”
When he got most of the way up, he glanced at her standing above. She held out a hand to help him, which he accepted. “We stick together, funny guy,” she said in a businesslike manner, as if she knew, despite his sense of humor, he might tell her to run ahead while he held off the pursuit.
“Yeah, sure. Let’s get over there.”
They ran through the dark tunnel for a hundred yards until emerging inside another subway station. It had the same large white tiles, but the long platform was bracketed with a dozen large movie posters, like they’d come out in a movie theater ticket booth.
“Yep, this is where I thought we were.” She pointed to the subway platform number. “If we go up top, we’ll be right at the edge of the trees. We should be able to sneak into the park without being seen. That’s what you wanted, right?”
“The last place they’ll look,” he agreed.
They hopped over piles of clothes and went up a few flights of stairs. As promised, they came out in front of a wall of trees. Wrecked cars and lots of lost clothing filled the street along the edge of the parkland.
He also recognized the statue of the man on a horse he’d seen from up in her apartment. The metallic monument was out in the open, so he pointed toward the trees. “Over there. Hustle!”
Emily did her best to keep up. He’d been running her pretty hard since they dodged the Hellfire missile up on the roof. If they could get to a nice clump of bushes, he would risk a short break, but they’d barely made it beneath some trees when he saw a flash of movement.
“Down!” he dove behind a black metal fence lined with bushes. She collapsed next to him.
“There are already people here! They might be who the Seahawk was trying to find.” The Navy helicopter was at least a mile away, on the north side of the park, which he found amazing given how crowded the skies had become with drones. The whirring of Predators came from at least two directions now. He and Emily were in danger of being spotted and killed if they stuck around. He had to keep the faith, once again, they weren’t able to reliably see under the leafy canopy.
He craned his neck over the fence to look across one of the nearby fields. Picnic baskets and quilts dotted the quaint landscape where New Yorkers came to relax, though no locals were there. That stillness made it easier to see the two figures moving on the far side.
Ted raised his scoped rifle to see who they were.
“Marines,” he remarked, “though one of them is wearing jeans, like a civilian.”
“Maybe they’re imposters,” she replied. Emily sat with her back against the fence, re-adjusting the ammo pouch on her hip to keep it in place.
He spent thirty seconds trying to figure out what they were doing, but they were too far away to see any detail. However, they were small in frame and he soon figured out both were women. It didn’t bother him, but it did seem highly unusual that two women Marines would be alone in the park like this.
“What are you doing?” he quietly asked the Marines.
The whomping of rotor blades alerted him to a new possibility. The pair was hiding in thick foliage exactly as he and Emily were doing. They kept looking back toward the building where the black vans were parked. And, perhaps most significantly, they were next to a large field where a helo might be able to touch down.
“That’s our way out,” he said with an ah-ha tone.
Amarillo, TX
In the first two seconds of the gunfight, Brent witnessed Curtis get a hole drilled in his skull, and he watched helplessly as the dead man’s shotgun roared. It had been pointed slightly to Brent’s right, so the slug went somewhere else. He didn’t care, as long as it wasn’t at him.
Brent then moved on instinct alone. He dove and pushed Trish under the little kitchen table as both sides of the dispute opened fire. Because they’d all been packed into the narrow trailer, there wasn’t much they could do to find cover.
“Stop!” he yelled into the hailstorm of thunder and bullets.
Men screamed. Cursed. Crouched behind furniture or tried to retreat deeper into the trailer. A couple of Curtis’s guys crumpled to the floor, though one of his men in the orange jumpsuits howled in the family room.
Trish held her ears and screamed. He understood why. She was young and at home. The sudden violence ripped her out of that fantasy faster than she could handle.
“You’re fine!” he pleaded.
Brent caught sight of Paul, incredulous that he was still on his feet. He shouted to him. “Get down!”
The long-haired man appeared shell-shocked after accidentally shooting the other guy.
Paul slowly wheeled around, and his eyes flashed recognition at Brent’s words, but a pair of holes opened up in his chest. He fell back at the force of being double-tapped.
Brent suffered a flashback to Vietnam as he watched the kitchen floor fill up with bodies and blood. It was something he never dreamed he’d see on home soil, and certainly not while he cowered under a table. Though he didn’t have a weapon, the carnage spurred him to action.
First, he tipped over the table, angling the top toward the men who had tried to harm Trish. Then he grabbed her wrist to get her attention. “We have to move!”
She’d been beaten by the men; red bruises flared up on her cheeks. He understood, but she needed to get out of there or they’d both end up dead.
A chunk of table exploded next to his head. Because it was a round surface, their feet gave them away as still being behind it.
He looked at his men, hopeful one of them would lay down suppressive fire for him, but none of them were focused on him or Trish. They fired blindly into the kitchen, which only served as evidence he needed to risk an escape.
“Behind me!” he crawled toward the living room.
The bones in his knees rubbed together like daggers under the skin. He hadn’t needed to move this fast since the 1990s, and two days ago he would have thought his days of haste were behind him.
Trish stuck with him, though he had no idea how she was able to see through her tears. The closer they got to his men, the more she cried out. Perhaps because the intense fire of the shotgun barrels was only a foot or two over their heads.
A man screamed in agony from the kitchen.
Another man fell against the oven. Pots and pans tumbled to the floor.
Someone shot out the fluorescent bulbs in the ceiling panels, and they exploded all over the kitchen floor. It seemed like an eternity while all this took place, but Brent and Trish made it behind the sofa after a short crawl of less than twenty feet.
His old heart paced along at maximum speed, causing his breathing to get difficult to control. He couldn’t even speak.
Trish glanced up at him but said nothing, either.
The shotgun bursts continued for another ten or fifteen seconds, then they all stopped as if given a signal. None of Curtis’s guys fired back.
“Brent!” a man’s voice echoed from far away.
He peeked out from the side of the couch.
“Brent. Boss man! You made it.” It was a man named Carter; a middle-aged bald white guy who was in for supposedly burning down his family business.
“We did?” He sat there for a minute gathering his wits. One more shotgun blast interrupted the calm, then…nothing.
He got up when his five remaining guys stood in the living room without fear of being shot in return. A couple went into the kitchen, but Carter helped him and Trish to their feet. “You’re lucky, pops, we were ready for anything. You almost bought the farm.”
He wondered if all the shooting had been necessary. Did the others even know it was started by a damned broom handle? Did it matter?
A man called out from the kitchen. “We got them all. Mission accomplished.”
One of his people plopped down on the couch. “Thank God. That was some of the craziest stuff I’ve ever seen. We almost effing died!”
Other men joined him, and a small celebration broke out.
Brent looked into the kitchen only once to confirm the others were dead. Several of the escaped men had fallen to the floor there, though a couple of the others were cut down in the hallway.
Paul was the only allied fatality. Two of his other men had been grazed by shots but were otherwise fine.
Carter shuffled over and handed back his shotgun. “Here you go, Pops. Sorry we ever took it away from you. It seemed like it was the easiest way to get in. It was Paul’s idea…”
“No, you did the right thing.” He wasn’t certain of the truth of his own statement, but he figured he would have been dead a lot sooner if he’d gone in with his attitude and a shotgun. Their attack on Trish had made him a bit crazy.
All the death tempered that haughty image.
“Let’s get back home, boys. Get you patched up. And we’re taking Trish back, too. From now on, she’s under our protection. Got it?”
The five men nodded.
The trial by fire was over.




CHAPTER 25
New York City, NY
The Seahawk helicopter flew by, almost on its side as it swooped away from the impact of the missile strike. Kyla wiped away a sheet of sweat from her forehead and expected all hope of rescue was gone, but Meechum pulled out the handheld radio.
“Longbow, this is Pocahontas. We’re close to the designated LZ. How copy? Over?”
The radio was static for a few seconds before the pilot came on. “I’m taking fire!”
Meechum appeared pissed and raised the radio to her mouth, but the pilot kept talking. “I’ll stay here as long as I can, Pocahontas. Pop smoke when you see me coming over your position. Out.”
The Marine spent time looking out at the trees and fields, and Kyla could only guess what the other woman was thinking. However, vehicle motors came from the streets nearby, though it was hard to say where they were.
“Move out,” Meechum whispered. “That way.”
She followed the Marine as best she could, but Kyla was ready to fall over dead. The miles-long jog through the city was all her desk-friendly body could stand. More running seemed like an insult to her heart, but she refused to complain to the tough Marine, knowing it would do no good.
“Just keep running,” she mumbled to herself.
Meechum chuckled. “I loved Finding Nemo.”
“You?” Kyla huffed. “You like kids’ movies? I never would have guessed.”
They crossed a walking path and came to a clump of trees before stopping.
“I’m a Marine, not a monster. Everyone loves Finding Nemo. It’s a classic. What’s more powerful than a father fighting to get his son back?”
Kyla wondered about her own situation. Was Uncle Ted really coming for her? She had to get back to the ship; it was the only place he would look.
They stayed in those bushes until the black vans pulled up in front of the building that had been attacked by the missile. Men got out who looked like they were dressed to be assassins. All-black outfits with black ball caps. They also had big black rifles, which were visible even from a hundred yards away.
“Who are those guys?” she asked Meechum.
“They might be mercenaries. Or a rogue department of the government. Hell, they could be TSA for all I know.”
“Can we trust them? Maybe we could—”
Meechum shushed her. “No, none of this is right. Our mission is to get on that helo and get back to the JFK.”
“But we didn’t find any survivors,” Kyla said sadly. If they’d found anyone alive, she might have risked going to look for her mom, but every civilian they’d come across since Battery Park had been disintegrated. She didn’t want to see Mom’s clothes to prove anything. It was better to remember her as she was.
“Hang tight, dudette. Those guys are going into the building. I don’t think they know we’re even here. Besides—”
As she spoke, a gunfight broke out between the men at the vans and someone down a side street.
Meechum watched through the leaves. “What the hell? Who are they shooting at?”
Kyla stuck her head up, hoping to make sense of it, but there were too many wrecked cars in the street to see who was back there. However, a couple of the men in black fell like they’d been shot. That got the rest of the guys running for cover and aiming at the culprits.
“Come on, we have to get away from here, in case they sweep this way.”
The distraction gave her a false sense of security as she followed the Marine deeper into the park. The whine of aircraft engines above suggested the bad guys were still up there, though the rotor whomps of their rescue Seahawk were still out there, too. The battle wasn’t over by a long shot.
It took them about ten minutes to wind through the tree-lined paths and well-manicured hedges toward a large field. Meechum kept them running along the edge, which was fine with Kyla. There were strollers, beach towels, and volleyball nets out there. They were the last things those people ever did in the field, and she wanted to stay far away from their memories.
Eventually, they came to a thicket of underbrush that Meechum found attractive. “We’ll halt here. They can’t see us from that direction, but we can see the landing zone.” She pulled out the radio.
“Longbow, do we have time to find a better LZ? Over.” After keying off the handset, Meechum turned to her. “I’d love to be far away from those men and that building.”
“Negative. It’s now or never. I’m making one more pass. Out.”
“Damn,” Meechum whispered. “Roger that,” she said into the handset.
Kyla kept watch, though she wanted nothing more than to lay down in the green mass of leaves and take a nap. The gunfire had tapered off to nothing, though the planes still circled around, as if continuing the search.
“He’s coming, right?” she asked when Meechum tucked the radio away.
“Last pass. He’s at the far end of the park right now. We have to be ready when he comes back.” She pulled out a cylinder from her backpack. “Smoke.”
Kyla nodded.
The afternoon suddenly became almost pleasant, like a cloud had passed. A bumblebee flew in some clover nearby. A bird chirped in the trees above. If she blotted out the sounds of the planes, she could imagine walking out to one of those blankets and spending the whole afternoon in the sunshine. It wasn’t unlike what she and Mom had done in the past…
A piece of tree bark snapped off a tree about ten feet away.
“Look sharp!” Meechum screamed. “They’ve found us.”
The Marine brought her rifle to her shoulder, then she squeezed off three quick shots. She did it one more time before ducking back behind her tree trunk.
Kyla was unable to catch her breath. Part of it was from the run there, but now her fear stole all her remaining energy. More snaps of bullets tore up the mulch next to a walking path and bit into the shrubs all around her.
“He’s on the way!” Meechum leaned from her spot and shot some more. “Got one!”
Kyla didn’t want to put herself in danger but knew she couldn’t squat in the shrubs while Meechum did all the work. “Come on, you can do this,” she told herself. She raised her pistol and held it to her chest like it might get away.
Motion caught her eye in the trees to the right. A figure strode forward, his black rifle raised as if looking for targets.
There was no time to call for help or even to hide. The man seemed to point the gun at Meechum, who was in front of her.
Kyla raised the pistol and aimed along the sights exactly as Meechum showed her. She exhaled slowly and did her best not to move the whole gun, weapon, as she’d been trained.
The blast no longer scared the crap out of her. She flinched as it popped, but her aim was true. Though she couldn’t see where the bullet went in, the man fell backward.
She was ready to brag she’d got one, but more were coming…
New York City, NY
Ted and Emily snuck through the trees toward the two Marines. The closer he got, the more he liked their chances of escaping the city. The two women were on the far side of Central Park, next to a huge field. He and Emily were on the near side of the field, which was more of a forest. If they could get around to the far side, the Seahawk could come in and extract him with the Marines, and the bad guys would never have a chance of catching them.
“Ted, I thought we were dead back there. I won’t lie to you.”
“Which time?” he mused. “This city was supposed to be empty, but boy was I wrong.”
“They keep appearing wherever we go. Do you think that’s a coincidence?”
“Maybe we need to go into flyover country. Indianapolis or Oklahoma City. They can’t be there, too. Right now, I’ll settle for reaching those two ladies and asking them for a lift.”
The Seahawk’s rotor buzz kept getting closer, suggesting there was no time to waste. He ran as fast as he dared along the edge of the field, but he was forced to stop when the Marine woman shot into the woods.
“Dammit, those guys in black are everywhere. They’ve already moved into the park!”
Emily stopped behind a patch of ivy hanging from a tree. “Can we help the two Marines?”
Ted scanned the scene through his scope. He and Emily didn’t get all the men to chase them. Some had come down from the street where they’d parked their vans and had infiltrated the woods on the other side of the field. The fully-dressed Marine fired multiple times at some of the men creeping toward them, then side-armed a silver object into the field. Red smoke belched out a second later.
“Yes,” he said dryly. “We can give them a chance.”
The helicopter was close.
New York City, NY
Kyla squeezed off another shot into the woods, but the man she’d aimed at did not fall with a satisfying thunk. Instead, he hid behind the trunk of a tree.
“Crap!” she shouted in anger at missing him.
The man leaned out, ready to return fire, but his face exploded with blood, soaking the tree before he fell. She’d been prepared to fire her gun, so she shot it once on accident before retreating behind her own tree.
Meechum wasn’t even looking in her direction, so she couldn’t square the logic of who’d shot the encroaching man.
A second guy wasn’t far behind the first. Someone shot out his knee, forcing him to scramble behind a larger tree trunk. Then he screamed in pain at the top of his lungs.
“We have help!” Kyla yelled toward Meechum.
The other woman had been busy; she’d tossed a red smoke grenade into the field. She crouched by her tree with her rifle draped over her legs, but she was on the radio. “Longbow, do you see us?”
The radio was loud enough for Kyla to hear. “Wait one!”
Meechum screamed. “We don’t have any time. They’re on our position!”
A bullet struck the end of Meechum’s rifle, causing it to jerk back on her lap. Kyla didn’t think the woman even noticed, or, if she did, she didn’t care.
Another rifle crack caught her attention, this time from across the field. It came from the far side. A civilian man and woman hunkered near bushes over there. Much too far for her to hit with her pistol.
“Meech…” she said with fear.
Oddly, the man lowered his rifle and waved at her. He made finger guns and somehow, she figured out he was pointing behind her, where the guys had been shot.
It was the person shooting the attackers with her.
She waved back.
The man motioned to the sky over and over.
She shrugged.
Meechum was on the radio seemingly arguing with the pilot, so Kyla was left in a weird space all by herself. The injured man continued to scream behind her, but that way appeared clear for now.
“Pocahontas, keep your head down. I have a crap ton of firepower coming your way. You have to clear the hot zone. Over.”
“Bombs?” Kyla wondered aloud. She looked over to the two people who’d saved her life. “Meechum, tell them not to hit that side.” She pointed. “There are two survivors from the city, I think.”
The Marine glanced over to where she indicated, but the red smoke was obscuring most of the field close by.
“Longbow, we’re ready for exfil. Be advised, enemy is along south edge of park.”
Kyla hoped that didn’t include the two helpers, though the pair wasn’t close to the southern boundary. She’d meant to clarify with Meechum, but the woman was already shooting again.
Then the helicopter practically dropped on top of them. It came down from behind the trees and brushed away all the smoke in seconds.
“Run!” Meechum screamed to her.
Kyla looked into the woods, worried someone would shoot her in the back, but no one was there. Meechum furiously waved for her to move, so she did as instructed.
The tough Marine unloaded on the woods as she backed up toward the copter landing site, like actors did in any number of action hero movies.
The wind almost blew Kyla backward as the Seahawk hit the ground with a bounce. The pilot appeared to struggle to get it back down, but it was low enough for her to crouch-run toward the flight deck.
The machinery was deafening. The rotors and helicopter engine screamed ahead of her, and Meechum continued to fire her rifle behind.
Kyla was so tired, she misjudged the height of the helicopter and slammed off the metal hull as she tried to jump in. It was those ten extra pounds coming back to bite her.
“Get in!” The Marine shoved her bodily into the compartment, then she hopped up after her, still carrying her rifle and hefting the backpack.
“Go!” she bellowed toward the pilot.
The tireless Marine hooked up Kyla’s tether before doing her own.
Kyla knew enough to hold on, but she remembered the two people still down on the field. “We have to pick them up!” she yelled into the wind.
The pilot wouldn’t hear a nuclear bomb; he wore the heavy headphones up in the cockpit.
“Headphones!” she reminded herself.
The helo banked out over the field, and for a moment, she had a clear look at the two people hiding in the brush. They weren’t more than fifty feet away.
“No effing way!”
She recognized Uncle Ted easily enough, and that was shocking, but she didn’t know what to make of the woman next to him. Was it the vice president? Kyla leaned far over the edge to watch the figures get smaller. Almost too late, she waved.
The man was crouched in the weeds and waved like crazy, as if he’d recognized her, too.
“We have to go back!” she cried out.
The helicopter rose straight up, giving her a sensation of being on an elevator. It wanted to glue her to the floor, but she fought against time and gravity to put on the headphones.
“Sir, you have to pick them up!” she said the second she had them on.
Meechum had hers on too. “Negative, our priority is to safely evac.”
“They saved us! He’s my uncle! They’re the survivors! That’s our mission!” Spittle came out of her mouth and covered the microphone. She yelled with great force, praying it would convince them.
“Negative,” the Marine said impatiently. “Our mission was a bust.”
The helicopter continued to rise straight up, and Kyla got the sense they were evacuating an impending disaster. They rose above the trees quickly enough, but soon rose higher than the twenty-story buildings ringing the edge of the park.
“But that’s my uncle, I swear,” she said with less enthusiasm. As before, telling military people how to do their jobs was a lost cause. They were already above the city and she couldn’t get them to go back down.
The pilot interrupted her and Meechum. “We can’t go back down, I’m sorry. They’re here,” he added dryly.
“Who’s here?” she asked.
Kyla leaned left and right to see what he was talking about. She heard them before she saw them. Two dark gray blotch marks appeared in the sky; hovering over the park.
“Oh, crap.”




CHAPTER 26
Near Chicago, IL
Tabby glanced over at Donovan, asleep on the front seat. He’d curled up with his shotgun and hadn’t opened his eyes since they’d left St. Louis. Peter and Audrey had been silent for most of the ride too, though she wasn’t sure if they’d fallen asleep or were in shock after their brush with death.
For her part, Tabby was determined to drive north until she found someone, anyone, who was part of the disaster recovery effort. She imagined their stop in the convent with Sister Rose was a big mistake, because it had given Mom and Dad time to drive away with everyone else. Their delay in downtown St. Louis only made it worse. Now she might never catch up with them.
She glanced at herself in the rearview mirror. The grim woman staring back soon cracked a smile, however, since it was laughable to think of her parents driving north forever. Were they going to stop once they reached the North Pole? Tabby was ready to drive that far, if necessary, though she might need skis when they hit the snow.
The horizon ahead was filled with Chicago’s skyscrapers. Numerous smoke plumes rose into the clouds in front of and behind them, giving the city a washed-out appearance. There had been random fires in St. Louis, and every small town between there and here, but nothing on this scale.
“Sheesh,” she said to herself.
Mom and Dad had taken her on an exciting trip to the Windy City back when she was in grade school. Her memories of the vacation destination were mostly limited to what she saw in the digital photos they’d brought back, but she would never forget the trip up into the Sears Tower.
She followed the tourist signs deeper into the city, always avoiding the fires and traffic blockages, and she did her best to look away from the telltale shirts and pants blowing on the wind. A freak thunderstorm came along and collected streams of clothing in the gutters as she neared her destination.
A burst of thunder echoed among the skyscrapers, waking everyone up.
“We’re almost there,” she said matter-of-factly.
The wiper blades tossed water back and forth, but the rain was already slowing down by the time she neared the destination.
Peter squeezed his way between the two front seats to get a better look ahead. “Where are we going?”
“Right here.” Tabby pulled the car onto the curb next to a giant black skyscraper, only stopping when it was a couple of feet from the revolving door. She shut off the motor, snatched her keys from the ignition, and walked out into the drizzle. This time, she took her shotgun, along with Audrey and Donovan’s.
The kids followed her through the large front door. Audrey slipped on the wet pavement, but Peter grabbed her before she fell.
“Thanks,” the girl said with relief.
“Up we go,” she deadpanned. Tabby was tired from being behind the wheel for five hours. The strain of looking around each bend with the surety of seeing the cordon of police vehicles also took a heavy toll on her mental faculties. Now, her emotions were spent and all she wanted to do was get somewhere she could see for miles. Short of flying, it was the quickest way to look ahead.
The lobby was huge and spacious, with gold trim, fancy furniture, and a third-story skylight. The mall-like enclosure sat next to the main building, rather than under it. The open top gave her a view up the side of the black-windowed structure.
Fifteen minutes later, they came out of the elevator on the observation deck.
“Wow!” Peter ran directly to the side windows. Audrey and Donovan followed with a bit more restraint.
Tabby took her time too, mostly to walk around dozens of tourist outfits strewn about on the black carpet. For a short time, Tabby walked toward the windows. The evening view was stunning despite the low clouds and light rain. However, her attention was soon focused on the dead people’s clothing.
A man and woman had been sitting on a bench seat, probably looking out the windows, when they disappeared. The man’s blue jeans and flannel shirt was exactly what Dad would have worn. The woman’s style wasn’t exactly like Mom’s, but it was close, especially the tacky purse with a picture of a poodle on it.
She stepped around the bench like she was about to interrupt the couple’s view. They’d been holding hands. The man’s wedding band sat on the woman’s slacks, and a tasteful gold bracelet sat with it.
Tabby lost herself in thoughts about her parents and what they had in common with the two lovebirds who were struck down on this bench. A small trickle of tears started at some point, but she was too tired to care.
“Are you all right, Tabby?” Audrey asked kindly. Peter and Donovan came up behind the girl, as if they’d noticed Tabby was in trouble.
“Yeah, we’re sorry for running ahead,” Peter added, sounding properly apologetic.
She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “These two have opened my eyes to a truth I’ve been avoiding since yesterday. They’ve given voice to a nagging suspicion that wouldn’t let me go, and I’ve refused to even see. It has followed me every mile since we left Bonne Terre and it has finally caught up to me. Right here.” She pointed to the bench.
Audrey held her hand. “What is it?”
Tabby had been taught by optimists her whole life. Fall down? Get yourself back up. Bad grade on a test? Do better next time. Want the perfect career? Go out and learn how to do it. That optimism had carried her through and out the mine, away from Bonne Terre, across St. Louis, and for all the drive to Chicago.
Now it was gone.
The tour guide was never supposed to make the trip about themselves. She’d struggled to keep to that maxim, though the breaking point was upon her. Tabby’s emotional state was already fragile, and it fell apart as more tears ran free. She let out a lone gut-wrenching sob, steeling herself as best she could to say the words.
“My parents are dead.”
Then she exploded with a torrent of weeping.
Her friends piled on top of her to offer comfort, but for the next several minutes, the tears were unstoppable.
New York City, NY
Ted watched as Kyla went up in the Skyhawk. It was so impossible, he stood there dumbfounded until he remembered to wave like a madman at her.
“Kyla!” he shouted into the wind.
“Your niece?” Emily asked with surprise. “I thought you said—”
“That helo is from the JFK, no doubt about it. They must be looking for survivors, though how she got on board I’ll never know.”
Kyla saw him, of that he was certain. He assumed it was only a matter of time before she convinced the pilot to come back down and get them, so he was content to wait. However, men broke cover from the tree line across the empty field and took shots at the departing aircraft.
“Oh, hell no,” he declared. Ted got on a knee and lined up his shot, but he hesitated when he heard the arrival of powerful jet engines.
He took his eyes off the men and looked to the north, deeper in the park. They were blocked a bit because of the trees between him and the planes, but he was almost certain they were two AV8-B Harriers.
A few seconds later, as the hovering jets inched closer and the screaming engines became eardrum-splitting loud, he was certain of their make.
“That’s the sound of freedom!” he yelled.
The forest on the other side of the field exploded with extreme violence as the planes unleashed their rotary-cannon machine guns.
Huge branches fell from trees between the planes and the enemy ground troops, as if the Harriers didn’t have a totally clear shot on them. However, most of the shells went the distance and threw up grass and dirt under the bad guys.
A few men vaporized on impact. Others ran for a short distance or tried to hide behind the biggest trees they could find.
The Harrier pilots nudged their planes from side to side, which created a wide swath of destruction. They also tilted up, which ripped apart the vans parked on the street, along with many windows on the front of Emily’s building.
He grabbed Emily by the elbow. “We have to run for it!”
“They’ll shoot us!” she replied with fear.
The aircraft-mounted Gatling guns continued to wreak havoc, but he knew they didn’t have unlimited rounds. If he and the VP had any hope of getting away, it had to be now.
“Trust me!” he insisted.
She followed reluctantly at first, but then with greater speed. When the planes finally stopped shooting, she ran as fast as he did.
“We’re going east, that way.” He pointed through the woods to what he hoped was an unoccupied street.
The Harrier II jets got even louder as they pushed off to gain altitude, and the engines only became tolerable as they switched from hover to cruise. He did his best to follow where they went, but it was impossible with all the tall buildings around.
Miraculously, some of the enemy still shot their guns. He hoped they were going for the planes, not him and Emily. None of the bullets smacked the trees or dirt around them as they ran, so he figured they were in the clear.
By the time they left the park and got back on pavement, he let go some of his tension. When they’d made it a couple of blocks farther into the city, he let Emily take a short break.
“That was incredible,” she panted.
He’d been thinking about the timely arrival of those jets, and there was only one conclusion he could make. “The Harriers were ours, and I don’t think they came from the JFK. Those are flown by Marines, not the Navy.”
“They supported their own on the ground,” she replied.
Ted still didn’t know how Kyla fit into it, but she certainly had powerful friends.
He gave Emily an extra minute to catch her breath, but then got them moving again.
“Where are we going now?” she asked.
“East,” he replied. “We’ve got to get off Manhattan before they figure out we’re still alive. That will make it harder for them to find us.”
He pointed where to go, then she took off jogging.
A text message buzzed on his phone before he could follow.
“Hold up!” he exclaimed. “I have to check this.”
Air Above New York City, NY
Kyla was pissed they wouldn’t go down and pick up Uncle Ted, but she understood a bit better when the two planes showed up and fired long strings of bullets into the woods where those bad men had been.
She reveled in the destruction, because each dead asshole was one less who could hurt her uncle.
Meechum and the pilot talked back and forth about routes out of the city, Predators in the air, and other air traffic, but Kyla yanked out her phone rather than concern herself with all that.
At first, she tried to take off the headphones and dial Uncle Ted’s number, but she knew immediately it was far too loud to talk. She put her ear covering back on, then tried to text his number.
Uncle Ted. I saw you!
He replied a few seconds later. I saw you, too. Why are you in city?
Search for survivors. Search for Mom. No one found but you. Is Mom okay?
She held her breath, willing the answer to be a good one.
I’m afraid she’s gone, sweetie. I’m so sorry.
Her heart was already broken from thinking the same thing herself, so the impact wasn’t as painful as it might have been. She had to ask more important questions.
Who is that woman with you?
He took thirty seconds to reply, giving her time to dwell on his last line. When he did write back, all it said was, OPSEC.
She was positive it was the VP, but he couldn’t say it on their connection. Who was listening?
Kyla looked out on the city now that they were high above and flying away. More of those hovering planes had attacked the Newark Airport, too. Smoke and fireballs rose across the waterway.
We brought help, she typed. Where are you going? We can send copter back.
Uncle Ted waited a long time, as if he had to think through each reply. OPSEC.
“Dammit!” she cried out to the wind.
“What is it?” Meechum said over the comms.
“Oh, nothing. I’m texting my uncle. He was down there. We could have picked him up if we’d known he was there. Plus, I think he had the vice president with him.”
Meechum cursed to herself. Kyla couldn’t understand the words.
She typed in the phone again, more mindful of who might be listening. Speaking without saying the wrong thing was a lot like programming a device to behave in a certain way. I’m going back to the same place where you called me before. Bad there, but not hopeless. I’ll get those people to look for you.
Thank you. I’m glad you’re OK. Your mom would be so proud of you. I am.
The Seahawk helicopter was already over the water. The city, and all the new pillars of smoke, fell behind her.
Goodbye for now, unk.




CHAPTER 27
Queens, NY
“I never thought I’d say it,” Emily wheezed, “but I can’t run another step.”
She and Ted had run out of Central Park and continued until they hit the East River. From there, they walked across the Queensboro Bridge, using the bottom deck to keep hidden from anything in the air. It was comforting to know allied planes were up there, but the enemies were still there as well.
“I’ll keep it out of my report,” Ted joked. “Though I should inform you I’ve been keeping track of your fitness since we left my apartment. If your health isn’t up to it, I’m afraid I’ll have to recommend the job of president to someone else.”
She forced laughter out of her tired lungs.
The bottom deck of the bridge was four lanes, but it was split in half, so two lanes went east, and two went west. The two westbound lanes were bumper to bumper with what would have been the morning rush hour traffic in this part of the city. They walked in the emptier eastbound lanes.
“I should have ordered that helicopter to come and get us.” Her tone was wistful, like she’d thought of the idea but knew it wouldn’t have been right.
They’d talked about it when he had Kyla on the phone. It delayed some of his texts back to her as they debated how much information to share. Kyla asked about Emily’s identity in her texts, but, at the time, they’d both agreed it wasn’t safe to confirm it was her.
He’d responded with the word OPSEC, knowing Kyla would understand, but ever since the exchange, it bothered him they’d communicated at all, because he’d made another mistake.
“I should have lied and said I’d found a random survivor. By not answering, I gave an answer. To anyone listening, they’d want what I was hiding.”
She walked for a short time as if absorbing all the words. During the pause, he second-guessed himself even more. “I shouldn’t have responded to her at all. Now, they can use my niece to learn my identity. They’ll know I didn’t die back at Dulles. They might put two and two together and figure out the woman I’m with—the one I wouldn’t identify to my niece—is probably you.”
“You did the best you could, Ted. I know it bothers you when you don’t get things perfect, but you should know by now, nothing gets done perfectly. We’re fumbling through this at the same time. There’s no manual. No one grading us. Not even your report can tell the real story.” She air-quoted the word report, which made them both crack up with stress-fueled laughter.
“Well, we know more than we did this morning, that’s for sure. I would love to text all that to Kyla so she could bump it up the chain of command. If there are allied forces defying orders and coming back to the mainland, they need to know how the enemy has spread out its forces. How they’re taking over airports. How they’re using the ports.”
“And how they’re killing anyone left alive. An activity I’m happy to say they’ve failed at several times today because of you.” She took his hand as they walked. “And thank you for being there inside my apartment. I didn’t know how much I needed to see him, and say good-bye, until I was up there.”
That made him cast his eyes to the pavement. “I only wanted to keep you on familiar territory. I’m sorry for your loss, like I said.”
“Cheer up,” she replied. “I’m the one who’s supposed to be sad, not you.”
He laughed a bit, realizing she was right. Things were bad, but they were alive and on the move. It could be worse. The people in the nearby cars never had a chance to fight back. He did. Unlike millions of his countrymen, he’d seen a member of his family today.
“Didn’t you say you have a house somewhere on Long Island?”
She looked forward. “Yes. My husband’s family has a house in Montauk. We went there in summer to play golf and take tours of the Long Island Sound in their boat. It’s a snobby area, but I think I can get you in as my plus-one.” She squeezed his hand, then let go.
“Remind me never to vote for you,” he joked.
“Ah, I’m hurt. Right now, you are the only voter in the city, too. I could have really used it.” She smiled at him, then strode forward like she’d gotten some more energy.
“Well, I can be persuaded, I guess. I’d need to know more about your plans for the future. Are you going to raise my taxes?”
They came off the bridge to the sounds of drones, jets, and explosions.
They were all behind them.
Chicago, IL
Tabby cried her eyes out for several minutes. All three kids gathered around to support her as she kneeled next to the couple on the bench. They all cried too, but she figured out they’d been grieving the whole time they’d been together. She’d whipped them through their parents’ houses to prove their parents were dead, even as she ignored the fate of her own.
“I’ve been a real jerk,” she admitted when she finally calmed down enough to speak. “I should have been more sensitive when we were at your houses yesterday. I guess I overlooked all of it because it meant I had to take care of you. My biggest fear has been that I’d let one of you get hurt since your parents weren’t around to take you back.”
Peter sniffled and laughed. “We wanted it to be true, Tabby. If your parents were alive somehow, then maybe ours were, too. Maybe what we saw back in our houses weren’t people after all, but just the clothes. Maybe the aliens took them to Canada or Mexico, and they’re all safe and snug.”
“That’s not what happened.” She forced herself to speak the words. “All of our parents died in this disaster, whatever caused it. It wiped out whole cities. Maybe the whole country.”
After giving each of them a friendly smile, she turned around and sat up against the bench, so she had a view out the window. The rain clouds were still hanging around, and there were drops on the glass, but it wasn’t raining anymore. Lake Michigan was far below, at the edge of the foggy visibility. “We have to decide what we’re going to do next. We have no parents. No family. No authorities. We’re totally on our own.”
Donovan drawled his answer. “As long as we don’t meet any of those drone people, or assholes like those sewer workers.”
“Yeah, they were underground when it happened. Maybe there are other people who were underground and also survived the attack. People in other mines like the one we were in. Workers inside coal mines, maybe. Do oil drillers go underground?” Tabby wasn’t sure who would be safe enough from whatever dropped out of the sky, but it was a place to start.
“I would be fine if we never met anyone else,” Peter said, sounding a bit more upbeat. “I’ve got my girlfriend, a good friend, and one cool adult.” He grinned at Tabby.
Audrey huffed. “That’s not fair to Tabby. Do you think she wants to spend the rest of her life with Donovan?” She leaned over to see him. “No offense, Donny. You’re a great guy, but she’s, like, ten years older than you.”
“Uh, more like five,” she brushed back, before realizing it was a conversation she needed to nip in the bud, not engage. “We can’t go hide. There are other survivors out there. Sister Rose was a nice woman. There must be others like her. We have a whole country to explore.”
Peter snapped his fingers. “What if we wanted to run the place? Who could stop us? We could make ourselves the kings and queens of Chicago. Take over the whole city and run it how we wanted. The first thing we should do is empty the banks. We could create a literal pile of gold.”
“Good use of the word literal,” Tabby said with encouragement.
Donovan shook his head. “I’m not living in any city where you’re the king. I’ll rule another one, thank you.”
Tabby got into it. “We could all have our own cities and do anything we wanted until we died of old age.”
“Except meet people,” Audrey complained. “I would hate to live alone for the rest of my life, even if I was in charge of things. We have to find someone else. Some other survivors, like Tabby said.”
Tabby took a deep breath, not sure what to do but resolved at the need to take charge again. “I vote we spend the night up here. There has to be food in this building. We can sleep on these benches. When tomorrow comes, we can decide which direction to go.”
She stood up and went to the glass. How many people should have been down there in the city? Millions, for sure. She watched to see if there was any evidence of moving vehicles on the road, or planes in the sky, or even boats on the giant lake.
Fires raged to the north, though they weren’t much more than orange smudges twinkling through the drizzly haze all around them.
The city was empty.
But she wondered if Chicago would soon see the same horse robots and floating drones they’d narrowly escaped in St. Louis. If that was the case, then they weren’t alone. The city wasn’t empty. And their future had never been as uncertain.
A million worries clouded her vision, but exhaustion overpowered them all.
“All right. It’s late. Let’s sleep on it. I’m sure we’ll have a new perspective in the morning.”




CHAPTER 28
USS John F. Kennedy
“Clear a path!” Meechum shouted.
Kyla felt important, though she had a hard time understanding why. When the helicopter landed on the deck of the carrier, the Marine said the captain needed to see her right away. Then she led Kyla up the ladder-wells until they made it to the bridge. Van Nuys was inside with a pair of binoculars aimed outside.
“Come in,” he said without breaking contact with the field glasses. He watched what looked like another aircraft carrier about a mile away. She’d seen it too, while on the helicopter flight back. “That’s the USS Iwo Jima. They disobeyed orders to be here, and I’m not sure if I want to give them a medal or send their captain to my brig. Their air assets pounded some militant targets in New Jersey and New York. They helped you too, as I understand it.”
Kyla was confused about what it all meant, and she snuck a look at Meechum, but she was faced toward the captain at full attention.
“At ease, Marine,” he said when he turned around. “I’ve heard good things about you two. Like how you got into the city despite being hounded by enemy Predators. Then you fought off terrorists until our helo could swoop you back up. That was damned fine work going into the city when you didn’t have to, but I have to ask: were you trying to get yourselves killed?”
“No, sir,” the combat Marine replied without hesitation. “You sent us out there to find survivors. I, uh, we wanted to give those people a chance to come out for a rescue. Unfortunately, we didn’t see anyone left alive, so it was all for nothing. Well, except for at the very end. We did find two people…”
The captain strode closer. “I’m listening.”
Meechum gestured to Kyla. “My partner can tell you that part.”
Van Nuys turned his attention to her. She heard Uncle Ted warning her about operational security, but that was for people other than the captain of her ship. He needed to know everything.
“Sir, I’m pretty sure I saw Vice President Williams while we were in New York City. She was with my uncle, Ted MacInnis. They were in Central Park the same time the two of us were waiting for the helicopter, but we didn’t know it until we were already in the air.”
“And you couldn’t go back for them?” he asked, looking at Meechum.
The Marine spoke up. “The arrival of the Harriers made it dangerous to return to the ground. Just as we departed, the support planes ripped the bad guys some new ones, sir.”
Van Nuys tapped the binoculars and seemed to think about what he’d been told. Behind him, far out over the water, jet planes took off and landed like helicopters on the other ship. They were the same deadly aircraft she’d seen at the park.
Finally, he appeared to arrive at a conclusion. “This leaves us in a tight spot, ladies. The captain of the Iwo said there were no survivors in the entire presidential chain of command. General Worthington is the ranking member of the armed forces. He claims to be in charge of the remaining overseas forces of the United States military and he wants us out of here.”
“We can’t leave them behind!” Kyla insisted.
Van Nuys went on without any acknowledgement of her outburst. “Are you positive you saw the vice president? Maybe your dad was with a woman who looked like her?”
Kyla stood firm. “My uncle was the backup pilot on Air Force Two. I might not have recognized her in any other context, but if my uncle was still alive and fighting, I’m sure he wouldn’t abandon someone as important as her.”
The captain set the binoculars aside. “Lance Corporal Meechum, can you confirm what she saw?”
“No, sir. I was communicating with the pilot to ensure we got out of there. However, after spending the better part of the day with Ms. Justice, I believe what she says. She’s a straight shooter, sir.”
“That’s what I like to hear for my crew. I’ll have to think about what we need to do to find them. We struck a blow against whatever force has taken over the city, but it was all from the Iwo Jima. My boat is still floating blind and without defenses. That’s got to be my priority now.”
Kyla replied, “Sir, won’t there be other ships coming to the rescue? We have to keep hitting them. Whoever they are.”
Van Nuys sighed. “The Iwo’s captain gave me some more bad news. General Worthington has ordered every overseas American unit to stay where it is. He doesn’t want to risk losing more people by sending them to the mainland, where they might be subject to a second attack.”
“Sounds smart,” she thought, until remembering it could doom her uncle.
“Unfortunately, it means we’re on our own for a little while longer. The Iwo Jima disobeyed the order and came anyway—that’s why I said I might have to send their captain to the brig.” He paused. “Which I’m not going to do, by the way. But two ships running at less than half strength aren’t able to project much power. I sent the Seahawk out on reconnaissance today, and now I know what I needed to know. America is being taken over.”
Kyla suspected as much.
“You don’t seem surprised,” the captain remarked.
She shook her head. “My uncle called me when this first happened. At the outset, I thought it was aliens or something similarly out of this world, but someone was on your ship, trying to take it over. When I saw more of those bad guys out in New York City, I knew they had to be working together. There are strange people landing at the airport over in Newark. That’s what started our whole diversion into New York City. Sir, I would never tell you how to do your job, but if the vice president is alive, it means she’s now the president. You have to save her.”
“And your uncle,” he said dryly.
“If possible,” she allowed.
He shared a look with Meechum, then fixed his eyes on her.
“I’ll see what I can do.”
San Francisco, CA
Dwight picked at the turkey sandwiches on the table and grabbed one of the bottled waters to be polite, but then he tried to walk over to the same door where he’d come inside the warehouse. Before he could get there, Jacob came out of nowhere.
“Dwight! I hope you found the food satisfactory?”
“We did,” he replied. “I mean, I did.” Poppy wasn’t visible to anyone but him, so he didn’t want to give her away.
“Well, it’s almost time. The cycles are parked on the far side of the warehouse, but we’re all waiting for the announcement. It should be any minute now.”
“Great,” he lied. “I’m going to step outside and water the lawn, if you catch my drift?”
“Eww, gross. No need for that, my friend. We have running water. I’m sure you’re sick of using those buckets for the two-week ride over here, huh? Go, enjoy modern plumbing. It’s all we’re going to have from here on out.”
Poppy screamed in his ear for him to leave, but he couldn’t with Jacob watching him as he was. If he went into the bathroom, perhaps another opportunity would present itself.
Jacob walked with him for a short way, but then the other people in the building became excited. It reminded him of how normal people acted when they found out a San Francisco sports team did something incredible, like win the big game. Everyone, no matter what else they were doing, suddenly broke out in cheers. That usually was good for him, as they donated readily to his cause. When the teams lost, donations went way down.
“It’s starting!” Jacob cried out with excitement. He looked at Dwight. “The bathroom is over there. Meet me by the radio when you get out. Hurry, though, because this is it! He’s going to talk to us, finally!”
Dwight experienced a sense of being lost the second the man walked away. He was pleased as could be to have a new ensemble to wear around the city, and the free food was already appreciated, but these weirdos reminded him of cult members rather than normals. It made him wonder if they knew what was going on outside. Where did everyone go?
“Just my luck. The world of normal people disappears, and I’m left with the nutjobs.”
Poppy reminded him of his own mental health issues.
“I’m not crazy like them,” he reassured his bird.
He didn’t go to the bathroom. Instead, he got as close to the small crowd as he dared, while doing his best to avoid Jacob. The radio played a popular song for half a minute, then everyone got pin-drop silent as it ended.
“Greetings, fellow human beings.” A deep, calm, male voice resonated from the speakers inside the warehouse. “I was once known as Dr. Jayden Phillips—a college professor, Nobel-prize-winning physicist, multi-million selling self-help author, industrialist, and, my personal favorite, Time magazine’s person of the year. You, my friends, know me as your leader and spiritual guide through this existence we call life, but today and ever forward I will be called David. The David of Biblical times—the young boy who slayed Goliath with his sling and stone. Our present-era Goliath was America—the country most responsible for Earth’s current ecological disasters. My sling was modern science. My stone was the atom, and even smaller particles of creation. For you, I have wiped the decadent Americans from our world, so we may restore this land to its rightful place as the Garden of Eden.”
He paused dramatically, and many of the people in the building seemed to lean forward to see what he would say next.
“I have done the heavy lifting. Now, you must carry the torch across this once-great land. Dip it into the fires of righteousness and set alight all that remains of the people who lived in this land. Then, once you have destroyed every first-world mansion, snuffed out every smoke-belching power plant, and felled every heaven-blocking office tower, this land will be yours to rebuild.”
Dwight heard the words, but sensed the man was a bullshit artist. He lived on the streets and knew the type well. Hell, he was a bit of a shyster himself, though he only did it to make money, not drive people to genocide.
Strangely, no one else seemed to share his misgivings. They all hugged and cheered at hearing the words of their leader.
The man went on after another long pause. “To those Americans living in foreign lands, take heed of my words. I say to your hosts: You have one week to kick them out. Throw them to the curb. Be forever free of their imperialist shackles. If you do not, David will throw his next stone at your nation, just as he did to this one.”
Poppy whispered in his ear.
“Yes, it looks that way,” Dwight replied. “These people killed all our friends.” As a vagrant living on the streets, he had few friends, but he did have some. The leader of Jacob’s people had up and killed them.
“My fellow humans. America is now free for the taking. Make sure what rises from the ashes is nothing like what you burn to the ground, or it too shall be consumed by fire.”
Dwight backpedaled toward the door.
The guy on the radio said Americans were gone. That answered his question about why everyone’s clothes were still lying all over the streets. These bastards had killed them.
“Poppy, you can stay if you want. I’m outta here.”
He slipped out the door and ran down an alley but was turned around after being inside the huge complex. Instead of returning to the street that would take him to the shoreline shipping container, he came around a corner into a busy parking lot. Dozens of motorcycles were lined up in long rows, with attendants wiping down seats and checking oil levels.
One of the helpers, a woman, waved Dwight over to her.
“You’re the first one! We heard Mr. Phillips out here. So exciting.” The young woman used a red rag to sweep a bike seat, then motioned for him to hop on. “This one is ready to go. I’ve got the flamethrower tuned like a champ. Just be sure to return to the mothership when you need to reload.”
Poppy flew right above his head, screaming at him.
“This isn’t aliens,” he whispered to her.
The woman heard him. “I’m sorry? What did you say? Aliens?”
He tried to think on his feet, what wasn’t something he was very good at. “I have a bet with my, hmm, friend, that the Americans think this all was done by aliens. Now we’re going to take this—” He patted the apparatus lashed behind his seat. “—and they’ll see you, I mean, we’re just people.”
“Mr. Phillips says it doesn’t matter. There’s no one left who can stop us, anyway. That’s why he went on the radio. We did it, man! We’ve taken back all the stolen lands.”
He laughed a bit too loud, like he was an evil genius similar to everyone else around him. “So, when you said mothership, you meant—”
“The fuel truck.” She pointed to a semi-truck hauling a long cylinder trailer. “Each motorcycle team travels with one mothership. Your team leader has explained all this, right?” She leaned on one hip, daring him to say otherwise.
“Of course. I like to be thorough.” Talk about a lie, he thought. He’d never been thorough about anything in his life. That’s why he ended up on the street in the first place. He couldn’t hold a job. Couldn’t stay clean. Never took care of himself.
But he was familiar with motorcycles, thanks to some riding he did in high school two decades ago.
Dwight started the engine. “I’m going to take it around the block!”
The woman gave him an appraising look, then flashed a thumbs-up.
He almost dropped the beast before he got out of first gear, but he steadied himself and drove off the parking lot.
Where could he go to find help? Who would he warn that the fires were coming for what was left of the country? If the jackass on the radio was being honest, it wasn’t just San Francisco. It was the whole country. Everyone was dead.
Somewhere above, Poppy chased him as he rode through the vacant downtown.
Amarillo, TX
Brent sat with Trish inside the guard booth. After the shootout, he and his five remaining men came back to the prison, but not after some things changed in their relationship.
First, they’d raided the trailers next to Trish’s to find clothing that wasn’t prison orange, as well as food and other valuables. Second, they were loaded down with every weapon they could find, including the handguns Curtis’s people had found.
Brent had no chance of disarming them again, nor did he want to. The guys could have easily killed him and done whatever they wanted with Trish, but they’d stayed on his side of lawful civilization. He figured there was no use denying they were all equals. To reflect that, he made it clear they didn’t have to follow him back to the prison complex, as long as they let him and Trish be on their way.
The men followed him back anyway, and quietly went into their cells without incident. He and Trish went into the guard booth to have a little privacy while he tended to her bruises.
“Thanks for coming to get me,” she said for the tenth time. “Those guys were absolutely the last people in the world I expected to turn up my street. I was lucky the landline still worked so I could call you. And I was double-lucky you were able to rush to my assistance like I was a helpless woman in need.”
“It was my fault it all happened. I can’t tell you how happy I am you suffered nothing worse than a few bruises. I might have shot myself if I’d gotten you killed.”
“Curtis turned out to be a real dick,” she replied dryly.
He thought of Paul accidentally killing Curtis in the kitchen. It was such a senseless accident.
“Well, put all that out of your mind. Just sit in here for a few minutes. Here, I’ll put on the radio. The music on the last station is horrible, but at least it’s something.”
He clicked on the portable radio, expecting to hear the hip-hop station, but some guy was talking. “This might be news! Hey, fellas! Come on over and listen.”
The men ran out of their cells.
Brent’s smile rubbed off immediately. It wasn’t news. It sounded more like an evil villain announcing his plans to the world. As the five ex-prisoners arrived, they soon frowned, too. They listened attentively for a while, until the man sounded like he was wrapping things up.
“My fellow humans. America is now free for the taking. Make sure what rises from the ashes is nothing like what you burn to the ground, or it too shall be consumed by fire.”
The station cut into another song, leaving them all in a state of shock.
“What does it mean, Brent?” Trish finally asked.
He looked around the room, suddenly feeling a lot better about having five men armed to the teeth guarding the prison. This whole time, he’d been thinking they were alone in this part of Texas, and maybe an area a lot larger than that. If the guy on the radio was to be believed, all of America was an empty, burning shell, just like Amarillo.
“It means we know who wiped out everyone in America.”
His long-dormant military senses kicked in.
“Kevin, I want you to spend the night up near the front doors. I’ll show you how to lock and unlock them. One of you other guys should spend the night up on the roof. Everyone needs to have radios. If you don’t have plenty of spare shotgun shells, go to the armory and resupply. Tomorrow, I’ll take a team to the local Walmart and get all the guns and ammo we can carry.”
“You think other prisoners will come back?” she asked.
It had been his main concern while driving back to the prison, but the man on the radio alerted him to the real threat. An attack had been made on his homeland, and the leader of that effort had just bragged about it to the world.
“Maybe, but they aren’t who I’m worried about.” He pointed to the radio, then looked out at the men. “Whoever this guy is, he thinks America is his. Now, I don’t know about you all, but I didn’t spend four years risking my biscuits in the rice paddies of Vietnam just so some techno-douchebag can come in and take over. He might never make it to Amarillo, US of A, but if he does, we’re going to give him a bloody Texas welcome.”
He stood up. “People, welcome to the rebel cause.”




CHAPTER 29
Queens, NY
Ted and Emily’s day ended almost the same way it began: they tore into the food supply while inside a stranger’s home. They’d also taken quick showers; a slice of normal for both of them. They’d reconvened in the tiny family room.
“Of all the places you could have chosen, you picked the one that smells like mothballs and Bengay. I think the owner was both a neat freak and extremely old.” Emily patted next to her on the floral-pattern couch. It sat facing a wall with a flat-panel television. The set was on, but it only showed multicolored bars indicating a lost signal.
“Hey, don’t knock the old-man crème. I need some myself. My legs are Jell-O right now.” He’d made the decision to keep going on foot, at least until they were a few miles outside the main part of the city. They’d had to duck into cover numerous times as they crossed through Queens and headed east toward the less developed part of Long Island. Planes streaked back and forth across the sky, including those damned Predator search drones. He couldn’t take a chance they’d be spotted in a car in the confusing maze of streets.
Once it got dark, the skies seemed to settle down. Now, in the fourth-floor apartment, he thought they’d avoided the worst of it and could get some rest.
He stayed on his feet a little longer, keeping watch out the rear sliding door. Outside, a large swath of blackness was between them and the city across the East River. Fires burned over there, but it was most intense in the area where he estimated Rebecca had lived.
“This is our last chance, you know.”
“For what?” she asked.
“To go north on the roads. We could cross the Throgs Neck Bridge and slip over into Connecticut. From there, we could go up the coast like we’d discussed.” He was exhausted, and his voice was hoarse from shouting much of the day. However, Emily was his boss, and he needed to give her options for their escape.
“No. We can’t. If you saw your niece, we need to get you to her.”
“Emily,” he said tiredly, “I can’t base our whole mission on my desire to find her. The safe play is to get as far from the big cities as we can, then go north to Canada.”
It was almost painful to lie to her, because he desperately wanted to find out where the helicopter went, especially after seeing Rebecca’s neighborhood burn to ash. He’d made a promise to his sis he intended to keep, but, as a major in the United States Air Force, he constantly had to prioritize. It wasn’t yet time to bail on his duty.
“You aren’t basing it on that alone.” She stood up and strode over to be next to him. “Ted, I can hear it in your voice. I see how you look at the city out this window. All you can think about is your niece.”
“No, I—”
She shushed him. “As Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, I order you to take me to Montauk, at the far end of Long Island. There, we will either find my husband’s family yacht, or we’ll steal another plane.”
“There’s an airfield?” he said with excitement.
“Yep. A couple, actually. One is where I’ve done some skydiving. They’re small, but they should have what we need.”
“So,” he said with understanding, “we’ll have options when we get out there.”
She bumped him on the hip. “We can fly, take a boat, or hunker down. See? My orders make perfect sense.”
“Yeah, I guess they do. Hmm, this should help your performance evaluation.” He pretended to hold a pen and paper. “Needs work on physical fitness but has firm grip of planning ahead.”
“What? No! I’m evaluating you. Not the other way around.” She mimicked his notepad routine. “Flight skills, top notch. High marks for evasion from bad guys. Physical appearance, presentable. Refuses to admit he wants to find his niece. Black mark for that.” She made an exaggerated check mark in the air, giggling the whole time.
His exhaustion conspired with the soft lights of the living room to make him see her not as his boss, or the President of the United States, but as a pretty companion. For a few seconds longer than he knew was appropriate, he locked eyes with her.
Ted’s heart pumped as fast as it did during any of the escapes they’d survived today. He wanted to tell her how right she was about Kyla. About how he worried he was going to get Emily captured by making a mistake. And, if he was listening to his fast-pumping heart, he wanted to tell her that it wasn’t only the romantic light making her glow.
She didn’t break his gaze, and for a few seconds, he considered leaning in to kiss her. No matter what he ever thought of her politics, he could never deny the petite brunette was attractive. Plus, if you couldn’t find love in the aftermath of World War III, where could you find it?
But before he could make good on his feelings, the television set came to life. She looked at him for a couple of extra seconds, but then she turned to the TV. A middle-aged man in a black jumpsuit sat behind a desk in the oval office of the White House.
Emily appeared stunned. “What the flock is he doing there?”
The Bad Place
Deogee found herself pinned underneath her new human. She wasn’t anything like her last owner—she didn’t run, throw the ball, or take her to the park with all the other dogs. That was why it shocked her when she became agitated and tried to run from the strange floaty thing. It surprised her even more when she fell on top and crushed her to the smelly grass.
“Ouch!” she complained.
A strange heat brushed her fur, though only for a bark or two. It stung the worst anywhere the human wasn’t shielding her. It smelled strange, like a fire, but also like the mechanical juice left on roadways by cars. Before she could pin down the odor, the fire receded.
She squirmed out from underneath the human, hoping this meant they would play some more. However, she had to force her own voice to stay silent because of all the pain in her rump where the fire burned the worst.
When she’d finally made it out, she turned to see a fallen tree and lots of hot fire. She was on the edge of it, glad she didn’t have to run. Her legs shook terribly, and her ears hardly worked.
“Come on!” she barked. “Get up!”
The human was covered in black marks, and some of her removable fur had the fire on them. She looked a lot different than she did a moment ago, though she smelled the same.
No, there was something different. Deogee sniffed until she figured it out. It was the smell of death.
“Not again!” she whined.
Deogee paced around her lost friend for a long time, saddened at how the fire had taken her, even as she figured out the kindly woman had probably given her life so that she might go on.
The fires were smoldering down to nothing when she finally got the courage to leave.
She limped over to the clothing of her prior friend. One sunrise ago, she and Melissa were walking the neighborhood, as they always did, and the human had disappeared mid-stride. All she’d left behind were the coverings she’d always used in place of fur. And those had blown into the nearby bushes, making it hard for her to remember her human’s scent.
“Is it me?” she wondered. “Did I get my friendly humans killed?”
The world had been a noisy place, at least until Melissa went away. Now, it was silent, which spooked her.
“I don’t want to be alone…”
Deogee walked around the property of the convent, barely noticing the white machine flying by as it left. She searched for another human she remembered as coming to the bad place before the fire struck.
There were four of them, and one of the youngest females slathered herself with a flowery scent. Deogee didn’t particularly like it, but it was so powerful, she easily found it near the parking lot.
“She left the bad place,” she thought. If she could get away from where two of her humans perished, so much the better.
“So nice of the girl to leave a trail.”
She ran into the street, ignoring the pain of the burns.
Deogee made one stop at her friend Biscuit’s house. She was the pretty black lab she and her human had briefly freed a short time earlier. She stood up on her hind legs and pressed the latch on the front door, as her human had done.
When the door opened, her loneliness went away.
No one was around to complain about all the playful barking.
Queens, NY
“Greetings, fellow human beings. I was once known as Dr. Jayden Phillips—a college professor, Nobel-prize-winning physicist, multi-million-selling self-help author, industrialist, and, my personal favorite, Time magazine’s person of the year…” The man had long white hair down to his shoulders but wasn’t that old; maybe fifty. His brown eyes and round face seemed relaxed, almost Zen, as he spoke.
“You know who he is?” he asked Emily during a pause in the guy’s speech. The man looked extremely familiar, like he’d been on cable news channels many times before this, but Ted only caught the news while running through airports, so his recollection wasn’t good.
“Mr. Phillips runs Southern Cross Industries,” she replied. “They have their hand in everything—robotics, finance, computers, radio, space launches, and the guy’s immense self-help publishing empire. He’s been to the White House numerous times seeking tax breaks from President Tanager.”
The man’s speech continued, and he referenced himself as David and America as Goliath. He talked about taking down the nation and offering up the remains to the rest of the world. Then he gave his ultimatum to other countries to kick out the surviving citizens of the United States.
“Well, this seals it,” Ted remarked when it looked like it was over. “We have to do something.” It wasn’t enough that this asshole had wiped out everyone on the continent. He wanted to finish the job overseas.
“Wait—” Emily leaned close to the television. “I don’t think he’s in the real Oval Office.”
“Are you sure?” he said, glancing at the image.
“That’s the wrong desk. Believe it or not, it’s a big deal for a president to change where he sits. Several recent presidents sat at the Resolute desk. Tanager wanted to break with tradition, so he—”
“Built his own,” Ted finished.
“You nailed it.”
“So, is this guy in a replica Oval Office?”
“Almost certainly,” she replied. “I’ve been to a few. It’s one of those things VPs get to do. I take tours, get my picture taken with donors, and so on. I look like I’m doing something, you know?”
He acknowledged her, remembering his second-class role for so many years.
She went on. “There’s a replica in the Bush Library in Texas. There’s one in Virginia. Some private citizens have built their own. But I think this creep was broadcasting from Cheyenne Mountain, in Colorado.”
“NORAD?”
“Yes. I’ve been there on one of my tours.” She chuckled as if remembering those simple times. “But it’s underground, so the curtains on the windows have to be drawn, like we just saw. And, if you really pay attention, the light never looks quite right outside the drapes. That’s because it’s fake.”
“Wow. You have an eye for detail.”
She patted her hair as if trying to get it to look perfect. “Trust me, when you’re in the public eye twenty-four/seven, and they take endless photos, you take notice of good and bad light.”
He’d gotten his photo taken on Air Force Two, just after saving her life. He couldn’t imagine having someone pop out of the closet every time something important happened. “Sounds like a lower circle of Hell if you ask me.”
Emily shrugged.
The speech ended and the signal faded back to the colored bars on the screen, prompting Ted to wonder how the transmission reached them in the first place. “If he killed everyone in these homes, why is this guy talking to us?”
She seemed to think on it. “We saw all those people in Newark. Maybe he’s talking to them, but we’re in the same viewing area.”
He paced across the room. “Yeah. They’re trying to take over. They’ve somehow snuck in while we were busy dying. But this signal had to be sent with the help of technicians at the cable company, right? Someone has to be monitoring things there. Maybe we can hunt them down and confirm this David guy is transmitting from NORAD. If we can take him out…”
Emily gave him a sideways look. “Just the two of us?” She got out her fake pen and paper. “Note to self: subject wants to win war single-handedly.”
Ted smirked but didn’t let her diminish his enthusiasm for solving the riddle. He followed the wires from behind the television to what he assumed was going to be a cable box. However, they went to a small white piece of equipment painted with a fancy S logo. “Oh, snap. This isn’t a cable television.”
“Satellite?” she asked.
“Not satellite, exactly. You said this guy was into everything. I don’t suppose he was in with Southern Solar, was he?”
“I think so. Yes. All of his companies have the word southern in them. His publishing company was Southern Stacks, or something. I think his wife is from New Zealand and he likes things from south of the equator. Why? What are you thinking?”
He organized his thoughts. “I know what radio station we’ve been hearing the past couple of days. It isn’t Super One Hundred, like I said before. It’s Southern One Hundred, which is run by a company called Southern Solar, which also runs the digital TV service we’ve been watching. I thought they were different radio stations as we moved from city to city, but it was always the same one. The transmitter for S-O-H, FM, covers many states. That’s because it isn’t a normal radio station. It broadcasts from high in the air on multiple autonomous flying solar platforms.”
As a pilot, he was aware of the numerous solar aircraft that plied the skies without ever landing, but they were seventy thousand feet in the air. Far above the commercial and military lanes he flew.
“I’ve heard of those. They stay in the air for years at a time.”
“Yep. They have wingspans longer than a football field, and there’s a whole fleet of them up there. I bet he owns most of them.”
She snapped her fingers like he was on to something. “He kept the radio playing because he owns the transmitter.”
“He’s consolidated his position. Moved to the central US…” Ted knew he sounded deflated, because knowing who killed the nation wouldn’t bring back those children he and Emily saw in the city. “And a guy with his resources could probably figure out what to do with the nuclear briefcase. I bet Ramirez took it right to him.”
She exhaled, then grabbed his hand. “Sit down, please.” She pointed to the sofa.
“What?” he remarked as he crashed onto the couch like a pallet of bricks.
“Ted, just listen,” she insisted.
He did as she asked, then, based on her impatient tone, looked up at her with reservation. It seemed like she might scold him, possibly because she’d figured out he was winging this whole operation.
Emily stood in front of him but leaned close. She looked him in the eyes with a mix of sorrow and gratitude, then gave him a peck on the lips, taking him wildly by surprise.
“What the? Ma’am? What—”
Emily laughed. “I know things look bad outside, but we’re not going to win the war with you falling asleep on your feet. You crash here on the couch. I’ll take the little bed in the other room.” She stood up straight. “And thanks for giving me space today when we found my husband. That’s why I kissed you. Tomorrow, I might even hold your hand and be seen with you in public.”
He was at a loss for what to say.
Emily pulled out her fake notebook. “Dear diary, I found out how to make Major Ted MacInnis go totally silent. A first.”
That broke the logjam in his mind, and he let go with a hearty laugh.
Ted leaned back on the couch, content to survive another day.
Kyla was alive, too.
And he now knew who was going to pay for destroying the country. David what’s-his-name might have thought he was safe from retaliation, but he wasn’t. No matter how long it took, Ted intended to find out how he’d killed everyone. Then, it was time for payback.
That fight would start after some well-deserved rest.
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CHAPTER 1
Long Island, NY
Ted and Emily had risen with the sun, snuck a bite from the cupboard of the stranger’s apartment, then immediately jogged a couple of miles to escape the sprawl of New York City. He thought being on foot would reduce their chances of being seen by searching aircraft. However, as the morning had heated up, he’d found a small four-door Nissan, and they’d been traveling in air-conditioned comfort for the last hour.
“Thanks for making me breakfast,” Emily remarked.
Since they’d been in someone else’s apartment, he was left to the mercy of whatever was in the pantry. His first choice was the frozen waffles he’d found in the freezer, but the idea was crushed since the power had gone out overnight. His backup plan was the family-sized box of Tot Pop’s cereal. The milk was still cold inside the darkened refrigerator, so he’d poured a bowl for them both.
“If the power is going out for good, it may be some time before we have milk and cereal again,” he said from behind the wheel.
“That sucks.” After a short pause, she continued, “Why do you think the power went out when it did? I thought nuclear power plants would go on forever.”
He tilted his head toward her, not sure if she was being serious. If his sister had said such a thing, a woman who wouldn’t know the difference between a coal power plant and a nuclear one, he wouldn’t think anything of it. However, Emily was probably the President of the United States. She should know the answer to simple questions like that.
Emily smiled as if she’d heard him thinking. “What I mean is, nuclear power should have lasted longer than forty-eight hours. A coal plant would shut down as soon as the coal stopped feeding in, say a matter of hours. As far as I know, New York never got its proposed Long Island wind farm up and running. That means the power going to the television last night was from a nuclear source. I want to know why it shut down overnight.”
He guided the stolen car on the two-lane road, always mindful of the derelict vehicles blocking the lanes. For a few seconds, he thought of his sister again. Silly, ditzy Rebecca. He’d watched her neighborhood burn last night. Conceptually, he knew everyone in America was probably gone, but also knowing he’d never hear his sister’s laugh again killed him inside.
“Well, Madame President, I’m impressed. You seem to know quite a bit about power generation on the East Coast, including the status of yet-to-be-built wind farms in these parts.”
“And?” she replied.
“And the answer is, I have no idea why we lost power. Maybe a tree branch fell on a wire. Didn’t that knock out power for the whole East Coast a few years ago? Or maybe the assholes leading this shitshow went out and turned things off. If I were in charge, I’d want to conserve as many resources as I could, rather than waste running televisions inside empty apartments.”
Emily seemed to think on it, and it made him reflective, too.
Who were the people invading America? He’d watched the broadcast by Jayden Phillips—or David, as he called himself now—but that only gave him the face of the beast. There had to be millions of people behind him. Those arriving planes didn’t appear out of thin air. They had to be waiting for the precise moment of the attack in order to get there so fast. Same with the ships. How did they get into port immediately after the attack?
For all he and Emily had discovered, the enemy still had no name. No base of operations. No place where America could point a finger and fight back. He and Emily had surmised Jayden was currently in Colorado, at NORAD, but even that was a guess. The extent of his battlefield intelligence was Newark being overrun. New York was getting there. And the only good guys around were on a ship over the horizon.
They were silent for the bulk of the ride toward the end of Long Island. The forest-lined road was flat most of the way, but they’d gone over a gentle hill before coming to a small tourist town stuffed with cars.
“Oh, we’re here,” Emily said with excitement. “This is Montauk.”
“It looks like we’ve driven into Disneyworld with all this traffic.” The area was quaint, with tasteful motels and tourist storefronts, but his focus was entirely on the vehicles as he drove around several pileups.
“We have to decide if we’re going out by sea or air.” She pointed to an upcoming roundabout. “Left is the marina. Right will take us around the lake to the airport.”
Ted drove along the shoulder, then went onto the grass inside the giant traffic circle. Based on how the cars were parked, there’d been a traffic jam taking place at the moment America was attacked. Going into the middle was the best way to avoid it. The delay gave him time to think, but he still wasn’t sure what to do.
Emily spoke up when he didn’t say anything. “I say we get on a plane and go find your niece. I know that’s what you want to do.”
Ted gripped the wheel. It was, in fact, what he’d been thinking. How did she already know him so well? However, it wasn’t the professional thing to do.
“No, if you have a seaworthy boat, we’ll escape Long Island and head north. We should be able to hug the coast, avoid our overhead friends, and put some distance from the men looking for us. Once we get far enough north, we can hop into a plane and go west.”
She grimaced. “You still want to take on NORAD all by yourself? You know I could be wrong about the broadcast coming from a replica of the Oval Office. It might not have come from NORAD at all. Maybe there’s a duplicate somewhere else made just for this invasion. Ted, that’s not out of the realm of possibility for someone who can destroy our whole country in only a few minutes.”
The next choice he made could mean life or death for lots of people.
Chicago, IL
Tabby stood on the elevator as she came up from the Bonne Terre mine. The clanking and herky-jerky of the hundred-year-old lift was somehow comforting, despite the threat of it falling apart under her feet.
The cage doors opened, and Mom and Dad stood there with scowls on their faces.
“What?” she asked with surprise.
Mom tapped her foot in an ageless sign of maternal impatience. “Did you forget something, young lady?”
Dad craned his neck to look behind her.
She turned around, but the elevator was empty.
“Where’d they go?” Tabby asked with confusion.
“You left your people, Tabitha. What’s the first rule I taught you down there?”
Her shoulders slumped. “Always come back with the same number of tourists you left with.”
“And how many did you lose?” Dad spoke with more anger than concern, which was totally unlike him.
She glanced all around the large elevator, hoping someone was hiding. That took about two seconds, leading her to an answer she couldn’t avoid…
“How many?” Dad repeated.
“I’ve lost all three!” she yelled out loud as someone jostled her shoulder.
“Tabby? Are you all right?” A young teen boy knelt next to her. He wore a blue track suit with red sneakers, as if fully prepared to start soccer practice.
“Donovan?” Her eyes darted around the observation deck of the Sears Tower, and it all rushed back. They’d come there last night after a long day on the road trying to reach Mom and Dad at the edge of the disaster. However, after almost two days of hoping and praying, she’d come to the conclusion they were dead, like everyone else.
Her heart skipped a few beats, then seemed to have trouble regaining its rhythm. Much like in her dream, she had a cosmic revelation. It wasn’t the three teens who were gone forever. It was her parents.
“Dang it. I didn’t want to wake up from my dream.” She sat up on the small padded bench.
“I’m sorry,” Donovan drawled, “but you’re going to want to see this.” He stood up and motioned for her to follow him to a corner. “Just peek around.”
When she got there, she saw a scene that might have been from her nightmare.
Audrey and Peter were on the floor together, behind another bench, about twenty feet away. The suspicious side of her wondered if they’d slept there all night, though it didn’t look very comfortable. However they got there, they couldn’t move from behind it or they’d be seen by the investigative white robot floating outside the window.
“How long has it been there?” she whispered.
Donovan took a quick peek around the corner, then leaned closer. “I don’t know. Pete caught my attention. He woke me up. When I came around the bend, I saw it and where it had them.”
She held her bangs to keep them from giving her away, then she looked around the corner again. “It must know we’re here. It isn’t moving.”
“Maybe it’s sent for backup,” he suggested.
Tabby crouched against the wall. “Hey, Audrey. Peter. Can you hear me?”
“Yes,” Peter gushed. “What should we do? This thing won’t go away.” Quieter, he added, “It must have seen us.”
She thought back to her dream about getting out of that elevator and seeing Mom and Dad. It seemed so real, and it still lingered in her memory as if it was. It might be the last connection she ever had with them. She put herself back in the dream, desperate to ask Dad what she should do. He always had the answer, no matter the question. How did he do that?
“Tabby?” Donovan sounded worried. “We’ve got to help them.”
“I know.” There wasn’t much she could do about the drone outside, but she could get her people on the move. Keep the tour on schedule. She knew how to push these kids.
“Guys!” she called out to Audrey and Peter. “On three, I want you to run to me. We’re getting out of here before more of those things arrive. Get your stuff ready.”
She stood up again, content she was making the right call. There was no point in waiting if they’d already been spotted. Escaping the building was the priority.
“We’re ready!” Audrey exclaimed.
“One, two…three!”
Tabby peered around the corner, unafraid to be seen. The hovering drone seemed to fight against the wind, but otherwise didn’t leave its position. The black orb underneath was undoubtedly a camera. By the time she’d finished studying the drone, Peter and Audrey came rushing around the corner hand-in-hand.
She waved her arm. “The elevator! Go!” she ordered. The clock was ticking. The drone operator would report movement, more would be sent, and eventually people would show up to capture them. Or worse.
“We have to hurry,” she said with as even a voice as she could muster. Her heart raced beyond her lung capacity, making her take short, uneven breaths. However, she did everything possible to hide her fear.
Peter pressed the button over and over but seemed agitated immediately. When he punched the button with his knuckles, she gently shoved him aside. “What’s up?”
He pointed. “The light isn’t coming on.”
“Shit,” she said quietly. “The power’s out.” There were no lights on in the observation area, but the bright morning sunshine made interior lights unnecessary. If the power was out in the building, the elevators would be out, too.
“The stairs!” she said in a high-pitched voice.
No one remarked on her obvious panic. They went a few paces to the right and opened the fire door to the stairwell. She noticed a knocking sound, a little like a jackhammer, followed by the crash of glass. It couldn’t be coincidence that it seemed to come from around the corner where the drone had been stationed.
“Go! Hurry!”
They all went in; she slammed the door and took a deep breath. The three kids stood on the landing with her, as if afraid of starting down 103 floors and an untold number of steps.
“What are you waiting for?” She expected a drone to tap on the door at any second. Like any good science fiction movie, it probably had heat-seeking equipment to see her standing against the cold, metal slab.
Tabby took the lead and went down the first flight.
The kids soon followed. Donovan caught up to her and went ahead, two steps at a time, which she didn’t mind. He was the sports guy in their group and probably wanted to show off. Peter was the heavy-set kid; he and Audrey lagged behind.
After five minutes, her calves burned. A short time later, Peter lodged the first complaint. “I have to stop,” he chuffed, nearly out of breath.
The boy did have a few extra pounds but didn’t look unhealthy.
“He wants to stop for his girlfriend,” Donovan taunted from a flight below. He kept one hand on his pistol as it sat securely in his police utility belt.
“No, I don’t,” Peter replied in leave-me-alone singsong.
“I’m not stopping,” Audrey interrupted, continuing down the seemingly endless steps. “I can make it.”
After another ten minutes of continuous motion, Tabby wondered if she should make them stop for their own good. Her legs were aching, and her calves felt like they were actually on fire. How were the kids keeping up?
“We’re almost there!” Donovan shouted.
Tabby glanced wearily at the plaque noting the floor number. They were still on the twentieth floor. It didn’t feel close to the end.
She decided to let the athletic boy lead. If no one else was going to halt, neither was she.
At ten floors to go, she had to wobble from flight to flight. Her legs were jelly.
At two floors to go, she leaned heavily on the railing to compensate for her pain. Peter and Audrey lagged a few floors above her, though she saw their hands coming down the railing when she looked up the narrow gap to the floors above.
“We’re there!” Donovan shouted.
She barely heard him over her own footfalls. Each plodding step brought her closer to the end, and she could finally taste it through the pain. At the same time, she couldn’t portray too much weakness, though the struggle made it seem as if she was dying a little inside. Faking positivity was high on her mind as she rounded the last landing and saw Donovan holding the door at the bottom.
“See? We made it,” he said, breathing heavily.
“Yeah, we—” she started to say.
Bursts of red exploded from his chest, followed by the echo of muffled gunshots.
She caught herself on the bannister to stop, though her sweaty palms made her trip down an extra step or two. Leaning forward, she was not more than twenty feet away from her young friend.
Donovan looked right at her with eyes that said, “Tabby, help me.”
He then crumpled against the door, dead.
The shadow of a walking horse-drone appeared in the doorway.




CHAPTER 2
USS John F. Kennedy, south of New York City
Meechum led Kyla deep into the belly of the aircraft carrier, one ladder at a time. The trip through the claustrophobic interior reminded her a lot of the day before, minus the shooting. Most of the empty uniforms were gone, too; Van Nuys had asked the remaining crew to spend every free moment gathering them into piles, out of respect for the deceased. They’d all worked on that until near midnight.
“Where are we going?” Kyla asked for the third time. Meechum had practically pulled her out of the rack, where she’d spent an uncomfortable night of sleep. The hasty wake-up didn’t seem normal, even for the dialed-to-eleven young female Marine, so Kyla remained vigilant for trouble.
She’d kept Carthager’s M9 semi-automatic Beretta pistol in her waistband. It made her feel a little like one of those gangster rappers, but it fit snug and stayed in place, aided by the few extra pounds she could never lose around her midsection.
“We’re here,” the short-haired woman replied while pointing to an open doorway. The Marine went in without further comment, and Kyla followed like she wasn’t quite sure this wasn’t a setup.
A man spoke up. “Over here.”
“Sergeant Carthager?” she replied in a low voice, though no one else was around.
“Take a seat,” he ordered.
She did as requested, mostly because it seemed like she was in a spy movie. She’d been brought all the way down here to talk to a guy who had passed her in the hallways multiple times over the last couple of days. Why he needed her to sneak around to meet him was unknown.
He got right to it. “Listen, we heard what you told the captain yesterday. That it was your uncle down there, and the VP was with him. Are you absolutely sure it was the both of them?”
“I’d bet my life on it. I even texted my uncle on the flight out to confirm.”
“But was it her? You have to be one hundred percent sure.”
Yesterday, she’d had her doubts, but lying in bed gave her plenty of time to reflect on it. The pinned-up hairstyle matched the vice president’s. Same color hair, too. She was about the right height and figure, from Kyla’s recollection from television. Back when her ticket was voted into office, you couldn’t look at a screen without seeing the first female vice president. Uncle Ted’s mission was to fly her plane, so it stood to reason he’d die trying to keep her alive. “I’m one hundred percent, sir.”
Carthager nodded seriously. “Good. I like to see confidence like that.” He passed a look to Meechum, and she took a few steps back before he continued. “Meech and I have talked about this at length, and I don’t see any other way. We have to bring you in on part of our mission. Someone has to get a message to the vice president.”
Kyla chuckled. “Is that why you brought me down here with all this cloak and dagger stuff? I can give you my phone. My uncle and I communicated just yesterday.”
“No, that won’t work. We’re going to use this.” He pointed to a radio sitting on a nearby shelf.
“Why? What’s going on?”
Carthager put one boot on an empty metal chair and peered down at her. “Ma’am, we came on this ship because someone up the chain of command got wind a big event was about to go down. Obviously, that something kicked off before we could report back, but our FAST platoon has been doing its homework over the past twenty-four hours. We now know two things. One, we can’t trust a damned person on this ship. Two, we have to get a message to the vice president, or more people are going to die.”
“Why? Why are they going to die?” she asked.
“I’m afraid I can’t tell you that.” He continued before she could protest. “But it isn’t because I don’t trust you. If you’re captured, they could pry it from you. You’ve got to trust me on this. The enemy is on the ship, and it could be anyone.”
“Even the captain?” she asked lamely.
“Anyone,” he said dryly.
She sat there for a few moments, then peered at the radio. “What do you want me to say to him?”
Carthager rubbed his chin, then motioned for Meechum to go to the radio. Kyla was surprised how much non-verbal communication passed between the two Marines. “We need to know where he is, but you can’t use place names. There will almost certainly be unfriendly ears listening.”
Since she had no realistic idea where he was, it was hard to envision a place she could tell him to go. The last place she’d seen him was in Central Park over twelve hours ago. They could be in Canada by now.
The leader went on. “Once we get him online, I’ll explain how we’re going to do this.”
Meechum invited her to sit at the radio.
She watched as the woman adjusted the frequencies and asked her to call out for her uncle. The first lesson was to use a name only he would recognize, so she had to think it over for a minute or two.
I hope he remembers this.
“This is Reba calling for Hailey-boo, do you have your ears on?” Reba was shorthand for Rebecca, which was Mom’s name, but the nickname also happened to be one of her mother’s favorite singers. It was one of Mom’s many contrasts—the hippy-dippy mother wearing tie-dye dresses singing country songs. Hailey-boo was the name of one of Uncle Ted’s girlfriends; the ‘boo’ was because the woman was terrified beyond logic by ghosts.
Meechum smiled approvingly at her use of the handles. After repeating the call-out a few times, they went to a new frequency. For the next fifteen minutes, they went through the routine until a reply came.
“This is Hailey-boo. Go ahead, Reba.”
Carthager leaned close. “It’s a marine frequency. He might be on a boat or using a boat’s radio. Tell him you’re having a birthday party and need to give him a present.”
Kyla did as instructed. Uncle Ted seemed to understand she was talking in code.
Her uncle’s voice crackled in the radio. “I’ve got a few things going on, but I think a birthday party sounds nice.”
Carthager whispered, “See if you can dial in where he is. Pick a place only he would know, then ask him how many miles he is from it.”
She tried to think, but there was only one spot on her mind. “Hailey-boo, do you remember where we’ve always had birthday parties in the past? How many miles are you from there?”
They waited a few seconds before the reply came back. “We’re about a hundred miles from those birthday parties. We’re also about sixty miles from the place where Hailey-boo’s mother and I took you on your tenth birthday.”
Kyla grinned and spoke quietly to the Marines. “That’s Martha’s Vineyard. It was a big deal because Uncle Ted knew someone in the government who got us a tour.”
Carthager tapped his temple. “It’s an island, right? We can draw a circle around it and see where it meets the circle around the other place. Where was the first location?”
“New York City. Pelham Bay, to be exact. My mom’s house. We always invited Uncle Ted to my parties…” She got a little sad at the memory, though the tough-guy Marine kept talking.
“Right, so he’s a hundred from New York, but only sixty from Martha’s. Any idea where that might be?”
“No,” she replied, “but you said he was on a marine band and might be on a boat. That gives me an idea.”
“Hailey-boo, the birthday party you mentioned. You aren’t by chance using the same type of transportation as we used that day, are you?”
To the Marines in the room, she added, “We took a ferry from New York out to Martha’s Vineyard. It took all day and was the most boring part of the trip, by far.”
“We are, Reba. In fact, we’re a little more than halfway on the same route, if we were going to your tenth birthday party again. I don’t think you’d like how boring it is out here.”
“Yep,” she deadpanned to those around her, “he’s on a boat.”
Carthager let out a sigh of relief. “He’s still alive and on the move. That’s excellent. High marks for your uncle. Now, are there any other places you’ve had birthday parties where we might be able to get to him?”
She had a place in mind right away. “It wasn’t a birthday party, but I did take a field trip he would know about. It was to a lighthouse.”
Off the coast of Long Island, NY
“This is wonderful,” Emily said excitedly. “Your niece is alive, and, it would seem, quite the fighter.”
Emily’s family yacht rocked with the waves. They’d stopped and shut off the motors so no one on the radio would figure out they were on the water. Now, he didn’t want Emily to start it back up until he’d had some time to think it over.
“Yeah, she’s the rebel of the family. Her mom was a pushover. She’d spend an hour to get a fly to exit through the door rather than swat it dead. Up until the past few days, I’d have thought Kyla was cut from the same material. Now I’ve seen her on a helicopter leaving a warzone, and she’s using coded messages on the radio. I’m impressed, but also worried what she’s gotten herself into.”
“Don’t you trust what she said? This rendezvous at the lighthouse?”
Using coded words only the two of them would understand, they’d agreed to meet at the Montauk lighthouse, which was at the easternmost point of Long Island. She’d gone there on a field trip in middle school, and he remembered it because Rebecca called him the night before asking if it was safe to let her go.
Now there was no question it wasn’t safe.
He looked south, toward shore. The skies were overcast, but the thin slice of Long Island was still visible. He couldn’t make out the lighthouse, but it was there.
“I trust her, but she was being coached. I’m wondering who was there with her.”
“How could you tell?”
Ted had spent enough years in the Air Force to know tones of voice while on the radio. Kyla was nervous and cautious and spoke in monotone, as if reading from a script or repeating what was told to her.
“I’ve known her since she was a baby. As much as I’m impressed with her coding, she couldn’t have come up with it on her own. She couldn’t have found us on this maritime frequency. Not unless she’s been taking a lot of classes down at the learning annex I don’t know about.” He smirked to Emily to offload some of his tension.
“So, we can’t really trust her, but we have to go anyway. Right?”
There was no way he could skip on a chance to collect her. If she was with him, he could get Emily and his niece to safety in Canada. That would be a job well done by anyone’s measure.
He knew what he wanted to do, but she was the president. “You’re driving. What are your orders?”
It was her family’s boat, and she’d driven it before with her husband, so he was content to let her pilot the fifty-foot giant. He stood next to her as she thought about the answer. However, he’d gotten to know her very well over the past two days. Much as he’d done with his friend Frank, he would eat his hat if Emily suggested they leave his niece behind.
She didn’t disappoint.
“Let’s go see that lighthouse.”
San Francisco, CA
Dwight woke up with the feeling of a shoe in his side. Living on the streets for so many years, he’d become accustomed to the unpleasant wake-up call.
“I’m not in a doorway. Leave me be.” It was his standard response.
“Hey, guy, you are supposed to be on the road. What are you doing?” The man sounded anxious, like Dwight was breaking an important rule. When he opened his eyes, he remembered it wasn’t a standard day.
“Oh. I’m sorry, Jacob, I, uh—”
“It’s fine. I need you up. I’m running late, too. We’ve got to get to the rendezvous, or they’ll put us on an even worse duty, you know?” The man was dressed in the same black jumpsuit Dwight had been forced to wear; they could have been on the same pit crew for a racing team. He was average height and build, probably in his forties, with a natural, smiling face and a thin mustache. His salt-and-pepper hair was cut short, like most men in the black suits.
Dwight picked himself off the small patch of grass he’d found among the downtown buildings. “How did you find me?”
“All the bikes have trackers. One of the team leaders told me to come here and find out why this bike wasn’t moving. I’m not about to go back and explain you were sleeping, so if anyone asks, you had a flat tire and we worked together to get you mobile.”
Poppy swooped down from above, making him involuntarily swat her away. He dearly wanted to ask what the hell she was doing, but he knew better than to talk to the bird when people were around.
“I’m not Jacob, by the way. It’s Bernard. What’s your name?”
“Dwight,” he replied. He’d been lured into the warehouse by a man named Jacob. If this was a new person, there was a chance he hadn’t been discovered as an imposter.
“Well, Dwight. Hop on your bike and let’s go. We have a lot of ground to cover today. Then we’ll have a ton of work on our hands.” He patted the flamethrower machinery attached to the backside of his motorbike.
It took him a couple of minutes, but Dwight managed to get himself upright and on his bike. His only thought was how bad he wanted a drink, but it didn’t seem likely he could find a liquor store with his new friend lording over him. That bummed him out.
“Stick on my back tire, Dwight. Remember, they’re always watching us. We have to go where we’re told, or they send out the work police.” He chuckled in a fashion that sounded anything but funny.
They both cranked over their motors.
Dwight looked up at Poppy, still aloft. “Hey!” he called out to get her attention. “You didn’t warn me he was coming!”
The multi-colored bird seemed to cackle in laughter.
“What?” Bernard asked while cupping his ear.
Dwight shook his head, waving him off. The guy wouldn’t understand his relationship with the bird, nor did he want to explain it. Normal people had a blind spot to the creature, and he didn’t want to answer the questions that invariably came when he revealed his friend.
For now, he would ride his motorcycle and wait for the opportunity to flee.
He hoped Poppy, for all her practical jokes, would help him when the time came.




CHAPTER 3
Off the coast of Long Island, NY
“When were you going to tell me you could fly a plane as well as pilot this big yacht?” Ted stood next to his companion, admiring her transformation to boat captain. She’d unhooked her hair clip, which let long brown hair whip around behind her as they sped across Long Island Sound.
She giggled girlishly and brushed her wild hair aside, as if boating was a way of life. “It didn’t come up organically in our conversation. This is more of a forty-foot boat, anyway, not a yacht. Besides, this is nothing, I also read a manual on how to operate a diesel train engine.”
“No shit?” he said with surprise.
The vice president turned, mischief gleaming in her eyes. “I’m kidding! But wouldn’t you just die if I could drive a train?”
“No. I’d believe it. You’re the real deal. Hell, if we were voting for president again, I’d vote against my party so you’d remain the VP.” He meant it. Her past political affiliation was the only blemish on what he viewed as a pretty solid woman, not that any of it mattered now.
“This was my uncle’s fishing boat. As I said, forty-footer, with an open floorplan so you can hold rods over the side. For all their Washington, D.C. insider bull crap, my extended family never strayed far from the water.”
“Except for your parents,” he replied. She’d told him about her mom and dad operating a flying school somewhere in Montana.
“They fly in retirement. Back in the day, they were here on the East Coast, too. They opened more than a few doors for me.”
He didn’t want to imagine the political maneuverings necessary to get a son or daughter into the right schools, the right internships, and so forth, on the way to elected office. Navigating politics was frustrating enough in the Air Force. It included long stints of boring duty stations on the way to the next level up. His first four years involved lots of foosball playing and goofing around, but little upward movement. Once he left the poor leadership he’d found in Tallahassee, he’d begun to weave his way through the officer ranks.
Emily piloted the boat over a large wave, causing it to crash back down with a satisfying smack. “Wahoo!” she howled with infectious glee.
Ted spent the next couple of minutes outside of his war mentality. For that brief time, he enjoyed the spray of the water shooting up on both sides as the yacht cut through the water. He glanced back at the churn created by the roaring engines. But most of all, he liked being next to the commanding woman behind the wheel.
He wondered if the boat under his feet would be enough to get them up the East Coast, over to Greenland, then to Iceland and Great Britain. It was a route he’d flown many times, and the distance between landmasses didn’t seem too far. If they could collect Kyla, that was their way back to friendlies.
“Ted, I’m getting something on the radar.” She tapped one of her long fingernails on a video monitor inset into the dashboard. The readout was similar to his in-flight collision-avoidance system, but not as sophisticated or detailed. Instead of having blips for each plane in the air, there was only enough information to see the land and islands in their line of sight.
“What’s the range on this thing?”
“Not sure. About fifty miles, I think.”
The point on the screen moved slowly from north to south, as if it was a boat shadowing theirs. However, the color was all wrong.
“The radar tracks birds,” she said matter-of-factly, “because birds lead to schools of fish. However, flocks of birds don’t move that fast.”
That explained the color. It was moving and in the air.
“We’ve got to get to shore right now.” They were already headed back to Long Island, but they were supposed to go to the easternmost end to meet Kyla at the lighthouse. Instead, he directed her to go toward the beach at the nearest point. “We’ll keep the boat near the shoreline and throw out an anchor. It will hide us from the snooping aircraft until we’re ready to escape for good.”
She changed course. They weren’t more than a mile from the pristine sand of the beach. The tall lighthouse peeked above the trees to their left a couple of miles away.
“Do you think it sees us?” Ted asked with uncertainty, not sure what to make of the unfamiliar radar system.
As she drove them in, the dot on the screen stayed true to its flight path. Emily backed off the engines as they got within a hundred yards from shore. She’d found a tiny inlet, barely big enough for the boat to fit. Beyond it, there was a surprisingly large lake; it was perhaps two hundred yards from one shore to the other and surrounded by forest on all sides except the beach access point.
“Nice and easy,” she said, obviously talking to the boat.
After the yacht cruised through the inlet, Emily let out a breath she’d been holding. “My uncle would kill me if he saw me doing this. He once paid eight thousand bucks to repair a propeller after striking a rock in the shallows. This cruiser is meant for deep water, not little lakes like this.”
“Well, I’m not complaining.” He motioned toward a nearby stand of trees at the lakeshore. As they got away from the beach along the ocean, it became rocky and less uniform on the banks of the lake. Some of the trees hung over the water, giving them the cover they’d been seeking.
“It’s still coming,” she warned.
The dot traveled across the screen, and Ted thought of his Air Force training. Even a weak radar system like this one was broadcasting a signal into the air. That signal could be intercepted and triangulated. “Shit, turn it off. Power everything off!”
Without waiting for an explanation, Emily flicked off the monitor, then hit more switches to shut down the bilge pumps and other accessories.
“Can I drop anchor?” she wondered.
“Do we need it?” he asked quietly.
“If we don’t secure ourselves, we might float into the middle of the lake, or against those rocks.”
He guessed the blip was still a mile or two out, based on where it was when she turned off the radar. It was a risk to operate machinery, but a necessary one.
“Do it,” he said, not so sure of himself.
She powered some of the equipment, flicked another toggle, and they listened as the anchor slid out from a port near the front. It didn’t take long for it to hit bottom, given they were in a shallow lake.
Emily powered off without being told.
When it became silent, they heard the whine of an airplane prop.
He didn’t need a radar to tell him it was getting closer.
Emily’s expression was as panicked as his insides.
“Should we jump?” she asked.
Ted imagined Hellfire missiles with their names on them. There was no point staying in the boat if they were found, and the continued approach of the drone made it seem almost a certainty. He silently grabbed his rifle and the backpack, prompting her to grab an AR, too.
“After you,” he said with all the calm he had left.
They both leapt over the sides.
On the way down, he noticed the name of the boat written on the back: Happy Hooker.
Everything really is a joke with her.
Chicago, IL
Tabby’s heart stopped cold for at least ten seconds, or it seemed like it as she stood on the steps looking down at her fallen friend. Audrey and Peter had come down the last flight just as Donovan was shot. They stood behind, leaning on her, as if they were also shocked beyond their capacity to think.
“We…have to go back up,” she finally choked out.
The kids didn’t move.
“Go!” Tabby spun around and pushed, but she almost couldn’t get up the next step. Her leg muscles were burned to ash from the endless descent, so going the other direction was torture.
Audrey cried out in pain, obviously suffering the same effects. Peter reacted by pulling on the bannister with one arm, while keeping a hold on his girlfriend with the other. Together, they went up the stairs at the speed of a death march.
The robot didn’t get a direct look at Tabby, but its computer brain would almost certainly figure out where she was. She fumbled with her shotgun as she followed the kids, sure it was going to be put to hard use in mere moments. “When you get to the next level, go through the door. We’ve got to find another stairwell.”
The death of Donovan scared her to the bones, but it also gave her clarity for what had to be done to keep the others from meeting the same fate. They might climb back up to the top of the tower and delay their doom, but it was an ending already written. To stay alive, they needed to get out of the building in any way possible before more of those robots showed up.
Tabby fell through the fire door a few seconds after the kids. The three of them hunched over while they walked, desperate to catch their breath and rest their spent muscles. However, none of them stopped completely.
Audrey was openly weeping. Peter was probably crying too, but she couldn’t catch up to him. He practically dragged the girl, always ahead of Tabby.
They jogged down a long hallway with a lone window at the far end. Each side was lined with glass doors to office space in the high-rise building. Those offices often had light coming through, too. They had the bare minimum to see where they needed to go.
“There! The exit sign. Go through, then down!” Tabby pointed, though the kids were ahead of her and wouldn’t see it.
Was the robot behind them? Was she about to be shot in the back? If so, she wanted to at least make sure the kids got out.
“Run!” she yelled.
Peter slammed into the doorway and held it open as Audrey stumbled through and started down the stairs. He shot a worried glance at Tabby, then seemed to think about running down the stairwell too, but he stayed and held the door. “Come on!”
Tabby tasted the salt of tears. They were a combination of grief and pain, caused by the loss of Donovan and the intense efforts of the morning. She scurried through the door, grunting like a cave girl. Every footfall caused raging pain.
She gave the appearance of having a plan. “Go down, then out. Fast!”
Peter ran ahead and quickly caught Audrey. They only had to go down two flights to reach the main level, so it only took moments. Peter put his face on the glass window of the fire door to see what was out in the lobby. Tabby came up next to him, using the wall to hold herself up.
“What do you see?” she gasped.
“More of those things. It’s like a patrol. They’re walking all over the lobby. I see three. No, four. Probably more.”
Up wasn’t an option, so she looked at the stairwell heading down. If there were parking levels under the building, it might be another way out.
“We’re not going through the lobby,” she droned. “We’d never make it.” If her legs were fresh, she might have been able to run into the lobby and escape, but she couldn’t chance it in the condition she was in. She stifled her own groans and went down some more steps. “Follow me.”
The next two levels were repeats of the lobby. Each time they came to a door, they checked to see if the way was clear. It was almost total blackness in the garage levels, but the robots were there. They each had illuminated strips along their flanks, giving them away.
They went down another level, but it was the bottom.
“It says mechanical room,” Peter got out despite his panting.
“Go through,” she advised. The door didn’t have a window, so there was no way to see what was in there, but she figured it didn’t matter. They’d either be caught now or caught later. If they could skip the death climb up the 103 floors, so much the better.
Peter and Audrey went through, leaving her to wonder for a second if she should have gone first. Did she put the kids in danger?
She laughed. Yeah, only now did I expose them to risk.
The mechanical room turned out to be more like the entire floor. Numerous pipes, vents, and water tanks filled the space. The emergency lights gave them enough to see where they were going, but it was creepy, like being in the bottom of a ghost cruise liner.
“How do we get out of here?” Audrey complained.
“I don’t know,” Tabby replied, aware again of how it fell on her to get them to safety. “I’m working on it.” Despite the power being shut off, the level wasn’t silent. Pipes creaked and knocked, and sounds came from inside the ductwork as if the robot horses were walking inside them. “Skyscraper movies always have a connection between office buildings and the city sewer system. We just have to find it.”
Peter didn’t seem impressed. “That’s your plan? How many skyscraper movies have you seen?”
“Shut up!” Audrey snapped at him. “She’s doing her best.”
Peter was already holding Audrey’s hand, but he pulled her closer. “I was kidding. I’m scared of dying like Donny. I’m going to crap my pants if I don’t laugh at how crazy this is.”
Audrey sobbed once but managed to speak. “First of all, eww. That’s gross. Second of all, I’m trying to hold it together, too.”
“We all are,” Tabby added. Her tummy bounced around inside her like it was on springs. “Let’s find a sewer lid. I’m sure there’s one here.” For the next several minutes, they picked through the pipes and tubes from near the door, along the wall, and to the next corner. The sounds continued to suggest activity in the water pipes and the air ducts, but Tabby kept up the search.
“This is it!” A large metal grate had been built into the concrete floor. It wasn’t the sewer lid she’d been expecting, but the smell inside indicated what was down there. She was able to lift it with Peter’s help.
“After you,” he insisted.
This time, she had to lead. Tabby climbed down a narrow ladder, using the dim emergency lights as her guide. Her legs were still on fire, though the new range of motion seemed to make the pain lighten up. She made it down about twenty feet but froze when she put her foot in water. At first, she thought it was disgusting sewage, like a scene out of Peter’s overflowing toilet of imagination, but it seemed to be mostly clear. “It’s rainwater, I think.”
She descended a few more feet until she hit bottom. “It’s only up to my waist.”
The kids took their time coming down, which gave her a few moments to herself. The erratic clanging of the mechanical room was gone. It was almost perfectly silent, save for the occasional lapping of water against her legs.
Tabby still had the little aquatic flashlight strapped to her arm—a relic of her escape from the mine. She tapped it on to give herself a little light, but the small beam was swallowed by the oppressive darkness in both directions.
Must I always end up in dank caverns?




CHAPTER 4
USS John F. Kennedy, south of New York City
Kyla hung around Meechum enough to start feeling like she was at least an honorary Marine. The other woman never sat still; she was always checking weapons, cleaning equipment, or talking with her peers about the serious and the inane. They loved to joke with each other during the downtime, and sometimes even during battle. However, as she and Meechum ran across the deck of the carrier to the waiting helicopter, no one was screwing around.
“Why are we running?” she asked Meechum on the sly.
Most of Carthager’s squad was with them. Eight or nine Marines appeared loaded to the gills on their way to their flight. She was proud to be a part of the team going to bring back her uncle, but it didn’t feel right. It seemed rushed.
The rotors above the dull gray machine were already spinning, speaking to the efficiency of the Marines. Meechum ran close to her. “It’s like I said, we can’t trust anyone on the ship. We’re going to borrow the Seahawk, you know?”
She fell a step behind the other woman, recalling something that had happened to her mom not long before the end. A man called on the phone saying he was with the cable company and wanted to talk about her bill. After some back and forth, the man explained that Mom’s checks over the last six months had all bounced, and she would need to send a new one, for the full amount, to a PO Box. She was prepared to write a check, but she’d mentioned it to Uncle Ted before she got it to the mailbox. He immediately saw it for the scam it was.
Was she missing the obvious here on the ship?
What if the Marines were the bad guys? They could whisk her away and then use her as a bargaining chip to get to Uncle Ted and the VP. She replayed her time with Meechum, trying to explain how she could have gone through New York City if she was the enemy. None of it added up…
Still, Kyla was wary when they reached the helicopter. She almost skidded to a halt when a familiar man appeared in the cargo door. Captain Van Nuys waved pleasantly.
“Oh, shit,” she said with surprise, though under her breath.
“Good morning, Marines. I’m glad you could make it. We’re going ashore.” The captain waved to four men already strapped into the compartment. “I could use your help, but there’s only room for two. I’ll take you and you.” He pointed to Meechum and Kyla.
Carthager got up to the edge. “Sir! Respectfully, I’m the commanding—”
“Thank you, son. I know. That’s why I need you here watching over my boat.”
Meechum shared a look with Carthager. Her squad leader offered an almost imperceptible nod before stepping back.
The door gunner was a new addition since the day before. The man hugged a giant machine gun at the edge of the cargo bay, presenting a threatening image. Kyla considered turning around and running from the sudden change in plans, but there was nowhere to go. The captain could order her onto the helicopter, even if she didn’t want to go. Therefore, it seemed logical to play along.
As she got inside, Van Nuys pointed to her rifle. “You won’t need that in here. I’ll take it for you. Keep it safe.” His lips formed a smile, but his eyes only conveyed a dead-serious order.
She handed it over without complaint. She’d only had it for about ten minutes—another assist from Meechum. The captain could do whatever he wanted with his team, including making them surrender weapons. However, Kyla carefully observed how he didn’t take the rifle from Meechum.
“You’ll get this back when we land,” he shouted above the growing rotor wash.
She wondered if that would be true.
Is everyone a bad guy in hiding?
Long Island, NY
Ted and Emily treaded water as the buzz of a propeller got closer. The thick tree line made it hard to see until it was almost directly overhead. For a few tense seconds, he expected bombs to fall through the trees, but when the Predator was in the clear, he caught sight of both Hellfire missiles still secure under the wings.
“It’s going for the lighthouse,” Emily said, using her finger to indicate the route.
A few seconds after she’d said it, the drone drifted into a turn toward the lighthouse to the east of them. It went right, over the trees and out of view.
“Shit,” Ted breathed out, “maybe it was a programmed turn. This is the end of the land mass. Maybe that one is searching between here and New York City. The lighthouse would be a convenient waypoint for a turn.”
They slogged to shore, staying under the trees. The black yacht looked expensive and out of place parked on the glassy surface of the inland pond.
“I didn’t even need a bath,” Emily said with surprisingly good spirits. She’d managed to keep her head above water, sparing her hair. Ted knew from experience how women hated to get their hair wet for no reason.
“Me either,” he agreed, remembering the nice hot shower from last night.
As they walked up the bank, he was pleased he’d managed to keep his prized AR-15 dry. Emily didn’t have the same upper body strength, so hers got a little wet. She looked at him sheepishly.
“It’ll dry out,” he said, sensing the question on her face.
“Phew. I’d hate to ruin one of your babies.”
He laughed as he walked into the woods, tugging at the sopping wet straps of his pack.
“Are we still going? Aren’t you worried about that plane?” she asked in quick order.
He shrugged. “It didn’t circle around up there, so it probably didn’t see us, or the boat. If they see it now, no one can possibly know where we’re headed. Not based on the radio broadcast.”
“Unless someone knows where Kyla went on her field trip.” She tore off her long-sleeve shirt and tossed it on the edge of the boat to dry out. It left her wearing the black tank top, which was as casual as he’d ever seen her. She also pulled out a stretchy headband to keep the hair out of her eyes.
Ted shook his head. “Don’t worry about that. I barely remembered where it was. Our secret is safe. Let’s hit it.”
They walked in the woods for fifteen minutes. They still had an hour to reach the lighthouse and look over where they’d be meeting. It couldn’t hurt to check it out, on the off chance it was being used for some unknown reason by the enemy. It seemed unlikely, but his military training wouldn’t allow him to take anything for granted. His “uncle card” also needed punching. If he failed to look out for Kyla before and during their secret meeting, he’d never live it down.
Ted used his rifle butt to punch through a thick bundle of vines. “This is like being in the jungle.”
She huffed while clearing some small branches with her arm. “I wouldn’t know. The closest I’ve been to the tropics is Florida.”
“Well, that’s close. I spent some time there myself. The jungle is a lot like Florida, only hotter, wetter, and deadlier.”
“Sounds wonderful,” she said sarcastically.
He almost fell through some brush onto a two-lane blacktop road. Once he straightened up, he saw their destination. “We’re here.”
The lighthouse didn’t seem as tall as he expected. It was made of brick, about fifty feet high, and all white except a thick line around its middle, which was painted maroon. The black walkway and windows sat at the top, though the light wasn’t switched on in daytime.
“We’ve got about an hour to get in there and search for trouble.” There were a few cars in the parking lot, but they were most likely from before the attack. All the spots at the front were empty, suggesting no one was inside. If the assholes in charge had come, he expected they would park in the handicapped and first row spots.
“I’ll follow you, Major,” Emily replied. “Don’t forget where we came from. If we need to escape, we’ve got to get back to the Happy Hooker.”
He stopped. “Yeah, I’ve been meaning to ask you about the name…”
It made her smile. “It means happy fisherman, not what you’re thinking.”
Ted smiled with her. “Oh, no, I had no other ideas in my head.”
The moment of mirth felt good, but with the sight of the lighthouse ahead, he was already plotting his course back to the boat. Kyla’s life could depend on his ability to get her there.
Nothing was funny about the danger they might face…
Amarillo, TX
Brent had never spent such a sleepless night. Even during his missions in the rice fields of Vietnam he’d managed to catch a little shuteye. Now, with a new purpose in his life, he’d spent the night going over the prison’s defenses, planning for where attacks might come from and drawing up lists about where he needed to go the next day. In the light of a new morning, he yawned his jaw sore.
He’d drawn up a duty roster and called everyone together to let them know how the day would go. After sharing it, he waited for the inevitable complaints from the ex-convicts. Surprisingly, none came. They all got in their vehicles and followed him out of the prison.
They were exes because he’d preemptively commuted all their sentences. They were smalltime criminals, at best, so he was confident he could talk to a judge in the far future and make it legal. His immediate concern was that they continued to stick with him, and not run for the hills. After rescuing Trish, he thought they’d go their own way, but they didn’t. A little extra incentive couldn’t hurt.
Trish rode with him. The other five men spread out in three different pickup trucks, giving his convoy a total of four vehicles. As they drove toward the city, she seemed anxious to not let the conversation lapse. After talking for several minutes about the incident in her trailer the day before, she looked ahead.
“You know where you’re going?” she asked. The young woman now carried a shotgun and a regulation Glock 22, like the other men. She told him she wasn’t going to get caught flatfooted and unarmed ever again.
“I always know where I’m going,” he bragged. “Thataway!” He pointed out the front window, making her laugh.
He couldn’t spare anyone to stay back at the prison to guard it. If someone came to take it, one or two men wouldn’t matter. Brent needed those extra guns out on the road. He planned on taking a tour of Amarillo to see if any of the invaders from the radio broadcast were already there. If not, maybe they could set up some booby-traps, like his days overseas. Even if there were only seven of them, he wasn’t going to give up Amarillo without a fight.
“Last night, you said we were starting a rebellion,” she stated. “Do you think we have a chance of defending this land with what few people we have?”
They were inside the city limits of Amarillo, away from the corn fields and prairie around the prison complex. It gave him a new perspective on how empty the world had become. “Only a small percentage of colonists took arms against the British government. It doesn’t take much to win a war if one side wants it a lot more than the other. We learned that in Vietnam back in my day, and in Afghanistan more recently.”
“Yeah, well, I—”
Brent caught sight of motion out the front window. “There!” he interrupted. “A plane.”
It was a big military transport. Essentially the same beast that carried him around while he did his time in the service fifty years ago. He’d recognize the configuration anywhere.
“It’s coming down,” Trish added, seeing it herself.
Brent waved for the other vehicles to follow, and he led them on a winding route eastward across the city. Most roads were wide and flat, leaving plenty of room for the abandoned cars to roll and stop, which kept the routes clear in the aftermath. He used that luck to get them close enough to the airport to see more planes landing. They parked out of sight and had to walk a short way along a tree-lined road before he found the perfect vantage point.
Trish kept close to him. “Those aren’t our boys, are they?”
“No, I don’t think so.” He wished he’d gone to Walmart as he’d suggested the day before. He desperately needed a set of binoculars for reconnaissance. “That guy on the radio said they were taking over; I think we’re seeing the first wave.”
“There has to be at least a thousand soldiers over there,” she whispered.
“More than that,” he deadpanned. Even with his bad eyes, he observed lots of movement from groups of soldiers in dark uniforms. Each of those transports could carry about three hundred soldiers, and there had to be more than twenty planes on the ground with a few in the air. Assuming they were bringing men, rather than equipment, the number of invaders could be in the thousands. And they might have made multiple trips.
“Are you positive they ain’t ours?” another man asked.
If those were friendly forces, led by American service members, they’d have patrols roaming the city, helicopters on overwatch, and a protective cordon set up around the airfield itself. The force arriving as he watched showed absolutely no fear about being attacked from outside the airport. Why should they? Everyone in Amarillo was supposed to be dead, and they were the ones who caused it.
“Boss, what do you want us to do?” one of the men called out from some trees a hundred feet down the roadway.
Brent scanned the area, sure there had to be a way to fight back against them. Those four-engine jets weren’t cheap. Taking out even one might severely wreck their timetable. However, his decision didn’t come easy. He was about to get them into a war at much worse odds than those colonials ever faced. Whatever the number of colonists who went off to fight, it was more than seven people.
On the flipside, those early Americans had nothing comparable to the weapons of modern day. As long as there were no fighter jets, one tank could wipe out that entire airfield without getting a scratch on it. Not that he knew where to get a tank.
However, there were other ways to fight.
“Retreat, for now. We’re going to come back with the right tools.”




CHAPTER 5
Montauk Lighthouse, NY
Ted and Emily watched out the windows of the lighthouse visitor’s center at the base of the tall spire, but he kept looking over his shoulder due to the creepy vibe inside. The place was filled with the fallen clothing of twenty or thirty tourists who happened to be in there when America was attacked. It made him think back to a similar situation on day one: Andrews Air Force Base had been filled with the same bundles of clothing. He shuddered before looking out at the beach again.
“You think she’ll bring a helicopter back for us? After getting dirty in the ocean water, it sure would be nice to get a shower on an aircraft carrier.” Emily stood at a nearby window, checking out a different stretch of beach. Because the lighthouse stood at the end of a peninsula, they had a great view of the shoreline in three directions.
“Yeah, that’s my guess. If she’s coming, it will be the helo.” He patted his AR-15 out of habit.
“Do you think she’ll show?” she asked.
As Kyla’s uncle, and the brother responsible for promising her safety, he thought about whether it was right to bring Kyla to shore, even using code words. She was safe where she was, or at least safer than being on the mainland. However, he had to balance her safety with the need to get Emily in the opposite direction. If he got her to the aircraft carrier, it might free him up to concentrate on protecting his niece going forward. Assuming, of course, Emily didn’t tap him for a bigger job now that the nation was at war.
While he’d been chewing on an answer, a small dot appeared on the horizon to the south. “I think I see something.” He stared, afraid to lose track of it. After half a minute, he was positive what it was. “It’s a transport helicopter, and it’s heading this way.”
Emily spoke with grave seriousness. “So, do you think she’ll show?”
He cracked up right away, letting out a deep gulp of tension he’d been saving. “Yeah, that’s probably her. However, I’m not sure I want it to be. The more I think about it, the more I believe it is dangerous to be around us. I should have had them send an empty helicopter to pick us up.” He cocked his head toward her and spoke with dry wit. “Why did you let me agree to this meeting, Madame President?”
She rolled her eyes. “Stop second-guessing everything. Your instincts are good. Yeah, it’s risky for Kyla, but based on what I saw of her hanging onto that helicopter as it hauled ass out of New York, your niece can take care of herself.”
He still could hardly believe that was his sister’s daughter. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. It looks like the helo is going to touch down about a mile away on the beach.”
Emily came to his window to get the most direct view. “Yep, they must be worried about an ambush, same as us. Still, it looks like we’ll be getting out of here pretty soon.”
The dull gray helicopter hovered over a flat expanse of beach, and then descended into a swirling tornado of sand kicked up by the rotor wash. He observed figures climbing from the aircraft and then running into the woods at the edge of the beach. He counted at least six people, maybe up to ten. “Damn, it’s like they planned it that way. I couldn’t see the crew unload, so I don’t know how many we’re dealing with.”
“What’s that?” she asked as she tapped his shoulder and pointed into the air.
“Shit, a drone!” he snapped.
There wasn’t anything he could do but watch out the window. The pilot of the helicopter never stopped spinning the blades, so he was quick to dust off as soon as his people were out. Ted assumed the pilot knew he’d been spotted when he banked hard to the right and flew a few yards above the water. The Predator drone veered off its predetermined course to pursue.
“Go!” Ted shouted.
The pilot went out to sea for a short time before he banked and headed for shore. As Ted watched the two aircraft close distance with each other, he lost sight of the helicopter behind some trees. The drone swooped in and descended below the tree line after it. For the next few seconds, he watched with the expectation there’d be an explosion.
After half a minute of not seeing anything, he realized Emily’s hand was still on his shoulder. Her fingernails dug into his skin as they watched. However, he didn’t want to ask her to remove it; the human contact reassured him he wasn’t alone against the entire world.
Eventually, she seemed to notice what she’d done. “Oh, I’m sorry. I don’t know my own strength.” She slapped him on the shoulder, laughing gently.
“It’s okay. I didn’t see if there was an explosion. Did you see anything?” She was standing a foot away, so he didn’t expect her to see anything different.
“They both went out of sight, but I didn’t see any smoke or fire. You think he made it out?”
“Dunno. However, we’ve lost sight of the incoming men. I think we should abandon this location and get somewhere we can re-establish visual contact. I want to see how many there are, where they’re going, and if Kyla is with them. If we stay here, they can walk right through those woods without us knowing a thing about them when they get here.”
“I won’t argue tactics with my general,” she joked.
“Major, ma’am,” he said in a formal tone. “My rank is major.”
“You bumped me up to president,” she said sarcastically, “So I’m bumping you up to general.”
He hastened toward the door but halted as if to think it over. “General MacInnis. I like it, but that’s one hell of a battlefield frocking. I don’t even think regulations will let me skip lieutenant colonel and full-bird colonel.”
She strode past him and opened the door. “I can’t have an army without a general. As long as you keep calling me president, I’m going to call you general. We can argue pay grades and deal with HR when we’re on that carrier.”
All he wanted was to get Kyla safe. Battlefield ranks meant squat when there were no men to lead. Even the pay bonus didn’t mean a thing when the entire economy of the United States was gone. Still, playing her game was a worthy distraction to balance out the hopelessness of being the only two people in the US military chain of command in America.
“I do as you order, Madame president,” he said as he followed her outside.
Chicago, IL
Tabby was filled with fear as she walked the dark tunnels looking for a way out. A great deal of it had to do with seeing Donovan get shot. The replay ran over and over in her memory and wouldn’t turn off. Could she have anticipated it? Should she have insisted on staying in front of the kids? Was she to blame for the result?
The water up to her knees didn’t help.
Peter spoke to Audrey, who was shivering again. “Hey, babe, I would never complain about how you dress, but you somehow seem to always end up cold, despite it being summer outside. If we get out of here, maybe we should find you some long pants?”
The teen girl forced herself to laugh. “I’ll be fine.” It sounded hollow to Tabby, though her guilt-ridden brain immediately attributed it to how much the girl probably blamed her for allowing Donovan to die. It also could have been because the girl wore super-short jean shorts and a spaghetti-strap top, leaving her long legs exposed to the cold water. Audrey finally added, “Tabby will get us out of here, just like she did down in those mines.”
Tabby perked up, glad to hear some words of encouragement. She stopped and turned around, keeping the light pointed down. “I’m so sorry about Donovan. I can’t even imagine how you two must feel.”
Peter and Audrey held hands, as they did almost all the time. They shared a look before Peter replied. “Don’t worry about it. There’s no way you could have done anything back there. Right now, all that matters is getting out of these tunnels.”
Audrey jumped in. “And when we get out of here, we’ll honor Donny like he deserves. He wouldn’t want us to endanger ourselves with a memorial until we’re all safe.”
Tabby wanted to break down in tears on the spot, but she bit her tongue to stop the waterworks. It was tough enough leading the kids away from danger, but it would be impossible if she let herself turn into an emotional dumpster fire. She bowed her head for a second, then spun in the water to walk some more. “This way.”
A few minutes later, she saw some light beaming from a grate above them. When they walked underneath, she found a ladder going up. “I’m going to check it out. You two stay here.”
She climbed up the gritty metal bars about ten feet to reach the crisscrossed metal lid. Tabby watched through the slats for a few seconds, but all she saw were clouds and smoke from the fires. After taking a deep breath, she slid her fingers through the slats, intending to lift the lid and peek out. However, as she got it about an inch off its ledge, a shape up top slammed it back down.
“Crackers!” she blurted, channeling her conversation with Audrey the day before about a never-to-be-uttered C-word.
A metal foot pressed on the grate, then stepped off.
Tabby froze as the mechanical horse trotted by; her only movement was to pull her fingers back down. However, she heard its gears whir as it turned around.
It found us, she thought, instantly thinking how she could escape.
There was nowhere to go. If she climbed down, she wouldn’t have time to make it. If she tried to get out, she would probably be chopped in half by a gun. The only thing she could do was freeze. As the machine arrived, she turned her face down, so at least it wouldn’t identify her.
The mechanical leg hit the grate, then tapped it a few times. She sensed it was inches from her face—a fact she could have seen for herself if she’d looked up.
Go away.
The horse-robot must have stood there for a full minute. Tabby’s arms burned from holding herself still on the ladder, but she was willing to die rather than relieve the pressure. The motors revved on the robot and it backed away from the grating. She sensed the light level increase as it cleared out.
“It’s gone,” Peter whispered from below. “Get out of there.”
She opened her eyes, checked above to ensure it was really gone, then scurried down the ladder. As soon as she touched the water, she got away from the access point, so if it came back again, it would have nothing to see down in the sewer. “Follow me.”
She walked for at least an hour. It was hard to say what direction they were going, but she did her best to go one way, rather than wandering in loops. She went straight at every intersection, hoping she was going anywhere but east. That would cause her to hit Lake Michigan.
When Tabby was satisfied they’d gone far enough, she found another grate and climbed to open it. She was almost positive there wouldn’t be anyone up above unless they guarded every entrance to the sewer system for miles around, which seemed impossible. When she lifted this grate, no one stepped on it.
“It’s a park,” she said quietly. “And I see bicycles. We’re taking them.”
Tabby climbed out next to a basketball court in a municipal park. A few aging apartment buildings flanked the woodland property, as well as some large trees, but there were no drones. “Come on up, guys. We’re getting out of the city.”
Audrey had climbed up after her, but as she reached to help her out, Peter screamed in pain below them.
“Not again!” she shouted.




CHAPTER 6
Montauk Lighthouse, NY
Kyla’s stomach played the part of a spinning roulette ball as the helicopter swooped down and reached the beach. “I’m going to be sick,” she said to herself.
For a short time, the lighthouse was visible about a mile away, but then a curtain of sand surrounded the aircraft as it touched down. Her tummy finally found its proper pocket when she jumped onto firm ground.
“I’m starting to hate helicopters,” she yelled to Meechum, who ran next to her as they both headed for the trees beyond the sand. The other woman didn’t acknowledge her, likely because it was far too loud to hear anything.
The helicopter powered up and lifted off while she was still on the run. More sand blew at her backside, but it quickly went away as the rotors gained altitude. Once she was in a safe spot, she looked back to watch the big military machine fly away. However, men began to yell at her to get down, which she did instantly.
The helicopter flew low to the water, but another aircraft was circling it a couple hundred feet above.
“It’s a Predator!” one of the Navy guys shouted.
Van Nuys stood closest to the beach, unafraid to be seen. It appeared as if he wanted to see what was going to happen to his pilot. “The bastard has two Hellfires with the Seahawk’s name on it.”
A couple of seconds later, the drone launched one of its missiles. It came down at a steep angle due to the relative altitudes, but the pilot of the helicopter countered by swooping up and sideways. The missile flew in the ocean but didn’t send up a giant plume of water like she expected.
The helicopter sped off to the west around the curvature of the land, and the drone dropped in behind, but it was impossible to see what happened after that.
“Dammit all,” Van Nuys snapped. “If I had just one spare pilot, I could have a Super Hornet chewing up these Predators like a wolf through the sheep herd.”
“Why don’t you, sir?” Kyla asked with a voice far too timid for her liking. He was in charge of a super carrier, plus the other Marine ship, and he’d already sent planes into New York City, so why weren’t they overhead at that moment?
The captain turned to her with sad eyes. “The enemy has more than those drones. They’re landing all kinds of tech back in Newark. The few planes we have operational have to guard both the Iwo and the JFK.” He walked past her toward the forest. “Come on, let’s find your uncle.”
She peered out over the water, hoping the pilot made it to safety. She’d never been on a helicopter before yesterday, and already she’d taken three rides. She couldn’t imagine being a pilot, like Uncle Ted, and having to deal with the stress of flight every time they went up, much less avoiding missiles and whatever else was coming for them.
“You all right, dudette?” Meechum asked dryly from close by. Kyla glanced back, noticing how the captain had given her gun to the female Marine. She had it slung over her shoulder, while she kept the other one at the ready.
Kyla nodded, expecting her friend to hand over the weapon, but she only gestured for her to get moving. It was a behavioral oddity matched only by the surprise arrival of the captain to the shore party. Both were acting strange, it seemed, but it was probably because they were conducting the rescue of the President of the United States.
Kyla was the outsider.
Maybe it’s just me.
Montauk Lighthouse, NY
Ted chose to watch his target from a bushy clump of trees next to the parking lot. He and Emily crouched in the weeds under the leafy canopy, and the chiggers were murdering his ankles, but at least it was a shady place to watch the wide walkway back to the lighthouse. Shirts, pants, and little dresses were the only signs of people on the concrete path. Unless Kyla’s group climbed up the steep rocks next to the beach, there would be no way to get to the lighthouse without being seen.
“Well, this isn’t how I planned today,” Emily remarked as she slapped at a bug on her leg.
“Me either. When I finally co-piloted for the president, I assumed we’d have an actual plane.” He spoke with thick sarcasm to poke fun at her.
“I was often told it would all be glamor and champagne. Photo spreads. Fancy-pants dinners. How did we get our wires crossed so badly?” She’d responded in a thoughtful voice but ended with a chuckle. “But seriously, I’ve thought about this day—I mean being upgraded to the presidency, not sitting in the weeds—every night for the past three years. Is tomorrow the day I have to step into Tanager’s shoes? Can I do it? Am I ready?”
“Are you?” he asked in a more sympathetic voice.
She brushed hair out of her eyes, swatting a fly at the same time. “I’m not the first VP to face this crisis, you know. A number of veeps had to step in and take over the most important job in the world. Sometimes it was because of illness, or assassinations, or improprieties. During all of those crises, the rest of the world went on like normal. Looking back, it was almost silly how easy it was for those men. Here, today, facing the worst disaster of human history, I… Honestly, sometimes I feel like blending into the woods never to come out again.” She batted at another bug. “Not these woods, mind you. I’m talking about a forest with no bugs, lots of food, and maybe a comfortable bed.”
He couldn’t help but laugh. No such place existed, though spending time with her in the woods, frontier style, didn’t sound half-bad, all things considered. He’d taken courses in wilderness survival and would do all right on his own. At the same time, the humor was because they both knew retreat wasn’t their style.
“Emily, I know a little about how you feel. The joke earlier about me being a general makes me appreciate the challenges of taking over a rank I have no business taking. I think your nervousness comes because there are no rules to follow anymore. There isn’t an aide telling you how it goes, how to step into the dignity of the role. However, if my sister were around, she’d say we all just have to roll with it. Whatever life deals out, don’t hide under your covers and worry. Hit it head-on with your best shot.” He laughed a bit more. “Funny, because she was a hippy-dippy pacifist.”
“Oh, I’m not a quitter. I shouldn’t have said anything, but, what the hell, you’re the only friend I’ve got.” She smiled brightly at him, then slapped her wrist for another bug.
He glanced up to the lighthouse, then froze in place.
“Someone’s coming.”
Sacramento, California
Dwight found the motorcycle ride exhilarating. Being close to sober helped some of his normal memories percolate back to the surface. Riding his father’s hog back in high school was one of the few memories he didn’t mind having. The rest—from his time in the service in the wastes of the Middle East to his downward spiral kicked off when he got back—could be tossed onto the shoulder of the highway like so much trash.
Poppy soared high above. Her blue and green wings plied the skies like she was a soaring condor. He was happy to give her some room to fly, and he found himself seriously impressed by her ability to keep up with him. He drove the bike at over eighty miles-per-hour.
He followed Bernard not so much because he wanted to, but because the guy told him the bikes had trackers on them. As best he figured it, he had a good thing going with these strange people. Yeah, they had played a role the disappearances, but they seemed all right otherwise. They provided him food, water, and a motorbike to get around. It was more than anyone had ever given him on the streets.
After an hour of riding, Bernard waved him to an offramp at one of the many exits in the Central Valley of California. They played follow the leader as they went into a giant Valero gas station with a dozen lanes for pumps. Only one of them was operational, however, and a man in black overalls waved them in.
“Ahoy! Right this way.” The guy indicated Bernard needed to pull forward so Dwight could use the pump behind.
After kicking the stands to keep the bikes upright, they both hopped off. Bernard acted like he knew the guy and went right up to him and shook his hand. “We’re with the Folsom group. Fell a bit behind. How far back are we?”
The man eagerly shook hands in return. “Not far. They were through an hour or two ago. Hard to tell because it’s pretty boring guarding this place. I wish I was going out with you and doing the real work.” He glanced at Dwight, who smiled knowingly, though in his head he had no idea what the guy meant.
“Well,” the man continued as he walked to one of the pumps, “of course you don’t have to pay for anything. We’ve got you covered. Once you fill up, you’re free to go.”
Poppy landed on the roof of the nearby convenience shop, giving him an idea. “You got a restroom in there?”
The attendant nodded. “You bet. Nice and clean, like the boss requires.”
“Cleanliness in all things,” Bernard replied, along with the man. Things got silent for a moment, so Dwight looked over to the two men. They both stared at him like he’d crushed all their hopes and dreams.
“What?”
“Cleanliness in all things,” they repeated, like robots.
Poppy squawked, suggesting he repeat the message.
“Cleanliness in all things.” He shrugged. “Sorry, guys, it’s been a long couple of days.”
Bernard came to life as he spoke to the other man. “This guy had a flat tire earlier, and I think he got heatstroke while we fixed it, so he’s not in the right frame of mind.”
“And I’ve had the mad squirts since I ate at the buffet yesterday.” Before they said anything else, Dwight excused himself and beelined toward the restrooms. A tiny bell rang as he walked in the door, and for a few seconds, he returned to the normal life. The smells of the convenience store were a mix of fountain sodas, donuts, and cigarette smoke. He took a long drag, like the whole place was a cigarette.
He trotted to the back, like he really had to go to the bathroom, but he ducked down and shot over a couple of aisles to the liquor section. There, as if presented only for his enjoyment, was a full row of untouched beer, wine, as well as the good stuff.
“Oh-ho! Santa has come early this year!” He quietly mimicked the jolly elf’s laugh and grabbed for a particularly large bottle of rum on the bottom shelf. When he stood back up, Bernard was at the end of the aisle.
“Hey, man, I thought you were heading for the bathroom.” Bernard got quieter. “If they catch you with booze, you’ll be shot.”
Dwight was frozen in place, unable to process the simple words spoken by the other man. He’d shoplifted a time or two, and the worst that ever happened to him was he had to put it back. No one ever called the police on a rundown-looking man like him. But to be told he’d be shot for indulging in his one true hobby…
“I, uh, thought this would be good for cleaning the grease off my bike. I, uh, noticed it was dirty after they did some maintenance yesterday.” It was a miracle he could come up with an answer that fit the situation, but he had used alcohol to clean engine parts before. Sometimes, his team got desperate over in the sandbox.
Dwight slowly put the bottle back, like it would blow up.
“Cleanliness in everything, Dwight. Remember that. We’re starting America from scratch. None of the alcohol, drugs, or chemicals they pumped into their foods. It’s all pure, from here on out.”
Where’s the fun in that?
His eyes closed to blink, but they wouldn’t open back up for about five seconds. The words hit him in the feels in a way he did not expect. It wasn’t from a respect for clean living or this new way promoted by his strange, new friend. It wasn’t because he’d been told he might be shot if he did it again. It was because he couldn’t imagine a world anything like what the man had suggested.
Suddenly, the cool uniform seemed too tight.




CHAPTER 7
Montauk Lighthouse, NY
Ted pulled down the branches of a small bush to get a clearer view of the figure standing by the lighthouse. He had the small pair of binos he’d been carrying in his pack, which was the perfect amount of magnification for the job. The woman was dressed in Marine fatigues but didn’t carry a weapon, which was unnatural Marine behavior. The only logical explanation was that it was Kyla, still dressed as she was the day before. “It’s my niece. She made it.”
“We saw more of them,” Emily remarked as she too looked through the leaves. “So, where are they?”
Kyla walked onto the walkway close to the lighthouse, but based on her direction, she’d come up through the woods about fifty yards to their right. He suddenly imagined a whole Army battalion could come charging at him from the greenery, and he wanted to move. However, no matter who was in there waiting for him to meet Kyla, he wasn’t going to leave her.
His heart raced as he thought through all the combinations of responses he could take, but it all came down to what he could do on his own. Under no circumstances could he endanger the vice president. “I’ve got to step away for a minute. Don’t go anywhere.”
“Now, Ted, you brought me here. Where the heck am I going to go?” She chuckled quietly. “I’m kidding. I’ll stay put.”
He crouched low as he backed away from the front edge of the trees, but he stopped for a second to observe his friend. She absently flicked a bug from her knee, then seemed to notice his pause. “What?”
It seemed like good-bye for some reason, but he didn’t want to dwell on the point. “If you get into trouble, fire the rifle up in the air.”
“Or put two in the chest, one in the head,” she replied dryly.
His look was probably one of bafflement.
“I watch a lot of cop shows,” she explained.
“Right. Do that.” He smiled, then trotted into the thick underbrush of the summer foliage. Luckily, he wore long pants to keep the poison ivy at bay, though the mosquitos and chiggers had already chewed through his socks.
The lighthouse walkway came in a straight line down to the parking area, but the lot was mostly in the woods, which gave him plenty of concealment as he skirted around it. His intention was to scout the woods on Kyla’s side of the walkway to see if it was indeed full of soldiers. However, he’d only gone about a quarter of the way when he realized exhaustion had gotten the better of him.
They’ll post lookouts.
If he went over there, he’d be spotted. As he thought about it, he figured there might already be someone watching him. The lot was about a hundred yards long, and nearly as wide, with empty lanes that provided long lines of sight.
He had to change tactics. His first assumption was the people with Kyla were friends, or, at a minimum, weren’t going to shoot him on sight. He then thought perhaps he was being overly dramatic about the whole thing. Kyla had given him the coordinates and wanted to meet him. She’d been on a US Navy aircraft carrier. They wouldn’t send her out alone. Her escorts were there for her benefit, which should have made him happy. His final estimation was they would assume he’d come in on foot.
Ted searched the parking area for what he wanted. Of the approximately thirty cars in the lot, only one had what he needed. It was a white minivan with its sliding side door all the way open. Clothes were spread out around it, suggesting the owners had been in the process of loading or unloading at the time America disappeared.
It was in the middle of the lot, but he was able to use other cars to hide his approach to it. The minutes kept ticking away, leading him to worry if Emily was going to come looking for him. He’d told her to stay put, but that didn’t mean she’d do it forever.
He scrambled on the pavement until he crouched next to the van. A pair of man’s jeans were nearby, so he searched the pockets for some keys. When he didn’t find any, he lifted the blouse of a woman who’d stood immediately outside the van door. The key fob was with her. Ted also noticed the onesie of a baby a bit under the van, as well as an empty car seat in the rear. He tried not to put too much thought into what the young family had been doing in those final moments.
Once he had the keys, he climbed in through the back and hit the button to auto-slide the door to close it. He let out the big breath he’d been holding while he studied the far edge of the lot. There had to be other men out there, but he didn’t see them in his brief search.
Ted moved at sloth-speed into the driver’s seat. He figured if he moved faster, he’d be obvious out to a lookout. If he moved slow and didn’t draw attention, he might be able to start the van unhindered.
As soon as he was in the seat, he held his finger over the start button.
“Well, this might be stupid, but it will definitely get me noticed,” he whispered.
Of all the options he could have chosen, he assumed stealing a car was the least risky to him. If Kyla’s backup wanted to shoot him, he wasn’t going to make it easy by walking up the path. If he did get shot at, Emily and Kyla would know to run. They could get away, he hoped.
After about thirty seconds of what-if scenarios running through his mind, he realized he was delaying the inevitable. If he was going to draw fire, he had to start the van.
He pushed the start button, then, strangely, looked at the horn.
Chicago, IL
“What’s wrong?” Tabby fretted. She looked past Audrey to Peter down in the hole. He’d yelled, and she assumed the threat was bad, like a robot, or maybe a snake.
Peter gazed up at her with the look of a boy who’d done something stupid. He straddled one of the ladder bars and his face was scrunched in pain. “My foot slid off the ladder and I, uh, shattered my marbles.”
It looked like a painful situation, and she tried to be supportive and encouraging as he untangled himself and climbed the ladder. His wet shoes seemed to want to go anywhere but the rungs, and he almost slid off a couple more times. She helped him out of the drainpipe and watched him slither into the grass before she chuckled. “Are you going to be all right?”
“I need a minute to collect my thoughts,” he croaked.
“We can’t stay,” she replied quickly. “The people sending those drones around probably know we were in the sewers. We have to at least get away from this park in case they check this lid.” She looked at Peter, then Audrey, then at the lid. “Audrey, will you help me slide this back over?”
The two of them were able to move it back with no problems. If the drones did come, they would see a closed lid. That might throw them off the scent, if the robots had the ability to track by smell. She wondered about the possibility as she and Audrey helped Peter to his feet. The teen girl wore a pleasant perfume, but she’d loaded up on it back at her house. After all their sweating and walking through water, it was only now getting to be tolerable.
“Do either of you know anything about computers? Is there a way to get an advantage over those robots? Can we block their signal or something?” She figured Peter was a know-it-all guy who might be plugged into technology.
They’d gone about twenty feet before Peter shook them off. “I can make it. And, to answer your question, I know about computers and tablets and stuff, but I have no idea what makes those things tick. I’ve never seen anything close. Like if they are remote control or working on their own. That would be important to know.”
“Which one is more dangerous?” Tabby asked as she picked up one of the bikes she intended to borrow.
“I don’t know for sure. A robot on its own might see things no human would notice. However, I might be more afraid of the human eyes behind the robot because a person’s brain is a lot smarter than any software code. But if you’re going to ask me which one these are, I have no idea how to tell.”
There were more than a dozen bikes on the ground, as if children had been playing in the park when the robot people zapped America. It made her sad to steal the bicycles from the fallen clothing, but it had to be done. She was sure the kids would understand.
Before they got started, a dog came out of the small block building that served as the restrooms for the park. It was a big, burly brown dog, and it didn’t appear anywhere as nice as Sister Rose’s. It had a big, ugly black collar with oversized lugs sticking from it, as if the owner wanted everyone to know how mean the dog could be.
“Good pup,” she cooed. Then, to her friends, she added, “Let’s get out of here.”
She didn’t look back as she pedaled away. Tabby led the teens down the bike path, along the edge of the park, and then into what would have been a busy urban street. Cars were everywhere on one side, so she went to the other where it was mostly clear. Only a few of the out-of-control cars had veered into the wrong lanes, probably because traffic had been stopped in that part of Chicago.
Peter stood while he pedaled—a position Tabby only figured out after remembering his painful climb up the ladder. “Where are we going to go?” he asked.
Besides leaving Chicago, she had no idea where they should go next. The cordon around the disaster had turned out to be a false hope, so there was nowhere else worth going, as best she could tell. However, as the leader of her small troupe, she didn’t want to give the impression she had no ideas at all. “I was thinking of going back to my home in Bonne Terre. It’s the one place on earth where I think I can survive if we have to wait out these bastards.”
They rode in silence for a few minutes before Audrey spoke up. “Can we come with?”
Tabby stopped her bike, as did the others. “Of course you can. We’re in this together, you know? I’m not going to ditch you or anything like that. It’s important to me you know that, because Donovan would never forgive me if I ruined his memory by ditching his two friends.”
“What, did you think she was going to leave us?” Peter asked Audrey in a tone of voice Tabby thought sounded like he wasn’t sure, either.
Audrey huffed. “I don’t know. I’m scared shitless, I know that much. If Tabby left us, I don’t know what I’d do. Probably shoot myself.”
“No!” Tabby blurted. “Never say such a horrible thing. No matter how bad it gets, you have to keep fighting. Keep running. Keep doing whatever it takes to stay alive. Donovan and all these people you see along the streets and in the cars, they’d do anything to be in your place. We honor them by staying alive.”
Audrey gently tapped a little bicycle bell on her handlebars. “So, we’re going back toward home. I can handle that.” All three of them were from the same region, so it was going to be close to home no matter which house they ended up in. Perhaps they could rotate, to keep the memory of family fresh for all three of them.
“Back to Missouri,” Tabby said with conviction.
“To Missouri,” Audrey and Peter echoed.




CHAPTER 8
Montauk Lighthouse, NY
Kyla had been standing in front of the lighthouse long enough that she began to doubt Uncle Ted would ever show up. Though she’d discussed it all in code, maybe they’d misinterpreted each other. If so, he could be waiting for her somewhere else at that moment. It would be one more mistake in a couple of days stuffed full of them.
She looked back the way she’d come. Meechum and the captain were in the trees about twenty yards behind her, but the growth was so dense, she didn’t see either one. Were they going to come out and tell her to forget about the meetup?
Kyla used her idle time to remember the last place she’d seen her uncle, besides seeing him from the helicopter. It hadn’t been too long ago—maybe a month. He had some time off from his flight duties and had come up to New York City to hang out with Mom for a while. They took a Saturday to drive up to Boston and visited the USS Constitution, an old sailing ship. She immediately saw the irony—in the span of a month, she’d been on the US Navy’s oldest commissioned ship and its newest. There was also a darker comparison to be made. A month ago, she was bored to tears on the tour, a little anxious for the trip to be over and looking forward to when Uncle Ted hit the road. Today, she couldn’t wait to see him.
Uncle Ted won’t let me down.
Mom always loved having her brother around and made a point of inviting him any chance she could. Kyla always attributed those visits to her being lonely, since Dad was long gone, but as she stood there waiting to see him, she found a new emotional state tied to her uncle. He always seemed to know what he was doing. He was put together and competent. For Kyla, that represented having a solid mentor and family member in a world gone mad, but for Mom, maybe he represented a calm center to her otherwise messed-up life.
Uncle Ted was the military man with pressed uniforms who always made his bed. Mom was the woman who didn’t even own an iron, much less keep an orderly house. He was—
An engine starting caught her attention. Was it Uncle Ted? One of the captain’s men? They’d gone into the woods to who knows where. Another survivor? The enemy?
Kyla looked back to the captain, expecting him to pop his head out of the woods and give her some advice, but when that didn’t happen, she took a step off the walkway away from Meechum and Van Nuys. If there was any chance it was a bad guy, she didn’t want to give them away. Ever since Meechum had put it in her head to think more like a Marine, she tried to do justice to the suggestion.
The motor didn’t sound like anything special. It wasn’t a motorcycle or a big truck. It sounded exactly like a normal car on a normal street. Her guess was confirmed when a white minivan came into view at the end of the walkway down by the lot. It paid no heed to the pedestrian-only signs but sped over the blowing clothes of dead tourists.
She took a few more steps away from the pavement, but also stayed close to the lighthouse building. If the person meant to ram her, she didn’t want to be out in the clearing, and she wasn’t sure she could run to the woods before the van arrived.
“Please be Uncle Ted,” she said quietly. If she’d been given the rifle, she would have it out and ready for action. Silently, she cursed Van Nuys. However, he’d failed to collect her pistol. She would yank it out if things got bad…
The van accelerated up the walkway, but at the halfway point, the driver honked twice and waved a hand through the open side window. Like clockwork, Uncle Ted always did the same two-honk signal when he left Mom’s. It had to be him.
The operator slammed on the brakes, causing the tires to grab onto the concrete, save for one front tire, which dragged a pair of jeans under it. She stutter-stepped back a few more paces and thought about reaching for her pistol, but the van turned sideways and stopped at the last second.
“Get in!” Uncle Ted yelled through the open passenger-side window.
She experienced a wave of confusion once she had confirmation it was him. She wanted to get in, desperately, but she didn’t want to leave Meechum. It was like both choices were wrong, and for a few seconds, she stood there processing a solution. Uncle Ted was right there, but the Marine was close by.
“I have to get my friend, Meechum,” she lamented as she walked up to the door.
“Just get in! I’ll explain when you’re inside.” He spoke forcefully, but also a bit on the quiet side, like someone might be listening.
She did as instructed. Whatever he had in mind, she trusted his judgement. “Okay.”
As soon as she shut the door, Uncle Ted put it in gear, spun the tires, and got the van pointed back down the walkway. He mashed the gas pedal, pushing her back into the seat, but then he slammed on the brakes a couple of seconds later. He also hung out the window on his side.
“Becca, get in!” he shouted in a loud voice.
Kyla’s heart leapt into her throat from anticipation.
Mom’s alive?
For a brief instant, Kyla expected her mom to come out of the trees; it would be a reunion for the ages. However, a small brunette woman popped her head up over some weeds and tall grass, looking like she wasn’t sure if she should come out. Uncle Ted waved her in. When she stood up, Kyla knew it wasn’t her mom, though it was a recognizable woman.
“So, it was the vice president,” she said dryly.
Montauk Lighthouse, NY
“Why did you use Mom’s name?” Kyla asked in a depressed voice as Emily ran for the van’s sliding door.
“Sorry, Kyla, it was the first name that came to mind. I didn’t want to use Emily’s name, in case those people you’re with are after her.” It didn’t take long for the VP to climb in the back, and Ted had them rolling before the door slid shut. He checked the rearview mirror and thought he saw movement back by the lighthouse, but he had to turn the wheel to get around parked cars. His attention was focused forward.
“I guess it makes sense,” she replied. “Those aren’t bad guys. In fact, I have a good friend who helped me survive in the city. She was on the helicopter when you saw me yesterday.”
“That was awesome,” Emily interjected from the back seat. “Your uncle was so happy to see you get out of there and we worried about you all night, with all those planes fighting in the skies.”
He guided the van around the parking lot, chirping the tires with abandon, and finally sped onto the two-lane road. There were plenty of trees to give them cover, so he let out a bit of the tension in his spine, but he didn’t relax yet.
Kyla turned in her seat to face Emily. “It’s nice to meet you, Madame Vice President. Me and my mom are big fans…” She let her voice trail off, and Ted assumed she was still upset about how he’d used Rebecca’s name.
“It’s great to meet you, too. I’ve heard a lot of great things about you. This guy has been trying to get to you since all this started.” Emily reached from the back seat to shake hands with his niece.
“What happened to your face?” he asked Kyla. It looked like she’d been in a fight; one of her cheeks was swollen and purple.
The girl laughed. “You know that friend I mentioned? Her name is Lance Corporal Meechum. She kicked me in the face. By accident.”
“Uh huh,” he replied distractedly, clicking his tongue in thought.
He didn’t have time for further small talk, as much as he wanted to catch up. In the short time he’d been in the van, he’d formulated a plan to shake off the soldiers who were with Kyla. When she was somewhere safe, and they could take more than sixty seconds to talk, he could establish more about who they were, whether they could be trusted, and how they were going to get Emily to real safety. “Guys, it’s not going to take them long to find us. This is the only road down on this end of Long Island. We can’t escape on it. So, what I’m going to do is let you out.”
Ted jammed on the brakes, sending Kyla toward the dashboard and Emily toward the back of his seat. “You guys should wear seatbelts,” he chuckled.
“Thanks for the warning,” Emily snarked.
“Yeah, where’d you learn to drive?” Kyla added.
“I can see having two side-seat drivers is going to be Hell.” He smiled at them both as they straightened out. “But listen, go into the woods and get to the boat. Emily knows how to pilot it.”
“Wait!” Kyla exclaimed. “We can’t leave. My friends are with the FAST Marines. They say they really need to catch up to her.” She pointed to Emily. “They said they have to get a message to her, or more people are going to die.”
“FAST Marines?” Emily asked. “It sounds familiar, but I don’t remember the acronym.”
Kyla’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t remember, either.”
“Fleet Antiterrorism Security Teams,” Ted replied in a businesslike tone. “We dealt with them a couple of times when we traveled to overseas ports where our Navy had basing rights.”
“Yes,” Kyla agreed. “They knew something about this terrorist attack. They were on the JFK because they tried to get ahead of it, but they were as surprised as everyone else when all the sailors disappeared.”
He pushed the button to open the sliding door on the passenger side, then he turned to face both women. “Listen, we don’t know who we can trust outside this van. Get to the boat, then go to Martha’s Vineyard. I’ll go down to the airfield we passed and get myself over there as soon as I can.”
“Why can’t we all go in the boat?” Kyla asked.
“He’s going to play the hero,” Emily said in a I’m-not-impressed voice. “So we can get away.”
Put like that, he did feel a little dramatic about the whole thing, but he wasn’t going to underestimate the enemy, even for a second. As long as no one saw the women get out of the van, they’d think they were with him. He’d drive around for a little bit—long enough to let Emily get the boat over to the next island. If the men who’d brought Kyla were the good guys, then there’d be no harm, no foul. If they were the bad guys…
It was a good plan…as long as they got out at that moment.
“Please, get out. Let me do my thing, and you two do yours. This is going to work.”
Neither woman seemed to believe him, but Emily slid out the side door. “Come on. You and I will probably end up saving him, anyway.” The VP smiled sideways at Ted, inserting a pang of regret in his side, probably as she’d intended.
Kyla opened the door, but she hesitated. “I barely got a chance to say hello after finding you again. If you die, I won’t have anyone left.”
He opened his mouth, thinking he was going to have to comfort her, but she went on. “So, don’t die, Unk.”
She hopped out, slammed the door shut, and ran into the woods behind Emily.
They grow up so fast.
Amarillo, TX
Brent launched into a little pep talk as he stood at the threshold of the building. “Gentlemen, I know I’m supposed to represent the law, or whatever, out here, but everything changed when they attacked this great nation. When we walk through these doors, I’m giving us all permission to take whatever we need to fight back. It isn’t theft; it’s commandeering. Do you understand?”
The ex-convicts all nodded and mumbled agreement.
“Then let’s get this over with. You all know what we need.” He led the way through the sliding glass doors of the Walmart. The power was off, so they had to pull them manually, but it didn’t take long. Once inside, there were a few dim emergency lights in the ceiling, which cast a twilight ambiance over all the aisles, including the fallen clothes of the vanished shoppers.
“Let’s add flashlights to our list,” he said matter-of-factly. “They’ll be in sporting goods. I’ll grab the batteries.”
“I need one of these,” Andre said in a business-like tone as he grabbed a huge flat panel TV set up near the front door. He was normally a quiet man, mid-forties, who’d been sent up the river because he set up a fake charity and collected online funds from it.
He and Carter were cellmates, so Carter was closest to him after he’d said it. “The hell you do. It wouldn’t even fit in our cell.”
“So, we’ll get a bigger cell,” Andre joked. “Better yet, I’ll kick you out and put it on your bed.”
“Be my guest, you no good—”
“No extras,” Brent chided, knowing they were kidding.
Carter looked back as he walked away. “If that TV is in our truck when we get outside, I’m chucking it back out.”
Everyone laughed as they split up, each going to their assigned goals. Brent thought he’d done a good job of explaining what they were doing, and the men held together remarkably well for a random bunch of survivors from a state prison. However, no matter how many supplies they took from the store, or how many guns they collected, it would be dangerous business trying to fight the invaders. His acid reflux was at the high-water mark in his stomach, suggesting he make a pit stop in the pharmacy section to stock up on antacids.
One old coot leading young guns against the most destructive terrorist group in history. What could go wrong?
It all came together a half-hour later. Some of the men had lingered, leading him to wonder if they’d stocked up on illicit gear like smokes and booze, or, god forbid, fifty-inch televisions, but he didn’t make a big deal out of it. They were all volunteers, and he didn’t think they’d respond well to true military discipline.
“All right. Good job. We’ve got backpacks, flashlights, FRS radios, and all the shotgun ammo we can carry. Is there anything we’re missing?” He glanced around at them, sure he saw a few extra gold necklaces and watches. Did Walmart even have jewelry worth stealing?
“Can we have a crack at the front registers?” one of the guys asked. Others laughed.
He sighed. “Frankly, I don’t care. Grab all the money, if you want, but I don’t think it will do you any good. No one’s around to take it if you wanted to buy something. The government itself isn’t around, either. It’s basically worthless paper.”
That seemed to settle them.
“However, I see some of you now have watches on. I want you all to go to the watch section and get your own watch. We’ll want to synchronize them so we’re all on the same time, down to the second.”
“Why is that, boss?” one of the guys asked.
“Because when we attack those bastards, we have to do it at the same time, or some of us could die.”
That really shut them up.




CHAPTER 9
Montauk Airfield, NY
Ted suffered guilt for letting both women out of his sight, as it went against his keep-them-close protective wiring, but he was convinced the decoy gambit was their only viable option. After swooping in and stealing Kyla without a shot, he didn’t want to depend on surprise again. If anyone was going to fire guns, it would be at him, not her. It was the very least he could do for Rebecca to take care of her only daughter.
After dropping them off, he continued on the narrow forest road for another few miles until he found the airfield. The tiny airport was a far cry from the one in Harrisburg. It had no terminals, towers, or National Guard station. Instead, it only had one small shack serving as the radio and control center, with a dozen parked single-engine craft nearby. At least it was paved. He’d been on smaller fields that were literally strips of grass.
Finding an operational aircraft was a lot more difficult, however. It didn’t look like any of the planes had been caught taxiing during the attack, so there weren’t any conveniently-placed Cessnas ready for him to borrow.
On a hunch, he went into the radio shack. Small fields like the one at Montauk were often manned by volunteers, and those volunteers almost always had a love of flight that drew them to the lifestyle, including ownership of planes. He went right for the bundle of clothing piled on a chair by the radio; the keys were inside one of his pockets.
From there, it only took a little effort to find the right plane out on the tarmac. It took him about six tries, but he found the right one as helicopter rotors echoed in the distance. At first, he listened to see if maybe the aircraft was heading for open water, and his friends, but it surprised him when it swooped in over the trees about midway down the airstrip.
“Oh, shit!” he cried out.
Ted didn’t go anywhere without his rifle, but the Seahawk helicopter banked around about twenty feet above the trees, which gave the door gunner plenty of time to zero in on him. Fighting back against an M240 machine gun was suicide. There was no way to get in the plane and take off. He couldn’t run for cover either. He was out in the open in the middle of the plane parking lot. It wasn’t bad strategy on his part, but it was bad luck.
Nice going, general mayhem. You really impressed the VP with this op.
He put his hands up as the helo closed the distance and then hovered at the close end of the runway. It put him in the terrible position of praying they were good guys. As a man in a Navy uniform got out, he let his guard down a tiny bit. A Marine woman followed, and a heavily-armed seaman in fatigues came last. They hunched over until clear of the rotors, then they jogged his way as the Seahawk lifted off again. Its starboard door gunner never let him out of the crosshairs.
The Navy man was a ship’s captain, based on his all-white uniform. He held his white service cap until the rotor wash faded. “Are you Major Ted MacInnis, US Air Force?” He held out his hand as if to shake. Ted wasn’t about to mention he’d been promised a promotion by Emily. There were proper channels, even in the Apocalypse.
Ted took the courtesy, though he didn’t like the rifles pointed at him. “We’re on the same team, right, sir?”
“It depends. I’m Captain Van Nuys of the USS John F. Kennedy. When this business kicked off, someone put a bag over my head and tossed me in a lower hold. This Marine found me.” He pointed to the woman, who wore the name Meechum; a name Kyla said was her friend. Then he motioned to the seaman. “This man with me is on my personal security team. Other than them, I trust absolutely no one.”
“Probably smart,” Ted allowed. After being betrayed by John Jefferies and that asshole Ramirez, he knew where the captain was coming from.
“Probably? No, it’s smart, Major. I need you to get smart too and tell me where the vice president has gone.” He paused for a moment. “I need to know right now.”
Van Nuys undoubtedly always got what he wanted—it was one of the perks of skippering the most expensive weapon in the US Navy—but Ted wasn’t in the Navy. He lowered his AR but kept it under his arm. “Sir, I’m doing what I think is right to protect the women traveling with me. You’ve already met my niece, Kyla Justice, but you haven’t met the other woman I was with. She’s my sister, Rebecca. She bears a passing resemblance to the vice president, so I could see why you would say that, but it isn’t her. Sir.”
The captain studied his eyes, searching for any trace of the lie he’d tossed out there. However, he seemed to make a decision and waved to his two backups. “Guys, lower your weapons.”
The seaman and the Marine both dipped their barrels, which seemed to take everyone down a notch on the stress scale. Van Nuys leaned against the fuselage of the red and white airplane he’d been testing. “Major, I appreciate what you’re doing out here. You’re one of the first people I’ve met on the outside. Hell, other than those bastards at Newark, you might be the only person alive within a thousand miles.”
“Sir, these forces aren’t just in Newark. I saw them in DC, Harrisburg, and lots of them were inside New York City.” He didn’t mind giving away that detail. If the three people in front of him were with the enemy, they’d already know where they were deployed. If, however, they were on his side, they’d need to know where to avoid the enemy.
“Good to know. When we get things up and running at full strength on the carrier, we’ll pound these guys so far into the ground, they’ll only be able to feel the furnaces of Hell.” He took a deep breath. “However, until then, I should tell you we’re searching for the vice president because she’s the only one who can lead our rump forces left here on the fringes of America. I’ve got the JFK and Iwo Jima with me, but we’ve lost contact with the rest of the fleet. We think it’s that David guy. He turned the whole world against us.”
Ted and Emily had watched the speech on TV the night before.
Van Nuys went on, “If we don’t get some real leadership, the enemy is going to pick us apart one by one. When your niece told us she saw you and the vice president, I was sure we’d finally gotten our act together. We were finally going to fight back.”
“I saw what you did in New York, sir. You delivered some good payback.” He felt marginally better about the man; why would a bad guy shoot up his own team?
“I was playing defense, Major. I had to protect my extraction helo. I risked my men to save your niece, which turned out to be a good thing, especially since she claimed to have seen the vice president.”
“No,” he insisted, “it was a case of mistaken identity. Kyla is with her mom right now. I told you—”
Van Nuys held up a hand. “Yes, I know. It wasn’t her. Why don’t we get on the chopper and go back to the JFK where we can further debrief you? Then, when you’re comfortable with our operation, maybe you’ll tell us where to find your niece and her mother. We’ll bring them in however you want. Remember, we’re all on the same team.”
“No, we’re not, sir. He’s lying.” The short-haired Marine pointed her rifle square at Ted’s chest.
Chicago, IL
Tabby and the kids rode the stolen bikes through endless blocks of the Chicago cityscape. At first, they passed taller skyscrapers and apartment complexes, but the height of the buildings decreased as they got further from downtown. Later, they made it to a monotonous section of strip mall storefronts for sandwich shops, payday loans, and autobody shops. The seemingly endless repetition, along with the utter silence of what should have been a bustling city street, threatened to drive her mad.
“Will someone say something,” she requested. “Tell me what you were learning in school, or if you learned anything when you came to the Bonne Terre mine. Anything. I want to hear it.”
Peter laughed a little. “You mean before the place caught on fire? I learned some people have really shitty jobs in this world. I mean, who would want to work in an underground mine, with dynamite, while always worrying if the whole place was on the verge of collapsing on your head? Not me, thanks.”
Tabby knew what he meant, since she’d been there on the tour, but she could only think what the mine was doing in the present time. It was as silent down there as it was on the street in front of her. For a few pedal strokes, all she wanted to do was turn around and somehow blow up those drones. Incur a small financial penalty upon the terrorists as payback for the larger toll they’d dealt to the country. Her anger only lasted another block. The silence was broken by panting animals.
Three dogs walked in the middle of a cross street almost next to them. She didn’t know the breeds, but they were medium build, mostly dark-colored, and didn’t look like they had leashes or collars. Once they saw her, the creatures dropped their happy indifference and instead came at them like barking sharks.
“Go!” she screamed, immediately standing and pumping the pedals like a madwoman. Audrey and Peter followed her lead, standing and pedaling, but the dogs were at least twice as fast in their initial burst of speed.
The leader went directly for her. She allowed Peter and Audrey’s bikes to stay out front. What kind of protector would she be if she left the younger kids in the dust?
Knowing there was no avoiding it, Tabby swung her foot in a clumsy kick toward the dog’s snout. “Take this!” She missed its head but clipped the side of its neck. The dog veered right at the last possible second, as if realizing it was dangerous to bite at the metal contraption and the person attached to it. However, it reoriented while sprinting and appeared to search for a way to nip at her again.
Her effort to protect the teens was only partly successful. The other two dogs passed Tabby and zeroed in on Audrey. “Get them off me!” the girl screeched.
Tabby looked down to her own attacker. The little beast snapped at her shoe each time it circled the crank. She tried to kick it again, but the move cost her speed. The next time her foot came around, she kept pedaling. That should have been the end of it, but the mutt wouldn’t back down. As it continued to lunge at her, she got more pissed off than scared, and she wanted to fight back.
Don’t mess with us.
Tabby summoned all her pent-up anger about Donovan’s murder and drew it into her lungs. She let the bike coast while bending over toward the canine’s face, then let it all out with a primal scream. “Bad dog!”
The mutt spun aside and lowered its tail, as if surprised into submission.
Seeing the opportunity open, she pedaled as fast as her lungs and legs would allow and quickly caught up to the other two dogs, creating a wedge between them and Audrey. They seemed surprised to see her and drifted aside, then they dropped back. Maybe they were lost without their leader.
“Out of my way,” she snapped at them.
After a few seconds of believing she’d made it, the first dog was back on her heel. It rubbed its teeth against the sole of her right foot. It was wrong to think it, since she was a dog lover at heart, but her patience snapped like a dry twig.
“Sonofa!”
She pulled the brakes on the handlebars and skidded to a stop. The change of pace seemed to catch the dog by surprise, and it slid past her. The other two mutts halted when the leader did, and the trio regrouped—shaken and confused, but not beaten. The barking started up as they closed in on her. However, the delay allowed her to pull the pistol from her waistband.
I could kill you all.
For a few seconds, she reveled in the thought of taking control of the situation. It was completely within her ability to end this threat for good. The dogs, for their part, didn’t seem to understand that their fate was tied to the object in her hand. They barked relentlessly, as if psyching each other up to go in for the kill.
Yet she couldn’t hurt them. Instead of blowing them away, she aimed the pistol in the air and pulled the trigger. The explosion seemed louder than any other gun she’d ever heard, including the drone machine gun back at the TV station. It scared her almost as much as it frightened the dogs; their claws seemed to dig into the asphalt for how fast they accelerated away from her.
Peter and Audrey circled around. By the time they arrived, she had the gun back where it belonged. “That was awesome,” Peter announced, tapping the pistol in his police belt. “Can I shoot the next ones?”
“I didn’t shoot them,” she croaked. Her emotions had lost their compass. Her sadness at losing Donovan was as deep as her anger at being forced into a situation where she had to threaten dogs, of all things. She desperately wanted someone to appear who was in charge and could make sense of all that she’d seen the past few days.
Peter replied, “Well, I don’t mind shooting bad dogs. Unless you thought they were good ones?”
She didn’t know. They could have been the worst dogs in the world, or saints. She’d come into their territory. The unfamiliar city of Chicago. “We have to get out of here, like, right now. Let’s check these cars next to the street. I’m sure one of them has keys.”
Audrey straddled her bicycle as she stood by Peter, but she stepped a bit closer to Tabby. “Can I give him my shotgun?”
Tabby was surprised but accepting. “Sure, you can do whatever you want. Is everything all right?”
The girl smiled weakly. “I’m a mess, Tabby. I don’t think I could have shot those dogs, even if I needed to. If Peter can, I’d rather he have this.” She unslung the weapon.
“All right, Peter, it looks like Audrey is giving you a present. Don’t let anyone steal it, like the last one.” He’d let Gus the sewer worker take his, but if Audrey wasn’t up to using her weapon, the smart play was to give Peter another chance.
Peter wheeled up with a look like he’d been given an important gift. “Awesome! Thank you. I’ll call this Audrey Three!”
“Call it whatever you want,” Audrey sighed.
Peter got serious. “I swear I’ll protect you, babe.”
She smiled. “I know you will. Thanks.”
The two kids exchanged the gun while Tabby looked around. When they were done, the young girl rolled back over to her and acted like she was letting her in on a big secret. “Tabby, I don’t want to scare you, but my meds are in the cooler back in your car…”
“Oh, no,” Tabby replied immediately. Her car was still at the door of the Sears Tower, probably surrounded by enemy soldiers.
“Shush,” the girl complained. “We can’t go back. You know that. I’m just telling you, so you understand my issue.”
“There has to be somewhere we can go to get more insulin, right? A pharmacy or whatever.” Tabby scanned the street, already on the hunt for one.
“I’m fine for now. Let’s get back home, like you said, then we can deal with it.”
She gave her a once-over. “Are you sure? We can do this now.”
Audrey nodded. “Out of here. Then we worry about me. Do you really think we’re far enough from downtown to get in a car?”
She had to make an educated guess. “I think we’ve put enough miles between us and them. There aren’t any robots flying around out here, and we should be far enough from where we last saw them in the city. I don’t know about you guys, but I need to make some real time. I want to go south, toward home, and I don’t want to meet any more animals.”
Audrey and Peter shared a look, and some form of silent communication passed between them. Audrey seemed to speak for them both. “We’re ready to go.”
“Start checking the cars,” she replied.
I want to be home before sunset.




CHAPTER 10
Montauk, NY
“I thought our reunion would have been a little bit longer,” Kyla said as the engine sounds from Uncle Ted’s stolen van faded in the distance.
The forest was thicker here than by the lighthouse, so she had a little trouble keeping up with the older woman. However, once she remembered Emily had been through there before, she followed in her footsteps and managed to keep pace.
“I’ve only really known your uncle for a few days, but he seems to know what he’s doing. I trust he’s got a plan for today, too.” She held a young sapling branch so it wouldn’t shoot back in Kyla’s face when she walked by.
“Thanks,” she said as she grabbed the branch and guided it safely to her side. “Yeah, Uncle Ted is pretty intense. I think my mom secretly hated him because he always seemed to have his life together.”
Emily laughed. “Yeah, I can see that about him, but Ted isn’t perfect. Trust me. I’ve seen him make plenty of mistakes. I just hope this isn’t one of them.”
She noted the informal use of her uncle’s name. Was it appropriate for a vice president? Her dress code didn’t seem presidential either. The blue jeans and black tank top made her appear like a soccer mom at the match rather than the second-most important person in the American government. Her rich, brown hair was frizzy at the moment, though held together by a black headband.
“What’s it like to be the vice president?”
“Boring,” she replied without a pause. “Lots of glad-handing and chairing of big commissions, but it all amounts to nothing. As vice, I had no real power of my own. I think people treated me like royalty because I was the first woman in the office, not because they particularly liked me. Hell, your uncle didn’t even vote for me.”
Kyla chuckled as she walked around a thick tree trunk before rejoining Emily. “I have no doubt of that. Mom and him were on opposite sides of politics, as you probably could guess.”
Emily brushed a stray leaf out of her hair. “Well, all that’s gone. None of it matters. However, I’ll tell you a secret only me and your uncle know.” The pair walked close together as Emily spoke quietly. “The president is gone. Your uncle is the one who confirmed it. I’m the new prez. Fun, huh?”
Kyla whistled softly. “Some general overseas said everyone was gone in the line of, what’s it called, secession?”
“Succession,” Emily corrected.
“Right, the line of succession. Out there, they don’t know you’re still alive. That explains why they been acting all weird, like they’re lost without anyone up top leading them. Even the captain on the carrier seemed keen to have you around once I told him I saw you in Central Park. Naturally, they’d want to rescue the woman who would be our president.”
“Did they tell you that?” Emily asked.
She shrugged. “Nobody told me nothing,” she said, “besides the fact I needed to find the vice president because people’s lives are in danger.” Kyla briefly wondered what Meechum would think of Kyla abandoning her. She was certain the Marine wasn’t tied up with any of the bad guys, but maybe other Marines were. That would put her friend in danger. A few steps later, she came to the realization Meechum probably wouldn’t care one way or the other. The tough-as-nuts woman would go on being a Marine, kicking ass, doing what it took to fight the good fight.
Kyla wanted to fight the good fight, too.
“Hey, they took my rifle away back there, though they didn’t take this.” She cradled the M9 pistol on her hip after lifting the hem of the Marine top, which she’d left untucked. Van Nuys wouldn’t have found it unless he patted her down, and she didn’t suggest he try. Kyla gestured to the rifle slung over Emily’s shoulder. “You got another one of those? I’d feel a lot better having a big one.”
Emily laughed out loud. “I don’t have any extras, but did you know your uncle’s coffee table was a gun-storage locker?”
“No way,” she gushed in reply. “I’ve sat at that thing a million times. Are you serious?”
“I’m serious as a—” Emily stopped and held out an arm to halt her, too.
“Ladies,” a man’s voice called out. “I’ll kindly ask you to put the rifle on the ground.” They’d reached a clearing next to the boat, but a sailor stood on the deck. He pointed a military-grade rifle at her and Emily. Did he hear them talking all the way in?
For a split-second, she thought Emily was going to go into superhero mode, rip the rifle off her shoulder, and start firing. However, she carefully pulled it over her shoulder, holding it by the strap, and set it down in some weeds. Emily said, “We don’t want any trouble.”
Kyla had no way of knowing if the man heard their full discussion, but much like she didn’t volunteer the pistol for Van Nuys, she didn’t mention it to the new guy.
The sailor breathed hard, like he’d run the long way through the woods in order to beat them to the boat. He tipped his camouflaged canvas hat toward them. “Do as you’re asked and you won’t get in any trouble, I promise you that.”
Kyla recognized the man from the helicopter ride. He’d come over with her and the captain. “Hey, I flew over here with you,” Kyla said. “She’s with me. We’re cool.”
He sounded angry. “That’s not how it works. You should have done what we asked you and brought her and your uncle into the lighthouse. Now, you’re a suspect, too.”
“Suspect?” she replied with her own anger. “I’m the one who brought you where you needed to go. How the hell does it make me a suspect?”
Emily spoke with a level voice. “Kyla, take it easy, okay?”
“Screw that!” she replied.
The man held up his hand. “Quiet. I’m going to call this in.” He keyed his radio and it beeped a couple of times, like it was making a call.
She stood next to Emily, trying to stay calm like the other woman. Kyla figured someone like her would be used to high-pressure situations of life and death.
Life or death?
Kyla did have a rifle pointed at her. Her heart got up to a gallop and she immediately imagined they were about to be in big trouble. Maybe even accused of a serious crime. The man’s tone sure sounded like it.
She glanced around, desperate for a way out. They’d emerged from the thickest part of the forest, though they weren’t far from it. If they could take a few steps back, maybe they could escape.
The radio warbled. A man’s voice replied from the speaker, loud enough for her to hear it. “This is Nighthawk, go ahead.”
“Hey, boss, yeah, I found them at the boat, like you said. What do you want me to do with them?”
“You have the vice president, and the young woman?”
“I do.”
The radio was silent for ten seconds, and Kyla felt a black hole spring to life in her stomach. She listened intently as the radio squawked again.
“Kill them.”
Montauk airport, NY
“Drop your weapon, sir.” Meechum took a few steps back but kept her rifle pointed at Ted’s chest, which made him very receptive to laying down his AR and defusing the situation. “And the Sigs.” She motioned to the pistols on his hips.
“There’s been some kind of mistake,” he said as he put the three weapons into a pile. “I’m not lying.”
The Marine wasn’t done. “Sailor, check him for knives and other goodies.”
After getting patted down, Ted was relieved of his backpack as well as the Ruger LCP pistol he always kept in his front pocket. She’d gotten the drop on him so completely that he’d lost all of his weapons in one swoop.
“I saw the other woman,” the Marine replied, not at all worked up. “I know the vice president when I see her. Your niece confirmed my suspicion. My orders are to bring her in to our base at NORAD.”
“NORAD?” Ted asked her with surprise, knowing for a fact the Cheyenne Mountain facility had gone offline with the attack. “Is that your headquarters? You’re with the invasion?” He looked to Van Nuys, sure he was going to give the order to the caught-in-the-middle sailor to secure her weapon, and for a second, it looked like he was going to turn around and do it, but his radio came to life. He gently grabbed the radio from his belt and raised it slowly, as if to show the Marine he wasn’t holding a weapon.
“This is Nighthawk, go ahead.”
A crackling voice came from the speaker. “Hey, boss, yeah, I found them at the boat, like you said. What do you want me to do with them?”
“You have the vice president, and the young woman?” Van Nuys made a point to look into Ted’s eyes, like he was a little pissed but also disappointed he’d been lied to. Ted’s intuition was off kilter after seeing the Marine announce she was playing for the other team, but he wanted to believe the captain was going to stand up to her. If he did, Ted was ready to attack her, too.
“I do,” the man’s voice came back.
Ted toyed with the idea of rushing the Marine alone, but she was at least ten feet behind the captain, as if she knew someone was going to try. Van Nuys took a long time to reply, but Ted realized he’d been working a pistol out of a holster toward the front of his hip. It was out of sight of the Marine. It looked like he was going to fight her, after all.
The captain didn’t pull the pistol all the way out. He stared at Ted. “I know you won’t understand this. You work a lifetime, rise to the top, and still have nothing to show for it. I’m not going out like that. I’ve got dibs on the entire state of Vermont.” He held the radio to his mouth. “Kill them,” the captain deadpanned.
The whip-bang of a rifle discharge jarred Ted out of his decision loop. At that moment, he didn’t care whose side the captain was on; he’d given the order to kill his niece. If the bullet was meant for him, he’d die trying to wrap his fingers around the man’s neck. Ted lunged for the captain as the nearby sailor fell sideways.
She shot him.
He had enough time to appreciate he wasn’t the one getting shot, but Van Nuys almost had his pistol out. There was no doubt who it was intended for. He tucked his head and squared his shoulders as he rammed into the navy man’s ribs.
“Stop him!” the captain yelled.
Ted was willing to die to accomplish his task, so he wasn’t as concerned about the Marine as the captain probably hoped. He had no idea why she shot the sailor, or if she was coming for him next, but blood surged through his veins like Niagara Falls during a thunderstorm. Nothing could stop him from killing the bastard.
The captain wasn’t a pushover. He fell with Ted’s thrust, but he didn’t crumple into a ball. He rolled sideways and forced Ted to roll with him.
“Cancel the order!” Ted shouted, spitting anger all over the other man’s face.
Van Nuys didn’t flinch. “Marine, kill him!”
They rolled again, with Ted getting on top of the captain’s chest. He tried to straddle him, so he could get solid leverage and snare his neck, but Van Nuys pulled up his knees and forced Ted off.
The opening gave the captain another chance to reach for his pistol, but Ted pivoted and thrust himself back into a second tumble. The violent jarring sent the pistol skipping over the pavement and out of reach. Ted tried to land a punch, but they were both off balance.
His vision compressed down to pinpoints as he only saw the enemy’s smug face.
“Marine!” the captain yelled again as he fought to get up on one knee.
Meechum wasn’t far. She stood a few yards away, M27 rifle in hand. However, she seemed to be waiting for the result of the fight before making a move. If he was to be shot, he was taking the captain with him.
He ripped several buttons off the white navy uniform as he yanked the man back onto the concrete. The movement caused the captain’s head to strike the ground, which seemed to temporarily stun him. It provided Ted another chance to fall upon him and grab his neck. A distant voice told him to stop trying to do the same thing over and over, but all he wanted to do was choke the life out of him.
“Kill him!” the captain repeated.
Ted still didn’t look at the Marine, figuring he was dead if he relented or lost contact with the captain. They rolled from side to side, trading clumsy punches and elbow jabs, but Ted finally managed to hold the captain in place. They’d both exerted themselves toward exhaustion, though Ted was younger and in better shape. He had the advantage. “I’m going to kill you, you son of a bitch,” he wheezed.
Van Nuys struggled, but the ending was set.
“Hey, guys, someone’s going to get hurt.” Meechum’s casual voice made her seem like a mother breaking up a pair of toddlers.
“I’m going to kill him,” Ted chuffed.
“I don’t think your niece would like that.” She held Van Nuys’s radio.
Ted froze at the sight of it, which gave the captain an opening. Like before, he kicked and shoved Ted off his chest. While Ted rolled right, he rolled the other way. As the gap increased, Ted concluded the Marine and the captain were working together. In fact, the captain had rolled his way over to his discarded pistol.
Ted froze in a half-standing crouch. With two threats in front of him and no gun, he had few options. His only defense was to raise his hands, which counted for little in total war.
The captain laughed to himself as he caught his breath. He also raised his pistol and pointed it at Ted, though he had to bend over again to pick up his discarded hat. “Nice try, Major. I’m afraid you lose. David is going to reward me greatly for taking out the last in the line of succession for the presidency.” He positioned his cap on his head, then aimed the pistol at Ted’s midsection.
Ted reflexively covered his face with his arm.
The gunshot blast made his insides recoil.
“Oh shit!” he blurted, thinking he was hit.
A few seconds went by before he chanced a look up. Van Nuys fell sideways onto the tarmac. The pistol skittered out of his hand, though away from Ted. A large exit wound had replaced the salad bar of ribbons over his heart.
The Marine stood over the fallen captain, leaving no doubt who was really in charge. She’d brought down two of the men she’d come with.
Was he next?
Vacaville, CA
Dwight’s headache had been dialed up to icepick-through-the-temple pain as he drove across California. The motorcycle engine and the screaming wind worked together to annoy him, as did Poppy’s endless complaints. However, the real cause of his suffering had nothing to do with the outside; his body desperately missed the usual flood of alcohol in his veins. He’d been dry for almost twenty-four hours.
Poppy still flew alongside him, flapping her wings into colorful green blurs. She’d been quiet for a few miles, which suggested she was ready to listen rather than yell at him.
“Keep your eyes peeled, Pops. I want to lose this guy as soon as I can.” The bird looked down at him, then nodded ahead, like there was something to see. And there was—a large group of bikers had pulled over to the side of the highway, though many walked up a nearby embankment toward an overpass.
Bernard waved him to pull over. For a few seconds, he considered shooting under the bridge and never looking back, but he knew his skills on the bike weren’t any better than passable, especially with his headache and other imbalances in his skull. Poppy was already slowing down.
Fine.
After setting the kickstand and walking up the hill, he and Bernard joined other black-clad bikers. He recognized them from the warehouse. Bernard gave him a nudge when they got close. “Looks like they found some survivors.”
The notion excited Dwight, as they would almost certainly be normal Americans, like him, but when he got into the mix of things, he quickly came to the conclusion they were not like him. They were tied up and made to stand at the edge of the bridge.
“What did they do?” he blurted out.
A fellow rider heard him and replied, “Found ‘em up in the foothills. They’d been inside a cave this whole time. We caught them heading back to San Francisco.”
The crowd clapped for a few seconds, making it hard for Dwight to reply, but then everyone began to chant, including the man who’d answered him.
“Free America. Free America. Free America!”
The chant went on for half a minute—long enough that he figured out he needed to join in. It didn’t make him happy to say it, but Bernard always seemed to watch him. In fact, the guy seemed to keep an eye on everyone in the black jumpsuits.
A concussive roar ripped through the crowd.
“Shee-it!” he shouted reflexively.
Some of the others jumped too, but most broke into cheering and laughter.
Wisps of smoke blew by, and he got a good look at where the captured cavers had been standing. When he didn’t see them, he shuffled through the happy revelers so he could look over the side of the bridge.
The normal Americans, like him, had been shot dead. Their bodies lay broken and bloody on the pavement below. One of his fellow bikers yelled for someone to clean the road of the bodies, which resulted in numerous replies from within the crowd.
“Cleanliness in all things,” they murmured.
The ice pick in his brain suddenly slid all the way through to his spine.
“God, Poppy, what country have you brought me to?”




CHAPTER 11
Montauk, NY
“Kill them,” the voice replied from the radio.
The sailor on the boat glanced up at her and Emily with a “my pleasure” look in his eyes. He leaned over to set the radio on a bench, which briefly pulled him out of her line of sight. It gave her a chance to retrieve the gun tucked in at her right hip.
When the man came back up, he fiddled with his rifle, perhaps flicking the safety off, but his eyes doubled in size when he saw her weapon pointed at him. Kyla didn’t give him a chance to surrender, or to fire at her and the VP. She steadied her aim, pulled the trigger, and braced for the kickback.
The gunshot sounded like a canon. At first, she believed it was her gun making all the noise, but when a second shot shook her teeth, she realized Emily was also firing a pistol. Kyla reoriented on the injured sailor and fired a second shot.
The man never had a chance. Both women landed at least one shot in his chest, even though they fired four or five shots apiece. Others might have been on target, but he fell out of the boat.
“Holy shit,” Kyla wheezed. “You have a second gun, too?”
The VP smiled. “Your uncle insisted on it. Now I know why.”
Kyla’s ears rang like her head was inside a church bell, but it was exhilarating to have taken part in fighting back against someone bent on killing her.
“That was Van Nuys on the radio,” she said flatly.
“The captain?” Emily asked.
She nodded gravely. “We’ve got to warn my uncle. Hell, I’ve got to warn Meechum.” Kyla worried her friend was already dead. If the captain was working for the other side, the last person he’d want around is the friendly neighborhood Marine.
Unless she’s a bad guy, too.
“I’ll get on the radio,” Emily replied as she trotted into the shallow water in front of the black boat.
Kyla reached down to pick up Emily’s discarded rifle as someone shouted “Halt!” from the woods. A new sailor came out of the trees beyond where the boat was parked, his rifle pointed at Emily. She assumed he had a clear view of the injured or dead sailor, who was in the water on the other side. He’d heard the shots, for certain.
The order had been given to kill them, so she continued and picked up the rifle, intending to go down fighting. Time seemed to get stuck in molasses as she brought the black-barreled weapon up to her shoulder. It took forever to click over the safety.
At the same time, the sailor already had his rifle aimed at Emily. She was defenseless in knee-deep water. She didn’t even have the time to grab her pistol, which she’d put back in her waistband.
“I give up!” Emily cried out.
Kyla was no more than twenty feet away from the attacker, though he had a few small trees in front of him. She lined up his profile and gently pulled the trigger back. The metallic clang of the AR-15 was distinct from the smaller pistol, but also somehow quieter. She squeezed off as many shots as she could, while the man also took his shot at the vice president.
Emily dove into the water.
With the foliage in the way, it was hard to see if Kyla had struck the man, so she stopped firing for a few seconds while taking some steps forward. She had to crouch down to see him better. When she did, the guy had his rifle pointed at her.
They fired at the same time. She didn’t have nearly the experience as the professional warfighter, but she knew there was no going back. She launched into a frenzy of trigger pulling, doing her best to keep the barrel pointed at the target. The staccato fury amped up as she imagined bullets whizzing back and forth from twenty feet away.
At one point, it seemed like a bee stung the side of her neck, but otherwise she kept up the fire until the man slumped to the ground. After a brief pause to ensure he was no longer firing his weapon, she deliberately shot two more times. She’d seen too many movies where the bad guy got that last shot at the good guys. Emily was nearby in the water.
“Emily?” she asked warily.
“I’m good!” The VP came up out of the water, soaked, but she had a better view of the sailor. “He’s down!”
When Kyla finally lowered her gun, her pulse quickened, and blood coursed through her brain like a levee break had taken place. She fell to one knee, glad to be alive, but a wet liquid ran across her shoulder, as if she’d been hit with a water balloon.
Or a bullet.
She reached for her neck, meeting warm blood.
“Emily…”
Montauk airport, NY
On his knees and panting at a hundred beats per minute, Ted was at the mercy of the grim-faced Marine woman. She’d fired the gun at the captain, which registered as a victory for him, but she still stood there with the gun pointed his way.
He blinked in surprise as she tossed the radio to him. He bobbled it for a second until he got a grip.
“Call her,” Meechum ordered.
Ted glanced down at it, then back to her. “You aren’t going to shoot me?”
She slung the rifle over her shoulder. “I’m on your side, Major. Your niece did the right thing running with you to get away from these guys, but we can talk about that later. Right now, call off the hit on her. Please.”
He didn’t need more encouragement. “Cancel the last order! Do not kill them!”
In terms of radio protocol, he knew it wasn’t going to fool anyone on the other side, but if he could sow a little confusion into their game plan, maybe he could get back to the boat and help them.
A woman answered, “We’re fine. We killed two sailors who answered the call to kill us. The birthday girl took a nick to the neck, but she’s going to be okay.”
The air in Ted’s chest rushed out as his body stood down from high alert. There were endless questions he wanted to ask, including how they fought off two traitors, but he didn’t want to give anything away. He assumed the enemy was listening to this channel, since it was their radio. “I’m so glad to hear. Can you continue to the rendezvous?”
“We’ll be there,” Emily replied.
His sign-off was short. “Affirmative. Out.”
Ted got to his feet and faced the Marine. “I owe you my life.”
“Just doing my job. Sorry about scaring you, sir, but I couldn’t tip off my allegiance until I knew for certain the captain was with them. When I said I worked for David and it didn’t get an immediate reaction, I knew something was off about him. However, when he pulled out his pistol to shoot you, I knew what I had to do.”
He was glad to have her help, but she’d taken a big risk. “What if he’d turned and shot you without asking questions? Then I’d never know you were with us.”
She shrugged. “I was pretty sure he was a bad guy, sir. My platoon has been watching this man since he miraculously showed up in a lower hold when the event cleared out the JFK. Since then, the carrier’s air defenses have gone offline, the lifts stopped working, and computer systems have gone haywire. We got intel this morning concerning enemy activity at NORAD, so I assumed it was their base of operations. The captain seemed to confirm it, as well as his role in those problems.”
“And this guy?” Ted pointed to the dead sailor.
“A man like Van Nuys wouldn’t travel out in the wild without a personal bodyguard. A tight-knit group of like-minded assholes. His other two buddies tried to kill Kyla and the vice. The captain’s last remaining guard was certainly with him.”
He rubbed his stubbled chin. “I guess we have to assume everyone back on the JFK is on the other team? How can we get back to friendly forces?”
“My Marines aren’t playing for the other team, sir. They’ll straighten things out. Right now, let’s gather weapons and gear,” she replied, gently kicking Van Nuys as if to ensure he was really dead. “I assume you can fly a plane? Your niece said you were a pilot on Air Force Two.”
“I can.”
“Good. What are your orders, sir?”
He appreciated the deference to his rank. “Call me Ted until we get out of this mess. I’m not even dressed in my uniform; no sense tipping off the enemy who I am or who I work for.”
She seemed satisfied. “Once we’re in the air, I’ll tell you where we have to take the VP next.”
He frowned. “I’m guessing I’m not going to like it?”
“Nope.”
On the Interstate, Illinois
After being on the bikes for so long, Tabby was happy to be safe inside another stranger’s car. The blue Subaru wagon had plenty of room for the three of them, and the two shotguns. When she found tie-downs in one of the compartments, Peter suggested lashing the bikes to the roof rack, in case they needed them again.
A few hours later, they were on the interstate and getting close to St. Louis. The three of them talked about many things during the drive, including how much they missed Donovan, but they didn’t dwell on the negative. She thought it was a good idea to let them reminisce for a short time, but whenever the conversation headed for the skids, she turned them back to happier things.
“As long as we lay low, we can do whatever we want when we get back home. Got any big plans?” Their goal was still to head to Bonne Terre, though she had no solid plans for when she got there. The question was her way of probing whether either of the teens had thought it through, either.
Audrey seemed excited at her prospects. “If we’re really the last people in America, I figure it wouldn’t hurt to collect the best furniture from all the houses in my neighborhood and put them in mine. I’ll have the best dining room table. The finest china. The best jewelry.” She extended her wrist from the back seat, as if to show her an elegant bracelet.
Peter went next. “I’m going to have every video game system and every title ever made. If I’m going to die alone, at least I’ll win at some of those games.”
“Hey,” Audrey interrupted, “you won’t be alone. You can live in the house next to mine. We can visit every day.”
Tabby secretly laughed. It was cute how they talked, and she wasn’t ready to break it to them they could live in the same house. No one was going to criticize their life choices, not even her. It would be easy to fall into the role of parenting the pair, but she didn’t want that burden for herself. They seemed like smart kids; they’d be fine.
But what about me?
The long drive had given her time to think about her situation from multiple angles: the tour guide, the mentor, the older female friend, the defender. However, it never really sank in that she might not have a male companion for…a long time. Vinny from the TV station was the closest she’d seen to an eligible bachelor since the disaster started, and he was probably dead.
“Hey, what’s that?” Peter, in the passenger seat, pointed ahead.
She squinted to see far down the highway. They were in corn country, so the roadway was flat and straight with nothing but young corn stalks on either side. A few cars remained in the highway where they’d stopped, which made the motion stand out. “It’s a plow.”
She slammed on the brakes.
“What are you doing?” Audrey screamed. “We can’t stop here! At least drive over there.” The girl pointed sideways off the road.
“No. We’ll be seen.” She wasn’t entirely sure, but it seemed logical. She’d had a lot of time to think about how they’d be spotted from drones, and her conclusion was they were harder to spot when coming directly at a camera, or going directly away, exactly like it would be for human perception. Thus, she put the car in park to cut down on their chance of being seen moving.
“Get out!” she added. “Get to the corn.”
She opened the door and got out. The menacing sound of an engine caught her attention right away; the machine coming her way was moving fast and loud. The crunch of metal on metal echoed from down the roadway as the plow struck the abandoned cars.
“Should we take something?” Peter inquired, standing at his door.
The machine was too close for her liking. “Just run!”
The three of them went down a small embankment, then into the adjacent corn field. The stalks were about four feet high and provided enough cover to hide them, but they had to go about ten rows back before she lost sight of the highway completely. However, when everyone was safe, she returned a couple of rows because she wanted to see the machine go by.
It approached with the energy of a chugging freight train. She saw the black diesel fumes belch out the dual pipes before she saw the machine itself. When it arrived, it became apparent a second sweeper was in the other pair of lanes, doubling the volume they were able to plow.
“Stay low,” she said, checking behind her to make sure the kids weren’t doing anything stupid, like standing up.
When it got there, she thought it might have been a converted train engine. It was as big as an eighteen-wheeler, but it was all one machine, like the box trailer was built into the front part. It also had more wheels than a semi, and they were about twice as large, maybe as tall as a man. The dual-faced plow on the front was low and swept-back, like a graceful wing.
The fast-moving contraption slammed into the Subaru and seemed to lift it off the ground as the scooped plow caught it. It happened so fast, Tabby could barely understand what happened, but along with the bone-jarring crunch and scrape, the car flew sideways off the highway. She watched as the shattered glass of the windshield caught the sun.
It twirled like a trapeze artist doing a dismount.
And it was going to come down right on top of her.




CHAPTER 12
Newark, NJ
Kyla and Emily worked together to get the big boat off the shore. She was glad to be gone too, since there was one body floating in the water and another in the bushes. A strip of the dead man’s shirt was wrapped around her neck, putting compression on the small graze she’d gotten during the gunfight. She thanked God she wasn’t lying in the weeds. Exchanging gunshots at point-blank range wasn’t a sport she wanted to do ever again.
“Did your uncle teach you how to shoot?” Emily asked from behind the wheel.
Kyla made an effort to keep her hands in her pockets or holding one of the boat’s grips. Otherwise, Emily would see them shake. “Yes. Well, not really. I’ve been practicing with one of the Marines back on the ship.”
“Ooh, a Marine? I bet they were all over you—a pretty young lady.” Emily flashed a brilliant smile, like she knew something about which she spoke. She piloted them through the narrow inlet at the beach, taking them from the lake into the open sea.
Kyla shook her head. “It’s nothing like that, although I guess a few of them were okay-looking.” Carthager was the big, bronzed, figure of a man she might normally find attractive. “No, a woman Marine took me under her wing. Showed me how to be a badass. I mentioned her earlier; she came with me on the helicopter.”
“In my experience, Marines are cut from a different cloth. I hope she made it. Male or female, we need every one of those Marines fighting for us. I’m glad you got the lessons, too. It takes some of the pressure off me to defend you until Ted gets back.”
“We can defend each other,” Kyla reasoned.
“Bingo. Your uncle and I made a pretty good team these past few days. Once he and you are together and safe, we can focus on warning the rest of the world what’s going on here.”
Kyla looked back. The boat was already hundreds of yards into the open channel. The lighthouse came into view, no longer hidden by the tops of nearby trees. She also saw the beach on that area of the shoreline. A man caught her notice—
“Look! Another sailor.” Kyla pointed him out to Emily, but she had a hard time looking back while also piloting the boat on the choppy water.
“Crap burglar,” Emily responded.
Kyla noticed Emily kept her head low. “Do you think he’s shooting at us?” It would be hard to hear a gunshot from so far away. She figured the only way she would know for sure was if one of them fell over dead. Without waiting for the answer, she hunched over too.
“They’ve been given the green light to kill us. I’m not taking any chances. Heck, so far, I’ve been bombed, shot at multiple times, and almost had a plane shot out from under me with a missile. I wouldn’t put anything past these guys, up to, and including, a nuclear bomb.”
“Wow. My uncle was in that mess, too?”
“In it? He’s the reason I’m still here talking to you. I don’t know what they taught him in flight school, but he sure knows how to survive. I told him I was going to promote him when—” She stopped talking, like she’d said too much, but quietly added, “—when we get back to friendly forces.”
“How far is it to Martha’s Vineyard?”
“I don’t really know. All I’m sure about is it’s a big island below the boot of Massachusetts. As long as we stay within sight of the shore, we should see it.”
Kyla finally sat up. The man on the shore had become a tiny point. She didn’t know the exact range of a rifle, and it was extra difficult to measure distance on the open water, but she figured they were free and clear of that one guy. He was probably running back to his bosses.
Or maybe he was going back inland to find Uncle Ted.
She looked at the radio the sailor had left in the boat. Should she risk giving herself away to warn him?
In the air to Martha’s Vineyard
“So…where are we taking the vice president?” Ted asked Meechum, who sat next to him in the cockpit of the small Beechcraft Skipper—a two-seater probably used as a trainer. The bubble-like cockpit gave them each a wonderful view of the Block Island Sound below.
“Minot, North Dakota,” she replied.
“What the heck is out there? An airbase, I know. And?”
She shot him a wary look. “I can’t say any more than that until I talk to the vice president.”
He held his hands above the wheel. “All right. You drive, then. I’m done.” It came across as immature, but he was mad as hell she would hold out on him. The Marine had no idea what he and Emily had been through.
The plane’s nose dipped, and Meechum grabbed the door handle like it was about to open and fling her out. “Are you nuts?”
Ted still didn’t put his hands on the wheel, though the plane was drifting more to the right than he liked. If she didn’t come around quick…
“Fine. It’s the missile base. We have to go to the damned missile base.”
Ted grabbed the wheel for both of their sakes. Once he had it straightened out, he felt bad about the trick. “Sorry. I’ve been through the wringer and I guess I’m not in the mood for bullshit. It’s dangerous as hell up here.”
“Life is dangerous these days,” she deadpanned, settling back into her seat. “I take it you mean we are in more danger being up here.” The woman was strapped in and snug in her seat, but he noticed her fidgeting with her fingers, like she wasn’t entirely comfortable in the air.
“When we flew in across the Atlantic, I’m talking about when the attack happened, Air Force Two came under attack from missile boats. We were pretty far out at the time, but there’s no telling what range they have, or if they’ve moved since then. I like to play it safe.”
“Is that why we’re flying the wrong way?” she asked matter-of-factly.
He was impressed she noticed. Ted flew them almost due west out over the water, even though the destination was to the east. If they were followed, he planned to cancel the flight completely. They’d ditch somewhere on the mainland, if possible, then get to Martha’s another way. If no one pursued them as they headed east and north to the coast, he planned to get lost in the ground clutter of the eastern seaboard as he turned back east, then make a final cut to the island of Martha’s Vineyard. It would add time to his route, but he figured they were going two or three times faster than the yacht so they’d get there at about the same time. Rather than explain everything to her, he kept it simple. “We’re taking the long way.”
That seemed to satisfy her. They shared some silence for a while, before she pulled out a handheld radio. “I need to call my people, let them know the captain was in on it.”
The plane bobbed on the wind as he took it over the coastline. In seconds, he was over the houses and forests of Connecticut, as he’d planned. “Sure. Better to call them now, before we get to where we’re going. You know, in case we’re tracked.”
She held up the black box. “It’s encrypted. We plan for this stuff, you know?”
He nodded. “I know. I’m just giving you grief, Marine.”
“Meh. I’m used to it. Before we came here, I basically had twelve asshole brothers in my squad.”
They laughed for a moment, before she got on the radio.
A male voice picked up. “This is Crackerjack, go ahead.”
“This is Kit Kat. The otter was a snake. I repeat, the otter was a snake. Plan accordingly.”
“Affirmative, Kit Kat. Be safe. Out.”
Ted looked over. “That’s it? I take it the otter was Van Nuys, but aren’t you going to take over the ship? Call in reinforcements?” There were a lot of actions he figured the Marines could take, but he soon realized he’d been thinking like it was the time before the attack. “Do you even have reinforcements?”
She stayed silent for a few moments. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but you’ve protected the vice president, and it seems we’re sharing state secrets, so I figure there’s no reason not to… Other than a depleted platoon of Marines on the John F. Kennedy, there isn’t a certified allied unit anywhere in this hemisphere that I know about. Everyone is suspect now. Anyone who left the country right before the attack. Anyone who put themselves in a position to be outside the country, even months before. Entire units who transferred before the attack. If you think about the scope of the destruction, lots of people had to know it was coming. You can’t scare up a nation-killing attack without someone, somewhere, knowing something.”
The cockpit fell into silence again, and he had the time to appreciate the lush, green landscape along the coast. He glanced over to Meechum from time to time, wondering if she would ever settle in, but she always seemed uncomfortable. He’d been with Emily for so long that he actually missed having her with him. She would have kept the airplane stocked with humor and snark. He found himself missing her.
Miles later, Meechum came out of her silence. “You know, you didn’t need to scare me into telling you. Any relative of Kyla is a friend of mine. I know it doesn’t seem like it, but I trust you with my life. I’m up here in this rickety milk crate, you know?”
He saw an opportunity for a follow-up. “So, I don’t need to forget how to fly if I ask you what’s so important about the North Dakota missile base?”
“Happy to tell you,” she answered with her ‘get-some’ attitude. “We need to protect the entire United States arsenal of nuclear bombs.”
Amarillo, TX
In all his years in Vietnam, Brent couldn’t remember a juicier target than the one in front of him now. The international airport was a bustling hub of military and civilian transport planes, which were the main targets. The enemy had also amassed a small fleet of Humvees, hundreds of motorcycles with strange attachments added, and an equal number of little metal machines had been lined up in even rows and columns. Using the binoculars from their hiding spot inside a nearby building, he had the perfect observation point overlooking the whole thing, though they weren’t quite strong enough to make out what those lines of machines were for. His bigger problem was that there were so few of them, and so many of the enemy.
“I wonder where the rest of our ex-con friends ended up?” he asked, somewhat rhetorically. Other than those who’d gone to Trish’s place, he hadn’t seen any of the prisoners he’d let go, nor did he see the other guards who’d slipped away from their duty. If all the ex-prisoners came back, he’d have a more useful fighting force of about fifty. Even if they weren’t the most disciplined lot, he could have used the numbers.
“Probably in the strip clubs,” Cliff replied, twisting his mustache. He couldn’t remember the man’s real name, but the inmates had assigned him a nickname because he’d worked for the post office as a letter carrier. The man appeared to be in his late twenties, but his mustache made him look a bit like Cliff Clavin from Cheers, a show he was surprised the younger ones even knew about.
“Pfft.” Kevin slapped Cliff on the shoulder. “All the strippers are in pole-dancer heaven.”
Cliff seemed shocked at first, then laughed cautiously. “That’s just wrong, man.”
“Well, it’s true. There won’t be any strippers for a long time, unless you want to find a pole and dance on it yourself.”
A few of the men laughed, though Trish acted disinterested in the banter.
“Guys,” he said, trying to get their minds out of the gutter. “I need options for how to deal with the problem in front of us. This airport is being used by our enemies to invade the hallowed soil of Texas. Are we going to just let that happen, or are we going to do something about it?” Invoking the name of Texas was a calculated risk. Amarillo’s penal system brought in bad guys from as far away as Oklahoma City and Roswell, New Mexico. Not everyone would bleed Texas red, white, and blue.
The men mumbled among themselves for a bit as he kept watch. He assumed he was going to have to think up a plan on his own, but postman Cliff spoke up. “Why don’t we drive one of the bigger mail trucks into the middle of that place and shoot the hell out of anyone we see?”
“Screw that,” someone replied. “I’m not going in there for any reason. I’ll stay right here and launch rockets, or take potshots with a rifle, but if we go in there, I don’t think we’d ever come back out.”
It was a good point. Each plane brought more bad guys into the airport. How many had come in since they visited earlier in the morning?
“Can anyone fly?” Brent asked, knowing it was a long shot. Most petty criminals wouldn’t have the cash or time to get a pilot’s license.
As expected, no one raised their hand.
“Can anyone drive a big rig?” he pressed.
A few hands went up.
“Does anyone know how to set up a remote-controlled vehicle?” he asked, knowing it was an even longer shot than flying. If they could organize a fleet of big trucks, then program them to all drive into the airfield, they could tear up the planes, or at least severely damage them.
No one raised their hand, at first, but finally Ross raised his. “I never did no remote control, but I had an old Chevy I wanted to disappear, so I put a brick on the gas pedal and tied a rope to the steering wheel. It went right where I wanted, and fast.”
“Where did you want it to go?” Brent asked, afraid to know the answer.
“It was the old lady’s truck. She took a tone I didn’t appreciate. Said I was a no-good bum and wanted me out of the house. The crazy bitch said I didn’t respect her, or her house. I went ahead and jimmied her truck and sent it straight into the Red River.” Ross burst into laughter.
Brent ignored how he’d essentially proven his wife’s point; criminals seldom thought through the crimes pulling them into the prison system. Those that did often used their time to plan how to do it better when they got out. Still, it planted the idea in his head. If he could find a heavy truck, maybe they could send it toward the airport and do a little damage.
“Gentlemen, we have the start of a plan.”




CHAPTER 13
Martha’s Vineyard, MA
“Protect the whole arsenal?” he said with disbelief. “How?”
Meechum chuckled. “I know how it sounds. I’ll tell you everything I know, I promise, but please let me do it when the vice president is with us. What I’m going to tell her is classified as top secret, so I want to be sure she gives me approval. I don’t want to lose my pension.” She finished with heavy sarcasm in her voice, probably because nobody was around to pay her retirement plan anymore.
“I can wait,” he said, understanding where she was coming from. He also had a high-level security clearance; he’d been through a new check every year of his life since becoming a senior pilot with the Air Force. They always told him it was to ensure he was qualified and above suspicion for leveraged attacks, such as blackmail. However, he always suspected they also wanted him cleared in case an emergency happened to the president. If the VP suddenly found herself promoted to the head office, she wouldn’t get far along if her crew lacked the clearance to talk to her.
“For now,” he added with a chuckle.
The flight in was uneventful, for which Ted was grateful, but he didn’t see Emily’s boat as he came in, nor were she and Kyla waiting for them when they arrived. At first, he paced around the terminal, which was about the size of a high school gymnasium, but after about fifteen minutes, he couldn’t take it anymore.
“I’ve got to do something,” he lamented. “Do you want to help me find an airplane big enough to take us all to North Dakota? That way, when Emily and Kyla get here, we can jump on and be gone. They might be hiding from pursuit.” He thought they were fairly lucky to avoid any drone activity. The captain most likely called his bosses to report he’d found the most important woman in America. Every resource they had should have been sent right to the lighthouse, and the skies and seas around it. However, it wasn’t his place to correct the mistakes of his enemies.
“Sure, this place gives me the creeps, anyway.” Meechum pointed to the floor of the terminal, which was layered with gray tiles, but also peppered with the clothes of the fallen. It made him appreciate that he no longer saw the clothing the same way he did back at the terminal building at Andrews Air Force Base. It was still haunting, but it didn’t give him the creeps, as Meechum described it. If anything, seeing those clothes made him more determined than ever to strike back at the sickos who’d done this.
Martha’s Vineyard Airport was essentially a miniature version of any big city airport. It had two runways, a proper taxiway, several enclosed hangars for storage of planes, as well as the terminal building itself. It also had the true measure of any named airport: car rentals. The larger scale also meant there were larger planes parked on the tarmac. If he could find a twin-engine jet, it would get them where they needed to go a lot faster than the single-engine Beechcraft, or any of the other small airplanes parked nearby. It wasn’t that the small craft couldn’t get them there, but it would fly slower and require more fuel stops. Since he didn’t know what to expect out there, he wanted to cut out as many stops as possible.
He went right toward four modern aircraft parked a hundred yards from the terminal. “Any of those would do.” He had his eye on a Cessna CitationJet CJ2, which could be piloted by a single person, such as himself, though the distinctive Avanti P-180 was also attractive.
“Won’t we need to find keys?” she asked. “Are they in the pockets of one of those people back in the terminal, do you think? Like you found it in the other airport?” They’d discussed his escape from the lighthouse, as well as how he got a plane working at the Montauk airfield.
Ted shook his head. “Smaller planes have keys, a lot like automobiles, because they get left at small airports around the world. No one is there around the clock to watch them, so the keys make people feel safe. Bigger planes, like these here at Martha’s, would normally have full-time security watching them, so they don’t require keys. Of course, now that no one is here…”
“We can take what we want,” she finished with a smile.
“I just have to pick the best one,” he added with dry wit.
He strode around to get a look at his options, but as they walked, he wondered how much she knew about the big picture stuff. Despite spending time with the vice president, a woman who should normally be the center of an intelligence operation unmatched in history, he’d barely heard any news since the attack. “Do the Marines know how the hell they did it?”
“The attack?” she said, tracking his thoughts.
“Yeah.”
She shrugged. “They didn’t tell us what to expect when we went wheels up from Yorktown. We ended up in the lower part of the boat because Lieutenant Keller wanted his platoon off the main decks, so we could observe. He got caught doing recon on an upper deck when the big zap happened, but his positioning of the rest of us saved our lives. Kyla was saved by being in a lower compartment, too. Whatever it was that did it, the metal of the decking must have blocked it.”
“It means it had to be an energy weapon of some sort, right? What else could have penetrated some decks, even if it didn’t get through all of them?” He’d had a little time to think through various scenarios, but it was the first time he had confirmation of how the survivors made it through the assault. “And how would you deliver a nationwide, uh, zapper?”
“Beats me. I work with everything from a knife up to a Javelin anti-tank missile, but they never told us anything like this existed.”
“It exists,” he said matter-of-factly. “At some point, we’re going to have to figure out how they did it, then take it out. They’ve threatened other nations—”
“I know. We operate a secret shortwave radio and have been keeping track of friendlies all over the world. It’s a shitstorm, though. Several EU countries have already pushed out every American they could find. The Middle East, too.”
“What about Great Britain?” he interjected. Though she’d become little more than a casual acquaintance, he had no ill feelings for his ex-wife. She was stationed in the UK, at least for the time being.
“I think they’re fine,” she replied.
It dawned on him how big the war had become since Meechum and Kyla arrived. Now he knew a little about the actual attack, he’d been alerted to the necessity of taking Emily out west to a missile base, and he’d been warned about terrorists possibly taking over an aircraft carrier. He even knew how the enemy was communicating. If they could get Emily and Kyla to show up, he’d be well on his way to mounting the first counterattack—a role he relished.
Come on, Kyla, make it back to me.
Highway in Illinois
“Move!” Tabby shouted. She guesstimated where the Subaru was going to land, then lunged away with as much thrust as her legs would give her.
“Yee-ow!” she screamed as the car came down inches from her backside.
The crunch of metal and further shattering of glass rang in her ears as she tumbled through four rows of cornstalks. One of the bikes had been flung sideways, and it cut through the corn about five feet to her left. The bell rang wildly when it smacked the dirt.
She’d fallen almost face-first, giving her a taste of the nasty soil. While she spit it out and wiped it from her cheek, she rolled to her side to see if her friends were all right. “Peter? Audrey?”
They’d been a bit behind her, but she’d given them a brief warning. She assumed they’d been watching the plow go by and were ready for the flying car, but with those two, she never knew. Seconds went by, and she began to fear the worst. Tabby prepared to crawl over to search…
“We’re fine,” Audrey finally replied from the other side of the car.
“Thank God.” Tabby fell back to the ground, content to sit for a moment and make sure she didn’t toss her cookies. The roar of the plows faded as they drove on, but new engine sounds followed; other vehicles were on the interstate, including the rumble of semi-trucks—lots of them.
She took a centering breath, then got to a crouch in order to see over the stalks. For a second, she imagined life going back to normal. The highway was filled with box trucks, flatbed trailers stacked with shipping containers, and tanker trucks. They all followed the mega-plows like ducklings behind their mother. A few cars were sprinkled in, furthering the illusion. However, the flow of traffic took up all four lanes and all of them were going north toward Chicago. And worse, lots of the flatbed trucks carried the robot horses.
It wasn’t a return to normal; it was a full-on invasion.
Peter and Audrey scooted over to her while she observed the procession.
“Hey, tour guide,” Peter laughed, “what’s next on our itinerary? I’m bored.”
Audrey slapped him across the chest.
“Ow!” he said with mock pain.
Tabby laughed at the crazy situation she found herself in. It had been mere hours since their friend had been gunned down and they were joking again. She wished she could bounce back that fast. All she thought about were the trucks driving by, and the enemy within. Those were real people, not robots. They were the jerks who killed her parents, and everyone else. In her head, they were senseless, drooling, maniacal killers, ever searching for the next innocent they wanted to murder. She would never see them as proper soldiers on the march.
Tabby spoke dramatically. “I’m going to kill them. Every freaking one of them.”
“Say what?” Peter asked seriously. “I was kidding, you know. We almost died a second ago. I was making a joke about being bored.”
Tabby caught herself, then glanced back to the kids. “Oh, right. I don’t mean right now. But someday. Those people driving those trucks, they’re going to pay for killing Donovan. For killing our parents. I know we can’t do anything at this moment, but I’m going to be on the lookout for how I can.”
From tour guide to G.I. Jane? It sounded insane when she thought it through, but nothing so far gave her any hope they could peacefully surrender. Gus and Vinny had said their co-workers tried to surrender and were killed on the spot by real people. No one asked Donovan if he wanted to surrender; the robots didn’t seem to care, either. She shook involuntarily at the idea of having no way to protect the two happy-go-lucky teens in her charge.
It took about five minutes, but the parade of tractor-trailers came to an end. A single military armored truck trailed behind. It had eight wheels, a muted gray hull that reminded her of a narrow turtle, and a small turret on top. A pair of men sat in the open hatches on the turret, dressed in black uniforms and black hats. She was close enough to see them laughing as if one of them had told a funny joke.
The face of the enemy.
She crouched lower, afraid men with real eyes would turn and see her in the corn.
“Stay down,” she hissed, sure Audrey or Peter would be standing too high.
The wheeled vehicle rolled by without slowing. She had no idea what it was, or what military it came from, but she didn’t want to tangle with it. They’d been lucky so far, and she wanted that streak to continue.
“We have to collect our stuff,” she said, only after the convoy was a distant hum.
“What do you mean?” Peter asked. “The car is toast.”
“Some of it had to survive. Our guns and stuff are in there.” She pointed to the ruined Subaru, which was lying on its side. “We’ll get what we can and find another car. We’ll have to take backroads.”
“Won’t we get caught with those things on the highway now?” Audrey said with worry.
“Well, we can’t walk home. We have to get there before more of these jerks show up. I want to be somewhere familiar, you know?” All at once, getting the kids home seemed like the most important mission in the world.
She’d gotten up to full height when stalks of corn crunched from behind her.
A drone?
More stalks tipped over. Like in the movies, she saw an object running through the rows, heading right for her. She reached around to the gun at the small of her back, but the fear made her clumsy and slow. Having it probably wouldn’t matter if a mechanical horse-drone found her.
Of course they would scout alongside the highway.
She crouched down, intent to at least block the drone and maybe give the kids time to escape.
Then a dark shape came out of the greenery.
It went right for her.




CHAPTER 14
Martha’s Vineyard Island, MA
As Kyla and Emily motored along the shoreline of Rhode Island, the boat traffic increased greatly. Unlike the automobiles on the highways that ran into things, or stopped when the clutch wasn’t engaged, boats kept going until they ran out of fuel. Some of them had crashed into land, or headed out into the ocean, but the congestion as they approached Martha’s Vineyard suggested it was a fishing and pleasure boat anchoring area; lots of white dots were adrift on the blue waters.
“Do you think anyone’s alive out there?” she asked Emily, who sat resolute and mostly silent at the wheel.
“No. Nobody’s alive. People have all been cleaned away, just like they said.”
Kyla wanted to argue the point, show some hope in front of the leader of the country. Tell her she was wrong, and this was why. But nothing came to mind that would prove her right. Eventually, she drifted to sleep with the rhythm of the waves…
A change in the engine pitch startled her awake.
“Whoa!” she blurted, tipping forward a little.
“It’s okay,” Emily reassured her. “We’re here.”
They were in a small bay with dozens of single-mast sailboats anchored behind a rocky sea barrier, so waves wouldn’t strike them. A large renegade ferry had sped through the mooring area, creating a path of tipped hulls and debris. The ship had run aground on the beach beyond the boats. Emily pointed to it. “I bet Ted could get that running and use it to take us out into the ocean.”
“Wouldn’t the missile boats get us?” Kyla asked in return.
“I don’t know,” Emily remarked. “Maybe they aren’t prepared for ships to come through, only airplanes. Who would be looking for a wayward ferry? Maybe it drifted loose, with all the other boats?”
It made sense. “We could drift our way across the ocean! They couldn’t destroy every sailboat and dingy loose out there.” They’d already seen plenty of boats on the water. Any of those small ones could survive the voyage, though fuel would give out long before they made it to Europe. A larger ship, like the ferry, might have enough fuel to go the distance. It was an idea to keep in her back pocket.
“We’ll park alongside this dock. At least we’ll know we have one option of escape at our command if we don’t find your uncle right away.” Emily guided the boat next to an empty wooden pier, and Kyla jumped out and secured the mooring ropes to a pair of cleats.
Together, they walked the pier toward the shore. Emily carried her rifle and the holstered pistol. Kyla only had her pistol tucked into her belt.
Ahead of them, they entered a pleasant street filled with seafood restaurants, boat rental shops, and tourist trinket kiosks. The summertime clothes strewn all over the sidewalks reminded her she was dressed like a Marine. Though she was grateful for Meechum giving her clothes to wear besides her fast-food-styled polo shirt, she wanted to dress more to her taste and comfort. There was no way she could be convinced to pick up any of the clothing belonging to the missing tourists, but there were lots of shops.
“Do you think I have time to run in and change?” she asked, stopping suddenly at an open storefront. When Emily turned around, Kyla motioned to her own attire, as if it would be obvious why she needed new threads.
Emily relaxed, then looked inside the windows. “Be quick. I could use a change of clothes myself. These have been in the ocean. Twice. I feel like I’ve taken these jeans as far as I can without washing them.”
She went inside with Emily. Eighties music played in the background, and the cheery lighting made the place seem normal. But it was nice she didn’t need money. It was like winning a radio contest where she could buy anything in the store, as long as she did it within three minutes. Emily ran around and yanked clothes off the racks, then hurried into the changing room, even though there was no one else around. Kyla changed right on the main floor.
When Emily came out and saw Kyla buttoning her new shorts, she laughed. “I guess old habits are going to stick with me for a while. You’re younger. Obviously, you’ve adapted to having no one else around.”
Kyla shook her head. “I didn’t think about it. I’d change in front of a crowd if it meant we can get going to my uncle that much faster. I can only imagine what he and Meechum are doing right now without us. Probably building a tank or something.” She laughed at the image.
“That sounds like him. Hey, what do you think?” Emily half-turned to show her flowery outfit. She’d put on a sleeveless summer dress that ended a little below her knees. The pink and teal flowers went perfectly with the dress’s white background, giving it a happy, summery look. “It’s less formal than I would like, but this is a beach bum kind of place. There isn’t much here for the business-minded woman.”
Before Kyla could respond, Emily pointed to her feet. “Plus these. My other boots were soaked, and these were the only things I could find, besides flipflops.” She’d found a pair of thick, black combat boots that went up to mid-shin. Emily was a pretty woman, so the look worked for her, but she appeared anything but professional.
“It’ll all come together when you pick up your rifle,” Kyla joked. “How do I look?” she went on. She spun around, too, but was inexplicably self-conscious about her appearance in front of the important woman. Instead of a feminine dress, she’d pulled a random pair of olive drab cargo shorts off the rack and matched it with a sky-blue T-shirt. It had a lobster outline on the front, with the words If you pinch me, I’ll bite stenciled above it, and Martha’s Vineyard below.
“For a five-minute shopping spree, I think we both did pretty good.” Emily grabbed her rifle, but she didn’t know what to do with the pistol. There was no belt to tuck it in, nor did the dress have pockets. “Oh, wow, I didn’t think this through.” The VP glanced around the place, then grabbed a fashionable over-the-shoulder beach bag. The pistol dropped right in. “Solved!”
“Good call,” Kyla replied. Her cargo shorts had pockets barely big enough for her fingers, so she was forced to put Carthager’s pistol back in her waistband.
“Come on, we’ve wasted enough time,” Emily huffed as she headed for the door. Before she went out, she yanked a pair of sunglasses off the spinny-rack near the exit. She held them up for Kyla. “Snag a pair. It helps to have eye protection when we’re firing guns.”
“Listen to the vice president,” Kyla mused. “She’s got fashion sense and a mind honed for combat.”
They went outside, sunglasses on and rifles over their shoulders, but Emily held her back. “You know, I never wanted any of this. My political career has been based on non-violence and helping people. What we’ve been forced to do is…”
“It blows chunks,” Kyla interjected. “I know. I won’t think any different of you. You’ve got my vote, no matter what.”
Emily cracked up. “That’s the last thing on my mind. Getting you back to your uncle is what really matters. He’s been looking forward to this since I met him. Let’s get over to the airport and do this.”
They easily found another car and got it started. Emily drove like she knew where to go. Kyla really hoped being reunited with Uncle Ted would end the nightmare, but Meechum had taught her to be suitably cautious. She’d seen it herself in New York City. No matter if they escaped by boat or plane or anything else that moved, the fight was far from over.
Still, when they pulled up to the airport and she caught sight of Uncle Ted with Meechum next to him, she forgot all about her horrible attire.
“Uncle Ted!”
Martha’s Vineyard Airport, MA
“Uncle Ted!”
Those were the sweetest words Ted had heard the entire week. His niece ran into his arms and they hugged for a moment, until the barrel of her rifle bonked him in the head. “Whoa! Where’d you get this hardware from?”
Kyla took a step back. “You won’t believe it! When that guy said to kill us on the radio, Emily and I both got out our pistols and shot the bastard dead. Then, when another guy came out of the woods, we killed him, too.”
Meechum came up next to Ted but looked at Kyla. “So, you learned a few things at the firing range, huh?”
Kyla nodded enthusiastically. “I kept my breathing calm. I aimed with my dominant eye. Then I squeezed the trigger, like you showed me a million times.” Without prompting, she lunged for the Marine and gave her a hug, too.
“I’m more worried about your outfit,” Meechum said dryly.
Kyla jumped away like she had a week’s worth of pent up energy. “Yeah, I look like a tourist. The uniform was too uncomfortable. Besides, it takes off some of the pressure. When I dress like a Marine, people expect me to do heroic things. At least, that’s how I feel.”
“Sounds like you did some heroic things anyway,” he suggested.
He’d been talking to the two ladies, so he almost missed when Emily came around her borrowed car. Like Kyla, she’d changed since he’d last seen her. Now, she wore a shapely little dress which made her seem the opposite of presidential. A colorful scrunchy bunched her brunette locks into one big ponytail. The oversized combat boots made her seem more like a broody teenager than the leader of the free world. However, cleaned up as she was, he had to admit she was extremely pretty.
Ted wanted to compliment her in some way, but he couldn’t think of anything appropriate in the moment. He diverted his eyes from where they wanted to go and instead saluted her. “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the President of the United States.” He remained serious for a couple of seconds, but then had to laugh.
“Yeah, yeah,” Emily said, “yuck it up, funny guy. I can have you demoted, you know.”
“Is she officially the president?” Meechum asked, glancing over at her like she was seeing her for the first time.
Ted turned her way, to alleviate his discomfort at how Emily was dressed. “Yep. I was at the White House. The president died in the attack. She’s the next in line, if we ever get the country running again.”
Meechum whistled quietly, like she was impressed. “That changes everything. We figured Tanager was dead, which is why we wanted to get to Ms. Williams, but I guess this makes it official…” She gave Emily a belated but proper salute.
“Please, none of that is necessary. I may be the president on paper, but I’m deferring to Major MacInnis for my security. I never even dreamed about a scenario this dire.” She gestured for Meechum to step closer. “When we came in, we saw a big ferry beached up in the port. If we could free her, we might be able to put out to sea.”
“No,” Meechum interjected. “You can’t, ma’am. The reason we were trying to find you is that…well, normally this would be classified…” She glanced at Ted and Kyla.
Emily caught on immediately. “Whatever you can say to me, you can say to them. We’re way past classified and top secret, you know?”
Kyla stepped forward and held up a finger. “Wait! Are you saying the president can tell us if there are aliens at Area 51 and all that? If so, I’d really like to know.”
He flashed her a look of disapproval, though he gave Emily a sideways glance. It was an excellent question.
Emily appeared torn, and he wondered if Kyla had hit upon a hot topic. She leaned closer to Kyla and waved him and Meechum closer. “I did hear about an above top-secret memo about aliens. Do you want to know what it said?”
He leaned in harder than the girls. “Hell yeah, I do.”
She smiled. “So do I!”
Ted rolled his eyes as Emily and the others laughed. “There’s no such things as aliens. Not as far as I know,” she amended. “Now, Lance Corporal Meechum, please tell us what you know.”
“Of course,” the Marine replied. “The reason I came looking for you is that you have the codes for the nuclear briefcase. If we can get you to the missile base in Minot, North Dakota, we can deprogram the entire defense system.”
Emily absently rubbed the waistline of her dress. “Why would we need to do that?” She paused for a second and lit up. “It’s so they can’t use it!”
“Right,” Meechum replied. “It might already be too late, but we think there’s still a chance they haven’t figured out what needs to be done. It isn’t something commonly known to government agencies. If they had traitors on the inside, it’s still unlikely they knew how to re-program the whole system.”
“Do you know how to do it?” Kyla asked the Marine.
“No. I was hoping she did.”
All eyes went to Emily, even his.
Folsom, CA
As much as Dwight wanted to get on his motorcycle and disappear in the farmlands of the Central Valley, he had no choice but to stick with Bernard and the larger group of motorcyclists. They went east for another hour, traveling through the empty city of Sacramento along the way. The crowded buildings tempted him to make a run for it there, but he admitted he was too scared to risk it. The men around him were willing to kill innocent people by shooting them and then dropping them off bridges. What would they do to him? A guy who shouldn’t even be there…
When they reached the next city, the bikers began to peel off in blocks of five or six. He stayed close to Bernard, mainly because he didn’t know anyone else. When he saw Bernard turn down a side street along with a small group of his own, Dwight followed. Eventually, they turned down another street lined with single-story storefronts. It reminded him of an old-school mall without a roof.
Bernard pointed to each man, and the bikers drove toward stores where he motioned to them. When he got to Dwight, he did a doubletake, then pulled next to him so they could both put their feet down. “You aren’t part of my team. Did you get lost again?”
Poppy squawked from the gutter of a nearby building.
Yeah, I’ll be careful, he thought.
“I’ve been lost this whole time, Bernie. Can I ride with you until we get where we’re going?”
Bernard smiled. “We’re there, friend. And sure, why not? It will help me meet my target that much quicker. Then we can go to the designated hotel and relax until the big show tomorrow.”
That sounded good to him. If he could get himself alone in a room, maybe he’d get the opportunity to flee he’d been waiting for. Surely, they couldn’t watch him every second of the day. The first thing he was going to do was find a—
“Right here!” Bernard gestured toward one of the shops. “This is your place.” It was a sporting goods store he’d never heard of. Since he didn’t have to move, he shut off his motor. Bernard sped down the street about fifty yards before he stopped, too.
The other men walked around, holding the flamethrower poles that had been secured to the backs of their bikes. He took his off and tried to mimic what the nearest man was doing. He seemed to turn a crank, push a button, then hold the metallic pole a bit like a gun.
Poppy cackled from above the sporting goods store.
“No, I won’t shoot my eye out. Where do you get such crazy ideas?” He spoke low, so none of the men would hear him. “I don’t know what we’re doing, but I’m getting out of this as soon as I can. Keep your eyes sharp. Help me, Poppy.”
Before she could answer, one of the men down the line seemed to explode with fire…
“Good night!” he spit out. The man’s hose had a jet of fuel shooting from the end, and it turned into a long stream of fire. The splashing flames went through the glass store front, as well as soak the wooden façade on the front.
The next black-clad man in line did the same thing. He aimed his flamethrower at a building, unleashed the spray of liquid by itself for a second, then it ignited and sent flames in an arc to the wooden structure.
“Oh, crap.” It was his turn. He had to keep up appearances, so he tried his best to mimic them. He squeezed a trigger, which unleashed the flow, then he searched for a trigger or button for the spark. It took him a few extra seconds, but he found the red button on the side of the handle. Once he pressed that, an intense heat hit his face.
He was suddenly holding a cone of flames shooting directly through the front doors of the store thirty feet away. The pressure was strong enough to send the fire well into the store. When he let off the throttle, the flamethrower kicked off, and he saw his handiwork: fire quickly spread in there.
Bernard also had his flamethrower operating. The whole group sprayed, then lit, then shut off, then moved to an adjacent store.
Dwight figured he had no choice. He sparked it up again and threw the flames all over the front of the store, then, like the others, he aimed for the neighboring buildings. He was out of juice less than a minute later; he was the last one to finish.
He slung the business end into the holster and was finally free to see the damage they’d done. The entire street reminded him of a valley, with walls of fire on the outsides, and him and the bikes on the pavement in the middle.
Poppy screamed at him from up above.
“No, I didn’t mean to burn your feathers. Come down from there!” In seconds, they’d laid waste to a quarter of a mile of storefront, and the fire would certainly spread to the untouched buildings close by, and probably the homes and businesses behind them.
Why are they doing this?




CHAPTER 15
In the air over Lake Huron
Ted eventually chose the P.180 Avanti as their ride. It was a distinctive twin-engine turboprop aircraft with large wings in the back and two small wings near the nose, making it look like it had whiskers. Other than the looks, he’d selected it for its ability to make the flight from Massachusetts to North Dakota in one hop. Some of the other planes were nicer and could go faster, but the Avanti also had the most fuel, so that won the day.
Once they took off, he’d gone directly north to avoid New York City and the chaos at Newark. He kept as low to the ground as possible on the way out, but once he was two states away, he figured he’d be outside the radar range of any airport in the New York area, so he leveled out at a more comfortable, and less dangerous, cruising altitude.
Emily sat in the co-pilot’s chair, though she wasn’t familiar with the cockpit. On the way up, he’d shown her what he knew, though he had only seen the avionics in the model one other time. They took turns working the controls to give her more experience; it paid to be prepared.
“You haven’t said much since I came back,” Emily said from behind her fashionable sunglasses. “Anything you want to talk about?”
At first, he was going to tell her she was way off the mark, but he begrudgingly admitted she was right, to a degree. Finding and saving Kyla was a huge burden off his shoulders, but now he was directly responsible for her safety. To make it all worse, the pragmatic Marine told him he had to take her toward danger, not away.
“I like your beach bag. It looks like you’re on spring break.” The colorful bag sat behind her seat. She’d showed him it was where she kept her pistol.
“Ted?” she sassed, knowing that wasn’t what was bothering him.
He sighed, beaten. “Do you think I could convince Kyla to wear a parachute, so I could toss her out over Canada?” The direct route to North Dakota had them going over Canadian territory. If he threw her out, he’d get her away from the possible danger of going to the missile base, though traveling north of the border was no picnic, either. The intel he’d heard while on Air Force Two suggested most of Canada had been taken out.
“Hell no,” Emily said right away. “She’s definitely not going to back away from any fight. She didn’t flinch when she had to kill those traitors, Ted. I think she wants to impress you, and her Marine drill sergeant.”
He chuckled. “Yeah, Meechum is one serious badass. Normally, I’d have some concerns about my daughter hanging out with a Marine, but in this case, I think it has done wonders for her. Boy, I tell you, my sister would have hated to see her carrying guns and…” A bubble of sadness welled up, knowing he’d never see Rebecca again. However, he fought it back down. “And carrying on like a Marine.”
Emily reached over and touched his arm.
“How do you always know?” he said, appreciating the human contact.
“A president just senses these things,” she said in a dead serious tone, before giggling. “You’re a tough guy on the outside, but I’ve been with you long enough, and through enough crappy situations, to know a little about what makes you tick.”
He straightened, not willing to dwell on his own weaknesses. “I think you and Kyla have been talking about me. It’s not fair, you know?”
She pulled back, still laughing a little. “I’m sure you think all we did was sit around saying how great you are.”
Ted turned on the charm, to be as funny as her. “Did you?”
They shared a moment, and he thought she was going to say yes to prove him right, but she flicked on the radio and set it to the 100.0 frequency for Southern One Hundred. “Speaking of talking, it seems S-O-H is back to playing music.”
The high-flying solar aircraft broadcasting music to America were sixty thousand feet above them. If he wanted to listen to music on the flight, they were the only station left on the air. However, it was owned by Jayden Phillips, the guy who said he was responsible for attacking America. Ted wondered if there were signals or hidden messages in the songs, akin to how allied forces sent information to French resistance fighters in World War II. At that moment, the station played a violent rap song. He couldn’t imagine what message could be hidden inside.
“I’d shoot down all those flying transmitters if it would shut off this music.”
“What about free speech and all that?” she replied with a laugh. “I’m supposed to protect it.”
He had some opinions on the subject, but a blip appeared on his central avionics screen. The TCAS, traffic collision avoidance system, showed another aircraft nearby. The reliable limit of detection was about thirty nautical miles.
“We have company,” he said, all trace of humor gone.
He watched intently as the unidentified craft hovered at the extreme edge of his system’s range, almost directly behind them. It went on for several minutes, and nothing changed, leading him to wonder if it was a malfunction.
“I’m going to change heading a little to see if he matches.” He conducted a gradual turn toward the north and watched as the other plane shadowed his maneuver. When he turned back to his original course, the other guy hung with him. “Uh oh. I think we have a problem.”
The P.180 Avanti was built for small, private companies, and tiny airlines away from major hubs. The dual-prop design was great for fuel savings versus a jet, but it sacrificed speed. If the craft behind him was with the enemy, they were almost certainly traveling by jet. The Avanti wouldn’t be able to outrun or outfly them. Even a marginally-trained pilot only needed to keep them in range, so other units could pursue.
He looked outside. They were almost at Michigan. Lake Michigan was spread on the horizon ahead. Not nearly close enough to North Dakota to give up.
“You know how I mentioned parachutes?” he said with worry steeped in his voice.
“Yeah,” she responded.
“If that’s what I think it is, we might all need them.”
She leaned toward him. “You know that’s impossible, right?”
The door to the outside would never open while they were in flight. There was no way to jump out, even if they had four parachutes ready to go. He nodded. “Just trying to keep morale above room temperature.”
The transponder signal on the screen still hadn’t moved.
“Well, before we frighten the first-class passengers, let’s wait a little while and see what this thing does. Maybe it will assume we’re a friendly and let us go.”
She took the controls and jinked a bit to the left. They watched as the other plane took a second to re-orient, then it moved to the spot directly behind them again.
“Or,” she began in a hushed voice, “maybe this thing knows exactly who we are, and where we’re going. It’s tagging along because there’s no need to grab us until we land at our destination.”
“How could anyone possibly know all that?”
Emily looked over her shoulder and whispered, “Are you positive that Van Nuys character didn’t know about what the Marines were doing on his ship?”
Ted trusted that Meechum was on his side, but he couldn’t vouch for anyone else back on the JFK.
“We’ll just have to wing it,” he snarked.
Highway in Illinois
The dog flew out of the cornstalks, which forced Tabby to brace her arm against the inevitable attack. She’d recently tangled with those lost dogs back in Chicago, so her reaction time was heightened. However, when the gray dog switched from attack mode to rain-of-kisses mode, she was completely shocked.
“Deogee?”
The excited pup looked up at her with anticipation and a lolling tongue, then it barked once as if she’d gotten the answer correct.
“It is you! Guys, look who found us!”
A black dog came out of the corn, panting hard as if it had been trying to keep up with its friend. Once it saw Deogee getting lovin’ from Tabby, its tail spun into high gear and she came up to get some attention, too.
Audrey and Peter crawled over and joined in the reunion, but as soon as Audrey put her hand on the big wolf, she recoiled. “She’s been burned.”
Tabby had been so wrapped up in the shock, she’d failed to notice patches of fur along one side had been burned down to the skin. It wasn’t totally debilitating, since the dog was playful and alert, but it couldn’t have been pleasant. She immediately wondered where she’d gotten the burns from. “Where’s Sister Rose?” she asked the dog, as if it would answer.
“And who’s your friend?” Peter asked, petting the black lab. He settled the pup long enough to get a look at the dog tag hanging below its neck. “This one’s named Biscuit.”
“Biscuit and Deogee,” Tabby declared. “How did you find us?” It was a small miracle to be sure, though she wondered if it was due to the fact there weren’t many people left in the area. If the dogs had somehow tracked her and the kids, it was probably because they were the only ones making tracks. She and the teens had come up the same highway earlier on their way to Chicago. The dogs were simply moving slower.
The joyful reunion was a small consolation prize for losing their car. She wondered if the dogs would have gone all the way to Lake Michigan before they realized she’d turned around and gone back toward home. Were they that smart? Could they be useful to them, since they were all on foot?
The three of them spent the next half-hour clearing what they could from the broken car. The shotguns were scratched but otherwise undamaged. That was her main concern. If those plows came back, she wanted to be ready.
Eventually, a vehicle passed on the highway, heading toward St. Louis. It was an average-looking four-door car, a lot like the Subaru in the corn. A few minutes later, a big truck passed on the northbound lane, heading for Chicago.
“It looks like the route is now open again,” she said cautiously.
Audrey held Biscuit by the collar. “We should stay away from the interstate. Whoever those people are, they aren’t our friends.”
Tabby sighed, wondering if there was a right answer for what to do next. They could cut across country and probably find a car soon enough, but she had no map. If they left the interstate, she wasn’t sure how to get home.
“I want to get this trip over with,” she said. “The plows went north. We’re heading south. There are still lots of cars in the ditch alongside the highway. I’m sure we can find a working one and get the heck out of here. It doesn’t look like they’re driving special cars or anything, now that the road is open. We’ll blend in.”
Peter laughed. “You don’t think they’re going to check our IDs?”
She tried to think logically, for all their sakes. Hundreds of millions of her fellow Americans were dead and gone. Other than the convoy, she’d seen no living souls between the big cities. If these new people were taking over, they couldn’t be everywhere at the same time. They’d probably only be watching where the interstate met other highways, or over the Mississippi River.
“I vote we get a car and head for St. Louis. We’ll drive slowly, in case they have roadblocks or whatever. When we get to the river by the Arch, we’ll spy on the bridge to be sure there’s no one there, then we’ll cross. If we see anything along the way, we can pull over and hide, like we did here. All we have to do is stay vigilant.”
Audrey and Peter shared a look before the girl replied, “We trust you.”
Peter wrapped his arm around Deogee. “You’ll be our guard dog, won’t you?” The wolfhound licked his face, making him fall over on his side giggling uproariously. Again, she thought of how easily the teens were able to blot out the loss of their friend.
Deogee soon left Peter, sniffed all over Audrey for a few moments, then she came and threw herself at Tabby. For a few minutes, she rolled and played with the dog too, trying to forget all the problems swirling around outside their patch of cornfield. She didn’t make a big deal out of it when another car passed by on the road, but it reinforced the idea she was doing the right thing.
Driving straight home was the smart play.




CHAPTER 16
Over Wisconsin
While Emily and Uncle Ted sat up front, Kyla had eight comfortable seats in the back to share with Meechum. The plane was barely big enough for one small restroom, which was a godsend on the long flight, but it had no door between the seats and the cockpit. She chose to sit near the back, if only to give the pair privacy in the cockpit. She had her suspicions about what they were talking about; she’d seen the way her uncle was gaga over Emily’s dress.
“Do you think they like each other?” she asked Meechum under her breath. Kyla wasn’t a gossip at heart, but this was a special case. She thought back to all those fake boys she mentioned to her partner Ben back on the job. She’d exaggerated and made stuff up to avoid telling him she wasn’t dating anyone. It was all fake, but it passed the time. However, there, on the plane, she was convinced real things were happening.
She shifted positions to better see Meechum.
The short-haired woman sat across the aisle from her. She had her rifle in pieces for the umpteenth time since they’d taken off. She’d seen her do it before, which led to her thinking the woman was super thorough about cleanliness and preparation, but Kyla now believed it was a trained habit designed to keep her endlessly occupied, possibly because she’d said flying wasn’t her thing. The Marine didn’t even glance over. “It wouldn’t be proper for me to get into it. She’s my commander-in-chief.”
“Oh, come on. You mean you never speculated about who Tanager would end up with?” President Kirby Tanager was famous for entering office as a bachelor, but that didn’t last long. He married one of his spokeswomen who was as loud and obnoxious as he was. For the brief time before he settled down with her, the tabloids were on fire with speculation about who would make the perfect first lady.
Meechum stared at her. “Do I look like the type of woman who cares who other women are doing? I have enough trouble finding a man, and I work at a company with nothing but men.” When she’d made her point, she resumed working on her rifle.
“I bet you scare the hell out of those guys.”
“Marines aren’t afraid of anything,” she deadpanned. “I just don’t go for the big, stupid types. I also don’t go for men in my unit. Do you know how much trouble it would cause? Those dumbasses would lay down their lives one after the other to protect me when the bullets came our way.”
Kyla detected an undercurrent in her words. “But there is someone, isn’t there?” she taunted in a friendly manner.
Meechum’s lip almost formed a smile, until she caught herself and turned the tables. “What about you? Did you date that fellow you were with when we found you?”
She recoiled at the thought. “Eww. Hell no. Ben was married with kids, plus he was old enough to be my father. Oh yeah, and this is a disqualifier of epic proportions in my book, he was working for the bad guys.” Meechum knew the story of how she’d shot Ben as he tried to get off the boat, so her reason for bringing it up was to deflect from her original question. However, rather than press her on who liked whom, she tried to move the conversation away from the subject.
“How much damage do you think Van Nuys did before you killed him?”
Meechum paused her task and looked up. “If we would have had the authority to detain him at the outset, we would have kept him in that hold at the bottom of the ship. His story was fishy from the start.”
“But you couldn’t?” Kyla asked.
“No. And with no other crew around, we needed him to get the ship out of port. He did us a favor by doing that much, but his plans were probably threatened when the Marines on the Iwo showed up. At that point, it might have been possible for the captain of the Iwo to take command of the carrier, but we didn’t have any evidence backing up our hunch.”
“But now you do,” she reasoned.
“Yep. That’s why I radioed a message back to my team. They’ll work with the other captain and hopefully gain control of the JFK. I only wish I was there to bang some heads with the rest of the boys.”
Kyla didn’t have to ask if it was because she loved a good fight, or if there was someone she wanted to see again. She began to understand the dynamics of the other woman and came to a new respect for her sense of duty for going with them out west. She was about to ask if she had a sense of the odds of their journey, but the plane lurched and bounced violently before she could speak.
Uncle Ted called over the intercom, “Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve crossed most of Wisconsin. Next up, Minnesota.”
Over Wisconsin/Minnesota
“Airspeed: four hundred miles-per-hour. Altitude: ten thousand feet. All instruments look solid.” Emily pointed to the radar screen; it still had the contact at the extreme edge of their TCAS screen. “Except for this guy, we’ve made great time.”
“Whoever they are, they must know the Avanti’s capabilities, including what distance they needed to maintain position off, or at the edge of, our avoidance system.”
Emily sighed. “We saw them the whole time. I guess they messed up.”
Like he’d done with the Cessna 172, he’d turned off the transponder before they took off, so they couldn’t be tracked as easily. It meant they wouldn’t show up on the enemy’s TCAS system, since it collected data from nearby transponders. However, if they weren’t tracking by TCAS, it meant they probably had active radar on board. It suggested a military aircraft. “Whatever, or whomever, they are, we aren’t going to lose them in flight. I’m afraid if they stay with us until Minot, they may figure out what we’re doing.”
She chuckled. “Taking the vice president to a nuclear missile base to enter a code in a computer, so real Americans maintain control of the United States ballistic missile arsenal. You really believe it’s the first thing they’ll think of?”
He stretched his legs and leaned her way. The pilots’ chairs were comfortable, but they’d been in the air for almost three hours. The lower half of his body was crying out to shift positions. “When you put it like that, lady, I don’t believe they’ll come up with it at all. However, the fact remains: they’re watching where we go.”
“Then we have to go somewhere that throws them off the scent,” she said dryly.
Ted had been thinking the same thing, but he’d kept it to himself for as long as he dared. It was too easy to sit in the plane and cross the endless miles of land below, but the cold truth was they were literally on someone’s radar at that moment. They had to ditch them before they could make their move toward North Dakota.
“I don’t want to turn around. That would make it obvious we didn’t have a real destination. From where we are, we could go to Duluth, Rochester, or Minneapolis. All are about the same distance from us.”
“Where do you want to go?” she asked.
“Well, considering the size of our strike force, I think it would be easy to get lost in any one of those cities, but if the aircraft behind us is also carrying military personnel from the enemy forces, I think I’d rather be in a large city. It will give us more places to hide.”
She huffed. “Why does it sound like we’re in for some trouble? Everywhere I fly with you, more trouble!”
“I’m sorry,” he said, really meaning it.
She grabbed his arm. “I’m kidding, of course. You know I trust you. This sounds like a really good plan. We’ll swoop down, jump out, and make a run for the city.”
He reflexively put his hand on hers, but he pulled it off a second later, fearing he’d make things uncomfortable. She held her hand where it was for a few seconds, smiled with a hard-to-read expression behind her eyes, then pulled back. He thought about telling her how nice she looked, or how her hair was attractive in the summer-themed scrunchy, but nothing sounded professional in his head. Failing that, he picked up the intercom microphone and went with what he knew. He pushed the yoke forward to dip the plane toward Minneapolis.
“Ladies and gentlemen, please put your seat backs and tray tables in the upright position. We’re about to descend into the Minneapolis-Saint Paul International Airport. Oh, and if you have running shoes available, please have those ready. We’ll be doing some light jogging. Thanks for flying with MacInnis Air.”
Amarillo, TX
Brent issued his orders and sent his band of merry men out into the greater Amarillo area to retrieve the necessary supplies. They avoided the airport, since that seemed to be the hub of enemy activity, but the rest of the giant city was ripe for the plucking. They’d found throwaway cars and split up; a move he hoped wouldn’t come back and bite him in the ass. There wasn’t enough time to play it overly safe.
They all rendezvoused on a residential street deep inside miles of suburban housing. He was pleased to see everyone had come back from their first mission with the right vehicles. Nine or ten big trucks were already there.
Kevin, a small black man with the deepest voice Brent had ever heard, knew a guy who managed a car repair shop. He owned a giant wrecker, which was now parked on the street. Carter, the alleged pyro who may or may not have burned down his family’s failing pool supply store, said he knew of a trucking company they’d done business with inside the city. A tractor-trailer with that company’s name sat behind the wrecker. Brent didn’t let Trish go off alone, so they’d gone together and brought back two tankers from a truck stop.
As he climbed out of his rig, he noticed a line of trash trucks down the street. “Who brought those?”
Andre raised his hand. “It must have been trash day in this part of the city when they attacked us. Me and Ross brought in six of them, and we didn’t have to look that hard.”
Brent rubbed his hands together. “Good job, men. Let’s make one more trip to the truck stop I just came from. You aren’t going to believe how many of these shiny tankers are there.”
“Are they full?” asked Kevin.
“I think so,” he replied. He wasn’t a trucking expert, but the engine strained to pull the one he’d taken. It had to be close to full, and the numerous hazard signs convinced him it was carrying gasoline.
The rest of the daylight hours went by as Brent and his men improved their collection time. They figured out it was best to pair up—one man would start a civilian car found in the subdivision, then they’d go to the truck stop. They’d leave the little car there, then bring back two trucks. When Brent arrived in another tanker, the whole street looked like an oil refinery.
“This should do it, guys.” He was proud of what he’d been able to accomplish in a short time, but the real heavy lifting would begin once it got dark. He looked over the nearest truck, and his guys gathered around.
In the evening, a flatbed truck rolled up the street and parked next to Brent. It was a rental from a Home Depot store, painted in the distinctive orange color of the home improvement chain. Its arrival meant the completion of another of the missions he’d created for his men.
“What did you bring us?” Brent asked the driver.
Cliff waved at him. “Check it out.” He pointed to the flatbed.
Brent moved around to get a look at his cargo. The familiar orange buckets were filled to the tops with metal objects, making it look like he’d brought back a king’s treasure that was spilling over into the truck’s bed. Instead of gold, however, they were large bolts and strips of rebar. There were also twenty or thirty cinderblocks stacked inside.
The driver came around behind Brent. “I filled up the buckets like you said. It was easy to do when there was no one inside to stop me. I just dumped out the boxes of bolts. I, uh, might have driven my truck right in through the front doors to make it easier.”
“Smart thinking,” Brent replied.
The man went on, “I also got all the emergency roadside kits I could find, as well as two dozen ten-foot lengths of copper wire, though I have no idea what it’s all for.”
Brent couldn’t wait for the sun to go down. He’d had nothing but time over the past few hours to imagine how they were going to assemble all that they’d brought together into a weapon designed for war. It wasn’t Vietnam, and those weren’t regular soldiers at the airfield, but he was about to teach all of them, friend and foe alike, what it meant to be a pissed-off American warrior.
“I know exactly what it’s all for,” he said dryly.




CHAPTER 17
Minneapolis, MN
As soon as Ted touched down at the Minneapolis-Saint Paul Airport, the plane behind them disappeared from their system. He had no illusions of losing the enemy craft; the only question was whether the opposing force had radioed to ground units already in Minnesota or not.
They ran through the darkened airport terminals, careful as always to avoid the piles of clothing. There were long lines of passengers at several of the gates, as well as lots of traffic inside the food court. All four had the same idea when they ran by a food kiosk; he grabbed a couple energy drinks and several bags of chips. The others pulled off their favorite junk foods as they ran for the pilot’s lounge.
“Through there. Hurry!” he yelled. Ted had been to the airport in the past, but he’d never spent much time there. Most airports had a restricted area where pilots and flight crews were able to relax. Often, airport administration and operations were nearby. “Yes, that’s it.” He pointed to an exit.
The door was closed, and it had a security panel that required a keycard to operate. He didn’t have the required card, but several of the airport employees nearby had what he needed. Ted respectfully pulled the card off one of the maintenance uniforms and got them through.
They went up several flights of stairs before entering the square room with huge wraparound windows displaying the airport and the nighttime skies above the dark city of Minneapolis. Dozens of workstations had chairs with civilian clothes piled on them, each placed in front of radar, weather, and communications terminals.
“It’s still working,” he said breathlessly. Most of the airport had gone dark with the loss of power, but everything in the air traffic control tower was lit up. He figured generators would have kicked on the second main power went out, but since he didn’t know when the switchover happened, he worried everything was going to shut down as he watched. “We have to hurry.”
“What are we looking for?” Kyla asked.
Meechum ran to the nearest working terminal. “We want to see if we’re being chased, right?”
Ted nodded at her. “Yes, exactly. I wanted to get up here before that other plane had a chance to clear out or land.” He jumped in front of one terminal, then slid two or three down the line until he found the one he wanted. “Got ya!”
The others gathered around. He touched a bunch of numbers on the screen. “Uh oh. We weren’t being followed by just one plane. Look at them all.” He pointed to a half-dozen aircraft coming in from the south, in addition to one that was a lot closer. “They’re running with transponders on, so they can ID each other. We had our transponder off, to stay hidden, but they must have caught us on radar along the way.”
“Should we have kept it on?” Kyla said reflectively.
“No, we were unauthorized, either way,” Emily said.
“So, what does this mean for us?” Kyla pressed.
They all bunched up at the workstation as Ted explained. “This is the one that was following us. You can see how it’s the only aircraft close to the airport. It’s a…” His voice trailed off.
“What?” Kyla asked, crowding in on his left.
“It’s a civilian craft. I was sure it was military based on how it kept pace with us. It’s a Bombardier 850. Basically, a big executive aircraft.” He had no illusions about the intent of the pursuit. Maybe they couldn’t spare a military plane to investigate a little puddle-jumper flying across the Great Lakes. The pilot only needed to stay close. But it was the other aircraft which bothered him, since they were moving a lot faster. “These are military.” He pointed to the six dots at the lower part of the screen.
The group watched the moving dots for half a minute before he realized they were mesmerized by the active radar’s sweeping motion.
“It looks like they’re coming for us,” Ted said in a steady tone. “We better get moving.” He leaned away, hoping the others would follow. When he looked to the next computer screen, he noticed it was a TV station that had been shot to pieces. His attention was drawn to the scene.
The big number 5 behind the anchor desk had distinct holes in it, as did the wall next to it. The lights were funny, like a few had been turned off, or the station was running on low power. A small counter ran at the bottom, suggesting the shot was live.
“Hey, guys, check this out.” Despite the impending threat, they had time before any aircraft got to the ground. He risked a look at the computer system. It was designed to record live television, like a Tivo. He figured the video monitor was useful for air traffic personnel during emergencies.
Maybe I can see the instant of the attack.
He paused the live shot, then reversed it. It went by slowly until he hit the button again. The reverse speed increased until it was going by hours at a time. The studio remained the same as he watched, but suddenly, the number 5 fixed itself in an instant. The rewind went on until two people appeared at the desk.
“Stop!” Meechum ordered.
He cued the tape back and forth until he found the precise moment he wanted. As one, they held their breath until the moment they all knew was coming. The well-dressed man and woman at the news desk spoke about breaking news happening on the West Coast, then they disappeared from existence.
“No effing way,” the Marine remarked.
“Show it to me again,” Emily requested.
They all got as close to the screen as possible to see it happen. The newscasters were there one second, then gone the next. As they watched it over and over, it seemed less real to him, like someone had edited the tape.
Silence descended on them for half a minute. The instant of the attack was there, recorded for posterity, though it did them little good.
“Can you fast-forward the tape?” Kyla asked. “When you were rewinding, I thought I saw some other people, like when the place gets messed up.”
Ted looked at his niece. “Sure.”
He went forward again until he found the moment the anchor desk was shot. For a split-second of fast time, a group of young people sat at the desk, followed by the destruction of the set.
“Hey!” he barked. “You were right.”
Ted cued up the tape to the exact moment before the strangers appeared. When he had all eyes on the screen, he hit play. A pretty young woman came up to where the female anchor had been during the attack. She wore yoga pants with a white long-sleeve shirt; three long braids rolled off her head as she leaned over. She picked a lapel microphone off the chair, then shoved the woman’s clothes onto the floor.
“Hello? Is this thing on?” the woman asked to someone off the screen.
“I hear you!” a girl replied. “Your voice is coming through the speakers outside.”
The young lady stared at the screen for a long time but didn’t say anything. Ted recognized the look of someone who was in shock.
“Say something,” a young man’s voice insisted.
“Here we go…” The girl took a seat and motioned for unknown people to join her.
Two teen boys and girl closed ranks with the young woman in the seat, but they didn’t sit down. The dark-haired girl held hands with one of the boys; he was big-boned, though not overweight. The girl in the seat was younger than Kyla by a few years, but she seemed composed and didn’t hesitate as she spoke.
“My name is Tabitha Breeze. I’m from Bonne Terre, Missouri. I survived the poison gas with three students from Seckman High School.” The three others waved nervously. “This is Peter Ellison, Audrey Hampton, and Donovan Callaway. We’re here in the studios of Channel 5. Please help us evacuate.”
Poison gas? It was the first he’d heard of such a theory.
They watched the entire exchange, including an older pair of men who joined them. One of them looked old and filthy. The other was younger, with a blue sports cap. At the end, Ms. Breeze apologized for giving guns to the younger teens, though he sensed in her voice she was secretly glad to have weapons. He wondered about the two men and how they’d all found each other.
Everyone drifted off screen as the live shot continued, but he didn’t turn it off since the big number 5 was still intact. “Wait, guys. It’s going to happen.”
He held his breath despite himself. As the seconds ticked by, he was tempted to hit fast-forward again, especially since there were aircraft on the way, but he let it run in real time. Eventually, two or three minutes later, the distinctive crack of a shotgun rattled the camera. Kyla and Emily reacted to the intense situation by pulling back a bit.
“Was that a gunshot?” Kyla asked. “I’m sure it was,” she answered herself.
Still, Ted didn’t move. The number 5 was still intact. He watched, even as the others hovered behind him. “Wait for it,” he said dramatically.
It took another minute, but the rattle of a chain gun made the shotgun seem quiet by comparison. He imagined the young kids getting torn to bits by the war machinery, though there were no clues as to why those youngsters were getting tangled up with such weaponry.
The next part happened so fast he almost missed it. The young man in the blue hat ran behind the anchor desk. A moment later, the backdrop number 5 was eviscerated by bullets.
“Run!” Kyla shouted to the screen. The man’s blue hat hovered at the back of the desk, then the guy seemed to duck off screen.
A second later, a large mechanical robot paced by. Ted had seen a similar one before, in front of the White House. It stood as tall as a man’s waist and looked like a four-legged animal, if the creature was only made of metal. “Oh, man. They’re in some shit.”
“They have mechanical horses?” Kyla asked.
“I thought it was more like a robot cat,” he replied absently, unable to stop watching.
“Cat, horse, whatever,” Emily stated, “those children are in trouble.”
As he watched, the machine dropped its head so the chain gun mounted on its back had clearance to spit out untold rounds.
The horse-robot plodded off screen, presumably to follow the man in the blue hat. The video image returned to how it was when he’d first seen it. The big 5 was damaged. The wall was full of holes. No living people were in view of the camera.
“We’re not the only ones fighting for our lives,” Ted remarked.
East Saint Louis, Illinois
Tabby had made sure everything she did was average. She picked a boring-looking four-door car, gray in color, and used that to drive on the highway toward St. Louis. She did the speed limit and kept an eye out for any signs of walking or flying drones, giant snowplows, or strangers lurking around the shoulders. An hour later, as the sun was going down, she exited the highway in East St. Louis, intending to get one quick look at the bridge over the river. She was convinced it was the only place where they’d find trouble.
They drove around for a short time, searching for the perfect place.
Finally, with Deogee and Biscuit at her feet and the two teens close by, she studied the city from the rooftop of an old warehouse. It provided a perfect overview of downtown St. Louis and the highway bridge a little to the south of it. The city was ruined. Many of the tall buildings near the Arch were either filled with smoke and fire or had recently been burned. Ash rose into the sky beyond, as if the area on fire was much larger than the downtown. Still, her attention went to the interstate bridge to her left. From her vantage point, it was obvious there was activity at the near side of the span, and it wasn’t a bunch of people fleeing the inferno. “Look at the bridge, guys.”
“I see them. What are they?” Audrey asked.
“They look like giraffes,” Tabby replied. “There’s two of them, like they’re standing guard. One is in the middle of the eastbound lanes. The other is in the westbound.”
“You don’t think they’re protecting us from going into the fire, do you?” Audrey asked, full of doubt.
“No. They aren’t the same as the horse models with guns, or the floating ones with speakers. I think those are a type of guard model. Why else would they sit up so high?”
“I don’t care what they’re for,” Peter laughed. “Can we run them over?”
Tabby thought back to a recent visitor to her family’s Bonne Terre mine tour. The man had gotten up early to drive his family from across the state. They’d made it almost all the way there, but they’d hit a large deer a few miles before town. When they pulled into the parking lot, Mom and Dad took her outside to see the car. The front end had been mangled, and the glass windshield had a bloody hole on the passenger side. The giraffe model was a lot bigger than any deer, plus it was made of metal.
“No, that wouldn’t be wise,” she replied.
Peter huffed. “Then what do we do? We have to get over the river.”
“I know,” she said dryly. There were other bridges, some not far away. They could also find a boat. Perhaps that would surprise the invaders more than running over their sentinels.
Deogee nudged her leg, though she waved her off. “Not now, girl.”
“Do either of you know about other bridges to the south? How far do you think we’d have to go before we found another one?” Tabby was embarrassed to ask. She’d been driving for two years, since she turned sixteen. She should probably have a better grasp of the area.
Deogee growled, getting all their attentions.
“What is it?” she asked with a touch of impatience.
She had no idea what to make of the sound, or the dog’s odd behavior, but Biscuit behaved like Deogee was threatening her. Ears back, head down, tail between her legs.
“What the?” she asked.
It wasn’t Deogee scaring her. The sound of a flying drone carried over the air. It was getting closer. They were standing on the roof, in full view of the city—a mistake which only became painfully obvious as she turned for the door.
“Run!” she whispered.




CHAPTER 18
Minneapolis, MN
Kyla stood there as Uncle Ted flipped off switches and buttons up and down the row of terminals in the control tower. Some of them turned off the radar screens, but he got to one computer which seemed to control the runway lights. “Why are you doing that?” she asked. “Shouldn’t we be running?”
Once they’d seen the video of the girl, Tabby-something, and the robots shooting at her and her friends, she had a new respect for the enemy invasion force. They weren’t only blips on a screen or traitors on a boat. They’d come to America armed with a superweapon that erased all the people, and they were obviously using robots to clean up whatever was left. She wished she could go back in time and ask Ben if he knew about all this. He had warned her the bad guys knew how to survive.
“If we can delay them getting down here, we’ll have a better chance of finding a car and getting the hell out of Minneapolis. I’m shutting off what I can, but yes, we’re leaving immediately.”
“Just shut it all off?” she asked, looking at a nearby computer.
Uncle Ted nodded seriously. “Yes. Everyone can hit power buttons. Do whatever you can for the next sixty seconds, then we haul ass for safety.”
At the appointed moment, they all converged on the exit door. Her uncle seemed satisfied at what they’d done, but not all the way. “I can’t shut off the lights on the third landing strip. It’s either controlled from a second tower or is on a different generator.”
Emily smiled. “You did good. It’s almost black out there.” The city of Minneapolis was mostly dark, except for five or six fires burning in the night. The power feeding into the city must have failed over the past couple of days.
“Okay, go!” he insisted.
Kyla followed Meechum down the stairs. No matter how much she tried, Kyla wasn’t able to get the jump on the Marine, so she had to trail behind rather than lead.
They ran through the empty terminal, which was now almost completely dark, save for a few emergency lights. Even with that bit of illumination, she stepped on clothes left by fallen people—an act which gave her goosebumps no matter how many times it happened.
“Can we set up a decoy? Make them think we’re holed up in a room or a cafe?” Meechum spoke in a low voice as they passed more gates.
Uncle Ted cursed at himself. “I should have left the plane running. It might have bought us some time. As it is, I think our only chance is to run where they least expect. We have to get a car and get out of here before they arrive in force.”
“How long do we have?” Emily asked.
“If those jets come directly to this city, they were about thirty minutes out when we were up top. Now we’re talking about twenty minutes, tops. The chase plane who followed us is a lot closer. They could land at any time.”
She looked outside, hoping not to see a plane landing in the darkness.
They all had weapons, so she wasn’t as scared as she might have been otherwise. Almost getting her head shot off in Central Park had given her respect for what it meant to get into a gunfight, and she wanted to avoid it if at all possible, but she would fight hard to defend Uncle Ted, and Emily, if she had to. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind Meechum would do the same. The sense of camaraderie helped a lot.
Uncle Ted took them through a door that once had a jetway attached to it. Instead of the long walkway, there was a short flight of stairs. “We’re going that way.” He pointed to the end of the taxiway, which was a wall of blackness, even compared to the rest of the darkened city. “I think it’s a river.”
They ran alongside the terminal, dodging parked planes, luggage bins, and maintenance vehicles. As they neared the end of the building, she wondered if they were missing the obvious. The little flat-topped vehicles were a lot like the ones she’d seen inside the aircraft carrier. When she passed close to one, she halted.
“Hey, Uncle Ted, why don’t we take one of these?”
The rest of them stopped, and the clopping of feet stopped, too. That made it easier for her to hear the approach of a jet.
Minneapolis, MN
“How much fuel does this thing have?” Kyla asked from her spot on the back of the airport dolly tug.
Ted knew it didn’t have fuel; it had a battery. “We’ve got a good charge.” The low-profile design allowed for two people to sit in the front, and the other two could spread out in the small cargo bay. It had no roof, and only sat about three feet off the ground, allowing it to go under the wings of aircraft. It wasn’t made for long trips. “I have no idea how far that will get us.”
The first plane landed while they rode into the woods beyond the landing strip. They got lucky, however, when it came down on the lone runway with power. It was on the far side of the terminal, relative to their escape route. By the time they’d cut through a short stretch of woods and sped onto an urban bike path, they were beyond sight of anyone at the airport.
“This thing runs on electric,” he said over his shoulder. “I hope the battery charger was on until the last second.” It almost certainly wouldn’t have been one of the things on the generators. “Or that the kid driving it thought enough to put it on the charger at all, right, Kyla?”
He beamed a smile back to her; the moon provided enough light to see her teeth. Her mother had told plenty of stories about Kyla’s teen antics with electronics. Keeping her off the tech was a constant battle his sister hated to fight, but one he often told her was important. However, no matter how much he bolstered her, she couldn’t teach Kyla the importance of keeping things charged all the time. Was she still like that?
“You and Mom talked too much,” she deadpanned, before falling silent.
He thought she’d taken it the wrong way; he only wanted to kid around with her to keep everyone from thinking of how they were riding a piece of airport equipment down the middle of an urban bikeway in downtown Minneapolis. A few seconds later, and right before he was going to apologize, she added. “And she only told you the bad stuff about me, I’m sure.” Her light laughter unloaded the ton of bricks weighing down his chest.
“My sister told me a lot of things—you know how much she loved to talk—but she never had anything bad to say about you, Kyla. In fact, she could never believe her luck at how well you turned out, considering she was by herself.” He didn’t dare open the can of worms about her father. It was bad enough her mom was gone.
“Thanks, Unk,” she replied.
They rode the bike path in darkness for another hour. It remained paved and sufficiently wide for the small four-wheeled tow truck, but it couldn’t do much more than ten or fifteen miles an hour. When the path went below a bridge, he knew it was time to switch modes of transportation. He ran the cart under cover but didn’t drive out the other side. “We have to leave this here. If they somehow figure out we took this, they’ll have to find it on foot. The bridge will block them from above.”
“Smart,” Meechum replied.
Emily hopped out and came around to him before he could get out. “Will you let me drive next? You haven’t had a break…since last night.”
“Neither have you,” he said defensively.
She put her hands on her hips in a pose that all women seemed to know. “Are you going to let me or not? I could order you, you know?” Her smile was so big, he saw it despite being inside the dark tunnel.
Ted sighed. “You love playing the presidential card, don’t you?”
“Hey, if I can’t rule over you, what good is it to be in charge?”
Outside, the distinct whine of jets echoed in the night.
“Sure. You can drive. As long as we get the hell out of this city.”
Folsom, CA
After Dwight and his partners burned several blocks of Main Street, a woman on a little scooter came through while blowing a whistle. When she had their attention, she pulled out a small bullhorn, allowing her to be heard over the roar of surrounding fires.
“Your presence is required at the next rally point. Your fire team leaders know the coordinates. Please leave this area immediately.”
The other burners secured their flamethrower equipment to their bikes, as did he, but the second he had it on tight enough, he started his bike and sped away from the raging fires. However, he had no intention of going far; what he needed was only two blocks over. Poppy had been looking all over town for him, and she led the way.
“You were wrong, Poppy. The store was an extra block over.” He didn’t hold it against the little bird. She’d gotten him close.
Poppy yelled back at him, but he didn’t think her bad language required a reply. He’d done his mission for Bernard and his people. Now it was his time. The liquor store was unlocked, as was everything else, which made it easy to get inside and go right for his favorite aisle—the biggest bottles with the highest alcohol content.
He picked up a plastic gallon-sized bottle of Tequila, ripped off the paper around the cap, then tried to unscrew it. His hands were trembling as if California was having an 8.0 earthquake, so it became impossible.
“Stop it!” he ordered his hand.
Poppy laughed. She sat on the checkout counter, perhaps wanting to see if he’d leave some money in exchange for taking the bottle.
“Shut up, bird. I know what I’m doing.” He threw the bottle on the floor in frustration. It bounced with a sickening sloshing sound, but it didn’t pop open as he’d hoped. While it spun around on the floor, he held up both of his hands, palms up, and couldn’t believe how much he was shaking.
“This isn’t me,” he complained. “I just want a bottle and a warm place to sleep.”
Bernard and the others were out there, probably looking for him. A remote section of his brain registered that as dangerous, but he’d been without his fix for over twenty-four hours. His body no longer cared about danger or rules. It simply knew what would happen if he didn’t have his drink.
He went down the aisle until he found a glass bottle. It was a 750-milliliter of gin. It didn’t matter to him what was inside, he’d have drunk cough syrup if it was all he could get. He took the bottle to the front of the store and smashed the neck on the checkout register.
“Open up!” he demanded.
His first strike didn’t break it, so he had to do a second one. When the bottle cracked open, it sent gin spraying all over the register and counter.
Poppy complained as usual, but he wasn’t listening to her.
He lifted the broken bottle to his lips but happened to look at the front door. Bernard had found him and stood there quietly observing his breakdown. Poppy spoke again, and that time, he listened.
“I see him now,” Dwight replied to her. Somewhere in his subconscious, he remembered he could get into trouble for being inside a liquor store. The words wanted to come bubbling out of his fuel-starved brain, but it remained mired deep inside. If there was a price to be paid, he was willing to pony up, as long as he could taste alcohol one more time.
He lifted it close to his lips but hesitated. Bernard still hadn’t moved. It was unnatural.
He slammed the bottle on the counter, nearly breaking down into tears. “I know what you’re going to say, but I don’t care. I didn’t come here to burn things, man. I don’t think I can do it again.”
Bernard stepped closer. “It’s your call what you want to do. I can’t babysit you around the clock, and there’s a whole country of liquor stores ripe for the picking. However, you might want to hold off until you see the big event. Once you know what our true goal is, and how fast we can achieve it, you might think twice about going back to your old habits.”
“Something big is happening?” he asked.
The other man nodded.
Poppy flew to the back of the store, but she whispered in his ear as she went by. She asked if he would at least let her out the door before he killed himself. Her blunt assessment of his actions made him reconsider, or at least delay.
“All right, for her sake, I’ll check out your big surprise.”
Bernard tilted his head like he’d heard him wrong, but then relaxed and waved him out. Dwight set down the bottle of gin, opened the door for Poppy, then walked out to his bike. He rolled it into the middle of the street, intending to hop on and follow Bernard, but the other man stayed back. In one smooth motion, Bernard kicked on his flame thrower, shot a stream of gas into the liquor store, and lit it up.
The resulting explosion knocked him backward off his bike. It hurt nothing but his pride, but the jarring hit knocked some sense into his crippled brain.
Bernard and his people played for keeps.




CHAPTER 19
Minot, ND
Ted woke up in the front seat of a strange car. The world outside was flat for as far as he could see, and the starry sky met the line of the horizon wherever he looked. The driver had the car at a high rate of speed, but the headlights weren’t on, adding a strange element of danger to his spot in the front seat. For a moment, he had no idea where he was or who he was with. He’d been having a weird dream he was traveling with the President of the United States, a female Marine, and, strangest of all, his niece. None of which could be true.
“Hey, sleepyhead,” a woman cooed softly. It sounded like Nancy, but he’d had a dream he was divorced from her.
What?
He sat up in the seat, sure his eyes weren’t working right. He focused on the road, which was whipping by in the night with barely more than the parking lights of the car he was in. And it was the president. Emily was behind the wheel. Ted looked into the back seat. As expected, Kyla and a Marine woman were back there, each asleep on their side.
He whispered, “I’m awake.”
She kept her eyes forward, which seemed to be a necessity. As they sped along, she shifted lanes, and he saw a dark shape as they passed it on the interstate. As the world settled back to reality, he figured out what she was doing. “Keeping our profile down by not using the headlights, huh?”
Emily glanced over for a second. “We’re lucky the moon was almost full. We’re also lucky there aren’t many vehicles on the highway in the middle of North Dakota. I’ve been able to make good time.”
“How long?”
“Seven hours,” she replied. “Including one fuel stop.”
That surprised him, and he couldn’t hide his expression from her.
“Yep, you were so tired, you didn’t wake up when I went into the hardware store, got a siphon, and took gas from a second car there in the parking lot. I’d planned to use another car, but you all were zonked, so I tried not to wake you.”
He was happy to be at the target city, no matter how they got there.
“Were we followed?” he asked. When they abandoned the airport tug, he’d been on the alert for aerial reconnaissance aircraft, certain they’d track them down and take them out with missiles, guns, or the thing that zapped everyone else, but none of it came to be. They found the fuel-efficient sedan and had apparently avoided detection all night, given they were still alive.
“I haven’t heard a thing, and the sky has been quiet. If anything was up there, we’d see it. The skies are so clear up here. It’s easy to forget how beautiful it is out in the country when you spend so much time in Washington, D.C.”
He figured she was talking about herself.
“Where are we?” he said, getting back into the proper mindset of the mission.
“The signs took us through the town of Minot. It was completely dark, like power was gone. However, you can see the lights up that way.” She pointed out the windshield. “The signs for Minot Air Force Base have been coming hot and heavy the last few miles. We’re almost there.”
The base glowed like a circus tent, lit up to draw patrons from miles around. However, now that he was awake and aware, he had Emily exit at a cross-street and pull to the side of the road without using her brakes. “Let it roll to a stop, then jam on the emergency brake.”
He half-turned to the back. “Hey, Kyla. Wake up. Lance Corporal Meechum, wake up.”
The Marine woke up with her pistol already in her hand, though it wasn’t pointed at anything. He held up his hands anyway and tried to be friendly. “Don’t shoot.”
“Are we there yet?” Kyla mumbled. A second later, she glanced over at Meechum and her gun. “Wait. Where are we?”
The Marine stowed the weapon in her holster, then sat up straight, yawning. Kyla gave him a bleary-eyed thumbs-up sign as Emily stopped the vehicle.
“All right, guys, we’re going to leave the car here, but remember where it is for when we come back. I think we’re far enough away not to be noticed, even when the sun comes up. The airport has to be at least two miles away.” There wasn’t a hill in sight, but Emily found a fallow field with some high grass that shielded them from being spotted.
They all carried their weapons as they walked through the high grass toward the airport. The runway was closest to them, while the rest of the buildings on the base were behind it. If they’d come in from the north, it would have been a lot harder to see what they were dealing with. As it was, he had the perfect angle to see the planes on the three-mile-long runway.
Ted was proud they’d made it to the air base, but it was out of his knowledge as to where to go from there. “Well, we made it, Marine. What do we do next?”
Everyone looked to Meechum.
East St. Louis, IL
Tabby and the two teens ran to the roof’s exit door with plenty of time to spare before the airborne drone arrived. However, after making sure Audrey and Peter went through and headed down the stairs, she turned to see Deogee and Biscuit running in circles all over the rooftop.
“Come!” she cried out.
Deogee seemed anxious to go to her, but the other dog wasn’t cooperating. She knew the puppy crazies when she saw it. Biscuit had been spun up by all the running, and she thought it was a game. Instead of going into the dark staircase, the dog instead chose to stay on the roof where it was lit by the fires across the river.
The whirring sound of the drone came from somewhere nearby, probably close to the door and top of the staircase. She didn’t think it was safe to go out and try to chase the dogs, but she wanted to take another shot at calling them over.
“Deogee, come!” she hissed, afraid being too loud was going to give them all away.
That time, the wolf almost made it to the door, but Deogee looked back at the black dog, still running in circles. Biscuit wasn’t going to come over without someone grabbing her collar and dragging, and the wolf wouldn’t leave her.
Tabby decided to let the dogs stay on the roof. If the drones found it odd, then so be it. Her primary concern had to be for the kids. She left the door open for the pups but chased after Audrey and Peter. They were somewhere down in the darkness of the old warehouse.
“Guys? Where are you?” she asked, turning on her little wrist light.
“Over here,” Peter replied from not far away. “We can’t see anything.”
Her small flashlight helped her pick a way through the debris on the floor of the abandoned building, but she turned if off when they met up. “I know. Let’s stay here until we know what’s going on.”
“Where are the dogs?” Audrey asked with concern.
She sighed with disappointment. “I couldn’t get them to come down from the roof. They’re running around in circles.”
“Maybe they’re scared,” Audrey added. “We should go get them.”
“No,” she said sternly, “we have to stay here. If those things find us, it’s all over.”
A metallic clang resonated from the far side of the warehouse floor, like someone had taken a big sheet of aluminum and pushed it over. After the noise settled, the distinctive fan-blade sound came from the enclosed airspace above them. She reached over and found the shoulders of the teens and guided them down. “Stay low,” she whispered. A second later, the drone turned on a small red laser light that swept back and forth across the room.
Tabby looked up the steps to the dim light coming through the doorway thirty feet above. There were drones on the roof and drones inside. If they were going to escape, it had to be by getting outside the warehouse, or below it.
“Look for a sewer lid,” she suggested. They’d used the same method to escape from the buildings in Chicago, so she hoped their luck would hold with a second escape. It bummed her out to leave the dogs, but they still hadn’t come down the steps. In fact, as she looked back up, the barking became noticeable.
What are you crazy dogs doing up there?
A second ripping noise came from across the warehouse, and a car-sized hole opened in the wall, as if a section had been torn out. The airborne drone remained in the rafters above them, but two of the horse-drones appeared in the new gap. They had red lights too, and the beams seemed to be part of their search mechanism.
“Come on, crawl this way,” she advised. There were no obvious sewer lids by the steps, but she was forced to turn on the flashlight when they got away from the stairway. She used her T-shirt fabric to block most of the beam, leaving only enough to see the floor ahead. It seemed like she was playing it safe, but she’d not even gone ten feet when the red beam appeared on the hand holding the light.
A female computer voice spoke from above. “Warning: This area is off limits by order of the Illinois State Police. Please confirm name and social security number to improve chance of rescue.”
Her stomach turned to iron. “Back,” she hissed anxiously at the two teens behind her. They turned around in half a second, but the light split into three beams, one for each of them.
The drone spoke again. Its voice wasn’t encouraging. “Warning: Avoidance is not advised. Your safety is our primary concern. Please stand by for security intercept.”
The clops of the horse feet echoed from several places inside the dark warehouse. She believed the sounds kept getting closer, but it wasn’t until one of them turned on a spotlight that she realized where it was.
“Ow!” she cried out. The source of the light was almost in her face.
“Security inquiry: Please state your name and social security number. This is a non-human restricted zone.”
“Non-human?” she replied.
“Correct. Human inhabitants are confined to local headquarters. This area is off limits. The penalty for repeated noncompliance is termination.”
“That’s harsh,” Peter jibed. He had his shotgun at the ready, as if looking for the proper target. However, the horse-machines had guns bigger than anything short of a tank. Vinny and Gus hadn’t been able to fight off one horse. Now, there were two. Their shotguns would be useless against them.
More lights came on as the two horse-robots closed the distance. The big canons weren’t exposed on top of their framework, but she knew they were there. It was enough to keep her from doing what she really wanted, which was running like hell.
A drone floated about ten feet above the scene, providing a small cone of natural light. “New directive: Please state the nature of your presence here inside this facility. How did you survive the National Reboot?”
“National Reboot?” she asked.
“Affirmative. This area was inside the reboot footprint. Please explain how you avoided detection and termination.”
Peter laughed. “Yeah, because we want to help you improve your operation. If you expect us to answer that honestly, you’re pretty stupid.”
One of the horses pushed up against her arm, seemingly wanting her to go somewhere. The floating machine offered a clue. “Advisory: Please stand against wall for positive identification.”
As they walked the short way, mechanical squeaks and shuffles came from the framework of the robot horses. Though they were behind her, she figured out the sounds were caused when the chain guns came out of their backs. When she got up against the wall, the two robots had their guns at the ready.
“We want to talk to our parents!” Audrey shouted in outrage. “You can’t do this to us!”
Peter looked at Audrey and caught on. “Yeah, we’re just kids. You can’t hurt us. It’s against Geneva’s convention, or whatever it’s called. That thing about war. We learned about it in school. Look it up, assholes!”
“Warning. By order of the Governor of Zone 21, you have been found guilty of trespassing, property destruction, security interference, impersonating new citizens, and willfully avoiding the National Reboot. How do you plead?”
Tabby stood up straight, ready to go for her pistol. “If you mean we willfully avoided getting killed, then we’re guilty as charged. Who wouldn’t—”
The machine cut in, “Sentence will be delivered immediately.”
Both horse-drones braced their feet.
She knew what came next…




CHAPTER 20
Minot Air Force Base, ND
“What are all those aircraft?” Emily whispered from close by. The four of them had snuck across a field, so they could scout what they were facing at the base. The dark gave them cover, but he worried about infrared sensors. However, if they were able to drive a car across the lonely state without being spotted, he thought they simply weren’t looking for strangers.
“They sure make it easy to see them, don’t they?” he replied. “It’s like they don’t even know a war’s going on.” The long runway was designed for the heaviest and biggest aircraft in the United States’ arsenal. He guessed it was every bit of three miles long. In a wartime scenario, the base would have all its lights off and the valuable aircraft would be spread out or stowed away in hangars. The neat rows of fighter jets suggested it wasn’t a fluke they weren’t detected. Whoever was running the base apparently had no fear of being attacked.
Meechum slid over to him. “I count fifty jets, twenty of the big transports, and at least seventy-five private jets. There’s likely more in the hangars, but the doors are closed.”
He privately thought of how much damage he could inflict if he could steal a fully-loaded fighter. It would only take one strafing run along the row of parked planes to destroy a good part of the air fleet. The Imperial Japanese Navy did the same thing to the USA back at Pearl Harbor. It was almost a textbook example of what not to do. He was wary about underestimating a military opponent, no matter how inept they seemed at face value, so he continued his observations.
“And you should know,” Meechum continued, “most of those planes aren’t ours.”
At first, he thought his eyes had played a trick on him, or Meechum was wrong. The Air Force C-5 Galaxies were right in front of him, obvious to all. However, as he looked behind the first of the four-engine transport jets, there were similar cargo haulers from other nations. A big Antonov Condor sat in the line, as did a Chinese Y-20 Chubby Girl. Twenty of the largest transport aircraft in the world were lined up as one juicy honeypot.
“You’re right. Many of the heavies are from other nations. The fighters aren’t all ours, either,” he added. “I recognize the Russian and Chinese airframes, but there’re some on the end I’ve never seen before.” He reflected on what it all meant. Were they there to protect the nuclear arsenal of the United States, or were they there to capture it? If the call had gone out asking other countries to help, any of the planes could have flown over the North Pole and landed in North Dakota within twenty-four hours of the attack. Why they were Russian and Chinese, rather than allies like Great Britain or Germany, he couldn’t say.
“What the hell are those?” Kyla pointed to smaller objects moving at the edge of the airstrip, a bit outside the ambiance provided by the powerful spotlights on the tarmac. They were on the near side of the pavement, walking in the tall, reedy grass.
Ted watched for a full minute, content to study the new threat before making a call about what to do. The problem was, he wasn’t sure what they were. At first glance, they looked like a couple of people walking in the grass while holding a mailbox high over their heads, post and all.
“They look like giraffes, don’t they?” Kyla finally asked.
“Yes!” he said excitedly, but also at a whisper. The giraffes loped through the grass with about a hundred yards between the two. As they kept watching, a third appeared another hundred yards behind. “Whatever they are, they’re walking in a loop around the runway.”
“Guards?” Emily asked.
“Sentries,” Meechum added. “And that’s not all. Look over there.” She led Ted’s eyes to a distant section of the airport, next to one of the giant hangars. There was a large space between the cargo planes and the next row of fighter jets, which allowed him to see the lighted area behind them. Four military tanks sat in a perfect line.
He sighed, still unsure what was going on. Were they the good guys or the bad guys? Ted wasn’t up to snuff on every tank in the world, but he figured the Marine ground-pounder would know. “Can you make out who those tanks belong to?”
She squinted as if trying hard to make the ID, but she gave up and glanced over at him. “I want to say they’re M1s, but they have some sort of mesh camo on their upper hulls. If they’re American, they’re configured in a new way.”
He chewed on his lip, working out what to do next. They couldn’t go forward, that was obvious, but they needed to get inside.
“Meechum, can you tell me which building we need for the computer coding we’re going to do?”
She studied the base for a few seconds. “Not from here, but I’m sure once we get in, I’ll recognize it.” She hesitated before going on. “If we get separated, or I don’t make it, the building is labeled as Maintenance and Parts.”
Kyla scooted closer to him. “Uncle Ted, do you think this is a good idea? Just the four of us against an army?”
What could he do? The President of the United States needed to disarm the nuclear arsenal. Who else had the ability to do it? He immediately thought of where he might send Kyla so she was out of danger, but unless he was willing to tie her to a chair, she would never allow him to get away with it. Her mom would probably rip his head off if she knew where he’d taken her, but there was no obvious place where she’d be safe. Therefore, logically, he figured the safest place was with him.
“Let’s retreat for tonight. We’ll study the base operations tomorrow, in the light, to see if patterns emerge. Some of us have to find a way inside.” He didn’t beat her over the head with the word ‘some,’ but he’d laid the groundwork for having her wait outside the base while he went in.
I can’t afford any losses.
The Stinky Place
Deogee was as happy as she’d been since leaving the Bad Place. She’d found her new friend Biscuit and together, they’d taken off after the scent trail left by the young female human who’d befriended her. Today, they’d been reunited.
“Biscuit! Stop running!” Deogee cried out for her friend as the black dog ran circles around the two-legged Tabby. Biscuit was overly excited, and she wanted her to settle so they could both cash in on the lovins from her new human friend.
She looked across the river to see the hot flames ravaging the tall rocks standing there, but she didn’t stare for long. Fire had burned her back at the Bad Place, and she wanted nothing to do with it ever again. However, she kept one ear on the crackling noise coming from across the river to ensure it wasn’t getting closer. If it did, she was going to warn her humans.
“This is hilarious!” Biscuit barked at her with relentless running. “I’m making myself sick to my stomach going in circles!”
Deogee loved having Biscuit around, but it was a lot like what she imagined if she had pups. The black lab was always playing, always getting into trouble. “Then stop running!”
Their conversations were never quiet. She knew humans didn’t like her loud voice, but she wanted to control Biscuit for them.
Deogee managed to nip at her flank, but she got away.
“Faster! Faster! Faster!” Biscuit insisted as her spiral loop got tighter around Tabby’s feet.
All at once, Deogee halted. A new odor was on the air, even more odd than the smelly place below them. Tabby kept using the word warehouse, whatever that meant. A few seconds later, a whirring sound caught her attention.
Must warn her!
Deogee ran by and nudged one of Tabby’s two, long paws. “We have to leave!”
Her human waved at her. “Not now, girl.” Instead of running for safety, Tabby continued talking with complicated words Deogee didn’t understand.
Deogee worked through how to warn her pack. She gathered all her anxiety and fear into a ball and let it out as a long growl.
Biscuit finally stopped when she heard the call to order. The lab got into fight-or-flight mode, dropping her tail, bending her ears, and paying attention. Deogee was pleased. The humans came to attention, too.
Tabby’s scent changed immediately. She oozed worry as the unnatural noise came closer. It was the same sound made by that white floating box that showed up when she got burned.
The humans got the message; they ran for the door back into the stinky warehouse. However, before she could follow like she wanted, Biscuit resumed running in circles. This time, it wasn’t for fun.
“Come!” the human Tabby cried out. A deep instinct told her to respond to the female pack leader, but she was responsible for her friend Biscuit.
Deogee barked repeatedly, hoping Tabby would understand. “I can’t come yet!”
Biscuit ran in more circles, as if she was broken. “It’s too much! The smells. The orange across the water. Something’s coming!”
“Deogee, come!” Tabby shrieked from inside the doorway.
“I want to,” she barked back.
Biscuit’s claws tapped on the hard roof as she ran all around with the crazies. Deogee was torn. She’d been given a direct order. Save her friend or follow the alpha? After fruitlessly yelling at the lab, she turned to the door, but Tabby was gone.
They always disappear.
Her focus went back to Biscuit, and for several long minutes, she chased the other dog, knowing it was the only way to stop her. It wasn’t as easy as running on grass, and it took much longer than it should have. The smaller dog was able to cut corners sharper than she could, and in the end, she only managed to stop the insane pup because she ran out of gas.
They both panted with relief.
“Are you better?” she asked Biscuit.
“Where did the female go?” the black lab asked, apparently oblivious to the last few minutes. “And what’s making those sounds downstairs?”
It was difficult to understand the world of humans. They lived in strange houses with many things that weren’t a bowl of food or a warm bed. They also went from place to place in little houses with black wheels. Those were made from material she couldn’t chew through, and they carried horrible smells.
Below, at that very moment, one of their strange objects was making the same sound as those ugly machines. Even from so far away, she smelled the scents from all three of the humans. They were in fear for their lives.
“Come on, we have to help them!” she ordered.
Biscuit didn’t complain. She followed.
Deogee went down the stairs and jumped into a battle blur to help. The rattle of a noisy black tube destroyed the lower part of the steps, nearly hurting Biscuit. The humans had noisy sticks, too. They caused such intense roars over and over. Still, Deogee bit into an enemy’s metal leg. The big, disgusting animal threatened her alpha.
Biscuit offered moral support as she barked behind her. “Kill it! Get it! Tear it in half!”
Deogee wished she could yell for her friend to grab onto the second monster, instead of Biscuit running around being her usual chatterbox self. However, she couldn’t let go of the first beast to get the words out. One of her teeth cracked under the weight of holding on, but she wasn’t giving up. Not while Tabby was afraid of the two monsters.
She thought she was doing good until a wall collapsed, and a new sound turned on. It was immediately painful, as if Biscuit was barking right in her ear.
A new human machine approached. It had strange, elongated feet that dragged it close to Tabby. It was huge, maybe ten Deogees in height. It was unlike anything she’d ever imagined in her puppy dreams.
The new sound from the odd machine kept ramping up, but she still hung on to the smaller metal animal with her teeth.
Must protect the Tabby.
Deogee hadn’t realized the noise could get louder, but soon it became painful. Her eyes vibrated in their sockets and she greatly wanted to put her paws over her ears. Still, she refused to let go and run.
Her human alpha exploded with the smell of fear, like she was about to be left alone at home for the day. Tabby was next to the giant machine, waving her upper paws and yelling at it, “Wait!”
In a flash, the painful sound got in her head, and everything went black, like Deogee had her eyes closed.
Tabby? Where are you?
East St. Louis, IL, three minutes earlier
Tabby and her two friends were up against the wall with two machine guns pointed at them. One of the white floating drones hovered above the two horse-robots, and there was nowhere left to go. It seemed like her time on Earth was reaching an end.
All I need is a blindfold and a cigarette.
The drones were so confident of their supremacy they didn’t even ask her and the two teens to drop their weapons. She hung onto her shotgun, tentatively pointing it at one of the horses, figuring maybe she could damage one before it shot her dead.
A flash of darkness caught her eye, and it went toward the horse-drone closest to her. The machine stumbled sideways as if someone had climbed on. A second shape came down the stairs after the first, which seemed to catch the attention of the remaining drone. Tabby did the math and figured out the happy-go-lucky Biscuit had followed the much more serious Deogee, now chomping repeatedly at the first drone.
“Leave them alone!” Tabby shouted as she lunged at the robot. The instant she touched it, her ears nearly burst with all the explosions generated by the chain gun on the back of the horse’s framework. The steps where Biscuit had been running were ripped apart by the bullets, though she couldn’t see if the dog caught some of the shots, too.
The floating drone acted like the brain for all the others. “Warning: To avoid additional pain, please cease resistance.”
“You want us to make our deaths easier on ourselves?” Tabby shouted, sure the programmed voice had no sense of humor, even the dark kind.
“No thanks!” Peter shrieked, before letting loose with his shotgun.
Tabby joined in, knowing there was nothing to lose. She’d been holding her shotgun at the ready, so she separated from the robot and trained the barrel on what should have been the face of the mechanical creature. Her ears had been dulled by the intense concussions of the heavy machine gun, so the shotgun blast sounded tame by comparison.
The shot ricocheted off the heavy shield-like mantlet protecting the head in a thunderous light show of sparks.
She fired again, but her aim was ruined when the horse snapped a leg sideways, pushing her onto the filthy tiled floor. That gave the machine time to reorient on its companion and aim its gun toward Deogee as if it had no care for hitting its partner robot.
“No!” she screamed into the din.
The machine gun barrel on the first robot started spinning, but then it stopped before any bullets came out. Deogee continued to maul the second robot, though Tabby figured her efforts were hopeless if her shotgun couldn’t even dent it.
The floating drone came down a few feet, hovering over the madness. “Warning: Breach imminent. Please step away from outer wall.”
Tabby jumped toward Audrey and Peter, who were both still up against the wall. Peter held his shotgun without shooting, and Tabby stopped her firing, too. They couldn’t shoot while Deogee was tied up with the machines. Biscuit was in there, too. The black lab ran in circles around one of the enemy shapes, barking constantly.
The wall next to them caved in, filling the immediate area with an explosion of dust and debris, followed by giant spotlights. A tracked vehicle came through the breach and haze. It was as big as a tank and seemed to have no trouble getting through the brick wall and rolling onto the warehouse floor.
At first, she huddled with Audrey and Peter, simply to stay clear of the machine and the junk falling from the wall. However, when she regained her presence of mind, she stood in front of the kids, though fighting a tank could only end one way.
When the smoke cleared enough to see movement, and the last few bricks fell from the wall, the white drone floated back into view with a new message. “Please stand by for localized reboot.”
“Screw that,” she said under her breath.
Deogee hadn’t let up a bit on the backside of the robot horse. She kept her grip on wires and hoses that seemed to come out of its rear leg. The dog snarled and shook itself back and forth as if the haunch was a chew-toy.
The second horse stood there looking at the first, its gun trained on Deogee as she moved. Tabby figured it would open fire the moment it was clear of its partner, which made her hesitate to interfere. If she called the dog off and made her come over, the second machine would shoot her. If she let her continue, the best case was she somehow managed to disable the robot and then get shot by the other one.
The tank’s wheels squeaked in the treads, like metal on metal, but she didn’t look back until a hum started up. She glanced back, aware that the deep resonance of the hum was so low as to barely be heard. It was, however, shaking her teeth with bass.
“What the—” She turned around to process what the tank had become. Unlike every other tank she’d ever seen, this one had no gun on the top. Instead of a turret, the metal superstructure had spread out, a bit like a radar dish. It was curved, about ten feet tall and twenty wide, and it crackled with electrical energy. It pointed toward the two metal horse-bots, which created the illusion the net was going to be used to retrieve them.
Deogee hadn’t let go of the backside of the robot, and even though Biscuit wasn’t chomping at metal, she barked excitedly next to the wolf, as if telling her what to do. Tabby took a step in the tank’s direction, afraid it was going to hurt the pups. “Wait!”
The hum rose to such a level that she had to put her hands over her ears, though it barely helped. She happened to be looking at the wolf-dog as it relentlessly tore at its target. As the hum became unbearable, Deogee disappeared. Biscuit seemed to run behind an invisible curtain as she went away, too.
The robots were still there. They recovered from their assault and both shifted orientations, so they faced her and the kids. One of the tracks on the tank went backward, scraping the floor with a squeal, which changed the facing of the metal mesh of the radar dish. None of that mattered, however, as she figured out the dogs were gone.
“You killed my dog,” she said dryly. Then, realizing it had really happened, she lost it. “You killed my dog!” She oriented her gun on the drone, which shifted up to avoid what was coming. Tabby fired but missed. “I’m going to kill whoever is behind that drone!”
The tank’s hum began again, as if it needed a short time to build to critical mass.
She fired repeatedly, vaguely aware the mechanical horses had come to attention nearby with chain guns trained on the three of them left in the warehouse. She’d never been more frightened in her life, but she’d never been as sure of the need to fight back.
The flying drone made it behind a metal pillar as Tabby and Peter both unleashed shots at it. The intense gunshots no longer mattered. The painful hum almost drowned out both shotguns, and it made it easier to crank out all the rounds she had left in the magazine.
In the back of her awareness, she knew there was no hope. If the machine guns didn’t cut her down, the hum was going to make her disappear like the dogs. An enemy with such incredible weapons couldn’t be stopped.
Out of ammo, she held the shotgun out in front of her as a blocker. The barrel was too hot to hold, so she kept her hand on the front stock. Peter was out of ammo, too. He held his shotgun like a baseball bat.
“Come on, you bastards!” she shouted. Her legs wobbled in her stretch pants, but she made herself hold position. Audrey covered her ears. Peter stepped in front of her. A few moments later, the intense auditory assault rose to such a level, it could have been coming from inside her brain.
Whatever it was that zapped out and got Deogee and Biscuit, it was coming for her next.
Love you forever, Mom and Dad.




CHAPTER 21
Minot, ND
After getting a first look at their target, Ted insisted they retreat to somewhere safe, so they could talk about what to do next. They got back in the car and drove a few miles down the road to a small abandoned food store. Once inside, they made a layout of the base using canned goods. While eating their favorite foods, they talked about possible entry points that would put them closest to where Meechum thought they’d find the correct building.
After an hour of talk, and with a full belly, Ted’s eyelids suddenly weighed fifty pounds each, despite the important business they were conducting below the bright halogen lamps. Emily noticed his condition after one or two head bobs. “Ted, we both could use some sleep. Why don’t we get a few hours of shut-eye?”
He waved her off. “I slept in the car. You ladies can hit the hay. I want to stay up to keep watch.”
The three women looked at each other in a way he didn’t like. Emily turned back to him. “No one gets good sleep in a car. These two got some decent zees in the plane; they’ll keep watch for us.” She motioned to Kyla and the Marine.
He tried to blow it off again. “I’ll drink some coffee. There’s a whole store of the stuff.”
“Nope,” Emily replied. “Are you going to argue, or am I going to have to pull rank? I’m your commander-in-chief. I can order you to rest.” Before he could think up a response, she grabbed his arm and dragged him away from the soup-can mockup of the air base. Meechum and Kyla stifled laughter on his way out.
“Come on, tough guy,” she said quietly. “I found some throw pillows you can use for your head.”
In his mind, he fought the noble battle to list the reasons why he needed to stay awake, but he couldn’t come up with good ones. Flying the plane and riding in the world’s most uncomfortable car had taken their tolls on him. The stress of getting close, but not too close, to the runway had added to the physical toll. By the time she had him on the floor, pillows as promised, he was ready to listen to her.
“You know, you’re pretty handy to have around, and not just because you’re the President of the United States…” He hung it out there, implication thick on the air, but he didn’t follow it up with the words his heart truly wanted to say. He’d been with her almost every waking minute for the past three days and he’d come to depend on her, but he couldn’t come out and say anything more personal. Not in the middle of a military operation.
“Oh?” she said with exaggerated doubt. “I assume you mean because I can fly a plane and drive a boat, right, Major MacInnis?”
Her brown eyes shimmered in the harsh white light of the grocery store, and he was tired beyond belief, but he knew she was yanking his chain. Still, as much as he wanted to pull her down and kiss her, he closed his eyes.
“No, it’s because you can drive a train…”
Emily stood there for ten or fifteen seconds as if building to a reply, but he heard her shoes turn on the tiles and take a few steps away. “Good night, Ted. You’re pretty handy to have around, too.”
His last thought about Emily was more practical.
This really is a comfy pillow.
Folsom, CA
Dwight managed to stay upright on the bike as he followed Bernard to the supply truck. They took turns filling up their flamethrower tanks, then they drove a few more miles to a rocky field where a large troupe of other bikers had bedded down for the night. He pulled out a light sleeping bag that had been in one of his bike’s saddlebags.
Bernard took him to the far end of the field, so they were in an area with less people. Poppy laughed the whole way, asking Dwight over and over how anyone could sleep with two motorcycles breaking the silence. He, in turn, shushed her several times. It would cause too many questions if a talkative bird woke people up.
When he finally laid down on the hard ground, he fell right asleep. However, hours later, his slumber was interrupted when Poppy pecked at his exposed head. He retreated down into his bag but left a small opening so he could talk to her.
“No, you stupid cow, I’m not going to get it out now.” He didn’t want anyone to know he’d taken an extra bottle from the liquor store. It was only flask-size, but he’d snagged it when he followed Bernard out the door. Why Poppy wanted him to get it out was beyond him, though he really wanted to drink it.
The bird cawed loudly, and he craned his neck a bit outside the bag to see if anyone had heard her. Bernard was about ten feet away, behind his parked motorcycle, but he didn’t stir, even when Poppy flapped a few feet above his head.
“Why don’t I leave?” he asked, repeating her question. “Do you see all these men in black? They aren’t here for a Johnny Cash convention!” He clumsily pointed left and right, speaking as quietly as possible. “They’re here to destroy everything in the cities.”
She laughed at his hypocrisy.
“I don’t want to see the big surprise. Why would you say that? All I want right now is a warm blanket and something warmer in my stomach.” Suddenly, he realized he did want to bring out the flask, no matter who was close by.
Poppy wouldn’t let it go, and he wouldn’t agree she was right, so he got into a spiral of arguments with her. At first, it was about the surprise, but the back-and-forth started to include the hidden flask, his shaky hands, and it came back around to a heated argument about how many cats were sleeping in his bed at that moment back in San Francisco. From there, their chatter descended into one of his “crazy scenes.”
He knew it was happening while it took place, but he was powerless to stop it. The voice coming out of his mouth seemed detached. He had plenty of room to roll around in his sealed sleeping bag too, as if it helped him make his point. By the time Bernard stopped him from rolling and shook him like a madman, he sensed that he’d been shouting at Poppy at the top of his lungs.
Dwight sprang up like he’d awakened from a nightmare.
“Did anyone see us?” he asked Poppy in a lowered voice.
Despite it being the middle of the night, dozens of men sat up in their sleeping bags. He saw them in the starlight.
“Someone did,” Bernard answered dryly.
Amarillo, TX
Brent’s plan had to be simple, given the composition of his ad hoc fighting unit. The petty criminals weren’t good at strategic planning, but they did know how to drive trucks and tell time. After getting a few hours of sleep, he had everyone ferry the trucks from their suburban oasis to two locations closer to the airport. He chose to park his group of trucks along a four-lane road about two miles from the paved runway. A small rise in the grass fields between there and the airport terminal blocked direct line-of-sight to the destination; he’d scouted the location earlier in the evening.
A second group of three men prepped their trucks a mile away. He’d spread them out so they wouldn’t all be caught if the enemy finally scouted the area. He also figured it doubled his chances of hitting the long airport runway. However, those men had rejoined him so they could hear his pep talk.
“Gentlemen, and lady,” he said, looking at Trish, “I want to explain what we’re trying to accomplish, because once we do this, I think we’re going to be on their shit list. If anyone wants to back out, be my guest. I’ll give you a head start on your escape from them.” He chuckled, confident no one was going to abandon him. They’d all seen the attack firsthand and on the replay tapes back at the prison.
Brent’s team gathered in a half-circle around him as he stood on the sidestep of a brand-new tanker truck. “The bastards over there are so confident we’re dead, they aren’t even out here looking for us. We’ll only get one chance to do this right, so that’s why I’ve had you all bring as many trucks as you could get your hands on.”
They’d used the early evening hours to prepare the basics on each vehicle. That included attaching the five-gallon buckets of bolts and rebar, rigging up the copper wiring into the cabins, and preparing the heavy cinderblocks for each gas pedal. The last piece of the puzzle was in his hand.
“We’ve got to be careful with these babies, okay?” The orange road flare was about eight inches long and an inch wide, with a removable cap on one end. “Once we open the spigots, you can’t get sloppy with these.” He waved it in his hand, making sure everyone saw it.
“Does anyone have any questions?” He hadn’t yet given them the final plan, so he expected some confusion, given that it was three in the morning. His intention was to execute his plan at the time of day when the enemy was most tired, but his men were tired, too.
Trish raised her hand. “Are we going back to the same house where we parked the trucks earlier?”
At first, that was the plan, but over the last few hours, he’d begun to worry more and more about being discovered. If there were satellites watching from space, they might be curious about why all those trucks had parked there and then moved. If they went back, they might find themselves in more trouble. Instead, he’d come to a different conclusion.
“After the attack, I want you to drive that way.” He pointed west on the four-lane highway. It would go through the town of Amarillo and from there, they would get closer to the prison. He didn’t want them going straight there, though, lest they bring the bad guys with them. “Not back to our home, but to the Cadillac Ranch.”
The ranch was a local tourist trap where someone had buried ten old Cadillacs in a field, face down, so their back halves stuck out of the soil. The graffiti-laced cars were right off the highway on the far side of the city. Once they linked back up, he would return to the prison using a longer route.
Silent nods all around.
“All right. Let’s do this. Check your watches. It’s now coming up on three-oh-five.” They used the new watches from Walmart to synchronize with the three men at the other job site, so they all launched the attack at the same time. “We start in ten minutes, at three-fifteen precisely.”
He watched and waited as the three men drove away, but ten minutes passed in what felt like seconds. “All right, open the valves and start your engines,” he said to Trish, Cliff, and Kevin. “It’s time to kick the tires and light the fires.”
He hopped into the cabin of the tanker truck and started her up. The lights had all been punched out with a hammer, so there was no chance of exposing them to the enemy. He drove it about twenty yards off the highway, facing the airport. It was easy to do since the grassy ground was almost perfectly flat. While the motor idled, he climbed down and opened several valves under the tanker, so fuel spilled into the soil. The two others did the same for their tractor-trailers. Kevin stayed in his cabin, since he drove a dump truck.
After completing their tasks, everyone returned to their cabs.
“This is it,” he said to himself, putting it in gear.
Cliff had his truck moving, as did Trish. Kevin was a bit slower getting his trash truck rolling, but soon the four of them slowly drove their big rigs toward the airport.
He picked up the flare, wondering if he was about to blow himself, and everyone else, to Kingdom Come.
If this is how it ends, I pray it goes fast.
Brent removed the cap, touched off the flare to start it, and tossed it onto the floorboard of the passenger seat. By the time it got to the airport, he expected the whole interior of the cab would be up in flames, spiking the chances it would touch off the rest of the tanker when the truck hit a plane or anything else at the target site.
He gave the rig more gas, working through the gears until he was in third and the truck was moving at about fifteen miles-per-hour. It took a bit of effort to move the cinderblock where he needed it, but once it was on the gas pedal, it wasn’t going anywhere. He patted the five-gallon bucket of buckshot seat-belted into the passenger seat. The last thing he did was link a carabiner onto the steering wheel. It was linked to the copper wire, which was bound to the far door. It would keep the truck pointed in the right direction.
“Give ‘em hell,” he said to the big rig.
Brent opened the door and easily jumped off, though his arthritic knees screamed at his insensitivity toward them. As he struggled to his feet, a driverless dump truck rolled by about ten yards to his left. A second tanker went by on his right, spilling fuel by the gallon since its spigot, like his truck’s, was wide open. He could barely see the orange glow of the flare in the other cabin.
“Don’t stop now!” he yelled to his friends as loud as he dared. He’d planned it so each person would launch four trucks. He figured they could do one per minute, easily, but more than that would increase their risk of getting caught or having something go wrong. He liked to have a wide margin of safety for his people.
Three minutes later, sixteen giant trucks lumbered across the pre-dawn expanse of Amarillo soil toward bright “hit me!” lights on the horizon. As they stood there watching the shapes move away, he likened them to deadly torpedoes dropped in the water, heading for the enemy aircraft carrier.
“Let’s hope the others got their trucks launched,” Trish remarked.
“I didn’t hear a premature explosion, so I guess Carter didn’t screw it up,” Cliff laughed.
“Yeah, maybe he didn’t burn down his dad’s place, after all,” Kevin agreed.
“You were all innocent, the way I heard it,” Trish joked, coming out of her shell a little.
“We’re all guilty tonight,” Brent cautioned. “Let’s get the hell out of here, guys. Cliff, you take Kevin with you. I’ll drive with Trish.” He wanted to watch the explosion to see if they’d succeeded, but the fire would soon follow the spilled fuel back across the field. It would effectively create an arrow pointing to where the attack had come from. “Move out!”
Once he and Trish were on the road, he looked in his rearview mirror almost constantly for the next five minutes. If the trucks kept pace and stayed on course, they should have crossed the two miles in less than ten minutes. As they sped into the empty city, he began to wonder if all the torpedoes had missed.
Trish watched her side mirror constantly. “Will we even see it?” she wondered aloud.
“I would think—”
The horizon behind them glowed for an instant, like a single burst of lightning had struck. A few seconds later, when it didn’t show up again, he was convinced the attack had fizzled. Maybe the flares didn’t touch off the big tanks of gasoline, or the buckets of shrapnel didn’t fly through the air and blow apart neighboring planes, or the trucks blew up before they reached the target…
Before he could voice his misgivings, a second light made a more substantial impression in his mirror. A plume of fire rose up like a miniature nuclear bomb had gone off. It kept growing bigger in his mirror, causing him to wonder if they were in any danger. Despite the threat of being chased, or getting hit with flying debris from miles away, he had to stop the car.
“What are you doing?” Trish asked with surprise.
“We just hit them back. I’m going to take a minute to enjoy it.” He kept the car running but opened his door and stepped outside.
Secondary explosions ripped through the airport, each sending up new plumes of fire that joined the big one towering above the others. The shockwave of each new blast pushed against his face, and he heard and felt the rumble of the deadly explosions. An experience he found strangely comforting.
He gave the airport the finger. “That’s what you get when you mess with Texas.”




CHAPTER 22
Minot, ND
Ted woke up to the sound of motorcycles on the road outside. Emily was asleep next to him on one of the throw pillows and she stirred at his movement.
“Someone’s here!” he whispered.
The roar of the bikes went on for almost a minute. He ran to the front window of the store, rifle in hand, and found Meechum and Kyla already looking outside. He had to shield his eyes from the sunshine, rising low in the southeast. The last few bikes went by on the rural, two-lane road. The flat terrain let him see there were at least a hundred bikers riding on heavily-modified machines. They carried a strange tank behind the driver’s seats. They looked a little like giant vacuum cleaners.
He tapped Meechum on the shoulder. “Were these the first ones to go out?”
“Yes,” she replied. “There hasn’t been a single vehicle all night.”
He looked to the left, toward the air base, and noticed a smaller group of riders approaching. They slowed as they got close, giving him pause. “These guys are stopping.”
Emily had come up behind him. “What’s happening?”
There were seven guys in two rows behind the leader. They were dressed in black uniforms, though he saw no flags or other designation as to what nation they worked for. The leader waved to his followers, and Ted was sure they were coming into the food store parking lot.
“No,” he whispered, clutching the rifle.
As they reached the turnoff to the store, the leader gave his bike a little gas and turned into a lot across the street. A fast-food burger joint sat diagonally to the food store on the other side of the two-lane roadway.
“Phew,” Kyla exhaled.
“We have to assume they’ll come in here. We’ve got to hide,” he insisted.
“We can fight,” Kyla said with determination in her voice.
It warmed his heart to hear her say it, but the time wasn’t right. If they killed someone so close to the base, it wouldn’t be hard to find who did it. Plus, there were at least a hundred motorcyclists available to hunt them down. The smart play was to hide.
Ted tried to be diplomatic. “And we will, Kyla, but right now, we have to lay low. Our mission is to get into the air base, not protect some little mom and pop shop.”
Meechum looked outside while hiding behind a shelf full of two-liter Mountain Dew bottles. She tapped on one to get his attention. “They’re off their bikes. What are they doing with that equipment?”
The men had parked their bikes in a semi-circle around the burger shack, leaving about fifty feet between the bikes and the structure—enough room they’d have to shout if they wanted to talk to someone inside. For a few seconds, Ted thought they were the police and had come to collect a criminal, but then one of the men used his vacuum cleaner hose to spray a clear liquid on the colorful red siding. The others kicked on their sprays an instant later, and then the streams all erupted in flames, which followed the spray until it engulfed the building.
“Oh, hell no!” Emily growled. “We’re not going out like that.”
Ted couldn’t breathe for a few seconds. He could almost feel the heat of those weapons from across the street. Fear reached up from the tiled floor and paralyzed him for a short time. Dying by fire was practically the worst fate he could imagine.
The president touched his arm, which pulled him immediately out of his paralysis. “Ted, what do you want to do?”
He gave her a curt thank-you nod. “We stay here, for now, but I don’t think we can afford to let those guys get close. Those flamethrowers have insane range. We’d be on fire before we knew they were here.” He had a sudden nightmare about other bikers parked behind the country store. Even at that moment, they could be dialing up their hardware to splash liquid fire through the back door.
“Meechum, you check the back. Make sure we have a path to run if things get too crazy. The car is back there if we need it.” Though every parking lot had abandoned vehicles, he’d wanted to keep his car closer to the structure. His worry had paid off.
It only took the fire starters a few minutes to ensure the entire fast food joint was engulfed in flames. They even walked around to the side and torched the drive-through ordering station. When they were done, they holstered their weapons and gave each other high-fives.
“Here we go,” he said. “If they come over here, we’ll have to—” He cut himself short when the leader started his bike, revved his motor, and did a wheelie across the highway. He put the front wheel down when he came onto the lot for the store.
“Shit,” he said with forced calm. “This is happening.” He looked at Kyla. “Go get Meechum. Bring your rifle and any spare ammo.”
He had a minute alone with Emily. They watched in silence as the rest of the men got on their rides and crossed the street. He kept on the lookout for more bikes up and down the highway, but there didn’t seem to be any others close by. That was great, but they still had to deal with the seven right in front of them.
“Can we do this?” Emily asked quietly.
Ted met her eyes. “We have to.”
Meechum’s heavy boots clopped on the tile floor as she ran back to her spot behind the soda. “What’s the plan?” she asked.
Ted gave Emily a serious glance, then looked to the Marine and his arriving niece. It wasn’t much of a defensive unit, but they had the element of surprise on their side. The men in the lot hopped off their bikes and still high-fived each other like they’d won the Superbowl, but there wasn’t much time to organize his friends.
“We’re in a line,” he said matter-of-factly. “When they get ready out there, only shoot at the bastards closest to your end. When they get their flamethrowers ready, we’ll try to drop them all at once.” It would be tough, since there were four of them and seven of the enemy. He’d thought about shooting them as they came into the lot, but he worried the chaos would give one of them a chance to dive behind a parked car or ride away. If he waited until they were primed for the attack, they would be vulnerable.
“Spread out a little.” He motioned for the women to give about five feet between each other. What he didn’t say was that if one of the guys shot a spray of flames, it couldn’t get them all at once. If he’d had more time to prepare, he might have sent someone onto the roof, or the side of the building, to give multiple angles of attack. Unfortunately, he didn’t have a second to spare. He had to summarize years of marksmanship into a few canned phrases, mostly for Kyla’s benefit, he assumed. “Aim for the big part of their body, not their heads. Breathe steady. Squeeze—”
Kyla interrupted. “I’ve been trained by the best, Unk. I’ll do you proud.”
He was a proud uncle, no doubt about it. Her mom would be yelling bloody murder at him for putting her daughter in such a dangerous spot once again, but he figured even she’d be proud of how Kyla was able to defend herself.
“On three,” Ted said quietly. He aimed his rifle center of mass on the guy giving the orders, right in the middle of the seven men.
“One…”
The black-clad figures slowly moved into their positions, creating a semi-circle in front of the store. Their leader waved back and forth to spread them out from each other, the same as Ted had done to his force.
“Two…”
Once he seemed happy with the deployment, the head guy lifted his flamethrower wand.
“Three!”
East St. Louis, IL
Tabby faced the unusual tank with her spine straight and without flinching. The hum created by the machine made her eyeballs shake in their sockets, and her stomach wanted to return its contents, but she wasn’t giving anyone the satisfaction of seeing her show fear. To make the point, she stood in front of Audrey and Peter.
“Come on! Just try it!” she screamed, knowing it was insane.
The teens had been holding hands, but each also put a palm on her shoulders. She heard them saying “I love you,” to each other, adding to the sense it was all about to end.
At least we’ll go out together.
The tank’s energy seemed to peak, and she believed it was about to zap her, but it abruptly shut off. The heightened tension and unsettling vibrations left her legs wobbly. The three of them had to hold each other up.
That was when the men in black jumpsuits ran in.
“Who are you?” Tabby yelled, still fighting the effects of the machine. “We demand to see someone in charge! Why did you kill my dogs?”
The strange men didn’t reply. They searched them for weapons then dragged the three of them into a Humvee parked outside the warehouse. Hours went by as they were transferred to different modes of transportation, including a plane, but they finally ended up in what seemed like a prison van.
“Are we there yet?” Peter laughed from within the small cabin of the vehicle. It seemed like they were in the enclosed back of a pickup truck, but it was small, and quiet, and with barely enough room for the three of them, so she couldn’t say for sure. A small window on the back door let in a little morning light, but it was frosted, preventing them from seeing where they were.
The ambush in the warehouse had scared them all, but the brush with death affected them in different ways. For Tabby, after the tank-like machine didn’t vaporize her and the kids, the emotional unpacking only made her glad the kids were still alive. She hadn’t even tried to fight back against the men. Once captured, she maintained reserved vigilance, sure there would be a chance to escape.
“No, we’re not,” Tabby said for the tenth time. “You’re worse than a child,” she sniped, not feeling the least bit like a tour guide or protector at that moment. She turned to Audrey, wondering if she would defend her boyfriend. The young teen had become quiet and withdrawn, saying almost nothing the entire night. There wasn’t even a flash of her normal spunky attitude present. It was like she’d given up.
Peter, however, was the exact opposite. He couldn’t stop laughing at the fact they’d been captured, chucked into a plane, and flown to an unknown location. When the men in black outfits threw them in the truck after the plane landed, he acted like it was the final insult. He puked out curse words for several minutes, but there was no evidence anyone heard him. From there, he settled for annoying Tabby with his are-we-there-yet routine.
They were on the road for at least half an hour when the vehicle leaned a little to one side, slowed, then turned off. The new pitch made the three of them slide to the right side. “We’re there!” Peter yelled.
The machine turned back on, and the vibration suggested the driver was trying to reverse. After the attempt failed, the machine went forward a bit, then back, as if rocking out of an icy patch of road, though it didn’t feel cold outside.
The effort went on for a few minutes before the truck stopped moving. The silence was disconcerting to Tabby, since there was no way to know what was out there. They could be at the bottom of a ravine, or along the edge at the top. It was a little like being in the pitch-black waters of the Bonne Terre Mine. If you didn’t have a point of reference, there was no way to know where you were or even if you were right-side up.
Finally, a voice spoke from a small speaker on the ceiling. “You need to get out and push.” He did not sound happy.
Peter wasn’t pleased, either. “Push it yourself!” He looked at Tabby with a bemused expression. “Can you believe these guys? It’s just like before. Like we’re going to help them kill us!”
She wondered about that. They could have easily killed them with the tank’s electro-beam, or whatever force killed Deogee and Biscuit, but it didn’t fire at them. When the soldiers in black came in, they could have killed her and the kids without breaking a sweat. The only logical answer was they’d been captured for a reason.
The speaker voice returned. “I’m opening the back door. Get out, but do not run. If you do…well, you don’t want to know what we’d do to you.” The voice sounded overly dramatic, like they were hoping to scare them into compliance.
“Let’s get this over with,” Tabby declared.
The door clicked and swung open, letting in bright rays of sunshine. She fought against it until her eyes adjusted. When she climbed out, the scenery was breathtaking, despite putting her foot in six inches of mud. “We’re heading for the mountains,” she said dryly.
Peter helped Audrey out of the vehicle and carried her across the mud to the paved road next to it. Tabby followed, if only to get out of the slop, too.
“Donny wouldn’t have liked this,” Peter said in a reflective tone. “He wouldn’t have wanted to get his fancy shoes muddy.”
She and Audrey chuckled, knowing it was true.
“I wish they wouldn’t have taken my police belt,” Peter continued, speaking in a more upbeat fashion. “My pants keep falling down.”
That got them all laughing again.
The new position gave them all a chance to see what they’d been traveling in. The truck wasn’t like anything she’d seen on the roads before. It looked like a little milk truck. It had the cargo space in the back but didn’t have a driver’s compartment. It had been sealed off, without windows, like it wasn’t necessary. There was a grid of solar panels spread out on the top, giving her the final clue about what it was.
“Your solar-powered truck doesn’t have the horsepower to get out of the mud, does it?” Tabby spoke to the speaker inside the back, assuming there was a microphone there, too. It was the only explanation that made any sense. The computer or remote-controller of the vehicle had veered too close to the edge of the shoulder. Now, it was mired in mud and didn’t have the necessary torque to get unstuck.
She realized what a golden opportunity had been handed to her. Before she listened to the reply, she pulled the two teens about twenty feet behind the machine. “We can get out of here.” Tabby pointed to a line of trees not more than fifty feet from the edge of the road. The snow-capped mountains were still tens of miles away, she guessed, but there were plenty of trees and hills. They could easily get away from the silly little truck.
“No,” Audrey shot back.
“What? She has a pretty good idea. Let’s run.” Peter bounced back and forth, as if warming up.
“No,” the girl repeated.
Tabby looked between Audrey and the van. The little milk wagon had no guns. It didn’t even appear to have a camera on it. They had a chance to run, despite not knowing where they were.
“We’ve got this,” Tabby said in her most confident voice. “We have to escape.”
Audrey took a few quick steps back toward the truck, shaking her head quickly. “I can’t. I won’t. I thought it was all over when we came up out of the flooded mine. Then I thought it was all over when we went to my house. Then… Well, you get the point. I need an injection, too, or I’m going to pass out. You two go on. I’m done.”
Tabby shared a concerned look with Peter, but she already knew what he would do. For her part, she wasn’t going to run away without the two kids she was determined to protect. If they wouldn’t leave, neither would she.
“You chose wisely,” the truck voice said as they neared the speaker. The man took pains to emphasize the word wisely.
“My friend needs medical attention,” she said sternly, hoping that would get some response.
The speaker didn’t respond.
“Hello?” Tabby exclaimed, anger rising.
No response.
She glanced at Audrey, afraid she was in real trouble but not sure what to do for her. In the end, she figured the faster she did as asked, the faster she could get the girl some aid. “Just tell us when to push,” she said dejectedly.
“Now would be good,” the man replied.
As the three of them got into the wet mud alongside the wayward milk truck, a sleek-looking aircraft came in low from over a nearby hill. Its propeller whined as it flew directly overhead, not higher than a hundred feet. Tabby got a good look at the two missiles hanging from the long, thin wings.
I guess we did choose the right path. This time.
She pushed until the driverless vehicle came out of the mud, but she never stopped looking for the next chance for all of them to escape. Wherever the truck was taking them, it wouldn’t be good. They didn’t even care about a sick passenger…




CHAPTER 23
Minot, ND
“Three!”
As soon as Uncle Ted said it, she squeezed the trigger. The M4 carbine jumped in her arms as the crack-bang concussion forced her back. The glass window shattered at the same time, and she closed her eyes momentarily to avoid the tiny shards as they came down.
The others had fired their first shots, but the broken glass interrupted their planned attack for a precious couple of seconds. Uncle Ted got his second shot off at about the same time as Meechum.
Kyla brought her rifle sights back up and found that her original target had fallen to the ground, so she went for the next guy in the line, as instructed. With the glass out of the way, she squeezed the trigger three or four times before she had to adjust her aim.
That man fell aside, too.
A couple of the enemy fell to the ground on purpose, and one of them managed to kick on his flamethrower. A jet of flammable gas launched toward the store.
“Shoot him!” Uncle Ted yelled.
She tried to get a shot off, but her heart pumped the blood directly behind her eyes. It made her hyper-aware of how the thick mist seemed to be headed directly toward her. If he clicked the detonate button…
Kyla dove sideways, toward the others, firing wildly as she dodged the spray.
Ohmygod!
A wall of fire erupted where she’d been standing, sounding like a roaring freight train had come in through the window. At almost the same instant, an explosion happened in the parking lot, which blew out all the remaining glass along the whole front of the store. As she landed on the dirty floor, she was doused with the contents of hundreds of bottles of warm soda.
The fire shot across the ceiling for one brief moment, then seemed to retreat like the tide. Kyla fought to find some air to breathe as she slid on the floor with the others. Her lack of success sent a surge of panic throughout her body, but the air soon came back.
“Holy…shit,” Uncle Ted said hoarsely between heavy breaths. “Meechum hit the fuel tank for the flamer. That was a nice shot.”
The Marine sucked in air like everyone else. “We all did good.”
Her uncle looked over to her. “You okay? He was aiming for you, I think.”
She laughed at being alive. “Yeah, he picked the wrong girl, for sure.” It took some effort since the floor was slippery with sugary beverages, but when she made it upright, the fire outside had almost spent itself, since there wasn’t much to burn. The motorcycles were knocked over on the gravel lot. A few of them closest to the blast had been ripped apart, but their tanks didn’t explode. The one that had been destroyed still had a few flames clinging to the ruptured metal.
The sudden violence had startled her, but it didn’t make her frightened as it might have done in the past. Her time on the John F. Kennedy had hardened her to it, as did the fight out of New York City. She cut directly to what mattered. “Hey, do you think someone else saw what happened?”
Emily brushed broken glass off her summer dress and out of her hair. “If they weren’t watching us a mile off their runway, I doubt they had eyes on this out-of-the-way place ten miles away. However, we should go out there and move the debris when it cools enough. Anyone driving by will be curious why seven dead men are lying in the gravel.”
They found a few fire extinguishers and got to work putting out the lingering fires on the lot and around the bottles of soda. Working together, they used a tow rope to drag most of the bikes behind the store. Of the seven, two were unrecognizable. A further two were heavily burned and damaged by the blast. However, there were three still good enough to drive. When Kyla saw Uncle Ted and Meechum each drive a bike and park them next to the store, she saw how they could get into the base.
“Hey, guys. I have an idea.”
Minot Air Force Base, ND
Ted was not thrilled with Kyla’s idea. It involved high risks, though it also offered high rewards. If they could get inside without using their guns, and without risking their lives in another firefight, it was worth trying. However, he’d been planning to leave Kyla behind, to keep her away from the base altogether. She kept making it harder to ditch her.
“Emily, can’t we take a little more time to think about this?” he asked.
“No, the clock has been ticking since the nuclear suitcase was stolen. I want to get inside as soon as we can do it safely. This idea might be the best we ever think up. As you said last night, the air base hardly appears to be aware there’s a war going on. We’ll be inside before they know what’s up.”
He sighed, not sure if he had a better answer. Unless they dug a tunnel, there wasn’t a realistic way of sneaking in. Time was a factor, too. Kyla’s way was the fastest, for sure. Still, he pulled her aside while Kyla and Meechum got ready. “Do we have to take her?”
Emily knew who he meant. “She said she’s a programmer, Ted. She could be useful. There’s no way to know what’s inside. I’m only here for the biometrics. The Marine is here for security. You’re the pretty face to get us inside.” Her smile was cagey.
Ted rolled his eyes. “How did I ever get stuck with three women? Y’all are crazy, you know that, right?” He poked fun at her to hide his misgivings about having Kyla be a part of the attack. It was going to better their odds, for sure, but it didn’t make it right.
“It’ll be fine,” she said seriously while brushing something off the chest of his borrowed black uniform. She’d smudged her face with soot and pinned up her hair in a style he’d never seen before. It was part of her disguise, she’d told him. “It’s a good plan: we dress like them, ride their motorcycles, then slip into the base.”
The worst part had been tearing the uniforms off the dead men. They needed to dress like the bikers if they wanted the ruse to work, but he was uncomfortable wearing anything with bullet holes in it. If the others had similar misgivings, they didn’t share them. Everyone got on the bikes wearing the black pants and heavy long-sleeve shirts of the invaders.
“I’ll miss your beach clothes,” Ted said to Emily in a friendly voice. “Especially that big bag. It would have been a nice place to store all our ammo.”
“You might see it again,” she said mysteriously.
Since the dead men didn’t ride with rifles or packs, Ted made the call to hide theirs in the trunk of the getaway car parked behind the store. They’d keep their pistols, and some of them carried more than one. However, the long guns might give them away when they went into the base. It was another of his calculated risks.
Another gamble was identification. They could have all lifted ID badges off the dead men, but it would do the women no good, since none of the dead were female. However, Ted took one from a man who somewhat resembled him, figuring it would give him a chance if someone asked for it.
“I’m Klaus Mitter, from…” He assumed it would have city and state, like every ID badge he’d ever had, but it didn’t. “It says I’m from Black Site Mike 10.”
“That sounds mysterious,” Kyla said dramatically.
“What do you make of it?” Emily asked, more seriously.
He had no idea, but he guessed anyway. “I think they’re trying to hide where they’re really from. If this said Bob Smith, Albion, Indiana, we’d know how to track him down.”
“Well, Klaus, let’s go.” Emily laughed.
They ran into one last problem before they pulled out of the parking lot. Emily was famous for her ability to operate machinery, but she reluctantly admitted she couldn’t drive a motorcycle. He smiled, happy in his own way he’d found another weakness in the woman, but it meant they had to ride in pairs.
Emily rode behind him. Kyla had to ride behind Meechum, since his niece couldn’t drive one either. The original owners didn’t have helmets, so they traveled without them.
He almost enjoyed the highway speeds as they cruised across the flat plains of the North Dakota highway, but he had to restore his game face as they approached the front gate of the base. A pair of black-clad soldiers stood in front of the heavy mesh gate, rifles at the ready. The first one held up his hand, signaling they needed to stop.
Emily spoke in his ear. “This is nothing like last night. They look like they’re waiting for us.”
He allowed himself a peek over to the runway on his left. The fighter jets were all gone, as were most of the giant transport planes. It was hard to hear anything with the engine sounds of the bikes, but he looked up on a hunch; sure enough, two jets were high above, perhaps looping the air base as an air patrol.
Ted got close, but he didn’t turn off the engine, hoping they would wave him through. However, they motioned for him to shut it off. Emily squeezed him as if they were going to be discovered.
The weird giraffe-things remained along the edges of the runway, but there seemed to be more of them. A couple held position near the front gate, giving him a good look at their construction. Their bodies were about the size of a subcompact car, though it was rounded on bottom and flatter on top. Their long metal legs emerged from joints near each corner, giving the bodies the appearance of animals. The lone neck tube set in the front furthered the illusion of a giraffe. The thin metallic heads were on swivels, and he took a guess they were watching him with mechanical eyes.
The guard came up to him and spoke broken English with an accent he couldn’t identify. “You just left. Why back so soon?” Maybe eastern European, or one of the nations in the Middle East.
Ted had his story teed up and ready to go. “We had a malfunction. One of the tanks ruptured and blew up right as we were ripping a new one inside an Arby’s restaurant. Almost lost my whole crew.” He motioned to the women behind him, hoping they wouldn’t get too much scrutiny. If the bad guys didn’t use women for their fire duties, they’d have to get out in a hurry.
The man said, “You look like hell. You are injured?”
He didn’t take it personally. Their faces were blackened by the initial blast in the store. Kyla even found some strands of her hair had been burned. His niece also wore a strip of black cloth around her neck from her injury. It was an easy sell to appear like they’d suffered a fiery malfunction. Ted nodded grimly and took a chance by glaring at the man square in the eyes. “I lost three men. How do you think I feel?”
Tension ran along the razor’s edge as he held the man’s gaze, but the guard relented before he did. “Sorry,” the guy replied. “We’re under strict lockdown. The American leftovers destroyed our forward air base in Amarillo, and command is worried this one might get the hit, too. But you’ve suffered enough. I’ll let you through.”
Ted found a suitable reply steeped with regret, but filled with bravery, as he imagined how these men were feeling. “Thanks. When we get back out there, we’re going to pay those rebels back ten-fold.”
Good job, rebels, whomever you are.
“We’re the rebels,” the guard said emphatically before speaking more cordially. “Good luck on finding the Americans, though. I heard there’s not more than twenty on this side of the Mississippi. Not much to worry about, right?” The guard stepped back and made like he was going to the guard shack to open the gate, but he stopped at the door. “Hey, wait!”
Ted’s stomach did a freefall. He had a vision of how that other attack far away had made his life unexpectedly more difficult. He’d saluted the people who may now get him killed. “Yeah?”
The guard reached into his shack and pulled out a clipboard. “I need write in my log. Just tell me your name.”
He almost melted with relief. “Klaus Mitter.”
“Got it.” The man waved to his buddy to open the gate. “Go on through. Hope your day gets better.”
Oh, it will.
They were in.
Folsom, CA
“Welcome to the Folsom Lake!” a man in a white jumpsuit shouted into his microphone. “Find your seats and we’ll get started momentarily.” The eighteen-wheeler flatbed carried a bank of speakers that might have been stolen from a rock concert.
Thousands of bikers had parked along the abandoned four-lane highway, which ran along the edge of the huge lake. Most of them walked up a nearby grass-covered hill, which provided views of the lake and hydroelectric dam to the north and the city of Folsom to the south. None of the people around him knew what to expect, but most thought it would be a flyby over the water of some of the captured military equipment, so most faced that way.
“You feeling better after last night?” Bernard asked him once they’d made it to the hilltop and found a place to sit.
Dwight wasn’t certain what took place the night before. He recognized he’d had one of his “episodes,” but his lack of ability to remember anything he’d said disturbed him to the bone. His only hope was to pretend. “I feel much better, thanks. My nightmares have been getting worse, I think. Ever since I was in that shipping container.” The deflection was a tactic he’d learned on the streets. When the police came over to ask questions, whether he was guilty or not, he acted like the voices were inside his head.
“You came over in one of them boxes? No wonder you’ve got issues.” Bernard laughed, and Dwight found himself liking the guy, despite his role in burning everything.
Poppy soared above the crowd, the stiff breeze letting her sail without flapping her wings. She tried to inject herself into the conversation, but he was glad she was out of earshot. He didn’t need to hear her to know she was going to mess things up for him.
The announcer coughed to get everyone’s attention, then carried on. “We’re getting started. First, I’d like to thank David for the opportunity of a lifetime. I’ve seen such wonderful things happening the last few days. It’s been more powerful than all that I’ve seen in my life up until this point. I hope you all feel the same.”
The crowd cheered. When Bernard clapped, Dwight mimicked him.
“So, it will only be a few more moments. I’ve just got word from on high.”
Dwight looked up, not sure what to make of the man’s statement. If planes were coming, maybe the show would begin with a parachute jump. There were no aircraft in the sky, but he did see Poppy still enjoying herself in the mid-morning sunshine.
A new voice spoke on the loudspeakers. It was the one he’d heard two days earlier, in the San Francisco warehouse. “Greetings, fellow humans. I’m speaking to you remotely from my headquarters in my NORAD bunker. Our operations are going completely to plan, and for that, I thank you. Eliminating the people of this land was step one of our mission to reclaim the world. Step two is what you men and women are doing out there on the roads with your flame kits. But even from so far away, I can provide a little extra help for your efforts. For I am David, and I see everything you need.”
Dwight almost chuffed out loud at how full of shit the man sounded, but he remembered he was supposed to be undercover. The crowd was applauding, as was he, when he noticed a thin black shape drop out of the clouds. From his position and distance, it appeared to be about the size of a telephone pole. It hurtled down for several seconds—long enough for many of the others to notice.
“What’s that?” he asked whoever would listen.
The black shape fell on the flat decking on top of the Folsom Dam and disappeared. He had enough time to wonder if he’d imagined the object before the bottom half of the tall concrete dam bowed outward like a filling balloon. An instant later, fire and debris shot out of the bulge, followed by a white jet of water and a violent rumble under his feet.
The crowd fell into silence, which was a feat in itself.
They all watched the concrete monument crumble from both sides as the water pushed through. The remains of the roadway on the top quickly fell into the torrent, and the gap grew almost as wide as the dam itself. Once the breach started, it peeled away additional layers of stone, further widening the hole.
People started clapping, but he couldn’t. He was too shocked.
The flood washed through the narrow river channel below the dam with frothy waves that fought like rabid dogs to get out of the lowlands and up to the neighborhoods of Folsom.
The crowd seemed to catch its breath and people applauded and whistled approval. The churn rushed through the flat valley along the path of the once-peaceful river, continuing its spread as more water gushed out of the lake. As more of the town was consumed, more of the crowd rose in support.
“It’s got part of the prison,” Bernard said like he was a reporter. “And it’s heading for downtown.”
Dwight realized none of their fire-starting adventures the night before could hold the flicker of a candle to the destruction wrought by the broken dam. Already houses, cars, and small buildings were being bowled over and washed away. The cleansing of America was happening in real time, and he was there to see its efficiency.
Poppy interrupted his introspection when she yelled a question down to him.
“Yes, I saw the dam break!” he replied with anger. Everyone was whooping and screaming in near-ecstasy at what David had done in front of their eyes, so no one heard him talk to his pet. He was glad for that. It wouldn’t do him any good if they saw how upset he was.
“I’m done with this!”




CHAPTER 24
Minot Air Force Base, ND
“I was here once on business,” Emily said in his ear as they rode through the sprawling base. “Air Force Two had to make a stop before we went to Japan. I got out of the plane for a short while, but I didn’t make it to any secret computer labs.”
Ted laughed. “Leave seek-n-find to Meechum. You just stay alive so you can unlock the terminal.”
To the casual observer, it looked a lot like any small town in America. It had a movie theater, shopping centers, and fast food locations. Since this part of North Dakota was flat, and there were almost no trees for ten miles in any direction, the base seemed even larger. The long central street cut through it all, pointing west, toward the building where Meechum had shown on the soup-can mockup as housing all the computer gear.
He half-turned, happy as could be that they were still alive and free after being stopped at the gate. “You better be right, you know. I don’t think anyone would appreciate if we stopped and asked for directions to their super-secret bunker.”
The vibration of Emily’s laugher traveled along her arms as she still held tight around his midsection.
They’d gone about a mile before they pulled into the parking lot for a nondescript two-story building made of stone blocks. It was about fifty yards square, with tired-looking windows. Compared to the rest of the newer housing and buildings, the place seemed to be from a previous generation. The sign out front said Maintenance and Parts, as Meechum promised.
Emily only let up on her hold when he had the bike off and the kickstand down. He hopped off first and held out a hand, though she didn’t need any assistance kicking her leg over.
“Thanks,” she said, using him for two seconds of balance.
Meechum strode by. “Ma’am, it’s right through here.”
He and Kyla followed the other two ladies through the swinging glass doors at the front of the building. There were lots of other cars in the parking area, so he figured there would be people inside. And when they stepped into the foyer, he got confirmation. People scurried about on the other side of the next set of glass doors. However, before they went through, they had to get by the guard.
A tired-looking older woman sat at a wood-grained folding table. She wore the same black on black uniform, but her jumpsuit top was draped on the back of her chair, leaving her in a gray T-shirt. She barely looked up when they came inside. “I’ll need your guns.”
Ted kept walking. “We don’t have any.”
She sat up straight. “Hold up, friends. I’ll need to wand you.” The handheld security wand had been sitting on her lap.
He had to make a split-second decision.
“Sorry, thought you meant long guns,” he said nonchalantly, “We do have some pistols, but we’re in a hurry.” There was no point in pretending they didn’t have pistols on them if she was going to wand them anyway. He tried to be a team player.
“Thanks,” she said, still holding the wand. “The base commander put us on full alert. I have to wand every person who comes through the doors.”
All of them emptied their pockets and holsters. Kyla and Meechum both put their M9s on the table. Emily set down her P229. He tabled his pair of Sigs, plus the little Ruger LCP. He’d intended to sneak it through until she mentioned the wand.
As promised, she lazily checked each one as they stepped through the second row of doors. She seemed to notice the bullet hole in his chest, but only shrugged like even that didn’t faze her.
“How do we get them back?” he asked from a bit beyond the threshold. “You didn’t give us a receipt.”
The woman tapped her head. “I’ll know.”
He went on, pretending he was used to such treatment. However, when they all got inside the main hallway of the building, they met another surprise. Almost everyone wore different uniforms. Instead of the all-black edition, the new people had black uniforms with red sleeves.
“Where now?” Emily asked the Marine.
The interior had the appearance of being a large call center contained within an old elementary school. Thirty or forty people sat at desks scattered throughout a large room at the end of the entryway. Rows of exposed halogen tube lighting hung above the workers, giving it a cheap telemarketer appearance instead of a military one. Meechum gave the people inside a once-over, then pointed to the left, to a hallway going a different direction. “We could probably use any terminal in the building, but the mainframe room should have the fewest people. The stairs we want are that way, and around the corner.”
The four of them walked the bustling hallway, trying to move fast and avoid interacting with any of the enemy wearing the wrong uniforms. It wasn’t hard to do, as many of the young workers had their heads down, looking at cell phones or big tablets.
“This is the IT group, isn’t it?” he asked, knowing the answer.
“Yep,” Meechum said quietly.
Kyla took a double step to get closer to him. “Why does it say maintenance on the front?”
He laughed. “It’s an old trick from the Cold War days. If a spy snooped around and tried to map the place out, they’d be confused as to what was really inside the buildings. The US Air Force continued the tradition by mixing up the signage. Everyone on base knows what’s in here, however.”
“Glad I’m not a spy,” Kyla added. “I barely knew how to get to the computer lab while on the aircraft carrier. I’d never be able to draw it on a map.”
“You’re kind of a spy now,” Meechum said, slapping her on the back.
A few seconds later, Ted thought he recognized a face as he walked by the door of a computer room. The man inside the crowded lab was similar to someone from Air Force Two, though it happened so fast, he couldn’t be certain. He didn’t immediately tell the women, though he knew he had to warn them.
They walked to the end of the busy hallway and Meechum guided them to a right fork. At the last possible moment, Ted looked back toward the mystery man. He came out of the room, obviously sharing his curiosity, but Ted jerked his head back before the bad guy locked on.
Ted ensured no one in the hallway was close, then he spoke to the ladies’ backs. “Guys, hold up. We’ve got a problem. I think I was recognized…”
“Really?” Meechum gasped.
He nodded but looked at Emily. “Remember my asshole friend Ramirez? You sent me and him into DC. He’s here. I’m ninety-nine percent sure I saw him.” The Hispanic man was a bit on the heavy side for a career officer and was hard to mistake for anyone else.
“Well, let’s keep going,” Emily replied as she tried to pull his wrist.
“I can’t,” he said with real regret. “He knows me, but he doesn’t know you guys. He couldn’t have seen you walk by his door. Ram only looked up when I was in the frame. You’ve got to keep going.”
“I’ll stay with you,” Kyla acknowledged.
“No, your mission is to protect the president, and she needs you to knock out that nuclear code problem. You have to go with her.” He’d come to terms with their roles. Meechum would get them there, Emily would provide the code, and Kyla would be there in case on-the-fly programming was required. His role was taking care of surprises.
He was anxious to push them away. If Ram came around the corner, they’d all be implicated. “Please hurry!”
Emily looked like she was going to speak, but she ended up grabbing Kyla by the sleeve and dragging her away. The president smiled at him, then followed Meechum into a stairwell door.
Ted got up against the wall and crept back to the corner. If the guy never showed up, he’d go down the steps after his team. However, if his old friend Ramirez came around the bend, he wanted to be ready for the reunion.
As he stood there, Ted thought back to his failed mission with ER. They’d confirmed that President Tanager was dead, but Ted was duped out of the nuclear briefcase. He’d more or less forgotten about ER until he saw him a minute ago, but it all made sense in retrospect: the man who captured the nuclear briefcase would probably also be the one to bring it to Minot for reassignment.
Even from around the corner, he heard the heavy footsteps of someone jogging to catch up. Ted hoped he could surprise the other guy.
I’m supposed to be dead.
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
It had been easier than Tabby thought to get the small milk truck out of the mud, and once it was back on pavement, she, Peter, and Audrey reluctantly climbed back inside. She had no sense where they’d been going, due to the opaque windows, but she figured it was somewhere in the mountains. However, when the automated transport opened the doors again, she was in an underground cave or mine.
Two women in black jumpsuits with silver sleeves stood at the ready as they came out of the truck. “Welcome to NORAD,” one of them said to her.
“Your people killed my dogs,” she said dryly, repeating the charge she’d leveled at the men who’d put her in the truck, before remembering there was much more to it. “And all of our freaking parents!”
The practiced smiles faltered on both women. The closest one had brunette hair that was gathered in a rudimentary bun on the back of her head. She wore silver earrings, which seemed to match the silver sleeves of her jumpsuit. The other one was a blonde with her hair cut short, like she’d been in the Army.
The blonde replied, “We’re sorry about all that. You’re luckier than most. You’ve been invited here by David himself.”
Peter chuckled like he’d heard the joke before.
“Who’s David?” Tabby asked. “Is he in charge? My friend needs medical attention for her diabetes.”
“Of course he’s in charge,” the woman went on, “though he doesn’t like Americans, generally. You three are the first ones he’s brought here. They usually get rebooted.”
After the long drive, Tabby was in no mood for pleasantries. “Is that what we’re calling it now? I watched one of your robots cut apart two men back in St. Louis. It was a little more than a reboot. It was murder!”
The woman seemed ready to defend herself, but she noticed someone outside of Tabby’s field of view. When she turned to see what had her captor’s attention, a woman in a white jumpsuit walked alongside the milk wagon until she joined the conversation. “Hello, Tabitha Breeze. I’m Charity, one of David’s handmaidens. I’m the one who will get you settled.” She fluffed her luxurious, long red hair, then extended her hand.
Tabby made no effort to return the handshake, but she did give the woman a thorough inspection. Where the other women were clad in heavy overalls for their jumpsuits, like they were working at a racetrack pitstop, Charity looked like someone out of a rerun show Dad used to watch called Buck Rogers. Her tight-fitting spandex one-piece had a half-opened zipper down the front, with long sleeves, and a hint of a belt around her waist, but was otherwise devoid of decorations. Tabby didn’t let the oddness distract her. “How the hell do you know my name?”
Charity kept her hand out.
Tabby crossed her arms.
Charity didn’t shift an inch. “You know, it’s polite to reciprocate when someone offers the hand of friendship. We’re not going to leave this room until you shake my hand like a civilized person.”
She became uncomfortable as the seconds ran into half a minute. Charity’s hand was still out, and Tabby’s arms remained crossed. It satisfied her to see the look of horror on the other two women’s faces. Whatever she was doing to drive them into such fear, Tabby wanted to keep it up.
When a full minute went by, Charity shifted in her little space-boots. “This doesn’t have to get ugly, but you aren’t going to win, dear Tabitha. We can either stand here all day and get nowhere, or I can show you where to go to meet David, our leader.”
“There’s nothing you can do to make me shake your hand.”
A look passed over the woman’s face, briefly, but her smile returned in a flash. She figured her dad would be encouraging her to keep going, now that she had a chance to stick it to the people who killed her family.
Charity spoke in an unnatural, emotionless monotone. “If you don’t shake my hand vigorously by the time I count to ten, I’ll put your two friends back in the delivery van and drive it into a lake. David would hate to lose an expensive piece of equipment, but sometimes, the end justifies the means.”
She counted down, starting at ten.
Tabby waited a few seconds out of anger, but she was beaten. She’d overlooked the easiest and most obvious method of coercion. Before it was too late, she clasped hands with the she-devil in front of her.
Charity shook it vigorously and acted as if the last couple of minutes didn’t happen. “So glad to meet you, Tabby. And so happy you brought your friends Audrey and Peter. We will, of course, tend to Audrey’s condition.”
“Thanks,” she forced herself to say.
Peter’s eyes darted across the pretty woman’s outfit, but he held out his hand like a dead fish. “I guess you want us to shake like trained dogs, too?”
Charity practically scoffed at him. “I think one test was enough, don’t you?” She turned to Tabby. “And this is about you, really, so I’m glad I get to help you.”
She sighed deeply. “Who the heck is David? How do you even know who I am?” She had no ID on her. When she went to work in the mine, she kept her personal belongings in a locker in the main office. Her phone might have given clues, but she didn’t have that, either.
Charity motioned for her to move. “Walk with me.”
The three of them fell into a line. Charity and Tabby in front. Audrey and Peter in the middle. The two other women in the back.
Charity spoke. “I cannot say why David brought you here. He only instructed me to get you through decontamination before you have an audience with him.”
“Decontamination?” Tabby asked. “Are we in danger?”
“Of course not. I’m talking to you, aren’t I? It’s merely a precaution. Besides, David does not like things to be messy or out of order.”
“The whole world is out of order right now,” Tabby said under her breath.
“That’s right,” Charity went on cheerfully. “It’s our job to bring the order back. David has said the same thing many times. Perhaps I understand a little better why he chose you for this honor. You think like us.”
“All right. This is too weird. What the hell do you want me to do, exactly?”
Charity pointed to a heavy metal door with the word decontamination emblazoned across the middle. She hit a button next to it, which made the door swing out on a stout hinge, much like a bank vault. The inside was dark, leaving no clue as to what was in there.
“Tabitha, you will be first. I’m afraid the system only accepts one person at a time.” Charity motioned for her to go inside, but her eyes became predatorial. They seemed to convey the idea she was not to be disobeyed or someone was going to get hurt. The silver-sleeved women maintained their presence in the back.
She glanced at Peter and Audrey. They’d gone so far together in such a short time. She still remembered that first hour with them on the tour, where Peter had been flirting with Tabby the whole way. It wasn’t to hit on her, though she wondered what he would have done if she’d been interested. Instead, the boy was trying to make Audrey jealous. It failed miserably at the time, but their shared terror had kept them together every minute since. Now it felt like good-bye.
Tabby turned to Charity. “You’ll send them through after me, right?”
The woman bowed her head. “Of course.”
Tabby didn’t believe it for a second, but she was at her mercy.
“I’ll see you guys in a few,” she said with all the cheer she could muster.
The couple waved while still holding hands.
God, please let me see them again.




CHAPTER 25
Minot Air Force Base, ND
“Is he coming? Did you see him?” Emily was uncharacteristically frazzled as she asked her and Meechum about her uncle. Uncle Ted stayed upstairs to deal with some guy, which was a bummer, but she understood. He was a warrior, and that was what warriors did. Emily came across as a warrior, despite her diminutive stature, so her concern seemed like more than professional courtesy.
“He’ll be here as soon as he can,” Meechum assured her.
The three women walked briskly down the hallway, past more technicians who seemed enthralled by their tablets and phones. Kyla tried to get a look at one of them and saw the face of a man talking. When a woman walked by holding her phone at a low angle, she saw the same man’s face. The white-haired guy seemed to be giving a speech. The curious side of her wanted to ask one of the strangers who was on their screens, but she discounted it as a very bad idea.
“It’s that one, at the end of the hall.” Meechum motioned thirty feet ahead. The wooden door faced them and was closed.
As they passed the doors in the rest of the hall, Kyla figured out that this floor was dedicated to computer labs for security of the air base. The screens in one room faced toward them, and she saw what was on the giant terminal: aerial images. Most of them were open, with people going in and out, but the one Meechum called out had no activity.
“Does it need a key?” Emily asked, reading her thoughts.
“Don’t know.” Meechum whispered. “It wasn’t in my briefing.”
They got to the end of the hallway and Emily did an abrupt turnaround. “Where is he?”
Meechum went to the door while Kyla pulled gently at Emily’s elbow. “My uncle knows what he’s doing. If he stopped, it was for a good reason. I’m sure he’d want you to complete your, uh, mission.” She didn’t think of herself as being on a military mission, but it came out of her mouth sounding that way. Mom would either be so pissed she was doing this or proud of her for avenging her country. She went with the latter.
Emily glanced at her. The woman’s brown eyes were balanced between crying and desperate resolution. It confirmed her suspicion that maybe Uncle Ted meant more to her than just another pretty-boy pilot. It grossed her out to think of him that way, but she was proud of him for catching the eye of someone as important as the VP. “Thanks. I feel responsible for him, you know? I pulled him off Air Force Two and made him do special missions for me. I hate being separated.”
Oh, yeah. She likes him.
Kyla kept her excitement in check. “Ma’am, Meechum has the door open. We need to get inside and log you in.” She tugged at her arm to get her to move. The techs weren’t too big on security, based on how they walked around with their noses stuck to their tablets, but someone might recognize the vice president, despite her efforts at disguise.
“You’re right,” Emily said with a heavy sigh.
They got inside without anyone shouting at them, but Kyla checked the hall once more as she shut the door. Uncle Ted was nowhere in sight. It would have been great if she could cheer up the VP before they got into the system. She had no idea how long it would take.
The inside was a lot like the other rooms on the level, but it was extremely cool. It was about twenty-by-twenty, or about the size of an average school classroom. In the middle, four or five computer desks supported giant desktop cases and even bigger monitors on top. The outer part of the room was lined with computer cabinets, servers blinking and humming inside. An industrial air-conditioning unit sat on the floor near the back, keeping everything cool. A long tabletop hung from another wall. A hundred tablets were lined up in a row, each with charging cables attached. Though she was there for the computer terminal, she trotted to the tablets and picked one up.
“This is what everyone has out there.” The lock screen showed the white-haired man’s face. She walked it over to the two women.
“That’s David,” Emily reported. “His real name is Jayden Phillips. Your uncle and I saw him when we were in an apartment the other night.” Nosy Kyla immediately wondered if anything had happened that night. It was the type of gossip she used to fake interest in when talking to Ben. He always wanted to hear about who she was dating, so she’d made up a lot of stories. If they ever got a minute where their lives weren’t in danger, she was going to plumb Emily for the truth, but it wasn’t yet the right time.
“Why are all the people watching videos of him?” she asked.
Meechum seemed agitated. “We’re here, guys. This terminal is locked, just like we talked about. Kyla, you need to get your ass in the chair and do your thing. Madame President, be ready to input what you need.”
Kyla nodded, singularly focused on the moment. “Let’s get this over with.”
I have so many questions saved up.
Minot Air Force Base, ND
There wasn’t much time to plan what he was going to do if Ramirez came for him. His pistols had been taken at the door, and none of the workers seemed to have any he could borrow. If he got into a tussle, he wanted it to be out of view as much as possible. When the girls disappeared into the stairwell, he continued walking down the hall, purposely avoiding the stairs.
If it’s him, he’s going to shout my name.
He repeated the thought to make it stick. The last thing he wanted—
“Major MacInnis!” the man shouted.
Ted didn’t flinch. He kept walking as if deaf to the name. The rest of the workers in the hallway flinched and stopped, however, which inadvertently made him the one guy who stood out.
“Shit,” he said under his breath.
“It’s me, ER,” the other guy laughed.
Ted increased his pace and angled for an open door, which happened to be an empty room. There were twenty folding chairs set up facing a screen on a tripod, but none of it was in use. He thought about shutting the door, but it would be the end of his battle. He’d be cornered and would never get out. Instead, he took his chances the portly jerk would want him alone, so he took a seat in the last row.
When ER came in, he knew it was him by his heavy breathing. Ted’s initial impression of the man was that he was better suited to serve hot dogs at the ball game than be down on the field. The last few days hadn’t changed his mind. Neither had the man’s change of uniform. As he walked casually around the far side of the chairs, he seemed to show off his black jumpsuit. “It is you,” he said admiringly. “I didn’t realize you’d joined the winning team, Major.”
“Is the president really dead?” Ted asked, trying to cut right to the heart of his intelligence-gathering responsibilities. They’d gone to the White House, but ER had been the one who claimed he’d found the president’s clothes. As he sat there, he spun the presidential challenge coin in his pocket, underscoring the only hard data he’d gotten from that mission.
Ramirez laughed and raised his hands, which were partially wrapped with skin-colored bandages. “I got what I needed from the White House, including that nice little fall on the glass. But my mission wasn’t to find the president; it was to get his precious suitcase.”
Ted nodded. “Which you then brought back here, didn’t you? Why would you betray your country so badly?”
The edge of ER’s mouth curled up. “Officers like you must live in some world where you see everything in such black and white terms. The rest of us live in the real world. A world where someone can offer you the entire state of Vermont for your service.”
“That’s funny. I knew a ship captain who was convinced he’d be rewarded with a giant swath of Vermont. Are you sure you’ve got your contract signed correctly? Might want to have a lawyer give it a once-over. Just sayin’.”
The smug look on Ramirez’s face disappeared. “What are you doing here?”
He wanted to delay as long as possible. “Thanks for saving me from the plane crash. I at least owe you for that.”
Ramirez bowed a little. “I might have killed you if I thought there was even a tiny chance you and I would cross paths again. I figured if the drones didn’t get you, the packs of wild dogs would. Plus, I’ve got to admit, I never thought you’d crawl out of the burning truck.”
Ted stood up. “Yeah, well, I guess the Air Force makes us tougher than you Army pukes.” He’d said it matter-of-factly, instead of with bile and venom. His blasé attitude worked as intended.
“You have no idea what you’re dealing with.” He patted his chest, showing off his uniform again. “This army is unstoppable. We took down the entire United States government in seconds. We’re cleaning up the rest of your military around the world in mere days. Everything that was once yours is now ours. How does that make you feel, tough guy?”
He took a few steps toward the heavier man, waiting for his chance. “I heard some rebels kicked you in the nuts in Amarillo. It sounds like there’s a whole Army division still in play. How does that make you feel? Tough guy.”
“Rebels didn’t do squat. The Reboot Legion must never be compared to the scum we’re eradicating.”
The man at the gate had also taken offense to his apparent misuse of the word rebel. “Is that what you call yourselves?” Ted asked.
“Rebels, yes,” ER said in an agreeable tone. “Reboot Legion. Reb L,” he added, shortening it. “Get it now?”
“I call you terrorists,” Ted said matter-of-factly.
“We’ll see who’s the terrorist.” Ramirez pulled a small revolver from his pocket. “Remember this? It belonged to the vice president. You gave it to some asshole at Andrews. That asshole shot two valuable members of my team.”
Ted reflexively held up his hands, but he was far from surrendering. “That asshole was my friend Frank. I hope he sent your guys to hell. They swept us at the door. How’d they let you keep yours?”
“I’m a national hero. They look the other way for guys like me.” The pistol was trained on him for a few seconds before Ramirez dipped it a little. “Wait, you said ‘us.’ Who else is here? Where are they?”
Aw shit. He’d accidentally said more than he’d needed to. It was a rookie mistake. Emily was going to chew him a new one for it. If he ever saw her again.
“Up yours,” Ted replied.
Ramirez snapped his fingers. “You lost the briefcase, right? Maybe you thought you could lock us out using a manual terminal. Such an act could be executed by a skilled programmer, or a high-ranking member of the US government, but you’d have to come here to the air defense mainframe. And that means…” The gun pointed at his face. “Let’s go downstairs.”
Amarillo, TX
Brent and Trish were the first to arrive at the Cadillac Ranch. He’d driven in a confusing series of turns and backtracks, on the off chance someone tried to follow them. Driving with no headlights was a challenge, but he became accustomed to it as his eyes adjusted. The eastern sky was at nautical twilight as he pulled onto the short dirt road leading to the half-buried cars.
The younger woman had been quiet for most of the ride, but she shifted toward him once they were parked. “Brent, thank you again for coming to my rescue back at my house. I have to admit I never saw any of these guys as upstanding human beings, but you’ve changed them. They’re putting their lives on the line for a cause greater than themselves. It really was amazing tonight.”
Brent was taken aback by her dive into the personal. “Well, as long as we’re admitting things to each other …” He took a deep breath. “I’ve always thought of you as a daughter. Mara and I never got to have any. I reckon you’re as close as I’ll ever get. That’s why I went out to save you from Curtis and his thugs.”
She unclicked her seatbelt and leaned over to give him a hug. The personal contact and the smell of her hair almost made him tear up. He’d missed Mara for the past few years, but never as much as he did while in that embrace.
Trish pulled back and looked outside. “Do you think the rest of them made it?”
“I’m sure they did. We saw them leaving.” It was true he saw Cliff and Kevin drive off, but not the other three men. They’d all taken different routes through the city.
Dwight didn’t know what to say for the next few minutes, so he sat at attention, sure another car would be along shortly. After about five minutes, he saw one. “Thank God. They’re here.”
The headlights on the lone car came up the abandoned highway but went by the turnoff for the Cadillac Ranch, so Brent flicked his headlights on and off. “They must have missed the turn.”
A few seconds later, the car turned around.
“Come on, let’s greet them,” he said while hopping out. Almost after the fact, he opened the back door and brought his shotgun with him. If the bad guys were out there, he wanted to be able to fight back, no matter what else he was doing.
The headlights were blinding as the vehicle slowly came up the dirt road. They’d switched so many cars over the course of the night’s activities, he had no way to know who was driving based solely on the make of vehicle. He had to wait until it pulled alongside him before he got a look in there.
It was a man he didn’t recognize…




CHAPTER 26
Minot Air Force Base, ND
“Can you hack in?” Emily asked over Kyla’s shoulder.
She’d gotten through the first password gate with no problem, and now she had access to the mainframe. It surprised her that she understood the operating system. “Yes. Actually, this is a lot like the code I worked on with the Navy. It’s probably from the same defense contractor.”
The VP tapped her on the shoulder. “Good work. Keep it up. I want it to be ready for when your uncle comes back. Then we’re going to get the heck out of here before we get caught.”
She typed maniacally at the keyboard, using her polished programming skills to work her way through the file system until she came to a folder with some promise.
Presidential Emergency Satchel
She was hit with a password gate as soon as she tried to gain access to it.
“This is where we get down and dirty,” Kyla said quietly to the two women with her. “Though I never thought I’d find myself anywhere near nuclear codes like this.”
Emily laughed. “Yeah, well, that makes two of us. I’m supposed to be at a grand-a-plate fundraiser in Ohio today. At least, it’s what my schedule said before the world went into the crapper.”
“Sounds like fun,” Kyla said while breaking into the system.
The vice president didn’t sound happy. “It gets old. Trust me. The first dozen are fun. Meet new people. Get press taking your photos. Be the most important woman in the room. But it gets tiring always being on your A-game. You get pictures taken every second of the event, even when food falls out of your mouth.”
Prior to the disaster, that life would have terrified Kyla. She liked being by herself, or with one or two others. She avoided crowds whenever she could. However, even a fancy dinner party sounded better than her new existence on the run.
“Yeah, that does sound—”
The door flung open, causing her to stop talking and see who it was.
“Uncle Ted!” she cried out as he was pushed inside. A pissed-off Hispanic guy came through holding a revolver. She jumped out of her chair as her uncle shuffled over to Emily.
“Nobody touch nothing,” the newcomer insisted.
Emily caught Uncle Ted and held him close. He stayed there for a moment, then seemed to think better of it. They separated and put about a foot between them.
“Is that my gun?” Emily inquired, not showing any fear.
The man nodded.
“Emily, you remember Lieutenant Eduardo Ramirez?”
“From the plane,” she replied with awe.
“I’m glad we could all get together like this. The last time I saw you two, you were both supposed to be dead. Especially you.” ER pointed the gun at Emily.
“What do you want?” Kyla volunteered, hoping to take some of the heat off Uncle Ted and the VP.
“What do I want? I want what everyone wants: an upper government official with the authority to transfer command of the nuclear arsenal over to its new owners.”
“I want a puppy,” Uncle Ted deadpanned.
Ramirez wasn’t amused. He swiveled the gun between the three of them.
Three?
She looked around for Meechum, but the Marine wasn’t anywhere obvious. Before she gave her away, Kyla turned back to the front of the room. “We don’t have anyone like that here.”
“You would be the guests of honor under any other circumstances. There are teams of programmers working on changing over the authority of the briefcase without having the correct people present. They would all be glad to meet you. They’d be especially glad to have you help them out by unlocking the system for us.”
Emily shifted on her feet. “We aren’t going to help you do anything.”
“Oh, you don’t think so? What if I did this—” Ramirez aimed the gun at Ted’s face, which prompted Kyla and Emily to both shout, “No!”
“Well, that’s interesting. The both of you don’t want me to kill this man?” Ramirez chuckled in an unpleasant manner. “I’d like to do this without hurting a soul, but the only one I really need alive is…” He bobbed the gun between them. “None of you.”
His aim settled on Emily. “I need your eyes for the biometric scanner, but I don’t need the rest of you.”
“Wait a second, ER,” Ted pleaded, “let’s talk about this.”
“Oh, that’s so sweet. You two are into some weird boss-underling relationship, aren’t you? I wish I had someone to report this to.”
Ted put up his hands and took a step closer. “Just tell us what you want. We’ll do whatever we can, so no one gets hurt.”
Ramirez grinned. “Your little programmer needs to open the interface. I see she’s most of the way there.” He craned his neck to look at the computer screen. “Then your VP is going to enter her biometric information. From there, we’ll transfer full command to the briefcase.”
“Where is it?” Kyla asked, not seeing anything briefcase-like in the room.
“Safe at NORAD, with David, of course. He’s already working on controlling the arsenal while in the central defense facility, but having access to the briefcase will allow him to move around our new country with it. Once he has control over all the missiles, we can defend ourselves from any and all threats out there. It’s one of the important steps in the invasion timetable.”
Ted stalled for time. “Why do you need nukes when you have the most powerful weapon in human history?”
“Unlike your people, we conserve our resources. Not every problem is a nail, and not every solution is a hammer. Sometimes, you need nukes. Other times, you need…our superweapon.” He smiled broadly.
“You just want to be the hero again,” Ted said dryly, taking another small step toward the man with the gun. A second shape moved in the shadows behind one of the server towers. It had to be Meechum sneaking along the wall. Kyla began to understand what they were doing. Unarmed, while in the face of a gun, she didn’t think they had much of a chance.
“I’ll do it,” she rattled off with immediacy. “Just don’t hurt anyone.”
Uncle Ted spun around. “No, Kyla, you can’t!”
The scene served as a distraction for Ramirez. ER didn’t see Meechum right away when she came out from behind the six-foot server rack.
But, eventually, he did.
Minot Air Force Base, ND
Everything happened in what seemed like a single second. Meechum charged from behind the bank of computer towers, Kyla got ER’s attention by saying she was going to help him, and he was caught in the middle. He had to protect his two friends, so he lunged for the traitor as he turned his pistol toward the Marine.
He’d heard the wheelie gun fire once before, back in Air Force Two, so he was prepared for the loud bang. Still, being close to the deadly weapon made his insides go to jelly.
Meechum fell to the thin layer of carpet like a sack of flour. Ramirez was in the process of aiming and taking his second shot as Ted plowed into him from the side. The other man was fifty pounds heavier, so the impact hurt him as much as it did ER.
The gunshot went wide of its target, given that ER’s arm was the first thing he hit. Ted hoped to get him to drop the piece, but he held on even as they careened onto the floor in front of Meechum.
Ted glanced back to Kyla to see her stepping closer. “No! Get Emily to deactivate it!”
His niece hesitated, though he didn’t see what she did next. Ramirez pulled him into a headlock. The gun dangled precariously in the man’s bandaged hand, but he refused to drop it. However, he couldn’t get it pointed at Ted’s body without loosening his grip around him.
Ted struggled to maintain his position without getting squeezed any harder. He kept his right shoulder high against the other guy’s body, so the lock wasn’t total. When he sensed the slightest release, he shoved some more of his shoulder into the weak point.
The next couple of seconds, or minutes, were a blurry haze as he fought to stay conscious. Meechum was nearby the whole time, but she didn’t move as best he could tell. The two other women were at the computer terminal; he could barely see Emily’s brown hair from where he was. Despite wearing all black, she’d left the summer scrunchy in.
“They aren’t going to do it, you know,” ER taunted. “We’ve had teams working on this for three days. She’s not going to get in.”
Ted had talked to Rebecca many times about Kyla’s decision to go into programming. At first, it seemed like a great career path to a steady income and a nice job, but when she started working for the Navy, he had his doubts about her judgement. He figured there were more bucks to be made in the private sector. However, when she landed the job working on nuclear containment on the biggest and most expensive ship in the fleet, he conceded she must have a pretty good head on her shoulder. Now, he was certain of it.
“While you’re busy killing me, she’s going to shock the hell out of you, asshole.” Ted wasn’t ready to give up, and he was keeping his head barely above water, but the big guy didn’t seem close to giving in. However, as he continued to struggle, the other man breathed heavily. He saw his chance coming up.
Ramirez tried to aim the gun toward Kyla, but a desk was in the way. Ted certainly wasn’t going to let him move to get a better line of sight. The bigger man squeezed his arm around Ted’s neck and grunted, obviously anxious to kill him so he could get to the terminal.
Ted squirmed as he fought against the pressure, though his vision blurred from lack of blood. It wasn’t anything like he pictured as a heroic saving of the women, or the nation, but real-life combat was never like the movies.
Just have to keep him here.
“Dammit, why won’t you die?” Ramirez asked. “I should have shot you back on the runway.”
A shiny object hit Ramirez on the head with a sickening clunk. The pistol went off at the same time, and the man’s grip on Ted immediately loosened. ER rolled to one side, sweeping him underneath for a second before he fell out of the other man’s clutches. He tried to tumble away to get free, until he realized Ramirez’s gun-arm was free, too.
The pistol was pointed at his face.
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
Tabby was sure Mom and Dad would disapprove of her actions of the last fifteen minutes. The decontamination procedure was an embarrassing exercise all the way through. She’d been instructed by a hidden voice that she needed to strip away all her clothes in order to enter the hazardous materials shower. She was willing to strip down to her underwear, but that was as far as she’d go.
Minutes later, after standing alone in the freezing metal room, Charity’s voice came over the speaker and reminded her she was the first in line. The other two could easily be tossed back out the front door, come what may.
After that, beaten again, she ran through the shower as instructed. The automatic drier actually felt pretty good, and it was a relief to be clean, but when she came through another door and found her replacement clothes sitting on a chair, she almost didn’t put them on. It was the same skimpy jumpsuit as Charity had been wearing, only hers was shiny blue rather than white.
Tabby looked around the chamber for alternatives, but there was absolutely nothing besides the metal seat. “I have to wear this?” she asked the voice controlling her journey.
“David wishes you to adhere to the same dress code as the rest of his Reboot Legion. Your original clothing has been disposed of. You will not be offered an alternative. Blue is a great honor.”
“Hardly,” she said, unsure if she would be more embarrassed inside the unitard or standing in the nude outside it. In the end, she swallowed her pride and put it on. When she fidgeted and stretched it all it would go, she looked at herself in the shiny metal of the door.
I look ridiculous.
She hurriedly unspooled her three braids. It broke her heart to do it, since Mom had been the one to arrange them, save for one repair job done by Audrey, and it was the last thing she owned of her. However, she was certain her mother would approve of why she’d done it. Tabby arranged her long hair, so it fell over her chest, giving her a tiny bit of extra cover. She kept her front zipper sealed all the way up to her neck.
When she came through the last door, a man in a golden jumpsuit stood waiting for her. “I’m David. Welcome.”
“Why am I here?” she replied, unimpressed.
He got closer, noting Tabby’s twitchy step in the opposite direction. “I saw you on television, of course.”
Tabby had been curious if anyone had gotten her message while she’d been inside the St. Louis television station. It seemed like a long shot at the time, since she learned everyone in the viewing area was dead, but if this guy saw it…
“So, you saw me asking for help. Obviously, my message went to the wrong person. You killed them all, didn’t you?”
He stood there looking sad, which was transparently fake. “I hate killing, Tabitha Breeze from Bonne Terre, Missouri, but the world is a cruel place. When I saw you on television, I was struck by how the necessary evil of the reboot had left at least one piece of the old America I couldn’t bear to extinguish. I found your passion to find your parents riveting. I, of course, knew you’d never reach them, but that’s what made it so tragic, and beautiful. It was an impossible task, just as it was for David to slay his Goliath.”
“You’re quoting the Bible? After all you’ve done?” Mom and Dad had made her go to church, which she accepted more as a time to hang out with them than a spiritual exercise. However, she would never in a billion lifetimes believe this man knew a single lesson from the Good Book if he was truly the one responsible for killing everyone.
“All I’ve done?” he chuckled. “I’ve saved you from a terrible fate. I would think you’d see that. You called out to me and now I’ve rescued you.”
Her tummy balled up, not wanting to believe the horrible man.
He went on before she could reply. “I caught up with your broadcast hours after you left St. Louis. I was crushed when you disappeared from our intelligence assets, but I knew it was you when we had trouble in Chicago. I—”
“Your drones killed our friend!” she blurted out.
David acted like he didn’t hear her. “I sent my fleet of airborne units to sweep the area, but you escaped again, on bikes no less.” He clapped his hands in excitement. “But I knew where you would go. All I had to do was keep tabs on the cleared highways until an unregistered vehicle showed up. You went right to that nice warehouse and made it easy, though I almost didn’t catch the drones before they did their automated thing and rebooted you.” He laughed, like threatening the three of them with the giant tank had been a harmless prank.
“You should have killed me, like you did my two dogs. I don’t know why you chose to bring me here, but I’ll never cooperate.”
He laughed grimly. “We both know that isn’t true, after your meeting with Charity. You’ll do exactly as I say, when I say it, or things will get ugly for members of your party. And, besides, if you’re talking about the two dogs in that same warehouse, I can tell you with authority they aren’t dead.”
A breath caught in her throat. “Say what?” 




CHAPTER 27
Minot Air Force Base, ND
It took Ted nearly thirty seconds to catch his breath. He remained on the floor, next to the still body of Ramirez, while the two girls talked in hushed tones over by the terminal. He heard Kyla say she cracked in, and a short time later, Emily reported success in taking the nuclear briefcase offline. He was content that his role as human punching bag made it all possible.
Meechum crawled up next to him. “Major? You gonna make it?”
Her uniform top had blood splattered all over her left shoulder, and he realized she’d been shot. She saw how his eyes were drawn to the wound and waved him off. “I’m fine. It went right through. I was still able to use my good arm to crack the skull of this asshole.” She pointed to ER’s bloody head, where a large divot had been created above his ear.
“I bet,” he replied, further impressed by her instincts.
Kyla appeared at his side. “We did it, Uncle Ted! We’re safe.” Then, exactly as he had done with Meechum, she looked at him as if he was broken. “Ohmygod! Are you okay?”
He sat up with her help, feeling better as the oxygen got to his brain. His muscles were sore from holding off Ramirez’s arms, but the big man never got the solid hold necessary to choke him out. “What the heck happened?” he asked.
Emily appeared on his other side, crouched next to him. “You and Lance Corporal Meechum held him off long enough for us to finish this. You kept him occupied, and she used a spare hard drive to bash in his head.” She gestured to the body next to him.
Ted regained his sense of leadership. “We have to get out of here. The alarm—”
At some point in his dance with Ramirez, he’d fired his revolver. That action had been heard by others and it triggered an alarm inside the building. However, it was silent out in the hallway, as best he could tell. The only ringing came from his ear drums.
“I turned it off,” Kyla bragged. “With this.” She held up a tablet. “I hacked into the password database and got us the credentials of some guy who had the most access. But we do have to leave before they notice I took control for a few seconds.”
Ted’s vision blurred when he got up on his feet, but he held onto the corner of a computer terminal while it cleared. He ordered his body to recover so he’d be able to lead them back to the motorcycles. His promise to his sister was in jeopardy if he couldn’t get Kyla away from danger as fast as possible.
“Let’s get out of here,” he said, picking up the Ruger. With it in his hands, he tipped his head toward Emily. “Mind if I use your gun again?”
“Be my guest.” She smiled.
On a hunch, he checked ER’s pockets for extra ammo. He found one extra speed loader for the revolver, supporting his reasoning that not only would Ramirez sneak in the pistol, he’d also make sure he had more than the five rounds it came with.
Emily opened the door while he picked pockets, and soon they were back in the hallway. He and the others followed her, but they were immediately accosted by a seemingly-terrified young woman.
“Do you know what’s going on? They said there’s a shooter in the building. What do we do?”
Ted almost chuckled. The IT people in the complex apparently hadn’t even considered they were going into a warzone. They also didn’t realize how easy it was to sneak in under their noses and score a military victory for the American people. He couldn’t express any of his private thoughts, so he kept his voice robotic. “We were told to go to the main entrance and be prepared for evacuation. Why don’t you tell everyone you see to do the same? We’ll be safe once we’re outside.”
“Yeah,” the girl in the black and red jumpsuit replied. “That’s what we need to do. Thanks!”
“No problem.”
They walked up the steps to the main floor before Emily spoke up. “Won’t it cause a mass panic for the doors?”
He looked behind him before getting all the way up. As expected, technicians ran out of the rooms all along the hallway. They ran in every direction, which further highlighted how ill-prepared they were, but most of them headed for him on the stairs.
“Keep going!” he huffed.
The main floor was comparatively quiet, but the screams and cursing from the people below caught the attention of those walking the main floor. Ted kept his eyes firmly on the front door, where the bikes were right outside.
“Meechum, get our weapons,” he advised quietly. The older woman was no longer at the gun-check table. It looked like any weapons she’d collected had been tossed in a big green plastic container and left for whoever happened by.
Emily and Meechum went through the first set of doors and went right for the table. He was going to follow, but Kyla stopped him. She had the tablet in her arms, swiping and tapping at keys. “Uncle Ted, they haven’t locked me out of the main NORAD system yet. Those teams downstairs have been trying everything to break into the missile control systems. In doing so, they’ve weakened all the firewalls and counter-intrusion code for the rest of the defense network. They may not even realize how exposed they’ve made themselves. I can see it right here.” She pointed to the screen.
“It doesn’t matter. We’ve got to go.”
“Wait!” she replied, not moving. “If I can get in there, I might be able to steal control of the entire nuclear arsenal from them. I could certainly lock them out. This coding is about a decade out of date. It’s stuff I cleaned up a lot when I modified the nuclear containment programs on the carrier. They have all sorts of entry points I can use.”
He turned to the hallway on the main floor. The people from down below had made their way up and had their eyes on the front doors. They wouldn’t be able to stand there much longer.
“What are you saying?” he pressed.
She looked at him with a serious expression. “I need to go back down to the mainframe terminal. I only need a couple of minutes to get this done.”
The people got closer. The confusion might give them an easy excuse for returning inside but going back to the scene of the crime was never a good idea. If anyone in authority found ER’s body, they might already be looking for them.
I made a promise.
“We can’t, Kyla. I’m sorry. We did what we came to do; let’s go while we’re ahead.” He pushed open the inner door. Emily handed over all three of his pistols as he pushed through the outer doors.
“But—” Kyla replied, before trailing off.
Two robots had arrived outside, stopping not far from the bikes. They stood at attention as if guarding the computer building. As if watching for him, or the President of the United States.
Emily faced the robots as she stood with Meechum at the edge of the parking lot.
“We’re screwed,” he deadpanned.
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
“I saw the dogs disappear. They’re gone.” Tabby shifted uncomfortably in the blue outfit. She kept her arms crossed over her chest as a defense mechanism. This David guy was older than her, maybe in his 30s or 40s, and not the worst looking man in the world. However, his eyes were emotionless—what Mom once said were dead eyes. A trait she warned about when dating boys Tabby didn’t know. Seeing it in the flesh made her instinctively want to avoid him.
David brightened. “So, you do want to talk to me?” He motioned for her to walk alongside him. He positioned himself to go into a larger room next door.
“I just want to know why I’m here. Where are my friends? Why—”
He shushed her. “We’ll get to all that in a minute. I’ll explain why you’re here, I promise. But first, I want to show you my toys.”
Tabby almost guffawed at how ridiculous the man sounded. She had no more interest in seeing his toys than she had in having her wisdom teeth pulled a second time. However, always mindful of the leverage he held over her, she walked next to him, keeping as much distance as possible.
“Thank you,” he chimed. “I built this underground facility inside the original NORAD footprint because I needed a base central to the mainland of North America—” He seemed surprised, then talked to himself in monotone. “I need to rebrand the whole continent. The name America must be stricken from everything, including the landmasses.”
David looked up at her. “But never mind all that. Once my agency had this base, I knew it would be an excellent place to start over. It’s hardened against missiles. It’s got water and a food supply. Those Air Force people really thought this through.”
“And?” She was terminally impatient with him. It was the only way she knew to fight back.
“And…here we are at day three of the invasion. We’ve had total success on all fronts. I’m already planning for phase two, which will happen once we have some of the new territories cleaned up. I’ve announced my intentions to the world, I’ve motivated my foot soldiers, and now it’s time to unveil all the wonderful new products we’ve been holding back for when this became our reality.”
They walked through a large chamber with metal walls. A row of pedestals ran along the back—about ten had been spread along the forty-foot-long wall. While the rest of the room looked like a military bunker, the well-lit lineup seemed like it could have come from a museum. David skipped the first one, which was a small box-like machine about the size of a toaster.
The second display case contained a paddle-shaped piece of equipment decked out in white. He pointed inside. “This is a device we’ve been working on for years. It’s designed to scan the human body in real time, parse out the cancer cells based on the unique speed of their subatomic particles and use a tiny burst of energy to erase them.”
She cackled. “You can cure cancer, but you can’t get your silly little trucks to avoid the mud? You’re joking, right?” The surreal nature of where she was, how she was dressed, and who she was talking to caught up with her.
“I’m not joking, I—”
Tabby hated how she’d lost her cool. “Can this thing also cure diabetes? My friend, um, Audrey is here with me. She could really use a hand.”
David looked upset. “If you’ll let me finish, I want to show you what else we have. All your friends could benefit from these.” He stepped a few pedestals down the row and held out his hand to an object that looked like a ray gun. The silvery metal pistol had a cup at the end, facing away from the handle.
“A gun?” she said with thick sarcasm.
“This is a photon reconnaissance device. It’s a practical application we’ve incorporated into some of our aerial drone programs. Basically, it uses invisible photons of energy to splash light over a room and around corners. The photons bounce on things around the corner, then come back to the source and create a picture.”
“Like a bat,” she said, seeing the potential.
“Yes, if a bat could see around multiple corners,” he replied happily. “All these things manipulate energy down to the quantum level, where things get really weird. Some of these are, in fact, weapons, but my best work is this one on the end.”
Tabby followed him, not wanting to admit he was far more advanced than she’d given him credit for. Despite her lame attempts to belittle him and show disinterest, if he had the cure for cancer sitting in some random room in a bunker, he had more power than anyone in history. She was bothered by the fact she suddenly didn’t want to decapitate the man who had destroyed the United States. If this was all his work, he needed to be captured and then forced to make things right, as much as was possible. The only thing that would impress her more was—
“If you’re trying to impress me, it’s failing,” she fibbed.
David strode up to the box without rising to her prodding. “You saw one of these in the East St. Louis warehouse. I only have a few in each zone, so consider yourself one of the lucky ones.”
A small model of the tank machine that had almost zapped her sat upon the pedestal.
“It’s not full scale, of course, but I put it here because it represents the milestone before we finally went big time with our knowledge. I call them butterflies, because the projector array looks like it has wings.”
She didn’t need to see it; Tabby and her friends had gotten a close look at a real one. “Why are you showing this to me? I’d rather learn about the one that’s going to cure my friend. This is just a bug zapper on steroids. It killed two sweet dogs who traveled a long way to find us.”
He chuckled softly. “I told you, the dogs aren’t dead. This machine requires a lot of maintenance and upkeep, as do all my toys. I would never use it to kill when it would be a lot cheaper to use a lead bullet.”
She been running at high alert since she’d come out of the decontamination system, but her heart rose in her chest as she thought up the question. “Does it mean you can bring the dogs back?”
He shrugged. “This mobile design is the smaller version of the one under your feet. This entire NORAD facility was designed like my little butterfly. When its wings unfurled, it wiped away the most dangerous people on the planet: the Americans. You’re standing on my greatest museum piece, a triumph of science that will launch man into the next thousand years.”
“But can you bring my dogs back?” she said impatiently. The answer to that question had implications she wasn’t yet ready to voice. If he thought she was too smart for her own good, or caught on to what he was doing, he might get rid of her.
David strode to another of the steel doors and waited for her to catch up. She reluctantly followed, angry that he was being obtuse about his intentions.
“Tabitha Breeze, old American, I brought you here for a reason. I showed you these marvels of technology as a peace offering. They’ll all be part of your life going forward. These and many more, including what’s through this doorway.”
She shook her head while holding her hands on her hips. It was her mean-girl pose showing how she wasn’t pleased at the turn of events. Why wouldn’t he simply answer the question?
The door opened slowly.
She expected the superweapon to be revealed. He’d said it was in the NORAD base. She figured there’d be rows of the giraffes, dogs, or hovering drones. Anything that a maniacal leader would install as a way to impress the prisoners. But when the door swung open, she was faced with a far more serious problem having to do with her alone.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she lamented.
Inside the hangar-like enclosure, a formation of people stood in rows and columns, like they were part of a military parade. There were about a hundred of them, she figured, with her quick glance. However, they weren’t soldiers. They were all women dressed in the same blue suits as her.
David stepped up to the entry and spoke loudly. “First, we took out America. Next, we take out the world. We’re going to need young women like you to repopulate God’s newest paradise.” David put his arm around her shoulders, which poured cold water all the way down her backside.
“Crackers,” she murmured.
Folsom, CA
“What an amazing day,” Bernard said with reverence. “David really is going to take care of us, like he said.”
Dwight had been in a state of panic since the dam fell apart. He’d never been one for superstition or religion, but being in that crowd made him feel like the only saint inside a convention in Hell itself. The cheering for the destruction of the city of Folsom was unnatural to his ears, and he wasn’t even a patriotic person anymore. It wasn’t right to do, and it wasn’t right to watch it. He hated cheering with the others.
He glanced up; Poppy sat on top of his head. She sometimes came down when she really needed his attention, but he didn’t want to deal with her at the moment.
“No, I’m not going to do that,” he replied. “Stop talking.”
Bernard looked over his shoulder. “What?”
Dwight smiled, sure one of these days he would be caught talking to the bird. “Nothing.”
Bernard was the last one to fill up his tank of flamethrower fuel. The rest of his seven-man team had already topped off from the mid-sized fuel truck that had come to meet them at a new point in the city. The floodwaters hadn’t taken the whole town away, but it had cut a huge swath out of the middle. Bernard said their job was to chip away at what was left.
“What should we burn next?” Bernard asked his team. “Should we get rid of what’s left of the prison?”
His team whooped with enthusiasm.
Poppy continued to cry out to him. She knew how he felt about the destruction he’d been witness to, and she wanted to help. He remained still, however, as the bird repeatedly flapped her wings to rise, then bonk his head when she dropped back down.
“You doing okay?” Bernard asked. “You look like you saw a ghost.”
The town was full of ghosts. All those little splotches of clothing were ghosts. The water barreling down the valley was now filled with tens of thousands of shoes, shirts, and pants. None of the men around him cared a fig for the dead. What would they say if they knew he was part of this?
“I, uh…” he said as he thought of what to say.
Poppy dug her claws into his scalp. “Ow! Stop it!”
She continued to give him advice, but none of it was good.
Bernard had a confused look on his face. He was seconds from being done gassing up, then it would be back to the road and back to more burning. He was never happy with the idea, but Poppy’s complaining, along with his imagining of ghosts, made him think of how he could get out of working with them for a second longer.
I only want a warm bench and a smooth bottle.
Dwight heard himself think and knew in his heart that those weren’t the only things he wanted. No matter how many times he’d let himself down in the past, he always tried to be one of the good guys. He’d managed to steer clear of the hard drugs that had brought down countless friends. He’d stayed away from the prostitutes. He rarely got taken to jail, and the times he did were usually for sleeping where he didn’t see the keep out signs. Poppy was complaining because she knew…
This isn’t me.
He rolled his motorcycle away from the fuel station but didn’t hop on or start it up. When he’d gone about fifty feet, Bernard seemed to notice him. “Hey! Wait up! We’re almost ready.” The leader of their crew talked to the fuel-truck guy standing next to him.
Dwight swatted at Poppy, catching her on the wing. That made her get off his head and fly wildly away from him. She still cawed at him with advice he was reluctant to hear.
“You think it will work?” he asked, terrified of her answer.
The bird told him it would be cleanliness in all things, as they liked to say.
“If you say so,” he replied.
He didn’t like having the dark thought, but Poppy was right. The work Bernard and his team were doing wasn’t for him. They were the bad guys. They were evil. And it was up to him to make things better.
Dwight pulled out his flamethrower tube and hit the electrical ignition. When it came to life, he didn’t look up or aim. He simply crunched the handle and sent a jet of liquid onto the men tending their bikes nearby. Bernard screamed for him to stop—a distinctive voice he heard above the others.
“Sorry, Bernard. You aren’t a good guy.”
The pleas were heartbreaking, but he flicked the switch to touch off his flame. The men went up with wet screams. Every square inch of the nearest twenty yards rose into a plume of hot gas and fire.
Poppy flapped away as fast as she could, but she also yelled down that he’d done the right thing for once.
He didn’t stick around to see the grisly end. At some point, the fuel truck blew up, which meant someone was going to come looking for what went wrong. There were thousands of bad guys in the city, if the dam-breaking party was any indication. Hundreds could have chased him if they’d known where he was, but he’d chosen a road that took him out of the city and toward the mountains in the east.
However, the second he felt like he’d put enough distance between him and the city of Folsom, he pulled in front of a liquor store and raided the place. Before, Poppy had been all over him to kill the bad men, but now she warned him against having too much liquor.
“You silly girl! There’s no such thing as too much liquor!”
In thirty minutes, he’d drunk himself into his own version of a flammable fuel truck. It took the edge off, then continued its rub until all his senses were numb. He heard the complaints from his bird, but he thought he deserved a little drinky-poo since he’d done the right thing, so he ignored her.
Before his blood alcohol level reached uncharted territory, he saw a man dressed like Bernard come into the liquor store. Then, several other Bernards came in behind him.
“Hey, Bernard! I’m glad you made it. Won’t you join the celebration? It’s all free for the taking. Look at this place!”
The Bernard look-a-like said Dwight must have forgotten about the tracking device on his motorcycle. The men converged around him, kicking and punching, shouting about payback, but then a white bird arrived at the front door.
The white shape hovered mysteriously, like a ghost, but its voice was human and male. “Stop! Do not kill him. Bring him to NORAD, my rebels. I want to know how the Americans got a spy this deep into my precious legion.”
What a wild dream!
Poppy flew rings around a white bird, screaming at it, advising Dwight to run from it, but he was too far gone to even stand, much less run.
“It will be done, David,” the Bernard-clone replied.
The last thing he vividly remembered was someone’s fist hitting his face.
“Hey, man,” he pleaded as blood pumped out of his broken nose. “He said you couldn’t kill me.”
“But he didn’t say we couldn’t hurt you,” the man in black replied.
Dwight laughed and talked with a heavy slur. “Bernard, I kind of liked you when we were friends, but Poppy said I needed to kill you to keep up with the ‘cleanliness in all things’ motto you like. Plus, you turned out to be a real asshole.”
Poppy scolded him.
“No, I’m not trying to get you in trouble, Pops,” he pleaded with her. “Honest.”
The bird flew down, green and red wings flapping, and landed on his head. She begged him to stop talking before he got himself killed.
Sometimes, he did the opposite of whatever she said. “Free America, people!” he shouted in glee.
The next punch chased her back into the air.
He didn’t remember anything after that.




CHAPTER 28
Minot Air Force Base, ND
Kyla had the ability to hack the NORAD defense system, but she knew better than to push Uncle Ted to let her do it. Over the years, Mom had tried repeatedly to get her brother to do things her way, but he always had the patience to wait her out. Kyla always thought Mom was the stubborn one, since she saw her every day, but Uncle Ted took it up a few notches whenever he was around. “Oh, shit,” she said breathlessly when she saw the trouble outside.
Uncle Ted had gone out to the parking lot to be with Emily and Meechum. They’d made it to the bikes but were being “sniffed” by two animal-styled robots. The tall giraffe-like shapes stood over them, heads swiveling around on the upright stalks. Emily and Meechum didn’t shrink with fear, but they did act standoffish and wary. As much as she wanted to go back inside and knock out the bad guy’s access to the American computers, she owed it to her friends to stick around.
Several of the technicians came into the doorway, and she let herself be pushed to the side. Instead of running with them, she punched up some code on the data tablet. Her eyes absorbed the coding as she tried to modify the screen to let her have access to whoever controlled those things. They couldn’t be truly autonomous, or they’d harass friend and foe alike. Someone had to be feeding it the basics, such as who was the enemy.
She walked gingerly down the front steps and stood at the edge of the parking lot. Dozens of people ran by, most heading for the civilian cars and trucks parked on the lot. They seemed untroubled by the robots...
Kyla sped up until she was a lane over from the trio at the motorcycles. They continued to hold position away from the bikes, as if waiting for the robots to discover them. “Uncle Ted! Look at everyone else! Just hop on the bikes!” She waved her hands to the rest of the people on the parking lot.
He looked at the giraffes, then at the people, then back to her. He stuck his thumb up. Moments after that, he’d gathered the other two ladies and motioned them to saddle up.
She calmly walked over to the bikes, then climbed behind Meechum like the robots were invisible. Emily did the same on Uncle Ted’s motorcycle. In seconds, they were on the move, though Kyla kept the tablet out as she held on with one arm.
“Can you drive?” she asked the Marine. “What about your arm?”
Meechum turned back a little. “I’ll let it hurt when we’re somewhere safe.”
Kyla couldn’t even offer to drive for her; she didn’t know anything about motorcycles. That was a deficiency she had to fix right away, if they made it to that ‘somewhere safe.’
“Let me know if I can help,” Kyla offered.
“You keep watch, dudette.”
Her uncle led them through the base until they got close to the front gate. She figured he was going to try to go out the same way he came in, but he veered down an alternate street shortly before reaching the exit. When clear, he leaned over to her and Meechum. “The base is locked down. They’ve got it blocked off.”
“Where to?” Meechum replied.
Kyla peered at her tablet, hoping she was competent enough to pull off what she needed. Then she spoke to her uncle. “Go over the grass by the runway. I’ll call off the drones guarding the perimeter.”
“You can do that?” he asked with surprise.
She nodded. “With this account, I have access to the whole system, but we have to hurry. I’m not sure if they’ll shut down my link, or if the link has a range.”
Uncle Ted drove them around the big complex for a short time until he seemed to have his route planned out. All at once, he goosed the motor and headed onto the pavement of the taxiway. Meechum followed close behind; Kyla looked around her shoulder to see their speed go from twenty to seventy in a few seconds. They passed under the wing of a mammoth gray cargo plane. Then, in seconds, they crossed onto the airstrip.
Meechum groaned as she worked the throttle. She’d made good on her promise to feel the pain later, but it was obviously difficult. Kyla prayed it didn’t get any worse, otherwise they’d have to come up with a way to cram four people onto one bike.
Uncle Ted had to slow down when he reached the grass, but not by much. Kyla tried to tap keys on the tablet to get a better idea of the number of drones around, but her cursor became stuck.
“Oh, hell,” she exclaimed. “Someone knows I’m in.”
Ahead, the line of giraffes patrolling the edge of the property was much easier to see than it had been in the dark. Large, metal dogs also appeared. The tall grass hid their numbers, but they were out there. White flying drones hovered every hundred yards or so.
Kyla’s interface didn’t show their position on a map, so she had to use trial and error. She tapped the screen and selected a random giraffe to make it deactivate. When done, she searched for a stopped drone, but it wasn’t obvious to her. She tapped a few more and saw a nearby giraffe immediately stop.
“There! Go by that one!” Uncle Ted had to look back to see where she pointed, but he soon caught on to the fact a drone was behaving in an odd manner.
They had about a hundred yards to go to the property boundary, and she used the time to tap more of the drones. She tried to find the pattern in where they were on her screen compared to where they were on the security detail. Seconds later, after shutting down three in a row, she finally established the numerical order. Once she had that, she was able to shut down the three different types of drones close to her target. She went out from there as fast as she could click.
Kyla had eight or nine deactivated before one of them turned back on.
“Shit! Someone definitely knows what I’m doing! They’re tracking this tablet. They’re tracking these bikes. We’re lit up!”
“We can’t stop now,” Uncle Ted declared.
The two original drones were powered down, and that was where they were headed. But other drones were coming back online almost as fast as she could tap them off. A live person was fighting back. It was hard for Kyla read the screen while bouncing on the bike, but she noticed an option to reset the modes of the drones. With seconds to go, she could either try to tap faster or tap smarter.
Here goes nothing!
Amarillo, TX
Brent and Trish had gotten the drop on the stranger in the car. They pulled him out and parked his vehicle behind the Cadillac sculpture to help hide it. They realized immediately they’d found one of the enemy soldiers, mostly since the guy told them over and over that he was done fighting for David.
They’d waited until all members of the team were back before they tried to interrogate him.
“So,” Brent began, “tell us again how you came to be here. Are you a deserter?”
“It’s all over, man. They’re all burned alive. The Americans came back and kicked our ass up one leg and down the other. We were told this was a colonization process, not a war. I don’t want any part of the that.”
The guy wore black overalls with brown sleeves and traveled with nothing more than the clothes he wore. Brent figured he wasn’t a frontline soldier, and he had no weapons, so maybe he could get some intel out of him.
“You said the Americans came and attacked. Who are you fighting for?”
“David,” he said abruptly.
Brent looked over to Trish and the others before turning back to the man. “Who’s David? Is that a person or a nation?” He figured it might have been a weird acronym or something.
“David is leading us to the promised land. He’s our generation’s Moses, I guess you could say. But he said everything was taken care of by the reboot. We weren’t supposed to have to fight. As I said, I’m not big on war, especially the death part.”
“Where does David come from? What nation?” If he could figure out who they were up against, he might be able to craft a proper mode of counterattack. If he could get numbers of men, tables of organization and equipment, and mission objectives, it would greatly help their cause of fighting back.
“He comes from the old America, but he fights for us all—the poor, the dispossessed, those without a homeland. We’re his rebels.” He stuttered. “Was. I’m not anymore.”
“Without a homeland,” Brent echoed. There couldn’t be many of those. Everyone came from somewhere. He took the man at his word. “So, David came from the United States. Was he by chance at the Amarillo Airport? Did he die in the fire?” If they’d managed to kill the leader in their bold attack, he was going to buy each of his men a new car with the millions of dollars in gifts he’d be given by the returning government.
“No, David stays in a place called Cheyenne Mountain. In a bunker. He told us in one of his speeches.”
“NORAD?” he asked with surprise. If the bad guys had managed to hole up in NORAD, it would be nearly impossible to get them out. It was built to withstand nuclear blasts.
“Yes, I’ve heard them say that before.” The guy looked around, scared he was going to be in trouble. “Look, it’s all I know. I came over here because I wanted to be one of the homesteaders with a new wife, but look at me now.” He pointed to his uniform. “I’m only a common soldier.”
“Where did you come from?” Brent asked.
“I’m from Oregon, but I was living in the Philippines. That’s where I met David.”
“How did you get to the airport?”
“I flew, of course. I had a choice to come over on a boat, but those were full. They added me at the last minute. I guess it explains why I couldn’t be a homesteader.”
“And what’s your mission here? If you aren’t a homesteader, as you keep saying.”
“I drive heavy equipment. When my assigned burn zone was done, it was going to be my job to level out all the rubble. Guys like me prepare it for the next wave of rebuilders, and the final wave of colonists.”
Carter ran his hand over his bald head. “Damn. You people are cold as shit. That’s my home you’re talking about paving over.”
The prisoner must have seen a bad look in Carter’s eyes and held up his hands defensively. “I’m done with all that, I swear. I’m an American, too.”
“An American?” Brent asked sadly. The others bristled at the man’s obvious attempt to curry favor, but he let it slide for the moment. He went through a few more questions, but it descended into a rote formality. The enemy soldier was happy to give up what he knew in exchange for the promise of safety. They learned a bit more about the layout of the Amarillo airport, the number of aircraft probably knocked out, and the overall mission in the area.
The sun shone brightly on the field by the time they finished grilling the guy. They’d asked about the David character, his base in NORAD, and what they might expect if they went to meet him. The guy didn’t know much about the top level of their invasion effort, but he was pleasant and forthcoming about spilling what he knew. However, as time dragged on, and Brent ran out of questions, he was forced to admit he had a dirty job to do. They couldn’t risk the guy wouldn’t change his mind and go warn his old friends.
Brent recalled the discussion with Trish about how one side had to want victory more than the other, and he was about to go all-in for his seven-person rebellion. He took the man behind the brightly-painted Cadillacs, promising that’s where he’d be let go.
Dammit straight to hell. I’d forgotten how much war sucks.
Minot Air Base, ND
Ted aimed the motorcycle between the two giraffe-drones that were powered down. Since the machines were no longer moving, they were effectively two goalposts to aim for as he sped across the grassy field.
“We’re going through!” he shouted over the sound of the motors, knowing Meechum probably wouldn’t hear him on the other bike. He glanced over at his niece. She hung on while tapping the tablet wedged between her and the driver. Whatever she was doing, it was giving them a chance.
A robot horse appeared nearby, with its chain gun apparatus sticking up from its back, but it appeared frozen, like the giraffes. Elsewhere, the sounds of machine guns chattered.
“Stay low!” he yelled to Emily.
The motorcycle rumbled through the defensive cordon, which was also close to the dead end of a paved road heading west. He guided the bike out of the grass, onto the concrete, and hit the throttle.
Meechum wasn’t far behind.
Looking back, several of the horse-drones were unleashing streams of machine gun fire, but it appeared as if a few of them were fighting against a larger group still closing in. Ted glanced over to Kyla, who was smiling impishly.
He pointed behind them, then pointed at her. “You did that?” he mouthed.
She gave him a thumbs-up.
There was no time for celebration, however. They were riding two motorcycles across the flattest state in the union. The air base fell behind them, but knee-high grasslands and endless wheat fields surrounded the other three directions. Any competent Air Force pilot would zero in on them in about ten seconds. The jets previously parked on the airstrip had to be somewhere up there.
Ted accelerated. He took at close look at the Victory Hammer 8-ball bike he was on, noting how the speedometer went all the way up to 200 miles per hour. He intended to test every bit of that, but when he hit 120, he could barely withstand the wind blasting his chest, and his eyes were nearly sealed shut by the onrush of air. He glanced over to Meechum and found her lagging behind.
Damn.
He came back down to match her speed, which was a little over 100 on the speedometer. Emily gripped him tighter. “Where are we going?” she asked.
“West!” he shouted.
The entire base was probably gearing up to look for them. He was convinced of that. Their ultimate goal was to the south, in Colorado, but he planned on going into Montana before making the turn in the proper direction. If they could put some miles between them and the pursuit before they really got started, it would give them a better chance of escape. However, much to his surprise, the land dipped ahead of him.
They cruised into a low valley filled with clumps of trees, and a large, meandering body of water. It looked more like a swamp than a river, with gravel roads going off into the woods to the north and south.
He chose to keep going west, over a berm running from one side of the marsh to the other—a span about a half-mile. If they could get to the other side, he planned to detour into the woods. They might be able to lose them that way.
“Oh, crap,” he said to Emily as he slowed.
At the very end of the berm, the road ended at a gap where a bridge had been removed. The slow-moving river flowed to the south through the fifty-foot opening.
Ted and Meechum were forced to stop their bikes. Behind them, beyond the length of the berm and a few trees, he once again imagined a pursuit force hunting them down. Minot Air Base was only five miles back there.
“I could use suggestions,” he stated dryly.
Emily hopped off and ran to the edge. The reeds and water were only a few feet below the level of the road, and she seemed to walk back and forth, studying the water.
Kyla came over with her tablet in hand. “Uncle Ted! I almost blew it. I tried turning the drones off, but someone came in behind me and restored them in seconds. I figured out there’s a maintenance mode. The robots take five minutes to run through the cycle, which can’t be interrupted.”
“You figured that out while on the motorcycle?” he asked with both surprise and pride.
“Yeah. The tablet is super intuitive. It’s the complete opposite of the coding inside the defense systems, which are old and crusty.”
“Like me,” he laughed.
“Yeah, like you,” she said with a wry smile. “I also disabled the beacons on these bikes, but I can’t say how long that will last. These guys are really fighting back.”
“So they can’t track us at this moment?” he asked.
“Correct.”
He smiled. “Awesome work, young lady!”
Emily waved him over. “I was hoping we could push the bikes across the river, but it isn’t shallow enough.”
Ted studied the area. Knowing nothing about North Dakota, it was hard to draw conclusions from the small slice of the valley he could see, but he figured they’d have a lot better chance of survival if they stuck around the river and got into the trees. However, enemy forces were looking for a pair of motorcycles. If he ditched them, his team could blend into the landscape.
The motorbikes were very nice, so throwing them away was difficult, but safety was his priority, not getting cool stuff. If they did manage to avoid detection, there were a million other vehicles they could borrow. He told himself not to get attached to any equipment.
“We’re going on foot,” he said.
“What? Why?” Kyla asked, still happy from her programming victories.
“We have to get into cover. This place might have the only trees we find in this whole state. It will give us a chance…”
“We should ditch the bikes if they’re being tracked,” Meechum suggested.
“Push them in,” he advised, pointing to the end of the road.
Each bike had two saddlebags. One was crammed with what looked like cleaning gear for the flamer, and the other contained a sleeping bag and some of the previous riders’ personal effects. That was a major score, since they had no other supplies. He’d left his prized backpack and rifles in the stolen car at the grocery store, figuring they’d be back through there. After pulling out everything useful, they watched in silence as the metal hogs disappeared into the murky stream.
“Kyla, you have to ditch the tablet, too.” He nodded to the black device in her hand.
Kyla was crestfallen. “We can see all the enemy movements with this. We can tap into their systems. With time, I might even be able to access their mainframe.”
Ted understood her reluctance. “But you said it yourself: they can track it. We have to ditch every piece of tech that belongs to these rebooter assholes—I’m not calling them rebels.”
“Yeah, you’re right. I thought this was over. I thought we were home free.”
“We are. We know what we have to do to beat them. We’ll find a way to communicate with the outside, share what we know about the remaining defense infrastructure, and hopefully they’ll send an ICBM from a submarine right through the front doors of David’s NORAD base. If they can’t, we’ll walk in and take it out ourselves. We’ll be home free after doing all that, and after a short swim.” He pointed across the river.
All three women groaned, though Emily was the loudest. It surprised him to such an extent that he had to turn to face her.
She chuckled in a good-natured way. “I bet you could get us into a lake even if we were in Death Valley. You should know, Major, that the President of the United States is tired of getting soaked.”
It wasn’t his first choice, either, but abandoning the bikes and crossing the river was the unexpected thing to do. The men and women operating the pursuit back at Minot would spend their time looking for two impossible-to-miss motorcycles driving the open highways. They wouldn’t waste time searching reed ponds and streamside forests without good cause.
He rose to her challenge. “Look at the bright side. You’ll need another set of clothes. I don’t know about you guys, but I’d like to wear anything besides the uniform of the enemy.”
“Amen,” Meechum replied. “If I’m killed, I don’t want to be seen in this thing.”
Ted brightened. “Hey, that’s the nice thing about this war. They’re here to kill us no matter what we’re wearing, so we might as well be comfortable.” If Emily happened to find another nice dress, instead of the unflattering black jumpsuit, he wouldn’t complain.
Eyes on the prize, Ted.
“Come on, I’ll lead,” he said, to prod Emily. “Keep your pistols above the water, if you can. The sleeping bags, too.”
“Last person across has to sleep in the weeds,” Emily taunted, seemingly unable to give Ted the last word. “The winners get the comfy bags!”
It was the middle of the day, but he intended to hunker down in the woods until tomorrow. Meechum was injured, Kyla had a neck wound, and the pair of them had been on watch all night. They needed to rest. The group had won a major victory, but as a fighting force, they were all at the breaking point. Still, Ted never himself pushed harder than to get across the river first.
He already planned to give his sleeping bag to the president. If anyone asked, he’d say it was because she was his commander-in-chief.
But he knew the truth.




CHAPTER 29
The Odd Place
Deogee woke up and sniffed for the expected smell of kibble. Melissa always gave her a big bowl before she went out jogging in her bright yellow, and tasty, running shoes. Today, however, there was no kibble smell.
I had a puppy dream.
The wolf in her immediately went into a guarded posture. Not only were the expected scents not there, but she didn’t recognize where she was, either. However, her memory came back a little. She thought Melissa was gone. Her outer pieces of fur had been left somewhere…in leafy bushes. There were no leafy bushes anywhere in sight. She was inside an unfamiliar house.
She barked. “Where am I?”
“Where are we?” Biscuit replied from close by, as if reminding her she wasn’t alone.
Deogee nosed the other dog appreciatively, and her memory came rushing back. Melissa was indeed gone. So was her other friend, the human who dressed funny and was called Sister Rose. The fire had gotten her at the Bad Place.
It looked like they were still inside the giant house where the newest of her human friends had brought her. The alpha, Tabby, had been yelling and screaming. There were also much louder noises she could not identify. And Deogee had been chewing on one of the metal monsters.
“Where are my humans?” she asked Biscuit.
“I saw them,” the black lab replied. “They were right over there. An annoying sound came next. Then, they weren’t over there.”
Her friend’s simplistic retelling matched her own experience. The humans had been there a moment before, but a sudden pain had caused her to shut her eyes. Everything went black for less than a bark. When her vision came back, the humans and the metal machines had disappeared.
“Does anything smell familiar?” she asked.
Biscuit nosed at some trash on the floor, but managed to say no.
“Follow me. I know where we can see everything.” She ran for the stairs to the roof and started up.
“I’d love to play, but the stairs are broken,” Biscuit replied, climbing the first few steps. “Well, they were broken, honest. I had to jump when I came down them.”
Nothing felt right to Deogee. The air didn’t smell right, either. The world around her had changed in the handful of barks since she’d been with the humans. Was it the air? The light? Did Biscuit notice it, too?
Deogee came out on the roof but didn’t recognize where she was. The feeling of waking up from a puppy dream overcame her, but she wasn’t waking up.
“Whoa!” Biscuit barked.
It had been nighttime when she arrived there with the humans, but now it was day. She knew the connection between the time of light and the time of dark, but the daytime sky was all wrong. It was no longer the usual shade of blue, as she’d heard Melissa describe it many times. To Deogee’s eyes, the color was closer to those yellow shoes.
The sky is sick.
The rest of the world wasn’t much better. The stones standing up on the other side of the river were still there, as was the tall, silver arch, but many of those rocks were broken. Some had fallen over. Smoke rose from some of them, like the fire had been trapped inside.
Closer to her, an incredible number of the small houses on wheels were strewn over the ground below her. In fact, looking around, she found some of those houses had been tossed on top of the building. She went over to sniff one of them but turned away when the smell of death came out of it. The human was still stuffed inside the house, but he’d been squished.
Deogee barked incessantly, trying call out to her missing pack. Trying call out to anyone within the sound of her voice. Someone had to know what was happening. “Biscuit, where are we?”
The lab ran in circles, misinterpreting her excited manner of speaking. “Who cares? Let’s play!”
Upper Souris Wildlife Refuge, ND
Ted stood watch over the three ladies, content they’d done the right thing by ditching the motorcycles and hiking into the wildlife preserve. They’d heard drones overhead a few times, but they seemed to go to the west, where his team was last seen riding. Once darkness fell, he knew they’d managed to give the enemy the slip.
Until tomorrow, he thought.
He’d taken a big risk flying Kyla and Emily across the country, and he’d made some mistakes along the way, but he’d been proven right. The trip saved lives. They’d fought back. They gave the rest of the American population a small victory, even if no one knew about it yet. Passing on the opportunity to take over the entire NORAD system remotely had been the right call to save Kyla. As it was, they’d only made it out with seconds to spare. If they’d gone back inside the “maintenance” building, they’d be sitting in an enemy detention center right now. Or they’d be dead.
Ted looked over at Emily. She was supposed to be asleep on the sleeping bag he’d given to her, but, at that moment, she was sitting up with legs crossed. The bag was fully spread on the ground, making it a large, square blanket. All was quiet in the marsh, so he crept back to talk to her.
“Can’t sleep?” he asked.
Even in the middle of the night, he noticed the ring she’d been manipulating with her fingers. The big diamond seemed to gleam in the moonlight. She glanced up at him. “I’ve been holding onto this ring since I last saw Roger back in my apartment. Once, it meant the universe to me, but not for a long time. For several years, I mostly kept it in my nightstand.”
He got immediately uncomfortable. “I’ll leave you to it…”
“No, wait,” she pleaded quietly. Kyla and Meechum were asleep about twenty feet away. Close enough for protection, but far enough away to give the prez a little privacy. “You misunderstand. I’m holding the last piece of my old life. The life I had before I was President Emily Williams…”
Ted saw an opening. “So, you’re calling yourself the president. Does that mean you accept your promotion, finally?” They’d been haggling over whether she was legally the president almost since they’d first met. She tolerated being called the top dog, but she always kept something back, like it wasn’t real. Her admission seemed like a huge concession.
“The NORAD system asked for my biometric data. I saw the words ‘President of the United States’ by my name. I figure that sealed the deal. I can’t refuse it any longer.” She sighed deeply. “And, if I’m making life-altering changes these days, I might as well take this a step further.”
She tossed the ring over her shoulder into the tall grass.
“Wow,” he replied. “I don’t know what to say, Madame President.”
Meechum stirred across their camp site, standing and stretching as he and Emily remained by her sleeping bag. A few seconds later, the Marine called out, “I’m on watch.”
Ted was happy to hand it over, though he was never going to stop his amazement at the pain threshold of the warrior woman. A bullet had sliced through her shoulder a few hours ago. She should be out cold, not out on patrol.
Emily tapped the empty half of her sleeping bag. “I saved you a bit, so you don’t have to sleep in the weeds.”
He crouched next to the bag, not sure if it was proper to sit down with his boss, but when he looked at her in the nighttime glow of the moon, he was flooded with emotions. She’d lost a husband. He’d lost a sister. The nation had lost everyone else. But there, in that quiet patch of forest, the two of them were just people. Living people.
He plopped down next to her, accepting it was just a sleeping arrangement, not an engagement proposal. However, before he let himself get too comfortable, he realized her earlier statement had an obvious flaw.
“Emily, you said the computer system listed you as the President of the United States. Are you positive that’s what it said?”
She leaned back on her elbows. “Of course. I told you, it was at that moment I finally accepted the title. Why?”
His stomach hardened as his mind rolled over to anti-conspiracy mode.
One side of his brain said, “Don’t ruin the moment, Teddy, old boy.”
The other side thought, “How did the hacked NORAD system know she was the president? She was supposed to be dead, along with everyone else. Van Nuys knew she was alive, but he died before he could report it to anyone else. Did someone intercept the captain’s radio chatter with the two sailors who almost killed Kyla and Emily? And even if someone did, how could they have known she would end up at an air base at the ass-end of an empty America?”
Emily waited, but he’d taken enough time it became a concern to her. She reached over and touched him on the arm. “What is it?”
He sighed heavily, almost as she had done a moment before. “I have a theory about what’s happening at NORAD. Remind me to tell you about it in the morning.”
She seemed impressed. “What? You aren’t going to hash through all the bad things facing us tomorrow? Haven’t you been chewing on a million different problems in the time you’ve been keeping watch over us?”
He chuckled softly. “I guess you’ve taught me how to let go a little bit, at least when people need to get some sleep. Everything points to Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado, and NORAD. Tomorrow, we’ll make our way to Montana. You said your parents have property there, right?”
“Yep.”
“We’ll stay as far away from there as humanly possible. That’s your only hint about what I’ve been thinking.”
“Sounds interesting,” she replied matter-of-factly. Emily patted the sleeping bag again, clearly urging him to lay back and make himself comfortable. He did as she requested, mindful of how difficult it was to shut down his brain. Sure, he’d told her he wasn’t going to talk it all to death, but the fact was his officer’s mind didn’t have an off switch.
He was shocked when she put a hand on his chest and rolled to face him.
“Ted, thank you for making this all possible. I owe you my life several times over, and I’m grateful at all the expert decisions you’ve made to get us here, but there is one piece of intel you seem to have an enduring blind-spot about.”
“No, I don’t—”
She interrupted him with a kiss.
The intimacy took him by total surprise, but before he could fully appreciate what had taken place, a girlish giggle interrupted them from close by.
“I knew it!” Kyla crowed.
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CHAPTER 1
Westby, MT
“Good morning, beautiful.” Ted stood at the window of the house where he and the others had spent part of the night. After escaping from the Minot Air Force base and surviving a few hours of darkness hunkered down in the marsh, they’d hiked through tree cover until reaching a remote homestead. More importantly, they’d found a working SUV. He’d driven them north until reaching the Canadian border, then he turned west. Two hours later, they were in Westby, Montana, which sidled up to the North Dakota state line.
“Ah, Ted, you’re too kind,” Emily said with an amusing I-see-a-cute-puppy tone of voice.
He turned to face her, staying serious. “I was talking to the beautiful state of Montana out there. It’s sunny, probably sixty degrees, and absolutely gorgeously free of men wearing black who want to kill us.”
“Aw shucks.” Emily feigned being hurt as she slapped a pillow on the pull-out bed. He’d let her take the sofa sleeper while he’d alternately kept guard and slept in a recliner chair nearby. “Is it because I’m not looking my best? Running through airports and swimming in swamps has gotten me too far in front of my presidential makeup artists.”
The hard miles had not been kind to either of them, which was why they’d all taken showers when they broke into the abandoned house. Her hair was frizzy and unkempt from the night’s sleep, though he was extremely curious if she was in or out of her stolen uniform. He stood there only wearing his borrowed black trousers. “These black clothes aren’t too flattering, huh,” he said, to keep from dwelling too long on her attire. Then, realizing there was no point in holding back his feelings while in private, he added in a quieter voice, “I might have been also talking to you when I said good morning.”
Her smile radiated brighter than the sun. “Thanks. You’re not too shabby yourself.”
“Should we wake up the kids?” he asked, meaning Kyla and Meechum. The two young women had taken the bedrooms at the rear of the house, giving them privacy.
“Us kids are already up, thanks,” Meechum said from the kitchen, not sounding pleased to be compared to kids, even as a joke.
Kyla laughed. “Good morning, gorgeous people!”
He and Emily shared a humorous “oops” look with each other, then he finished getting dressed. Once he had his shirt on, he strode out the door and didn’t look back. Emily was getting out of her covers, and while confirming her sleeping attire, or lack thereof, was of keen importance to his male brain, it was critical he keep his head on the survival of his niece.
“Hey, Kyla.” Her smiling face made him forget about their desperate situation for a few moments. It reminded him of the times he’d been at Rebecca’s kitchen table. For many years, Kyla greeted him with that smile, though there were some rough patches in those middle teen years. Today, she was the old Kyla, without her warrior face of the recent past.
“Heya, Unk. We made breakfast.” She pointed to a box of nacho cheese-flavored Pop-Tarts on the table.
“Yuck. Who thought up such a hideous combination? What’s in the water up here in Montana?” He eyed the open cupboard and pulled out some beef jerky. “Now, here’s a meal.”
Neither woman seemed bothered by their injuries. “You two doing all right?” he asked.
Meechum had been shot through the shoulder, though she’d toughed out a motorcycle ride and a long night in the marsh. It impressed him to no end. She barely bothered to look at him to reply. “I found a first aid kit in this house. It wasn’t much, but Kyla helped me clean my wounds and bandage ‘em up. I did the same for her.”
Kyla wore a bandage on her neck where she’d been nicked. Both were lucky to be alive.
“Good work,” he said. “If you need us to stop to rest today, let me know.”
“We won’t,” Meechum replied, remaining serious.
He looked at Kyla, evoking a smile in reply. “I’ll be fine, too, Unk. You worry about the prez.” After making sure Meechum wasn’t watching, she winked at him. The girl had it in her mind to play matchmaker between him and Emily and was thoroughly enjoying the effort. He figured it was innocent fun, especially if it took her mind off the wound.
He was done eating by the time Emily entered the kitchen. In the few minutes since he’d seen her, she’d brushed out her brown hair, so it no longer looked like a wild animal mane. When she came in, Ted stood up. “All rise for the honored president of the United States of America, Emily Williams.”
She waved them off. “Please. Are we going to do this for the whole trip? As your leader, I should be able to change the rules of decorum for the office of the president. As my first act, please stop with the pomp and circumstance.” Her eyes betrayed her words. He figured there was some appreciation of the recognition given by him and the others. No one could deny being the leader of the free world was a big deal, even if her nation’s citizens could fit around an old Formica table.
She plopped into an empty seat, grabbed one of the Pop-Tarts, and chowed down. “Tanager would have never given up the regal nature of the office. He loved this stand-for-me crap. I think he would have dialed it up if he could.”
Ted knew a little about the former president. As a pilot for Air Force Two, his paths sometimes crossed with the leader of the free world, though he’d never had much of a chance to socialize outside of his formal duties. He’d gotten his picture taken with him once, which was as close as he’d gotten to an informal setting. The presidential challenge coin had fallen into his possession after his recent trip to the White House. It was the last symbol of a dead national leader. “We struck a blow for the rebel movement yesterday by taking the nuclear briefcase offline, but I’m concerned at the way it happened. How was it ER, uh, Lieutenant Ramirez knew to be at the base in North Dakota? And how did the defense mainframe know Emily was ranked as the president, instead of vice president?”
Emily chomped on another Pop-Tart, seemingly oblivious to the hideous taste combination. “You said you had a theory about that.”
“I do,” he said before taking a pause. “These guys are big on technology. They use it to compensate for their relatively low force numbers. If that’s the case, then they may have programmed the mainframe to default to the person on the line of succession list who wasn’t confirmed deceased. Ramirez knew Tanager was dead, but someone must have reported the alive-and-well Emily when we were in New York City. That put you back on the computer’s list.” He twitched his head sideways, toward Emily.
“So, it was a simple explanation?” she replied.
“Maybe,” he cautioned. “But it almost seems too simple. Why wouldn’t they assign a new person to the list? Someone they knew would be on their side?” Ted glanced over to his niece. “Kyla, are you positive you deactivated the briefcase?”
She was forced to chew and swallow to answer him. “I’m positive. That whole place was trying to break into the briefcase coding. It looked to me like they weren’t making much progress. Having Emily in the server room and using her eye biometrics is what short-circuited the whole affair. Unless they somehow figured out how to fake the entire interface and the code behind it, I’d say I’m close to one-hundred percent sure the suitcase is dead.”
Ted leaned back in his chair, surprised at how the uncomfortable wooden slats drilled into his ribs. “Well, now I guess we can say for sure Tanager is dead. It’s something that’s been on my mind since Washington D.C.” He pulled out the challenge coin and spun it on the table. “It was Ramirez who gave me the president’s coin. He was the guy who told me the president was dead. I guess I always held out hope somehow, for whatever reason, Ramirez was lying about that. I wanted to believe the president survived.”
Kyla seemed interested in his line of thought. “But how do you know for certain he didn’t?”
The coin twirled around on the wooden table for a few seconds, then flopped over on its side. “Because if he was alive, Ramirez would have taken him directly to Minot to force him to hand over control of the nuclear codes to David.”
They all ate until they were full.
“So, what’s next?” Meechum asked as if wanting to get to it.
He looked out the window again. There were a few trees behind the house, and a smattering of homes on the street of the tiny town, but beyond was the open farmland of Montana. As he’d said before, it was truly beautiful when the bad guys weren’t around. Unfortunately, they had to go find those bad guys. Even if their strike into Minot Air Force base was a small win, it wasn’t total victory. To finish it, they’d need to go to David and remove his ability to access the nuclear arsenal. They’d also have to figure out how to disable the superweapon that had destroyed his picture-perfect nation.
Why not make it more difficult?
“We drive south. We’re going to NORAD.”
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
I’ve got to get out of this place.
Tabby looked up at the ceiling of the business office serving as her jail cell. Yesterday, she’d been shown her future when David brought her to see the formation of other young women in their blue Buck Rogers’s skintight uniforms. The war against America was over, he’d said, and she was going to help repopulate the continent. Before she’d had a chance to do more than recoil, he’d whisked her away and stuck her in the room to “think it over,” as he’d stated. As tired as she was after all her travels, she’d barely slept at all. Thoughts of Audrey and Peter kept her brain in overdrive as much as the fears about being made into someone’s baby-making machine. Escape was the only item on her agenda for the new day.
The jail may have once been an office, but the solid door of her cage had been replaced with a swinging metal grate with a wide hole for sticking in food trays. One sat on the shelf of the entryway at that moment.
And she wasn’t alone. Outside her cell, she counted at least five other metal doors on what must have been other offices in the complex. At times last night, she saw men and women stand at their doors as if waiting for the mail. Now it made sense; they’d been waiting for food.
She got off the cot, intending to see what was being served, but observed the thin, gray blanket had fallen to the floor. Last night, she’d needed it to cover up and protect her from the chilled air of the NORAD facility David had taken over, but it must have slipped off the silky-smooth material of her jumpsuit. However, seeing it on the ground gave her an idea. “Nobody says I have to accept this as my uniform.”
Tabby was a modest young woman. The form-hugging neck-to-ankle body suit was made for someone who didn’t mind the whole world knowing her business. She’d already unraveled her braids, so the long locks obscured her chest, but she saw how to do one better.
If there were cameras in the room, which she prayed wasn’t true, they would know what she was going to do as she slid the blanket underneath one of the legs of the cot. After lining up the rectangular sheet the way she thought was correct, Tabby sat on the cot and yanked as hard as possible. The material ripped with a satisfying zerrrp.
“Gotchya!”
Cut shorter, she was able to wrap the two-foot by five-foot piece of material around her waist and tuck it in, creating a somewhat fashionable skirt for herself. There was no mirror in the office to see how she looked, but the covering made her feel a million times better than how she’d been dressed before. Satisfied at her act of rebellion, it was time to go for her meal.
A bowl of soggy Cheerios sat next to a banana. The drink was a small cardboard carton of milk, which could have come from her high school cafeteria. Still, it could have been worse, she reasoned, so she made like she was going to grab the tray and return to her bed. However, the man in the office directly across the hall caught her attention by his manner of speaking, though he wasn’t talking to her.
“Poppy, where’d they take you? Come back! I’m sorry!”
The guy didn’t seem very old, but his medium-length black hair almost stood up straight like he’d been electrocuted. His face and hands were dirtied with soot, and he wore a baggy white jumpsuit with huge orange stripes from head to toe, as if prison bars had been painted on him. He was locked in, like her, suggesting he was a fellow prisoner. “Excuse me, mister, are you all right?”
He glanced over to her but seemed more interested in looking up and down the hallway. She expected him to reply…
“Sir?”
A moment later, she figured out he’d been badly beaten. His face was bruised and bloody; one of his eyes was swollen shut. A dried river of blood coated one side of his neck. Yet, the man wasn’t tending to his wounds. He was looking for someone.
“Who’d you lose? Maybe I can help you find him.”
“Well, duh!” the man snapped back. “You couldn’t help me find him. My bird is a her, you stupid normal. Not that you would know the difference if you saw her. No one ever sees her.”
“Oh,” she deadpanned. You’re a nut, she didn’t add, though she wanted to.
He looked at her again, then shook the bars of his cage door. “Poppy! I need you to come back! Get me out of here! Don’t let this bitchy woman hurt you.”
“Hey,” she cried out, not willing to take abuse from some idiot who didn’t know a thing about her. “Watch what you say to me. My name isn’t bitchy woman. It’s Tabitha.”
The man harrumphed. “I’m Dwight. If you’re the one who hurt Poppy, I’m coming through both these cell doors and I’m going to burn you where you stand. I did it to Bernard and the other Bernards. I can do it to you, too.”
Without another word, she took the tray off the shelf and went back to her cot. She could still hear Dwight calling for his avian friend, but he no longer seemed interested in her. It was a minor thing, but she chalked it up to being the first victory of the day.
An hour later, she looked up and saw David and his gleaming golden jumpsuit at the cage door.
Time to escape.




CHAPTER 2
Westby, MT
While Uncle Ted sat at the kitchen table and chatted with Emily and Meechum, Kyla excused herself under the pretense of gathering her few belongings for the ride south. Since it was going to take all day to get to Colorado, and they’d be in the truck the whole time, she figured it was the last chance she’d have to be alone.
She closed and locked the door to the bedroom where she’d spent the night. The things she owned amounted to one pistol, which she kept stuffed in her waistband, the stolen uniform, and one computer tablet. She pulled the tablet from where she’d stashed it under the bed.
If any of the others found it, she’d be raked over the coals for sure, since her uncle had instructed her to destroy it back at the swamp. However, she knew how close she’d been to accessing the entire defense mainframe with the valuable piece of tech, so instead of tossing it in the water, she yanked out the little battery, rendering it useless.
Kyla wasn’t a fool. It was a dangerous tool to be used only by a trained professional. But she was also more than aware they were in the middle of a world war. There were no professionals. Only her.
“I’ll just pop on and call for help.” Uncle Ted had gone on and on about how NORAD was the target of their day—it contained the leader of the enemy forces and controlled the nuclear arsenal of the regular United States military. He’d also talked a lot about how difficult it had been to find a way to communicate with US forces overseas. They were the only ones with the power to swoop in and take care of business.
She slid in the thin battery pack and the tablet showed a boot screen. The colorful logo displayed the Southern Cross emblem, which was a globe tilted toward the continent of Australia and a fancy X in the water to the west of it. Finally, it brought her to a screen showing the hacked admin level login. Once inside, she started a command prompt, which let her interface with the code directly. It was how she’d fool the enemy about her identity.
“Excellent. Here we go.” She checked the door out of habit, though it was closed. She couldn’t get caught at that second, or she might not have time to complete the shadow executable to scrub her location. It made her type fast and with reassurance she was doing the right thing. Only when the command prompt showed her success did she relax a bit. Anyone looking would see her node as being on the mainframe network, not outside it. It was how she could have worked from home while she did her programming for the Navy, though she never dared do anything so dangerous back in those days. If caught, it would have been instant termination, and possibly legal trouble. Today, the stakes were a lot higher.
Kyla intertwined all her fingers, cracking the knuckles of both hands, before typing some more. At first, she only wanted to explore the network traffic within the NORAD system, but it surprised her to learn someone on their end had a link with what was left of the civilian internet.
“You didn’t…” It seemed incredible someone would leave a major hole in their security, but then again no one in North Dakota seemed overly concerned with security. The base had been wide open until they’d arrived, and the server room wasn’t even guarded. If someone on their side wanted to check an auction on Ebay while they took over the world, who was she to point out their error?
Ten minutes later, she found what she was looking for. It was—
“Kyla, we’re leaving in five. You okay in there? You weren’t lying about your wound, were you?”
“Yeah, Unk, I’m fine,” she replied in a hurry. “Just doing, uh, girl stuff.” She cringed, hating to have to use such a lame excuse, but it would serve its purpose. Mom had used similar outs a lot of times over the years to get guys off her back, though for reasons she never really thought about until that moment.
“Sounds good,” he said, clearly flustered. “We’ll leave when you’re ready.”
“Thanks!” she replied, getting right back to the computer operation in front of her. She soon found her way to the homepage for Rammstein Air Base in Germany. If there was time to poke around, she might have tried to track down someone on their end who was online and talk back and forth. There wasn’t time, however. Uncle Ted might further question her about what was taking so long. If she tried to use the girl-stuff excuse again, she was positive he’d enlist Meechum or Emily to come in and confirm. The shortcut was in front of her…
She clicked the ‘Contact Us’ tab and followed it to a form to fill out. When prompted, she selected the option to send a note to the public affairs group, assuming more than one person would check their email, thus increasing her chances of finding someone who would help her.
My name is Kyla Justice. My uncle is Major Ted MacInnis, USAF. I am on mainland USA, currently on the run from enemy forces. I cannot say where, as they could track me down using said information. I have learned the enemy headquarters is in NORAD mountain.
Something about that wasn’t right. Kyla couldn’t remember the exact place where the headquarters was located, and she couldn’t go ask her uncle or the others. Uncle Ted had said the name last night, but it wasn’t on the tip of her mind. NORAD was definitely at a mountain, though.
If you get this message, send a satellite over it or whatever you need to do. I was already able to take the nuclear briefcase offline, to protect this country, but they still have control over the arsenal from NORAD. You MUST destroy their headquarters as soon as possible. If you don’t, I’ll have to go there and do it myself.
Kyla remembered about OPSEC, operational security, as her uncle once taught her. In situations like this, where everything was on the line, she had to reveal places and names to establish she wasn’t some crackpot from crack town, but she didn’t want to give away her exact location, any routes they planned to take, the alive-or-dead status of her uncle or Ms. Williams, and so forth.
After a simple closing, Cordially, Kyla Justice, she hit send.
She ripped out the battery a second later, content there was no way anyone could have tracked her intrusion. Kyla packed both components into her ill-fitting black jumpsuit, patted her pistol to be certain it was with her, then unlocked the door.
All she had to do now was be patient. With a little luck, the US Air Force would get the message and blow NORAD sky high before they ever got close to danger.
Westby, MT
Ted wasn’t going to wait around for Kyla. He’d learned the hard way over the years you couldn’t flush out a woman from behind a closed door. Since they weren’t in an urgent rush, he gave her the space she needed to prep for the day. However, he went out into the front yard, craning his neck to see both ends of the short street of the tiny town.
Emily had followed him. “What are you looking for? Can I help?”
“Don’t hate me, but I’m going to stereotype residents of this town. If I find the right vehicle, I think maybe I’ll also find some more firepower.” He looked over his shoulder back toward the house. “Don’t let Kyla hear me say this, but I miss my rifles. They were built exactly the way I wanted them. Now some jerk from the other side is going to find them back at that grocery store.”
“You need a moment? I think there’s some tissues inside.” Her eyes sparkled with the mirth in her voice. She was right of course. It wasn’t worth worrying about personal items. He’d lost his Jeep, too, and he didn’t complain about it. They could always find new ones.
The best he could do was flash her a bah-humbug wave.
“So what are you looking for, exactly?” she continued, more seriously.
“We’re in Montana. Your parents live here.” He didn’t say lived, though that was more accurate. “Do they own rifles or some sort of guns?”
“My dad had a collection. I can’t tell you what they were, or what they were used for, but he was proud of it. He kept a big safe full of them.”
It warmed his heart to hear such good news. People in the state would have given David and his band of merry assholes a helluva fight if it had been a fair war. Still, the people were gone, but not the guns. “It’s not necessary to know all that. What matters is I bet every other house on this street has guns inside. We only have to find the one with the most.” He stressed the word most.
“Which one will have the most?” She scanned the street, though he hadn’t told her how to identify a potential target.
Several houses had pickups and four-wheel-drive SUVs parked in front, but he looked for a certain one. A few houses down, across the street, a bright red Ford pickup called out to him. It was lifted, with tires bigger than the ones he had on his Jeep Wrangler. The back window was littered with American flag stickers, an Iraqi campaign service ribbon, and an oversized Gadsden flag with its angry don’t-tread-on-me snake. The truck was parked on the man’s lawn, he was sure it was a guy, and not on his driveway.
“That’s the one.” He glanced over to her, held out his hand, then asked, “You want to go for a walk?”
She held out her hand in return. “Lovely morning for it.”
As soon as they touched the pavement and were out of earshot from the house, Emily casually switched gears in the substance of their conversation. “So, you haven’t said much since last night.”
“What do you mean? I’ve talked you all to death.” It was true. He tried to include the three women in as many decisions as he could. They were all able-bodied ladies, with good heads on their shoulders. He’d wanted their input on almost all the critical choices he’d made during the escape from Minot.
“I think you know what I mean.” She squeezed his hand, confirming what she meant had nothing to do with the others. Emily went on before he needed to answer. “You clammed up after Kyla caught us kissing like a couple of seventh graders. Are you embarrassed by me?” She chuckled in her typical way, but he interpreted the subtext as her being a little hurt.
“You may have just said the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard you say. What man would be embarrassed to have the eye of the first female president of the US of freaking A?”
“Then what’s the deal? I know you feel the same way I do. I could tell by the way you kissed me.” She leaned against his arm and bumped his hip. It was charming coming from an attractive woman like her, but it also cut to the bone of what had him bothered. He could have pushed on and pretended like it was no big deal, but he also wanted to work through it.
“Step into my office,” he said quietly as they strode by the big red truck and to the side entrance of the prospective house. The door was unlocked, so he went inside, Emily trailing. “Honey, I’m home!”
No one answered.
He went into the living room and had a good look at the bedrooms and kitchen from where he was, but he stopped and faced Emily as she joined him. “I’m having a hard time processing you being my boss—the boss of the whole nation. I wouldn’t date a female superior in the Air Force for the same reason it feels wrong to show feelings toward you.”
She stepped closer. “You’re saying it’s you, not me.”
He was taken aback. “Yeah, I guess.”
“But if you were interested in me, would you let me step closer, like this?” She closed the distance to within inches and looked into his eyes. She was a bit shorter, so she had to look up.
“Yeah, this is fine.”
“And if you were interested in me, despite being your boss, would you want me to do something like this?” She leaned in to kiss him, and he willingly went to meet her, but before their lips touched, Emily halted.
“You were right! Look at that!” She pointed into an adjacent room.
He was disappointed to miss the kiss, but she’d found the jackpot. A black gun safe hung wide open. The large number of rifles inside seemed to beckon him like a cornucopia of goodies at Thanksgiving. The owner of the giant truck had proved him right.
“Thank you, Montana,” he said dryly. Ted moved to go look at the treasure, but Emily caught his arm.
“This is to be continued. I’m going to seriously think about firing you from the Air Force to get you out of my chain of command, you hear me? Anything to get you to stop thinking this is weird between us.”
In the moment, that sparkle in her eyes was meant for him alone. It was infectious and irresistible. Despite his misgivings, he knew the weirdness was already melting away. It was always nice to be wanted.
At the same time, they had work to do.
“To be continued,” he agreed.
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Dwight had spent a considerable portion of his later years with bruises and cuts all over his body. Life on the streets was brutal and a relentless struggle. Other homeless folk pushed and shoved when the demons in their head told them to. Drug addicts would come down an alley kicking and screaming looking for their next score. Police would sweep through every so often, oddly enough also kicking and screaming. All of them eventually inflicted some degree of pain.
However, nothing compared to the beating he vaguely remembered getting the night before. He did recall the fire; it had been branded into his eyes. Bernard had gone up in flames, along with the rest of his fire team in the city of Folsom. His memory got fuzzy after that…
There was the escape.
A liquor store.
Lots of drinking.
A bunch of Bernards appeared and beat him until both his feet were in the grave. They could have put the rest of him in the ditch, but he blacked out. It was caused by all the pain, but he’d also put away something close to his bodyweight in alcohol.
When he woke up, he was in an office prison. The door to the outside was lined with bars. A pretty young girl stood across the hall, wearing a blue costume of some sort. It was hard to see since one of his eyes was swollen shut.
“Poppy? Where did we end up?”
The bird was silent.
He tried to scoot off the cot, but the droopy thing wrapped around him like a taco shell. Or, more likely, he simply lacked the strength to free himself.
“Poppy, I need help,” he slurred.
Perhaps minutes or an hour later, he woke up on the gray industrial carpeting of the floor. From there, it was a lot easier to get to his feet, though he used the metal bars to steady himself as he searched for his friend.
“Poppy, where did they take you? Come back! I’m sorry!” Whenever she disappeared, it was usually because he’d done wrong.
The pretty girl was back at her door. “Excuse me, mister, are you all right?”
His green-and-red bird wasn’t on her shoulder, which was a good sign. If Poppy had abandoned him for some stranger, he was going to be boiling mad. Yet, his bird friend wasn’t up or down the hallway either.
“Sir?” the girl pressed. “Who did you lose? Maybe I can help you find him.”
“Well, duh!” he barked, pissed she would imply he’d lost anyone but also wrecked to learn she didn’t even know the sex of his bird. “You couldn’t help me find him. My bird is a her, you stupid normal. Not that you would know the difference if you saw her. No one ever sees her.” He remembered that much. Anyone he asked about seeing his bird always gave him the same look. Often, they ran the other way.
“Oh,” the girl replied unhappily.
He dared not let go of the bars or he’d fall to the ground. For the first time, he noticed the ugly white-and-orange outfit he wore. He held on even tighter. “Poppy! I need you to come back! Get me out of here! Don’t let this bitchy woman hurt you.”
“Hey, watch what you say to me. My name isn’t bitchy woman. It’s Tabitha.”
Tabitha? What kind of name is that, he wondered. If he found Poppy, he intended to ask her if it was even a legit name. “I’m Dwight. If you’re the one who hurt Poppy, I’m coming through both these cell doors and I’m going to burn you where you stand. I did it to Bernard and the other Bernards. I can do it to you, too.”
The girl scoffed at him, then pulled a food tray into her room, out of his sight. Her disappearance suited him fine, as it gave him time to study every possible hiding spot where Poppy might have gone. He yelled for her. He paced, hoping she would appear. He closed his eyes, wishing her to reveal herself.
Eventually, he opened his eyes and saw the girl in blue, along with a golden man with white hair. They stood in the hallway, outside his door. “You two! Have you seen Poppy?”
The white-haired man tisk-tisked and glanced over to the woman. “It looks like your neighbor is going through alcohol withdrawal. Such a nasty thing.”
She seemed disgusted and sympathetic at the same time. He vaguely recalled the same queasy glances from tourists back in San Francisco. Sometimes, rarely, he found genuine concern in the eyes of those people. That was when he knew he was going to get a large payday from them.
“Mister, all I want is my Poppy.”
The man came to his cell door, unafraid of Dwight. He spoke with a haughty better-than-you tone he also recognized from high-brow tourists. “My name is David. You should know, all I want is the six men you killed. You have committed the ultimate crime against the Legion, and you will suffer greatly for it. The sentencing is in a few hours…”
Mentally, he prepared a list of cuss words he was going to wield against the blurry man standing outside his door. After impressing and shocking him with his command of English language cursing, he’d stick his tongue out and blow spit at the guy. It would be glorious…
But the golden moment passed in a heartbeat. His stomach didn’t want to play nice, and it wouldn’t give him more than a few seconds to prepare for what was heading his way. Dwight did what came naturally to someone suffering withdrawals so soon after consuming too much liquor.
He puked.




CHAPTER 3
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It took ten minutes for Ted and Emily to clean out Mr. Patriot’s gun safe. As he suspected, the person who lived in the house took great pride in two things: his truck, which was a pristine late 80s lifted Ford 150, and his guns, which were a mix of well-treated rifles, automatic shotguns, and factory-fresh Beretta handguns. He also had a drawer full of knives.
“I told you this house would have what we needed,” he bragged, though Emily had already stated multiple times how impressed she was with his selection. By the time they stood there loading the guns into the back of the silver SUV, she feigned being tired of his playful crowing.
“You found something?” Meechum said as she walked up with Kyla, apparently ready to move out.
“He found the jackpot,” Emily said sarcastically. “Though he’s kind of shy about explaining how.”
The Marine’s eyes lit up. “These M9s are like the ones we use in the Corps. I trained Kyla on these…”
Ted cracked up, happy to let his guard down for five minutes and have some fun. More importantly, the discovery had done a little to soothe his pain at losing his own firearms. “I think this guy owned a gun store. These are expensive.” He picked up one of the ARs, which was somewhat similar to the Bushmasters he’d built, though they were of much higher quality. “This one is a Bravo Company with a Steiner Optics long-range scope. This glass might cost as much as the rifle!”
“Do we have ammo?” Meechum asked, always practical, liberating a couple of knives.
“Yeah, I was going back to grab it.”
It took all of them to collect the heavy boxes of ammunition. Each shipping carton said there were five hundred rounds inside, and though each box was only about the size of a toaster, they weighed twenty pounds, making them unwieldy to carry more than a couple. Meech grabbed two under her good arm, so he was compelled to match her. Emily and Kyla each took one.
“Do we need more than this?” Kyla asked when they had the first load in the truck.
“You can never have too much ammo,” Meechum replied, already headed back inside.
He shrugged and followed her. “We have the room in the back of the truck. We might as well take it all.” While he was inside, he snagged the man’s cleaning supplies, a couple of large rifle cases, earplugs and safety glasses, as well as a box filled with leather and nylon pistol holsters. The man truly had it all.
“Now we’ve got everything,” he said in a satisfied voice, closing the rear door of the truck. “Let’s get out of here.”
The four of them piled into the stolen SUV. He started it up, scanning his instruments. A GPS had been mounted on the dashboard, but it flashed an error code about no signal. His intention was to spend the day navigating old school. The sun would be their guide.
A buzzing sound came in on the wind, catching the attention of all three of them.
“Is that—” Emily began, holding her breath.
“A drone,” Kyla said with disappointment.
“We’re going west,” he exclaimed, hitting the accelerator. “I’m sure the drone is coming from Minot. They must be widening their search.” He could barely contain his anxiety at being spotted.
The women looked to the sky as if expecting a missile to come down on them, but he kept his eyes forward. Their only chance to avoid detection was to get out of the machine’s field of view before it could acquire them. He didn’t go easy on the gas pedal.
They had tree cover for a few hundred yards getting away from the houses, but the landscape soon opened up to treeless, grassy plains. Grain silos and farmhouses dotted the horizon; those would be the only places to hide. As it was, he sped over a small rise putting a bit of a barrier between them and the town of Westby. It wouldn’t save them from the eyes of the drone, if it was looking to the west of the town, but it would prevent them from being spotted by anyone on the ground back there. He assumed search parties were everywhere.
“How did they find us?” Emily asked, still craning her neck to the rear.
“Maybe they’re following a pattern,” Kyla suggested. “If they’re automated, like everything else, it would make sense for them to be on pre-planned routes.”
That settled his mind enough for him to suck in a calming breath. His heartbeat was dangerously fast, and he’d begun to think who would use which of the new rifles for a last stand if they’d been spotted.
Minutes later, with the truck’s speedometer up around one-ten, he figured they might be in the clear. “Nothing’s up there?”
The women scanned everywhere, searching for eyes in the sky. “I don’t see any, Unk. I think we made it.” Kyla sat in the back seat directly behind him. He saw her smile in his rearview mirror.
Emily exhaled with relief.
Only Meechum seemed unconvinced they’d gotten away. She had her window open and hung out like a puppy dog, always watching behind them.
Ted gripped the wheel, wishing he had the black Camaro he and Emily abused while getting into New York City. Without a speed limit, or police anywhere along the route, he was certain he could cross the state of Montana in record time.
A low roar reverberated in his lungs. He and Emily shared a confused look.
“Damn!” Meechum exclaimed. “Look back there.”
Emily bumped her head on the window trying to see behind them. “My God. They blew up the whole town…”
Ted slowed a tiny bit, so it was safe for him to look over his shoulder. Ten miles back, on the smooth plains of Montana, a black plume of smoke rose as if a nuke had wiped out the city of Westby. Given the small size of the town, a nuke wasn’t even necessary. It was more likely a heavy gravity bomb dropped from some enemy bomber in the stratosphere.
The three women alternately cussed or spoke in awe of the rising cloud, but he could only speed up and keep them on the road. He wanted to believe Kyla’s theory about automated search patterns and luck, but he thought things through with an eye toward the new style of warfare surrounding them. If the enemy was smart, and he always assumed they were, maybe they tapped into the computer systems of the water company this morning. Since the entire nation was gone, any unusual water consumption would stand out on their computer screens. Their showers might have tipped off the enemy as to where they’d spent the night.
He’d need to be a lot more cautious going forward. They would jump in a lake to get clean, if necessary.
“Belt in everyone. We’re not dropping below a hundred until this thing is out of gas…”
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
“Tabitha, I’m sorry I couldn’t get you before lunchtime. As you can imagine, I’m very busy with the invasion of the old America.”
“I bet,” she snarked.
David took her from the cell but stopped at the door of the crazy man. “Hey, I have a special delivery coming for you. A present that’s going to blow your warped little mind.”
“Bah!” the man yelled from deep inside his office cell.
David seemed unconcerned. He waved her forward, out of the prison area.
Tabby was glad to be out of the cramped quarters and away from the rude guy in the other cell. However, other than location, her situation didn’t improve. David made her uneasy in a way she found hard to put to words. When she’d first met him, she’d found him not the worst-looking guy in the world. He brandished a charming smile and friendly demeanor that made you want to talk to him. He was a little older than her dad, maybe in his late forties, but he had the long white hair of an elderly man, which gave him an unusual, almost elfish quality. In any other situation those unique features might have made him an interesting character. However, once she learned who he was, and what he’d done to her parents, she only saw a monster. A monster with malevolent, dead eyes.
Yet, he talked like a pleasant librarian as they strolled the halls. “I understand your confusion. You dislike I found you attractive enough to save, but you hate yourself for being flattered by it. You’re glad to be alive, while at the same time crushed your family didn’t make it. You feel rebellious and vindictive, yet you hate knowing you lost a war you didn’t even know was coming to your shores.”
She wouldn’t ever give him the satisfaction of knowing her pain. “I’m not confused at all. You killed everyone I loved. What more do I need to know?”
He waved her through another door, guiding her forward as if it were a chivalrous act. “That’s why I set aside some time for you. I know I can’t make you want to be here, but I think I can make the case you should accept this as your destiny. Maybe you’d even see it as an opportunity.”
“You want me as your wife, don’t you?” She’d been fearing this moment since she first saw the other women in the gym-like chamber. If she and the others were to be the mothers of a new generation of Americans, and he’d gone out of his way to capture her after seeing her on the unauthorized broadcast in St. Louis, it stood to reason he’d try to get her to like him.
No freaking way that will ever happen.
He laughed politely and brushed some of his long locks out of his face. “Oh my, you’re a wonderful young lady with a gift for straight talk. However, you’re half my age. Do you believe I’d really do such a horrible thing?”
“Isn’t it why I’m dressed like a prostitute from Star Wars?” She swooshed her hands down her sides, showing off her blue spandex attire, along with the added skirt.
“You don’t like it?” he asked with what seemed like real surprise. “The other girls love their outfits.”
She snorted. “I’m sure they’ll tell a male dictator holding them captive deep inside the earth what they really think about their spandex school uniforms…”
They traveled deeper into the hallways of the underground facility. She knew nothing about NORAD besides it was a military bunker in the mountains. As best she could tell, based on where she’d spent the night, part of the facility was reserved for office space. They walked down another nice hallway but came to a set of double-doors which seemed to hold back darkness on the other side. David leaned against the door as if to open it, but then stopped abruptly, almost making her bump into him.
“Tell me. What would you have done if I’d forced you to be my wife?” His dead brown eyes searched her for the answer before she could voice it. She immediately wondered if the whole thing was a test. Maybe she was supposed to want to be his wife, rather than be forced. He could then feel good about not being an ass, and she could presumably feel her new career path was worthwhile. Mom and Dad might tell her to take the deal, if only to give herself time to figure a way out of it. She however…
“I’d find a way to kill myself,” she said in a I’m-empty-inside tone of voice.
They stood there for a few moments. He watched to see if she’d been serious. She, in turn, searched her feelings to decide if she’d really go through with such a scenario. Seconds later, she thought maybe she could. She’d rather die than have to be a slave to him. Right?
He laughed out loud. “I knew it. You’re truly a wonderful addition to our team.” He held up a finger. “Not as my wife. Goodness, no. I don’t want you to hurt yourself. But I do have some young men I’d like you to meet.”
“Calgon, take me away,” she mumbled. It was a phrase her mom often said when tourists at the mine were being difficult. She had no idea who Calgon was, or where she’d take her mother, but saying it reminded her of the feisty attitude she wanted to emulate.
David threw her a sideways glance, bemused at her word choice, then pushed through the doors. “Follow me.”
The underground facility changed in an instant. They entered a tunnel chiseled from raw stone. It was about ten feet tall and wide, with an organized bundle of wires running along the base of the wall on the right side. A row of bulbs hung in a line about every twenty feet on the ceiling.
“What is this place?” she said in a wonder-filled voice, despite herself.
“Have you ever heard of the word antipode?” he asked mysteriously.
“No,” she barked, anxious to cancel out the sound of being interested.
“Well, you will. Down this hallway is the weapon which has made it so easy for me to be here, deep inside your country, without a scratch on me.”
David walked a few paces ahead, obviously excited to show it to her. She followed at a slower pace, wary of what she would find. It wasn’t so much the weapon that worried her, but his cagey questions and wandering eyes. Whatever else he said to her, she was convinced a power-mad invader like him would have no qualms about making her be his wife.
The problem, despite the bravado she displayed on the outside, and the half-hearted attempts to convince herself otherwise on the inside, was she didn’t really want to die today.




CHAPTER 4
Devils Tower, WY
They escaped Westby and headed south, away from the explosion and search drones. They made it through the entire state of Montana without sighting any additional enemy patrols or aircraft. When they saw the dark shape of Devils Tower on the horizon of northeastern Wyoming, it gave them a place to aim for a quick stop.
“You’ve got sixty seconds to enjoy Devils Tower,” Uncle Ted remarked, sounding like Clarke W. Griswold of Vacation fame. She was well aware they had no time to sight-see. The only reason they’d stopped was the prospect of finding a place to eat and gas up in a state scarce on towns or gas stations, even before the reboot. As they all expected, the gift shop had a snack bar attached to it.
“I’m buying some new clothes,” Emily replied, walking inside. “I’ll not wear the uniform of my mortal enemy a second longer than necessary.”
“I can’t stop you,” her uncle replied to her, “but don’t throw them out. The uniforms might come in handy again.”
“I never thought I’d see this place,” Kyla admitted, still hanging out on the front porch. She pointed to the nearby natural wonder, which was a mile or two away, and spoke to her uncle. “Mom always wished she could take me to National Parks out here.”
Above them, the monolith stood about a thousand feet tall with a flat top. The black obsidian structure had distinctive lines down the side, as if a volcano’s lava had cooled inside the mountain, all the outer rock and dirt had been stripped away, and then a giant used a trowel to cut grooves from top to bottom.
“Your mom would have loved places like this, no doubt about it. She’d probably beat bongos as she hiked around the trails up there.”
Kyla laughed, openly acknowledging her mom’s eccentric side.
“What’s the big whoop? Looks like the world’s biggest tree stump,” Meechum said, unimpressed.
Her uncle chuckled. “Don’t ruin the moment, people. Take in the nature. Do your business while I find another car willing to give us some gas.” Uncle Ted grabbed a hose and gas can—both things they’d found when they’d gassed up a couple of hours ago. He then hurriedly walked around the end of the wooden building.
“I’m going over this way,” she stated.
Uncle Ted popped back around the corner. “Make sure you have your rifle, Kye.”
She tugged on the rifle strap and smiled, glad to have it. The attack in Westby after they’d left had spooked her thoroughly, and the lonely drive had given her several hours to think about whether she’d been the cause of it. There were a million ways to look at it, but in the end, she judged it dumb luck the enemy drone appeared when it did. She’d been quick on the tablet and disassembled it immediately. There was no way a drone could have been on top of them so fast.
However, no matter what it was, she desperately wanted to check at least one more time to see if the people at Rammstein had received her call for assistance. While the others were inside, or scouting vehicles for gasoline, she snuck to the rear of the building and pulled the tablet from its hiding spot under her black shirt.
Kyla studied the tablet for a long time, going back and forth in her head about whether to take the risk of firing it up one last time. If she did, and got confirmation the military knew where to attack, she was going to break it to bits, to ensure it couldn’t give away their position. If she didn’t fire it up now, well, they might be driving into a warzone…
I have to know if my message went through.
Without realizing it, her hand was wrapped around the battery. Was it a sign? Did she instinctively know what was necessary? This was the time to be bold and save her friends, and the country.
“Just a peek…”
Devils Tower, WY
It had been a long several-hour drive from Westby to Wyoming. They’d exited the truck in Montana only once, at a hardware store, giving Ted a chance to ensure the weapons were properly slung over their shoulders, safeties on, and were the models each person wanted. After grabbing a length of hose to use as a syphon, and a gas can, he let each of them practice firing while he got fuel.
They stayed away from the shirts and socks blowing down the street…
On the road again, Meechum had cracked open the boxes of ammo and loaded magazines. When everything was good, she broke apart her pistol and put it together about twenty times.
Now they were at Devils Tower for another fuel stop.
“Stay close to the truck,” he warned, walking to the back to distribute weapons.
He selected a Benelli automatic combat shotgun as his primary weapon, thinking it would be best for close-up work if they were surprised. Kyla and Emily each took AR-15s. He deemed those as medium-range weapons, though they only had red dot scopes. He gave Meechum the AR with the Steiner Optics scope. Well, it was more like she took it for herself.
The good news was there were still twelve other rifles in the back of the truck, along with a few shotguns and a couple leftover M9 pistols. The man in Montana was truly a firearms enthusiast.
After some brief small talk with Kyla, he grabbed the hose and gas can and took off into the large parking lot of cars. When he got about fifty yards away, he tossed them down and unzipped his fly.
“Oh, man, I made it,” he exhaled to himself. He hadn’t needed to go when they stopped at the hardware store, but it had been building every minute since then. Stressing out while doing over a hundred miles an hour in a flying brick didn’t help his bladder. At all.
Minutes later, feeling a thousand times better, he got himself together and went to work securing their next tank of gasoline. He found a similar SUV on the lot and went to work opening the fuel tank door. For a few seconds, he considered whether it made more sense to borrow the new SUV than take its gas, but he’d gotten comfortable in the other one. He knew its limits. Ted also considered taking a sportier vehicle, like that Camaro, but there was nothing like it on the lot.
While thinking through all his options, he noticed Kyla standing behind the gift shop building. He looked away, afraid she was using the public restroom, but was glad to know where she was. His duty as protector of his sister’s daughter went on no matter what.
Ted used the syphon to drain a full five gallons for his red plastic fuel container. After securing the cap and grabbing the hose, he took a few steps toward his truck. Motion caught his attention in the back seat of a plain-looking mini-van parked in the next row. Since everyone in America was supposed to be gone, there was no possibility it was two teenagers rolling in the hay. An activity Kyla’s mother fretted about constantly.
But what was it?
He allowed himself a few tentative steps toward the van, stopping when he was next to the open sliding door panel. When the attack happened, the owner of the van had been loading or unloading, like the van back at the lighthouse. The father’s clothes were on the ground below him. A child’s pajamas were there, too.
Don’t look at them.
With deliberate slowness, he craned his neck to peek around the edge of the door…
The thing on the seat was about the size and shape of a large, rolled-up sleeping bag. It was brown and furry, like someone had left a snuggly blanket on top of the bag, but it was also moving.
Ted’s heartbeat picked up the threat before his brain. He instinctively knew it was dangerous, but his mind was unable to spell out what it was. As his flight response kicked in, he remained fixed on solving the riddle, if only so he could tell the others what to be afraid of.
Was it a dog? An oversized racoon?
He took a step back, wondering if he could lock it inside. He’d have to close one door and then run around to the other side of the van to shut the other. But it could be done…
Kyla interrupted his plan when she screamed. He whipped his head to see what she was dealing with behind the building. A brown blotch ambled through the brush about twenty feet from her, grunting and snuffling. It was the moment he figured out what was in the van.
Ted glanced inside one last time. A small head had popped out of the furry ball. A young bear cub seemed to listen for its mother. When it saw him, the thing showed a level of confusion he could appreciate. It let out what at any other time would have been a cute little growl.
Over by Kyla, the mama bear stood on her hind legs, looking right at him.
“Oh, shit!” Unwilling to leave his gas can, he carried it as he crouched down and hustled away from the den on wheels. He suspected there were other brown furballs in the rear of the van. If he scared them all, their mama would be relentless in terminating the intruder.
As he got a few cars over, he poked his head up to confirm mama was lumbering toward her babies. It was the opening he needed. “Kyla, get out of there!” He assumed she’d heard him, so he ducked down and continued his way across the parking lot.
Ten cars later, he was far enough from the scene of the crime. He sprinted to the front of the store, shouting as quietly as possible. “We have to go right this second!” Ted tossed the gas can and hose in the rear hatch of their SUV, then slammed it shut, keeping an eye back where he’d come from.
“What about my shirts?” Emily called from inside.
“There’s a pissed-off mama bear coming to protect her cubs. We have to be out of here in ten seconds! Hurry!”
“Oh! I will!” she cried out.
He scrambled into the driver’s seat, trusting the women would jump in after he started it up. Kyla appeared from around the far side of the building; she’d gone the long way to avoid the bear. Meechum, rifle out, waited until his niece was inside, then climbed in the rear door after her. Emily was the last one in. When she slammed the door, Ted hit the gas, causing her to roll sideways in her seat and almost tumble onto the center console. “Whoa! Let me get buckled.”
“Sorry,” he replied, laughing a bit at her struggle.
Once safe and off the lot, he looked back. The fat mama bear stood next to her den, watching him drive away. She seemed to study him intensely, almost daring him to come back. He slowed to a crawl while looking in his side mirror at the majestic creature.
“Why the hurry for bears?” Meechum asked from the back seat. “We could have blown them away with some 5.56 NATO.”
Emily gasped. “You’d shoot a mama watching over her kids?”
The Marine spoke matter-of-factly. “I wouldn’t take pleasure in it, but we’re in a warzone. We have requirements to fulfill which are necessary for our survival. If we have to kill to keep our people alive, we have to be ready to do it swiftly and humanely.”
After seeing baby bear’s little head stick out of its puffball of fur, he wasn’t sure he could condemn it to death by killing its mother. But there was a lesson in the encounter, and Meechum was the most practical about it.
It was going to take extreme measures to protect those he loved.
Amarillo, TX
Brent Whitman finally made it back to the prison after a long night and early morning evading the enemy forces swarming the city of Amarillo. They’d struck a blow against the enemy by sending those fuel trucks onto the airfield; he expected them to want payback.
“Hey, boss man,” a voice said from the darkness of one of the cells.
There were only six of them, including Brent, which was why they hadn’t left anyone at the prison to guard it. Thus, it came as a shock to find someone already inside. His old heart stopped, took a few seconds to collect itself, then resumed beating.
“Holy shit! Who’s that?” he finally managed to sputter out.
A young man emerged from the cell. His dark skin, long black-haired ponytail, and narrow eyes made him appear foreign, perhaps one of the Asian countries. The distinctive look helped Brent finally make the connection. The man was inside Terry Long’s cell—it had to be him.
“Long,” he said with relief. “We thought you were with these assholes.”
Brent pushed the man in the black-and-brown jumpsuit until he went into an adjacent empty cell. He’d come within a second of killing the man outright last night at the Cadillac Ranch, willing to write it off to the cost of war, but he changed his mind before he could pull the trigger. He’d been wondering if he’d made the right decision ever since. However, he had access to an entire prison. It wouldn’t cost him anything to hold the man, even if temporarily.
“Who is he?” Long asked.
“His name’s Will. He works for the people who wiped out America.”
“Wiped out?” Long looked around at the other ex-prisoners. The five men who stayed with Brent after being given their freedom. The five men who’d done significant damage to the as-yet unnamed enemy trying to gain a foothold in Amarillo. He also caught sight of Trish.
They all nodded. Brent replied. “There are thousands of men like Will. They came to the United States after the weapon erased everyone upstairs.” They all understood he meant the upper floor of the prison. All the men up there—guards and prisoners alike—had vanished on day one. “But it wasn’t only upstairs, and it wasn’t only in Amarillo. This is happening across the entire country.”
Long seemed to get it. “I went to my mom’s place up on Lake Meredith after you let us go. Stayed there for a few days. At first, I didn’t think anything of not seeing people. It was during the week, after all. But eventually, it worried me not seeing a single boat on the water, besides empty ones. I got curious and tried knocking on many doors of other lake homes. Found absolutely no one, but lots of their clothes. Yesterday, I was totally jacked in the head knowing the place had gone super wrong. I came here because you were the last people I’d seen. I thought I’d find someone, anyone—even you, boss—but the joint was empty. I might have been strangled by a bedsheet if you hadn’t come back when you did…”
He laughed, not sure what to make of the guy. Most of the men who served time in the minimum-security prison were a mixture of good and bad. Often, they got caught up in events bigger than themselves, acted stupidly, and ended up in the hoosegow to work it off. But he had a hard time remembering what Long did to get tossed in jail, or what his record was. He’d transferred in only a week or two before the world fell apart.
“You’re welcome to join us,” Brent finally replied, knowing he couldn’t stop him.
Long saluted him from the same cell where he’d done his short stint. “Thanks. I don’t care what you guys have in store for me. I’m only glad someone is left alive to talk to.”




CHAPTER 5
Big Thunder National Grassland, WY
Ted had a couple of hours behind the wheel to think about what happened at Devils Tower. He’d come to the conclusion he hadn’t been weak, but instead was simply being cautious. Sure, he could have shot the mama bear, but a wounded animal was unpredictable and dangerous. The safe play was removing his people from the situation. Since he’d done the retreat with success, his self-imposed after-action report was positive. However, it got him wondering about what was up ahead.
“We need gas,” he said dryly. An abandoned passenger car was a little to the side of the road, as if it stopped soon after its driver vanished. “This looks like a rather unique place to stop.”
He drove around the car, then put the SUV in park and shut it off.
“It’s wonderful, Ted. Nice work finding this tourist destination. Can we get out and walk around?” Emily remarked in a sarcastic tone, stretching her arms.
Ted looked in a three-sixty around the truck. They were on a slight rise in the road, but there was nothing but flat ground from horizon to horizon. They’d passed a sign announcing they were driving through a national grassland, and it lived up to the name. Wild green grasses were the only thing, besides the road, drawn into the landscape. After a quick check to the skies, he decided they could afford to all get out. “Stick close to the truck. After last time, I want to make sure we always have a buddy with us. Kyla and I both stumbled into the bear, uh, situation, because we were by ourselves.”
Kyla laughed nervously. “I don’t see any bears this time. Though I do see…”
He checked out his window. Kyla was looking toward the side of the road, but with bemusement, not fear. He followed her eyes and saw the objects of her delight. “Prairie dogs.”
When he opened his door, the prairie dogs cried out in tiny barks, possibly to warn their peers. The creatures were about two feet tall, thin, with brown fur and curious black eyes. They stood on their hind legs, much like the mama bear, and watched from their piles of dirt to see what he was going to do next. As soon as he stepped on the pavement, the few animals closest to him went into their holes. The others squeaked their warning cries.
“I’ve only seen these on television,” he admitted.
“I’m on fuel duty,” Meechum remarked, striding for the parked vehicle with the hose and red gas can.
“Roger that,” he replied, thankful for the help. It gave him time to stretch his legs, which, he admitted, were suffering from the endless sitting.
“What’s on your mind?” Emily asked as she walked around the front of the truck.
He looked back to Kyla. She had the door open but stayed inside the SUV as she observed the prairie dogs. When she saw him, she flashed a big smile, happy to be there.
“Walk with me?” he asked, waving her along the shoulder in front of the truck.
They went about fifty feet before he stopped to look at the dogs near the road. He pretended to be interested in them, in case Meechum or Kyla wondered why he and Emily had split off.
“You have me worried,” she said quietly. “Did something happen I don’t know about?”
“No, not at all. You’re the first person I’m talking to about my thoughts.” He glanced over to her. “That bear attack did one thing for me. It made me realize we haven’t even gotten to the dangerous part of our mission. If we’re going to NORAD and if we’re planning to hurt them, I seriously don’t know how I can keep her safe.”
“So, are we changing our plans? We could go to Canada. Eventually, we’d have to run into someone, right?” Emily always impressed him in how she seemed to catch up to his line of thinking.
He made a thoughtful tapping sound with his tongue before answering. “I did have Canada in mind, but not for you and me…”
“You want Kyla to go up there alone? I don’t know—”
“No,” he replied. “Not just her. Meechum, too.”
Emily put her hands on her hips, thinking. After a short time, she seemed to arrive at a conclusion. “Okay then. We tell them what’s up, it’s for their own safety, give them provisions, and that’s that.”
He chuckled. “You don’t have any kids, do you?” She’d never mentioned children. It was a risk bringing up her family situation, but he didn’t mean anything by it. “I don’t, either, mind you, but Kyla is my niece. I’ve seen her and my sister butt heads for years. It’s never a simple matter of telling her what’s in her best interest and expecting her to do it.”
“She’s out of college, Ted. Not a kid anymore. We can be adult with her.”
Ted cracked up. “I love your optimism.”
She huffed. “Well…I could order Meechum to take her. As president and commander-in-chief, it would be a legitimate mission for a Marine.”
“Yeah, maybe. But I had a different idea…”
He explained his rationale over the next couple of minutes. When he was done, he searched her eyes for whether she thought it was going to work. He’d gotten to know her fairly well over the last several days, but even that experience didn’t provide a clue in this instance. He knew enough to guess it was because the plan wasn’t without its downsides.
“Give me some time to think about it,” she said distantly.
The barks of the prairie dogs were no longer so cute.
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
Tabby allowed herself to be led through the rocky tunnels until she and David arrived at what appeared to be a heavy metal door. David tapped a keypad before stepping back. “NORAD built everything with an eye toward nuclear strikes. It was dogma back in the days of the US versus the Soviet Union.”
She displayed only indifference.
“Through here. You’ll see the weapon responsible for wiping away your people.”
Tabby strode through, heart pounding. If she was being led into the heart of the enemy camp, perhaps there would be an opportunity to disable it. Or reverse it. That was how it went in the movies…
Lights came on, revealing a circular chamber about fifty feet across. Unlike the hallways outside, the walls and ceiling were painted white to brighten the space. A number of futuristic block fixtures glowed on the wall, reflecting light throughout the curved area. The floor was lined with non-skid metal grating, as one might find on the wet floors of a ski lodge. The central section of roof had a ten-foot-wide hole above a similar void on the floor below it…
“Come on, don’t be shy.” David walked up to a stout metal railing, which encircled the dark pit. He pushed on the rail. “See? It’s safe.”
“What am I looking at?” she said with unabashed wonder, looking up and down. The hole went up several stories before it ended in a metal barrier. Down was absolutely black after about a hundred feet.
“Part of my weapon, as I told you.” He leaned over the edge, looking below. “Far down there is one part of the device. Another was built on the roof of this NORAD bunker. And yet another is far above that.”
She reached the for the rail, distressed to learn that destroying his weapon wasn’t as simple as hitting an obvious self-destruct button. David might have mistook her displeasure as discomfort, so he tapped on a small tablet hanging on the metalwork.
“Sometimes it helps to see it.” He motioned for her to keep looking down. As she watched, lights came on in fifty-foot sections, giving her a better sense of what was in the hole. One after the next, sections of the pit lit up and stayed on, giving the impression of a drill pushing far into the core of the earth. The process went on for a couple of minutes before the light seemed to meet at a point at the bottom. “As you can see, the hole is too deep to see it all. This goes down for ten miles.”
“Is that a lot?” she asked, still angry at her interest level. However, she’d spent years in the mine back home, so she had a natural curiosity for rocks. She wanted to study geology in college to help further her understanding of the earth, and what was inside it. Her parents were also experts in earth studies, but looking into the abyss, the deep bore hole was unlike any mining activity Mom or Dad ever talked about during their tours.
“By far. The Soviets, whom I just mentioned, managed to get a thin shaft down about seven miles in their country before they ran out of money. NORAD must have taken their lessons and tried to drill down here in Colorado, but they didn’t get as far. It took a contract with one of my companies to get it done. Ours is ten feet wide, too. Plus, we took it a step farther; there are two elevator shafts next to most of it.” He pointed to the far side of the room. The elevator doors looked like they belonged in any office park, not deep inside a government bunker.
“So you have three shafts going down ten miles? This is your superweapon?”
He laughed. “The elevators don’t go straight through. We had to install waypoints—stops, if you will—since the technology doesn’t exist to get elevator cars straight through to a depth of sixteen thousand meters. Plus, you don’t want to be stuck waiting if it has to go ten miles before it reaches you, right?”
Tabby shrugged, clamming up again.
“Besides, the weapon part is along the walls down there. Don’t you see it?” He pointed down into the shaft. The walls weren’t smooth or rocky. Long vertical pipes hugged the curvature of the hole around most of the perimeter, running to points far below. Small LED lights blinked in various locations, as if there was energy flowing through them. As impressive as it was, it still didn’t seem like a weapon. It certainly wasn’t a weapon she could sabotage.
When she didn’t reply, he kept talking. “We drained a water aquifer by accident. People in nearby towns were furious, but we blamed it on a fracking company.” He snickered mischievously. “We tapped into it during drilling, and it drained to a larger void down the tube. Good thing for us. It saved us having to pump it out. It would have delayed us a long time.”
“That would have been a shame,” she taunted.
“Yes, I’m sure you mean it. But consider what we’ve built here, well, with NORAD’s help, of course. The shaft goes down ten miles. We have superconductors and cooling installed in the walls, giving us ten miles of heavily-shielded pathways for accelerated particles. The foundational elements of the universe.” Without warning, he spun around and leaned back against the railing. His golden outfit sparkled from the lights on the ceiling above. “Of course, outside the tube, it’s four hundred degrees Fahrenheit down at the bottom, so it gets difficult to keep it all cool, but my companies did their jobs in that regard. Now, a person could comfortably live down there.”
She brushed bangs out of her eyes after looking straight down. “If this is your weapon, tell me what happened to my dogs. How did…this—” She pointed to the pit. “—kill them?”
David pursed his lips, as if she’d disappointed him. “Is that all you worry about? Everyone else? Your friends. Your dogs. The country.”
“Just tell me,” she insisted.
“Fine. If your dogs were caught by one of our mobile units… Those machines have a lot less power, obviously, than our main gun here. They still tap into the base structure of the universe, but they don’t have the same granular control as—”
“Are they dead or not!”
He looked at her anew. “Probably not. They’ve most likely been punched into a parallel universe.”
“A parallel universe?” she said dismissively. “You expect me to believe that?”
David shrugged. “It’s all ones and zeros as far as I’m concerned. You arrange them in the right order, with enough power behind them, and you can send signals across the universe, you can open doorways between quantum-entangled particles, and you can send puppies into neighboring blocks of the multiverse. You can’t believe it because your people weren’t the ones to figure it out.”
She leaned hard against the railing, thinking. The dark tunnel of blinking lights below took on a new sinister appearance. It wasn’t simply a strange weapon. David and his army had invented technology far beyond the ability of the United States. So far ahead, they were able to defeat her country without anyone knowing about it. And there she was, in the maw of the super gun. “Your weapon can be destroyed,” she blurted out.
He waited a few seconds, as if she might say more, but then he chuckled softly. “Everything can be destroyed. The universe persists under the pain of entropy, as I’m sure they taught you in science class.”
She decided to antagonize him. “It’s just that you seemed invincible up until this point. I almost thought your weapon was designed by aliens or something. Now that I see it, though I have no idea what it is, I know one hand grenade down in the shaft can destroy all you’ve created here.”
“Do you have a hand grenade?” he asked with interest.
It drove her mad he didn’t seem to rise to her prodding. David seemed to see her as a child who needed everything spelled out for her, and in return, he displayed endless patience at how she didn’t catch on.
“No, I don’t have a grenade. You can see what I’ve got in this stupid unitard.” She pointed to the unforgivingly-tight blue covering.
“But you would blow it up if you could,” he said in a studious voice.
She nodded enthusiastically. “That’s my job. I’m an American. You killed my people. What did you think I would do? Marry you after you showed me this?”
His shoulders slumped, though it was difficult to say if he was putting on an act. “You misunderstand why I brought you here. I don’t need to explain what we’ve already done. I’m showing you what we’re going to do. America is gone. You have to accept it. Other than a couple of pinpricks in Texas and North Dakota, and two lousy ships fighting us off the coast of New York, your people don’t even exist in your homeland anymore. I’m trying to get you to see there is a way out for you. A way to make the best of a bad hand which has been dealt to you.”
She crossed her arms over her chest. “Let me and my friends go, and we’ll call it even.”
David sighed, finally giving her a moment of triumph over him. He leaned off the rail and headed for the same door they’d used earlier. “Come on, I want to show you what your alternative is…”
She followed, wondering what could be worse than a weapon designed to kill continents.




CHAPTER 6
Glendo, WY
Kyla woke up in the back seat of the truck after a nap. She expected the scenery to be different from what it had been since they left North Dakota, as that would prove they’d made some distance in the time she’d been asleep. However, the world outside was almost the same as it had been. Flat, grassy, and boring.
“There’s a town coming up I’d like to take a look at,” Ted said from the front seat. “It’s called Glendo. It looks like there’s a lake there, too. I see signs for fishing, camping, and motels.”
The clock on the dash said it was a little after three in the afternoon, but she was ready to call it a day. They’d been driving, often at over a hundred miles per hour, since they rolled out of bed. She was beat and was certain Uncle Ted was toast as well, though he’d never say it in front of his important friend in the front seat.
She smirked at her own thoughts. It sounded funny thinking of the president as her uncle’s girlfriend. Was there protocol for such things?
“Hey, Unk, if you and Emily are together-together, does that make you the First Boyfriend?”
He glared at her in the rearview mirror, though Emily laughed as she shifted in her seat to look back at her. “I like the way you think. There’s an office in the White House which could answer your question, but I don’t think they’re picking up their phones. I do, however, quite enjoy the thought of my boyfriend—”
“Friend,” Ted interrupted, without conviction.
“My friend,” she repeated with heavy sarcasm, “being the First Friend, at the very least. That would make you the First Friend’s niece.”
They had a good laugh at Uncle Ted’s expense. Even Meechum thought the naming game was hilarious, which probably embarrassed him even more.
“All right. Here we go.” He pointed ahead to the little town. As he exited the highway, they remained wary for enemy forces wandering around, but the place was like everywhere else. Empty. It was also a postage-sized location, with three or four short streets, at most. They went through without stopping.
A few miles down a remote road, they found a large log cabin near a lake. It sat at the top of a rolling hill, tucked away inside a grove of tall pines, which was unusual for the grassland area. “This is it,” her uncle declared. “We have tree cover from those drones. We have the high ground on this flat terrain. And we have access to a large lake.”
He backed the truck up to the front door, presumably to make it easy to unload their gear. There were no vehicles parked there, which meant they wouldn’t be able to refill on gas, but it also suggested there wouldn’t be any bundles of clothes inside. That was good, too.
Uncle Ted still wouldn’t look at her. When the motor was off, he got out of the truck as if it was on fire.
“Did I say the wrong thing?” she asked the two ladies.
Emily glanced outside to make sure Uncle Ted was out of earshot, then she leaned her way. “Ted is a private man. I think he’s ripped to shreds about having the hots for his boss.”
“Well, he should get over it. He’s not going to do better than you, and I don’t just mean because the rest of the dating field has been wiped off the planet. You’re the freaking prez.”
Emily’s lips curled up in a wicked smile. “It is fun to tease him, isn’t it?”
Meechum chuckled. “I’ll leave you hens to it. I’m going to secure the premises. This is going to be the White House for tonight. Needs to be checked.” She took a rifle, leaving her and Emily alone.
The other woman stared at her for a drawn-out moment, then seemed to snap into action. “Come on. Let’s go see what this place has to offer for food.”
She hopped out, catching sight of her uncle going around the side of the wooden cabin. Emily went directly for the front door, following Meechum, so she tried to take her uncle’s advice and never leave anyone alone.
Kyla found him standing on the crest of a gentle hill leading down to the water about fifty yards away. The deep, clear blue of the reservoir contrasted harshly with the vibrant green grass on the far shore, maybe a mile away. “Hey, Unk. I didn’t mean anything back there.”
He looked over his shoulder for a second but went back to watching the scenery. “You’re a lot like your mother, you know. She loved gigging me about my girlfriends. Except for Priscilla. I should have known my marriage was doomed when your mother didn’t take a shine to her.”
“Nope, she didn’t like her one bit.”
He chuckled. “I always thought it was your mom being dramatic. Like maybe she consulted one of her crystal energy chandeliers and it told her to be indifferent to my wife. I couldn’t see she was trying to help, in her own special way.”
“I’m trying to help, too. Emily really is the total package. If you pass on her, I’m going to go out with her myself, just so I can get a fancy title.”
He glared at her.
“You know what I mean. She’s a catch!”
They stood there, side by side, for another few minutes. The scenery of the afternoon couldn’t have been nicer, at least for their part of Wyoming. The water surface danced with tiny waves. Wind blew through the pine boughs. It smelled like a Christmas tree lot. However, all at once, Uncle Ted patted his pants pockets as if he’d forgotten something.
“Dang it. I left my spare magazine in the truck. Will you hang out here for a sec? I also remembered a story about your mother you’re going to appreciate. Just wait, okay?”
She waved him off. They’d shared a million stories of Mom over the years, so she doubted it was anything new. However, if Mom was gone forever, she was willing to tolerate any repeat stories so they would burn into her memory. “I’ll be here.”
Uncle Ted walked away but stood by the corner of the cabin for a few extra seconds; she heard his footsteps in the crunchy pine needles when he finally strode away. A stunning blue jay squawked at her from up in a nearby pine, diverting her attention back to the big show Mother Nature had put on for them.
Minutes later, her uncle still hadn’t come back. It didn’t bother her at first, but after another brief wait, she started to think he’d forgotten about her. That wouldn’t be a surprise, given all the things going on, and with how tired he was, but loneliness made her want to rejoin the group.
She started around toward the front of the cabin, ready to give him grief for not coming back right away. When she arrived in the front yard, she stopped in her tracks. Her stomach rolled sideways, not wanting to be a party to the sight.
“What the…”
The truck was gone.
Glendo, WY
Ted’s conscience nagged him about how things had gone down. He’d shared a tender moment with Kyla while overlooking the beautiful lake, but he’d left her without saying good-bye. Now he and Emily were in the truck racing to get away from the person he loved the most in the world.
“Meechum knows what to do?” he asked.
“Yes,” Emily said sympathetically. “I made it clear her mission in all this was to make sure Kyla stays safe. I have to tell you, she made a compelling case why you should have been the one to stay behind and she should be the one to go with me to NORAD.”
Ted thought back to how he and Kyla had been standing behind the cabin, alone. If Meechum wanted to do it, she could have gone with Emily and snuck off. “Did you think about going with her, instead of me?” It had never crossed his mind to stay behind; he wondered what calculus whipped through her head to arrive at the conclusion she did.
“Well, when you talked to me back at the prairie dog town, I wasn’t sure leaving Kyla behind was the right thing to do. As we got near the cabin, though, and saw how remote it was, I began to wish I was the one who could stay…” Emily swished her hair as she gazed out her window.
“But,” he prodded.
“But apparently, my eyes are required to access the sensitive parts of the defense mainframe. It was either go with someone to the enemy base or send you with one of my eyes. I rather like being able to see with both of them.” She laughed with a nervous energy.
The truck sped through the tiny town of Glendo. In about thirty seconds, he had them back on the empty highway, heading south. It gave him time to digest her statement about picking who she would travel with.
“So, you selected me because of my fighting skills?” They’d been running and fighting for days, so that had to be the reason.
“Not exactly. I think Meechum could take you in a hand-to-hand cage match.”
He chuckled. “You might be right about that.” After a pause, he continued. “So…the reason you chose me was…” He was fishing for her to admit she liked him. Their various kisses notwithstanding, it still felt wrong to pursue his commander-in-chief.
“You have more experience in areas I think I’ll need during this mission. Your piloting skills could be critical when we need to cross a lot of ground. I’ve seen you with a rifle, so I know you’re solid there. Plus, you have a proven track record of keeping me alive. That counts for a lot.” She looked right at him, smiling.
Those were all fine reasons, but not the ones he’d hoped for. “You said I had a blind spot when it comes to you,” he began, watching the road, “and I guess I do. All the joking back when we were all together in the truck makes me uncomfortable, but I don’t really feel that way. Not when I’m alone with you.”
“Ted MacInnis. Is this your convoluted way of saying we’re going steady?”
He shrugged. “If you really want to. I could take it or leave it.”
She sat frozen in her seat for so long he needed to peek over to her. When their eyes met, they both broke into laughter. Being alone with her removed all his inhibitions, as well as the “normal” social order of boss and subordinate. They were simply two people heading out into the apocalypse to do a job. He had to look to the road for a second, but when he returned to her face, he knew he couldn’t keep her hanging. “Yeah, I guess I could take it.”
Having a complicated girlfriend wasn’t exactly protocol for an Air Force lifer such as himself, but Ted accepted the necessity of letting his guard down for Emily. It wasn’t only a result of being attracted to her; he needed her on a more personal level. While she may have joked about ditching him and taking Meechum, he had thought about ditching all three of the women and going on his own. When it came down to it, he found he couldn’t. It wasn’t a journey he could do alone.
In the end, he hated leaving Kyla, but there was no question she would be a lot safer, and that was what he promised to his sister. The second they did their work at NORAD, he was going back to Glendo to collect her.
He looked in the rearview mirror. Kyla and the cabin were already miles behind.
I’m sorry, Kye. I couldn’t tell you to your face, but I think this is going to be a one-way trip.
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
Dwight had a terrible morning. After the white-haired man took the girl in blue away, he spent hours spilling his guts into the five-gallon bucket serving as his toilet. When he wasn’t tossing his cookies, he yelled for Poppy to come back, though she never did. It was almost a relief when a man dressed in black came and opened his door.
“David says it’s time for your sentencing.” The man spoke dryly, as if Dwight was far beneath him.
“Can we take a car? I’m not sure I can walk.” He sat hunched over on the plastic chair. His prison attire needed a visit to the laundromat.
“Get your ass moving, traitor. I can guarantee you won’t like it if I have to get help to yank you out of there.”
Dwight stood, wobbled for a few seconds, then started for the door. His stomach felt like a dirty dishrag tangled in the garbage disposal, but at least he wasn’t dry-heaving anymore. It was the headache that was going to kill him.
The guard walked him out of the office area and into a dank hallway made of stone. He learned not to ask questions of the man, though he kept what passed for a lookout for his bird.
“Please, Poppy,” he whispered.
The colorful bird never showed up during the walk. His attention went to what was ahead. Double-doors were being held shut by a couple of guards and lots of voices were beyond, as if a party was going on. It reminded him of the celebration back at the warehouse in San Francisco. Things worked out for him there. Maybe this would be no different.
“Put this on before you go in.” A guard handed him a black sack, though his brain couldn’t fathom what it was for.
“Are these pants? Underwear?” He held it at different angles, searching for leg or arm holes.
“Idiot,” one of the men replied. “It’s a black hood. You and the others aren’t supposed to see what’s in there until we say you can.”
“Others?” he said with shock. Based on the posture of the guards, he realized there were other men behind him. They’d walked the same hallway as him, though he was in the lead. All wore the same orange-striped suit as him. Most were injured or infirm, save for one perfectly normal young girl standing directly behind him. When they locked eyes, he asked the important question. “Have you seen Poppy?”
The teen was going to answer, but a guard smacked Dwight on the back of the head. “Shut it! Just put the damned thing on.”
Hood on head, Dwight let himself be led into a big room. He knew the size because of all the echoes. At first, one man was speaking, but applause soon followed. Only when he was stopped did he listen to the words.
“My friends, the last thing on the agenda for this meeting is the sentencing of our traitor. This man—”
Dwight’s hood was lifted. He was on the stage in a gymnasium set up with a basketball court, perhaps at a college or university, though he’d never gone to one. Hundreds of people dressed in black stood around a white-haired man on a raised platform at about mid-court. He appeared to be the source of the talking.
“…is responsible for the death of six legionnaires in Folsom, California. As you know, we are a new nation built on total adherence to laws. The law for murder, such as what he committed, says he must be put to death. But, as you know, I abhor violence—”
A female voice snorted with barely-stifled laugh. It silenced the whole room. It took him a moment to identify the girl in the blue outfit standing on the podium near the talker. He was sure it was the same gal from his prison cell. The speaking man looked at her, but she didn’t make another sound.
“So, this man’s sentence will be non-violent. Put him in.”
Dwight was shoved into a metal box framed around ten-foot glass windows on the outer walls. It was about the size of an elevator car interior with a roof lined with complicated-looking equipment. When the door was closed, the man spoke, though Dwight could no longer hear him.
Soon enough, the compartment filled with white light. It was so bright, even putting his hands in front of his face couldn’t keep it out of his eyes. Soon, he wasn’t sure he even had eyes…




CHAPTER 7
Fort Collins, CO
Once Ted accepted the need to keep Kyla out of the next fight, he settled into the drive through Wyoming’s high-plains eastern border. They mostly kept to the backroads, avoiding the larger interstates and the enemy troops they assumed were there. All they saw was the occasional hawk and dozens of pronghorn antelope. They were a speck on the endless scenery of rolling hills and wild grass, though the fastest-moving one.
“I’ve been thinking…” he said slowly, after fifteen minutes of silence.
“Uh oh, that means trouble,” Emily replied with a sharp tongue.
“Har-har, Ms. Comedienne. I’m being serious. It seems incredible Ramirez ended up at the one place we needed to go in North Dakota. Do you think they know we’re going to NORAD in Colorado now?”
“How could they?” she replied without hesitation. “Or, more to the point, why would they? If it’s their headquarters, it’s the last place they would expect a small group of American rebels to show up.”
He tapped the steering wheel for a moment. “We have to think several steps ahead of this invasion force, instead of vice-versa. Maybe we can throw them off the scent…”
“Like a diversion?”
“Yeah, but there’s only two of us now. It would have to be a pretty amazing act to truly divert anyone.”
Emily pulled at her seatbelt to let out some slack. He commiserated with her; they’d been riding almost the entire day. It was a simple matter to take off his seatbelt, but it would be his luck to get into a wreck even though there were no other moving cars on the highway. He didn’t want his gravestone to say, “He would have saved the country, except he flew out the window in a crash because he got uncomfortable wearing a seatbelt.”
When she was situated, she went on. “They undoubtedly know I’m alive. There’s no way they haven’t figured out our identities after going into their base and spiking their computers. Maybe there’s something we can do with that knowledge?”
Ted experienced a momentary pang of regret about Kyla. She’d been instrumental in ensuring they all escaped from the air base at Minot. If he hadn’t brought her, he and Emily might be permanently out of the game. At the same time, if things had gone differently, they might all be dead. “Let’s assume they’re on the lookout for us, and they don’t really know where we’re going next. Ramirez had a clue we’d have to go to NORAD to disable the entire system, but he never contacted anyone before Meechum took care of him.”
“Makes sense,” she agreed.
“Then they’d most likely jump into action if a sign popped up showing where you were. All we have to do is make sure you aren’t there by the time they arrive.”
“Sounds easy.”
He nodded, thinking to himself again. They could get on the radio somewhere, an airport perhaps, and taunt the enemy forces. It might serve what they need. But maybe it wouldn’t be enough…
“You have an idea how?” she said a short time later.
“No, not really. I was thinking about how we saw the girl on the television recording back when we were in Minneapolis. If we could get you into a TV station, maybe we could put you on the air.”
“I could declare war on those jack-wagons.”
He laughed. “Is that what you call them?”
She reached over and bopped him on the shoulder. “It’s what my dad used to call bad language. He wasn’t a cussing man, but when someone really steamed him, he’d break out the wagon. It seemed to fit the situation here.”
“Anyway, whoever they are, they’d have to come running if you got on the TV and announced a declaration of war. I mean, we all know the declaration is redundant since we’re fighting for our existence, but it would still be a legitimate use of the airwaves. We might even get some friendly troops to get off their asses and recapture some of this great land.” He motioned outside the windows.
“I’m happy to go on television and say whatever, but where are we going to find a working studio? And if we found such a place, what are the chances it’s being operated by the bad guys?”
The girl he’d watched on the TV monitor appeared to be in a normal, everyday studio, but she’d been there shortly after the attack on America. Things were still working back then. Now, everywhere they drove, power was off. That small detail might stop them from even trying to find their own microphone.
He wanted to toss an alternative out there for them to discuss, but only one thing came to mind, and it wasn’t an act he took lightly. “We could sabotage them.”
“Ooh, I like that even better.”
“Really?” Her enthusiasm surprised him.
“As long as we can do it without getting hurt. Like starting a fire or blowing up a bridge. You’re the expert. How do we inflict the maximum damage, so they’ll come running, while also not endangering ourselves?”
He almost said it was impossible. Working behind enemy lines, especially when the goal was to get yourself noticed, was the epitome of dangerous. There was a reason it was normally left to special forces.
“Look. Houses.” He pointed down the roadway. A larger town appeared in the distance. “I think we’re at Fort Collins. We must have crossed the Colorado state line while we were jaw-jacking.”
She rubbed her hands together. “Let’s find a way to strike back at them, Ted. I think you’ve got it correct. The only way we can make our assault on the NORAD base a little easier is if we make some of them come out to look for us. If I remember, Fort Collins isn’t too far from Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado.”
“The home of NORAD,” he agreed, knowing the main facility was actually a few miles away at Peterson Air Force Base. However, if there was one thing he was sure about, it was how an invading force would want to take over the bunker under Cheyenne Mountain. Nothing like an impenetrable vault inside Fortress America to give your team an edge. Still, there were always ways to maximize their chances of surviving another day.
Ted briefly thought of those boys fighting in Texas. The guard at Minot said the Americans had struck a blow against them down in the Lone Star State. He wished he could watch the news to see how they did it.
He snapped his fingers. “The news!”
“Seriously?”
“Yeah. We can kill two jack-wagons with one stone. I’ll explain in a second.” He drove over some grass to leave the highway, then he steered onto a side street at the edge of town. “Let’s pick one of these homes and take a break. I have a plan…”
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
Tabby followed David from the big hole, the thing he called his superweapon, to another interior chamber in the rocky bunker. When she walked into the large room, she immediately became embarrassed by her tight-fitting attire. There were lots of young men standing around a raised platform in the middle of a gymnasium. She skidded to a stop before going in. “What is this place?”
David didn’t stop. “Speech time. Then I’ll show you how I deal with those who refuse to follow our rules.”
She gathered her chestnut brown hair, so the long locks were once again evenly draped over her chest. It seemed ridiculous to the extreme, and she was thankful to have the skirt, but Mom always taught her about modesty. If she had to suffer the torture of walking into such a room, she would do it on her own terms. She jogged to catch up, hating how David was her guide, but not sure where else to go.
The white-haired man went up a few steps and indicated she should join him on the platform. He picked up a microphone and tapped it to be sure it was on. “Men. Thank you for gathering on such short notice, but I’m positive you will want to be a part of this.” He motioned her over. “This is my new friend…”
You wish.
“Tabitha Breeze. Tabitha has come to us from the old America. She’s the last of them, but I hope to make her one of us in no time. However, while I have you men here, I want to share a milestone we’re about to reach.”
The audience stared at David as if he was a preacher and they were sinners in his flock. She could maybe see a slight appeal to the man, minus the eyes, but not the over-the-top adoration she saw on the faces of the young men in the audience. Ironically, she thought, none of them were openly looking at her. The whole affair made no sense.
“When all our pieces are in position in the European strike zone, we can eliminate the next largest threat to our mission. Currently, the nations of the European Union are too busy trying to expel the remaining Americans, so they’ve not had any thoughts of coming here to stop us. Once they’re gone, it’s on to the Russians, the Chinese, and the rest of them.” He lifted his hands, which caused the men to clap and chant.
“Free America! Free America! Free the world!”
She got a better look at them. They wore black jumpsuits, like many of the others, but they had three white stripes down the sides of their chests, and white stripes on the cuffs of their sleeves. Looking at them again, she found a passing resemblance to priests, though they couldn’t be religious.
David lowered his hands and the applause ceased.
“My fellow members of the Reboot Legion, this invasion would not have been possible without your dedication, hard work, and allegiance to the law. My new friend here—” He gestured and turned to face her, which seemingly gave the onlookers the green light to gawk at her outfit. She fought the urge to blush; the young men were not anyone she could cede an inch to. They were her natural enemies. “—has come to get a better understanding of our code of justice. Lucky for her, it’s fairly simple.”
He cleared his throat and spoke louder. “What is the penalty for rape?”
“Death,” they replied as one.
It made her uncomfortable he would lead with that particular crime, but it was strangely comforting to hear what awaited anyone who tried.
“And what is the penalty for doing drugs?”
“Death,” they repeated.
While death seemed appropriate for rape, she had some trouble getting behind the same penalty for doing drugs. It wasn’t due to any fondness for them, but she knew friends and family who’d tried them here or there. Mom even admitted to smoking some of the wacky tobacco when she was in college.
“And what is the penalty for stealing food?”
“Death.”
The list went on and on. She almost told David she got the picture, but she preferred to stay off his radar. Maybe the death penalty was reserved for young women who interrupted him at meetings.
“And finally, what is the penalty for murder?”
She almost chanted with them. “Death!”
“That’s right,” David agreed. “Let it begin,” he added, cryptically motioning toward someone she couldn’t see.
On stage, a black curtain pulled back at both ends, revealing a giant cube. Tabby noticed a line of men stood quietly next to it, as if it was a well-trafficked port-o-let. It was impossible to know who they were; they all wore black hoods.
“My friends, the first and last thing on the agenda for this meeting is the sentencing of our traitor. This man—”
The hood of the first person in the line was ripped off. She recognized him as the crazy guy from the jail. The sooty-skinned, black-eyed, beat-up man searching for his friend Poppy. It seemed poetic the rude prisoner would be so reviled by David.
“—is responsible for the death of six legionnaires in Folsom, California. We are a new nation built on total adherence to laws. The law for murder such as what he committed says he must be put to death. But, as you know, I abhor violence—”
Tabby couldn’t stop the laugh from bubbling up from her belly. If she found it ironic they’d taken a crazy guy and lined him against the wall to die, it was absolutely hilarious David would say what he did. She snorted noisily as she tried to temper the laugh.
David’s eyes turned to fireballs of hatred for half a second. She’d pissed him off in front of his little friends. Nine times out of ten, she’d tell him to stuff it, but all the talk about murder made her reconsider. She bowed her head in pretend penitence.
He took a long moment, probably considering what to do with her. Eventually, however, he spoke to the group about the original target. “So, this man’s sentence will be non-violent. Put him in the David Cube.”
He named it after himself?
One of the guards roughly pushed the injured man through the entrance to the cube, then shut the heavy door. When it was securely locked, the guard nodded to David.
“My friends, observe.”
The cube filled with white light, almost as if it was water. In seconds, the entire box was solid white, glowing on the stage like a little sun. A short time later, the energy seemed to drain until it was gone. To her surprise, the man was still there.
“Get him out.”
When the guy came through the door, he was happy as could be. “Poppy! You’re back. I missed you. Yeah, it was like another world in there. Is that where you were hiding?”
David flashed her a bemused look, as if breaking the man’s brain was intentional.
The leader spoke to the others but continued to watch Tabby. “He appears fine, but this is only part one of his debt to our society. In a few hours, we will be able to see part two. In the meantime, his sentencing served as a warmup for what we have in store for the next prisoner in the line…”
All the men turned their eyes back to the stage, but David leaned in closer to her. She smelled his nauseating coffee breath as he spoke low enough so only she could hear him. “You will never conduct yourself with such an emotional outburst in front of me. I have a special guest coming up and if you make any sound, speak any words, or express any of that rebellious spirit, I’ll be sure to throw your other friend in there.”
“Other friend?” she asked, afraid the question was wrong to ask.
He stood tall and waved to the stage. “Take off the hood of the next one.”
She craned her neck, anxious to see who David meant. As she watched, she realized it wasn’t even necessary for them to remove the hood. She’d recognize her scrawny friend anywhere. She’d spent most of the past week with her.
Audrey.




CHAPTER 8
Glendo, WY
“Come back!” Kyla screamed.
The silver SUV was well out of the pine grove, driving across the plains toward Glendo and the highway. There was no possible way of catching them on foot.
“Hey, Dudette,” Meechum said from behind.
Kyla hopped six inches off the gravel. “Ohmygod! You scared me. I thought you all left me here.” She laughed a bit, walking back to the warrior woman sitting on the lone step at the front of the cabin. “Is Emily with my uncle? Are they coming back?”
She wanted to see Meechum smile and tell her the lovebirds had snuck out for a few minutes to be alone. It wasn’t possible they’d leave her and the Marine behind, not for any reason. The two of them were valuable to the fight.
The short-haired woman came off the porch. Her demeanor changed from seriousness to a more friendly one. “They went back to the town we just came through. Emily said she saw a pharmacy; she needed some meds, I guess.”
Kyla instantly relaxed. Of course it would be something simple.
Meechum continued. “It’s only five miles. They shouldn’t be long.” After giving her a cursory glance, the Marine sat back down on the porch step and proceeded to break down her service pistol. It was her way of saying “take a chill.”
She didn’t like the splitting up, but Kyla grabbed a spot next to Meechum. After a short time of sitting there listening to the wind blow through the pines, she yanked out her phone. What could it hurt to text Uncle Ted?
She didn’t get far. “Well, that figures. My phone’s dead.”
“Do you have a charger?”
She laughed. “I had three. One was with my work laptop, which is now lost. The other is back at my car parked in the lot next to the JFK. The last one is in Williamsburg, Virginia, at my abandoned apartment.”
“Was it a common phone? You could search the houses around this lake. I’m sure someone has a charger you could borrow.”
When she’d been standing behind the cabin, she’d seen no other houses in their line of sight. It wasn’t a very developed lake. However, her phone was one of the more popular models. It shouldn’t be hard to eventually find a replacement charger.
“Is this something you say to new recruits to keep them busy? Go check all the houses which may or may not be out there, for a charger which may or may not exist.”
Meechum kept pulling pieces from her pistol, then placing them on her thighs to keep them off the dirty porch. She glanced up once but went right back to her task. It was an answer.
Kyla leaned back on her hands, content for the moment to wait for her uncle and Emily to return.
After an hour, she was positive a disaster had befallen them. She hopped up off the step and glared at the gravel road, sure she was going to make the SUV appear in the distance. When it didn’t, she spun on her heels toward Meechum, who had the pieces of her gun laid out on her legs, as usual. “This is getting ridiculous. We have to go find them. This doesn’t feel right.”
Meechum grabbed each part in turn and shoved it back into the frame of the pistol. In less than thirty seconds, she had a functioning firearm again. It was impressive to watch. Instead of breaking it down once more, she slid the weapon into a holster.
“Your uncle had a message for you,” she said nonchalantly while getting to her feet.
Kyla’s anger flared up. “What the hell are you talking about? You’ve been with me the whole time. My phone doesn’t work. How could he—” She stopped, realizing she’d been tricked. “He’s not coming back, is he?”
Meechum continued, “He said to tell you the thing he remembered about your mother is she would have wanted you safe at any cost. It’s why he left you here and put me in charge of making sure you don’t follow them.”
“I knew it!” she replied, before realizing how untrue it was. “What I mean is… I knew this was all wrong. Us sitting here. Them going to the pharmacy. Before leaving, he told me he was going to share a story about my mother I would appreciate. Well, I don’t. At all.” Kyla went into a defensive posture. Hands on hips. Chin up. “And he wanted you to be my babysitter?”
The Marine shrugged. “I’m sorry for doing this to you. I really am. I tried to argue it, but the president ordered me to let them get clear.” A small arrangement of firearms had been laid on the front porch, along with cartons of ammo and the small box of medical supplies they’d secured from the house in Westby. Kyla had thought it was there for their protection while they waited, but it was theirs for much longer. “Here. It’s time to change our dressings.” She held up a wide bandage, intended for Kyla’s small neck wound.
She swiped it from Meechum. “Dammit, this isn’t what I want. Sitting in a cabin nursing my wounds. We need to be out there.” She pointed down the gravel road.
“Amen, sister.”
“No, I’m serious.” She tossed the bandage and pulled the tablet out of its hiding place under her shirt.
Meechum saw her reveal it. “Oh, girl. You didn’t…”
“Don’t worry. The battery is out. No one can track us. However, I used it back in Westby to make contact with US forces in Europe. I got on a second time when we were at Devils Tower, before the bear attack. I’ve been thinking about it every second of the car ride here. Since we were stopping at this cabin, I’d planned to share what I’d done, and learned, so we could talk about it in a quiet place. My uncle was probably going to explode…so best not to do it when he was driving.”
Meechum made a whip-snap realization. “That’s why they bombed Westby, isn’t it? They tracked your tablet.”
Kyla cringed with sheepish embarrassment. “I thought I was fast enough to hide myself on the network. But listen—”
“This is bad. If the enemy draws a line between those two points, they’ll know exactly where your uncle and the chief are headed. They might also search here…” She seemed to rethink it. “We have to get you going in another direction. West is good.”
She huffed to get the woman’s attention. “Hey! Listen. It’s much worse than what you think. When I made contact the second time, some general talked to me on chat. He wouldn’t come out and say it, because of OPSEC, but I think they’re going to use a nuclear missile to destroy NORAD. I told them it was the invader’s base of operations.” She switched gears, getting more restrained in her tone of voice. “Meech, like I said, I was going to mention all this to the group tonight. If Emily and my uncle drive to that base, they’re in grave danger of being nuked. I can’t… We can’t allow them to die because of me.”
Meechum seemed unconvinced. “My orders were to protect you.”
Hands back on her hips, she stood in front of the Marine in a pose of defiance. “I’m going to find a car, drive like a maniac to catch up to my uncle and warn him to stay away from NORAD. You’ve taught me everything I know about war and fighting, and I’m thankful for it. But because of that same training, there’s no way I’m going to sit out the biggest conflict in human history.”
“You know, that should have been my line,” the other woman said dryly.
“What line? That I taught you everything you know?”
“Ha! Nice try. No, I don’t want to sit on my hands, either. But I also have to follow my orders. I’ll help you catch up to your uncle and pass the warning, but then you and I continue on our mission to stay outside of the main battlespace.”
“Unless we get new orders when we find them…” she said with a wry smile on her lips.
Meechum caught on. “I really have taught you too well, Dudette.”
“Nah, you’re an excellent Marine. You follow necessary orders. Luckily, I’m not in the military and Uncle Ted is family. Like my mom, I don’t have to do whatever he says.” Uncle Ted was right about her mother in one important regard, however. Her pacifist tendencies would have been all over the idea of Kyla sitting in a remote cabin doing nothing. But she’d been around two strong female role models for the past several days. It simply wasn’t in her anymore to sit on the sidelines.
Fort Collins, CO
“I forgot there’s no power,” Ted remarked while staring at the powerless television set. He’d jumped out of the truck and ran inside the abandoned home to tune into the local cable TV stations. If they were on, it would have meant Fort Collins still had a working studio. “They even have the Southern Solar digital-TV equipment connected to this flatscreen. This would have been perfect.”
Emily studied the living room, then walked toward the kitchen. The layout was large and sprawling. He’d purposely driven to one of the biggest houses he could find, assuming they would have the digital TV service. Since the man leading the enemy forces owned the Southern Solar network, it stood to reason if the station was still online, it was a result of his ownership of the hardware. Ted assumed it if they could hurt his local television operation, they would hurt the enemy leader. Less than a minute after she’d left, the driven woman came back in holding a phone book and a twinkie. “This will have our answer.”
“Where’d you find that?”
She somehow knew he wasn’t asking about the book. “They have everything in their kitchen. Still fresh, too.” She took a modest bite, getting white filling on her lips, which she absently licked off while focused on the book.
“Dang, that looks good,” he said, speaking of both her and the sugary treat. He ran into the kitchen and found the open box on the counter. On the floor, a woman’s nightgown had been discarded, along with a necklace and a mobile phone. Sobered by the sight, he tentatively walked around them and reached for the treasure.
“Thanks for letting us be here,” he mouthed to the clothing pile.
Ted retreated from the kitchen and carried the mostly-full box to the living room. Emily had downed hers by the time he started his first one. He was impressed by her singular focus on the thin yellow book. Using it to look up a number seemed quaint, as opposed to always tapping his phone to search for information, but it served their purpose.
He took a big bite, talking while chewing. “I wish I had a Kit-Kat. We used to break those apart and dredge out Twinkie filling. They made for great bonus treats while doing long tours across the sky.”
She flipped a couple of pages. “So, that’s what you did while waiting for excitement to happen on my plane.”
He laughed. “You have no idea.”
“Here!” She tapped a page with her fingernail. “The local affiliate is right here.” She finally glanced up, smiling when she saw him. “You’ve got some of that great filling on your whiskers. You might need to shave soon, too.”
He hurriedly used his black sleeve to wipe his mouth, which then required him to scrub the conspicuous blotch away with his other arm.
Emily laughed. “You know, there’s a whole kitchen of wash towels and napkins.”
Ted felt foolish, but it was hard to avoid while eating the moist tube of cake filled with crème. He tried to think of something sensible. “We should load up as much food as we can carry.”
They took the phone book since it contained a map of the area. They also filled two plastic tubs with as many canned goods, crackers, water bottles, and utensils as they could fit. They both moved around the woman’s pink nightclothes, respectful it had once been a person. Back in the living room, he threw in the box of Twinkies, sure they would consume the whole supply before the day was out.
“Let’s roll,” Emily said, once their supplies were ready.
“Wait. This house seems pretty soccer-mom-ish. Do you want to see if they have any clothes you can wear?” Based on the modern art on the walls, two cars in the garage, clean carpets, and lack of pets, he assumed an older couple lived in the home. Tasteful clothes might be on offer.
She paused to think about it but ended up shaking her head. “First of all. Soccer mom? I don’t even have kids yet. Second of all, I’d say these jammies are what we need to get us into the studio, don’t you?” They’d talked about changing clothes for most of the morning, and she’d even grabbed a few tourist T-shirts from Devils Tower, but it wasn’t urgent to change. It might never be. The black jumpsuits they’d taken off the dead men would give them an edge.
“That’s a good call, Madam President, as always.”
They both hustled to the door, but he stopped abruptly before going out, sliding on a throw rug at the entryway. “Wait!”
“What?” she asked anxiously from the front porch.
“We have some time…” He spoke in an if-you’re-interested tone as he looked back toward the empty home.
Emily walked back inside, curious as to what he was looking at. Ted found it fun to watch her be so clueless, and he wasn’t going to do anything to help her figure it out. “Do you need a rest?” she finally asked.
He rolled his eyes.
“What?” she pressed.
He strode through the door, sure she was going to figure it out at some point. As expected, she came out after him, still not catching on to his non-specific request.
“What am I missing?” she said, finally sounding upset.
Ted gripped the door handle of the truck but watched her come out onto the driveway. She flipped her bangs out of her eyes in a way he’d come to appreciate as being part of her nervous tics. It was very cute. “You know, for being the most powerful woman in the entire world, you have a blind spot to certain things.” He’d done it to remind her she’d used the same line on him, and what it meant.
She glanced over her shoulder, as if noticing the empty house for the first time. “Ah. I’m an idiot.” She thumbed back toward the doorway. “It’s still empty, if you want to go check it out.”
He sighed heavily. Nothing would be more enjoyable at that moment than sorting out some feelings he had for his travel companion, but he’d ditched Kyla to do a job. He intended to take Emily into harm’s way. It had been wrong to tease her and tempt them both. “We can’t. It’s getting late. I want to get to the station before they shut down. Assuming they work normal hours.”
“Raincheck?” she said with optimism.
“Deal.” He got behind the wheel of the SUV. “Now, let’s go break some things.”
Amarillo, TX
“If we’re going to Colorado Springs to take on NORAD, we should have better weapons than this,” Long commented to Brent as they surveyed what they’d tossed into the back of a black police Chevy Tahoe. “We have access to every weapon left behind by the United States military. Why don’t we go steal some?”
Brent closed the rear door. “We have pistols and shotguns for the up-close defense we need. We’re going up against a huge army. As much as I’d love to get a five-finger discount on a tank or fighter jet, those aren’t what’s going to win the war for us. We have to think like guerilla fighters. Travel light. Strike fast. Blend back into the land. Besides, after the success of those tankers last night, I intend to get some more for the next battle.”
Long considered what he’d said before walking off. Trish came over and stood in the vacated spot.
“Brent, are you sure this is the best way to strike back? Maybe we should lay low for a while. Last night at the airport was great, but we got lucky. How many more times do you think they’ll let us get away with it?”
He chuckled. “One simple berm would have made our attack useless,” he said dryly. “They must not have anyone from a proper army working for them. It’s defense one-oh-one when on hostile shores.”
“Yeah, well, maybe they learned from it. The next target might be worse for us.”
Brent gave her a dismissive wave. “Bah. No one can improve their defensive posture overnight. The sooner we hit them, the better. We have to do it before they figure out how exposed they are.”
“You think they’re in Dallas? El Paso? Maybe we should check. Hit those targets first?” She leaned in and spoke so only he could hear her. As two experienced guards, it was a mode of communication they were good at. “Then we could swing by and check on Will.”
“I appreciate what you’re trying to do,” he replied. Will had weeks’ worth of food and water in his cell; he was the least of their worries. “I know this isn’t how we planned our retirement but learning about NORAD as the center of their command structure might have been a bigger score than destroying all those planes. We have a real chance to strike a blow against the people in charge of this shitshow.” He pointed to the prison and all the mounds of dropped uniforms.
She did her best to smile. It made sense to see her have such reservations. She was the young, short-haired blonde who helped run a non-violent wing of an out-of-the-way prison. Tough, yes, but she wasn’t a soldier.
“Come on.” He gave her a chuck on the shoulder. “You can take first shift behind the wheel. I’m going to get some rest.” He’d been going strong for days. A mandatory timeout was in his immediate future.
The rest of the men saddled up into their police trucks. He got in his own and worked the CB radio. “All right, men. Say good-bye to Amarillo. We’re going for a little ride.”
Trish climbed in while he was speaking. The two of them had cleaned up and put on fresh uniforms from their lockers. The rest of the men broke into other lockers to secure their own uniforms. Brent wanted his band of merry troopers all wearing the same color, so they could identify each other. They all agreed wearing prison orange would be counterproductive, so they went with guard attire.
Looking at his female companion in the seat next to him, she seemed almost normal. It was a brief glimpse back to the old days of a week ago. They could be gearing up for a routine prison transfer, rather than an assault on a deadly enemy. The feeling went away as soon as she cranked over the motor.
Brent let go of a long exhale. A deep breath before the big show.
“To Colorado Springs!” he exclaimed into the mic.




CHAPTER 9
Fort Collins, CO
Ted thought many of the towns in Colorado and Wyoming were built by the same people. Fort Collins fit the mold of most of the others they’d passed through recently. It had wide, tree-lined avenues, was as flat as a table, and the touristy downtown was crowded with hundred-year-old storefronts that could have time-traveled from the Old West. The central business district, which did have a few modern office buildings four or five stories tall, was surrounded by miles of residential homes.
“It’s just around the next corner,” Emily advised, tapping the phone book’s map.
“All right, be ready for anything. Like we talked about, we’re going to try to get inside with these uniforms, then get ourselves on television. By force, if needed. Then we scoot on out of there.” Saying it out loud made it seem a bit ham-handed, but he was of the opinion there was no other way to get on the air. He was convinced there was an NSA field office monitoring every transmission happening anywhere inside the United States. If they got a message out, no matter how brief, it would be heard by the right people. That alone would bring the bad guys running.
The target building was two-stories high and about a hundred yards long, with off-street parking all along the entire face of it. When everyone disappeared, there had been a good number of people inside, if the number of cars in the lot was any indication. Or, a lot of cars had driven up…
“I don’t think we should take our rifles inside,” he said. “Pistols only.”
Emily didn’t seem surprised. They’d done the same when they went into the server building back at the Minot Air Force Base. He was about to compliment her for rolling with all his changes, but he caught sight of motion in his peripheral vision.
“Wait!” he whispered a second before she opened her door.
She whipped her head toward him, then she followed his eyes to the two people coming out of the Southern Solar affiliate studio. The two men walked with video equipment, including a big news camera. They moved with haste to a white van that was obviously used for on-location reporting.
“When they’re gone, we’ll go inside.”
“Or we could follow them,” Emily replied, her voice steeped with conspiracy. “See what they’re going to film.”
“Why would we do that?” he wondered aloud.
She sat low in her seat, as if the men might be looking for her. “If they’re doing a live broadcast somewhere, it might be easier to get on their camera than if we fought our way inside this building to do the same thing.”
“You think they’re going to be live?” It did make sense logically. Any enemy coming to America would have a lot of ground to cover communicating with their own troops. Jayden Phillips, aka David, and his Southern Cross Industries already had a ready-made comms system. His digital-TV platform beamed the signal down from solar-powered aircraft, which were presumably still flying. The camera guys were proof the Fort Collins station was operational, and wherever they were headed, they were likely going to be live and on the air.
“It’s a risk,” Emily replied. “But it’s probably less of a risk than sneaking inside and dealing with people in charge. Besides, if we don’t like where they go, we can always come back here, since we now know where it is.”
He couldn’t argue with her logic. By the time they’d discussed it, the two men had pulled away in the TV truck. He started the SUV and followed at a distance.
The van drove through the empty downtown of Fort Collins. Lots of cars remained in their diagonal parking spaces in front of the little stores, but a tractor had come through and shoved the derelict vehicles out of the main route. Lots of shirts, hats, and every color of underwear had collected against storefronts on the east side of the avenue, as if a westerly wind shoved them all there. However, heavy shoes remained in the street gutters, and on the sidewalks. The breeze was unable to move them.
After passing through the dense part of the city, the TV van headed along a four-lane roadway with a central median lined with giant, leafy trees. He took his eyes off the van for a few seconds to admire the quaint imagery of the pleasant street, but when he looked back to the road, the van’s brake lights flared.
“Oh, shit,” he said, hitting his brakes and angling the truck toward the shoulder.
“They saw us,” Emily deadpanned.
“Are you sure?” He’d asked the question almost at the same time as the driver of the van held out his arm and motioned for him to pull alongside. He then answered his own question. “Yeah, you’re sure.”
He was faced with a difficult choice. If they drove away, it would lead to questions. If they went alongside them, it might expose who they were.
Ted put it back in gear and slow-rolled the hundred yards. “I don’t suppose you have your handcrafted mask from when we were in New York, do you?” She’d torn a woman’s blouse to make masks to keep them hidden. It didn’t surprise him she hadn’t kept hers.
“No, but I do have this.” She reached behind her seat and grabbed one of the T-shirts she’d taken from the shop at Devils Tower. “Can you rip it?”
She handed the light blue shirt to him. He had to put his foot on the brake, but he was able to rip the cheap material in a few seconds. The torn piece was roughly square, which was what she needed to wrap it around her neck, then cover her nose and mouth. “If anyone asks, I’ve got the flu.”
He got the truck moving once more, rolling down Emily’s window along the way. Properly outfitted, she sat up in her seat as if unafraid to talk to the news crew. It was part of acting as if the black uniforms were real.
She waved first as they arrived next to the van. “Hey, guys, what’s the problem?”
The driver gave her a serious look but then cracked a slim smile. “We saw you two following us. I hope you don’t mind us being nosey, but we have a question we want to ask you.”
“Oh?” Emily replied in an upbeat voice.
Ted listened, too, but he also squeezed the grip of his pistol now hidden between the two front seats…
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
Tabby was shocked at how fast her situation had spiraled into dangerous territory. She stood there next to her captor while watching the line of hooded prisoners outside the strange white box. A high school football team cheered it all on. The scene was surreal.
“Don’t put her in there. I’ll…be quiet. I won’t interrupt you ever again.” She was quick to offer those concessions, but there were other, more permanent ones Tabby wasn’t willing to give up.
“Don’t worry, I’m not going to harm her. The obsidian energy can be fine-tuned to any number of channels, from the painful to the pleasurable. If I really wanted to threaten you, or your friends, I could. However, all I’m doing here right now is illustrating the power and science you Old Americans are up against. I want you to know how utterly and completely you’ve been defeated. Then, when you accept it, we can move on to the next room, where I assure you, our discussions will be a lot more pleasant.”
Audrey had been shoved into the box by the handlers. The crazy guy stood off to one side, still without his hood, talking to himself. By her estimation, the white light was designed to wipe minds. It was the exact sort of thing she imagined from a tinpot dictator working to take over her homeland.
“I’ll be good,” she pleaded. “Don’t hurt her.”
David swooshed his white hair out of his eyes. “I promise, I won’t hurt your friend.” At the same time, he dropped his arm, which was a signal to whoever was controlling the box. The energy turned on, seemingly erasing Audrey as she stood inside the cube. It once again became as bright as a small sun, until it abruptly shut off.
“Bring her out!” David commanded.
The helpers pulled Audrey from the cage, dragging her and her baggy white jumpsuit out the door. Tabby was angry at seeing her tossed around, but she dared not express her feelings while on the raised platform, in front of David’s men.
After studying Audrey for a few seconds, the white-haired leader turned to her. “See? She’s fine. I assure you, she’s in peak physical health now that you’re here.” His tone implied her health could change quickly if Tabby did anything he didn’t like. As such, all she did was display a fake smile.
“Very good,” he went on. “Now, we don’t have to watch what happens to the others. I mainly wanted you to see your friend and the first man. He’s today’s highlight.”
He strode off the stage and headed for the same doors they’d used to come in. The young men in the crowd reached out to him and slapped his hand as if congratulating a winning coach. She trailed behind, anxious to stay close to him, lest she get swallowed by the sea of black. At one point, she had trouble scooting by a thick gathering, and one of the young men slapped her hard on the butt.
David didn’t see it happen, and she wondered if the culprit was risking death by being so brazen with her. If so, it meant the guys around her were only putting on a show for their leader…
She fought to get right on David’s heels, though by the time she’d made it, the audience had thinned out.
“This way,” he advised her, sounding like he didn’t have a care in the world.
As they went through the door, Charity stood at attention in the hallway. The redhead still wore her hip-hugging white spacesuit, leaving zero to the imagination. David gave her a nod, and she went through the doors back into the auditorium.
It left her alone with David. “You’ve passed the first, and only, test. I’ve shown you most of our secrets in this fortress. The technology you’ve seen is unknown to practically everyone remaining in the world outside. As you can see, your war is over. Now is the time to embrace what comes next…”
She knew better than to argue. After a short pause, Charity came through the doors again, trailed by one of the young men from inside the gathering. The woman in white halted, brushed the shoulders of the guy’s white-striped jumpsuit, then patted him gently on the side of his face. “This is Victor.”
If she’d met him in real life, he’d fit in as a junior or senior in college, putting him a couple years older than her. His square shoulders and tall height were traits she didn’t mind at all on normal boys. His face wasn’t unattractive, either, and he actually had kind blue eyes. However, he was part of the invasion force. She clamped her teeth together to avoid revealing any expression.
When Victor held out his hand, she glanced over to David. His smile suggested he knew she was going to take it.
“Pleased to meet you,” she said dryly.
“You, too,” Victor said anxiously. “I’m glad you picked me to be your betrothed.”
Oh, God. Please, no.
Despite spending years of her life inside the mines under Bonne Terre, the earth around her suddenly didn’t seem so friendly. The weight of the rock was smothering and claustrophobic in a way she had never experienced in similar corridors back home. It saddened her further to know she was probably never going back.
While everyone stood around and waited for her next words, she juggled life and death from side to side in her head. Suicide or rebellion?
Suicide would be easy. She’d only have to piss off David with a snarky response...
Fighting back would be a lot harder.




CHAPTER 10
Glendo, WY
Kyla and Meechum had more supplies than they could carry. Uncle Ted had left some of the food as well as four different rifles and shotguns, plus two pistols and plentiful ammo for each. The plan was to carry what they could on the hike to find a car, then come back to the cabin to pick up the rest. The pair found a medium-sized backpack inside the wood home, which Kyla offered to carry.
“You carry the guns. I’ll carry the ammo,” she mused.
“I’ll take this nice AR your uncle left for me. I recommend the other AR, not the shotgun. If we run into trouble, you’re more likely going to need the ability to reach out and touch the bad guys. A shotgun won’t have the range. Plus, we’ll both be using the same ammo. It saves us the confusion of working in different calibers.”
An hour and change after Uncle Ted and Emily had driven away, she and Meechum walked down the hill in front of the cabin. Once out of the trees, they had a clear view all the way to Glendo, which was about five miles away. The lake was surrounded by tall trees, pines mostly, as was the town, but there was nothing but rolling grass and a few dirt driveways between the two points.
“Should we take some of these side roads to see if there are other cabins or other vehicles?” she asked.
“No time,” Meechum answered. “There could be a car a mile down one of these other roads, but maybe there isn’t, and we’d have wasted our time looking. We know with certainty there are lots of cars in that town we drove through. It’s a bit farther away, but it’s a sure thing. When in a military operation, never pass on a sure thing.”
“I’m sold,” she replied, before the conversation faded.
They walked in silence for a good distance, but a mile or two in, Kyla had to unload what was on her mind. “I never saw it coming. Did you?”
Meechum glanced over. “See them leaving you? No, I have to admit I didn’t. But when POTUS told me it was an option, I realized I should have seen it. Your uncle has been torn to shreds about putting you in so much danger. I could tell from the minute we got together with him.”
She sighed. “It’s my fault for assuming we were all going to save the country, you know? After surviving on the JFK with you, I felt like I’d seen the worst of the danger. Now it seems like we’ve driven half the way across the country and haven’t seen boo from the bad guys. Maybe they’re all up in North Dakota, picking up the pieces from our sneaky attack.”
“Maybe,” Meechum allowed. “But we know they’re also at NORAD, which is south. I’d expect the number of enemy units to spike, once we get closer. As for saving the country, if we can get ourselves out of the enemy’s area of operations, we’ll be a goldmine of intelligence for allied forces. It’s the endgame of this little jaunt, right?”
Kyla smiled knowingly. “Right.”
They walked in the afternoon sunshine for another twenty minutes. They reached the outer limits of Glendo, which was marked by an increase in tree cover. Numerous cars and buildings were sprawled out under the shady foliage ahead. Certainly, one of those vehicles would be unlocked and filled with gas.
The nearest truck was parked on the right shoulder of the road, facing them, next to a stand of trees. Meechum pointed to it. “I’d like a shiny new pickup truck like that one, wouldn’t you?”
They walked another twenty seconds, nearing the truck, when the underbrush shifted in the trees to their right. Meechum ran them next to the black pickup and immediately had her rifle aimed at the threat. Kyla got hers ready as well.
A man’s voice called out. “I don’t know what those food trucks do for hygiene, but their fried chicken gave me the worst trots of my life. Thanks for pulling over.”
“No problem,” another man replied, also from the tree line. “And thanks for bringing along your stash of toilet paper. But don’t complain to David about the food. He might make you disappear.”
“No kidding,” the first man laughed.
The pair fought their way out of the tangled bushes, and they immediately caught sight of her and Meechum by their truck. They had rifles slung over their shoulders, but they drew their pistols at record speed. “What unit are you girls with?”
“Shoot them!” Meechum ordered.
Fort Collins, CO
Ted had already lined up the shot in his mind: he’d order Emily to lean forward, he’d aim across the front seat, then take out the driver of the TV van. All he’d have to do is raise the pistol from its resting spot next to his seat.
The man smiled at them. “We wanted to know if you wouldn’t mind escorting us?”
Emily chuckled from behind her makeshift mask. “Escort you? What do you need an escort for?”
The guy was dressed like the people back at the computer labs in Minot, North Dakota. His black outfit was trimmed with red sleeves. It had to mean he was in one of the technical trades, Ted assumed. The man was in his forties, at least, though his dark hair was trimmed extremely close to the scalp, making him seem younger. “Where have you been? The Americans are fighting back all over the place. North Dakota. Texas. Even California, of all places.”
He was in a sweet position to glean some useful information from the two fellows. Rather than agree out of the gate, he decided to take a chance and play the role of soldier of fortune for the bad guys. He spoke in a stern voice. “Who told you about those attacks?”
The man visibly shrank in the other truck. “Sorry, man. I thought it was common knowledge. We see it on the news feeds coming in. I guess I assumed it was broadcast in other areas.” When the guy leaned back, he got a look at the second man; he was heavyset, with a long black beard rising to thick sideburns.
“It’s all right, sport,” he went on. “Though you know how it is. Loose lips sink ships.”
He didn’t know if the man would understand the old saying, but the guy still nodded profusely. “Right. Right. I won’t do it again.”
“But tell me, while we’re chatting about public news, what do you know about the attack in Texas? She and I haven’t even heard about what happened there.” He already knew exactly what went down in North Dakota, but he wanted to see if he could glean any intel on how Texans were fighting back.
“I’m afraid I don’t know what to tell you. We haven’t been shown the footage. It was confiscated before the news people could broadcast it. We all know something happened at an airport in Amarillo, but it’s anyone’s guess as to what. The running conspiracy theory is the Americans used gas tankers to blow up airplanes sitting on the runway, but I think it’s more likely their stealth bombers came and went without anyone knowing about them.”
Ted sat back, deep in thought.
Emily glanced at him once, then turned back to the two men. “We’ll follow you. Consider us your shadow. We’ll watch out for the Americans.” She laughed to herself while rolling up her window, then spoke quietly as the van drove away. “Yes, we’ll be on a sharp lookout for those wily Americans.”
Ted followed. “They said fuel trucks were used to attack the airport. That sounds like a great idea. If we come across another runway full of goodies, maybe we can do the same thing.”
She lowered her mask. “I doubt we’re going to get that lucky again. We haven’t seen a single enemy since Westby, and we still aren’t sure what happened there. These guys sure don’t make it easy to find them, which is amazing considering they’ve conquered the whole country. When we get to NORAD, though, I think it’s a great idea to attack their bunker by driving fuel tankers down their gullet.”
“That might be a problem. As you know, NORAD is inside a huge mountain. One tanker wouldn’t be enough to kick on the fire alarm there.”
“We’ll worry about it when we get closer. Right now, I’ve got to admit I was wrong. There are some enemies between here and North Dakota. They’re right here, in fact.” Emily pointed ahead. The TV van had parked at the rear of a line of six black SUVs, so he fell in behind the van.
“Dang, I hate it when you’re wrong,” he said, trying to be funny.
A fleet of flatbed tractor-trailers waited at the edge of the intersection about fifty yards ahead. Through the buildings and trees, he noticed the line went for many blocks to their left, as if an armored brigade was lined up for a military parade. Each trailer carried three or four of the mechanical drones they’d seen during their escape the previous day. The horse-drones. The giraffe-drones. More traditional flying types. Plus, there were several other models they’d never seen before.
Wheeled cranes waited at the edge of the gravel parking lot, while others were positioned on a parallel lot across the street. If the trucks moved forward about a hundred yards, their goods could be swept up by the hookers.
The camera guy waved them over. “Come on! We need your help to film the unloading process. This is the most dangerous part.”
Numerous men in black uniforms stood around the cranes with rifles slung over their backs, suggesting he and Emily wouldn’t be out of place. However, no matter how curious he was about their operation, he knew it would be dangerous to get out of the truck.
“We have to go,” Emily said, adjusting her kerchief.
“We do?” he asked with surprise.
“They’ll expect us to hop out and help protect them. At the same time, I think we’ll have an opportunity to get in front of a camera, like we wanted. They’re pulling out the video equipment now. This may be our big chance to become famous.”
He laughed. “Says the woman who will probably end up on cereal boxes and have her name assigned to middle schools across America.”
She cracked up with him. “This is how we strike back, right? Just follow my lead and act like stupid mercenaries.”
“Oh, trust me, it won’t be hard to act.”
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
Back in his cell, Dwight sat on the floor and rolled into a ball under the desk. It was his normal defense mechanism when he was ill. Back home, well, where he called home, he would have hung out in the basement of the high-rise, sleeping the sickness away on his cardboard bed, along with all his cats. In the office prison, he did have a cot, but he preferred being able to lay sideways and curl up. The darkness under there also gave him comfort.
He opened his good eye. Poppy hopped across the carpet, not five feet from him. If he’d been so inclined, he might have been able to reach out and stroke her feathers. However, he couldn’t even lift his arm to coax her closer.
“I’m sorry, Poppy. You can have my soggy cereal. It’s all I’ve got to offer.”
The bird chirped.
“What? I was gone? What are you saying?”
He had a vague recollection of a bright light, but his memory of what happened inside the glow was washed out and vague, much as his eyes still hadn’t recovered from the bright glare. Dwight was certain he felt wonderful when he emerged from the light. Better than he’d been in decades. His arthritis pain was gone. His intestines didn’t have that tight twist, which always made timing his bathroom stops akin to Russian roulette. And he no longer experienced the deep-seated need to have alcohol on his tongue.
But that was hours ago. Or days. He couldn’t say for sure. All he knew was that the euphoria had changed into a laundry list of ailments troubling him at that moment. Hunched over sideways while lying in a ball was the only position that seemed to make him feel halfway decent.
The worst, however, was not remembering what he’d been doing before the light. The last thing he could recall with absolute clarity was a telephone pole falling from the sky and crashing into a dam. Before that, his memory was spotty about living in San Francisco. Walking the streets, looking for handouts. And surviving as a homeless man in a homeless utopia.
The bird cawed.
“No, I don’t remember what I had for dinner yesterday. Why don’t you tell me, Ms. Smarty Beak?”
Poppy cackled as she filled him in.
“A barbeque? I don’t remember anything of the sort.”
He assumed she was lying, as she often did when she wanted him to do unpleasant acts, such as staying away from the hooch for a whole weekend.
“Why can I remember your mean self back in our home, but I can’t remember you this morning?”
Poppy didn’t respond, but he heard her talking. When he looked to where she’d been a second ago, the brightly-colored bird wasn’t there. She’d taken flight and was near the front door. She was talking to someone else. He could barely see her while peeking from beneath the desk.
“Poppy? Don’t talk to strangers. Someone might steal you.”
Eyes already open, he noticed his hand was misshapen. Most of the hair on his lower arm had fallen out, leaving a sallow white layer of skin that was almost translucent. When he turned it to see the padding below his thumb, he was shocked to see a huge boil growing there.
“P-Poppy!”
Scared, he realized the boil was painful to the touch, but it also came to him he had other sores on his body. Those were flaming with extreme pain as well.
He curled up tighter.
Sometime later, he thought he heard Poppy talking nonsense. He listened for a short time, until it became clear one of his ears wasn’t working anymore. At that point, he freaked out—screaming, yelling, and cussing. Sometimes at the white-haired man who’d been there when he came out of the box. Sometimes at the dark-clad men who’d brought him back to his cell. Once he had a vision of a girl dressed in blue. He cursed her for the hell of it.
Poppy kept telling him stories about the white light she’d learned from nearby prisoners, but he didn’t like his bird talking to other people.
“They can’t even see you,” he shouted. “So, how can they talk to you?”
The bird repeated herself over and over. He understood her words as telling him he was in danger of being extremely sick and possibly a candidate to go on a long trip. After the tenth time, he covered his ears—an act which hurt his head and his palms.
“A trip sounds far out. Can I take a few bottles of tequila?” He’d tried to think of an exotic drink, suitable for a journey. Oddly enough, he didn’t want the liquor to get drunk. He’d mentioned it more out of habit. The expert drinking aspect of his memory was solidly intact.
A man’s voice came out of the darkness. It could have been the white-haired guy, or one of the neighbors behind the walls that Poppy kept telling him about. “It’s not a far-out trip, dude. It’s a trip out of your life!”
Poppy flew back to him. He felt the cool breeze of her wings as she arrived, but it left him wishing she wasn’t there. The waves of air beat against his face like barbed-wire whips, causing him to tear up.
“Right now, a trip out of my life sounds pretty good.”




CHAPTER 11
Glendo, WY
Meechum had taught Kyla the proper way to walk as a Marine. She was loaded down with two extra rifles on her back, but her primary weapon was out and primed for battle. Since they were walking into unknown territory, the woman warrior had given her a refresher as they left the cabin. A round was already in the chamber and the safety was off.
“Your finger is the safety, Dudette. Pay attention where you point the barrel and always keep your finger outside the trigger guard, like this.” Kyla was almost sick of being told and shown the safety tips, but Meechum said a civilian like her needed ten times the reminders a typical crayon-eating Marine might get.
After Meechum shouted warning about the two men in the trees, Kyla did as she’d been told. She aimed and fired.
The men shot a half-second later.
The AR kicked against her shoulder, and the crack-bang split her eardrums, but she’d had enough experience over the past week to hold the aim steady. An instant later, she lined up a second shot at her target. Without thinking about it, she squeezed the trigger.
“Duck!” one of the men yelled.
Meechum cried out in pain.
Kyla was already behind the truck, relative to the enemy, but she crouched down to give her friend a once-over. “You okay?”
Meechum was still on her feet, which was a good thing, but she hunched over as if the wind had been knocked out of her chest. “I’m fine. I leaned on the butt stock and I think it tore off my bandages it went in so hard.” She looked up, sweating bullets. “Don’t stop firing!”
Kyla dumped the two extra rifles, then scooted along next to the bed of the pickup until she was near the cab. She figured it would be safer to pop up there than toward the back.
The men shot at her multiple times, penetrating the metal of the bed with zings and clangs. Were they going to hit the gas tank? Self-preservation made her duck for a few seconds until the fury died down.
Her heart thumped against her ribs. Blood filled her temples and sloshed from one ear to the other, giving Kyla an intense focus. She didn’t fret about the ten extra pounds that had always bothered her in the old days. She didn’t concern herself with how out of shape she’d been the last few years. None of those things mattered in battle. All she could do in the face of fear was stand back up and fire her weapon, as she’d been instructed. She came up behind the cab, searching for targets.
She knew generally where the men were hunkered down. It was an area of saplings and small bushes—enough to obscure their position, but not hide them. Kyla had to stand on tiptoes to see over the far side of the truck bed, but the ground was flat, and she had the angle. She aimed at the black outfit of the one on the left. After an abbreviated exhale to steady her shaking body, she fired as fast as her finger could pull the trigger.
Thinking she was alone on the attack, Kyla squatted back down. Meechum wasn’t where she expected. Instead of sitting on the ground recovering, she was leaning around the rear bumper, firing like a mad woman.
“Don’t stop shooting!” Meechum yelled without breaking her stride. “You got one!”
“I did?” she said to herself.
Her body was reacting poorly to the encounter. Each breath was ragged, as if six heartbeats demanded air each time she inhaled. It left her lightheaded and shaky.
Again, she forced herself to stand and return fire. What would Carthager and the other Marines back on the aircraft carrier think about how far she’d come? It instilled a bit of pride in her, but she tried to temper herself. Those Marines wouldn’t be impressed if she got herself shot, so she tried to think like one of them.
Don’t stay in the same spot.
Kyla kept herself crouched low and moved toward the front of the truck. She wasn’t tall enough to fire over the hood, so she had to go all the way to the front bumper. When she arrived, it gave her a better view of the second man.
“Got ya!” she whispered.
The man saw her, too. He’d gotten his own rifle into the action, and it seemed like a huge black hole staring right at her.
She looked down the iron sights as Meechum had illustrated several times. Without overthinking it, she pulled the trigger again.
The guy’s simultaneous shot popped the front headlight.
Kyla’s knocked the man over.
“Great shooting!” Meechum yelled.
Kyla retreated behind the bumper to recover her wits. Even learning she’d hit the guy didn’t do much for her mushy insides. “I can’t believe I—” she started to say, until she looked over and found Meechum was gone.
“What the hell?” There was only one place she could be, so she risked a look over the truck.
Kyla walked through the light brush as she repeatedly fired her rifle toward the men’s position. Over the course of thirty feet, she seemingly fired fifty shots. When she ran out of rounds, she tossed the rifle and pulled out a pistol. She fired it at one target, then the other, until she ran out.
The Marine tossed the pistol and pulled another one.
“Geez, how many guns do you have?” Kyla wondered aloud, before remembering she should have been out there helping her partner.
She arrived to find two dead men, each with five or six grisly wounds. While she was proud of hitting the two men herself, Meechum had made sure each of them would never get up again.
Meechum gave her an appraising once-over. “You did the right thing, Dudette. You put rounds on target. Stayed behind hard cover. You didn’t freeze up.”
Kyla pointed. “But you ran out here into the trees by yourself. I should have helped you.”
The woman searched the closest body. “Naw, I used the initiative to run them down before they could tend their wounds. If we’d waited, they might have scrambled to one of those larger tree trunks or called for help. Sometimes speed is its own weapon.”
“I’ll remember it,” Kyla said as if she’d learned a valuable lesson.
“Don’t do anything crazy until you’ve got more training under your belt. Let me take the risks.” Meechum pulled a radio, a cell phone, and a wallet off the dead guy. She also checked out the man’s pistol and rifle but didn’t pick them up.
“Don’t we want more guns?” Kyla asked with surprise.
Meechum picked up the pistol she’d tossed. “Our rifles are better. This is some kind of Chinese shit. You can tell by the messed-up design.”
Kyla didn’t have anything to add to the conversation. The men’s guns were black, with a short barrel and a trigger. It would never be confused with the AR-pattern she recognized, but it was still a rifle. Whether it was better or worse was entirely out of her wheelhouse.
After searching the second man, they took two radios, one of the phones, and none of the weapons. Since they were already in the trees, it was easy to drag them a bit deeper into the dense growth, effectively eliminating the bodies. No one would find them unless they probed the woods foot by foot.
When they got in the truck, Meechum took the driver’s seat. In seconds, she had them speeding back toward the cabin in the woods to gather their remaining food and supplies. The Marine grabbed a drink sitting in the cupholder. “Looks like they stopped at the gas station soda fountain. This thing is a sixty-four-ounce supertanker!” After giving it a once over, Meechum tossed the soda out the window.
Kyla did the same for the companion beverage on her side. She also grabbed some leftover fried chicken and jettisoned it as well. It smelled heavenly, but it was cursed. “I don’t think we want to touch their chicken. It literally got them killed.”
They laughed, easing a little of the tension.
When they returned to the lake house, they jumped out, chucked everything of value into the bed of the truck, then hopped back inside. The truck’s tires kicked rocks all over the cabin’s front porch as Meechum hammered the gas to get them on the road again.
Meechum sped back toward Glendo. “We’ll catch up to them. I promise.”
“I believe it,” she replied.
Minutes later, Kyla noticed a wire attached to the dashboard. The big drinks had been hiding it. Thinking it was the answer to her dead phone, she yanked it and checked the connector. Her excitement was short-lived. “Dang. They have a charger, but it won’t work with my phone.”
Meechum smiled. “You can use the dead man’s phone. He won’t be needing it.”
“Of course,” Kyla replied, before almost choking on her words. She frantically pointed ahead as they neared Glendo. The interstate passed along the far edge of the tiny town, not more than a quarter of a mile away. The roadway had been empty when they arrived, but now it was crowded with cars and trucks. The town was filled with enemy soldiers, too, suggesting the pair they knocked off had been sentries guarding the town’s border.
Men in black stood in front of storefronts. A man here. Two men there.
Meechum slowed but didn’t stop.
“What are you doing?” Kyla asked with surprise, her heart convulsing almost as bad as it did during combat. She was ready for the driver to peel out and go in another direction.
“We’re wearing their uniforms. They think we’re with them. We have to assume your uncle blended in, too.” To prove her point, she waved at one of the men standing on the roadside. He waved back. “We’ll go where they go.”
Kyla dropped her guard a fraction of a percent. “But where is that?”
The cool-headed Marine guided the truck up the ramp and onto the highway. Hundreds of other vehicles drove south, using all four lanes. She pointed where everyone else was going. “This way.”
Fort Collins, CO
Ted hopped out of the SUV with a rifle in his hands. Emily came out with hers still on her back. “Em, hold your rifle like you mean to use it. We have to act as if we’re merks, like you said.”
She shrugged. “How do I know what a merk does?”
He thought about it while she did as asked. “Pretend we’re your secret service detail. They always had their weapons out when you were in dangerous situations, right?” Ted was thinking specifically of the men and women on Air Force Two after the assassination attempt on her life.
“I’m with you.” She kept her blue bandana over most of her face.
The man with the camera came right up to him. “I’m Todd. My partner getting the rest of the sound equipment is Louis. I’ve got to admit, I never thought this day would come, or that we’d be covering it like this.”
Ted acted like he couldn’t think of a way to care less than he already did. After a pregnant pause, he replied. “What are we looking at here? I see a bunch of cranes lined up to unload stuff, but the trucks are all stopped. What’s so important about this place?” It appeared as if every wheeled crane in the city had been gathered at the intersection. He counted at least twenty from where he was standing, evenly split between both sides of the wide street. Some equipment had already been unloaded onto the gravel parking lot. The new staging area contained a few rows of the enemy’s robots at the far back.
Todd grew more spirited. “This is why we’re needed here this evening. So many of our people are operating in their own little bubbles. They don’t know what’s going on with the grand campaign. David commissioned us to do a live feed to help spread the word. Show we’re winning the peace. That sort of thing.”
Ted continued to display indifference as he rolled his hand. “And?”
Todd was a young man of about thirty with shoulder-length blond hair, thin-rimmed glasses, and high cheekbones. Someone who might do all right with the ladies running in his TV-crew circles. Despite being with the enemy camp, he had a likeable quality that made Ted want to engage with him. It was difficult to feign a lack of interest to what was taking place around him, but a mercenary would know better than to ask too many questions.
The camera guy pointed to the crane operators. “A big convoy is bringing in equipment from the northern launch point, up in Canada. Most of it is still on Interstate 25, but the lead vehicles are already here. We had them stop in place, so we can get the cameras set up.”
Louis strode by carrying a pair of large, black cases.
Todd went on. “As you know, most of our stuff was brought to America in shipping containers. Now, it’s finally making it to the middle of our new country. The cranes give us the ability to unload many trucks at a time to speed things up.” Todd looked around as if searching for trouble. “The less time we’re all grouped up, the better.”
“We’ll protect you,” Ted said with bravado.
“I’m sure you will. The Americans might strike from the air, though. I’m curious. What would you do then?”
His attitude was a bit off-putting, so Ted took a chance at playing the part. He put his rifle over his shoulder and threatened to walk away.
“No! Don’t leave. I’m sure you have contingency plans for everything, including air attacks.” Todd spoke fast. “This unloading process will go exactly as David wants it, you know. We don’t have control over it. Not really.”
Ted brought his rifle off his shoulder, returning to his previous ambivalence. The robots on the lot caught his attention. He motioned for the camera operator to look at them. “I only recognize some of those machines. What do those fat ones with the spools of rope do?” Ted didn’t want to sound stupid about the technology, but he had no idea what the model was designed to do. As a security contractor, he figured it was a detail he should know.
“Those are the elephants. We have lots more coming on this convoy. They drop their trunks into sewer and service tunnels, push out a long length of explosive cable, then detonate and collapse whatever is needed. We have lots of pipelines in this part of the country we need to destroy.” He paused, then pointed to an approaching woman in red. “Oh, good. Darla’s finally here.”
Emily had been quiet up to that point, but she nudged Ted’s elbow. “We’ve got trouble. I need to talk to you.”
Todd looked surprised. “Anything we need to know about?”
Ted’s eyes conveyed the friendliness of a honey badger being stung by a scorpion.
The camera guy held up his hands as if afraid he’d stepped in it. “Sorry.”
“What’s the issue?” He asked Emily while pulling her aside.
She turned so her back was toward the camera team and new arrival. It put him in position to look right at them, which was why he gave some of his attention to the young woman in a fire engine red blouse and skirt.
“You see her now?” Emily chuckled, before switching to serious mode. “Ted, I recognize Darla.”
He thought she had a familiar face, but he couldn’t place her. When he didn’t answer, Emily kept talking.
“She’s a famous network anchor. She’s done time in the White House press corps.” She spoke at barely a whisper. “She’s spent time on Air Force One and Two.”
“We’ve got to get you out of here,” he replied, tensing up for what was going to be a hard exit from the news story.
Todd appeared at his side. “She’s here. We’ll be on the air in two minutes, if I know her. Plus, if you haven’t noticed, she makes a bright bullseye target. Now’s when we need you to shine, guys.”
Ted looked between the woman and his SUV, desperate for an out.
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
Tabby let go of Victor’s hand after one quick shake. “It was an easy choice,” she finally replied. The young man’s excitement level seemed inversely proportional to her own. David must have told him she was a willing participant rather than a slave to whatever he ordered her to do. Still, all she had to do was be nice at first, then escape from him when the opportunity arose.
David looked at Charity. “Well, should we leave the two lovebirds alone? I’m sure we can both find something to do and not bother them.”
“Of course,” the redhead replied, bowing slightly while simultaneously giving Tabby a warning scowl.
She watched as David continued to observe her from the side of his eye, even as he walked away. He pretended to speak with his companion, but he was always watching her. Only when he rounded a corner did she let out the breath she’d been holding.
“Wow,” Victor said at once. “I can’t believe you know David and Charity. That’s like knowing the Secretary General and his wife.”
“Secretary General?” she asked, not sure how to respond to a person she didn’t know.
“Of the United Nations. You don’t know of him? I thought it was taught at all levels…” He eyed her suspiciously for a few seconds before breaking into a smile. “I don’t care. We all learn at different speeds. You must be a little slow. I’ll take care of you.”
She was on the verge of arguing with him, but she forced herself to play along. She smiled meekly, then waved. “Well, I’ve got to be going. Where can I meet you later?”
“Later?” he asked, hurt saturating his voice.
“Yeah. You know me. I’ve got important people to meet. People like David and Charity. I’m sure you understand…” She held out her hand to shake good-bye.
The guy took it and held her like a dead fish.
“Cheer up,” she said with real excitement at leaving him. “I’ll see you later tonight, okay?”
He warmed up. “I look forward to it.”
Tabby sensed Victor’s eyes on her as she walked down the hallway in the opposite direction David had taken. Her cheeks were on fire from the anger of being talked to as if she were stupid, but she kept the feeling balled in her fists as she finally turned a corner.
“Now, where’s the exit to this place?”
She walked for several minutes, backtracking to the hallways she’d seen before. Some of the routes were hewn from rock, while others looked exactly like they might inside a high-rise building. She figured the entrance would be on the rocky side, so she went into a long tunnel once she’d stumbled upon it. “This has to be the way.”
Along the route, she passed men and women dressed in many colors of outfits. She avoided eye contact with those dressed in the same style as her, figuring they were her peers inside the vault. They would have the most reason to speak with her. She was constantly on the lookout for anyone in white, such as Charity, or gold, like David. Those colors stood out among the many dressed in black, so she figured it would be easy to duck down a side tunnel.
The exit door was easier to find than she expected. It was up a couple of floors from where she’d started, but close to a stairwell. The square security door had the word EXIT in red block letters above it and sat at the end of an elevator room. The pair of lifts were the same style as the ones she’d seen down in the chamber with the large hole in the floor.
A couple of guards stood outside the elevator area, but she walked past them like she knew where she was going. They barely noticed her.
“I’ll see myself out,” she said to herself, confident she was home free.
“Tabby!”
She turned around. Victor came up the hallway but was about a hundred feet back. He broke into a sprint, pointing and yelling.
She ran for the big door, unsure how to open it. There was a keypad nearby, which freaked her out as an impossible puzzle to crack in the time she had. However, there was also a giant handle attached to the door.
Could it be that simple?
Tabby crossed the last ten feet and put her hand on the metal latch, but before she could yank it, a guard grabbed her hand. A few seconds later, Victor wrapped his arms around her.
Victor breathed hard from his sprint. “You can’t leave through there. David forbids it!”
“I don’t care! I have to leave this place. I don’t belong here.” The imitation of strength burned away as if being dipped in molten lava. Her voice was strained and screechy.
“It’s okay. We all get scared in here. Let me help you.” Gently, but with an ironclad grip, he picked her up off the ground, spun her around, and set her back down. He was now between her and the door.
The guards, perhaps thinking she was being tamed by a boyfriend, walked away laughing.
She whispered, “Don’t turn me in. Please.”
“I have to,” Victor answered. “David told me you would try this. He said you have a defect he wants to smooth out. At first, when I saw you, I didn’t think there could be a single thing wrong with someone as perfect as you, but now I see there’s a serious problem. David can help you overcome that fear.”
She looked up at him and bit the tip of her tongue to keep from crying. She desperately wished he wasn’t there willingly. They could both escape and run wild in the open lands beyond the door.
When she had a grip on herself, Tabby replied.
“I really don’t think he can.”




CHAPTER 12
Glendo, WY
After driving in the convoy for half an hour, Meechum became increasingly anxious. She sat up to get close to the wheel, then forced herself back into the seat. If she wasn’t observing the drivers of the other trucks, she was glancing behind.
“What are you looking for?” Kyla asked, finally unable to ignore the flighty movements.
Meechum sighed. “I should have taken those rifles and pistols. Chinese shit or not, we need to blend in better. We may not get out of this convoy before we’re discovered.”
Kyla had been on edge since the moment they’d run into the two men in the trees. Though she’d been through quite a lot since putting a bullet in her traitorous programming partner Ben back on the JFK, the act of killing didn’t seem any easier. The gunfight had been playing in her mind on a loop. However, she remembered the whole point of their escape from the cabin. “Uncle Ted! I have to call him.”
“I hope he’s not in here, too.”
Her phone was out of juice, but they’d taken one from the dead soldier. It powered on and seemed to have a full charge. However, when she tried to access the main screen, it asked for a thumbprint identification. “Oh, come on!”
“What?”
She angled the phone so Meechum could see it. “It will only open for the guy we shot.”
Meechum laughed mischievously. “Should we go back and cut off his thumb?”
Kyla was left speechless.
The Marine reached over and patted her on the shoulder, which, in turn, caused her to wince with pain at stretching it.
“Your wound,” Kyla scolded. “Be careful.”
“I’m fine. I think it’s healing nicely.”
Kyla chuckled, despite everything. “You know, all things considered, I’m glad we ended up together. If I can make myself half as tough as you, I don’t think I’ll have to be scared for the rest of my life.”
“It’s ninety-nine percent attitude. Pain and discomfort are only temporary. Badassery lasts a lifetime.” She flashed one of her rare smiles, though Kyla thought it was mostly a front for hiding her pain.
After they settled back into a routine, Kyla spoke up. “If I can’t call my uncle, and we can’t find them in this traffic, what are we going to do next?”
Meechum pointed to a green road sign. “What do you say we take a chance and get off the highway? This exit coming up looks promising. No town around. No nothing out there.” She pointed out her window to the rolling grasslands. “Heck, the previous owners of this truck did the same thing. Who’s to say we haven’t been struck by the food truck trots, too?”
“First of all, yuck. Second, how do we know they don’t have planned places where they can get off the highway? Won’t we stick out?”
The Marine shrugged. “Anything is better than getting wherever this convoy is going, then having to congregate with enemy forces. I think I’d be encouraged to shoot until the last bullet if given the opportunity. I could take out fifteen or twenty of them, I bet.”
Kyla had a sudden onset of panic at thinking of her friend going into a suicidal charge. While there was no question she’d take a lot of the enemy with her, it would still leave Kyla by herself. Suddenly, being alone with the invaders seemed a fate worse than death. She tried to come off sounding upbeat. “It won’t come to that. Let’s get the hell down the ramp, like you said.”
The landscape around them hadn’t changed too much from earlier in the day. Wyoming was still the same endless sea of tall, wild grasses, with a few small hills, but it was sliced by a swath of trees ahead, as if a small river ran west to east. As best she could tell, the exit ramp was going to take them to a gravel road that paralleled the trees.
Meechum merged onto the exit ramp and whistled a quiet tune, as if to keep herself from being noticed as they gradually put distance between themselves and the tractor-trailers up on the highway. By the time they reached the intersection of the gravel road, Kyla copied the whistling, doing her best to echo the tune.
Kyla looked behind them. No one was following. “What song is that? I like it.”
Meechum checked her mirror. “It’s the Marines’ Hymn. The halls of Montezuma, and the shores of Tripoli. Someday, there’s going to be a line about the maddening grasses of Wyoming.” She hit the pedal. “We’re in the clear.”
As they turned, Kyla continued to watch the exit ramp behind them. A big crane exited the highway the second before Meechum drove them under the bridge.
Meechum continued her tune, eyes forward.
But Kyla knew they weren’t alone.
Fort Collins, CO
Ted figured they couldn’t easily escape the situation, but Darla made it impossible. She yelled at him and Emily the second she came up to Todd.
“You two! Get your asses over here. I was promised a security detail while in Fort Collins, and it looks like all your friends are protecting those stupid cranes. That makes you two my meat shields.”
He shared a worried look with Emily. She cinched her blue bandana as high as she could, then winked at him. “We got this.”
Ted firmed his grip on the rifle. “Yeah, we do.”
When they returned to the group, Darla instantly singled out Emily. “What’s wrong with you? If you’ve got the flu, I’m going to need you to stay far away from me. I can’t afford any sick days during the biggest performance of my life.”
Emily took one step back. After a brief hesitation, she spoke. “I had the flu a couple of days ago, ma’am. I don’t think I’m still contagious…”
“Enough! You stay at the edge of this parking lot. The rest of us are going to cross the street so we get the best light from the setting sun.” The reporter pointed to Ted, smiling for the first time. “But you’re coming with me. I want you attached to my hip.”
He could tell by Emily’s eyes she was on the verge of replying, probably in a not-flattering way, but he beat her to it. “My friend will be fine on this side of the street. We were going to fan out anyway, to keep an eye on as much terrain as possible. Once the trucks arrive—”
Darla held up her hand. “Just get it done. I’m here for me, not to listen to your lesson plans.”
He shrugged, then turned to Emily and spoke quietly. “Merks gotta merk. Am I right?”
She laughed. “I’ll be studying the gravel.”
He whispered, “If shooting starts, run back to the truck.” She would be closest to the SUV, since she was staying on the wide parking lot.
“You know I will,” she bragged.
“Uh huh,” he replied, watching her walk away.
“Hey, Rambo!” Darla snarked. “Stop looking at your friend’s butt and get over here.”
He whipped around. “I wasn’t—”
“Don’t care. The trucks are waiting on me. I want to get this right on the first take. I can’t turn the whole convoy around to try it again, can I?”
Todd and his assistant were already in position on the far side of the street. Darla eyed the trucks waiting in line as he crossed with her. She studied the sun, low at the western horizon, then positioned herself so the light hit her from the side. It appeared as if she was going to film herself talking to the camera with the convoy arriving at the cranes behind her. All he had to do was stay out of the way.
A minute later, Todd counted her in. Louis waved to the truckers and the line finally started moving.
“Free America! Free America! Free America! Thank David!” Darla spoke in monotone, as if it was a formal greeting, before continuing in a more casual voice. “Hello, this is Darla Kristoff for Legion News. I’m standing here at a shipping terminal in Fort Collins, Colorado, as we prepare to receive a delivery of an incredible number of robotic devices. As you can see, the convoy is massive, with hundreds of delivery trucks. I’m told this is among the top ten convoys in terms of size and tons delivered.”
In one practiced motion, Darla stepped outside the frame, though she continued speaking. “You can see they’re coming up the street six abreast. David has provided enough cranes to clear out many of them at the same time. He’s built huge receiving yards on each side of the street, where we’ll store it all.”
Darla went silent for a few moments as the rumble of truck engines filled the air. Giant tractor-trailers, once a symbol of American transportation and mobility, now served a new master. Ted’s gut hated what was being said, but he kept his silence to protect his identity.
The first truck arrived, and a crane was almost immediately swung over it.
“Zoom in on that,” Darla remarked in a friendly voice. “Let’s watch as the first heroic trucker delivers his cargo.”
Six rigs had moved side-by-side into line at the front of the loading zone, but there was only one truck with the crane already over it, so Ted had a pretty good idea where the camera guy was aiming. It happened to be exactly where Emily was standing at the edge of the parking lot. As more trucks approached, the lanes tightened up behind the leaders. He kept his eyes on his presidential girlfriend. Darla continued speaking, but he tuned her out. A much larger problem had developed.
Emily’s mask was down.
Capulin, NM
The town of Capulin was typical for the remote plains of West Texas and eastern New Mexico, except it sat below a thousand-foot triangular mountain with its top third cut off. Brent pointed to the landmark. “We’ll stop here. That extinct volcano is a tourist destination. They’ll have food and shelter we can use.”
Trish, his co-pilot, nodded in agreement. They hadn’t been on the road for more than a few hours, but it was late in the day, and they’d gotten almost no sleep the night before.
The place had a few streets, a scattering of beat-down single-wide trailers and not much else. Brent let his folks do a quick in-and-out to a tiny country store to grab food and drinks, but they were careful not to disturb any of the clothes left on the floor. He wanted to leave no trace they’d been there.
To further reduce their chances of being found, he drove a few miles outside the meager village, assuming the enemy would stay in town if they came by. He stopped at the visitors’ center for the volcano, which dominated the flat terrain to his right.
He got out, along with the rest of his people, and walked up to the front doors of the small National monument headquarters. It wasn’t too much bigger than one of those single-wides back at town. Once they’d gathered, he pointed to the nearby volcano. “If this was a military battle, we’d spend the night near the summit of that thing. It would give us a clear view of enemy troop movements for a hundred square miles.”
“Aren’t we at war?” Long asked.
They were most definitely in a war, but not in the traditional sense. It wasn’t Vietnam, which at least had rules of engagement. They weren’t a squad sent out by HQ with a specific mission, and against a known enemy. As he thought about it, it was likely the only time in his life he wished things were more like being in Vietnam. Upon reflection, he admitted even fifty years later, his time over there still dominated his thinking.
“Yes, but right now, we want to stay close to the roads. Flight is our best means of staying alive. If we camped up there, we might never escape if the enemy came at us from below.”
Long, the Asian man who was new to his crew, seemed satisfied with the answer.
“Come on,” Brent said. “Let’s get comfortable inside. I’m starving.” As an afterthought, he added, “Who wants first watch?”
They had a good view of the road up to the visitor center and there were a few other vehicles parked in the lot, so theirs didn’t seem out of place. If someone did show up, they’d have a lot of warning to prepare for their arrival.
Kevin, the lone black man on the team, raised his hand. “Let me eat my candy in peace and I’ll stay out here all night.” He held up the stuff he’d lifted from the country store. Brent was tempted to chastise the guy for not taking healthy food, but he wasn’t his dad.
“Deal. I’ll relieve you myself in a couple of hours. It’s going to be dark soon. We’ll run tighter shifts overnight.” The sun’s rays beamed bright against one side of the volcano rim, though the shadows were long everywhere else. The sun was at the edge of the horizon.
Everyone went inside, save for the new guy. He’d gone off to the side of the entryway, away from everyone else, and was looking down at his hands. Brent tried to snoop, but before he could get too close, Long saw him. “Hey, I was just checking the time on my phone. I knew it was late. I’d usually be eating right now.”
Brent laughed. They were all part of the prison system. They all ate at precisely the same time every day. After confirming it on his watch, he smiled.
“You’re right. Let’s get inside and chow down.” Long passed him and went through the front door.
Something about the guy wasn’t sitting right with him. None of them were angels—he knew as much—but Terry Long was a legitimate mystery. He’d wished he’d spent some time investigating his files while they were all in the prison. It never crossed his mind. Now, a nagging instinct told him he couldn’t fully trust the man. On a mission such as his, lack of trust could get people killed.
He looked back once, to ensure Kevin and his pile of candy were settling in. It would shock his LT back in ‘Nam to know he was allowing a sentry to eat from a bag of treats, but he had to work with what he had.
“It’s going to be a long night.”




CHAPTER 13
Fort Collins, CO
Ted had no idea what Emily was trying to pull, but his confused glances between her and the camera seemed to catch the attention of the newswoman. She whistled loudly to catch his attention. “Hey! You! They’re talking in the studio, so I have a second off-air. Stop flirting with your friend and stick by me.”
Chastised, he looked directly at the woman. She seemed to take it as acceptance, so she faced the cameraman again. “This next segment, I want to walk toward the trucks and get some vox pops. Man-on-the-street type stuff. You guys know what I’m talking about, right?”
Todd and Louis nodded quickly. She looked at him a moment later. “You and Typhoid Mary better keep an eye on me, or I’ll report you directly to David himself. I’m a big deal, don’t you know?”
He knew better than to open his mouth, but he couldn’t resist. “My friend over there said she recognized you from the old America. Mentioned remembering you on a commercial for an…anti-diarrhea medicine?” His inflection ticked up at the end, conveying a sense of surprise.
Darla appeared mortified. “Diarrhea? Do I look like someone who would do such a sick commercial? I was on freaking network news. I worked at the White House! Before that, I ran the floor at Channel 7 in Denver.”
“I’m sorry,” he lied. “Maybe she’s still hallucinating from when she had the flu bug. Sometimes, guys and gals like us aren’t the brightest bulbs in the chandelier.” In the span of sixty seconds, he’d been able to insult the woman to her face, then pan every guard in America wearing black. He felt good about what he’d done, but he needed to take the edge off by making her talk about something more interesting and less provocative. “If you were such a big deal, you must have been somewhere special when the attack came in.”
She stomped across the pavement until she reached the sidewalk where he’d taken up overwatch. After composing herself, Darla answered his question. “I was in a hole with everyone else, of course. Banking guys. Corporate honchos. It was a real who’s who, let me tell you. And now, they’ll all see my face on their television sets. I have no competition in this market as long as you do your freaking job!”
Ted acted as if he was really impressed by her. He smiled, pretended to listen, and held his gun at the low-ready, as if bad guys were about to attack at any second. However, he kept half his attention on Emily across the street.
She remained on the edge of the big parking lot where the cranes would soon offload the cargo, but he also had a good view behind her, including the black SUVs, the TV van, and his own vehicle. But far beyond those, a tractor trailer hauled a silver tanker, which he assumed was a driver who’d been separated from the convoy. If the fleet was as large as Darla claimed, there would soon be trucks parked on every street for miles around. He needed to get out of there as soon as possible. Commandeering a transmission was no longer a viable option. They would find a different way to communicate with the outside.
Darla was back in front of Todd’s camera. “I am now standing close to the unloading zone here in Fort Collins. All over the Old World, trucks like this are delivering supplies for our heroes at the front lines of this cleanup effort. Each truck is bringing in robotic help for guard duties, surveillance, and demolition. Human handlers will be paired with each one, of course, but one woman could potentially control dozens of them at one time, giving her tremendous reach.” She turned on the charm. “I wish I could get my hands on a drone or two. I have some ex-husbands I’d like to sic them on.” Her laughter sounded real, but it could have also been polished delivery of her lines.
From his spot, the vehicles came in from right to left, ending at a line of parallel trucks at the head of the convoy, directly in front of Darla. It gave her an opportunity to walk toward them and get an interesting angle on how the cranes dropped down and unloaded the materials. As her guard, he followed.
“These beastly trucker machines are doing their jobs, for now, but someday they, too, will be chewed up and destroyed by our robotic friends. In time, we will look back on this news report with yours truly, Darla Forrester, and hardly remember how large these vehicles really were.” She leaned against the chrome bumper of the first big rig.
Ted again noticed the tanker truck behind Emily. It was heading their way, but it had some cloth or tarps blowing around on its sides. His first thought was the driver didn’t properly secure his load, but he remembered it was a tanker; there was nothing to secure.
He absently stepped closer to the reporter.
Darla continued to drone on about the robots, the simple unloading methods, and how proud she was of herself for being there to record it. No sincere mention of the truck drivers, crane operators, or her own security team.
The truck continued to get closer. It was moving fast.
“Shit,” he said under his breath. Louder, to the camera team, he added, “I’ll be right back.”
He sprinted across the six-lane street, pointing behind Emily to get her to turn around. “Look!”
Ted’s warning instinct kicked in. The loose material on the incoming truck wasn’t what he thought. They were flags secured on poles next to his exhaust stacks. Giant, oversized, red-white-and-blue American flags.
Emily figured out to turn around. As soon as she did, he swept her into a run. “This way!”
Ted had the presence of mind to know which way was safest. They ran toward the approaching truck, putting as much distance between themselves and the head of the convoy, where the runaway driver seemed to be heading.
He figured they had a good ten seconds to run before the hell-for-leather tanker rammed the convoy. The guy in the cab wore a white cowboy hat, suggesting he was a good old boy who drove trucks for a living. A guy Ted would have been honored to drink a beer with.
Today, the man shifted in his chair as he approached, seemingly interested in watching him and Emily run for their lives. The guy might have been suicidal, but he kept his wits and gave them both the finger while flashing a huge grin.
The giant flags cracked the wind as the truck barreled by at seventy miles an hour. For the last few seconds, the air horn sounded, making Ted think of a dive bomber coming in for the kill…
“For the love of God, don’t stop!” he yelled to Emily.
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
A pair of guards brought Tabby back to the auditorium with the white cube, but there were no spectators around. They made her stand by the device, which hummed with energy despite appearing to be turned off. They refused to tell her how long she would have to wait, and she didn’t have her phone to check the passage of time, but it seemed like hours. By the time someone showed up, she’d been sitting on the floor for a while.
“Oh no,” she said under her breath.
“Hello, my dear.” It was the woman who called herself a handmaiden, Charity. She continued to wear the white skin-tracing spacesuit, though her fiery red hair was gathered up in a bun.
Tabby climbed to her feet. “Hello,” she said glumly.
“David said he was terribly sorry he couldn’t be here for this, but he’s had to deal with a counterattack against the Legion which took place in Fort Collins. He said I would be more than capable of conveying his displeasure at what you’ve done by trying to escape.”
She glanced over to the two guards, who showed no discomfort at having been made to watch her relax next to the cube. Their black jumpsuits and black rifles were properly intimidating. However, the redhead was just as threatening, even as she spoke in a pleasant voice.
Tabby tried to jump ahead. “I wasn’t really going to leave. I only wanted to get a breath of fresh air.”
“I’m sure,” the redhead replied, obviously not fooled.
Charity looked to the dark alcove to the side of the stage area. “Bring them in!”
The stern woman had already threatened to harm Audrey and Peter when they all came in the first time, but now it struck her how selfish she’d been. “Please don’t hurt them. Put me in the box. I was the one who tried to leave.”
The woman crossed her arms. “So you admit it?”
She nodded wildly. “Yeah. I did it! Me!”
Two people walked out from the darkness. The first man looked like he’d been left out in the sun for about a week straight. His skin, where it was exposed, was bumpy and red. He walked hunched over, as if wearing a backpack full of lead. His grunts made his short walk seem a monumental challenge. The guy looked a bit like the man who’d been tossed inside the white light earlier in the day, but she couldn’t be sure.
The girl behind him was Audrey. There was no question about it. She was dressed in the same white-and-orange clothes she’d been wearing earlier. When she saw her, the girl’s face burst with recognition and happiness. “Tabby!”
No one stopped them from meeting, so she embraced Audrey in a long hug. She pretended to be overly dramatic, though she was holding the other girl to whisper to her. “Are you okay? Where’s Peter?”
“I’m fine. Peter was taken to another cell. I could talk to him, but I haven’t seen him. I’m not sure where he is…”
“I miss you guys.”
The girl hugged her even tighter. “I miss you, too. You’re rocking this uniform, but why are you dressed like them?”
“It’s a long story. I—”
Charity coughed to get their attention. “That’ll do. I don’t want you to miss this.”
She and Audrey ended the hug, though she gripped the girl’s hand and held it, practically daring the female boss lady to break them up further.
Charity didn’t care. She motioned to the guards. “Push him into the box.”
The men pulled out gloves, then roughly shoved the male prisoner into the clear framework of the cube. After shutting the door, they took off their gloves and stepped back. Charity had the floor.
“This man is responsible for betraying the Legion. He’s killed members of our family. You saw part one of his punishment earlier today. He was placed inside the David Cube to receive justice. As you can see by the boils and lesions on his skin, justice was served.”
Tabby’s stomach curled up in a ball.
Looking at him anew, she recoiled at the realization that his skin wasn’t sunburned. It was, as she said, covered in sores. The man wasn’t old enough to walk around hunched over and in pain. Something had indeed changed between the time he’d gone into the cube and now. The sight was terrifying.
Her heart could have been outside her body. The drumbeats sounded as if they were next to her ear. She wanted to reply with a witty, snarky answer to prove she didn’t care for all the theatrics, but the sight was too grisly. And Audrey was next in line…
“Now, for the next part of his sentence.” Charity tapped a control box she’d been carrying. The white light turned on, as it had before. Unlike the last encounter with the mock sun, the man screamed in agony as he stood there.
“What are you doing to him?” she said, almost too quiet to be heard.
Charity stepped next to her. “Fascinating, isn’t it? His technology really has changed the world.”
“Yeah, if you like futuristic torture chambers.”
The woman’s eyes seemingly caught fire. “That’s not what this is. As usual with you American fools, you have no idea what you’re talking about. This isn’t about destruction; it’s about touching creation.” The older woman watched the bright light for a short time with apparent wonder, as if the machine was a newborn being introduced to the world.
When it turned off, it took a few moments for Tabby’s eyes to adjust. When she was able to look into the chamber, the guards had the door open for the crazy guy to walk out. As she got her first look at him, she assumed it was a practical joke.
“Where’d the other guy go? The one you infected with…with…” She didn’t know what could have infected every square inch of someone’s body. Tabby couldn’t finish the sentence without sounding stupid.
“You are more correct than you know. He was infected with everything we could find to stick inside him. We pumped him up with cancers, bacterial infections, non-communicative viral payloads. You name it. But David always has a reason for doing things. Today’s plan was for this man to return to the chamber a second time to complete your lesson.”
She cast a guarded look over to the woman. “You mean it was supposed to happen this way?”
Charity appeared satisfied at the man’s condition. “Not exactly like this, but close. He wanted you to know what would happen to your friends if you crossed him. Lucky for you, he knew you would fail to stay away from the exit door. It provided an easy way to teach you the facts of life here.”
Tabby was crestfallen. The man’s suffering had been all her fault.
“I was in the cage,” Audrey interjected. “I feel fine.”
Charity turned to Tabby, ignoring Audrey. “Your girlfriend was placed in the light earlier today, too. David did it as part of his benevolence. He cured your friend’s diabetes.”
“No way!” Audrey exclaimed, yanking at Tabby’s hand.
“No way,” Tabby echoed, sounding the opposite of the other girl’s excitement.
Charity pulled the mystery man closer but spoke directly to Tabby. She acted as if Audrey and the man were props, rather than living people. “If you’ll notice, this man Dwight no longer has the unfortunate conditions he bore as when he went inside.”
“Thank you!” Dwight gushed. “Me and Poppy couldn’t take another second of the pain.”
“But he won’t get too comfortable,” Charity added. “It’s late in the evening. The day’s over. David will infect him again in the morning. He’ll spend tomorrow suffering with another dozen afflictions. Then, at dusk, he’ll cure him again.”
“Far out,” the man replied, seemingly high.
“You people are insane,” Tabby said, not sure if it would get anyone in trouble.
Charity flashed a crooked smile. For all her facial beauty and hourglass figure, her teeth were far from perfect. “The message here, Ms. Tabitha, is we have the power to make your friends’ lives absolutely miserable, just like I warned you. Your responsibility is doing as you’re asked with good cheer. If you aren’t going to play nice, David’s next meeting with you will be to show your two friends how many diseases can be inserted into a person’s gene structure at the same time.”
The man, Dwight, stared at various points in the room as if everyone was famous and he was touring the inside of the White House. If she didn’t know better, she would guess he’d emerged from the box stoned out of his mind. When he saw her studying his actions, his face lit up. He looked her square in the eye.
But he didn’t really see her.
“Poppy! That box is one far out trip! I died and came right back to you.”




CHAPTER 14
Wheatland, WY
“This is a nightmare that never ends,” Kyla remarked, still looking behind her. Most of the convoy continued south on the interstate, but a long line of flatbeds hauling construction vehicles exited at the same place Meechum tried to escape the flow of trucks. “They’re exiting here, too.”
“We do seem to have bad luck these days,” Meechum said in her understated way.
“What do we do?” Kyla asked. “It seriously looks like we’re leading this parade.”
Their black pickup truck threw up dust as they drove the gravel road away from the highway. Half a mile back, the lead vehicle, also a pickup truck, had its headlights on as it followed. There were more tractor-trailers than she could count, and they were still coming off the highway.
“We do have a bit of good news,” the Marine said dryly.
Kyla turned around to face the front, sure the other woman was about to sock her with bad news. Nothing seemed to rattle the fighter.
“I think we can lead this group to where they’re going. Doesn’t that look like the kind of out-in-the-middle-of-nowhere place a crew of construction guys might go?” Meechum pointed to three tall smokestacks peeking over the tops of the trees lining the creek.
“What do you make of it?”
The driver shrugged. “I’m a Marine, not a tour guide.”
“It might be a factory…or a powerplant.”
“I’d go with powerplant. Why would anyone put a factory way out here?”
Kyla thought about it for a few minutes. The trucks behind them weren’t in pursuit. No one would chase them with flatbed trailers full of tractors and cranes. The most likely scenario was they’d chosen an exit that corresponded to where some of the trucks were scheduled to exit. The three smokestacks had to be their target.
So we have to not be there.
“Meech, do you think you can lose those guys? We only have a few miles before we reach the stacks. If we get there, we might be asked to help out with whatever they’re doing. We’ve got to find my uncle, not put coal in a furnace, or build widgets.” She channeled her eighth-grade social studies teacher, who constantly talked about manufacturing widgets as part of his lessons about industrialization.
“I can lose anyone, trust me. I once had a guy hit on me at a bar. He wouldn’t take no for an answer, so I went to the bathroom, kicked out a boarded-up window, and got the hell out of there. Yeah, before you ask, the place was a dive.”
Kyla cracked up. “That’s not what I was going to ask. You’re a badass extraordinaire. Why didn’t you just beat him silly?”
“That was before my ass-kicking days. I was sixteen at the time.”
She waited to see if Meechum was kidding, but she remained fixed on the road. “Really? And you were at the bar?”
Taking one hand off the wheel, the Marine ran fingers through her short hair. “Yeah, my parents weren’t what you’d call overly concerned with their kids. I spent more time out of our house than in it, and often in places they never would have approved.”
Kyla didn’t know what to say. It made her complaints about not having a father around seem pretty tame. Her mom loved her and did the best she could, and they lived in a relatively safe part of New York City. More importantly, she grew up with good friends who never would have let her go off to a bar at sixteen, much less stand alone against an aggressive boy. Briefly, she wondered what happened to all her school friends, but then immediately closed the door on the thought.
Everyone she’d ever known back home was dead.
They came around a bend and the fence for their destination appeared a hundred feet ahead. She pointed to the sign. “Laramie River Station. It’s a powerplant.”
Meechum glanced over her shoulder, then she studied the creek to their right.
“Are you going to ditch the truck?” Kyla asked.
“There’s nowhere to go,” the driver replied.
Once they went through the front gate, the complex sprawled in all directions. Metal buildings stood in various places, purpose unknown. There were also numerous square ponds hundreds of yards long. She had no idea what those were for, either. The main building sat toward the back of the property. Its three tall smokestacks popped out the middle and rose hundreds of feet in the air. None of them had pollution billowing out, suggesting the power wasn’t on.
“Look, the train must have been arriving when the attack happened.” Meechum pointed to a derailed train to their left. Dozens of full coal cars had tipped over, along with three engines, but another fifty cars remained on the track behind them.
They drove past the wreck, past the ponds, and next to the giant building.
“You have a plan?” Kyla finally asked, realizing they were traveling in a straight line.
“They’re going to come in behind us and assume we’re checking the place out. It’s what I’d think, if someone was scouting ahead for us. All we have to do is make sure they don’t see us again.”
She sped past a massive pile of coal, which was probably where the train was heading before it lost its way. Once they’d cleared it, they drove down a short embankment, crossed a narrow field of dandelions and grass, then went into another tree-filled creek bed. Meechum drove the truck deep into a patch of reeds and seemed to want to keep going, but the tires lost their grip. “This is the end of the line.”
“We’re walking?” Kyla replied with surprise. “I figured we’d drive into the night.”
“I wish we could. If they put the pieces together and figure out we didn’t belong here, they’re going to be on the lookout for a black pickup truck with two hotties in it.” She flashed a wry smile. “I’d rather take my chances on foot, find a different vehicle, and avoid the inquisition.”
“Won’t they have sniffer dogs?” She really thought it would have been better to drive as far as possible.
Meechum pointed down the creek. “We’ll stay in the water. Oldest trick in the book. We’ll leave the doors open and…” She reached inside the neckline of her shirt for a moment, then brought out a bloody hand. While Kyla sat there in shock, the Marine rubbed the top of the steering wheel to bloody it up. “With a little luck, they’ll think two of their own people were in here and had an accident. Maybe it will make them less likely to break out the big guns for us.”
“Wow,” was all Kyla could say. Almost without thinking, she rubbed the bandage on her neck, wondering if she had what it took to rub her wound and add to the carnage. Since the Marine didn’t ask her to, she didn’t volunteer. Instead, she gathered the weapons and put on the heavy pack, rather than give it away.
“Carrying this is the least I can do,” she said, meeting Meechum in the shallow water. “You can carry the extra rifle, but I’ll also carry the extra shotgun.”
Meechum nodded approval. “I would have driven farther if I thought it was safe, Dudette. Night is coming. We’ll slip away. There are a billion cars free for the taking. This will delay us getting to your uncle, but it satisfies the other half of my mission, which is keeping you safe. I hope you understand.”
“I do.” She took a few steps downstream. “We’re going this way, correct?”
The Marine gave her a casual salute. “Oorah!”
Fort Collins, CO
Ted didn’t look back, though he’d never been more curious to watch something happen in his entire life. He and Emily ran the sidewalk of the cross-street, desperate to put some distance between himself and the impending explosion.
“Keep—”
His voice went hoarse as the air left his lungs. An instant later, a concussive shockwave pushed them both down, face-first. The accompanying roar was worse than a thunderclap dogfighting a jet engine. Then came the heat…
He needed to check behind for half a second, basically to estimate how much time was left to live. The truck had plowed into the side of the nearest flatbed trailer, sending it and the tanker up and over the target. They’d slid into the middle of the loading zone before detonating, sending fiery fuel onto every truck in the row, and many to the rear.
“Get up!” he croaked. Emily was already trying to get to her feet, but he realized there was a nauseating wave of fumes surrounding them, as if the fuel had mixed with the technology of those robots and created a new biohazard. Whatever it was, it made him lightheaded.
Working together to stay upright, they got back to a slow jog. Secondary explosions rocked the city blocks behind them, often shoving stiff winds at their backsides from the shockwaves.
“Faster!” he urged.
They ran for a full block, maybe a quarter of a mile, before he thought it was safe to rest. He ran under a beautiful decorative tree next to the sidewalk, then turned back to see the industrial disaster from a safer vantage point. “Unbelievable.”
It was impossible to see the entire line of trucks in the convoy; the buildings shielded them. However, the big parking lots next to the intersection gave them a clear view the central part of the disaster.
Emily coughed a few times before speaking. “God bless that man for fighting back. And thank you, God, for letting us get away from it.”
“Amen,” he replied.
The suicidal driver must have known where to strike to do the most damage. In the miasma of the fumes, and under the threat of a fiery death, Ted only observed how the tanker blew up inside the line of trucks. However, with the benefit of distance, he realized the real target had been the cranes. Of the twenty or so lined up along the street, only the one closest to the rear stood up straight. A few were canted at precarious angles. The rest were tipped over and warped, with their cabs on fire.
Ted gave Emily a once-over. Her brown hair, which was already a frizzy mess from days of hard travel, had come unraveled to the point she could have been mistaken for a mad scientist. The front and sides of her uniform were covered in gray dust from her fall. Seeing the opportunity to help, he reached over and brushed back some of her loose hair, sticking it behind an ear.
She reached up and held his hand. “Thank you for saving my life. I would have never seen that truck coming from behind me.”
“My pleasure,” he said, catching himself breathing fast from all the adrenaline.
“It looks like our friends made it.” She pointed to the crash site. The camera team filmed from behind an overturned car on the parking lot beyond the loading zone. Darla, the woman in the red dress, was on the ground, possibly injured, but Todd kept his camera panning the devastation.
“I hope they got me on live TV,” she replied.
“Yeah, what was that all about? You took off your bandana.” It remained off. She’d loosened it so it was around her neck.
“It occurred to me if I dropped my disguise while across the street, our intel guys and gals would see me in the background. I would be identified as still alive.”
“Hmm. I guess that would work. I think we can safely say lots of people are going to be picking apart this video feed to figure out what happened.” After he’d said it, he hoped it didn’t instill panic in Emily. David’s people would almost certainly pick her out and know she was in Colorado, fighting back. No one would believe Emily just happened to be at the same spot as an attack of such magnitude.
She laughed a bit. “I hope we learn who the driver was. He deserves a medal.”
“How did he survive the initial attack on America?” he wondered aloud. “Was he with anyone?”
“All I know is we better clear out of here before their version of the police show up. Everyone is going to get interrogated. Like you said, it’s what the Secret Service would do if the attack had been on me.”
He realized she was right. Their ruse was about to be exposed.
“To the truck!” he said with enthusiasm. It was still parked on the street behind the other SUVs and the TV crew’s van. However, in his own limited panic, he’d run them past those vehicles to get clear of the blast zone. Now they had to go back a few hundred yards.
While on the run, it occurred to him there were no sirens. No firetrucks arriving. He laughed when he figured out why. “Those dumbasses go around burning things, like we saw back in North Dakota. I bet they never thought they’d need to put out any fires. The fire station has everything they need, but no one knows how to operate it.”
They reached their truck without further delay. He climbed into the driver’s seat, sure the fire was going to burn for a long time, and probably spread. Injured drivers and other mercenaries crawled out of the wreckage, much to his grim satisfaction. Smaller explosions continued to rock the area; the fuel tanks of the other big rigs caught fire, too. However, his humor was doused when he started the engine.
“Uh oh.”
Emily climbed in. “What is it?”
He pointed across the street to Todd. His camera was pointed directly at them.
“I think we’re about to be famous.”
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
Dwight had never experienced such confusion in his entire life. After coming out of the white light, it really seemed as if he’d been reborn. A pretty young girl in a blue outfit had been waiting for him, and a redheaded angel in a white swimsuit had given him comfort. As beautiful as they were, however, his real joy was at seeing Poppy. He was positive she’d been flying around the stage, above the women, and his heart soared with her. Now, in his cell, the bird was gone again.
The confusing part was he knew why she wasn’t there.
“They killed you in the white fire,” he said to himself.
A man spoke up. “You’ve been cured of all that ails you.”
“I hear you but don’t see you,” he replied.
“I’m over here,” the guy said in monotone, sounding like he was outside the door.
Dwight got up and strode to the front of the sparse office. The cage door allowed him to see into the hall, where he vaguely remembered the girl in the blue costume residing, but a man held out his arm from a diagonal office. He then got a good look at his face.
“Hey! I know you!” It was Jacob, from the warehouse in San Francisco. He was of Asian descent, for sure, though he didn’t have a buzz cut the last time they’d met. For a moment, Dwight was ecstatic. Until he remembered where he was. “Wait. Why are you here?”
“I have you to thank. You killed the team in Folsom, didn’t you? David’s intelligence people traced your path back to my welcome center, and they figured out I was the one who let you infiltrate our ranks.”
“Infiltrate? I was a penniless drunk who only wanted one of your spiffy outfits. I never meant for any of this to happen.” His memory of days ago was picture-perfect, free of the fog of alcohol that normally hung over his brain. However, his memories of the last day or two were scrambled. If he’d started out in San Francisco like he thought, he drew a blank on what had gotten him into the jail cell. Something about a fake bird and a disease. It made no sense.
“They think you’re an agent of the old United States. They’ll keep making you sick and healing you until you tell them every detail of your mission. It’s what David does here in his pit, apparently.”
Dwight leaned against the door, looking to the sides and wondering if he could make Poppy reappear. When she didn’t, he continued speaking to Jacob. “What have they done to you? I can’t recall if I’ve seen you here before now.”
“Stunted memories are a side effect of the healing process. It does it to a lesser degree when they infect you, but they like you to remember the pain. Those of us who were once part of the Legion know exactly what to expect. It’s in our long-term memory. I was in the same line as you this morning. You just don’t remember me.”
He sighed. Jacob was nice to him back at the beginning. “I’m sorry, man. I never meant for you to get hurt. This has all been a terrible misunderstanding. That’s what I’ll tell them when they get me the next time.”
“Good luck with that.” Jacob left his door.
The woman in blue wasn’t in her entry opposite his. In fact, of all the cage doors visible to him in the hallway, no one held their arms out where he could see them. And Poppy, imaginary or not, wasn’t around anymore either. Somehow, her absence hurt him the most.
“I want to go home.”




CHAPTER 15
Fort Collins, CO
The pile of guns and food containers in the rear of the SUV shifted like waves as he took corners at high speeds. They’d left the scene of the explosion, but Ted was ninety-nine percent sure Todd had filmed their departure. At best, they were security personnel who’d totally face-planted on protecting Darla and her news crew. At worst, he and Emily would be seen as accomplices to the suicidal hero who’d blown that depot into next year.
They did have some advantages. The unfolding convoy attack would distract what was left of the enemy security services in Fort Collins. They were also driving straight out of town. And, finally, it would be dark soon. He figured if they could avoid contact for another thirty minutes, they’d be okay.
Emily laughed with a nervous energy. “Well, you did say you wanted to cause a diversion for the enemy troops. If I hadn’t spent every waking second by your side, I would have said you were the one who planned the truck attack. That was like swinging a baseball bat, using a flamethrower, and grinding a chainsaw into the jaws of the hornet’s nest, all at the same time.”
“We’re going to make it,” he said dryly as the houses of Fort Collins thinned out. “You keep watch in the skies back there.”
As she often did, Emily pulled her legs onto the seat, so she could more easily look behind them. It was a child-like pose he found charming in a US president. However, he didn’t have time to savor it. The road curved and went down a gentle slope.
“They’re going to send those drones after us, aren’t they?” she asked.
“Count on it.” The convoy’s unloading would be interrupted, for sure, but there were already rows of multicolored drones parked on those receiving lots. At least a few of them were probably the airborne kind.
They drove a couple of minutes before the road rose out of the low ground, giving Emily a better view of the surrounding countryside. He sincerely wished they were in the middle of Colorado, where the forests were thick and the hills were steep, rather than the wide-open grasslands so common to the high plains.
“I do see lights,” Emily finally said. “But they’re pretty far back.”
“Shit. If they’re already up there, they’ll be spreading out. We can’t count on luck.” He knew their lives depended on his next moves, so he took some deep, calming breaths to clear his head.
They were going a hundred miles-an-hour due east. The drones circling the city might not see them, but there could always be other air assets higher up. The longer he stayed in the open, the better chance someone would finally see him.
Minutes later, as the sun mercifully dipped below the horizon, he thought they might be in the clear. After passing a few farms and putting some more miles behind them, he slowed down to ninety, as a safety measure.
Emily still searched the skies all around.
“I wish I could call Kyla. Tell her what we did. Meechum knows not to come south, but, if they did, there’s no way they’ll get through that search. If they go looking for us up north, they might even get to Glendo…” He stopped himself from speculating further.
She replied, “Meechum knows what she’s doing. I’m sure they’re heading north already. There’s nothing to worry about.”
He gripped the wheel with both hands. “Yeah, you’re right. You and I have enough to worry about in our laps.” When he glanced over to her, she met his eyes with a friendly smile.
“I’m having fun. Aren’t you?”
He laughed. “I can see dating you is going to be an ever-growing challenge of more and more elaborate outings. Today, we saw a fireworks show. Tomorrow, I’ll dial up a hurricane for you.”
“I’d settle for a quiet movie and popcorn. Just the two of us.”
“And your security team,” he said dryly, to taunt her.
“I’ll have them wait outside,” she snickered.
“Well, that would suit me—” He saw a light in the sky, almost directly ahead and low on the horizon. “Crap!”
They’d gotten well outside Fort Collins, with even the most distant suburbs now twenty miles back. The only manmade structure visible in the fading light of dusk was a spinning windmill blade on a rise to their right.
He spotted a small gravel road cutting between two of the endless farm fields.
“Hang on!” Ted crushed his foot on the brake pedal, sending the truck into a long barking skid. Before they fully stopped, he spun the wheel, and the truck careened onto the gravel path.
“What are you doing?” she asked, holding onto the door handle for stability.
“Playing a hunch.”
The light moved closer, and at an angle, like it was heading for Fort Collins. He was positive it was a search plane. Properly motivated, he got the truck back up to fifty-five miles-an-hour on the farming road. To his relief, it took them toward the windmill.
“Here we go,” he said with a dramatic touch as he went over a gentle rise in the land. “Dammit!” Ted had expected a house to be close to the windmill, but there was nothing but more farmland and a stand of trees far to the back.
“Ted, there’s a house ahead. Look.”
It was hard to see in the low light, and he’d purposefully kept the headlights off, but she was right. The gravel road continued past the spinning tower, which had a water trough below it, and went toward the house.
The aircraft continued to get closer. By coincidence, his path toward the farmhouse took them closer to the flight path of the plane, though it was still miles away. He didn’t dare stop.
“When we get there, I want you to take over the wheel. I’m going to hop out.”
“Hop out?” she exclaimed. “Where are you going?”
There wasn’t time to explain. They approached the trees and were rewarded with the sight of a proper farmhouse, complete with corrugated steel outbuildings and a small barn. Any of them would do as a hiding place, but he aimed for the main house and its garage. “Here we go.”
Instead of using the brakes and lighting up the brake lights, he kept his foot off the pedal as he neared their hiding spot. He let off the gas, too, then jammed the shifter down a gear. As it lost some momentum, he downshifted again. Finally, he threw it into low gear, which lurched the truck to a walking pace. When it was close enough to a stop, he put the shifter in park and jumped out. He prayed Emily would take over for him.
Ted gripped the garage door and attempted to lift. It wouldn’t budge.
“Shit!” he blurted, panic lurking.
He ran to the other one, but it wouldn’t move, either.
Looking to the sky, the light was still there and moving closer. They had less than a minute or two, at best, before it would be overhead. He thought about driving the truck around the side, so it wasn’t in the direct line of sight, but if it was a search plane, he knew it wouldn’t be enough.
“Don’t move!” he yelled to Emily, who sat at the wheel.
He hopped on the porch and ran to the front door, sure it would be locked.
It was.
“Screw this!” He picked up a medium-sized potted plant and hefted it into the front window. It broke through with a sickening crash, and he charged through the small hole after it.
Scrambling over the broken glass and into the darkened home, he found his way to the kitchen and the thing he needed most: the inside entry to the garage. He went through, reached left and right, frantically searching for the automatic garage door opener button. When he found it, the unit wasn’t operational. The power was out.
He ran into the empty garage, pulled at the emergency release cord hanging down from the track of the door opener, which let it slide free. This allowed him to manually lift the door as if the automatic opener wasn’t there. The second he saw Emily’s face, he waved her inside.
“Hurry!”
Ted went back inside before she’d entered the garage. He’d never faced a situation remotely like the one he was in, but he’d been trained to think ahead. If the aircraft was looking for them, he had to do everything in his power to throw it off the scent.
He opened the freezer door. The power was off, but the inside was still cold, with frozen products up and down the shelves. He grabbed as much as he could carry, and also pulled off the bin holding ice cubes.
As he walked into the garage again, he probably looked hilarious to Emily. She gave him a sideways glance. “What are you doing?”
“Pop the hood!”
“What?”
“Pop the hood!” he repeated, moving his supplies toward the truck.
She did as requested.
“Close the garage door!” he added, throwing the frozen food onto the engine. He poured the ice as close to the engine manifold as possible. Then, without waiting to see the results, he ran back into the kitchen.
The door was closed the next time he came out. He threw a frozen chicken, a big lasagna dish, and bags of corn into the engine bay.
“What in the name of God are you doing?” Emily asked, finally catching up to him.
“Help me! Find some water. Pour it on there.”
Ted ran headlong into the kitchen again, thinking how he wished they had a few extra minutes to put some cold items in the back of the truck to cover the exhaust system. The plane was probably already on top of them—
He caught sight of the woman’s dress on the linoleum floor a fraction of a second too late. His foot hit it perfectly, acting like a banana peel and sending him flying off his feet.
His whole world went black.
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
After being shown what was going to happen to her if she crossed David again, Charity took Tabby to a different part of the complex. It still looked like an office building interior, but the doors weren’t open cages, like the prison cells. For that, she was grateful. However, when Charity knocked on the wooden door, she was disappointed at who answered.
Victor.
The redhead smiled profusely. “Look who I brought back for you.”
The tall young man smiled, but Tabby recognized the fake sentiment behind his glassy eyes. He wasn’t happy to see her.
“I’ll leave you two to it. Remember your lessons, Tabitha.” Charity’s smile was a mile wide, as if sure she’d been put in her place. She strode off with a pair of guards in tow.
She was left alone with Victor. “Can I come in?”
He stood back from the door. “Sure.”
Once inside, he closed it, making her feel like a lab rat trapped in a terrible experiment. To counter the feeling, she looked around for a place to sit. There wasn’t much in the repurposed office. A small cot sat against the far wall. A green cook stove was open on a cheap folding table close by. A pair of office chairs were the only places to sit, so she hopped on the one furthest from the stove.
Victor remained on his feet. “They said you were coming back, which is great, but I don’t understand why you left. Was it something I said?”
She almost felt sorry—no, she refused to feel sorry for him. Sure, he seemed nice enough, but his entire reason for being there was to be assigned a wife in this weird new country currently strangling the remains of her America. Still, to get what she wanted, a certain level of compassion was required. “Would it make a difference if I said it was me, not you?”
He brightened. “But you’re perfect. I couldn’t have picked a better companion if I had the catalogue of homesteaders to choose from.”
She was taken aback. “A catalogue? You actually have a book of potential wives?”
“And husbands. It works both ways. We all get to make a few choices, in order of preference, then the Legion makes the final decision. I came up short from being matched, originally, due to some deaths during transit. When you showed up, it was like a gift from David. He really knows how to pick them.”
She thought back to how David said he’d watched her on the TV broadcast back in St. Louis. Was he blowing smoke about why he’d selected her to survive? She fought back the feeling of flattery at being picked for her beauty at all. She’d never considered herself top-shelf boyfriend material. She worked in a mine, after all. But having men talk about her as a catch was as image boosting as it was disgusting.
Tabby stood up, getting angry. “Well, for your information, I didn’t sign up for any of this. Me and my friends came here against our will. They’re still being held prisoner by your people. I want no part of your homesteading whatever.” She had no interest in touching his cot, so she went into the opposite corner and sat on the carpet.
“I’m sorry,” he said quietly.
She put her head down and closed her eyes, willing him to leave her alone. As the minutes passed, and he puttered around his small pad, she dozed off.
Seemingly seconds later, her eyes popped open. The lights were low. Victor snored in his bed. A blue light cast a dim aura through the room, giving her enough to see her way around.
“Sorry, friend,” she whispered as she unlatched the door. “But I’d rather die than be assigned to someone.”
In seconds, she was outside Victor’s apartment. The lights of the hallway were set to about half brightness. She figured this was to simulate nighttime while inside the mountain. Whatever it was, it made her feel as if she was sneaking through the darkness.
While she’d been marched around the complex, she’d been keeping track of the twists and turns, much as she would when learning new passages inside the Bonne Terre mine. She was proud of her navigation skills when she saw the elevators. Based on her conversations with David and Charity, the elevator would take her far into the earth, or up to the surface. They didn’t appear to have key codes or any type of security, but there were two guards standing by the doors, much closer than the pair who’d let her slip by near the EXIT door.
“It’s night. Go to sleep,” she mumbled in their direction.
Tabby waited at the bend in the tunnel for several minutes, praying the two guards would find other things to do besides wait there. However, as time dragged on, and the possibility someone would approach from behind her kept increasing, she began to believe her escape plan would have to wait for another time. As much as it sucked, she’d have to go back to Victor’s place and wait it out…
A second before giving up, someone placed a hand across her mouth.
She reacted by squirming on her feet—heart in her throat, ready to fight back—but the person was larger than her and able to hold her still before she could land a blow. Tabby couldn’t scream, either; she didn’t want the guards to find her.
“Shhh,” the man cautioned.
It was Victor.




CHAPTER 16
Wheatland, WY
Kyla and Meechum walked well into the night. They used the creek bed as cover, and the water itself as a means of hiding their footprints and scents, on the assumption someone would be searching for them. However, when the little creek met a larger stream, they chose to walk a game trail along the bank. Hours after they’d started, they emerged from the trees at the edge of an open area.
“Are we back in the grasslands?” she asked, tired from all the walking she’d done since the cabin. “Because I’m going to throw up if we are.”
The Marine halted. “No, it’s a lake.”
She looked again. The half-moon cast enough light to see the body of water. Her eyes had expected grass, so the mistake was easy to make. “Did we circle around to the lake with the cabin?”
Meechum laughed. “Are you serious? That’s forty klicks north of here.”
She wasn’t in the mood. “I didn’t know you were keeping track.”
“It’s all right. Let’s take a short break.”
Kyla fell to the ground, relieved. Traveling with a Marine had its advantages in land navigation, ambush surveillance, and general security, but it came with a heavy price. Breaks weren’t in Meechum’s vocabulary.
She twisted onto her back, moving to take in a view of the stars. Living under the lights of the big cities back home, the night sky was seldom noticed. As she caught her breath and picked out stars here and there, Kyla wondered if God was watching her from beyond the universe. If so, maybe it was time to ask for a helping hand. Her emotions got the best of her as she tried, and failed, to think up a prayer. A lone tear rolled down her cheek, and she closed her eyes to prevent more from falling…
“Welp. Let’s roll out.” Meechum sounded fresh, almost excited, to get moving again.
Kyla had enough time to thank God for sending the strong warrior woman. For the umpteenth time, she wondered what she’d be doing if Meechum hadn’t been the one to kick her in the face by way of an introduction.
Yeah, I guess God does work in mysterious ways.
“I’m up,” she said, fighting the sound of weariness in her voice.
They walked along the bank of the lake for another half-hour. A faint light appeared on the eastern horizon, signaling a new day. Kyla couldn’t believe it. “Have we been walking all night?”
Meechum chuckled. “You fell asleep when we took a break. I didn’t have the heart to wake you up. I could tell you really needed some rack time, so I gave you an hour.”
“An hour?” It put them even further behind Uncle Ted. Her heartbeat woke up. “We have to find a car, Meech. I want to get to the south, you know? We can’t stop!” Belatedly, she wondered if the other woman ever closed her eyes.
“I know. I’m walking the shore of this lake assuming we’ll find a boat ramp or the car of a fisherman. I’m certain a body of water this size will have at least one vehicle to take. Probably many.”
She looked out on the lake, now appearing in a gray light rather than solely moonlight. It was a few miles long, and about half that wide. The woman’s logic was sound about finding fishermen’s vehicles, so she got moving again. “If there’s more than one car, I’m going to search them all for a charger. I—”
Meechum pulled her sideways into the brush.
“What the?” she hissed, shocked.
“Shh!” the Marine insisted.
As they lay there in the weeds, she heard a car door quietly close.
The hand came off her mouth. Meechum shifted toward the base of a small tree with gnarly bark. She looked one way, then behind them. Finally, after a long pause, she came back over to her. “There’s someone ahead.”
“Did they track us down?” she whispered.
“I don’t know, but I think they’re behind us.” Meechum looked toward the lake. “We might have to go for a swim…”
Kyla already had the rifle in her hands, as did the other woman. She tried to sound confident. “Can we fight our way out?”
Meechum’s teeth glowed in the moonlight. “I like your style, but there are too many. They—”
A man’s voice spoke loudly. “We hear you out there. Come on in!”
They both froze.
Kyla was ready for a fight, no matter what, but Meechum seemed torn. The Marine searched the area as if she’d lost her way.
“What are you looking for?” Kyla whispered.
“There’s no good cover here.” She sighed deeply. “I’ll tell you what. Hold yourself by this tree. Do not, under any circumstances, fire your weapon or make a sound. Do you understand? Remember, my job as a United States Marine is to protect you at all costs. You have to do this for me, all right?”
“Sure. Yeah. I’ll hold my fire. But what are you going to do?” She expected her to say suicide charge, or to pull out a hidden grenade—whatever a badass Marine would do when faced with overwhelming odds.
“Don’t friggin’ move. You got it?”
Kyla repeated herself, a bit annoyed at being talked down to like she couldn’t follow directions. “Yeah.”
Meechum crawled to a nearby tree, then slid onto the more exposed bank closer to the water. In moments, she was out of sight, though her footfalls on the rocks were distinct for several seconds.
What followed were the two least-expected words Kyla had ever heard from the tough never-say-die Marine.
“I surrender!”
Fort Collins, CO
When Ted opened his eyes, he wasn’t sure of anything. It was nearly pitch dark, though a hint of light outlined his companion. A pretty woman was above him, possibly floating. Her locks fell to each side of her face, though she cocked her head a bit to see him out of one eye. She put her finger to her mouth.
“Shh.”
His eyes swirled in their sockets, then came back into focus. It was Emily. She was indeed over him because he was on the floor. He’d fallen…
“Em?”
She crinkled her nose. “Do you even know what shush means?” After chiding him, she leaned away, revealing dark rafters on the ceiling. He was no longer in the kitchen of the farmhouse. He didn’t know how he’d gotten there, but it had to be the basement.
Outside, the faint sound of a whining drone engine caught his attention. There was a good reason why she’d shushed him. The enemy was snooping around.
He shifted on the cement floor while expanding his thought process. Did he get enough cold items on the engine block to cool and shield it from heat-sniffing machines? Did Emily finish what he’d started? Were the bad guys closing in on them, ready to hang them for their part in the tanker truck explosion? Ted had a million questions, but he respected the shush.
She helped him sit up and lean against the wall. Emily crouched to speak in his ear. “You’ve been out for a couple of hours. Personally, I think you used this time to take a nap.” She giggled, obviously anxious to take the edge off the bad news.
“Hours…” he replied, rubbing the back of his head. Distantly, he thought about having a concussion, but there was no time for injuries. Ted swallowed hard, staying focused on the whirring blades in the skies outside. “Did you follow my instructions for the truck?”
“I did. It’s a wet mess out there after I poured milk, orange juice, and gallons of water into the motor. I hope the truck still works.” She listened for a moment, before adding, “Once I had it all done, I dragged you down the stairs so we would be shielded ourselves. I brought the guns, and our supplies, fearing we might be down here for a while.”
“Good work,” he said, realizing he could let go of a little of his body’s tension. “I have to see what’s out there. Can I stand up?”
She laughed, “I don’t know. Can you?”
It took him a minute to get to his feet, and it reminded him of waking up after a long, unplanned nap in an uncomfortable chair, but he eventually got himself vertical. Emily helped him a bit but let go when he was good.
She motioned him toward one of the small windows high on the wall. When he arrived, she sidled up next to him again. “I’ve been watching to see if they’re using grid patterns, like you taught us to look for, but I haven’t been able to tell. Since we got here, I’ve seen at least three different drones go by. One even had a little light it used to illuminate the yard.”
“It sounds like they’re serious about finding us.”
She wrapped an arm around his waist while he watched outside. He reciprocated by putting his arm over her shoulder. “Thank you for getting me down the steps.”
“Yeah, well, you probably have some new bruises.”
He squeezed her. “Ah, that explains why I woke up feeling like an eighty-year-old man. I do have some sore spots.” It was far easier to blame her in jest than admit he’d been the idiot who slipped in the kitchen.
They stood at the window for a long time, only ducking if a drone appeared directly in their field of view. In a perfect world, the glass would block most heat-seeking technology, but it wasn’t foolproof. He figured the thick foundation and dirt would shield them, as long as they stayed down.
By the time sunlight illuminated the horizon, it was time to make a move. “We’ve got to head out. We’re still too close to Fort Collins.”
“Can’t we stay here for a while? I mean, I don’t want to spend another second locked up with you,” she tittered with mock laughter, “but we could wait out their search. Stay off the roads. Stay hidden.”
“Yeah, it would be terrible to be with you,” he replied with equal sarcasm, “but we have a job to do. We have to get to NORAD and delay or sabotage this invasion force. David gave the world one week to kick out our fellow Americans. Unless my calendar is off, it gives us about three days from right now. We can’t squander a minute.”
Her shoulders slumped under his arm. She was upset.
“It’ll be all right,” he continued. “While I was sleeping, I had a good dream.”
“Oh yeah?” she said with rising interest.
“Yep. I dreamed there were Americans still alive out there in the night. They’re the same stock of people who rose against the British and won. They’re the same stock of people who hit a walk-off homerun to fight and win World War II. They’re the same type of folk like that guy last night who drove by us, on the way to his death, with a huge smile on his face and his finger in the air. It gave me hope we can make a difference, you and I.”
She looked at him expectantly, then gently pulled herself from his arm. “You’re right. We have a duty to keep going. I have an obligation as president. I’ll gather the guns.”
Capulin, NM
Brent had his people up and moving as soon as it was nautical twilight. When the sun came up, they’d all eaten their junk food breakfasts, cleaned themselves in the tiny visitor center bathroom, and did their business. Once back in their trucks, they went toward the town of Capulin, intending to return to the main highway.
They drove with their lights off.
“Should we stop in the store again to get more food for these guys?” he asked Trish, who continued to be his co-pilot.
She tugged at her short blonde hair, working out knots. “I wouldn’t mind stopping to see if they have a brush and a basic makeup kit. I know we’re on a mission, and don’t think this is because I’m a woman, but dunking my head under the faucet isn’t working for me. My hair is a greasy, itchy, annoying mess.” She pulled a tangled strand, sounding frustrated. “I don’t need the whole caboodle, but a few face and hair products would help, for sure.”
The young woman put her feet up on the dashboard and pointed to her boots. “And I desperately need a pedicure.”
He cast a sideways glance. “I know some of that isn’t true.”
She laughed. “I’m half-kidding. To answer your question, though, it can’t hurt to stop. We’re only a few hours from Colorado Springs. Then things will be too serious to fool around with stores, even for needy women like me.”
“Right you are,” he chuckled.
A few minutes later, he pulled his small convoy into the parking lot of the store. It wasn’t only due to Trish’s suggestion, but it had been several days since he’d tasted a good cup of coffee. A little caffeine would help wake him up and keep him sharp.
As he got out, he looked around for threats. The store appeared empty, but he caught sight of a twinkling light far down the highway.
He ran to all four police model Chevy Tahoes behind him. “Stay in your vehicles. Engines off. Feet off the brake pedals. Hide!”
By the time he’d gotten back to his own truck, he was out of breath. Trish crouched next to her seat, pistol at the ready. On a whim, he opened the back door and grabbed both of their shotguns. “We might need these.”
They sat there for a full minute as the lights approached. To any onlooker, their trucks would blend in with the abandoned vehicles common on the roads and parking lots. “There’s a whole bunch of them,” he said quietly.
“You think they’re friendlies?” she asked doubtfully.
“I think we’ll stay right here to make sure.”
“Agreed.” He checked his mirror, trying to remember which truck Long was in. It bothered him to think about it, but the new guy was the only person he could envision jumping out of his safe spot to go running to the new people. He tried to think back to their morning routines. Was he aware of this approaching convoy? Was Long trying to make them go faster, or slower, to meet it? Nothing pointed to an obvious effort on the man’s part. He chalked it off to paranoia.
The convoy was led by a military police car. It was painted olive drab, and the model was from the previous decade, at least. The red-and-blue lights were off, but there was enough morning light to see the Mexican flag painted on the door.
“What the eff?” he blurted. “Is this the Mexican army?”
The next several vehicles were large armored cars. They were painted the same drab color and flew the same flag. However, after six or seven of them passed, a new color scheme appeared on a different style of armored truck. They had six wheels, instead of four. The flag changed, too, though Brent didn’t recognize it.
Trish scooted up in her seat. “Is that good or bad?”
He continued to watch the military rigs fly along the highway. By his estimation, there were at least a hundred vehicles on the roll, with a dozen different flags painted on them. At long last he saw the end, but he couldn’t come up with a proper answer for her.
“I honestly have no idea.”




CHAPTER 17
Fort Collins, CO
After all his efforts at reducing their infrared signature, Ted still had no idea if the drones up in the sky were even searching for IR targets, though he still assumed they were. Like everything else with the invading army, they seemed to steal American technology and put it to their own purposes. For some things, their purpose was obvious, such as the airports. For others, however, like high-tech weapons systems, they might not have the manpower or technical skills to properly operate them. He’d seen that with their lax security and failed programmers in their critical server farm back in Minot.
Sometimes, all he had was his gut.
They’d gathered their weapons and gear in the SUV. He sat inside the cab with her, but left his door ajar so he could get out and lift the garage door. Before going further, however, he needed a few moments to think.
“What’s on your mind, friend?” Emily said with a pleasant tone.
“We haven’t seen or heard the drones for thirty minutes. I think it’s time to go, but I don’t like to stake our entire mission on a gamble.”
“But we can’t stay,” she reminded him.
“Yep. This is a classic cost-benefit scenario.”
“Don’t overthink it. Your instincts have been spot-on for as long as I’ve known you. Hell, you were amazing stopping my would-be assassin on Air Force Two. Talk about the right time, right place.”
He had to laugh. “I never told you how that happened, did I?”
She sat up. “Tough grit and a keen eye?”
Ted shook his head. “I was checking you out. You were wearing your thin business skirt and I accidentally found myself admiring your figure. I was respectful about it, but I can’t tell a lie. That’s what I was doing. Then Jeffries pulled his gun…”
Emily thought about it for a few seconds. “I guess I should be thankful I didn’t choose that day to wear clothes as unflattering as this ensemble.” She swooshed her hands over her baggy, black pants.
“Saved by the skirt,” he mused.
“We’ll talk about what’s appropriate in our next staff meeting. For now, go with that same gut. I can’t ask you to know what’s in the sky from here to NORAD.”
“All right. If this goes sideways, you’ve just given me plausible deniability.” He winked at her, then ran to the garage door to open it. When it was up, he checked the skies one last time. There wasn’t a sound to be heard, save some robins chirping happily in the front yard.
Gut, don’t fail me now.
He pulled out of the garage, initially timid about being exposed. However, once he had the truck facing the driveway, he committed himself to the hustle. Minutes later, after screaming down the gravel path and getting back onto the main two-lane highway, Ted let out a long breath.
“See?” Emily said. “Your instinct was right. We’re on our way.”
He checked the rearview mirrors, alert for flying objects, or perhaps to see the house go up in a fiery blast, but everything remained as it was. They were back in the literal middle of nowhere, with grass and farmlands from one end of the flat horizon to the other.
Eventually, he released one hand from the wheel. “Can you do me a favor?” He pulled out his phone. “Text Kyla to let her know we’re doing okay, now that she’s had time to cool off. I’d love to hear she’s fine too, you know?”
“I do,” Emily replied.
She took the phone and began the process of texting. Once it was sent, she sat there watching it, waiting for a reply. A short time later, she held the screen toward him. “It says my message didn’t go through.”
He squinted to see the tiny words. “Eh, we don’t have a network connection. That’s all right. I think it will send it when we get a signal again. I can’t imagine there are many cell towers in this part of the world. I certainly can’t see any.”
They drove for another sixty miles toward the rising sun, but Ted turned right at a lonely intersection on the high plains.
“Another gut feeling?” she asked, still looking out her window at the nothing.
“I’ll keep everyone guessing, including me.”
For the next hour, he chose numerous other routes, going east, west, and south, but he arranged his turns to take them toward the southeast. His plan, such as it was, depended on skirting around the crowded city of Denver and come at NORAD from the south. If, by some miracle, David’s people figured out he and Emily had been in Minot, North Dakota, it wasn’t hard to fathom where they’d be heading if they were already in Fort Collins. It was great to know Emily had likely gotten herself on camera, so it could help the war effort overseas, but he knew it also raised their profile on the threat matrix of the invasion force.
For the time being, it was nice to be nowhere, and see nothing.
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
Victor removed his hand slowly, then turned her to face him. She locked eyes and somehow knew he was confused, not angry.
He spoke in muted tones. “What are you doing here? Are you trying to escape again? Don’t you know what they’ll do to you?”
“As I said before, this isn’t about you. This is about my friends. I’ve got to get help for them. Since no one in this place is going to give me the time of day, I need to find someone from the outside. I’m sure you can scare up a better girl than me for your love cruise.” She had no idea if it was true, but it seemed to make him stand back.
“I’ll help you,” he said matter-of-factly.
“Help me what? Get back to your room?”
He shook his head wildly. “No! I’ll help you by distracting the guards. We can do ‘get help’.”
Her brain searched for where she’d heard the phrase before. It was hard to locate, but the tumblers in her mind eventually fell into place, and it rolled out. “You mean from that superhero movie?” It was a way of approaching guards while begging for help, as if an emergency medical situation was in progress. When the guards least expected it, the heroes would attack. The scenario was goofy, but it struck her as even more outlandish the enemy boy would know it. “How do you know about American movies?”
“Are you kidding? I’m a movie buff. Ask me any movie question you want. I bet I can answer it.”
She leaned back on her heels, deep in thought.
“What?” he asked.
“Oh, it’s weird. I assumed you were from another planet or had spent your life in a barn practicing for the invasion of my country.”
“I’m not an alien. My parents were from California. And if there’s one thing the movies taught me, it’s you don’t trip up a, um, woman, who’s trying to rescue her friends.”
She didn’t want to find a deeper meaning to his change of heart. To keep him on task, she thumbed over her shoulder. “So, movie buff, how are you really going to help me with those guards?”
“First, take this.” He handed her a backpack. “It has food and water. For outside.” He then pointed to a side hallway about fifty feet back the way they’d come. “You wait over there. I’ll draw the guards to my room. It’ll be easy.”
“You brought me food?” she said with surprise. “You knew I was going to try to leave?”
He smiled a bit.
“And you won’t report me?” she continued with suspicion, even while accepting the pack.
Victor looked hurt. “Despite what you think, I don’t want to see anyone put to death because of me. That’s not what I signed up for.” He halted, before continuing in a more subdued voice. “Be a hero. Rescue the lady and stuff. I’m cool with all of it, but you should also know if I get caught helping you, I’ll be in a lot of trouble. If you do get away, I’ll pretend to not know anything about it. If you get yourself caught, do you think…”
He wasn’t exactly a model of super heroism, but he wasn’t cowering in his room calling David, either. She clenched her jaw and cut him a break. “I won’t turn you in. I promise.”
He brightened, then waved her on. “Go!”
After she got to the dark corridor, Victor gave her a thumb-up signal. He then stumbled around the corner. “Get help! My betrothed needs medical attention!”
She quietly snickered at his male bravado. It played out exactly as he’d planned it, too. He and the guards ran by the side hallway, anxious to ‘get help’ to where it was needed, leaving her alone to return to the elevators.
“Now, for a hasty good-bye,” she said to the elevator button as she arrived in the loading area. The doors parted as soon as she clicked it.
Once inside, she studied the round buttons for the other floors. The one at the top was labeled “OUT.” It wasn’t hard to figure out what it meant. The levels counted down from 3 to 1. She was on 1. The next lower level was 0. From there, the digits descended to minus four, though there was one last button with ‘LOW1’ on it.
The doors closed, though she still hadn’t picked a destination. Her hesitation stemmed from the placement of the guards. She couldn’t say for certain they were everywhere, but the one place they would absolutely be found was the topmost level. The exit. If she went to the top now, without a weapon to her name, she would be caught for sure.
I could hide.
As a child, hiding in the mine was one of the games she’d played with Mom and Dad. It gave her the idea of doing the same down in the bunker. She had some food and water. Spending days in a supply closet would be better than pretending to enjoy living with Victor or being trotted around by David. When the time was right, she’d find a real weapon, go to the surface, fight her way out, then go find help for Audrey and Peter.
Her internal clock warned her the guards would soon be back. Victor would have to explain why he’d needed help. Maybe they knew he’d faked it and were already on their way back to the elevator to catch her…
Her fast breathing was almost at panic level. A choice needed to be made.
“Going down.” She clicked the LOW1 button, causing the elevator to lurch into action. Once on the move, she leaned against the support bar, relieved no one had found her.
The LED lights above the door counted down to minus four, then went blank. The other floors ticked by quickly, leading her to wonder why she hadn’t reached the last one on the list. Several minutes of travel went by, and she sensed the machine had picked up speed as it went, but still a number didn’t appear.
“Uh oh,” she said to herself, wondering how far she was going. Visions of looking down the bottomless pit made her fear she’d somehow put herself on a course to its bottom. How long would it take to ride an elevator for ten miles? Didn’t David say something about not being able to go all the way down in one shot?
It took ten minutes, by her estimation, before the light finally came on.
“Thank God!” The elevator car decelerated and settled to a stop, followed by a long pause. She was dressed in her blue unitard, carrying a food bag over her shoulders, with nothing but fists for weapons. She was filled with a nervous electricity, as if she’d taken a wrong turn into a bad neighborhood. Whoever appeared outside the doors would never expect someone like her to come out swinging.
She balled her fists, ready for anything.




CHAPTER 18
Wheatland, WY
“I surrender!” Meechum shouted, louder than before. “I’m coming out!”
“We have multiple shooters watching you,” the man’s voice said in return. “Don’t try anything fancy.”
“I’m a US Marine,” she replied in a lower voice. “Don’t fire on me.”
Kyla listened to silence for a short time before the man spoke again, albeit in a more natural tone of voice, as if Meechum was closer to him. “You said you were with the US Marines. Why are you dressed like a Blackout?”
“I’m dressed like this because we snuck into one of your bases, hacked your servers, then got out without a scratch. We would have gotten away with it, too, but my team was killed in a traffic accident last night. Now, it’s just me.”
The man laughed. “If you really are a Marine, say something only a Marine would know.”
Kyla listened as her friend rattled off a series of curse words, each dirtier than the next. It would have been funny if she wasn’t in the process of giving herself up. Thinking she might be able to help, Kyla stuck her head up. However, she only saw the other woman’s cropped haircut. The men were still hidden.
The man laughed. “Yep, you check out. You’re definitely not with the invaders. What unit were you with, Marine?”
“Aren’t you with the invaders?” Meechum snarked.
“Hell no. We’re Americans, too. Why don’t you at least tell us what unit you were with.”
Meechum replied instantly. “F division, U brigade, sir.”
“Fair enough. You can come out of there. None of us are going to shoot, as long as you do it nice and easy. Then we’ll see what’s what.”
Kyla’s heart leapt, thinking it was all a trick. It wouldn’t be hard to fake being a real American so the battle-tested Marine would give herself up without a fight. As she watched, Meechum moved forward, out of her sight. As much as she wanted to defend her friend, caution made Kyla wait where she was. “Dang, this better not be a trap,” she whispered.
Two minutes later, Meechum called, “Dudette! We’re good. Come on out.”
She waited for a few seconds, wondering if they could have forced her to say the words, until she assured herself it was impossible. There was no way the Marine would give her up unless it was truly safe.
After walking the same path along the shoreline as her friend had taken, she came out of the brush to find a group of about ten soldiers waiting for her. There were a few trucks in a small gravel parking lot, but no military vehicles.
Her eyes went to Meechum. She’d been relieved of her weapons but didn’t seem upset about it. Her rifle, pistol, shotgun, and a couple of knives were on the ground beside her. The woman waved her to come forward, which she did.
In seconds, men had taken her two rifles, the bag, and pistol. One of them checked out her wound while another man came over to talk to her.
“I’m Colonel Avery, United States Army. You’re safe, but we have to get away from the enemy operation at the powerplant. We’re going to take you for a short ride.”
Without her weapons, there was no point in arguing. She and Meechum hopped in the bed of a pickup truck with two of the soldiers. They rode into the dawn, giving her a sense of hope they would make better time toward Uncle Ted. However, after about twenty minutes, the driver slowed and went down a dirt path into dense tree cover.
“Last stop,” the driver said quietly out his window.
She and the Marine hopped out.
Avery was back. He spoke mostly to Kyla. “As I said, I’m Colonel Avery. These men I’m with are Task Force Yankee, a recon team probing behind the lines of the Blackout forces. We asked your friend here what you two were up to, but she wasn’t very forthcoming, even under threat of court martial. Would you care to tell me what you two were doing by the powerplant?”
She respected Meechum for doing her best to hide their mission, but if these men were with an allied force, they would be best suited to stop the attack on her uncle.
She turned to Meechum before saying a word to the men. “I need to tell them why we were going after my uncle, okay?”
Meechum shrugged. “I can’t divulge my mission, but you have every right to tell them about your uncle.” She emphasized the word uncle, giving her a clue what she wanted.
Kyla returned her attention to Avery. “My uncle was part of our group. We attacked a base in North Dakota. We hacked their computers. Turned off the nuclear briefcase for the US missile arsenal. Now, he’s headed to NORAD to attack the Blackout headquarters and finish the job.” She had a thought. “Is that really what you call them? Blackouts?”
“They always seem to wear black. It’s what everyone on the outside has been calling them.”
“Oh, okay. Anyway, separate from all that, I contacted Rammstein Airbase in Germany using the tablet you confiscated from me. Don’t put the battery back in, by the way. I took it from the enemy. They’ll track it.” She paused to let her words sink in. “A general there said they were going to nuke the base at NORAD and put an end to the Blackout’s HQ. That’s all fine and great, but now my uncle is heading right for the bullseye and he doesn’t know what’s coming. Me and my friend Meechum were on our way to warn him. Of course, if you had a phone we could use…”
The colonel frowned. “I’m afraid I can’t help you there. We’re on total radio silence until we clear enemy territory. Based on what you’re telling me, we won’t be going out anytime soon.”
She was devastated. “Then let us go. I have to find him.”
“No can do. I believe you two are Americans, but we can’t let you out of our sights. Command is going to want to know about survivors. So far, you two are the only friendlies we’ve located.”
It was terrible news. “We’re the only two you’ve seen? That can’t be right. There must be others.”
“I can’t tell you where we’ve been but suffice to say, we’ve crossed many states. No one was out there, except for the Blackouts. Even they’re hard to find, given the size of the country they’re trying to take over.”
Meechum cleared her throat. “Dammit, you boys just refuse to help a woman in distress. How disappointing. Unfortunately for you, sir, you’ll want to change your mind.”
“Why is that, Marine?”
Meechum glanced over to Kyla as if she was about to do a bad thing. When she looked back to Colonel Avery, she stood at attention. “Because her uncle is traveling with the President of the United States, sir.”
Eastern Colorado
As the sun rose over the plains, and Ted drove them far from the scene of the attack, he thought they were in the clear. As with almost every other place they’d visited on the way south from Montana, there was nothing around them but grasslands and the occasional farm. If there was one bit of difference, it was the introduction of gentle, rolling hills. They couldn’t quite see from one horizon to the next. It was ideal for Ted, as the uneven terrain shielded them from being seen from afar.
“A storm’s brewing,” Emily remarked, seemingly bored after the excitement of the drive out of Fort Collins. Far to the east, probably over Kansas, a towering thunderstorm shuffled across the sky. As a pilot, he’d seen many similar storms from the air and was glad it was so far away.
“It won’t come here. It’s moving east.”
“Still, it’s pretty windy,” she allowed.
The wind was becoming a factor. The SUV presented a solid wall for the wind to strike, and it constantly pushed them toward the opposite lane of traffic, though there were no vehicles coming at them. He kept his speed between eighty and one hundred, which helped them cross the featureless tracts of prairie as fast as possible. Soon enough, they reached the interstate.
“This is I-70,” he said, not slowing at all. “I saw this numerous times while flying cross-country. If we turned right, we’d go directly to Denver. Since Colorado Springs is about an hour south of there, we can push on for another hour or so, and then turn west again.”
“You remember all that from your flying?” She sounded impressed.
He was about to come back at her with a pithy comment, but a strong gust of wind slapped against them as they crossed the bridge over the highway. His adrenal gland spit out an emergency supply of go-juice as he held onto the wheel. “Holy crap!”
Emily grabbed onto the door handle.
Once across, the wind settled down to the way it was—abusive, but not deadly.
She laughed. “I guess you were right. The wind is coming from the west. There’s no way the big storm can reverse course.”
Ted held the wheel with determination, sure another gust was about to strike at any moment. He maintained that belief for ten or fifteen minutes before relenting and lowering his guard.
In one small town, he used his supplies to siphon gas. It only had three streets—the main two-lane they’d come in on, and then ones to the east and west of the roadway, creating a little bubble of civilization about a hundred yards square.
“Welcome to Nowheresville,” he said, walking past her window.
“This place doesn’t have a name?” Emily asked.
“Don’t know. I guess old town names don’t mean anything these days. We can call it whatever we want.” The wind came up again. Since he was out of the cab, he took the brunt of the gust, and a ton of dust and dirt, right in the face.
“If we stick around, I might call this place Dustburg.”
As he finished up, he happened to look down the road in the direction they were headed. At first, he thought he saw movement, but continued vigilance revealed nothing.
“We should get moving,” he said nonchalantly to Emily, who’d remained in the cab.
“You need me to drive?” she replied.
“Naw, I’m used to long periods of boredom like this. On some flights, I’d spend sixteen hours in my little ride-along desk, doing nothing but waiting for the pilot to get sick.” As much as he’d been anxious to get into the big chair back then, he was now anxious to return to those simple times.
“Well, I’m here if you need me. When we cleaned that house, I threw extra food in the back.”
“Uh, half-thawed chicken?” They’d pulled out all the food they’d shoved into the engine bay. For his part, he threw it on the garage floor, since it had been ripped and spent time in contact with the greasy motor compartment.
She chuckled at him. “No, silly, I meant the other place. The soccer-mom house. We have Twinkies, remember?”
He perked up. “How could I forget?”
Ted closed the gas cap, stowing the can and hose, but gave one last look at the road ahead. This time, the roadway wasn’t empty. A motorcycle came over a rise in the pavement. Then several more appeared behind the leader.
“Crap! We’ve got company.” The men on the bikes were less than a mile away. There was no logical reason for he and Emily to fear them, however. They were all supposed to be on the same team.
“What do we do?” Emily sat up straight and reached in the back for her rifle.
Calmly, and without any haste whatsoever, he climbed inside the cab and shut the door. He rolled the window down and held his hand out, as if instantly bored of waiting. His insides went into Slinky mode, bouncing and hopping in random directions.
“This isn’t going to be pretty,” he said with a raspy voice. The wind and dry air, plus fear itself, coated his throat like sandpaper. “We have nowhere to hide. No backup. These guys aren’t techs or newscasters. They’re soldiers in the same uniforms as us. If they ask us anything beyond how’s the weather, they’ll figure out we’re imposters. They might already know who we are…”
“Tell me what to do,” Emily said, displaying remarkable calm.
He went over the plan in the sixty seconds he had left. As expected, the group of seven riders pulled right up to his SUV. Ted waved, ensuring they saw his black uniform. Theirs were black, too, and their hogs were the same model as the guys back in Minot. The guys with flamethrowers.
“Have your rifle close. We’ll only get one chance,” he said quietly.
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
“Wake up! Feeding time!” The man’s shouts were followed by metal banging on metal.
Dwight woke up under the office desk. He’d taken his cot and laid it on its side, then dragged it in front of the opening. It made him feel the comfort of confinement and safety in the overnight hours, even while in the strange place.
When he emerged from his hole, the lights had come on automatically, and a tray of food was already at his door.
“This is really great service, huh, Poppy?” After he’d said the words, he scanned the office for his imaginary bird. He’d spoken to her out of habit.
He stretched on the walk to the door, feeling well-rested and ready for the day. As he got there, he remembered exactly where he was, which hit him in the face like a crème pie.
“My memory is all coming back,” he said aloud.
“That’s great,” Jacob replied from across the hall. “Then you’ll be looking forward to getting sick again today.” He sighed loudly. “We both will.”
“I do remember it all,” he said with awe. “I was in a shipping container. Then you found me, provided some food, and put me in a new suit. I stole a motorcycle. I watched a dam break apart. Then I—” He halted, realizing his revelation was incriminating.
Jacob laughed. “Yeah, say it. Then you killed those men. You might as well admit it. They already know everything. They’re always listening, and you talk in your sleep louder than you do in the day.”
“Poppy, is this true?” He checked the office, knowing she wasn’t there, but still unable to throw off the habit of talking to the one friend who’d stuck with him through it all.
After a short pause, he continued speaking to Jacob. “I don’t regret it, you know. It was all a misunderstanding, but I know who and what you are. You people are evil.”
“How do you figure?” Jacob shot back. “Because we took control from the country doing the most damage to the planet? Is it because we want to erase every trace of you people from the land, to return it to a pristine state where humanity can co-exist with nature? Is it because we value science and order above the chaos of whatever it was you Americans did to this continent?”
His mind was clear, but the newfound insight didn’t make him any smarter, or change his past. After his one tour overseas, he’d curled up into a ball as he’d done under the desk. For most of the previous ten years, he’d lived within a few city blocks of his cardboard spread back in San Francisco. It left him with little knowledge of the news at large or what was taking place in the world. It was as if he’d jumped into a time bubble and emerged a decade later with no additional wisdom. He could not dispute anything Jacob had said about the land he’d once fought to defend.
He tried to shift the conversation, as he often had to do for tourists when they wanted to engage with him, rather than simply give him his handout. “You really believe in your cause, don’t you? How’d you get started with David?”
Jacob was silent for a few moments. “Well…I met his people while working in a hotel in Thailand. They said they were looking for executives who could manage a lot of visitors. Inflow. Feeding. Uniforms. The whole lot. The only requirement was I had to attend David’s seminars. Back then, he went by the name Jayden Phillips. He sold all those self-help books, you know?”
“Sure,” Dwight lied.
“Anyway, I was going nowhere, and I didn’t have anything to lose, so I went. Needless to say, the seminar changed my life. I met others who thought like me. Others who believed the Earth needed to be fixed and it could be done by fixing ourselves in David’s perfect image. His methods seemed extreme, but, as you can see, it worked flawlessly, as he promised.”
Dwight leaned against the door to get a better look at Jacob. The guy still had faith in whatever he’d been brainwashed to think in those classes. If Poppy was there, she’d tell him he was dealing with a true believer. Someone who, even in the face of a painful death, thought his killers were acting correctly. Nothing Dwight could say would ever get him out of his mental prison.
He flexed his fingers. Instead of being stiff and painful after years of hard drinking and living six feet from his personal open-air latrine, his entire hand moved as designed. Without pain.
Still, being healed wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. It came with the understanding of the trouble he was in. The punishment he was up against.
A guard came down the hall, looking right at him. “Breakfast is over. It’s time for your morning walk.” His laugh was menacing.
Dwight took a deep breath, desperate to not show how scared he’d become at being back in the real world.




CHAPTER 19
Eastern Colorado
Ted was a warfighter and knew it was a serious matter to take a man’s life. As he sat waiting for the enemy bikers to drive up to his truck and park, certain a fight was coming, he should have been reflecting on the violence he was about to inflict on them. However, his mind was bothered by an inane question.
Do I shoot through the door and break the glass, or shoot above the frame so I can roll my window up later?
Emily breathed fast, getting ready for the attack in her own way.
The lead biker parked about six feet from Ted’s spot. He took off his helmet, hopped off his ride, then came up next to his window.
The man waved. “Hey, how’s it going?”
Over or under?
He chose over. Ted raised his borrowed Beretta above the door’s frame, pointed it at the guy’s chest, then squeezed the trigger.
The man’s eyes grew to the size of baseballs.
Ted braced his wrist, but the boom never went off.
A split-second of problem solving revealed the pistol had failed to fire. He’d already primed the weapon, so it wasn’t a loading error. It must have been a dud cartridge.
The whole team of bad guys hadn’t grasped what was happening, since the first shot hadn’t alerted them. The man opened his mouth to yell as Ted reached for the slide to kick out the bad round and—
Emily’s rifle appeared in front of him, aimed at the man. The AR wasn’t shockingly loud, but it was two feet from his head, and he already had a headache from his fall in the kitchen. When it went off, he was the one who yelped in pain.
The man went down.
“Thanks,” he shouted, ignoring the power drill churning inside his skull, instead prepping his weapon while praying it worked.
Ted aimed at the nearest man. He was maybe ten feet away. The guy had been looking away from the truck, talking with his buddies, and wasn’t yet ducking like some of the others. His back presented a huge target.
He shot at the biker three times, hitting with each one.
“Four,” he said in an even tone, keeping track of his rounds fired. To Emily, he whispered, “Fire like hell. I’m getting out.”
“What?” she replied.
Despite the question, he trusted her absolutely to do as he asked. He kicked open the door, avoided stepping on the dead guy, aimed in the direction of the next target, and fired multiple times as he ran alongside the truck.
He counted another six rounds.
Emily banged out a steady flow of shots as he stayed low and hustled to the rear of the SUV. When he rounded the corner to get out of the men’s sight, he glanced back to see whether he’d hit anyone. Another guy flopped on the ground, out in the open, though he couldn’t say if it had been him or Emily who’d brought him down.
“At least three down,” he said, desperate to control his runaway heartrate and the pounding of blood through his eardrums.
The first return shot came in. Emily yelped as the sound of a metal plink tore into the truck somewhere up front.
He raised the liftgate. “You okay?” he asked her through the compartment.
She was low in the front seat. “I’m good. I’m getting out.”
He whispered, “Shoot from underneath.”
The next few seconds belonged to the bad guys. Both he and Emily were repositioning, giving the bikers a chance to get into the fight. He hated to do it, but he only had five shots left in his semi-automatic pistol and there was at least four men left to shoot. Those were terrible odds.
Emily had made a good decision abandoning the interior of the truck. Once the element of surprise was lost, she’d gotten out of there before everyone shot through the window.
Bullets hit the truck in several places. The men screamed orders to each other. All the while, he calmly reached in and pulled out a Benelli M4 shotgun from his stash of stolen firearms. Up until this moment, Ted hadn’t needed a close-combat gun, but he was glad he’d taken it. Thanks to Meechum, it was already loaded with five rounds of buckshot, with an extra already in the chamber.
He waited until he thought Emily was in position, which took three or four seconds. His heart was about to burst from his chest. The familiar sensation of tunnel vision crept up on him. It was deadly business he was about to do.
Ted leaned around the back of the truck.
One of the shooters already had him lined up from a kneeling position behind the frame of his motorbike. They fired at the same time.
The thump of the heavy combat shotgun kicked against his shoulder, and probably blew out his overtaxed eardrums, but the man took grape shot in the face and chest. His bike seat exploded, too, sending white stuffing into the air.
He lined up the next man, but he fell almost as he watched. Emily had taken her shot from under the truck. It caught the man in the knee, causing him to collapse onto the gravel. She dealt a few kills shots once his side was exposed.
There were two men left, both toward the back of the line of bikes.
Ted fired all five of his remaining cartridges, peppering them over and over with buckshot. His intention was to put the fear of god into them as he abandoned the shotgun and switched again to an AR.
Emily never let up on her rifle, either. He wished he could tell her to shoot and scoot, but there wasn’t time, plus if they didn’t know already, he didn’t want to give the bikers a clue as to where she was.
“I’m out!” she screamed.
He would have to teach her not to give such tactical details away, too.
Ted didn’t need much time. He pulled out the rifle, primed the first round, and aimed it at the men. At the same time, one of the guys had popped up.
“I surr—”
Ted shot him out of instinct, directly through his throat.
“Oh, shit,” he blurted.
The guy stood there for two seconds, then fell over backward.
There wasn’t a sound on the parking lot, save for the wind.
He retreated behind the truck, pulled out one of the extra ARs, and went over to Emily. She’d hunkered down behind the rear tire, which was smart. “Here. Cover me.”
“Where are you going?” she asked with surprise.
“I thought there were two left. I have to make sure they’re all dead.” He assumed he’d hit the second-to-last guy when he unleashed the volley of shotgun shells.
She nodded grimly. “Be careful.”
He kept his rifle trained on the chaotic pile of bodies and bikes, but he didn’t leave the safety of the corner of the truck. None of the men moved, suggesting they were all dead. It was a tribute to how close they’d all been in the battle. A hit at point-blank was a death sentence.
Ted was thinking how lucky they’d been until he noticed the nearest man, the guy who’d come up to the truck in the first place, looking at him with living eyes. He was unarmed and reached out with one hand, as if he was trying to talk.
“What?” Ted asked, still shielding himself with the truck’s back corner.
“Our map blew away in the wind. We only wanted to know how to get back to base from here. Why…”
The man expired mid-sentence.
Ted leaned against the truck, battle tension draining out.
The battle for Nowheresville, Colorado, was over.
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
When the elevator opened, Tabby expected a fight. She was ready for it. Almost savored it. Anything to feel like she was in charge of her own fate, no matter how futile. However, she was instead met with absolute blackness.
“What the?”
A second later, ceiling lights flickered on, as if they were triggered by motion. It revealed a long, thin chamber made of bare metal paneling that wasn’t much wider than a one-car garage. It smelled like an oil-change business, as if lots of machinery was working in the background.
She slowly walked out, wary of an ambush.
The space was barely long enough to fit four elevators along the same wall. Those closest to her were labeled Transfer 1. The others were labeled Transfer 2. There was also a large diagram between the two sets, as well as computer equipment inset in the same wall.
“This keeps going down,” she said to herself, pointing to the map illustrating how the elevator system worked. There were four more landings between her and the bottom of the ten-mile pit David was so proud of showing off.
She briefly thought about staying on the platform where she was. There were no guards, of course, and it was off the beaten path if the motion-activated lights were any indication. But Tabby didn’t want to sit in a dark room with nothing else in it. Plus, there was nowhere to hide if an elevator car did show up.
She pushed the button next to Transfer 2 to go to the next station. The door opened, revealing a car identical to the last one. On the ride, she built up her righteous anger, again ready to fight anyone when the doors opened. However, the new transfer station was the same empty box as before.
“This is going to get old real quick…”
She’d entered a loop. Each time she got in the elevator, it took about ten minutes to reach the bottom of the segment. She exited, saw the same thing, and wondered if the sensation of motion was designed to throw her off. If the feeling persisted, she was going to drop crumbs on the floor, like the nursery rhyme.
“No, I’m moving,” she whispered, looking at the map on the wall of the new station. A little ‘You Are Here’ star showed her in the next lowest landing from the one she’d left. Eventually, after entering the car for Transfer 6, she knew the final stop was coming. When those doors opened, she was absolutely convinced the fight she’d been seeking was about to take place.
The elevator car rattled and came to a stop. After a pause, the doors slid open with a squeal. She was hit in the face with warm, humid air, which smelled a little like the woods after a rain. Compared to the sterile environment of the ride down, it seemed as if she’d gone back outside.
The lights were already on. A rounded rock-carved tunnel went left and right. Going right would take her by the second elevator, so she chose to go that way.
Tabby followed the curvature for a few yards before a long set of windows appeared on the left. No one was around, so she took a peek, interested at what could be inside a window ten miles underground.
“Ah ha,” she said, recognizing the deep circular pit containing the superweapon.
A voice caught her by surprise. “David, is that you?”
An older man came around the corner, eating from a soup can. When he saw her, he froze. “Who are you? No one is supposed to be down here.”
“David sent me,” she fibbed.
“Why?” he asked, eying her attire.
“Um, because I’m doing a safety inspection tour for him.” She winced at how lame it sounded, but she went with what she knew. Every so often, the city of Bonne Terre would send down an inspector to check out her parents’ mine. They claimed it was to check on safety issues and ensure the tourists weren’t exposed to dangerous materials, but Dad always claimed it was the city’s way of shaking them down for a few bucks.
“Why are you dressed like a homesteader?” The man was in his fifties or sixties, she guessed, though he had perfectly black hair in a professional cut. His face looked extremely familiar to her, though she couldn’t place him. He was tall and stood up straight, despite his age. While he’d been surprised, at first, he’d quickly recovered. He spooned out more of his canned food after asking his question.
“Inspecting is what I did before I joined David’s troupe.” She hesitated, not sure if troupe was insulting or not. She had to remember to be impressed by David and his outfit, not disgusted by it. “I worked for a small town in Missouri.”
“The Show-Me State, huh? Are you going to show me your credentials? I don’t see where you could put them in an outfit like yours.”
She blushed. The guy wasn’t creeping on her, but she would never get used to being dressed as she was.
He kept speaking. “I didn’t mean anything bad. I’ll show you around if you want. No ID required. It gets lonely down here. I’m President Kirby Tanager, by the way, though I’m certain you knew that.”
Tabby gulped, suddenly recognizing him from the news. Despite encountering him at the bottom of a ten-mile deep destructive weapon, she went into fangirl mode at meeting someone who was legit famous.
“Oh, sure. I knew it. I’m Tabitha Breeze. Pleased to meet you.”




CHAPTER 20
Eastern Colorado
Ted stood there in disbelief at what they’d done. Wind buffeted against his face and chest, but he barely noticed it. The choice to attack was the right one at the time, but something in the dying man’s plea about being lost hit him in the gut. Looking at them closer, they weren’t much older than kids.
Emily reloaded her rifle while standing at the open liftgate. “We should move them, don’t you think?”
He reoriented on her, glad to look away from the corpses. “Yeah, but let’s hurry. If they have tracking on their bikes, like Kyla suggested, it won’t be long before they figure out the group isn’t moving. They’ll likely send someone to check it out. When they find them…”
She caught on. “They’ll suspect it was the same famous couple from Fort Collins.”
He touched his nose. “You got it.”
It took them less than ten minutes to move the bodies and bikes behind the nearest house. It was ugly business, especially the bodies, though the blood-covered bikes weren’t any fun, either.
Once in the SUV and on the road, he looked back at the lonely town, drawing in a breath of the fresh, hay-scented air. “We got lucky back there. My gun jammed at the worst time.”
“Ain’t that always the case? It’s why Special Agent Melvin Jones, my instructor, always recommended I carry a revolver. Less chance for errors.”
He nodded appreciatively. “Yeah, well, your revolver is in the back, actually. I don’t carry it because it only has six rounds. The pistols we took from the gun collector hold fifteen. I wanted quantity, you know?”
She patted the same model pistol she kept holstered at her side. “I like the numbers, too, but after what I saw, I might trade this in for my old reliable.”
He looked ahead, out to the horizon. Once again, it was flat and devoid of all signs of humanity, save for the road. It gave him a chance to think back on the ambush. The feeling of having done wrong faded with each mile. He knew they were in enemy territory and it was either them or him. The smart play was killing them without a fancy declaration of war. Grim, brutal business.
While moving the dead, they’d talked about ditching the distinctive silver SUV. He’d already proven it was possible to ride the motorbikes into enemy-held strongholds, which might come in handy at NORAD, but they still had a long way to go. Riding bikes in the strong winds would be dangerous and keep them from going as fast as he could go in the truck. Finally, if they traded down to the cycles, they wouldn’t be able to carry all the food and firepower now bouncing around in the back. They’d already spent enough time in Nowheresville; he didn’t want to risk searching for other cars and trucks to steal.
Ted studied the rearview mirror for a moment. Wind whistled through the bullet hole in the long side window behind them. The bullet had been meant for his head…
He tried to refocus on what they needed to do. “You reloaded everything?”
“Shotgun, my AR-15, and yours. I didn’t get your pistol.”
“I did mine,” he replied. “I wanted to check if there were any defects in the mag. To my eye, it looked fine. I hope it was a one-time deal, but now you’ve got me rethinking which pistol I want to use, too.”
“Take whatever you need, including my personal one. You’re the front-line guy. I’m simply the backup.”
He laughed at her lack of politician’s ego. “You were the one who saved both of us back there. If you wouldn’t have fired, the man would have gotten his gun out faster, and it would have gone a whole lot different.” The realization made him feel even better about his choices.
Ted continued, settling more comfortably into his seat. “Looking ahead, we’re going to travel south some more. We’re so far east of NORAD, I don’t think they’d ever suspect where we’re going, even if they do tie those dead men to us. Once we get a few more miles behind us, we’ll head west again. Then we’ll be in a favorable position to sneak up on our target.”
The wind sheared against the right side of the truck, almost suggesting his target to the west was pushing back against his plans. Ted tried to ignore those thoughts, though he constantly returned to the reason he’d left Kyla behind. They were already hip-deep in killing and destruction, and they hadn’t even reached the enemy headquarters. When they got there and did what he intended to do, it was becoming clear their chances of escape were not going to be favorable.
Still, the only thing that mattered was fighting back, while there was still time.
Every nick into the skin of David’s invasion force took them one step closer to stopping him.
The Wrong Place
Deogee had spent a day and a night walking in the place with the strange light. After leaving the warehouse where she’d lost track of her new friend Tabby, she and Biscuit searched for their smells on the ground, but they weren’t there anymore. She didn’t understand how such a thing was possible, but it obviously was.
“Can we play with this fun thing?” Biscuit said, jutting her nose into a floating plastic bag. It was the same type of airy grocery holder often used by her friend Melissa, back before Melissa disappeared, leaving only her yellow sneakers.
The thought made her wonder if her new friends had disappeared in the same way. One second, they were there. The next, poof, gone. It wasn’t even the same as a game of hide-and-seek, because her human friends never reappeared.
She barked once. “Biscuit, tell me one more time if you can smell our friends.”
The black lab had her head completely inside the bag now. She whipped her head from side to side, trying to shake it off, but it was caught behind her ears. To Deogee, it seemed a simple problem to solve, but the other dog couldn’t see the big picture.
It took several more barks, and a quick pounce on top of Biscuit’s head, but the bag finally came loose. The other dog watched it blow away.
“Biscuit!” she barked.
“Yes?” her companion finally replied.
“Do you smell anything…familiar?”
The lab sampled the air. “Now that you mention it, nothing has smelled like home since we left our friends. None of the scents here are good. No trees. No grass. My pee doesn’t smell right, either.”
Even for a dog, it was too much information.
Deogee barked. “We have to go back to a familiar place. Maybe we’ll pick up their scent again.”
“Ooh! Where are we going?”
“Back to your home,” Deogee said grimly. “We’re both going back home.” She took off for the bridge, which was step one in retracing her path.
She’d left her friend Rose’s body back in those woods, then walked a long way and crossed a river before catching up to Tabby’s pack. It was a bit challenging to find the same path in return, since many of the black-wheeled little homes were overturned and flung off the roadways, and most of the buildings were damaged, like they’d been swatted repeatedly with a rolled-up newspaper.
The sun was well across the odd-colored sky by the time they found Rose’s big home. Her feet were sore from being on the hard ground the humans called roads, but as she trotted toward the bushes where she expected to find Melissa’s yellow shoes, she became agitated the instant she didn’t see them.
She whined.
“What did you find?” Biscuit said, fear in her voice.
Deogee ran over, sure it was the bush where they should be. “Melissa! Her skin coverings were here yesterday, but now they aren’t.” She idly thought it might be because of the odd color of the sky, and the lack of any familiar smells, but she wasn’t able to piece it all together.
However, as she hopped back and forth, desperate to catch sight of the shoes, she did finally catch the scent of a person she recognized. She froze in place, waiting to see if it came again.
“Would it be all right if I found another bag?” Biscuit asked, clearly not on the same page as her.
“No! Wait a second.” Deogee sniffed the air. “There!”
She broke into a run, but realized Biscuit wasn’t following. “Biscuit! Follow!” She barked twice.
When the lab chased her, muttering incoherently about too much running, she headed for the source of the scent. The wolf in her locked on and dialed in distance as the smell grew in strength. “We’re close,” she shouted.
“To what? A bag? I’d like a new bag!”
“It’s better than a bag,” she replied, sure the scent was getting stronger.
Minutes later, she turned onto a familiar little street. It wasn’t the same one where she’d met Biscuit, but it looked very much like it. To her, most of the human dwellings looked identical. The first one on the street had two of the humans’ cars in the back yard; one was flipped completely. However, she ignored the oddity. There was only one house that meant anything to her.
“It can’t be!”
Deogee barked over and over as she ran.
“This is the one!”
Biscuit followed but was a couple driveways behind her.
More barking.
The door of the target house opened. Her keen eyesight recognized the human face, the long, shaggy fur they kept only on their heads, and the yellow running shoes that tasted so good.
“Melissa!” she barked.
The woman didn’t leave her doorway. She waved her over. “Deogee? How did you get out? Come inside!”
“Melissa!” she repeated over and over. Though she knew nothing of God and miracles, the sense of overwhelming surprise and relief at seeing her lost friend would have made a believer out of her.
She ran up a few steps at the front porch and jumped toward Melissa with the vigor of a puppy.
“I’m home!”
Melissa wrapped her arms around her for a moment before speaking. “Who’s your friend following you? Where have you been? How did you get out?”
Not wanting to stop licking Melissa’s face, she did pause for a second, intending to introduce Biscuit to the pack leader. However, when she turned around to watch Biscuit arrive, she heard herself bark, but, oddly, her voice came from another part of the room.
“What the hell?” Melissa exclaimed, looking behind her. “There are two of you?”
A dog stood across the room who looked exactly as she did. Gray fur. Big wolf-like build. Same collar. It was the same canine she remembered when sitting next to her human’s mirror. It was another Deogee. It was exciting, and scary, and confusing. She and her twin barked hello at precisely the same time.
“It is me,” she thought.
Melissa grabbed her by the collar and pulled her inside.
“What about Biscuit?” she whined, not forgetting her traveling companion.
The other dog was coming off the street and onto the grass, trotting along without a care in the world. However, once she reached the door and saw there were two dogs named Deogee, one of which was being held by a strange human, she stopped to sniff things over.
Deogee expected her to make a comment about the unusual situation, but she remembered her pal lived only in the moment.
After a short pause, Biscuit barked several times. “You’re right. This is better than a bag. Now I have two friends to play with!”
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
After a few moments of shock at meeting the president, Tabby became more practical. “Sir, why are you here at the bottom of this hole? Did they stick you down here to put you in prison?”
He dipped his head. “I’m afraid I am. Come inside and we can talk about it.”
She followed him away from the windows and toward a tunnel off the main loop. It emerged in a utilitarian living area, with several plastic chairs and one plastic table. Other small rooms connected to the first, including a bathroom and a bedroom. Tanager stood next to one of the chairs, gesturing for her to sit.
“Thanks,” she said, flattered to be shown some courtesy for a change.
He sat at the table across from her. “The attack took us all by surprise. I was in the White House with my chief of staff when I got word something was funky on the West Coast. I only had enough time to make it to the situation room before the wave of energy hit us. The last act of my security detail was to shove me in what I always called the ‘survival ball.’ It’s an indestructible safety device which gets dropped into a deep well under the White House, with me inside. It was designed to save a president if a nuclear bomb was about to fall on Washington D.C., and there was no time to escape.”
“Like a panic room.”
He chuckled. “The president doesn’t panic. That’s why I called it a survival ball.”
They both laughed a bit.
“Anyway, did you know people only survived if they were underground?”
She smiled. “I did know it, actually. Me and my friends were inside an old lead mine when the attack happened…” She paused, desperate not to get emotional thinking of all the people she’d lost, parents included. “When we came up for air, everyone was gone.”
“Bingo,” he replied. “The same thing happened to me. When I came up into the White House again, I was confused as hell because the building was intact, but all the people were gone. There were lots of clothes, of course, and I was sure it was a prank put on by the opposing party.”
“It wasn’t,” she interrupted, getting into his story.
“No, it wasn’t. I’d been up top for about ten minutes when David’s people showed up and said the whole nation was gone. They made me strip off all my clothes and leave them in the situation room. I have no idea to what end. They blindfolded me, put me on a plane, and I made my way across the country to this place. I’ve been told I’m at NORAD. Is it true?”
Tabby bobbled her head. “Oh yeah. This is their headquarters. They took over the old NORAD bunker. David told me why this pit was built, but I don’t remember all the details. I only know it’s their main weapon. The thing which erased all of your people, sir.”
“I figured as much. David has bragged about it many a time. So, tell me, young lady, why did you come down here by yourself? You wouldn’t by chance be leading an escape?”




CHAPTER 21
Lamar, CO
An hour after being shot at, Ted was over his misgivings about shooting first and asking questions never. Not only was firing at the seven men a necessity, it had kept them in the larger fight. Emily reminded him several times how they needed to get to David before he made good on his threat to hurt any nation who harbored American citizens. They were positive some staunch allies would refuse the order.
“England won’t kick us out,” he said with hope in his voice. “Will they?”
Emily was the politician. “It depends on what they and the rest of the world know about the origin of the attack. Does David have the ability to carry out his threat using his superweapon on them? Is there a way to defend against it? We already know Kyla survived at the bottom of the carrier. If they could get people into bunkers…”
“My ex-wife is in England, that’s why I asked.” He’d shared bits of his past with Emily, but he didn’t like talking about his past mistakes.
“How long were you two together?” Emily spoke as if talking about the color of the grass outside.
He exhaled for about a quarter of a mile before deciding to answer. “Me and Priscilla met during one of the European outbreaks about ten years ago. We were both flying supplies into and out of the Balkans. My plane crapped out and had to be left in Bucharest, and I hopped on the one she was flying. I got called into the cockpit when her co-pilot got sick. Had the fish, as I always joked about.”
Ted paused, knowing Emily wouldn’t understand.
“It’s from a movie. Anyway,” he went on, “one thing led to another and we got married. Made it about five years before our marriage ran out of runway. It crashed in the forest of long distance and secret affairs…”
Emily became very interested. “You?”
He chuckled. “No, cheating isn’t my style. It was fine, though. It gave us the necessary reason to end it. We haven’t so much as talked since the papers were signed. Not until I got a text from her the other day, worried I went down with Air Force Two.” He’d had plenty of opportunities to try texting her back, but he saw little reason to make it a priority.
“I hope she’s all right,” Emily said, settling back into her seat as if the excitement was over.
“Me too.” Despite all the time and distance, not to mention the betrayal, he didn’t wish her or anyone would be killed like the rest of America.
They drove in silence for another few minutes before a dark shadow overtook them on the highway.
“What the hell?”
The sun had been blotted out by a monster aircraft to his left. It wasn’t more than two-hundred feet above, but it appeared wildly out of proportion to the ground since it was so large.
“My God, what kind of a plane is that?”
“They’re called SACAs.” He’d seen them a few times while in the air. It was a Southern Solar S-1 Autonomous Communications Array. A solar-powered plane designed to fly at sixty-thousand feet, above all other air traffic, and remain in the air for months at a time. As such, the airframe was mostly a flat 300-foot wing, covered in solar panels, and with a minimal fuselage. Its six propeller-driven engines seemed too small for such a large plane, but it was made of light materials, and had almost no payload, so they could afford to be smaller.
“I mentioned one of these back in New York. We were talking about Southern Solar’s digital TV service. These big planes fly above cities and broadcast the signal. It’s much cheaper than owning a space-based satellite, and the picture is clearer, too.”
She leaned under the windshield to get a better look. “Is that why it has the big dish on the bottom?”
It reminded him a little of the Airborne Warning and Control System dish on an E-3 Sentry. While E-3 was a Boeing 767 with the dish on top, the S-1 kept the flat dish on the bottom. Its stubby landing pylons barely seemed tall enough to provide enough clearance for the dish.
Pylons?
“Its landing gear is down. This pig is going to land!” As a pilot, he found the situation exciting. Seeing a craft of such size touch down would be amazing, especially in high winds. Drawing a straight line to where it might land, he realized there was a town coming up. If the plane was landing there…
“Shit. We’ve got company.” He drove the truck over a highpoint in the grasslands, revealing a distant town. A roadblock had been set up about a mile ahead, likely in support of the town and whatever airstrip the descending aircraft was heading for. It only took a second for him to figure out there was no turning back or avoiding being seen.
Emily raised her mask again and rapidly gathered her hair with both hands.
“What are you doing?” he asked, squinting to get as much intel about the men ahead as possible.
“I’m putting my hair up. Maybe it will throw them off the scent.”
His face burned with the pressure. Whatever he did next would decide if they survived in the fight for a little longer. Everything depended on whether these men were on the lookout for his truck. On the lookout for Emily.
“Take off the mask, Em. It was distinctive and set you apart in Fort Collins. Out here, we’re just two bored soldiers heading back to base. That’s our play. We can’t kill these guys. It’s too close to town, and they’re probably in contact with someone in there.”
When close to the roadblock, he counted five men on foot. Unknown number sitting in the three black Humvees bracketing the road. They carried rifles, Chinese models, if he remembered his weapons, and they were alert.
The plane flew ahead, descending toward a landing strip beyond the small high plains town.
He slowed the truck, rolled down his window, and prayed. Of all the encounters where they’d depended on tricking the enemy with their captured uniforms, he was the least certain about this one. Any army worth its salt would pass along information to all units how guys like him were sneaking in and causing havoc. Off the top of his head, he counted three separate times when he’d pushed his luck with the uniform trick. He wasn’t a gambler but even he understood there came a point when your luck ran out.
Please don’t let this be the time.
Wheatland, CO
Colonel Avery went silent. He studied Meechum with a hard glare before switching to Kyla. Rays of sunshine came in through the trees, catching the man’s blue eyes, so they sparkled with apparent wonder at what she’d said. “Is this true? It can’t be true, can it?”
She did her best to meet his gaze. “Colonel, we started out on the USS John F. Kennedy. If you check with them, I’m sure they’ll confirm who we are and most of where we’ve been. Though the captain was…one of them.”
Avery took a step back. “The captain of an aircraft carrier? Are you sure?” The once-confident officer seemed lost.
It was Meechum’s cue. “Sir, you’ve got to stop asking so many questions and take a little on trust. We’re dressed like them because it’s the only way to stay alive out here. If we’d been in sundresses and bonnets, we would have likely been shot on sight a dozen times by now.”
Kyla laughed to herself thinking about Emily wearing the beach dress back at Martha’s Vineyard, but it was before anyone had truly understood the enemy.
The Marine went on. “Don’t believe us? It’s like the Russians say…tough shitzky. We were doing fine without you boys, so if you want to go wander around aimlessly again, be my guest. If you want to do some hero shit, like me and Dudette here, you’ll point your grid squares downrange to NORAD. That’s where the party is. When you rescue President Williams and save the country, I won’t tell anyone you got the idea from us. Just get it the eff done.” She paused. “Sir.”
She couldn’t remember the combat Marine putting so many sentences together in a row, but she’d picked her moment perfectly.
Avery smiled. “No one could make up a story like you ladies. Let’s say we believe you and are willing to head south as part of our mission. How will you find your uncle and the president? Do you know their route? What are they driving? How—”
The conversation turned military, at least to Kyla’s ears. The commando team brought out maps and computer tablets full of aerial imagery. Meechum gave them a rundown on where they’d been, what they’d accomplished, and listed known bases, areas where attacks had taken place, and all they’d done on the East Coast. Kyla let herself relax a bit, knowing they were joining up with a larger group of competent warfighters. However, as the group started to move out, they came back to her.
“You have a phone?” Avery inquired.
“It’s out of charge.”
“We can help with that. We’ll get you charged up so you can make a call to your uncle when the time is right.”
“You have a charger?” she asked, anxious to help.
Avery gestured for her to walk with him. “It’s in the helicopter.”
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
Dwight had been taken to the cube of white light, bathed in it, then sent back to his room. He’d felt fine for an hour or so, but then, out of the blue, he’d coughed up a tiny bit of blood. Now he stood in abject terror looking at it.
“It’s happening again. I remember how it goes. I’ll get sicker throughout the day.”
A voice came from one of the cells out in the hall. “I’ll be glad when you’re dead.”
“Bernard?” he said, shocked. He madly scratched at his hair, pulling out a tuft by accident. Whether it was due to his maladies or came out naturally, he wasn’t able to say. However, it added to his panic.
“It’s really me,” the voice said. “David found me in the ashes, and I got rushed to one of his first aid trailers. I bet you didn’t know it was possible for me to survive that fire, did you?”
“You’re alive?” he asked, full of hope. If Bernard had made it, maybe the others were alive, too. If spraying them with fire was all a bad, drunken dream, David might let him go. Then he could return to San Francisco and go home. If no one was there, so much the better. He’d come to appreciate how overrated people were. They put him in strange boxes…
“I’m alive,” Bernard’s voice replied. “David threw me in here, though. Said ‘Bernard, you were doing great work, from what I hear, but you failed in a big way, too. You let Dwight Inverness onto your team without checking his credentials.’ I said I was sorry, but he had his men arrest me and toss me in this place anyway. I thought it was because they wanted me to have a good seat for your sentence, but it turned out he wanted me to suffer, too.”
“Bernard, I’m sorry. You were a cool dude. You didn’t turn me in when I lost my mind in my sleeping bag that one time.” He’d suffered from fits of confusion back when he was drinking.
Bernard’s voice sighed with exhaustion. “I should have known something was terribly wrong with you. You’re broken.”
Those were true words, but, at the moment, he was more damaged than Bernard could ever guess. He realized he’d been holding the pool of blood in his palm, so he squatted down and wiped it on the gray carpet. When he got back to his feet, he swayed with wooziness. He also thought the hearing in his left ear was gone.
“I think this is Hell, actually. I’ve met the men I murdered. Right now, I’m talking to you, but a dead man named Jacob came and visited me, too.”
“Who’s Jacob?” Bernard’s voice asked.
“I’m still alive, you ass!” Jacob yelled from his cell.
Dwight smiled. “He’s Jacob.”
A long pause followed. He used the time to sit on the floor next to the desk. If the previous day was any indication, he would soon want to crawl under and return to the fetal position.
“Just tell me one thing, Bernard, and this is important.”
“What?” the man’s voice replied, sounding impatient.
“You’ve traveled with me for a long enough time. You’ve no doubt entered the spirit world with me. Did you ever see my bird Poppy?” He expected cursing, or laughter, or a sarcastic answer. What he got, instead, was a serious reply.
“I have seen her, believe it or not. She’s at your cell door right now.”
He whipped his head toward the cage door. Sure as the sunrise, Poppy waddled her way between the bars as she came into the room. The green, red, and blue bird had a long tail that dragged behind her.
Jacob laughed from around the corner. “They must have baked insanity into today’s treatment.”
Dwight ignored the bad man. Instead, he watched as Poppy walked the carpet for a few moments before she made a beeline for his half-eaten breakfast. She leaned over and lifted a soggy piece of cereal.
“Hey, that’s mine!” he snapped. “At least ask first, little lady.”
She ignored him.
He didn’t care too much about her thievery. Poppy was back. She was all that mattered. He’d give his bird the whole tray if he could, simply to say thanks for being in his life.
“If I have to die a thousand deaths to see my friend Poppy, I’ll do it willingly.”
Jacob cackled. “David’s cube works as advertised. I’m getting sicker by the minute. Going crazy, too. I don’t hear the person you call Bernard…yet. However, as God as my witness, I think I’m seeing your damned bird!”
Colorado Springs, CO
The military convoy passed through Capulin and Brent made his group wait an hour before they followed, since it was going the same way they were. Despite being vigilant for evidence of the other convoy, they never caught up to it. Now he and Trish were near Colorado Springs, looking at a new highway with a different set of vehicles cruising by.
“Where do you think this group is going?” she asked.
All the traffic was headed south, but it wasn’t the normal flow of the interstate. Every vehicle was a tractor trailer hauling an empty flatbed. Somewhere to the north, he assumed either Colorado Springs or Denver, those trucks had made their deliveries. Now they were deadheading to their next pickup.
“They could be going back to the Amarillo airport, for all we know. Wouldn’t it be ironic? They can pick up the scrap metal.” They both got a good laugh at the image.
They’d driven for a couple of hours since Capulin, putting them on the southern outskirts of Colorado Springs. By happenstance, one of the ex-prisoners had been born in the area and knew where to find Cheyenne Mountain. Andre had pointed to the area of green hills about ten miles away, where the flat terrain at the edge of the Great Plains met the early folds of the Rocky Mountains. To get there, however, they needed to wait for the interstate to clear out.
She sat with her boots up on the dashboard again. “First, we saw the convoy of military guys from other countries. Now we see empty flatbeds. You don’t think they had tanks on those things, do you?”
He shrugged at first, but as he thought it through, an answer emerged. “I don’t think they were tanks. Who would they fight here in the middle of literal nowhere? There are no American citizens—”
“Except for us,” she reminded him.
“Yeah, except for us. But we’re all the opposition we know of, and we have four Chevy Tahoes and a few pop-guns. They could take us out with a couple of missiles or even a five-dollar box of nails under our tires. A tank would be overkill.”
“I wish we had a tank,” she lamented.
“Don’t worry. For our purposes, a handful of fuel haulers will do a lot more damage than a tank ever could. More importantly, we’ll get away from the battle without taking fire from the enemy. That’s why I really enjoyed what we did back at Amarillo airport.”
She brightened. “I trust you, Brent. I’ve been with you on everything since you rescued me from Curtis and his gang back at my trailer. I guess I’m already tired of fighting.”
He thought again of Vietnam. Back then, they didn’t have the choice to be tired or not. They went out into the jungle, suffered through the rain, heat, and bullets, then kept doing it for two years straight. Still, as he sat at the wheel of his truck looking over the upcoming battlespace, he admitted age had caught up to him. He was tired as hell, too.
“We have one more job to do, Trish. If we stuff three or four tankers down into the throat of their bunker headquarters, I’m sure we’ll take out their base of operations. Then, this—” He pointed to the trucks driving by. “—will all dry up. We can get our nation back.”
Long knocked on this side window. He’d come up from one of the trucks waiting behind him. They’d parked in a small strip mall, keeping them hidden by the abandoned cars.
Brent rolled down his window. “What’s up?”
“Your bald friend Carter said he’s already spotted a tanker a little way up the road. I think we’ve got our first attack vehicle.” Long threw his thumb back, showing the direction.
“Excellent,” Brent replied. “We’ll need some time to gather our forces. If it comes to it, we’ll drive the trucks over the highway and ignore the rigs going south. The drivers probably won’t give us a second look.”
“Works for me,” Long replied. “So, we’re moving?”
Brent glanced over to Trish. “You ready for this?”
She dropped her legs from the dash. “As ready as I can.”
His mind went back to Vietnam one last time. Back then, he would have never considered going into battle with a pretty, young thing like Trish. Today, fifty years older, among his band of ex-cons, and the new guy Long, she was the only one he really trusted with his life. If this was the modern era of warfare, he’d have to get used to it.
“Let’s go kick some ass,” he exclaimed.




CHAPTER 22
Lamar, CO
Ted put on his happy face as he pulled up to the checkpoint. “You guys see that freaking huge plane?” If they’d missed the football-field wide piece of technology, they were the worst guards on the planet.
The guard came up next to his window. His rifle was on a sling, held in front of him. The guy was youngish, like those he and Emily had killed, but he sported a serious demeanor. “They’ve been landing here and taking off for days. We’re sick of them.” He spoke with an accent on his English, as if Spanish was his native tongue.
“Wow,” Ted replied, sounding impressed.
The kid gave him and Emily a cursory glance. “You’ll get sick of them, too, if you spend any time here in Lamar.” He motioned him to go through the checkpoint.
Ted almost asked if he was really free to go but caught himself. If he’d asked it, the man might have countered with additional questioning. Instead, he waved to the guy, and to the men standing nearby, then got the truck moving again.
A full minute later, he exhaled like he’d won a contest for holding his breath. “Holy shit! I didn’t think asking a stupid question was going to work.”
She half-turned to see behind them. “They aren’t following. I guess it wasn’t an elaborate ruse to capture us inside their…base? Are we in a base?”
There was no fence around the town, at least where they were. It appeared to be one of the dozens of eastern Colorado farm towns they’d been passing through, though it was much larger. As they drove the main road into the populated section, he realized it even had numerous stoplights.
“I think this is a central location, for sure. Look at that.” They passed a Walmart shopping center with live people going in and out. They were dressed in their black jumpsuits, driving civilian cars and trucks, and there were a lot of them.
The traffic on the road was similarly busy once they got into the central business district. They passed fast food joints. Auto repair shops. Tiny office buildings. All of them had a number of enemy workers coming and going. After driving for several minutes, he tried to solve the puzzle.
“I guess they could have come because it sits out here in the plains. Maybe this is where they wanted to start their peacetime activities. It would certainly be good farming. Without us Americans to farm for them, they’re going to need to create their own food supply.”
“Once the canned food runs out,” she added.
He chuckled. “Yeah, they’ll need a full-time crew collecting the cans, and it might last years if they only have a small invasion force, but it will eventually run out. Growing their own will put them in a good position to survive on our land…”
She picked up on his thought. “They’re planning to be here forever, aren’t they? This isn’t a fight-us-and-move-on operation.”
Ted experienced the urge to pull over and ask questions of any of the hundreds of strangers walking around the town of Lamar, but he was done taking risks. His sole focus was playing it cool, then getting out of the town so he and Emily could go underground. They’d find a map and pay more attention to what was ahead. Drive around big towns. Zigzag where necessary to cut down on the chances of interacting with anyone. It was what he should have done from the get-go.
They passed a parking lot filled with drones. It appeared to be a smaller, more compact unloading area than the one he’d seen in Fort Collins. In Lamar, they’d gotten them all off the trucks. A few dozen of each type of drone were waiting for their orders. Most were painted dull tan, like the color of the soil, hinting they’d been outfitted for eastern Colorado.
At the far end of the lot, a train waited with empty flat cars, suggesting some of the drones came in that way. Or were going out. He couldn’t say.
“They are definitely staging things from this central location. It’s a hub.”
“We should blow this place up,” she deadpanned.
They might have some luck hitting the local robot lot, but the town was a flat, sprawling urban area. Based on what he’d seen so far, it was miles wide, with dozens of places where the enemy would congregate.
“Save it for NORAD. They’re our primary target.”
After a few additional blocks of businesses, they went into an area of homes. A few were occupied, but they soon reached the edge of the inhabited part of the town. Foot traffic disappeared and no people were in the houses closest to the outskirts. He didn’t blame the enemy for sticking together inside Lamar.
“We’re almost through.”
When they emerged beyond the last homes, he got a good look at where the giant aircraft had gone. An airport had been created on a dirt field with the longest landing strip he’d ever seen, starting near the road and going off toward the horizon. Metal grates had been tossed on the dirt, providing a stable takeoff and landing platform for the big solar aircraft. The one they’d seen coming down was being taxied away from them as they drove by. It was on the other side of the runway, along with 767s, military transports, fighter aircraft, and other airframes usually reserved for passenger travel.
He tapped the side of his head. “This place messes up my brain. There shouldn’t be an airfield of this size way out here. A landing strip like this one is more appropriate for a commercial airport, or to land the space shuttle, not for podunk Colorado.”
She replied, “It’s like what we saw in Minot, North Dakota. We heard about the big attack at a Texas airport, right? We saw them swarming all over that airport in New Jersey, remember?”
“How could I forget?” He’d been driving the Camaro at break-neck speeds at the time; he would never forget New Jersey.
“Well, it looks like their primary means of invading us here in the heartland is by using our airports. Where they can’t find an existing one, they make their own. Ted, these people have put a lot of thought into this invasion. We’ve got to put a stop to it.”
Ted goosed the motor to pick up speed. Evidence of town ended almost immediately once they passed the far edge of the airstrip. A few last houses and one car wash went by, then there was nothing but grass and a few trees ahead.
“Aw, shit, not this again.” A checkpoint had been set up in those trees. Men in black jumpsuits came alongside the road, waving for him to stop.
“We have to see what they want,” he remarked, wishing he could zip through and go for broke, but knowing such a stunt would never work.
“One more time,” he said with deliberation. “We’re pushing our luck beyond its designed limits.”
Emily bumped him as she got out of her seat and crawled into the back, staying low.
“What the hell, Em?”
“I’m not going to put us at risk again. These guys are just going to wave you through, but if they figure us out, I want them to think we’re not the same truck as the one that recently came into town. They’ll only know there were two people at the first roadblock, and one at this one.” She’d tumbled her way into the far back cargo area.
It was too late to talk her out of it. He slowed as he reached the men, who were fifty feet in front of him. “I only see two,” he said, using his hand to hide his mouth from the guys. “One on each side. One Humvee. Left side. Empty, I think.”
“Understood,” she replied.
Like the last time, he rolled down his window and put on his tourist face.
The guy barely even looked at him. He waved for him to go through.
Ted smiled broadly, intending to make good on the wave, but a third man appeared from inside the black Humvee parked at the edge of the road.
“Wait a second!” he yelled to Ted.
His foot hovered between waiting and fleeing.
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
“Of course I want to escape,” Tabby replied to the president. “Don’t you?”
He laughed. “Oh yeah, but I’ve given up hope. These folks can’t be defeated, if what they say about erasing all our people is true.”
“It is,” she replied. “But you shouldn’t give up hope. You’re still the president. You can order attacks. Nuke them, or whatever. All we have to do is get you up top and back to US forces, wherever they are.”
“Oh, is that all?” He tried to laugh.
She did not.
“I admire your spirit, I really do. David put me down here, saying it’s the most secure prison he could find. However, if I ever left without his permission, he has a… I don’t know what to call it. A box of light? A machine of some kind—”
“I’ve seen it,” she said dryly.
“Then you know. If we leave and get caught, it’s into the light we go.” He walked through the entryway of his makeshift home, back toward the elevators and the window looking out into the ten-foot-wide tube. “Our best bet is to wait this out. I may be out of action, but I guarantee there’s a general or admiral overseas who’s putting together a rescue mission at this very minute. I know how those men think.”
“It isn’t hopeless to fight back. I came down here without seeing anyone. We’ll get in the elevator and retrace my steps. Instead of getting out at the station I started at, we’ll go to the very top. I’ve been there. We’ll arm up with pipes or wrenches. Whatever you’ve got down here. You can hit them over the head, sir.”
He stood by the glass, looking up. “It’s a great plan, but the call elevator button doesn’t work here at the bottom. You need a key to open the doors.”
“Well, that’s unexpected, but maybe it makes sense. If you’re in jail, they wouldn’t want you wandering around.”
“Like you,” he interjected.
“Yeah, like me.” She tried to find interest in the tube of flashing lights, but it was a bunch of conduits and wires, nothing too exciting. Except, almost by accident, she realized there was a ladder next to the window. The curve of the tunnel was severe enough she was able to make it out. “Hey, can you get in there?”
Tanager shot her a confused look. “Out there?”
She nodded.
“Well, yeah, actually. There’s a service hatch the tech guys have used to go in there. They don’t tell me why, of course, but I’ve watched them do it. It’s right over here.” He pointed beyond the edge of the window to a place she guessed was directly next to the ladder. “You can barely make it out from here.”
Her next question was the most important. “Do you think the ladder goes all the way up?”
He cracked up laughing. “Your escape plan is to climb a ten-mile ladder? You might be able to do it, young lady, but I’m sixty-seven. I wouldn’t make it a hundred yards with the shape I’m in. Plus, you’d have to be in an environmental suit. It’s supposed to be several hundred degrees in there.”
She tried not to let his constant negativity beat her. “Where are the suits?”
“They have a closet full of them. It’s next to my living area. Trust me, none of this is going to make a bit of difference. Even if you did make it up to the top, inside or out of the tube, David probably has men guarding everywhere. You’d never make it past them without a gun.” He pointed at her blue outfit. “Especially being dressed as you are.”
A plan formed in her mind. She’d gotten Peter, Audrey, and Donovan out of the mine back home. She could get out of this one, too.
“Sir, with all due respect, I gave tours in a mine where I came from. If I say you can climb your way out of this mess, I guarantee you can. I’ll be with you the whole way. To raise our chances, we’re going to have on those suits. Once we get to the top, there’s no way they’ll know who we are. We’ll walk right on by.” She pressed her hands together with anticipation he’d agree to her plan.
As she waited, the elevator dinged, causing both to whip around to see who’d arrived.
“I’m afraid you’re going to be caught, my dear,” Tanager said sadly.
The door opened and a tall young man, dressed in blue, warily exited the car.
“Victor?” she said, both surprised and disappointed it was him.
Tanager shoved past her. “Don’t let the door close!”




CHAPTER 23
Lamar, CO
“Hold up, fella,” the man exclaimed, walking up to the side of Ted’s SUV with a clipboard. “We just got a new directive to confirm every vehicle’s occupants. I would have let you go, because frankly, it sounds like a bunch of busywork—”
Ted didn’t let him finish. “Cool then. I’ll be on my way.”
The guy kept on talking as if they were engaged in routine checkpoint pleasantries. “But I saw you have what looks like a bullet hole in your rear glass. You want to explain it?”
He couldn’t believe all his good luck was about to be washed away by an inconspicuous hole in his window. He tried to think of a viable excuse and waved the man closer as if about to tell a good story.
“I was honestly hoping no one would notice it. You know what it’s like out here in this part of the world. There’s nothing but endless farmlands and too much grass. You can see from sunrise all the way to sunset, with nothing in between. Makes for some boring guard duty, you know?”
He prayed the official would commiserate with him but gave nothing in return but a grunt.
Ted pressed on. “Well, I set up a few plastic bottles and began shooting them for target practice. I had the entire plains around me and what did I hit?”
“Your own truck.”
“My own truck,” he said with high drama.
The man looked into the rear seating area. Emily was hunkered down behind the second row. The windows back there were tinted, giving her a little more cover. If the man saw her, he didn’t show it.
“And what about that?” The guard pointed behind him.
“What?” he said, locking his spine like a high-tension electrical wire.
“That!” The guy pointed to back of Ted’s head. “You have a welt the size of a golf ball back there. Looks like you’ve been struck on the head.”
Ted sighed with relief, which instantly made him wish he could control himself. He was displaying every sign of someone who had something to hide while passing through a security checkpoint.
It wouldn’t be proper to explain he’d fallen in a farmhouse kitchen while running from search drones. “You aren’t going to believe this. After shooting out my own window, I hit my head on the rear liftgate.” He sighed again, this time sounding more upbeat. “It’s been a long freaking day.”
“Well, you can take a break while we’re talking,” the guard walked toward the bullet hole. His two buddies watched from about twenty feet away, as if unsure if they should be with their leader or stay there. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to see the stamps on your book. You know, just to make sure you have clearance to travel.”
“I understand,” he said, careful to hide the bomb blast of anxiety going off in his chest. He had no papers and there was a diminishing opportunity to talk his way out of the encounter.
From the rear corner of the truck, the guard tapped metal with his clipboard. “Mind opening the back? While we’ve got all this paperwork going, we might as well confirm cargo, too.”
He sat frozen in his seat. At the same instant, he took a mental snapshot of the roadblock. The two men were still in the far lane, looking suitably bored by their mission. The nosey guard had gone around to the rear, waiting for him to pop the hatch. Emily was somewhere in the cargo space.
He acted like he was getting papers from the passenger seat so he had a private moment to communicate with her. “It looks like we’ll have to shoot our way out.”
“I’m ready,” she whispered.
The man called out again. “Whenever you’re ready, bud.” A touch of anxiety was in the guy’s voice, as if he was wondering why there was such a delay.
“All right,” Ted replied in a bored tone out his window.
The second the liftgate went up, it sounded like a grenade went off inside the cramped compartment. Emily fired the shotgun a second time, which seemed to blow his hair with the concussion.
He’d been ready with his pistol the entire time; it came over the edge of his door, aimed at the two clueless men. They figured out what was taking place, but they’d been caught in the open. He counted off six shots.
Emily added multiple shotgun rounds to his attack, putting both men to the ground in less than ten seconds. They never even got a chance to fire in return, which made Ted extremely proud.
His ears rang louder than he ever remembered.
“We’ve got to clean this up!” he cried out.
They both hopped out of the truck. He immediately looked back to Lamar, which was about two miles away. A few vehicles moved on the road, with at least one heading for the roadblock. Unless they were Americans in disguise, like them, they had to assume bad guys were approaching. The last thing he wanted to do was get into an endless firefight with arriving vehicles.
“Grab what you can. We’re taking a Humvee.”
“Are you sure?” she asked, already reaching into the cargo bay to grab some gear.
“We’ll blend in better if we take the same vehicles they use. This truck has been a workhorse for us—” He tapped the door of the silver SUV. “—but she’s been on the Fort Collins news by now. They’ll recognize it from the roadblock on the other side of town. I can’t help but think the guy’s change of orders came in because of us.”
They scrambled to get what they could in about sixty seconds. Once they had all the guns, most of the ammo, and some of the food, he reached down and grabbed a radio from the dead man. The Humvee didn’t require a key, so he set its ignition switch to ‘run,’ waited for the ‘wait’ light to turn off, then cranked it over to ‘start.’
The rumble of the engine was annoyingly loud compared to the truck he was giving up.
Emily got in a few seconds later. “Wow, this thing is loud!”
“It is what it is,” he said, channeling his time in the military. “Here we go.” He turned the truck around and got away from the blockade and the dead men.
It didn’t take long before the radio chirped, but it wasn’t about them. Two men talked back and forth about picking wives, or some nonsense. He didn’t care, as long as they avoided mentioning runaway couples. As he looked back, Ted was certain the vehicle behind them must have reached the grisly scene.
Minutes down the road, Emily squirmed like she needed to hit the head.
“What’s on your mind, partner?” he asked over the road noise.
She got closer to him, which was a requirement in the wide cabin of the military truck. “I know you’re the expert at this stuff, but why are we going so slow?”
He gave a fatalistic chuckle. “When I ditched our ride, I didn’t really appreciate what I was getting us into. This thing was made to go up hills and through mud bogs. It wasn’t designed for the highway. I’ve got the pedal all the way to the floor.”
The brisk wind blew at them from directly ahead. The speedometer only went up to sixty miles-per-hour, and it hovered around that number.
“Oh, crap,” she said dryly.
They passed several cars and trucks heading back to Lamar, including a convoy of six or seven empty tractor-trailers. After each one passed, he leaned to check his mirror to confirm they weren’t turning around.
For many miles they drove on the knife’s edge of waiting to be pulled over, waiting to hear a call to arms in the radio, and the frustration of feeling like they were going slow enough to pick up a hitchhiker on the fly. Eventually, an hour into the drive, they saw a lone mountain rise on the western horizon. Its bare peak was a distinctive contrast to what he thought of as the snow-capped Rocky Mountains.
“We’re almost there, Em. Look. NORAD’s very close to Pike’s Peak. We can use the mountain as our guide.”
“Great,” she said with relief.
He still looked over his shoulder, positive someone had put the pieces together about what happened at the roadblock. Surely an enemy smart enough to invade America would have the capability to figure out it was the same perpetrators who’d been in Fort Collins and had killed the bikers on the dusty streets of Nowheresville.
Emily jumped in her seat. “Oh my God!”
“What is it?” he replied, holding the wheel steady as he checked for threats.
She looked at him like she’d seen the Grim Reaper. “Do you think this truck has one of those tracking devices on it?”
It came down on him like a piano falling from the sky. “How did I overlook that?”
Pike’s Peak suddenly seemed a lot farther away.
Pike’s Peak, CO
“This brings back memories,” Kyla shouted to Meechum as they huddled next to each other on a long 3-person bench bolted to the outside of the tiniest helicopter she’d ever seen. There was one soldier on the other side of Meechum, sitting with his rifle ready for action. Three other soldiers were on the opposite side of the craft. It was nothing like their prior ride in the sky, where she and Meechum had the entire interior compartment of a much larger helicopter all to themselves.
It was also far less comfortable. Even Meechum had to twist her body between Kyla’s direction and the rider near the front to keep from cramping up. During one such contortion, Meechum winced in pain.
Kyla became concerned. “Is it your wound?”
The woman composed herself. “I’m fine!”
“But—”
“I’m fine!” she repeated before changing the subject. “These MH-6s are pretty cool, but I don’t think I’d want to be on them all the time. I preferred the bigger Sikorsky Seahawk.”
The man overheard her shouting. “Trust me, we would, too. The colonel brought these two Little Birds so we’d have a low profile on enemy radar.”
Meechum turned and spoke to the guy, but when she reoriented on Kyla, it must have been obvious she didn’t hear what was said. “I told him thanks again for the lift. It sucks we were captured so easily—I’ll have to work on that—but this is going to catch us right up to your uncle and the president.”
Kyla leaned closer to the Marine. The other woman had short hair, but Kyla’s blew wild, making it difficult to concentrate. Still, being close was the only way to talk privately. “Do you trust these soldiers?”
“No,” Meechum said without hesitation, “but I took a risk. Once I knew they were aware of you in the bushes, I had to make sure they didn’t go in shooting. The thing about the president sucked to give away, but it was the only way to keep us in the game. If these guys turn out to be with the enemy, we’ll take ‘em all out.”
Kyla leaned forward, worried the other passenger was going to overhear their conspiratorial discussion, but the wind and rotor noise made it impossible, as long as they weren’t shouting in the open. She was satisfied the soldier was oblivious.
Still, the Marine’s braggadocio was legendary. “How are you going to fight back? We don’t even have a stick to our name.”
Meechum laughed like she didn’t have a care in the world and motioned for Kyla to come closer. “I have my pistol. The colonel collected our weapons and put them in a duffel, but a soldier picked it up and carelessly shoved it in the back compartment of this helicopter. When I stretch my back, I reach in and help myself.”
Kyla sat in wonderment at her travel companion. If anyone could take out two helicopter’s worth of men, it was Meechum. However, she sincerely hoped it didn’t come to it.
The pilots of the two choppers kept them a few feet above the treetops as they got into the foothills of the Rockies. The colonel wouldn’t tell them where he planned to take them, other than toward her uncle. As they traveled from the grassy nothing of Wyoming and into the hills and mountains, she assumed they’d gone into Colorado. Once the white-capped mountains appeared, she was positive of it.
They stopped once at a remote pasture that happened to have aviation fuel hidden next to what looked like an abandoned log cabin. Meechum suggested it was probably an off-the-books Air Force installation.
An hour later, the man sitting on their bench tapped Meechum on the leg. “That’s our destination! Pike’s Peak!”
She and the Marine looked forward. They were still traveling at tree-top level, which made the freestanding mountain seem even more impressive. As they neared the base, the pilot tilted the nose, taking them in a diagonal up the steep grade. The trees eventually thinned out as they neared the summit. At the top, there were no trees at all. It was made up of rocks, patches of moss, and a large gravel parking lot.
“I didn’t expect to be able to park up here,” she joked to Meechum.
“Me, either.”
The helicopters landed about two hundred yards apart, which spoke to the sheer size of the flat space at the summit of Pike’s Peak. When she unstrapped from her seatbelt and hopped off, Meechum tucked her pistol into her front trouser pocket. Kyla stretched, in an admittedly clumsy attempt at drawing attention away from her friend, but it was all for nothing. The commandos spread out and looked everywhere except at the two of them.
“Come on,” Meechum said in a closer-to-normal voice as the rotors slowed. “Let’s see what these boys have planned. I think we’re still a good way from Colorado Springs.” She pointed to the east.
It was difficult to judge distance from the top of the mountain, but the high plains of eastern Colorado started like a flat carpet of grass and scrub about ten miles away. The city of Colorado Springs seemed to be painted onto the ground; the dense city blocks were dull gray and dark green. Between the city and their position on the mountain, there was a series of comparatively small ridges. They were grouped together like islands on the high seas. Most were covered in trees, though a couple of the taller ones went above the tree line.
Colonel Avery appeared out of nowhere. “NORAD is inside the mountain closest to the city. You can drive right in from the other side.”
Kyla was surprised. “We can’t even see it? How the hell are we going to stop my uncle?”
Avery laughed. “We brought our toys for occasions such as this.”
Almost on cue, a pair of flat, black drones raced over their heads. They were about the size of car tires. They stayed close together for a few seconds while speeding for the other mountains, but then split apart. One to the left, and the other to the right.
“That’s how we were caught, wasn’t it?” Meechum stood with hands on her hips, admiring the drones in flight.
The colonel laughed a bit. “Don’t feel bad. You couldn’t have gotten within a mile of my men without us knowing about it. We aren’t as bad at surveillance as the Blackouts.” He shifted to face Kyla. “If your uncle is out there, we’ll know in about ten minutes. If he isn’t…”
Kyla didn’t need him to finish the sentence.




CHAPTER 24
Outside Colorado Springs, CO
Once Emily had said the words, Ted was certain their Humvee was equipped with a tracking device. He was also convinced the enemy was working hard to make up for all the mistakes they’d made in the past. Instead of coming at them from random directions, they were quietly tracking them, plotting where to put a devastating and unavoidable roadblock to capture them.
Unfortunately, there wasn’t much between Lamar and Colorado Springs but empty highway. They continued to pass other vehicles traveling the other way, and they kept looking for aircraft pursuing them, but the bad guys never showed up. Even their radio chatter was inane banter of no relevance to them.
“These guys sure do like talking about their new wives. It’s like some type of cult, don’t you think?” Emily was the one holding the radio.
“Yeah, but as long as they keep gossiping like old ladies, I’m happy to let them. I haven’t heard such poor radio discipline since flight school.”
They had a good laugh about it, but one transmission cut into the party line.
“Break, break, break. Code Seven on ID 50-2277. This is a shoot to kill order. Location, heading west on Route 94 approximately five miles from Colorado Springs. I repeat…”
“That’s our cue,” he said, his heart somehow finding ever faster speeds to beat.
“We’ve got to ditch this thing. Make a run for it. Anything but wait for them to strike us down.” Emily sat all the way at the front edge of the rock-like seat, anxious for him to make a move.
The suburbs were upon them. As best he could gather, they’d come in from the southeast and were almost on the southern edge of the city. Ahead, at the end of a winding road up a wooded hillside, he saw what had to be the entrance to NORAD. It was tiny, being twenty miles away, but he couldn’t think of any other reason there’d be a structure built into the side of a mountain up there.
“We’re freaking closer than I thought.”
“So? We’ll be dead if we keep going.”
He didn’t stop. “Look, we’ve got a decision to make. If we keep this rig, we might be able to bluff our way through the front gate of their bunker. I’m sure they’ll still stop us, but it’ll give us an edge.” He looked around.
“But the radio said…”
“Not every unit can possibly be on the same channel as this one. We’re hearing what’s happening behind us. It will take time for them to communicate up and down the chain of command, spread the word, and whatever.” He prayed the enemy was as crappy moving data between silos of the different areas of operation as they were on protocol. He hated basing his own rules of engagement on the perceived limitations of the enemy, but he was already begging for sixty-five miles-an-hour in a stolen truck. He didn’t have a lot of options.
“I don’t know. Maybe we should scrub this mission and go into hiding again. This is a big city.” She pointed out her window. The mostly-flat cityscape spread out ahead of them, always to the north.
“If we wait, we lose the initiative and run the risk of the attack happening against our people and allies overseas. I think if we show up ahead of all the crap now zeroing in on us, we’ll have a shot at doing some real damage to their headquarters. We might even find the big guy himself.” He patted his chest. “We’ve gotten good mileage out of these uniforms. I can do it one more time.”
He was comfortable, to a degree, going full-bore into the enemy nest. If he scored some critical hits against their command structure, it would be worth it. A big part of abandoning Kyla was to give himself the option of a one-way mission.
Emily seemed to catch on to his tiptoeing around the bush. “You said ‘I.’ Does this mean you don’t want me there?”
Ted had so much going inside his brain, he spoke before he could think about it. “You are going to get lost in the city, like you said. When the allies come to your rescue, and they will, you can wave at them from the top of a building or whatever.” He pulled out his phone. “You can keep this with you.”
She sat in silence as they rushed along an empty six-lane avenue with dozens of wrecked cars that had been pushed onto the shoulders. The north-south interstate was ahead; their road was going to take them across the highway shortly, then onto the winding path up to the NORAD base.
He slowed the truck next to a row of modern homes. “I’m sorry, Em. My job is to protect the assets of this nation. I did it for Kyla. Let me do it for you.”
The rapid deceleration made her fall against the spartan dashboard.
“Ted, I didn’t come this far to get out and hide in a basement. I’m the president. I tell you what to do, not vice versa.” She smiled, suggesting a lighthearted attitude, but he knew better. Her voice was hoarse and quiet; she was upset.
He let the truck roll at about thirty. “Once we cross the highway and start up the road to the base, there’s no going back.”
“If you want me out of this truck, you’re going to have to physically walk around and pull me out the door. Otherwise, let’s get this over with.” She sat back in her seat, arms crossed. For the first time since they’d been together, he got the sense of what she’d be like as the president in one concise moment: driven, confident, and not easily frightened.
Ted let the truck slow even more. As he looked over, he wished he could say something profound, such as how he was proud to go into battle with her, or whatever happened, at least they were together. Everything sounded corny in his head. He simply looked into her chestnut eyes and planned—
An explosion ripped apart an abandoned car sitting next to the road about fifty yards ahead.
“They’re already here!” he shouted, pounding the gas pedal.
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO
Victor put his hand in the elevator door to keep it open. Tanager scurried over with a little metal toolbox he’d picked up in the hallway. “The techs keep this handy down here.”
Tabby didn’t know what to think. “Victor, what are you doing here? You said you weren’t going to turn me in…”
He smiled. “And I’m not. I tried to follow you outside, but there was no one out there. That’s when I figured out you went down the elevator instead of up. I have to admit I began to doubt what I was doing when you weren’t at any of the transfer levels, but there was no way to stop once I’d started. I’m glad to see you. Are you happy to see me?”
She was pleased, in the moment. It beat seeing David or Charity come out. But she could never forget who he was: part of an army who’d killed everyone in her country, including her mom.
“Let’s just say you’re growing on me.” Tabby decided not to speak her true feelings. Whatever else he was, the young man was her ticket to getting out of the bunker. She turned to Tanager. “This man was held prisoner. His name is…”
“President Tanager,” Victor exclaimed.
“You know who he is?” How did a foot soldier in an enemy army know him, but she did not?
“Of course. He’s the last president of the United States of America. It’s an honor to meet you in person, sir.” Victor stuck out his hand to shake.
Tanager seemed worried. He looked around her and Victor toward the elevators. She thought he might be anxious to make good on the open door. However, he still refused to accept the salutation. “I will not make nice with the people who destroyed my country.”
“I didn’t—” Victor tried to say.
Tanager cut him off. “Save it. Why are you really here?”
The kid seemed taken aback. “For her, of course. She was supposed to be my betrothed. David set it up, but Tabby had no interest in the arrangement. I guess I want to see if I can change her mind.”
Don’t stomp on his heart, girl. Save it for when you’re safe.
“Keep trying,” she replied in a friendly voice.
“See?” Victor added, for Tanager’s benefit.
There was no point in sticking around a second longer than necessary. They had everything required for an escape, except a weapon. However, if there was a toolbox…
She strode over to the elevator door and opened the box. As expected, there were makeshift weapons of all kinds. “Grab a tool, boys. We’re going back up.” She pulled out a big crescent wrench, but also put a screwdriver inside the cinched-up blanket she was using for a skirt.
Victor crouched to study the box, but Tanager stayed where he was.
“Come on, sir. We’ve got to arm up.”
“I’m afraid I’ve been a bit untruthful about what I’m doing down here.” He still didn’t come over. As she waited to figure out why, he lifted the leg of his trousers, revealing a black ankle bracelet.
Victor knew what it was. “You have a keep-in-place.”
Tanager laughed. “Yeah, you people have such simple names for things, but essentially, you’re correct. My keep-in-place is this subterranean dungeon. If I try to go up the elevator, someone would have a long day cleaning up the mess. This thing will explode.”
“You can’t leave?” she asked sadly. “Can we get it off your leg?”
“Not possible,” Victor said, pulling out a socket driver and hefting it as if to test if it was worthy of being his weapon.
She glared at him until he looked up.
Victor kept talking. “What? It’s true. Unless you have the key, they are designed to explode if anyone tampers with them. It’s probably why they keep him away from everyone else. Safety.”
Tabby wanted to leave but couldn’t give up on her nation’s leader. “Is there anything we can do for you?”
Tanager became reflective, looking out the window into the pit. “If you see David, tell him this is not a dignified way to hold the leader of the free world. Tabby, you’ve made me realize how much I miss being with people. I need babies to kiss. Lollypops to steal.” He laughed.
“Well, I recently got the ability to vote. If you ever come back into office, you’re going to get mine.”
“That’s sweet,” he replied. “You two get out of here. Good luck topside. I can only imagine what it’s like up there.”
“Thank you, sir,” she said, stepping over the toolbox to get into the elevator.
Victor was about to yank the box through the gap, but he stopped short. Instead, he looked over to Tanager. “Sir, I really am sorry they did this to you.”
“I’m sure you are,” the man said dryly.
Victor pulled the box into the car.
Tabby started on her journey to the surface.




CHAPTER 25
Pike’s Peak, CO
Colonel Avery let Kyla and Meechum watch the drone feed. The man chatted as the flying device made its way across the five or so miles to the other mountains.
“Where did you boys come from, sir?”
“Eielson Air Force Base. It’s in North Pole, Alaska, which is pretty much in the heart of the Last Frontier. Task Force Yankee is only one of the missions flying out of there, trying to figure out what happened. We learned right away the Blackout superweapon didn’t have the reach to clear the state of Alaska beyond Juneau. We’ve done a lot since then, but your tip about NORAD might be what we’ve been looking for. I guess we owe you…”
Kyla had no idea where he was going with his answer.
“We were told before we left to avoid big cities and especially airports, as that was their vector of approach into our abandoned lands. We saw a hell of a lot of piles of people’s clothes. Way too many.” He seemed to hold his breath for a few moments. It wasn’t an easy task in the thin air at fourteen thousand feet. “I can’t tell you how nice it is to find survivors. I’m sorry for not trusting you earlier. We can’t take any chances.”
Meechum stood up straight. “Requesting to have our weapons returned, sir.”
Avery glanced at both of them before looking at one of his team. “Get the Marine her weapons.”
Without missing a beat, Meechum pulled the pistol out of her pocket and put it in the empty holster on her hip. “Already have this one, sir.”
The colonel shook his head.
“What about my rifle?” Kyla asked.
Avery’s face hardened. “I’m afraid I can’t give weapons to a civilian while on an op of this sort. When we complete our assignment and we part ways, you’ll get your property back. I promise.”
She was ready to rise up in rebellion, but Meechum caught her attention. The twinkle in her eye prompted her to let it go. Almost by accident, Kyla turned back to the flight screen and immediately saw movement. “There! An explosion.”
The camera adjusted its angle. She could pick out the twin ribbon of concrete as the large interstate ran along the edge of more rugged terrain. Unlike most of what she’d seen the last few days, the area on the screen was filled with lush evergreen trees. The stark green made it easier to pick out the flare of orange, which was already disappearing. It had taken place near a bridge over the highway.
The drone closed in on the pinprick of light and soon she saw a moving vehicle.
“What are the odds that’s them?” she asked on the sly.
It was a black Humvee, similar to every other Humvee she’d seen of late. However, based on where the explosion happened, she thought it deserved scrutiny. “Can you see if there’s anything else in the air?”
Avery looked to one of his men near the stationary helicopter. “Any traffic in this direction?”
The man looked inside the cockpit, then came back out. “Lots. Can’t say what they are, but the sky is definitely dangerous over there.”
“We have to make contact with them,” Kyla said, desperate to confirm it was her uncle.
Avery chuckled. “Are you qualified to lead a military task force?”
“No,” she said right away.
“Well, you sure act like it. We’ve got this, ma’am. Just cool your jets for a moment.” Turning back to the man operating the drone, he passed along his orders. “See if you can get low enough to make contact.”
“Roger that,” the soldier replied.
Avery turned to her again. “I was going to do this all along. If this is your uncle, we need to lower the drone and get them to talk. Our toy has a speaker and microphone, but it doesn’t work unless it’s in hover mode.”
“Thanks,” she said quietly.
The drone operator deftly flew the machine over the tops of trees until it was above the bridge. The Humvee was about to cross the overpass, which would make it impossible for a driver to miss the floating target.
“Here we go,” the drone boss announced.
Outside Colorado Springs, CO
“You’re going to make me eat my words, aren’t you?” Ted said sarcastically, desperate to keep a sense of humor in the face of such odds. They were about to cross the interstate using a flat, wide-open, four-lane bridge. They’d already avoided two Hellfire missiles. The road up to the NORAD bunker was on the other side of the interstate, but driving into the open had him spooked.
“Get us there in one piece and I won’t say a word,” she snapped back, searching the sky outside her window.
“Crap, what now?” he asked, pointing ahead. A small, disc-like, black drone floated on the air as if waiting for them to arrive. “It looks like they’re ready for us.”
She dragged her shotgun from the floorboard. “Does this window roll down?”
“You have to unzip it,” he replied. The Humvee model wasn’t the fancy up-armored models they used overseas. It had thin doors with zip-down plastic windows.
Emily worked with the zipper, but there wasn’t enough time to fiddle with it. “Oh, screw this.” She shoved the barrel into the window and the zipper sheared off, opening a hole big enough to hang her arm through.
A second later, the shotgun roared in her hands.
From his vantage point, he saw the hovering drone turn over and fall like a rock. She’d managed to hit it on the fly, which impressed him immensely.
“Wow! You’re becoming a better shooter than I am.”
She laughed. “You need to get some practice.”
They crossed the highway at fifty miles-an-hour, which was the best he could do while it struggled to accelerate. However, a parked big-rig on the exit ramp in front of them caught his attention.
“What’s he doing?” He pointed to a man dressed in black standing next to the white semi-truck. His running lights were on, and it appeared as if he’d recently parked there and hopped out.
“He’s armed,” Emily said with worry.
“Shit, get down!” he ordered.
The man had a rifle, but Ted couldn’t make out what type. As they drove by, the driver peppered the side of the Humvee with eight or ten rounds. Once they’d passed, he continued to unload on them from behind, but none of those hit.
“Why are truckers shooting at us?” she wondered, still not getting up from her hiding position.
“I have no idea, though I’m beginning to think they’re throwing everything but the kitchen sink to keep us from going into their master bunker.”
She smiled. “That’s why we have to keep going.”
Pike’s Peak, CO
Avery and the operator were left speechless after Emily blasted their toy out of the sky. The remote camera got a perfect image into the cab, confirming who was inside.
Kyla saw it as an opportunity. “Gentlemen, I give you the President of the United States, Emily Williams.”
Meechum joined in. “We told you.”
Avery rubbed his chin. “It certainly looked like her.” He tapped the operator on the shoulder. “Get me a frame with a clear shot on this woman. I need confirmation.”
“It’s her,” Kyla pressed. “My uncle is driving.”
“And they’re going to NORAD?”
The soldier by the Little Bird helicopter called out to get his CO’s attention. “Sir, we’ve got a new contact on the radar. It’s going low and fast from the west, hugging the earth.”
Avery seemed disturbed. His eyes darted between the copter and the drone operator.
“Sir, there are two of…no, make that three.” The man at the radar counted off new contacts until there were five of them. “Five bogeys, multiple routes, all converging on us.”
Avery seemed to make a decision. “They must have sent multiple cruise missiles, to ensure at least one got through.”
“So, I was right about the nukes?” she asked. She had no reason to doubt her exchange with the general at the base in Germany, but it still felt weird to know she’d been the one to set the stage for a nuclear attack on the enemy camp.
The colonel nodded.
Kyla pulled out her phone, desperate to talk to Uncle Ted. “I have to call my uncle. Warn him!”
Avery stepped over and stopped her from dialing. “Put this away. We’re under strict orders not to allow any open channels during this mission. I promise we’ll try again with the other drone.”
She understood the why of it but wasn’t satisfied with what she’d been told. However, months of working for the US Navy had prepared her for the moment. Instead of trying to convince a colonel she was right, she pretended to be disappointed and walked away. It was exactly what an officer would expect a woman her age to do.
Once free of the men, she worked to catch her breath after the short walk. In the thin air, her lungs raged as if she’d run a hundred-yard dash. The cool alpine breeze did little to help slow her body down. Being out of shape made her keenly aware how far she needed to go before reaching true levels of badass, like Meechum.
Kyla walked the mountaintop parking lot until she reached one of the many cars. She found a red minivan with both front doors open, assuming the owners had been in the process of getting in when they were eliminated. Sure enough, she found the keys in a woman’s purse on the ground. A pair of flats had been blown under the van. The rest of her clothes were gone.
“I’m so sorry,” she murmured, hopping in the passenger seat and closing the door.
Kyla pulled out her phone, ready to disobey the colonel. If she created a signal that brought in the enemy, she would stay on the mountain and be caught, rather than endanger the brave men trying to fight their war. They’d been nice enough to charge it for her; there would never be a better time to use it. When she looked at the phone, however, she was disappointed yet again.
“Damn this war!”
There was no network signal.
Meechum climbed in the driver’s side door, closing it behind her. “There won’t be any service up here. You have to get closer to the city where there are towers.”
She laughed dryly. “How did you know I would do this?”
The Marine rolled her eyes. “Because you don’t take no for an answer. It’s one of the things I like about you. Sure, it almost got us killed up in Westby, but those cruise missiles are proof of what you can do when you put your mind to it. We’re going to topple the enemy leadership solely because of you.”
“But? I sense a ‘but’ coming on.”
Meechum smiled at her, teeth and all. A rare thing for the combat veteran. “But you still lack some of the skills you’ll need to take your attitude to the next level. For instance…” She held out her hand. “Keys, please.”
Kyla handed them over, and Meechum put them in the ignition. She got them rolling.
“What the hell? Where are we going?” she fretted.
“Watch and learn, sister. We’re going to get you a signal so you can save your uncle.”
“But we’re on the top of a mountain!”
“Not for long.” She guided the minivan over the parking lot, casually waved at Avery as she drove by, then headed for the eastern side of the mountain, away from the road up to the top.
Kyla grabbed the handle at the top of the door, sure Meechum had lost her mind and was going to drive them right off the side.
“Wait!” she shrieked.
The minivan went over the edge of the cement and into a dip. Meechum hit the brake and turned the wheel to the right. The tires spun on loose gravel, shooting rocks under the floorboards. She kept going, but they were soon riding down the mountainside, not falling from it.
Kyla could barely speak; her stomach was in her throat. “What the heck is this? It looks like…”
“Railroad tracks,” the driver deadpanned. “There’s a cog railway running from Colorado Springs all the way to the top of this mountain. I saw it before we landed. If we drive down, it will take us toward your uncle and better cell reception.”
The narrow railroad was like any other traditional set of tracks, but it also had a middle rail with jagged teeth. Since they were going down a steep hill at that moment, she figured out the third rail was how a tram car would keep from sliding. However, it did nothing for them.
“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Kyla exclaimed, now leaning forward against the dashboard due to the force of gravity.
“I told you a long time ago, the trick is to always act like you know what you’re doing.”
Kyla looked over. The grade was so steep, Meechum had to lock her arms to keep from sitting against the steering wheel. They were lucky, however, because there were no turns coming up while they were on the steepest section.
“Let me try my phone.” The grade leveled out a bit, giving her the ability to sit on the forward edge of her seat again. At first, her smartphone didn’t give any signal at all, but as they went around the first turn, and got closer to where Uncle Ted was supposed to be, a single bar appeared. “I have something!”
She immediately hit her uncle’s number. It rang a couple of times, then it sounded like someone picked up, but the call dropped.
“Damn!”
Meechum chuckled. “Hang on a second, we have to go around this obstacle.”
The fire-engine red tram sat on the track, frozen in time. It was bigger than she’d imagined, about the size of two school buses traveling one behind the other. However, their style was European, with oversized windows and a round headlight on the front.
The stunt driver slowed to ride over the rocks next to the tracks. As they went by, Kyla imagined the heaps of clothing lying on all those seats inside. In seconds, they passed it, and she sighed with relief.
They drove around another turn, continuing down the side of the mountain.
“Try your phone again,” Meechum suggested.
The signal had improved.
“I have two bars!”
Meechum motioned across the hills and mountains, toward the city. “We’re getting closer to Colorado Springs. I think your signal will stay strong now.”
She dialed the phone. This time, it went through.
Emily’s voice greeted her. “Hello?”




CHAPTER 26
Cheyenne Mountain Entrance, CO
Brent had become an expert at finding the proper trucks to use for his operation. He and his team spent about thirty minutes driving around the southern reaches of Colorado Springs, finding tanker trucks, then having men jump out and commandeer them. They decided to pair up the men, so there were two guys per vehicle. He and Trish were the last to get their rig.
They’d also raided a hardware store, collecting road flares, copper wire, cinder blocks, and the other fixings they required to detonate the truck.
“This road goes right up to the front door of the base. You can see it from here.”
At the head of his tiny convoy, Brent drove the rig over a bridge spanning I-25. He noticed fewer of the empty flatbeds on the southbound highway below, but one of the trucks had exited and was coming up the ramp toward them.
“We’ll ignore him,” he said, trying to stay calm.
The bridge was the perfect position to see Cheyenne Mountain in the foreground and Pike’s Peak in the background. The hills closest to the interstate weren’t too high, but the bare mountain in the distance towered above Colorado Springs. He’d never been in the area, but he understood why Colorado was such a hot tourist destination. It was beautiful.
He and Trish both sat with a pistol in their lap. As they started up the final roadway, she spoke in a low voice. “You didn’t really think this through, did you?”
“What do you mean?” He didn’t give her much attention; the twisty road required constant gear shifting to keep the engine from bogging down.
“We have all these trucks, but the terrain isn’t going to let us put them on autopilot. You didn’t tell the others, did you?”
He finally glanced over to her, admiring for the thousandth time how pretty the young woman was. Her face was rigid and serious, however, so he answered her directly. “No. This isn’t like the airport. My plan was to get us close, maybe bluff our way inside, then blow them up and cause mayhem.” He took a deep breath. “If I need to stay behind and deal the killing blow, then c’est la vie.”
She turned to look out the window. The pines on each side of the road became thicker as they went into the foothills.
A rumble caught his ear from outside. In a moment of panic, he imagined one of his ex-cons having run off the road and blown themselves up, but he checked his mirror and found all of them behind him. However, far back, on the other side of the highway, a plume of black smoke rose toward the sky.
“Shit, something ain’t right.” He jammed the accelerator, trying to make better time up the winding path.
Trish kept talking. “I never wanted any of this. The attack on the first day. Those apes trying to have their way with me. Even the airport the other night. I wanted to settle down, have a pair of children, and live my life in peace and calm.”
He chuckled to keep his wits. “You couldn’t have picked a worse career. There’s never a dull day in the lockup, you know?”
“No, even when those men are getting credit for good days, there’s always the threat of them eying me like a piece of steak. It’s hard to set it aside.”
There was another explosion behind them.
“We’ve definitely got someone following us. I can’t see because of the trees, but if there’s fireballs trailing us, we need to get out of these trucks, you know?”
She looked worried for the first time. “Yeah, I agree fully. Let’s stop up here.”
The next turn brought them to the parking area for the military facility. To the left, a wide, mostly-empty lot provided plenty of space for his convoy. However, the road to the right went into a dark tunnel.
“NORAD,” he said with awe. It wasn’t simply a hole in the rock. There was a heavy cement archway over the road leading into the mountain, giving it the appearance of driving into a tipped-over coffee can. “But why aren’t there any guards?”
There was no time to overthink it. If there were no guards outside, it was good for him, he figured. They had a little time to jump out of the trucks and see what was coming up the roadway. Once the threat passed, they could head inside and safely release their payloads. That was where the guards were likely waiting.
They parked in a row, facing the tunnel.
“Get out,” he said to Trish, opening his door and climbing down.
The other men ran up to see what he was doing.
He walked to meet them at the tail of his tanker, aware of the approaching danger. The familiar buzz of a drone airplane caught his attention. Surveillance? Attack? Additionally, someone fired a rifle back in the direction they’d come. It wasn’t his men being targeted. If they were, the trucks would already be toast. But who was it?
Terry Long was among the men walking toward him, but he had his shotgun out and ready. A crazy look in his eyes made Brent wary of his approach. When the new guy raised his gun, he was prepared.
“Everybody down!”
They all hit the dirt.
Except for him.
Cheyenne Mountain Entrance, CO
Ted was hit by everything at once.
The trucker on the side of the road shooting at them.
The aerial drones dropping Hellfires like confetti.
And then a missed call from Kyla.
When the phone rang again, he handed it to Emily. “I have to keep my hands on the wheel!”
Emily snatched it up. “Hello?” She switched it to speakerphone.
“Emily! This is Kyla!”
She laughed, despite everything. “We know it’s you, honey. We’re in a bit of a situation here. Are you all right?”
“Hi, Kyla,” he shouted. The road on the far side of the bridge turned to woodland terrain, with lots of trees. He intended to get in there as fast as possible to make those airstrikes less of a threat. Ted couldn’t see what was up in the sky, but he imagined an entire swarm of mosquitos zeroing in on them.
“Heya, Unk! Listen, I have to tell you this. There’s a nuclear missile heading your way—”
“Five of them,” Meechum’s voice interrupted.
“Five of them,” Kyla repeated. “We saw them on a map. Wait, we were captured by special forces. Some sort of task force. They showed us. We’re on—” She hesitated. “I can’t say on an open channel. We’re close to you, though!”
He met Emily’s brown eyes. In the days they’d been together, he’d become accustomed to reading her. They nodded at the same time.
Ted spoke to the phone. “Kyla, listen to me. I don’t want you anywhere close to us. If there’s a nuke coming, Emily and I will be fine. We have a plan. You, however, don’t want to be anywhere near here when a strike happens.”
“As long as I know you’re going to be safe,” Kyla replied, with what sounded like a rattle in her voice. “But I have to tell you what happened. I caused the explosion in Westby. I almost got us killed. I kept the tablet you told me to destroy. They tracked us with it!”
“Well, remind me to get out the belt when I see you next.” He chuckled, not sure how he was supposed to answer. It seemed pretty minor, in context.
“That’s not all! I used the tablet again in Devils Tower. I’m the one who got them to launch the nuclear attack on NORAD. Uncle Ted, I’m the one who is going to get you killed!” His niece sniffled.
It did explain a lot, but it was water under the bridge.
A missile impacted against a tall tree to their left, splashing them with splinters of wood. His heart couldn’t race any faster. All he could do was grit his teeth and keep the gas pedal on the floor.
“What was that?” Kyla gasped.
He made himself laugh to hide the deadly nature of the blast. “It’s wind noise. We’re in a military Humvee.”
“Oh,” Kyla’s voice replied through the speaker.
Ted didn’t want her to feel bad about how things had gone down. They were all still alive and fighting. She’d even hooked up with US forces. A miracle.
“Kye, listen. Tell your military friends about the nuclear arsenal codes. Tell them Emily has been leading the counterattack this whole time. And, Kyla, give yourself a little credit for this fight, too. You did good.”
“I wanted to hammer those bastards so the rest of us could go home. I didn’t mean for you to be there. I should have thought it through, you know?”
“I told you, we have a plan.” He wanted to keep her hopes up. It also helped his own psyche to believe there was a way out.
Kyla started out speaking in monotone. “You were right about my mom. She would have been happy to have me sit in that cabin and be safe. She would be freaking out if she knew what I was doing at this exact moment.”
He leaned closer to the phone. “I am sorry about having to ditch you guys.”
“Me and Meechum got over it pretty fast, but you—” She paused. Both her and the Marine shouted at the same time, making it impossible to hear.
Kyla spoke frantically. “They went over our freaking heads! The missiles! Oh, God, you aren’t going to make it. All five are together now. They’re heading toward the city…”
Meechum added. “It looks like they’re pre-programmed. They just crossed a waypoint and turned southeast. I think they’re going around the mountain so they can hit it from the front.”
Adding to the chaos, he nearly rear-ended an idle fuel truck when he whipped around a bend in the road.
“Shit!” He veered into the wrong lane to avoid the three trucks ahead of the first. It looked like an entire convoy of them had gone up the road and found themselves where they didn’t belong.
“Uncle Ted, please hurry…”
“We will, sweetie. I, uh, love you very much.” He hesitated voicing the words to avoid sounding like he was saying good-bye, but when there were five nukes tracking to his location, he couldn’t let the opportunity pass.
“I love you, too. Call me when you’re safe,” she added quietly.
“Bye, Kyla,” Emily added before hanging up.
“Thanks,” he said to her. All his focus needed to be on the road. The bunker entrance was ahead.
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Going up through the elevator transfer stations was as uncomfortable as it was time-consuming. At each stop, they had to get out in the small waiting room and hop into the next car. Fortunately, each station seemed to always have one car parked on the level, so they didn’t have to wait for one to arrive. That saved lots of time.
Still, spending time with a guy who thought of her as wife material inside a post-apocalyptic vault was unsettling. What confused her, however, was how uncomfortable he seemed, as well.
When they got into the car labeled Transfer 1, she recognized it as the last elevator ride they would need. Instead of having one button for the next transfer point, the elevator panel had multiple buttons for different levels in the living area of David’s bunker. She pressed the topmost one, labeled ‘TOP,’ knowing it was closest to the exit door.
“Last stop,” she said as the doors closed.
Neither of them conversed until the numbers ticked on the LED above the doors. It meant they were passing the regular levels. Once she saw it, Tabby wanted to say what was on her mind.
“Thanks for coming to get me, but it doesn’t change how I feel about you. If you’re coming with me in the hopes of reversing that, you’re wasting your time.”
Victor turned to face her. “I don’t expect to change your mind. I’m here because I see now what’s been going on. They flew us here on a big plane. We never got to see the cities and towns stripped of people. We were told you surrendered, and the war was over as soon as it began. When I first saw you, I assumed you were like me. Like the others. We’re at peace. It’s time to rebuild a new America.”
The numbers ticked off, drawing her ever closer to the top floor. His story was impossible to confirm, and it wasn’t a version of events she wanted to believe. At the same time, knowing what she did about David and his leaders, it made sense. They’d threatened her with the lives of her friends to get her to comply. Lying to young people to get them to marry off was simple by comparison.
Her thoughts turned to Peter and Audrey. She recognized the threat to their lives, but if she didn’t try to escape, all three of them were doomed inside the vault. If she could get out of NORAD, even if it meant accepting assistance from Victor, she could seek help on the outside and eventually come back for her friends. In the meantime, she reasoned, no harm would befall them until she was captured again.
Please be right.
“For now, let’s agree to disagree. As long as you help me escape from this nightmare hole, I’m willing to call you an ally. It’s the best I can do for you.”
“I’ll take it,” he said, much too happily.
She shook her head in disbelief. “We’re coming up to the top level. Do you think there will be guards this time?”
“I’ll handle them,” he said dryly, facing the door.
“What are you going to do?”
“Stay back.” He motioned for her to stand near the buttons, which would keep her out of the line-of-sight for people outside.
The doors opened and Victor strode out as if he owned the place. She listened intently as someone yelped. An instant later, a second person cried out. Two thumps followed.
“You can come out.” Victor was huffing from exertion.
“Oh, crackers,” she blurted. Two guards were on the ground. Blood gushed from their heads.
Victor smiled. “This way. The exit is here.”
They ran down the short hallway and approached the same door she’d tried to open before being captured the other time. Its large EXIT lettering drew her forward. Looking behind, she saw no one there to stop her. The men on the ground were black piles of uniforms. They weren’t moving at all.
“It’s not complicated,” he said. “You open it with this handle.”
“How do you know?” she asked.
He pointed to a placard near the mechanism. “The designers didn’t want anyone getting stuck inside for lack of understanding a complex system. It’s a failsafe.”
“Thank God for that,” she said, truly relieved.
The vault door swung out as if it were motorized. It was about seven feet tall and almost square. As it came out of the wall, she got a good look at its depth. It was at least three-feet thick, with graduated edges, so it fit into the socket in wedged stages rather than being one smooth block.
When the door cleared enough for her to see around it, she was disappointed at what appeared. “There’s another opening…”
“Yep. There’s two doors. This one, and the big one to the outside.” The outer hole was big enough for a truck to drive through, as was the fifty yards of tunnel between her and the portal. Yellow and white lines were painted on the ground, as if the road from the outside came into the mountain and up to the inner vault door. “It’s all designed to protect us.”
“The outer door is already open,” she said dryly. “There are people in the tunnel.”
“We’ll simply run by them,” Victor advised.
“Yeah, I’m good at running.”




CHAPTER 27
NORAD, Cheyenne Mountain Entrance, CO
“I knew you were bad news,” Brent remarked, pistol pointed at Long.
“You shoot me, I shoot you. Is that how it’s going to be?” Long gave the men a sideways glance. “Drop your weapons or boss man gets it.”
The other men did as instructed, then crouched in place or crawled away, afraid the guy was going to spray them with the street sweeper. It didn’t worry Brent; he’d take one in the gut if it gave the others time to regroup and fight back.
Long laughed after everyone was disarmed, then he spoke to Brent. “You don’t know anything about me. For instance, did you know I was transferred to your prison wing specifically so I could survive the first wave?”
“I suspected,” Brent replied, fighting to maintain his cool.
“Well, did you know several of the others you let go from your prison were also playing for the enemy team?” He nodded toward the entrance to NORAD, as if clarifying who he meant.
“I should have let you rot…” he said in a dejected tone.
“Naw, we all would have gotten out. We had it planned to the last detail. One of the guards was in our pocket, trust me. My point is you were never going to win. The only reason I didn’t stop you before this is because I wanted you alive. By driving yourself here, you’ve made it easy to scoop you inside. That’s where you’ll get a taste of our hospitality.”
Trish came up behind him, catching Long’s attention. “There’s our accomplice now.”
Brent half-turned. “Trish?”
“Please drop your weapon, Brent. No one has to get hurt.” She sounded apologetic.
A heavy sigh escaped his chest. After running through his chances of getting at least one shot into the asshole in front of him, he figured Trish might fire at him, too. Despite everything, he didn’t want to make her do that.
He put the gun down and kicked it over to Long.
The guy cackled. “Oh, how it must break your lonely old heart to see your star pupil pull a gun on you.”
Some of the ex-prisoners cussed with shock.
She had her shotgun out, though she kept it pointed at the pavement. “I didn’t mean for any of this, Brent, and I didn’t know who inside the prison was the person they wanted me to let go. What happened was, I got a bundle of money in the mail. A really huge bundle. It said I would get ten more bundles of the same amount if I was willing to open the cages one time on a certain day. You saw my place, it’s a little hole in the wall. I wanted a real house, with a real yard, and not with drug-dealing neighbors all around me. I really had no idea it would result in everyone in the world disappearing.”
Long craned his neck, listening to another explosion. To Brent’s ears, it sounded like an artillery barrage was walking its way toward them, though the buzz of drones overhead made it clear where the attacks originated. Someone was coming up the road, being shot at the whole way.
Doing his best not to sound defeated, he asked the obvious question to his friend. “You were working for them? Why did you let us attack the airfield?”
She stomped her foot. “I’m not working for them. I just got paid by them. I had no idea who they were, or who I would have been releasing from the jail. I didn’t know the people at that airport were the source of my money. You have to believe me.”
“I don’t,” Brent said dryly.
Long motioned for her to train her shotgun on the gathered men, including Brent. “Come on, sweetpea, let’s get these men rounded up, then we’ll collect the money you’re owed.”
“I can’t help you,” she said slowly and with resolve. “None of this is right.”
Long held his shotgun so it was between him and the young woman. “Don’t flake out on me. The guards are a hundred yards that way, inside the tunnel. All we have to do is walk these guys over there.”
The roar of a truck engine sounded from down the road. Whoever it was, they were getting close. It gave him a reason to keep Long talking…
“Long, there are only six rounds in your shotgun. There are seven of us.”
The dark-haired man turned toward the others. “Which of you wants to be the lone man who don’t get shot?”
They all raised their hands, not that he blamed them. He had a feeling each of them was itching to pull out a weapon and back him up, but no one could move while Long threatened their leader.
Long returned his attention to him. “You’ll be the first to go down, if you want to play the stupid game. I’d rather we all stay civil and walk up the hill, you know? David’s soldiers are on the lookout for us, I’m sure.”
Brent nodded, intending to wait for a better opportunity, but Trish spoke up. “Brent, I’m so sorry.”
He was focused on Long, which was why he saw the man’s eyes grow large. In an instant, the man reoriented his shotgun on Trish. Almost simultaneously, two shotguns belched out smoke and fire as the pair traded rounds. Brent’s eardrums felt as if they’d burst.
Without taking his eyes off his prey, Brent lunged for Long.
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“Holy shit!” Ted shouted as a load of buckshot sprayed against the front windshield.
He and Emily ducked low while passing a group of men, and at least one woman, standing between the first and second tanker truck. The woman who’d fired the shotgun at them stumbled back with blood spurting from her left side and shoulder.
Two men fell to the ground, almost under his right front tire.
“What the hell?” Emily gasped.
“Don’t know. Don’t care. We’ve got to get inside the bunker.” He pointed up the roadway, which was clear of vehicles. The black entrance was the only hope they had to get behind a shielded door before the impact. Ted’s foot held the accelerator to the floor.
Two explosions ripped into the rocks outside Emily’s window, making him inexplicably worry for the gathering of fuel truck drivers he’d passed. Did they know to duck down? Were they part of the chase? How did they get sidetracked to the point they were firing at each other? So many questions.
He continued into the roofed entryway, past the huge outer vault door. His eyes adjusted to the switch between the bright sunlight and the low illumination of the lighted tunnel. There were uniformed men standing around near the front, confirming what he already knew: they were going to be caught. However, in the short time he’d learned about the nuclear attack, he resolved to get Emily into a safe place.
I could trick them into leaving the doors open, then the missiles would go deep into the base.
Ted’s runaway heartbeat stopped. Was intentionally killing himself the way to go? It didn’t feel like it. Sure, he’d been prepared to die to carry out his mission, but those plans were designed to save Emily and help her get back to civilization, not kill her in the process.
He honked and shouted, unsure if anyone could hear him over the engine noise. “Get inside! Close the doors!”
The Humvee skidded to a halt about ten feet from the inner vault door. He hopped out the moment all momentum was gone. “A nuke is inbound! You have seconds to get inside and close the door!”
To Emily, he added, “Grab a rifle!”
The men standing around were dressed in military uniforms, but not in the black ones of the enemy. If he had to make a snap judgement based on the differing styles of dress, mostly-dark complexions, and the wide girth of several of them, they were from Central America. Generals, colonels, probably a few drug cartel bosses sprinkled in as well. A brief look deeper into the tunnel complex proved his point: their trucks were parked in a side chamber about a hundred yards away.
Still, the men understood his panicked declaration. They broke into a run, chasing each other into the vault door. He hustled Emily through the entrance but stayed next to the big door to watch the stragglers run toward him. Another black drone swooped in the curved front entrance and hovered near the roof as if deciding whether to attack him. Beyond the mechanical flyer, a pair of people appeared on the road into the facility, running toward the NORAD bunker. They were possibly from the group he’d seen fighting.
“I’m sorry, people. We’re out of time.”
He was going to step inside the vault but couldn’t look away from the much larger vault door set toward the front. It was large enough to allow trucks to fit through; a door of such size might be required to survive what was coming.
Why hadn’t the bad guys already closed it?
In a moment of fatalism, he realized the enemy was made up of soldiers and technicians who weren’t always operating at peak efficiency. They came to America and tried to work on the same level as the US military, but he had a laundry list of examples of their forces dropping the ball. They couldn’t protect their airfields. They didn’t know how to check IDs consistently. They couldn’t track down him and Emily to save their lives, at least until the last fifteen minutes.
Now he had to rely on that same second-rate army to close a simple blast door.
“We’re dead.”
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Tabby ran with Victor, but the uniformed men in the tunnel seemed uninterested in them. Many held tablets close to their faces, or scurried between groups, as if watching a nail-biting sports match.
She traveled the paved road, going up a gentle incline, feeling strange to have a rock tunnel carved over her head. As they neared the sun-drenched entrance, she had to shield her eyes after so much low light and darkness. “We did it,” she said, trying to look into the light.
“I told you we would,” Victor exclaimed. “Now we can sneak away and hide.”
“Thanks, I guess,” she said, wondering if she’d judged him wrong. Tabby strode up to the rim of the entrance, expecting to see wooded mountains. NORAD was located in a bunker in the Rockies. They’d seen the rugged terrain on the way there, when they broke down in the milk truck prison van. However, what she saw outside was…
“Where the hell are we?” she murmured.
“NORAD,” Victor replied matter-of-factly.
“No, this can’t be NORAD. There’s nothing out there. Look.” She held out her hand in a “don’t you see?” pose.
The ground was flat as glass from where she stood to the horizon. It was also covered in prairie grass rather than pine trees. She took a few steps outside to try to get some bearings.
It didn’t help.
The tunnel was inside a mound of rocks at the edge of a dirt-paved airfield. Stout shelters, like little bunkers, housed military jets in one area. Near those, dozens of giant gray cargo planes were lined up edge-to-edge. Further down, massive planes had been parked out in the fields, each with six giant propellers and strange disc-like fuselages. From her perspective, they mimicked the appearance of black wings lined up front to back, in formation. She guessed there were about ten of them.
The buildings of a town sat beyond the long airstrip.
While she was rubbernecking, a man came up behind Victor and cracked him over the head with the butt of his gun. When she spun around, the bloodied guard pointed his rifle at her face. “Try me!”
Victor was down, but he wasn’t as injured as the sound implied. He rubbed his head while crouched. She put her hands up, if only to prevent the guy from doing it again.
The guard yelled to some of the men nearby. “Hey, help me get them back inside.” He then glared at her. “David warned if a girl wearing a gray skirt appeared at the front door, I was to toss her and any accomplices into the David Cube, then throw away the key. After I woke up on the floor, I had a good idea who knocked me out, and where you went.”
He shoved the gun in her gut to get her moving.
Still with hands up, she tried to fight back the only way she could. “This is a case of mistaken identity. I’m not wearing a gray dress.” She pointed to the makeshift skirt. “I’m wearing a gray blanket.”
“Nice try.”
Tabby walked inside but was troubled by the fact she’d let everyone down. Where was David? Was he rounding up Peter and Audrey already? Would he give Victor a break? If not, she was going to feel bad about getting him tangled up in her affairs.
Through the doors, she heard one of the men watching the tablets.
“They’re nuking NORAD!”
The heavy weight of bad luck settled in her stomach. The guards continued walking them toward the elevator, with hardly a care in the world. Looking over her shoulder, no one had bothered to close the vault door after they’d come inside.
“Uh, don’t you want to close that?” She pointed back. “If there’s a nuke coming?”
The bloodied guard bared his teeth. “How did you survive as long as you did, American? We eliminated your people. Took over your cities. Hijacked your technology. You expect to resist us, yet you don’t even know where you are. You don’t even know the secret places created by your corrupt government. Places like this bunker.”
He shoved her hard into the elevator. Tabby almost went face-first into the back wall, but Victor grabbed her arm. She looked at him when he got her standing. “Do you know where we are, Victor? Where is this bunker?”
“When I came in the first time, they said the town was in Colorado…Lamar, I think. They told me this bunker system was built after nine-eleven. I wasn’t really paying attention back then.”
They weren’t at the main NORAD facility, after all.
Tabby couldn’t be faulted for not knowing there were multiple bunkers.
It did make her wonder, however, why the US military was attacking the wrong base.
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“Come on, get up, you maggots!”
Dwight’s head pounded with a migraine, so the voice tore through his eardrums like daggers through paper.
“I’ll be taking the day off,” he said in a fog.
The gate to his room was flung open. A pair of guards shoved in and grabbed him. “Get your ass moving!”
His arms caught fire where the men roughed his skin. The boils and sores were back, worse than the day before. He tried to walk, but his legs gave out. This made the men furious, and he vaguely remembered being called names and repeatedly kicked, but somewhere along the way, he passed out.
When he came to, he was back at the white box. A short line of men stood in front of him, leading him to again ask the most important question: “Poppy? Where are you?”
A bird squawked from somewhere close, but he couldn’t see her.
“I hear you, Poppy.”
He realized he’d gone blind in one eye. The remaining eye was foggy, as if condensation had built up on the inside of his retina.
David stood on his pedestal in the main room, watching the stage. A phalanx of armed guards stood between him and the prisoners. When the nearest guard had Dwight on his feet, the man waved to his boss.
“The enemy has finally counter-attacked,” David said, swishing his long white hair aside, “though they’ve walked into my trap as I knew they would. You Americans and your haughty attitudes and dependence on technology. It was too easy to lead your forces to the wrong bunker.”
“What’s he talking about, Poppy?” he said to his friend, forgetting she wasn’t with him.
The man in gold continued. “I’m sorry our time has come to an end. I can’t spare the manpower to babysit a bunch of prisoners. The next phase of our invasion has been bumped up. I’ve got to leave this place to make it happen.”
David motioned to an assistant, who pushed the first prisoner into the cube. Before anything happened, the leader came down from his perch and walked to the back of the room as if unwilling to watch what came next. The bulk of his guards followed him through the rear door.
“That was weird,” a woman said from behind him.
“He doesn’t like violence,” Dwight replied, mocking David’s insane claim from the previous day. He did his best to turn around without hurting himself. “You!” he said with surprise.
“Hi,” she replied, not pleased at all to see him. The white light beamed from the cube, lighting up the girl’s face like a camera’s flash.
“I found my bird,” he said proudly. “I hear her in the room, but my eyes…my eyes aren’t what they used to be. Can you help—”
Before he could finish the question, the girl pointed ahead. “That man didn’t come out of the box. They put him inside—I saw him go in—but he didn’t come out. What the hell is this?” She turned to some big oaf standing behind her.
Dwight didn’t see anyone in the box, but he couldn’t see much at all.
After a short wait, the line moved forward. Curious about what the woman had said, he tried to focus his good eye on the next prisoner. Another man, Jacob perhaps, was shoved inside, screaming at the top of his lungs until the door shut. He continued yelling and banging on the walls, but the device was soundproof.
Sure as snot, the light flashed on and off, leaving the box empty.
“Wait a second,” he said with growing concern. “Where’d he go?” He keeled over from the pain in his throat. It hurt to speak.
One of the remaining guards laughed. “You lot have an expenses-paid vacation coming at you. You’ll get into the box, look into the light, and be whisked away to your favorite paradise.”
Another man was forced in, and he disappeared. Dwight was next.
“Ah, you,” a guard remarked, touching his tablet. “We have something special planned for you. David said we weren’t supposed to send you in alone. He went through some trouble to find your friend. He called it a going-away present.” He motioned for Dwight to step inside the box. However, before going in, he froze as if cursed by Medusa.
“Wait! You can’t. Don’t hurt her.” Poppy was on the floor of the cube, watching him with what he perceived as a look of avian worry.
The guard laughed. “He said seeing your bird in there would do more harm than the diseases ever could. I admit I thought he might have been off the mark on the point, but it turns out our great leader knows a lot more than I do.”
He trudged through the door. His clothing rubbed against his chafed back and shoulders, making him break out in tears. However, he endured the pain to bend over and coax Poppy to climb up his arm. She wasn’t normally one to be held, but she did enjoy standing on his shoulder like a pirate’s pal. If they were going to die together, he didn’t want her to be alone.
“Come on, Poppy, let’s get this over with.” To his surprise, the bird hopped on his hand and kept hopping all the way up his arm.
Back on his feet, he looked out the open door. The pretty young woman in blue stood next in line. He vaguely recalled being a bit short with her. With the time he had left, he could at least fix one mistake.
“I’m sorry I called you a bitch. I wanted so badly to find her.” He pointed to his shoulder, proud as a new papa.
The girl smiled, a tear rolling down her cheek. “She’s really a beautiful bird. I swear if I would have known what she looked like, I would have helped you find her.”
The door swung shut, cutting off her voice.
“Wait! You can see her?”
He’d watched other men yell and scream to be let out of the box before they disappeared in the light. He knew sound didn’t travel through the clear material, but he kept trying.
“You have to tell me! Can you see her?” He leaned against the wall, making the young lady take a step back.
She glanced at the operators for a second, then looked back to him.
Her final wave was heartbreaking.
“I think this is it, Poppy.”




CHAPTER 28
Pike’s Peak Cog Railway, CO
“We effing did it,” Kyla said proudly, after almost twenty-four hours of effort to have contacted Emily and her uncle.
“It isn’t over yet,” Meechum replied, guiding the minivan ever farther down the railroad right-of-way. They were at the edge of the tree line, aimed almost due east toward Colorado Springs. Toward the impact zone.
Kyla still held her phone. “I told them we would get safe. I may have lied.” The sight of five missiles cruising over her head was enough to convince her of the danger they were in.
“I heard you. I’m looking.” The Marine’s words sounded tired and slurred; they were both exhausted.
Meechum went for broke speeding along the tracks. The tires bounced on the railroad ties, causing a vibration to rock everything inside the van with them. Junk from the center console sputtered into the back. A kid’s sippy cup came bouncing to the front. After half a minute, she slowed the van, studying the rocks and terrain to their right. She hammered the gas again when it wasn’t what she’d hoped. “We’re getting there.”
“Getting where?” There was nothing outside but rocks, trees, and a little creek about fifty feet down the embankment to their right. The water feature grew in width as small waterfalls flowed in from both sides of the narrow valley.
“Almost…there.” Meechum seemed to ignore her. Her eyes barely left the creek even as she drove at sixty miles-an-hour down a steep grade to vacate the mountain.
When they rounded a bend, another of the stopped tram cars appeared. The Marine drove off the tracks, sped by the red ghost train, clipped the rear corner of the second car, and veered back onto the right-of-way like a stunt driver.
“That was close,” Meechum admitted quietly.
“We should slow,” Kyla suggested.
“No time,” the driver replied. A few seconds later, she shouted, “There!”
Meechum put both feet on the brakes and the van sputtered on the tracks, throwing rocks and dust everywhere. The instant the van got close to a stop, she jammed on the e-brake and shut off the motor.
“Run for it, Dudette!”
Kyla watched as the driver got out, ran around the hood, and collapsed.
“What the hell? I’m coming!”
The Marine had fallen on the tracks in front of the van. When Kyla ran up, she experienced the weight of a ticking clock. It was urgent they get somewhere immediately, but where the heck was Meechum going? There was nothing around them but forest, rocks, and a creek.
“Meech!” She got down next to her friend.
“Water…”
“You need water?” She had none.
The combat Marine was soaked with sweat. Her eyes swam loops in her sockets. Still, she fought through it to grab Kyla’s sleeve. “Get in the water, girl!
The black uniform made it difficult to see the soaked-through blood from Meechum’s shoulder wound, but now a fist-sized patch glistened in the sunlight. The woman had finally reached the hard limit of her endurance and pain. She was out cold.
The water was at the bottom of the embankment. Out of the van, looking down on five stories of descent suddenly seemed like being at the top of a skyscraper.
“Come on, Marine, you’re not done yet!” Kyla yelled, thinking it was how it happened in the movies, but Meechum didn’t snap awake, ready for one last hurrah.
The warrior woman once gave her a piece of advice, which she now took to heart. She’d said the trick to being a badass was accepting you can’t always look before you leap. See what needs to be done, act like you’re in control, and jump right in…
“All right,” she continued, “I’ll get you there myself.”
Kyla struggled to drag her to the edge. Looking to the sky near the NORAD mountain, there wasn’t a white flash of light, so they weren’t dead yet. The missiles, however, had to be getting to their destination.
She sat on the rocks and let herself slide over the gravel incline, going down a few feet. She held onto Meechum’s belt to keep them together. However, once the deadweight went over the side, she lost her footing.
“Shit!”
Kyla was unable to stop the momentum. All she could do was hold Meechum tight and slide down the rocky incline with her. When they weren’t moving fast, it was possible to use her feet to push off rocks and bushes, but she was out of control in seconds.
For the first time in her life, Kyla was thankful she had a little extra around the hips. Her black trousers absorbed the brunt of the rapid descent and twice she had to pull her friend onto her own body to keep from hitting sharp edges.
Both struck the bottom at breakneck speeds. Kyla shifted her body to absorb the blow with her side. Meechum bounced off a last rock, landing on top of her. After a second inhaling the dust kicked up by their descent, and glad nothing was broken, she rolled the woman onto the ground and forced herself to stand up.
“Come on! The water will be nice!” She ignored the road rash up her back and on her elbows. She didn’t look at the scrapes on the Marine. The only thing of consequence was getting to the safety of the deep creek ten feet away.
Even as she put her foot in the water, Kyla was still convinced they weren’t going to make it. She wondered if a nuclear blast was instantaneous. Would she even know she was dead?
Act like you’re in control.
“Hold your breath!”
NORAD, Cheyenne Mountain Entrance, CO
Brent had never experienced such pent-up hatred for someone. Even the VC back in Vietnam eventually exacted a begrudging respect. They, at least, were fighting a style of warfare he understood. Long, and those enemy fighters he stood with, were coldblooded genocidal maniacs. And, worse, these people had corrupted and shot at Trish, the one person left in the world he cared about.
He got in underneath the shotgun and pushed Long onto his butt. It shocked the hell out of him to see a Humvee roll by. The pair of them nearly went under the tires.
The other man was much younger than him, but Brent had the experience and weight. He’d fallen on top of him and rung his bell. His next move was to wrap his thick hands around Long’s tiny neck.
“Die, you sick son of a bitch.”
Long kicked and squirmed, but there was no way Brent was going to let go. A pair of explosions shook the ground, though he barely heard them. They’d hit rather close, but he didn’t care about himself.
Two of his men rallied to him, offering to help.
“Run, you guys! Get inside the tunnel before those Hellfires hit you!” He figured the black Humvee was drawing the heavy ordnance. They would be dead men if they didn’t find hard cover by the time one of the tankers took a hit.
His heart came up his throat as he fought to stay on top of the struggling man. A black mist swirled around the edges of his vision as the singular focus at killing his enemy exacted a physical toll.
“We got this, boss.” Kevin, his small black friend, had a large M1911 pistol pointed at Long’s head.
“Yeah, let him up so we can off him,” Andre added.
Brent pumped air like a locomotive, still gripping Long’s throat. “Not necessary, my friends. This little puke has been put down like the dog he is.”
He dropped the dead man and finally looked up. “Please. Run into the tunnel. I’ll be there in a second. I just need to see—” The words stuck in his voice box as he glanced over to Trish. There was no doubt about her condition.
He scurried over, killing his knees in the act of dropping by her side. “Trish!”
She opened her eyes at hearing her name.
“You’re alive!” he declared.
“Am I?” she asked matter-of-factly. “I can’t feel anything below my ears.” She tried to laugh, but it came out as a croak.
Brent caught sight of his two friends, still standing behind him. He was mad they weren’t going for cover, but it also made him feel good knowing they were there.
“Rest,” he replied. “I’m so sorry about all of this.” The shotgun blast had devastated her side. Blood pooled on the ground next to her. If he’d intended to put compression on her wounds, he would need a queen-sized pillow. All he could do was take her hand and hold it tight.
She spoke in a low voice. “No. I’m sorry. I should have told you I was offered a bribe. I thought about it a lot, too, but I didn’t want you to think less of me once the world changed. I never imagined—”
“I forgive you, kid. I forgive you. I always thought of you like the daughter I never had. Truth be told, there’s nothing you could do that I wouldn’t forgive. I love you.” His salty old eyes let go of a few tears.
She smiled weakly, but she looked behind him for a second.
A strange sound, almost a tiger-like growl, came in on the wind.
Brent had enough time to turn his head.
A long, thin aircraft went by like a lightning bolt.
Then his story ended in light.
NORAD, Cheyenne Mountain Entrance, CO
Ted screamed to those close by. “There’s a nuclear missile heading for us. Does anyone know how to work the freaking door out there?”
There were dozens of dictators and generalissimos, but none of the black pajama soldiers. He couldn’t fathom why it worked out that way, but someone had to know how to operate the place. Right?
The PA system came to life with a woman’s computer voice. “WARNING: NUCLEAR STRIKE INBOUND.”
To his surprise, the outer door began shutting, almost as if on voice command.
“Thank God!” he said to himself, glad it was happening.
He retreated into the inner vault, which turned out to be a good idea. The men had gathered and were pushing it shut. He doubted they would have waited for him if he’d stayed outside, even for a second.
Ted caught the attention of one of the portly gentlemen watching the activity at the door. Clearly, he was from one of the banana republics south of the border. He wore an ornate red ribbon around his neck and had two dozen pins, medals, and gold medallions attached to his oversized uniform shirt. His interest wasn’t in his awards, however. “Can you tell me why you all came here together? I’m, uh, from a different post.”
“David invited us. We are to each get a new country for our people. Mine is to be Missouri!” He tried to stand up, proud at his statement, but he couldn’t overcome the slouch of his roundness, so he went back to leaning against the wall.
Silently, he thought maybe David had done a bit of a double-cross, but he didn’t want to give himself away.
“Well, good luck.”
The man waved him away like a peasant.
Wanting to get away from the enemy, he looked for a place to retreat. There was a short hallway leading to a larger cavern, which he assumed was where he would find all the NORAD structures. He grabbed Emily’s hand and dragged her away from the activity near the door. When they were clear of the men, he whispered, “It might not be enough. I saw the outer door closing, but it moves slow. If it doesn’t get all the way shut, we might still get snuffed out. This bunker is really old.”
She stopped him. “Are you saying this might be it? The end?”
He put on a brave face. “I was going to run deeper into the complex. It might give us the extra protection we need—”
Emily put a finger to his lips.
“But—” he tried to reply.
“Shh.” She smiled. “The President of the United States has something she would like to say.”
Ted stood down, letting his heart rate run out and settle for a few seconds.
“I should have been dead about twenty times over the past many days. How we are still alive at this second is a miracle beyond my wildest dreams. You got us into a bunker, Ted. An honest-to-God bunker built to withstand what’s coming at us.”
“I hope—”
She shushed him again.
“Ted, I would fail at my duties as leader of the armed forces if I didn’t make at least one promotion during this conflict.”
They’d already talked about promoting him. He’d refused to allow her to bump him up multiple ranks because it simply wasn’t possible, as per the rules of the United States military. He had his arguments ready to go, but she immediately zagged in a different direction. “I want to advance you to the rank of First Gentleman.”
He froze in his boots. Not because he was afraid to commit to the woman he’d spent every second of the last week with, but because it was an offer way too good to be true. He couldn’t deny it had been on his mind a lot. In any other time, he might worry about moving too fast, but under the circumstances, he had a strong argument to say he’d been moving far too slow.
“Aren’t you going to say anything?” She giggled in a girly and decidedly unpresidential way.
The female computer interrupted again. “WARNING: NUCLEAR STRIKE IMMINENT.”
On instinct, he got down on one knee. “Emily Williams—”
The ground rumbled, then went to 8.0 on the Richter scale. He rose off his knee, boosted by the kinetic energy of the nuclear blast. A second impact knocked out the lights, adding to the shaking ground.
They fell flat on the concrete, but he didn’t let go of her hand.
A third blast came in. Then a fourth.
A voice yelled in his ear, but it sounded as if they were inside a rock tumbler. The mountain itself seemed to hop around.
“I—” Emily shouted.
“What?” he screamed.
“I said I do!” she yelled an inch from his ear.
They pawed at each other until they fell into a kiss. He figured it wasn’t the worst way to go out. Married to the president of Old America.
The fifth impact came in a second later.
NORAD Black Site Sierra 7, CO, aka Reboot Legion Headquarters
The chill of a tear cooled Tabby’s cheek as it rolled down her face. After the man apologized, she couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. He hunched over, clearly in a lot of pain, simply so his bird could walk up his arm. She found it endearing he would sacrifice himself to take care of his little friend.
“She’s really a beautiful bird. I swear if I would have known what she looked like, I would have helped you find her.” To herself, she wondered how anyone could have missed such a large, colorful bird, but there were many things she didn’t understand about the underground bunker. Looking for a bird seemed crazy.
The door shut, but the man inside threw himself against it, shouting.
“I can’t hear you!” she cried out.
For a few seconds, the guy tried to mouth his words, then he pointed to his bird. Thinking there was nothing she could say he would hear, she gave him a thumb-up—to show approval.
His eyes lit up, and he said more words, but then the light came on, forcing her to avert her gaze.
When she looked up, the light was gone, as was the man.
“You’re next, missy.” The guard roughly separated her from Victor.
“Hey, let us say good-bye!” Victor complained.
“You two lovebirds want some more time together?”
She was torn between saying yes or no. There were arguments to be made either way. It didn’t matter, however. The guard closed the door before she could respond. To her, it was simply an event over which she had no control, but Victor seemed to take it personally. He lunged at a guard.
“Oh, shit,” she blurted.
Victor slammed the guy against the outer wall of the cube, causing him to drop the tablet that controlled the white light. A second guard closed in, but the tank of a young man swung his arm and practically decapitated the hapless guy. Two others moved in, blood in their eyes. It became a free-for-all as Victor fought off both attackers.
She and Victor were the last two in the line, so many of the guards had already left the room. However, several came rushing back in at what must have been the sound of cussing and shouting by the fighters.
Victor managed to put down the two original guards, and got the better of the second two, but those coming into the room were a lot warier. They came in with rifles at the ready…
Tabby noticed the first guard struggling to get to his feet.
“Hey! Victor! He’s behind you!”
The guards spread out in front of the kid dressed in the blue jumpsuit, but he waved them toward him as if still willing to fight, guns and all. It was an impressive display, if misguided, but she cheered him on. However, the man who’d fallen against the cube was almost on his feet.
She banged on the clear wall. “Victor!”
The injured guard wiped blood from his mouth, leering at her the entire time. He worked some controls on his portable tablet and she heard a hum begin.
Frantically, she pounded the wall.
Victor did turn around. They locked eyes, for a split-second, before the onrush of men took him down.
A white light flicked on and off. The brightness overwhelmed her for a few seconds. When she blinked the glare away, she found herself in the box, but Victor and the guards were gone.
However, the room was not empty.
A man in a white-and-orange prison uniform ran up to the cube, surprising her. He had a tablet, same as the other man, and he tapped at it, so it released the door.
“Come on, get out of there!” he advised in haste. “Go to the wall!”
The line of prisoners she’d seen go into the box were now lined against the wall of the auditorium. They all sat next to each other, hunched over with hands over their heads, as if participating in a tornado drill.
“What’s going on?” she asked.
“There’s no time!” the guy shouted. “You have to get against the wall!” He rushed her to the end of the line. On the way, she passed Peter and Audrey.
Audrey glanced up and smiled when she heard Tabby’s voice.
Tabby tried to stop and hug her, but the guy yanked her rudely to the rear. “You’ll understand in a second. A voice on the PA system said we don’t have much time. Were you the last one or was there one more in the line after you?”
She was fairly sure it was only her and Victor. “Victor’s the only one in the gym, but he was in a fight.”
“Sit down!” The guy showed her where to go, waited for her to sit, then flung himself into the next spot. He tapped his tablet once he was down.
Tabby craned her neck to see up the line. She was so happy to see her friends. It also surprised her to see the man with the bird already sitting next to her. He cradled his green-and-red friend in his arms, as if protecting it.
“Good to see you again,” the man said, sneaking a peak. His sores seemed to be gone.
“Uh, yeah, you too. What’s going on?”
He laughed and touched the Macaw on his shoulder. “My bird is real now. I think we died...”
People had lost their marbles.
A woman’s voice came on a speaker system as the man had said. “WARNING: NUCLEAR STRIKE IMMINENT.”
“Seriously? We’re in a nuclear strike?” Tabby looked up, intending to get feedback from the bird man, but the lights flickered off.
In the same instant, the floor seemed to drop out from below her, leaving her hanging a foot off the ground. She bounced off the rear wall, then dropped back to the hard floor. A thunder-like clap reverberated around the giant room.
Red emergency lights blared from several fixtures near the doors.
“What the hell!” she screamed, falling out of crash position. Everything vibrated. The walls. The floor. Her teeth.
In the middle of the chaos, Victor appeared inside the cube. A white beam of light illuminated the dark room for a split second. Before it went dark, she saw a snapshot of the boy’s shape on the floor of the machine.
Tabby crouched in fear as four more impacts shook the foundations. Each one was felt as much as heard, making her wonder if David’s fortress had, in fact, been targeted. Those men at the exit of the bunker acted like there was no threat. Maybe her people had outsmarted them after all and sent a nuke right in those open front doors.
She waited a full minute to see if a sixth impact would happen. People seemed to claw their way back to the wall from wherever the vibrations had moved them. It seemed funny to think tucking her head would do the slightest to help her survive an actual nuclear blast. It was the rock above her doing all the heavy lifting.
The PA system woman came online, somehow with less stress in her mechanical voice. “ADVISORY: Outer door offline. Inner door secure. Early warning systems online. Zero incoming airborne threats. Reminder: Radiation protocols recommended.”
“What the heck is going on?” she finally asked.
“Tabby!” Audrey called out.
She jumped up and went over to her teen friends. “Do you know what this is all about?” There was no one in charge, as best she could tell.
Audrey shrugged in her frumpy white prison suit. “I have no freaking idea what’s going on here, but I see you’re still looking good in your hot pants.”
Tabby sensed her cheeks light up. “I’d be happy to trade with you.”
They hugged again.
She hugged Peter, too. “Nice to see you.”
“Same. Are we free from those guards?” He kept one arm wrapped around his girl but had the look of someone who’d been crying a lot.
Tabby shrugged. “The guards are gone. I say we make a break for it, unless that radiation warning is for us.”
Audrey and Peter shared a look, then started walking toward the front door.
She went over to the cube to collect Victor. Several men were already standing around the box when she arrived. The man with the tablet saw her approaching. “I’m so sorry. Your friend didn’t make it.”
“He wasn’t my—” she started to say, before seeing Victor’s bullet-ridden body inside the machine. A small note with the word ‘traitor’ had been attached to his shirt. “—friend,” she finished glumly.
Tabby’s feelings were as unsteady as the shaking room had been. She hated that the two of them had been forced together, but she couldn’t quite muster the energy to hate Victor anymore. In retrospect, he’d been on her side almost from the beginning. He went out fighting against men with guns like he was in a movie; that was how much he wanted to prove himself to her.
“Thank you, hero,” she whispered.
She caught up to Audrey and Peter, who watched her come over.
“Did you know him?” Audrey asked, looking around Tabby to see Victor.
After a brief pause, she told the truth. “Not really. But I kind of wish I did.”
Minutes later, after a walk up a few flights of stairs and a stroll down a big tunnel illuminated by those same red emergency lights, she came to the conclusion she didn’t know where she was. It wasn’t the same layout as David’s base. “Um, something isn’t right. There should have been an elevator outside the room with the white cube. We should have been able to use it to get to an exit door…”
“Well, where the hell are we?” Peter asked.
“And what the hell is that?” Audrey added, pointing ahead.
A huge, metal, three-story office building sat inside a cave-like vault. It wasn’t built on the ground, however. The entire edifice sat on top of dozens of coiled springs. A set of yellow steps led up to the front doors.
“There’s your answer,” Tabby declared, not sure what it meant.
Three giant logos adorned the outside wall of the structure, announcing they were indeed inside NORAD’s Cheyenne Mountain facility.
They were overtaken by the man with the tablet. “You’ve just seen David’s technology in action. The David Cube transported us here because this facility was about to be nuked. I think we were supposed to die in those blasts.”
The guy with the bird walked by next. When he saw her looking confused, he stopped. “That was Jacob. He used to work for David. One time, he was even kind to me. He’ll know what to do now.”
Jacob cackled. “We’ve been transported a hundred miles into a mountain bunker now glowing with radiation. I think we’re safe in here for the time being, but as far as knowing what to do…I’m not your guy.”
A male voice spoke from the dark passage ahead. “You people aren’t with David?”
Tabby tensed up. “I’d sooner die than go back to him.”
Audrey and Peter, plus some of the others, also replied in the negative.
A man and woman walked out of the shadows, holding rifles. She had no idea who either of them were, though their black uniforms suggested they might have been part of the guard contingent. The man immediately recognized the fear in her eyes. “Don’t worry, we’re not with the invaders, I promise you.”
“Who are you with?” Tabby asked, still wary.
The pair held their rifles low, not aiming at her or her friends. The man motioned for his partner to step closer, then he spoke up. “I’m with the President of the United States, Emily Williams.”
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Thank you for reading,
In the old days, when I told people I write Post-Apocalyptic books, they often gave me a polite nod and went about their business. Now, after the Wuhan Virus affair, they spend time asking me questions. Usually, one of the following variants.
Is what we’re going through today anything like what you write about?
Is this going to be good material for your next book?
What advice do you have for us, since you’re an expert on the apocalypse?
That last one is funny. Even the toughest prepper in the deepest bunker of remote Idaho isn’t truly an expert prepared for the end of the world. Anyone who tells you different is a showboating poser. Sure, they know more than most of us, but no one can see every possible risk, even when it’s right in front of you.
I could tell you to stock food, plant a garden, and carefully gather a small arsenal to help you defend it, but then we may get struck by locusts who eat absolutely everything you own. This is happening in Africa as we speak.
I might recommend stocking up on food, water, and to buy a hardened shelter. Then you could hide in the woods when the aliens show up. But we might have an eruption of the Yellowstone super volcano instead of an invasion, making it a very bad day for humans and aliens alike.
The truth is it’s impossible to prepare for the infinite dangers life poses for us. Even the relatively tame COVID-19 pandemic has ruined the global economy. Thankfully, the death toll has been a lot less than the experts’ forecast. Imagine what a more dangerous strain could be like. Or zombies…
I will say I’ve been particularly interested in following different threads of this real-life viral outbreak. Some events mirror what I’ve written in my books. Some absurdities give me new avenues of chaos to explore in the future.
--News has been useless. In many of my books, information that comes down from government or news broadcasters has been notoriously unreliable. In my first zombie book, Since the Sirens, the government tells people to flee violence in the city, but then blocks all bridges to the outside as a safety measure. If you read any news article up through February, especially here in America, we were told COVID-19 was nothing to worry about. If you read any news article today, you’ll think COVID is lurking on your front porch, ready to strike you down the second you walk outside…
--Government is its usual self. In almost every story I’ve ever written, the government is a bumbling behemoth incapable of doing anything right. Nothing in the COVID-19 response has changed my opinion. Each of us may favor certain political flavors, but there’s no denying the government (comprising thousands of federal, state, and local elected officials) continues to foul the nest. They’ve wasted trillions in their “relief” packages, which are little more than pork-filled bills enriching themselves at our kids’ expense. They sling mud at each other, apparently unconcerned there’s an ongoing national emergency. They even put higher dollar values on COVID patients who die, which, to no one’s surprise, means every death out there is now a COVID death. About the only thing they got right was to enact social distancing, though no one can agree on what threat is acceptable before we can all go back to work. Some states are already opening; some states won’t open until July. Bottom line, the government has no clue.
--The American people are good-natured and compliant, until they’re not. One of my favorite stories was about a skate park being shut down when a city dumped tons of sand into the pits. It wanted kids to stay away from the park. But it didn’t stop them. The clever kids cleared a portion of it by hand and used the rest of it as a BMX bike park instead. That’s the American attitude. Peaceful protests at state capitals. Workers starting up their businesses to support their families, risking jail time or fines. Citizens breaking records for the number of firearms purchased. A healthy mistrust of the press and our political class. A respect for expert advice, but not a blind acceptance of their unproven results. People creating endless online memes about how government tyranny is against our DNA. That can-do spirit is one of the main reasons I wrote my Minus America series. Never, EVER, count us out of the game.
--Americans are kind, generous, and thoughtful. Discounting the nutjobs who go around licking ice cream lids at the store, or who wipe their nose on employees who ask them to wear a mask, most local stories are heartwarming and uplifting. Birthday parties are now done via car caravans of honking and cheering riders. I’ve noticed more people wave at me from their yards as I ride my bike around the neighborhood. We’re cheering for people who actually matter: truck drivers, nurses, doctors, food store workers, and those in the trenches with them.
I don’t know if much of this will translate into future books. Maybe the shortage of toilet paper will show up at some point. It’s the least controversial aspect of the last few months of 2020. Other parts of the Wuhan virus have the potential to be divisive. This is why you’ll never see me explicitly name political parties, blame real-life people, or make statements hurtful to those I disagree with. It’s not that I don’t have my opinions, but I write books to bring people together.
If there’s one sad truth I’ve realized from watching and reading the news over the past few months, it’s that this nation no longer truly unites in a time of crisis. That, more than any disaster, alien invasion, or plague, is what could finally end the great American experiment. I will not be part of that unfolding.
You might be wondering about the name Two Wolves and a Sheep. It’s a callback to a quote often misattributed to Ben Franklin. The saying goes that democracy is two wolves and a lamb voting on what’s for dinner. Liberty is an armed sheep contesting the vote. In this book, the heroes are rising up against the tyrannical invaders, ready to contest the takeover. The phrase also fits perfectly with our current reality and everything I’ve observed above. “Contesting the vote” remains at the heart of the American people. As long as we don’t lose that spirit, we’ll get through COVID-19 just fine.
I’ll get started on the next book, Hostile Shores, as soon as this goes off to the printers. With a little luck and American can-do attitude, the nation will be back to its old self by the time you read it at the end of the summer. In the meantime, I’d be honored if you signed up for the pre-order so you don’t miss it when it comes out. Book 5 will be the final book in the series!
As always, thank you for being a reader.
EE
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CHAPTER 1
Cheyenne Mountain, CO
Ted MacInnis was ready for a break. He’d spent the day driving for his life across the eastern grasslands of Colorado, then he’d barely avoided a thunderstorm of Hellfire missiles launched from drones, and he’d topped it all off by surviving the impacts of five nuclear-tipped missiles shot at him. Fortunately, since he and Emily were now locked inside Cheyenne Mountain to keep them safe from radiation, there wasn’t much else to do besides rest.
“So…I just wanted to revisit what happened a few minutes ago,” he began.
They sat next to each other against one of the solid rock walls. The emergency lights bathed them in shades of red. She appeared as dirty and tired as him, though she wore it much better. Exhaustion was probably a condition she, the politician, was well-versed in surviving. Still, her eyes twinkled with mirth and admiration, as if he’d teed up a joke for which only she knew the punchline. “You mean where you got on one knee and proposed to me?”
He squinted, desperate to see if she was serious. “Well, actually, you asked me.” It was true, she was the one who’d suggested it as the missiles struck the outer wall of the mountain bunker, but he’d jumped in with both feet to make a formal proposal. In his heart, he had no doubt he’d fallen for her, but he was wary of strong, confident women in high-tension situations. Romance borne in battle seemed to be his downfall. He fell for his ex-wife, Priscilla, during an Air Force mission out of the Balkans ten years ago. He’d dated women in the secret service, FBI, and US Customs. Now he’d gone to the tippy top of the dating pool. Even with all his usual confidence and bravado when dealing with the opposite sex, he had a hard time believing the de facto president of the United States had been the one to proposition him.
“So I did,” she said in a happy voice.
“And you meant it?” he asked, probing for any doubt.
She reached over and grabbed his cheek, clearly lining herself up to kiss him and extinguish those embers of doubt, but her eyes darted to a distraction down the hallway. Instead of meeting his lips, she playfully slapped him, then hopped to her feet. “How can I help you, sir?” she asked.
When they’d come into the bunker, he and Emily had walked into a congregation of Central and South American dignitaries, military officials, and scores of soldiers protecting them. As the man came out of the darkness, Ted recognized the plump figure. He was a caricature of a Central American tinpot dictator, complete with oversized medals on his sweaty uniform jacket and a colorful red ribbon wrapped around his neckline.
“Ah, yes. I would like to know what’s going on here. I’m General Manuel Phillippe Mendoza from El Salvador. I was told to meet David’s people here in this bunker to receive the deed to the land I would recover from the old Estados Unidos.”
Emily glanced at him, signaling he should get up and address the situation. They both still wore the black uniforms of the enemy, and they were the only ones around, which made them the sole representatives for David’s forces. Ted assumed the men and women from south of the border were supposed to be killed, along with him and the other Americans left inside, but he wasn’t yet ready to admit it. All those people carried weapons, meaning he was outnumbered by a hundred to one.
“Hi, I’m Major Ted, um, Sockdrawer,” he pronounced it sock-draw-yay, as if he was French. “I’m as shocked as you at what took place here—”
The ground rumbled under their feet, causing the three of them to look around in near-panic. Was part of the mountain collapsing? Was the front door going to hold?
He tried to continue as if the disturbance was no big deal. “And I’m double-shocked at how we’ve all been treated. Give me and my associate here a chance to reestablish contact with our superiors. I promise, we’ll get you and your men some answers.”
The general puffed out his chest. “I should hope so. It was a long drive to get here. If I’m to be granted the entire state of Missouri, I’d at least expect to have a nice bed to sleep in. Perhaps some female companionship…” He trailed off, eying Emily.
Ted’s instinct was to punch the sweaty man in the jaw, but, as so many times in the past week, he had to pretend he was someone else. Someone who would commiserate with such perversion. “Yes, my colleague and I will do our best to secure you what you need.” He grabbed Emily’s hand. “Come on, let’s find a radio.”
“She can stay with me,” General Mendoza suggested.
Ted spoke over his shoulder. “She’s the radio operator. Don’t worry, we’ll take care of you.”
Once out of earshot, and in a dark section of tunnel, he dragged Emily into a dark nook. He briefly made sure she could see his face, and what he intended to do, then he pulled her close and kissed her with passion and urgency as if they were being timed. Too soon, he pulled up for a breath. “I don’t know what’s going to happen in the next ten minutes, much less the rest of my life, but I’ve never wanted more to spend whatever time I have with someone as wonderful as you. Will you, Emily Williams, marry me for real?”
Inches from his face, he could only see a hint of the tear rolling down her cheek.
“Yes,” she gushed, “but I do have one condition.”
“Anything,” he replied, holding onto her hips.
“As your commander-in-chief, I’m ordering you to make sure we live longer than the next ten minutes. I think I’d like a long life to get to know all of your flaws.”
He was taken aback.
She gently slapped him on the cheek again. “I’m kidding. You have no flaws. You’re perfect.”
They both knew that was a lie, but he loved the idea of trying to prove her right.
Ted took a deep breath, looking down the hallway toward the people who’d escaped from David. “Well, we’re not going to get anywhere with a group of military invaders and drug lords. I guess we should go re-introduce ourselves to those kids and the weird guy with his pet bird.”
“After you, Major,” Emily remarked seriously.
She pinched his butt as he started walking.
“Hey!” he complained, trying not to laugh.
She held up her hands. “Last time, I promise.”
He didn’t believe her for a second.
Cheyenne Mountain, CO
Tabby saw the couple walking toward them before any of the others. The man and woman were outfitted in Legion uniforms, one of whom claimed to be the President of the United States. They’d separated for a short time, giving her a chance to talk to Peter and Audrey about whether the woman could be president, but neither of them had ever heard of her. She didn’t want to ask any of the prisoners who’d arrived with her from David’s base. It would make her look like she didn’t know what she was doing.
She took a step toward the couple, but almost tripped on the man with the bird, Dwight. The guy had fallen asleep as soon as they’d arrived, as if the trip in the white light had zapped him of energy. Her mind was still reeling, but as she’d done so many times the last several days, she had to take care of business before taking care of herself. Tabby went around the sleeper and headed for the walkers.
“Hi,” she said preemptively.
“Hello,” the man replied. “We’ve had a brief talk with one of the generals in the front of this base, and it didn’t go well. They think we’re with the bad guys.”
“Are you?” she asked with skepticism. “I’ve met more than a few people the last several days who have ruined me on trust.”
After a furtive glance down the hallway, the man spoke quietly to her. “My real name is Major Ted MacInnis. I’m an officer in the Air Force. I was a pilot on Air Force Two, which is how I know this woman.” He gestured to the pretty brunette standing next to him. “When the attack happened, she was the Vice President of the United States. Now, with the president dead, she’s taken over the role.”
Tabby was unsure if she could trust them, but it was curious a pair of enemy agents wouldn’t know President Tanager was actually being held hostage at the bottom of the ten-mile pit in the other NORAD bunker. Still, she intended to hang onto that bit of information and only reveal it when she was sure—
“Hey, did you tell them you saw the prez at the bottom of the superweapon?” Peter wondered aloud as he and Audrey walked up. “There’s no way she could be president.”
Tabby’s shoulders slumped.
Ted smiled at her in a way suggesting he shared her pain, but he also seemed interested in her story. “You really saw him? I would have said that was impossible because I have this.” The guy pulled a huge coin out of his pocket. “It’s the presidential challenge coin. I was told it came from the empty pants of Tanager himself.”
Tabby made the conscious choice to trust the strangers. Her instinct to hold back on revealing Tanager had probably been correct, but Peter’s blunder had laid everyone’s cards on the table in one pop. It seemed unlikely they’d be prepared with such an elaborate ruse, including the coin. “When I met Tanager, he said he was made to strip down and leave his clothes. They put him into an emergency escape bubble…I can’t remember what he called it. All I know is he survived and then was taken prisoner by the Legion people.”
The woman, Emily, asked her to describe the man she’d met, confirming little details along the way. After a brief comparison, she seemed to accept Tabby’s story.
“Well, I guess that means I’m not really the president, after all,” Emily confided to her partner.
Ted glanced around. “We don’t know what’s going on out there. If Tanager is really a prisoner, it means he’s no longer able to discharge his duties as the leader of the nation. You’re here, Emily. Alive. With the resistance.”
Tabby took note of the fact the couple held hands. Their droopy eyes and wind-blown hair made her wonder what journey they’d taken to get inside the bunker. What bond must have been formed along the way? For a moment, she thought of Victor and how he died trying to save her. Tabby wasn’t one to ever need a boyfriend, but clasping hands with someone she cared about would have really hit the spot right then.
The man’s voice pulled her back to the conversation. “Will you and your friends be able to help us? I can’t tell you what we’re going to do, but we can’t let this bunker be controlled by the warlords down the hall. Do you…have weapons?”
Ted gave her a quick once-over, perhaps realizing that his question was pretty stupid, at least in her case. Her form-hugging blue jumpsuit left no doubt she wasn’t carrying a gun. Even a slip of paper would create a mark in her outfit. He stumbled for words. “I mean, do any of the others?”
She shared a wry smile with Emily at the man’s discomfort. “We were all prisoners of David. He let us go, I guess expecting us to die when the nukes hit. I believe we’re more thankful to be alive than planning a fight. Do you think those soldiers knew they’d be bombed as well? Aren’t we all in the same boat?”
Ted cast her an appraising look. “I haven’t told them because they think Emily and I are their contacts here. They drove up from Mexico and the nations to the south, thinking they would be rewarded with American land, but it’s pretty clear they were supposed to die in the explosion, same as us.”
“A double-cross,” Peter said excitedly.
Emily nodded, but also shushed him. “Please don’t tell anyone else. We have to think of a way to turn this to our advantage.”
Ted stifled a yawn, which immediately made Tabby yawn in return.
“You kids tired?” Ted asked kindly.
She shrugged, figuring out Dwight had been onto something. “I’ve been tired since I led these two out of a mine in Bonne Terre, Missouri.”
“This gal saved our bacon,” Audrey said with pride, putting her arm around Tabby’s shoulders. Her ill-fitting white jumpsuit had an orange stripe down the side, like most of the others. It contrasted with Tabby’s blue.
“Yep, and she’s kept us alive ever since,” Peter added, also putting his arm over her shoulder from the other side.
Emily stepped forward. “Well, it sounds like you three have been through some challenges. I’m afraid we’re going to have to ask you to go through one more. We’ve got to get out of here. Major MacInnis and I need to stop David from destroying the rest of the world with his superweapon.”
Tabby had much to consider. Was there a way out of the bunker? Could they make their way back to the place with the doomsday weapon? The strange room with the ten-mile pit she’d seen with her own eyes. Did she even want to go there?
The president seemed to read her mind, at least on the most pressing issue. Emily pointed to an underground office building. “Before we do anything, we need to get some sleep. Mind if we catch some zees in there while we watch each other’s backs?”
Tabby exhaled with relief. It was best to nap before saving the world.
“It would be our honor, Madame President.”




CHAPTER 2
Hoover Dam, NV
Kyla woke up with a headache that seemed to be rooted in the deepest recesses of her skull. The harsh artificial light of the room almost made her pass out with new waves of brilliant, white-hot agony. However, after managing to get her eyes opened enough to see where she was, the attractive man looking down at her almost made the pain go away.
“I think I died, went to Heaven, and got signed up for the take-home-an-angel subscription package. You’re…neato,” she said with wonderment.
The man’s brown eyes gazed upon her with what she took as an equal amount of affection, at least until he opened his mouth. “I’m sorry, ma’am, this isn’t Heaven. We’re in Nevada. And I appreciate the angel comment, but all my past girlfriends would tell you I’m more of a devil, actually.”
Kyla sank ten feet into her pillow.
Pillow? Nevada? Did I really say what I just said?
She blinked away the embarrassment. “I was in Colorado…with Meechum…looking for my uncle…the nuke!” She tried to sit up and was rewarded with a pain so sharp, she could have cut through hardened steel with it. “Oh my.”
When she opened her eyes next, the angel had become a soldier. A handsome guy, yeah, but the same terrestrial human male she’d met with Avery’s men. Whatever had become of her after jumping in the creek, she’d ended up with him.
“What’s the last thing you remember?” said the guy with ‘Lambert’ sewed onto his name badge.
“We drove down the mountain in the van. I warned my uncle on the phone. Then we saw the nuclear missiles go over our head. Meechum got me to stop next to a creek, then we jumped in before the blast hit.” In her mind’s eye, she saw most of it as if the highlights were etched into her memory, while the details were blotted out by her still-throbbing brain.
“You two almost drowned in there. We were lucky we were already following you down the mountain with one of our drones. It helped us locate you when we were able to confirm there was no radiation in your area.”
She was crestfallen. “So, we jumped in the water for nothing?”
He laughed a little. “Not for nothing. There was still a shockwave. Lots of debris shot out from the impact zone. Based on how we found you on the shore, you were struck by some of it.” Without touching her, he drew attention to the bandage wrapped around her head.
“Oh.” It suddenly made sense.
“And your friend was worse off than you,” Lambert said as if impressed either of them were still alive.
“Meechum? Is she here?” She fought off the tears of pain and sat up on her elbows to look around the room. She wasn’t in a hospital ward as she might have thought at first, but she was on a small, clean bed.
“She was,” he replied. “We patched her up sure enough, but as soon as the stitches were in, she insisted on taking a sentry shift. The boss tried to tell her no…”
“But it didn’t work,” Kyla laughed.
“Nope,” Lambert replied, standing up.
“Am I free to go?” She wasn’t going to do nothing while Meechum showed her up. She threw her legs over the side and sat up, doing her best to ignore the whistles and pops interfering with her thought process.
“Of course. I’d take it slow at first, but you should be fine in no time.”
“Am I still bleeding? Can I take this off?” She didn’t want a big honking bandage wrapped around her forehead.
“No, it was only a bump. We wrapped you as a precaution.” Lambert didn’t seem excited to help her remove it, but thankfully, he did as she requested.
Once she had the wrapping removed, she felt the welt on the side of her head. “Ouch,” she said reflexively.
“Yeah, it’s going to be tender.”
“I can take it,” she deadpanned, pretending she was a Marine, like her friend. “I have to get to my uncle. You guys were watching it all unfold. Did my uncle get into the NORAD base? Is he all right?”
The man’s eyes did not broadcast good news.
Cheyenne Mountain, CO
Ted and Emily spent the night hidden in the offices of the underground bunker. To keep up appearances, he had to pretend to be disappointed they were taking a night to sleep, but he’d never been more ready to lie down. Even Emily’s direct orders wouldn’t have gotten him much further without some rack time. In the new day, with a few hours of sleep behind him, and before everyone else was up and moving, he was ready to go.
“What’s on your mind, soldier?” Emily asked from her spot curled up on a leather recliner. They both agreed the office probably belonged to a fancy-pants Army general.
“Don’t you ever sleep?” he joked.
“No. Not anymore. And I won’t, until we finish what we came here to do.”
He shook his head, glad, in a strange way, she was more keyed up to execute their mission than he was. “Well, I’ve been thinking about that. The girl in the blue outfit said they came from a secretive NORAD base in eastern Colorado. Lamar, right?”
She nodded.
He was glad Emily had been there the previous night. Even in the short time he’d spoken with the girl and her friends, he’d forgotten their names and where they were from. She was his backup recorder.
“We have to get out of this place and go there. David and his band of merry assholes will be waiting for us, but we’ll take them out. Disable their futuristic ray gun. Go into the deepest part of their mine shaft and grab Tanager from his jail cell. Then escape and link up with the world. Tell them no one has to kick Americans out of their country. Bing bang bong, easy as pie.”
Emily whipped her hair over her shoulder before looking at him. “Is that all you want to do? Aren’t you forgetting something critically important? What about finding Kyla and Meechum?”
He gritted his teeth. Of course he hadn’t forgotten about her, but it was too painful to think she’d been outside Cheyenne Mountain when the nukes went off. The chances of anyone surviving, even miles into the mountains, was remote. “Let’s take one problem at a time.” Carefully, he added, “I’m praying she’s out there.”
Emily reached out to him, offering her hand. “I’m so sorry.”
He took it. “Thanks. But let’s not dig the grave, yet. The very first thing we have to do today is figure out how to deal with David’s former allies in the other part of the bunker.” After a brief moment of hand-holding, he let her go. “Do you have any suggestions, Madame President?”
Ted expected her to wave off the designation, but she accepted it. “How many do you think there are? Can we lock them up?”
He scratched his growing beard. “I was thinking of pushing them out the front door.”
“Killing them?” she asked with surprise.
“What else? They’re the enemy. We can’t very well lock them up in here. If we’re going to survive for any length of time in this tomb, we have to consider our food supply, water, air, etc. Sharing those things with the Banana Republican Guard is not my idea of a good deal.”
“Still,” she pressed, “could you really push them out the front door, into the radiation? Is such a thing even possible?”
“Nah, but I guarantee they’ll starve before we do.” He thought about it for a few seconds, then hopped up off the ground into a guarded crouch. “In fact, it surprises me they haven’t already tried to get the jump on us.”
They looked at each other with concern.
He voiced what her eyes reflected at him.
“Who says they haven’t?”
Cheyenne Mountain, CO
Dwight woke up with his own bout of confusion inside the huge office. The tiny face staring back at him looked a lot like Poppy, but it wasn’t exactly the same. However, it was a Macaw, and it did seem to like being around him. The bird was on top of a lamp shade about five feet away.
“Poppy, is it really you? How did you get here?” His thought process was as clear as it had been in years. David had made him suffer with numerous diseases after going into the white cube, but all of that had been fixed, he thought, when he traveled to the new bunker last night.
Poppy squawked once as if she understood him.
“Of course, I recognize your voice,” he said to himself in a hush.
Looking around, he hit another patch of confusion. He’d slept on a comfortable couch and got the best sleep he’d had in years. However, sitting up, it looked like he was inside the Oval Office at the White House. A huge logo had been placed on the carpet in front of a large wooden desk, and TV cameras sat nearby, pointing to the empty chair behind it. Was he still dreaming?
“Wake up, Dwight!” he insisted, pinching himself on the leg.
“Yeow!” he complained. “I’m already awake.”
He stood up and headed for the glass doors at the front of the room. It was then he remembered he wasn’t in Washington D.C. but was instead still in Colorado. The NORAD bunker looked the same out the doors. In fact, it was the long, three-story office building where he and the others had gone last night.
His fellow prisoners were scattered around the lobby, all of them, he thought. It was as if most wanted to remain together throughout the night instead of finding branching offices done up like the Oval Office. He and Poppy had gone into the big office by accident, not to get away from the people, but to make sure his bird companion didn’t abandon him.
Done sleeping, he simply walked out the door into the lighted lobby.
“You awake?” a girl asked him.
“Yes,” he said glumly. “I slept like a president, though I don’t know how.”
“What do you mean?” a young girl with long, brunette hair replied. She was dressed like him, in his white-and-orange jumpsuit.
He turned to her, then scanned some of the others. The girl in blue was there, as was the heavy kid who obviously liked the girl who’d asked if he was awake. Jacob was curled up in a ball close by, though stirring. For reasons he couldn’t explain, the lack of activity rubbed him the wrong way.
“Are you all crazy?” he snapped. “Do any of you even know what happened to us?”
The girl in blue stood to face him. “What do you mean?”
He huffed. “We were inside one place, we walked into a white light, then zzzap!” He clapped his hands together. “We arrive here. I may not be all right in the h-head,” he stuttered. “Or maybe I’ve never been this tuned in.” After a second of calm, he continued. “But even I know what we saw back there is not possible.”
Dwight stood up straight. His back had never felt as good as it did right then. Not since he was a teenager, at least. The realization made him confident to keep talking. “We’re lucky as hell to still be alive, if we are…” He trailed off for a second. “But the technology of that place. If we ever get out of this bunker, we should run as fast and as far as we can. I don’t ever want to see the white light again.”
Many heads nodded in agreement. To his disappointment, the girl in blue did not. She seemed keen to do the opposite of what he said.
He turned to Poppy. That was usually the point where she would jump in and tell him he was being paranoid. As he took a few seconds to observe her, the Macaw sat as still as a statue. Only after he saw her blink did he turn to face the girl. Sure enough, as soon as he did, she spoke.
“I don’t want to go there either, but we’re with the president of the country now. She didn’t come out and say it last night, but I’d expect her to come in and ask us if we’d fight for her against David, Charity, and all those glittery-clothed people. If she does ask us to fight, and we can get out of this place, I’m going to volunteer to help. Someone has to pay for all this.” She waved her hand around the room, though she clearly meant the nuclear devastation and all the missing Americans, including her parents.
Someone applauded from close by. Dwight turned to see the female who said she was the president, along with a guy about his age who was dressed in a matching black uniform. The man spoke first.
“I’d make you a colonel if I could.” The soldier stepped into the lobby. “We need more Americans like you. When there’s a fight to be had, you don’t back down.”
The girl nodded a little. “I won’t lie to you. I’m scared as hell.”
The female president turned to Dwight. “I won’t stop you from leaving, assuming there’s a way out of this mountain. But this young lady is correct. We need as many fighters as we can find. Otherwise, we may all die in this hole as prisoners of those men from Central and South America.”
Poppy was from South America. Maybe it wouldn’t be all bad?
To his great disappointment, most everyone else stood up as if to volunteer to go with the lady. At first, he thought about arguing, saying how dumb it was to do something you know is dangerous, but he caught sight of a blue-and-red streak outside the front door of the building.
He cocked his head toward Poppy, checking that she hadn’t moved.
Who had he seen out there?




CHAPTER 3
Cheyenne Mountain, CO
“Be careful,” Emily said, stealing a brief kiss after ensuring no one was watching.
“You think I’d go in there with guns blazing?” he joked.
“You might, rabbit. You might.”
He looked at her with shock. “A Bugs Bunny quote? Is there anything this lady can’t do to impress me?”
She giggled. “You mean being president wasn’t enough for you?”
He wanted to carry on joking with her forever. His fiancée, he reminded himself. But there was serious business that still needed to be done. “My plan is to go in there and find the leader. Maybe I can reason with him that we need each other to stay alive. Then I’ll come back in here and tell them we’re discussing it.”
His real plan was to gain intelligence about how many there were, their goals for survival, and whether they saw him as a friend or foe. With that information, he and Emily would be better prepared to handle them. In the interim, he’d gotten everyone into one of the office buildings and had them barricade the front doors. It was better than doing nothing while waiting for trouble to come for them.
“Go get ‘em, tiger,” she cheered softly.
He walked down the chiseled hallway toward what he saw as the front chamber nearest the sealed doors. It was the last place he’d seen all the men before running deeper into the NORAD facility. After a brief walk, he confirmed they were still there.
Once spotted, he walked toward the lounging men as if he was one of them. Since he wore the Legion uniform, he acted the part. “Ahoy! I have news!”
A few of the men stood up, including the heavy-set Mendoza guy who’d hit on Emily the day before. After hiking up his huge pair of pants, the man strode toward him as if in charge.
“Hablo Espanol?” the man asked.
“No,” Ted replied, fibbing. He knew a passable amount of Spanish, but he wanted the other man on his heels trying to interpret, not him.
“Fine,” the man complained. “I remember you from yesterday. Where have you been? I’m General Manuel Phillippe Mendoza. I demand to know why David brought us here under such threats, and then left us here all night after the accident.”
Ted almost choked. To call a five-fingered nuclear-powered punch at the front of the bunker an accident defied several levels of reality. After regaining his composure, he replied, “General, I assure you I am in the same boat. David ordered me here as part of the escort guard. I would not have come here if I knew there was to be a nuclear attack.”
It seemed to anger Mendoza. “It was deliberate? Are you saying you would have left us to our fates?”
He held out his palms in surrender. “No, of course not. What I’m saying is this, uh, accident has me trapped, too. If we’re going to get out of here, we need to cooperate. Pool our resources. That kind of thing.” He pointed back the way he’d come. “I have some civilians with me, too. They’ve agreed to help you.”
“Of course they will,” Mendoza said matter-of-factly. “We are here as honored guests. Conquerors of the failed imperial American empire. We’re representatives of the new people who will soon populate this abandoned land.”
Ted wondered if they knew David was even now tearing down the old United States, right to the foundation. It was a risk to play dumb, but he had to know more about the reasons the men had come to NORAD in the first place. He was almost certain the men had been betrayed by David, though he’d never tell them such a tale. It wouldn’t reflect well on him. “I’m sorry, I was under the impression the old stuff from America was to be destroyed. David ordered towns be burned. Cities be leveled. Power plants be scrapped. He’s in a place named Lamar, Colorado, right this very minute, doing all those things.”
Mendoza, and a plain-dressed man wearing aviator glasses standing close by, both frowned heavily. The round general untangled his red neckerchief from his neck and slapped it against his hip. “Destroying the country? No, you have it backward. We are here to resettle our population, taking the place of those citizens who were, how do you say it? Turned off.”
It was a clinical description for the effects of the mass-murdering superweapon David had used to unload America of her rightful citizens. It burned his insides to ignore the implications of the statement, but he was playing the part of asshole extraordinaire. A guard for David’s Legion. As such, he merely bowed, as if apologetic. “I may have misheard my supervisor.”
“Of course you did,” Mendoza crowed.
The other man behind the bigger guy barely changed his expression during the entire discussion. Ted wondered who he was, and how he fit into the enemy camp, but he didn’t dare try to go around the self-important general. He did nod to the guy, however, which was returned immediately.
“Now,” Mendoza said dryly, “we’ve been eating the dogfood we carried with us through the front door, but our trucks were parked outside. They’re gone. We’re ready for the milk and honey of this land. Bring us the steaks. Bring us the booze. And—” He pointedly looked behind Ted. “—I would very much like to see your partner again.”
Ted clamped his jaw shut.
“What?” Mendoza said with interest. “Did you hear what I said?”
He bowed a little, staring at the guy’s spit-shined boots, before letting out, “I did.”
The general dismissed him. “Then see it gets done. Me and my men may be trapped inside this dump, but it’s not an excuse to avoid celebration. This is America, amigo! It belongs to us. Why not treat it like we own it?”
The huge man yanked out a pistol, firing it three times in quick succession. The act surprised Ted completely, leaving him flat-footed and slack-jawed. Where the bullets went after striking the surrounding stone was anyone’s guess.
The men by the trucks snapped to attention.
Guns were drawn.
Threats were analyzed.
Ted put up his hands out of instinct. He’d made a choice to leave his weapon with Emily and the others, figuring if the enemy men took him prisoner, at least his friends would have an additional firearm.
But General Mendoza stood there laughing at what he’d done. He motioned toward the wall, where a large rat laid in a pool of his own blood. “That’s what I’d do to the first American I find out there.”
Ted was impressed at the dexterity of the overweight general.
He was less impressed with the dead animal on the floor.
There was going to come a time when that could be someone’s meal.
Ted excused himself, having clarity about the need for escape.
Cheyenne Mountain, CO
While the guy named Ted went to the front of the bunker, Tabby took some time to search other rooms in the office building. Audrey and Peter went with her, and she thought the guy with the bird was lurking around, too.
The first thing of note she turned up was a small candy bar. “Hey, Audrey, how are you feeling? You know, since you’re diabetic and all?”
The girl emphatically shrugged her shoulders. “I’ve never felt better. Hungry, yeah, so I’d love that chocolate bar, but that’s about it. I think they fixed me when I was put in the white light the last time.”
Tabby didn’t trust such sketchy science. “Well, watch yourself. Tell me if you get light-headed or need to rest.” She tossed the bar to her young friend.
“I will,” the girl said as if becoming non-diabetic was ho-hum.
“I will, too,” Peter added, before walking into another room.
She followed, not sure how to take their indifference. Health concerns perhaps didn’t rank well after being shot across the state in a futuristic piece of technology.
“Hey, these are pretty cool.” Peter pointed to a large wooden display case hanging on the wall of an office. There were six rows of large coins displayed inside, each more colorful than the one next to it. “They have the name of military bases on them. I see the Pentagon. An aircraft carrier. Mount Weather. All kinds of stuff!”
Tabby wasn’t interested in coins, but she knew what they were. “They’re challenge coins, like the one that man, Ted, showed us.”
“You think anyone would care if I took one?” Peter asked. “There’s one here for NORAD. I might start collecting these for places I’ve been. You think they have one for the other base we were taken to?”
Tabby cracked up, glad to have the goofy boy back in her life. “No, they won’t have a coin for a secret bunker. You were in the Sears Tower, though. Look for it in the set.”
She knew they wouldn’t have it, but it gave her time to search a small cabinet in the back of the room. Once open, she knew she was onto something. “Jackpot! New clothes!”
The office might have belonged to a well-traveled military person, but she was also a woman. The civilian jeans and long-sleeved black shirt were perfect for someone who was going to spend time in the cool interior of the bunker.
“Do they fit?” Audrey asked with half-interest. “Are there enough for both of us? I’m not thrilled with my ensemble. It isn’t very flattering.” Like Peter, Audrey was studying the coins, though based on her roving hands, she seemed mostly interested in the boy. She’d also half-unzipped the front of her uniform shirt, revealing more of her chest than Tabby would have ever dared. Probably to impress said boy. It was quite the turnaround from when Tabby had first met them.
“I only see one pair,” she replied. Tabby tried them on, not caring if Peter or Audrey were in the room. Once she confirmed they would fit, she pulled the jeans over her blue tights. She did the same for the long-sleeved shirt. She really wanted to ditch the blue, but the truth was she had nothing on under them, and she wasn’t as bold as Audrey, so she didn’t want to be exposed.
Feeling better than she had in a week, Tabby made for the door. “I’m not waiting around for something to happen. Will you guys go with me deeper into the bunker? I want to see what’s behind this building. Maybe we can find blueprints or whatever, showing another way out.”
“Another adventure?” Peter said with immediate interest.
Audrey stood behind him, but now had both hands wrapped under his armpits so it appeared as if he had four arms. Tabby was unable to see her face, but the girl said she’d go anywhere but back to David’s prison.
“Well…” She pointed them out the door.
The group used a set of stairs in the rear half of the building. This allowed them to go around the other prisoners and avoid being seen. They stepped outside the back door, which was still inside the bunker, so it was a weird feeling.
“Shouldn’t we tell someone?” Peter asked, as if he’d forgotten an important rule.
Audrey grabbed his hand, pulling him forward. “Where the heck are they going to go? We’re all trapped in this place. We can’t go far.”
Tabby was inclined to go back and tell someone they were heading off to poke around, but Audrey was right. There was nowhere they could go to escape. If, by some miracle, they found one, she and her friends would look like the veteran travelers they were. It would obviously impress the hell out of the first woman president. It was a feeling she found appealing. “Screw it. We’ll go look around and then come right back. No need to worry anyone.”
It wouldn’t fly with her father back in the mines of Bonne Terre, but she thought it was the right call for their situation.
It turned out there were several office buildings lined up one behind the other. Any of them might have an office or department with schematics of the military base, but the red lights going off into the distance behind the last building immediately caught her eye.
“Think that goes somewhere?” she asked with an appraising tone.
“At least it has lights,” Peter said, now dragging Audrey by the hand. “I’d rather be outside than go snooping in another one of these cramped buildings.”
Audrey let herself be pulled. Laughing, she added, “You know we’re not outside, right? Those buildings are not outside, either. Everything is inside in this place.”
Tabby experienced a momentary pang of longing for Victor. It would be nice to have someone to hold hands with down the dark tunnel, even if he wasn’t the best person in the world.
“Hold up, guys, we’ve got to stick together.”




CHAPTER 4
Hoover Dam, NV
“Meechum!” Kyla blurted the instant she saw her friend.
“Hey. Glad to see you’re okay.”
“You should have got me up with you,” she chided gently.
The Marine laughed a little. “I was afraid you’d try to keep me in my bed. I needed to get up and move around.”
“So you picked up a rifle?” Kyla motioned to the weapon on the woman’s back.
Meechum shrugged. “It was either this or read technical books about how to run this dam. You know Marines can’t read.”
Kyla hesitated, waiting for the punchline. When it didn’t arrive, she assumed Meechum was being silly. “Well, can you direct me to someone with a radio? I want to try to contact Uncle Ted. I have to know if he made it inside NORAD in time.”
The other woman pointed down the hallway, toward a control room, but grabbed Kyla’s arm before letting her walk away. “Don’t freak out, but we’re about five hundred miles from your uncle. We’re in Nevada. Hoover Dam.”
Her lungs deflated. “Are you sure?”
“Yep. You’ll see the turbines when you go in there.” She pointed again to the control room down the marble-like hallway.
“Okay, thanks,” she said sadly, leaving her friend to guard her post.
When she arrived, it was more impressive than she expected. The control room itself was basically a bunch of dials and knobs on some computers. However, the back wall was clear glass, giving her a view of the real show.
“Damn!” she gushed. “That’s a monster dam!”
The chamber could have been a mile long. It was hollowed out of concrete and seemed to be two hundred feet tall from floor to ceiling. There were eight turbines, each as big as a two-story house. They were round and tall with an amber light on top. They were also arranged in a neat row, looking like eight birthday cakes awaiting their owners to blow out the candles.
“Yeah, she’s a beaut,” Colonel Avery said without looking back at her. He sat at a laptop computer, doing whatever military men did inside dams.
“Hi. Um, Lance Corporal Meechum said you had a radio in here. I’d like to try to communicate with my uncle.” She hesitated a few seconds, wondering for the first time what Meechum’s first name was, before adding, “Oh, and thank you for rescuing us.”
Avery spun on a swivel chair. “You’re welcome. We were going to leave you after you sped off in that van, but you did clue us into the incident at NORAD, and we were able to get a drone down there and shut the door, thus, hopefully, preserving the facility.”
“And saving my uncle, too,” she prodded.
“Of course. I didn’t mean to discount it. It’s just I don’t want to get your hopes up. The missiles weren’t high-yield, but they were designed as penetrators. Stuff we might have once used on underground bunkers in Middle-Eastern countries who weren’t supposed to have such places.” He touched his nose.
“I’m not sure what all that means. Why didn’t you wake us up and let me call for my uncle while we were still close to him? He’s the co-pilot for Air Force Two. He’s with the new President of the United States. They’re important! How far are we, by the way?”
“From NORAD?” he said immediately. “Five hundred and seventy-five miles.”
“Five hundred and seventy-five miles,” she said, distraught. Meechum had been right.
“I have no problem with you trying our radio, miss. You’ve earned it. And, seriously, I hope your uncle answers. However, I assure you we did try to contact him while we were still near Pike’s Peak and during most of our flight out of the state. I wanted to have some good news for you when you woke up.”
She didn’t know what to say.
Avery continued. “But I have to be honest with you: it wasn’t my first choice to bring you along with us to this location. After the nuclear impact, we were forced to break our radio silence. We spoke with Eielson Air Force Base, back in Alaska. They ordered us here, to lay in wait for a Blackout strike force on their way to destroy the crown jewel of American hydroelectricity generation.”
Kyla had zero interest in listening to him talk about protecting stuff from David’s people. She only wanted to know about Uncle Ted. She pointed to the radio sitting on a nearby table. “Can I use it?”
He waved her over. “It’s already set to the proper frequency. If your uncle is now inside the base, he should be able to hear you.”
She sat down, suddenly tired. For ten minutes, she called out for Major Ted MacInnis, sure she wasn’t breaking OPSEC anymore by mentioning his rank. If he was dead, she wanted the enemy to know it. She was going to make sure they paid a price. Somehow. Someday. She would get even. However, if he was alive, she felt it was worth reminding those bastards they were failing at their game. People like her uncle were going to make sure they weren’t in America for good.
After giving it a good effort, she had to temporarily give up. The silence was painful to the ear.
“I’d like to speak with your supervisor,” she said, sounding like a troubled customer asking to see a manager.
“Excuse me?” Avery replied, once again pulled from his duties with the laptop.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound so snippy. If I can’t get my uncle on this thing, I’d like to go back. Maybe if we’re closer, he’ll hear us.”
Avery seemed sympathetic. He leaned back from the keyboard. “That’s not how these radios work. If NORAD is broadcasting, the whole world would hear it. Besides, you’ve only been at it for a few minutes. Why don’t you take a break and—”
“That’s not it,” she pushed on. “I want to talk to someone about changing your orders. We don’t need to be defending some relic of a bygone era. We have to attack the people who…” She could barely say it. “…killed my uncle and killed my mother. Killed everyone…”
“The nukes did the job. They took out the enemy leadership inside NORAD. That was the intel we had. Your uncle, no matter what happened to him, was part of that attack.” Avery whispered, “He did good.”
She withered under the knowledge. It didn’t make it any easier to know he was a hero. If he was really gone, it only made him one thing.
Dead.
Cheyenne Mountain, CO
Ted was listening for footsteps as he walked away from Mendoza. He half-expected some of the foreigners to jump him, knowing what kind of people they were. What type of catastrophically poor leadership they served under. He wasn’t happy to know they were bringing that same failed government to his homeland. However, he had to remind himself he was dressed as a bad guy. He was one of them.
Someone did follow him.
“Hello, sir,” the voice called out.
Ted stopped and waited for the man to catch up. To his relief, it was the silent listener who’d been behind the large general. Maybe he would be more reasonable.
The newcomer spoke quietly. “You should off that idiot and make an example for the others.”
Nope, not more reasonable.
Still, he had to interact with him. “What good would that do? The general laid it out. None of you seemed to disagree with him. He wants me to fix him dinner.”
The young man was dressed in tight black pants and a silky white shirt. His teeth were perfect, his mustache was well-trimmed, and for some crazy reason, he still wore his pair of aviator sunglasses. Given the man’s Hispanic accent, he immediately thought of the guy as a drug lord. “Oh, there was disagreement. We can feed ourselves. He wants to be served, like he was back home. Many of us only want to find a way out of this mess and return to our countries. Whatever wonderland David said he was creating here, it clearly isn’t safe for us.”
Ted shifted his weight from one foot to the other, absorbing what had been said. “You’d kill one of your own?” He tried to think like a security person in David’s army. “I don’t think the chief would be cool with that.”
The guy shrugged. “But would you be cool with it?”
Ted understood why the guy had put on glasses. It was a test. If he said the wrong thing, it would be him playing the part of the rat being shot to death.
He tried to keep his voice light. “I don’t care what you guys do with your own people. My job is to take care of the survivors, including my own civilians, and, if we’re super lucky, find a way to escape this place.” He figured it would help his chances if he tossed out some desirable goal.
The oily man studied him from behind the shades.
Ted tried again. “Of course, if it would smooth things over, I could go back to the others and recommend General Mendoza shove a front stack up his tail pipe.” He smiled, as if the saying was very common.
“It would be great,” the man replied, waving him back toward the general. “Get their attention and give him a slice of your mind, as you say. I’m not serious about hurting the man. I only want to make sure things don’t get out of control, you know?”
For a second, Ted considered making a run for the office building down the hallway. Emily and the others were waiting for him, armed. But they were too far away. He was on his own.
“Sure thing,” he added, not sure at all.
He walked in the direction indicated, but wished he’d brought a pistol with him. He had no idea what decision the guy had made about him. That was why he tossed in the option to really piss off the general. He hoped it put him squarely in the correct camp, though he had no way to know.
Each step toward the general felt like his last.
Fairford, England
Priscilla Clairmont stared at the message typed out on her phone. It was destined for her ex-husband, Ted MacInnis. His name sat at the top of her phone while she thought about hitting send. She’d been perfectly happy to not communicate with him over the past five years, but the terror attack had changed something inside her. That was why she’d tried to communicate with him on day one. Now, seven days later, she still hadn’t heard from him. No matter their past, she had to believe he’d at least let her know he was still alive. Hell, he’d probably want to rub it in.
“Attention, all Americans left in England, Wales, and Scotland must depart in the next eighteen hours. This is your hourly courtesy warning…”
The computerized voice rang out on the television screen as part of the British government’s efforts to chase out every American on their soil, to comply with David’s demands. If they didn’t leave, the Brits would suffer the same fate. They would be erased. With all the people still left in-country, she would be shocked if they could beat the deadline.
“Weak,” she replied to the screen. It was fitting the Brits used a computer to do their dirty work. It was well-known the British people did not want to chase their American allies onto boats and planes to kick them out, but no one had a better idea. The computer voice at least saved one real Brit from having to be the voice of the betrayal.
After looking at her message to Ted, she shifted screens to the one for her new husband, Kinkaid. After it rang a few times, his voice greeted her cheerfully. “Please tell me you’re on the flight out?”
Her chest was tight with the pressure of the evacuation, but she tried to sound as cheerful as Kinkaid. “I’m walking out the door of our apartment right now.”
The one nice thing about being kicked out of the country on short notice was she didn’t have to worry about her things. Command said she would be reimbursed for the crap she left in her apartment, but that was a lie everyone accepted to keep the evac moving along. Money was no longer even a thing. The US dollar hadn’t only collapsed; it had disappeared. Her bank account back in the States was worthless.
“Good,” Kinkaid replied, sounding relieved. “We’re saddling up here in Germany, too. Only ones left are pilots, it seems. I love you. Got to go!”
“I love you more,” she droned, hanging up the phone.
Aviation was her job, too. She was about to hop the last bus to the US airbase and get flown to France. From there, she’d catch a boat to a fleet of American warships and cruise liners floating in the Bay of Biscay. That was where tens of thousands of her fellow citizens would be waiting for her. It was where Europe was sending Americans to get them off their soil.
It was either that or be killed. No nation stood up to the bully with the big gun.
She flicked her phone’s screen back to where she’d started.
“Ted would never have stood for this,” she said, looking at his avatar.




CHAPTER 5
Cheyenne Mountain, CO
Ted strode toward the general with all the confidence he could summon. When the big man caught sight of him, he seemed disappointed.
“You do not have our food,” he complained.
Without answering directly, Ted put his hands up and waved them. “Attention!”
The men of the convoy stopped whatever boredom they were doing and watched Ted arrive. The guy behind the mirror shades wanted him to get everyone’s eyes on him, but he hoped it wasn’t going to result in his death.
“Look, I can assure you—” Ted started to say.
The pop-pop of a small-caliber pistol cracked from close by.
“Shit!” Instinctively, he fell to the ground and rolled forward. In three seconds, he came up into a crouch, searching for which way to go next.
Everyone was silent, staring at the man in the shades. He stood over Mendoza with a handgun aimed at the large body on the ground. Before Ted could make a move, the gun swung in his direction. “You can get up. I only needed you to keep him distracted.”
The man put the pistol in his pocket and turned toward the others. “My name is Rando. I do my, uh, business in all your countries.” He brushed his thin mustache in a practiced fashion. “We do not have time for the old ways. General Mendoza thinks we came up here to spread out, take over these gringos’ McMansions, and live like the people David terminated…”
Ted stood up while Rando spoke, but he had a terrible feeling he’d just watched a revolution. While he was tickled to death he wasn’t dead, the uneasiness of watching the guy rally the enemy troops kept growing. He kept a wary eye on the hallway. If a full general was taken down without a second thought, he and the civilians wouldn’t fare much better.
The men in the convoy seemed to rise to the words of their new leader. Rando continued, seemingly spouting the party line of David and his people. “When we left our countries, we promised our families a better life. A life without the police lurking in bushes. A life without our rivals paying the police to lurk in our bushes. A life without the scum plying their trade in the slums of our nations. We came here to begin again. Start over. Is that not true?”
Men clapped.
Rando furrowed his brows and seemed to think deeply. When he looked up, he took off his glasses. His eyes tracked across the crowd, halted on Ted, then returned to the convoy like radar sweeping the skies. When he faced the men again, he changed his tone to be more conciliatory. “But it’s not what we got, is it?” He pointed to the heavy blast doors. “Behind this vault door is a nuclear fire. You all heard them strike against us, five in all.”
Most of the men now faced the exit door.
The young new leader kept speaking. “But this was no accident. Nuclear missiles don’t just happen to fall on a heavily-fortified bunker like this one. We made it into this place mere minutes before the US military tried to wipe America’s NORAD off the map.” He hung his glasses from the neck of his white polo shirt. “Now, I know what you’re thinking: they were trying to kill you and me. The crème of the forgotten nations south of America’s border.”
Men nodded. Some banged on the backs of their compadres. Ted drifted closer toward the hallway out of there.
“But it would be a big mistake. That fiction, that lie, is what we were supposed to think. It’s what men like him wanted you to believe.”
Ted froze when Rando’s attention went to him.
“Me?” Ted replied sheepishly.
“Come here, please,” Rando suggested, in a much too-friendly way.
The hallway was so close. If he ran… But he’d never make it. Worse, he’d instantly put his people at odds with the entire contingent of Banana Boys. It would be a hundred-to-one odds for Emily. So, trying not to sweat through his shirt, he walked toward Rando.
The man waited for him to arrive, and then put his arm around Ted as if they were old buddies. “The Legion,” Rando said in a thick Hispanic accent, almost ignoring the letter g. “This man is with the Legion. The group we signed up with.”
Rando took a long, hard look at Ted. He didn’t turn to meet his eyes, for fear he’d get into a battle of wills with the oily drug lord. If it was the two of them in a dark alley, he’d be happy to take him on. There, in the spacious cavern, with all those guns close by, it would be suicide. Instead, he smiled dumbly at the men in the crowd. Finally, after seemingly giving him a sunburn from the hard stare, Rando looked away.
“But he is not our enemy.”
Ted let out the breath he’d been holding.
“This man—” Rando slapped him on the chest with his free hand. “—is our new savior!”
A smattering of applause came out of the gathered crowd.
“Yes, this man would have died with you, my brothers, if he had not come inside this bunker and shut the outer blast door. He instructed us to get inside, take cover, close the inner door, too.”
Now the men were clapping more vigorously to honor Ted. It didn’t make him feel proud for saving them, though he allowed himself to pretend to be happy. He did, after all, save Emily and his new friends, too.
“But this man is the key. If he had not shown up to save us, I never would have figured out what this was all about.”
Ted gulped in another breath and held it. Rando was unpredictable.
After a dramatic pause, the man continued. “We were meant to die here. The doors were open for us to come inside. There was no one here guarding the gate. No one inside to greet us properly. David, in his infinite wisdom, decided great men like us, were as disposable as this man—” He motioned for Ted to give up his name.
“Ted Sock-draw-yay,” he said quietly, using the same name he’d given Mendoza.
“Theodore!” Rando belted out.
More cheers.
“And I don’t know about you, but when I’m double-crossed, I feel obligated—no, compelled—to pay back the compliment. This man, Theodore, is with us. He was betrayed, too. We’re going to use him to get out of this tin can, go find David in his cushy Lamar, Colorado, headquarters, and then…” Rando removed his arm from Ted’s shoulder, then rubbed the palms of his hands together as if grinding rocks into a fine powder. “We kill him.”
Everyone broke into applause. To keep up his fictional character, Ted did the same, but he remained vigilant. General Mendoza had been shot in the back of the head. It was done to capture power, but it also served as a warning to the others. Rando wasn’t a powerful drug kingpin because he taught kindergarten. He was a master killer.
Cheyenne Mountain Tunnels, CO
“This all looks familiar,” Audrey said, sounding worried.
“How so?” Tabby asked.
Peter chuffed with laughter. “Come on, Tabby. Don’t you see it? We’re back in a dank tunnel. It’s like you planned for us to be here with you.”
“Well, be glad I didn’t make you go down to the bottom of the last bunker. I found tunnels ten miles deep. That’s where David’s superweapon is located, in case I didn’t mention it.”
“You did, several times,” Audrey replied. It was true, they’d talked about their adventures from when they were separated by David’s guards. For Tabby, she was ecstatic to learn they were still alive, so she was excited to share what she’d done. She’d been shown around by David, met the trapped president, and was almost paired up with a handsome pioneer boy. By contrast, Peter and Audrey had spent most of their time in the jail cells, or being threatened with the white light, so it didn’t exactly make for a compelling story time.
She stopped in her tracks. Did she call Victor handsome?
“What is it?” Peter asked from a few paces behind.
Tabby noticed the wall was wet. Without thinking, she reached out to feel the water play over her hand. However, the instant she touched it, she recoiled. “It’s hot!”
Everyone moved away from the wall.
“Seriously?” Audrey asked. “How can it be hot?”
Tabby diligently wiped a palm on her jeans. She’d never experienced warm water seeping through the cracks at Bonne Terre. It was always colder than the surrounding rock, as if it had come from a refrigerator. For it to be hot…
“Nuke water,” Peter declared.
She and Audrey looked at him.
“Yeah,” he continued. “The nuke went off close by. It probably superheated the underground water table between us and the outside. Maybe it superheated the liquid, like those geysers at Yellowstone Park.”
Tabby’s eyes sprung open in surprise at what he’d said.
“What?” Peter replied to her shocked demeanor. “I do pay attention in school on occasion. I thought science was pretty cool.”
Audrey playfully punched him in the side, impressed.
“Well, I just hope it wasn’t radioactive.” She wiped her hand again, realizing how futile it probably was. “If it is, though, I think we’re all in trouble. This entire hallway is wet.” Ahead, the floor was damp, too.
No one seemed anxious to continue.
“Should we keep going?” she finally asked.
No one replied for thirty seconds, but Audrey finally spoke up. “Can I just say something? If this tunnel goes down into a lake, I’m not going in this time. Whatever happens to us, be it starving, or having a roof cave in, I’m not dying by swimming in an underground lake. I’ve done it one time in my life, and I think I deserve one of those challenge coin thingies to commemorate it. I’ll never do it again.”
Tabby looked ahead. The floor did seem to slope down. It was entirely possible there could be more water in that direction. However, the tunnel had been created for something. It was smaller than the rest of the complex, and the dim lights were a bit creepy, but she still had hope it might take her toward an exit. If so, the three of them would be the heroes again. They could save lives.
And, if the water was radioactive, it was even more reason to press on and get it over with. It meant the very walls of their fortress were in danger of killing the survivors.
She took a few steps forward. “Come on. I promise we’re not going to go swimming.”
Peter and Audrey followed.
She hoped not to make a liar of herself.




CHAPTER 6
Hoover Dam, NV
“I’m sorry, I’m not calling my CO to tell him a civilian needs to have a chat.” Avery was less friendly than he’d been a moment ago.
Kyla wasn’t backing down. “This civilian saved your precious facility, remember? This civilian has had contact with Emily Williams, your new commanding officer. This civilian has actually taken the fight to the enemy server, uh, base.” As a programmer, she was familiar with server farms, but she couldn’t get the words out. The need to explain such obvious things to the colonel made her face get hot with anger. “I only need a couple of minutes of his time. Please.”
“Why don’t we talk about it, then—” he started to say.
“No! We don’t have time for bullshit. I need—"
Avery spun around in his chair again, leaving her to face his backside.
She was tempted to grab the man’s shoulder and spin him once more. It was a proactive approach Meechum would probably take to get what she wanted. However, even Meechum had respect for the chain of command. Maybe she would counsel her to find a different approach.
Kyla keyed up the microphone again. “Uncle Ted. Come in. Please. I need to know you’re alive.” She waited a suitable time, then repeated her message.
After about ten more minutes, she took a break.
Avery had turned to face her.
“What?” she said with more snark than she’d intended.
The colonel sighed. “I’m making a scheduled report to headquarters in five minutes. I’m willing to mention you are here. If my commander wants to speak to you, that will be up to him.”
“But—”
Avery’s hand shot up to stop her. “It’s the best I can do.”
She took it. “Thank you.”
The next ten minutes were torture as Kyla listened to the minutia of two men talking about ammo, fuel, and food for the team defending the Hoover Dam. Then they went into the grid coordinates and strength of the Blackout force heading their way. They spoke lots of words she didn’t understand, and she came to wonder if it was coded messaging or if the military had a lingo that was a language all its own. She lost interest until Avery mentioned her name.
“Kyla Justice is one of the survivors who escaped the effects of the weapon. She was based in the lower decks of the John F. Kennedy. She has volunteered to share her knowledge of how to survive the effects of the weapon.”
“Negative, Team Yankee, we already know most of the effects are canceled by approximately thirty inches of metal, or ten yards of solid rock. We’ve had unmanned drones reporting data since the event.”
Kyla saw her opportunity slip away. She yelled, hoping the general would hear her. “Is there another way into NORAD?”
Avery smiled sympathetically. “I have to key the microphone.”
“Just ask him. Please!” Now she was tempted to pull a Meechum and physically assault the man to get what she wanted, but success seemed an unlikely outcome. Even worse, she’d probably end up in jail for doing it.
The colonel was a reasonable man, she had to admit. He’d done as he’d promised and asked if his CO was interested in speaking with her. Maybe she was the one who was acting crazy.
“Please,” she repeated, much calmer.
Avery turned to the mic. “Sir, before I sign off, is there any way to find out if the NORAD complex under Cheyenne Mountain has an emergency exit? We, ah, might be able to monitor that area in case there are friendly survivors.”
The line was silent for ten or fifteen seconds.
“We’ll get back to you,” the voice on the radio replied.
Kyla was willing to wait on the line for the answer, but Avery quickly wrapped up the call and tabled the microphone. When he looked at her, the image on his face conveyed that he’d done his best, but Kyla had also pushed her luck.
There was only one thing she could do.
Wait.
Cheyenne Mountain, CO
Ted walked away from Rando and his posse feeling like a hero. Not only because he’d survived a nuclear blast and went ten rounds with Rando’s life-or-death speech, but also because he’d protected those he cared about. When he walked back toward the underground office building and caught sight of Emily, he broke into a run.
“What happened?” she blurted. “We heard gunshots.”
One of the white-clad prisoners held Ted’s rifle but offered it up as soon as he arrived. The man who held it nodded and said his name was Jacob.
“Thanks, Jacob,” he said, returning his focus immediately to Emily. “You aren’t going to believe this, but the whole convoy of bad guys from down south came to the conclusion David brought them here to kill them. They want, more than anything else, to get out of here, hunt him down, and get their revenge.”
Emily seemed surprised. “It’s exactly what you said. Did you convince them to think your way?” She smiled, as if proud of his skills at playing the part of the bad guys.
“I wish I could say it was all me, but I actually thought they were going to kill me for being with David. A man called Rando shot that fat general, then took over. All I did was nod my head in agreement with whatever he said. It was an odd feeling being at the mercy of a madman.”
“What about us?” Jacob asked sensibly.
Ted looked at the ex-prisoners, but noticed the young girl dressed in blue wasn’t around. He figured she was one of those still inside the offices rather than out in the small lobby.
“I told them we were all David’s workers, but we’d happily join their crusade to kill the man who betrayed us.”
Jacob nodded thoughtfully. “That’s my exact story, you know.”
“Seriously?” he replied.
“Yep. I was an organizer out in San Francisco. I brought the men out of the shipping containers. Got them dressed. Fed. Put them on motorbikes. And so forth. But I made the mistake of letting some of you Americans into my outfit. For that, David sent me to die with you.”
Ted eyed him warily. “Are you going to be a problem?”
Jacob raised his arms in mock surrender. “I just gave you the rifle back. As I said, many of you are pretending David betrayed you. In my case, it really happened.”
Ted didn’t trust him, but the cave was filled to the brim with strangers he didn’t trust. The only people he felt safe around were the teens, and they were nowhere to be seen. Oddly, the guy with the bird on his shoulder wasn’t visible, either. He was someone who always stood out in a crowd.
Back on task, Ted tried to rally his troops by leaning purposefully against the rock. “Look, we’re literally against the wall here. We have the trust of those men for now, but if we don’t make something happen, this giant cavern is going to shrink for us. The men from the convoy brought some of their own food, but most of it was still in their trucks, which are somewhere between the inner and outer doors. We have to come up with a plan.”
“Get the hell out of here,” Emily said dryly.
“Exactly,” Ted continued. “To do that, we either need to find the exit ourselves, find some military manual which reveals all the secrets of this place, or we need to get in touch with someone on the outside to come dig us out.”
“No one will dig inside a nuclear waste pile,” Jacob said dejectedly.
“If we could get a hold of a person in an overseas military base, I’m sure we could find people who know a thing or two about this mountain. There are probably thousands of men and women with elevated clearance who spent time inside this place. Know where the skeletons are kept.” She laughed, obviously trying to keep people from freaking out.
He snapped his fingers. “And they’ll know a thing or two about the other base in Lamar.”
“So, all we have to do is find the radio room. How hard can it be?” Emily turned to the three long office buildings. “It has to be in one of those, right?”
Ted split his attention between the offices and the hallway back toward the front. He still didn’t trust Rando not to come barreling down the tunnel and take them all prisoner, but it wasn’t happening at that moment. The passage was clear.
“Fine. Spread out, guys. Find us a radio and maybe we can still survive this.”
Emily grabbed his hand, suggesting in her unspoken way that she had her doubts.
Cheyenne Mountain Tunnels, CO
He’d followed Blue Girl and her two friends when they’d tried to sneak out of the offices. At first, he was curious to see where they went, figuring they might lead him to a supply of food. It wasn’t unusual to find the stashes of other homeless people. Sometimes there were good things among the granola bars and bottled waters. Things like booze.
The bird squawked on his shoulder, as if reading his mind.
“No, I don’t need booze anymore. Not today, at least. But, come on, you know it would hit the spot if someone were to shove it at us.” He let that sink in for a moment, wondering whether it was true. He’d never felt as alert and awake, dare he say alive, as when he’d emerged from David’s cube of white light. But since he’d woken up in the new day, he’d had his doubts if any of it was real. A bit of the shine was gone. And he found the old craving for liquor was still lurking in the deep crevices of his mind.
Dwight was thrilled to find the water pouring out of the walls. It wasn’t the good stuff, but he was thirsty from sweating his grapes off in the hot tunnel. He stuck his face under one of the rivulets pouring from the ceiling and took a deep pull. He gulped water down for a ten count. His bird, unwilling to sit in the stream, flew down to the ground to wait him out.
“Oh yeah, Kool-Aid!” he declared, thinking of the TV commercial from his childhood.
Dwight was tempted to remove his clothes and take an impromptu shower, as he had no recollection of the last time he’d cleaned up. The water even had a little warmth too it, which he figured would have been a billion times better than the cold punches of hydrant water which used to pass for showers back on San Francisco’s streets.
The kids kept him moving. Once they’d gone down the long, red-lit tunnel, his passive desire to cash in on what they found morphed into real concern that they’d get themselves in trouble. Poppy insisted he follow them to make sure they stayed safe.
“But I can share in whatever they find,” he whispered to her.
A bird’s chirp seemed to come from behind him, but when he turned, there was nothing there. Poppy waddled toward him on the ground at his side. He squatted down and pointed to his shoulder, surprised as ever she jumped right on.
“Oh, all right. We’ll go after them. Just warn me if you see any danger.”
He walked by the streaming water and held his palm to grab a little.
She cawed loudly.
He playfully splashed it on Poppy, making her fluff out her wings as if she was going to take off, though she never did.
“Settle down, ‘fraidy cat. It’s only water. I meant real danger.”




CHAPTER 7
Cheyenne Mountain, CO
“Can you believe we drove right by their mondo bunker base?” Emily said, checking another empty room. “Not that we could have destroyed it or anything.”
“What I want to know is how the US military got the wrong base to begin with. David is either super smart, or the military is super dumb.” He looked over to Emily. “Don’t answer.”
She brushed hair back from her sweat-covered forehead. “I wasn’t going to make a comment about my military. I’m the commander-in-chief, don’t forget. But it worries me how smart David really is. Tricking us into bombing the wrong target doesn’t worry me nearly as much as how he manufactured a superweapon right under our noses, like Tabby told us about. Where did his army get the technology?”
Ted had wondered the same thing ever since he’d seen the empty clothes inside the hangar at Andrews. While there was some relief it wasn’t the hand of God sucking up his disciples and leaving the rest to fight it out good-versus-evil style, it was disturbing to think humanity could rise to such sterile means of destruction. That knowledge hardened his resolve to put an end to it.
“I don’t know. Right now, we have to worry about this Cold War-era bunker. Where the hell is the radio room?” They’d checked the first two buildings and only found the offices either filled with 1960s tables and chairs, or completely empty. The base had clearly been underutilized of late.
“Here we go,” Emily said with pep. “Finally.”
Ted rushed through the two glass doors into what was obviously a command center. Rows of computer terminals were set up in front of a giant screen on the far wall, as if the screen was the teacher and the computer operators were the students. Another table sat off to one side, lined with dozens of radios.
He was immediately at home. Almost exactly as he’d found the radios back at the National Guard base in Harrisburg, he hopped onto one at NORAD.
“CQ, CQ, this is—” He considered if there was any reason to hide his location. At first, he thought not. It would be better to identify himself and make sure Kyla was alive and keeping well away from NORAD. But then he realized there was some value in being dead. If David’s people were listening, they’d know he and Emily had survived the drive into the bunker. They might send more ordnance to attack them. He also couldn’t use ‘Hailey-boo,’ the handle he’d used back on Long Island, in case David already knew it had been him. “A downed pilot. I repeat, this is a downed pilot. Is anyone out there? Calling CQ and listening.”
He and Emily sat in silence, listening to static for several seconds.
“It’s going to take some time,” she began.
Ted tapped the keys a few more times and called out from the bunker.
“Look around at the computers,” he advised. “See if you can find any active data links. Maybe we can talk to someone else on the defense network.”
“I wish Kyla was here,” she commented.
“Me too,” he replied. “She lives for this kind of stuff.”
“Did you know she was into programming and hacking? You know, back in the day?” While Emily spoke, she sat at the closest terminal.
“No idea. My sister told me she’d gone to school for tech, but it never seemed pressing to know more about it. In fact, I spent more time in amazement my baby niece was old enough to be in college than I did asking what she was doing there.”
“Time flies,” she answered mechanically.
“Find anything?” he asked after a few minutes of mutual silence.
“Nope,” she said, hopping to the next terminal.
He kept at the radio, calling out for a few minutes, then resting for a few. During one of his pauses, he figured he’d ask a personal question. “Did you ever want kids?”
She looked over to him. “Don’t get into politics. Once you do, there’s never a time when you aren’t in a campaign, or putting out a fire, or being invited to speak at some cocktail party, which is a more pleasant name for a campaign stop. Such a world wasn’t something I dreamed of as a little girl, but once I was inside the tornado, there was no way I’d bring a little one into that…”
“You didn’t answer my question,” he said, smiling.
Her chestnut eyes seemed to search for hidden meaning, though he had none. It wasn’t meant to make her reevaluate her entire life. Finally, she answered. “I’m forty-five. That ship has sailed.”
“I think you’d be one of the youngest presidents in US history. I’m sure you could figure out a way to fit a child into your schedule, no matter what age you are.”
She turned skeptical. “Why are you asking?”
He shrugged playfully. “Well, we did just get engaged under five nuclear explosions. If we get through this pre-honeymoon from Hell, I’m curious what kind of homemaker you’d be. Whether I could expect a barefoot and pregnant Emily Williams.” He deliberately pushed her buttons, as they’d been under too much stress of late.
As expected, she stood up and came his way. “I have nothing against mothers who stay at home, but my life has taken me in a totally different direction. I can’t—”
She’d gotten close enough to grab. He immediately put his finger over her mouth. “I think you’d be the best homemaker in the world, if that was your calling. If you were, I’d be the happiest man in the world, too. However, we’re neck-deep in a global war. Our fates as husband and wife will not be your typical white-picket fence and pancakes for breakfast. Not for a long time. But, I have to admit, after seeing the lengths my sister went to make her last words about saving Kyla, that’s a gig I would happily sign up for.”
“Make me ten years younger and you have a deal,” she said, kissing his cheek.
He wanted to pull her closer and dial up the intimacy, but the radio crackled to life, startling them both by how loud the voice was.
“We hear you, co-pilot. Be advised, we are unable to send help. I repeat, we are unable to send help.”
To Emily, he said, “I didn’t even tell them where I was. Not very neighborly of them.”
“That’s okay,” he said into the handset. “I only wanted someone to know I was still alive.”
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The tunnel kept getting smaller as they walked. Instead of a wide tunnel with red lights on each side, there was now one red light on the right side, and it was spaced out about every fifty feet. If she and Audrey held hands, they could each touch the outer walls. And, while they weren’t going down into a swimming pool, there was an inch of water on the walkway.
A tremor rumbled the walls.
“If this water is radioactive, we’ll have to ditch our shoes when we get done with this walk.” Tabby said it while once again brushing her hand on her jeans. She had absolutely no knowledge of how radiation worked, but her brain made it feel as if that hand was buzzing with energy.
“Are you sure we need to go on?” Peter asked. “I won’t lie. The shaking has me worried.”
“This has to lead somewhere,” she replied, hoping the logic made sense. Why would anyone build the tunnel if it only went to a dead end? Unless the men who made it never finished. There were more than a few of those dead ends back in Bonne Terre.
To prove she wasn’t afraid, she kept walking, but carefully placed each foot to avoid splashing the dry parts of her shoes. Soon the others followed, using her method.
“The walls are soaked,” Peter commented, a few minutes later.
“Just keep walking,” she advised, channeling her inner tour guide.
As they went on, one of the lights was out up ahead. In the shadows, the walls glistened. A trickle of water came from ahead.
“Okay, you guys wait here. I’ll go on and see if there’s anything there.”
She could tell by the looks on their faces that Peter and Audrey were thinking about accepting her offer. However, when the couple glanced at each other, they seemed to bolster themselves.
Audrey spoke for them both. “We’ll follow you until the end. We don’t know if it’s radioactive water, right? We’ll go real fast before it can get on us too much.”
Peter nodded.
She prayed Audrey was right about the radiation. She imagined the water lapping at her feet was warm, but so far, it hadn’t soaked into her sneakers. It helped maintain the illusion she was going to be fine.
“All right. Stick close. We’re going to move as fast as we can and end this.”
Minutes later, after a few sharp turns in the passageway, the walls had closed in so she could touch both sides at the same time. If it kept getting narrower, none of them would even fit. Whatever the designers had planned by shrinking it, she figured they were reaching the end of the line.
The water was also now deep enough for both feet to be soaked. To her relief, the water was chilled, rather than hot, but it didn’t bring much comfort. The tricks and nightmares in her mind convinced her the mountain above was molten magma, laced with radiation. Everything around her was now infected with those murderous particles.
A short time later, as she was about to break into a run to get it over with that much faster, the tube punched her out in a twenty-by-twenty square room with bare concrete walls and a dozen or more circular grates, as if it was a prison for beach balls. To her shock, the air was fresh.
“This is it,” she declared, pointing to one of the grates near the base of the wall on the far side.
“How can you tell?” Audrey replied, sucking in the fresh air.
She pointed. “Because I can see green trees in sunlight down this one.”
They all scurried over. To her surprise, the metal grate swung inward without any issues. “It looks like they didn’t expect visitors,” she said, looking into the long tube.
“Where do you think we are?” Peter asked.
“Is it radioactive outside?” Audrey added.
To her eyes, it seemed as if the trees and sunlight were real. It wasn’t the light of a nuclear fire, at least not one on the ground, and the trees seemed intact. It gave her hope they’d found a real escape route.
“There’s only one way to find out.” She climbed into the next tunnel.
The light beckoned her.




CHAPTER 8
Hoover Dam, NV
“That didn’t go well,” Kyla said to Meechum.
“What did you expect? The colonel was simply going to hand over the microphone and let you talk to his boss? There’s no one in the military who would allow it.”
She felt a bit defensive. “He did ask his boss if he wanted to speak with me. So that was a bonus.”
The Marine put her hand on her hip. “And did he?”
Kyla couldn’t help sounding like a wet cat coming in from the rain. “No.”
“Hmm. Sounds like Avery is at least open to what you have to say. It’s probably because he responds to the damsel in distress scenario you represent. I, however, wouldn’t succumb to such things. I would have told you to get lost.” She snickered, but Kyla didn’t perk up, which made her switch gears. “Forget all that. Just go back in there and get to know the men a little. Show some interest in what they’re doing. As long as you keep out of their way, and don’t act like a stalker, they’re going to keep giving you the benefit of the doubt. When the time comes to help your uncle, the good colonel may be more inclined to do so.”
She couldn’t believe what Meechum was suggesting. “I should go in there and put on an act?”
Meechum smiled brightly. “Put your body to work, girl.”
Kyla was immediately shy about her looks, and it must have showed.
“I’m kidding, dudette, you know me. I’m messing with you. But seriously, what else do you have to do? Hang out in there, not back in that miserable closet where it looks like you were heading.”
She’d been heading that way, in fact. After not hearing any good news on the radio, there didn’t seem to be a point to sticking around. The soldiers were preparing for war. She figured she’d go somewhere out of the way. But Meechum was right. If she wanted to contribute to their situation, she needed to be where the action was. The realization made her eye the Marine with an undercurrent of suspicion.
“Why are you out here, instead of in there?”
Meechum smiled, beckoning her closer. “I’m searching for a way out of this place. Not the dam. I already know how to get out. As I sweep the perimeter, I’m searching for a working vehicle so we can drive back to Colorado, should I find a way to, ahem, misinterpret my orders.”
“I should never have doubted you,” she said dryly.
“You doubted me?” Meechum said with surprise. “After all we’ve been through?”
They shared a quick laugh, then the Marine stepped back.
“I’ll be in the command room if you need me,” Kyla said a little too loud.
Meechum nodded, then resumed her walk down the hallway.
On the short jaunt back to the Hoover Dam control room, she wondered how she could re-enter without looking like she wanted something. The men weren’t idiots. They’d immediately suspect she was there for a reason. She needed an excuse of some kind.
Kyla halted outside the door, desperate for something smooth to say to the colonel. Maybe ask him about family. Or discuss helicopters. Whatever it took.
It was harder than she thought. As the seconds ticked by, her time standing there was bordering on psychotic. She hadn’t felt that way since a blind date a long time ago. She’d gone into a bathroom to get away from the guy and dreaded opening the door to go out and see him again. Now her problem was going in the door…
“CQ, CQ, this is…a downed pilot. I repeat, this is a downed pilot. Is anyone out there? Calling CQ and listening.”
Kyla stormed into the room, all thoughts of subtlety blown away. “That’s my effing uncle! I’d know him anywhere!” Kyla headed for the radio, but Avery was somehow prepared for her.
“Secure her,” he said calmly to Lambert, who sat at a nearby computer terminal.
The man reached out and grabbed her arm. Not with violence, but with enough force to capture her. She’d made it close to Avery. He was at the terminal, as if lost in thought.
“You have to tell him we know it’s him. We know he’s alive. And then you have to ask him where he is. How he survived. And then—”
Avery lifted a hand toward her. “Please. Be quiet. I need to think this through.”
She bucked a bit in Lambert’s grasp but didn’t actively fight the soldier who had helped her. She needed allies, not enemies. That, at least, she remembered from Meechum’s advice. “Sir, I swear it’s him. It means we can go back.”
The colonel finally keyed the microphone. “We hear you, co-pilot. Be advised, we are unable to send help. I repeat, we are unable to send help.”
When he sat back, seemingly satisfied at what he said, he turned to meet Kyla’s eyes.
She hoped he sensed the disappointment flaring through her eyeballs.
Fine. I’ll find him myself, she thought.
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“Wait a second,” Ted said, going over the brief exchange. “I never told them I was a co-pilot. Why would he say that?”
Emily looked at him with confusion.
“The guy on the other end,” he went on, “said I was a co-pilot. I only said I was a pilot. Why would he use that specific reply?”
She shrugged but seemed ready to guess. “Because…” She rolled her hand, asking him to save her.
“Because he somehow knows me,” he speculated.
Emily became animated. “The good guys coming to rescue us?”
He pursed his lips and blew outward, thinking of the alternatives. “Or it’s David’s people. If they know we’re still here—”
She shook her head. “No way. If David knew you were here, or any of his people did, he would have taken the time to tell you they were coming to finish the job. You know, stuff asshole villains do.”
“So, an ally?” he suggested.
“Maybe if I got on?” she stepped closer to the microphone.
“Be my guest, Madam President, just remember we can’t give anything away.”
“Even I know that,” she poked back at him.
In a few seconds, she lit up the microphone. “This is Glendo the Friendly Witch. I’ve fallen off my broom and want to get out of this house which has fallen on top of me. Would anyone out there know how we might do that?”
The static hissed for almost a full minute. He was ready to take the microphone back, and Emily appeared willing to surrender it.
A female voice responded. “This is Deanna Tower of the flying monkey platoon. Our wings are clipped, but we will try to find how to escape the house by consulting the wizard. That is all I am allowed to say, other than me and a certain lioness are safe.”
“Yes!” Ted belted out.
His niece had remembered OPSEC rules and passed along all the information using references only he and Emily would know. D. Tower meant Devils Tower. It proved it was her. The mention of clipped wings suggested they had or had lost air transport. Since Kyla was allowed to speak, she was most likely with friendlies. Over the phone the day before, she’d mentioned she’d been captured by a task force of special forces. Consulting the wizard had to mean Kyla was going to try to find an answer for him about how to get out of NORAD. And the lioness could only be Lance Corporal Meechum.
“Tell her we’ll wait to hear back from her, but to hurry. Tell her the house has a mouse infestation problem.” He wasn’t sure how to more clearly convey his issues with Rando’s men.
After doing as instructed, he and Emily sat back and waited for a confirmation. Without thinking, he found his hand in hers.
“I’m sure this will work,” she comforted.
A pulse of rumbling shook the tables and computers in the room. It was far worse than the last few tremblors, suggesting the structural integrity of NORAD wasn’t so good after all.
“We hear you loud and clear,” Kyla said over the radio. Then, she added, “Over and out.”
Emily clenched his hand harder. “I know you said to hurry, but maybe we should have put in a rush order.”
They waited for a half an hour. He paced up and down the rows of desks while Emily kept trying to find useful information in the computer system. An effort that went nowhere due to the security protocols on the terminals. Unlike the rest of America, there were no empty sets of clothing at the desks. They were too far underground. If there had been people in this room when the weapon went off, they logged off their stations properly and kept their data secure.
A female voice shouted in the hallway. “We found a way out!”
He and Emily had enough time to look at each other with surprise before the young woman named Tabby came storming in. She and her two friends were drenched with sweat, as if they’d run for miles. The girl pointed behind her. “We have to hurry!”
Fairford, England
“Mrs. Priscilla Clairmont?” a man asked from the blackness of the hangar.
“That’s me,” she replied unevenly. She’d been picked up by an US Air Force school bus, along with a few others who were left in the housing complex next to the airfield. It was where all the Americans of the overseas base lived, so it made it easy to gather the stragglers. The others had all been dumped off next to a commercial airliner, which must have been brought in at the last second. However, when she tried to get off the bus, the driver insisted she stay aboard.
He drove her all the way out past the hangars and into the edge of the woods at the farthest edge of the property. For a moment, she worried she was going to be shot and killed in the remote area, but the driver spoke up.
“Ma’am, I’m Airman Greggors. I only had clearance from the Brits to meet the civilian plane. They’re going to be looking for me, which is why we’re here in the sticks. I’ve been tasked with getting you onto that non-civilian aircraft.” He nudged his head toward a C-5M Super Galaxy peeking out from the far side of the closest hangar building. The plane was far too large to fit inside.
“Okay, let’s go,” she said, still not sure what was up but glad to be told she was leaving the woods. As long as she got off British soil with everyone else, it didn’t matter what airframe was under her. The cloak and dagger seemed over the top.
“Whatever you do, don’t stop walking. Do you understand?” The driver pulled out a Heckler & Koch MP5 submachine gun.
“Whoa! What’s this?”
“Just follow,” Greggors insisted, hopping down the steps.
They walked across the field of long grass at the edge of the airport’s paved apron. Mosquitoes nipped at her ankles, though she was far more concerned with the sound of jet turbines cycling through pre-flight checks.
“They’re getting ready to leave, right?”
“Yes,” he agreed, before shushing her.
As they approached the back side of the hangar, a group of men came out a door near the far end. It was too dark to see more than flashlights waving about, but some of the men had their hands up. She was sure of that.
“Why—” she tried to whisper, before realizing Greggors had sped up.
Priscilla followed as instructed, still feeling like a lost sheep. The freshness of the nighttime air struck her as she ran across the field, but an open door to the interior of the hangar released the odors of jet fuel, rubber, and oil. The lifeblood of pilots like her. She went quickly by the door, trailing Greggors, but someone inside noticed them.
“Hey! Come over here!” The accent was British, which seemed unusual for a middle of the night incident on an American airbase.
Greggors made sure she saw him whisper. “Ma’am. They need you on that plane. Do not stop or they’ll take you in. Trust me!” Without warning, he diverted course toward the door. Footfalls of running men came from behind the hangar, too.
The plane was turned to the right, so she aimed for the open ramp of the C-5 directly in front of the building. It was about a hundred yards away.
Someone yelled from behind. “Halt! British Military Police!”
Greggors was much closer to the men than she was. He stopped, though she imagined him turning around to make sure she kept going. Since he’d been so adamant that she not get caught, she picked up the pace and tried to reach the corner of the building, so they wouldn’t see her.
Gunshots barked. Flashes of light caught her peripheral vision.
“Damn!” she cursed, crouching and turning to see behind.
A string of gunfire danced out of Greggors’s machine gun. Why was he firing at their British allies? She almost cried out there must have been a terrible mistake. However, unarmed as she was, it made more sense to get to safety.
The small group of British men returned fire, truly lighting up the darkened side of the hangar as if it was the Fourth of July. She took in about two seconds of the light show before making it to the corner. Then she sprinted toward the giant ramp.
She made it across the pavement as if driven by a whip, the last stretch to the ramp was almost in total darkness. When she approached and didn’t see any lights inside the plane, she halted, afraid she might be shot. “I’m Air Force Major Priscilla Clairmont. The driver said I should board this aircraft.”
The gunfire behind the hangar abruptly stopped. The seconds seemed to slow down as she waited for an answer.
A man’s voice called out from the cargo hold. “Permission granted. We need a pilot. I hope you can fly this bird.”
“As a matter of fact, I can.”
The ramp started lifting even before she was on. She had to hop up and get inside before it shut completely. The next few minutes were a blur of accelerated preparations for takeoff. She taxied them toward a runway, and she listened to chatter on the radio. At first, she thought whatever trouble had taken place behind the hangar was none of her affair, but it soon became apparent the issue was more widespread.
The tower identified her aircraft, then spoke directly to her. “You do not have clearance. Debark your plane and prepare to be detained.”
She turned to her co-pilot. The man looked barely out of high school and he admitted he’d never flown the C-5 except in a handful of simulators. If she hadn’t shown up, he was going to try to get the plane off the ground, but she’d soon come to the conclusion he would have dumped them in the fields near Fairford, never getting them ten feet in the air. He was, however, able to follow her directions. “We’re going for it.”
Taking off without clearance was a career-stopper, but after seeing Greggors get shot, she wasn’t going to take her chances outside the plane with any police force. Since Britain was doing everything in its power to kick her and all fellow Americans to the curb, she felt it was doing them a favor by ignoring their calls for her to stop.
“Tower, this is…” She didn’t know the tail number. “…C-5 heavy. We’re heading down your bloody runway. Have a nice day.”
There was no drama as she guided the lumbering super plane down the ten-thousand-foot runway, and there were no British airplanes in the sky waiting to shoot her down. However, a bright flash of light caught her attention out her left window. The British capital was sixty miles away, but she had no doubt where the light came from.
“Holy shit,” she said in awe of the spectacle rising into the atmosphere. “Someone freakin’ nuked London.”




CHAPTER 9
Cheyenne Mountain, CO
“Tell me everything,” Ted insisted while Tabby and her pals caught their breath.
“We found…tunnels…gate,” Tabby huffed through her heavy breathing. “And trees.”
Ted had no idea what to make of her ramblings. The other kids seemed as tongue-tied as she was, however, so he had to wait until they could speak.
Tabby sucked in a huge breath. “We ran the whole way back. I think the water might be radioactive.” She pointed to her wet feet and held up a hand. “But the shaking walls suggests we have to get out of here. We found a tunnel leading to an exit. It’s…a mile long to get there, at least.”
“A mile-long tunnel?” That might be enough to get to the backside of the mountain, away from the nuclear mess at the front door. Perhaps the yield wasn’t as big as he thought. “And you saw the exit?”
“I crawled to it.” She pulled a few broken pine needles from the pocket of her jeans. “See?”
It was enough evidence for him. “Good job. I knew the engineers who made this place wouldn’t leave it to chance the front door would be cut off as an escape route. There had to be another way in. Emily and I will gather the others. You line them up so they can make it to where they need to go.”
“It’s right behind these buildings. You can’t miss it.”
Ted jumped into emergency mode. He instructed Emily to find a medical kit and get the kids some iodine tablets for possible radiation exposure. He asked some of the others to scour each of the office buildings, looking for more medical kits. Soon, they might all need the tablets.
He also tried to contact Kyla again, but he received no reply. After a few precious minutes of effort, he had to give up. He figured he could find another radio on the outside…so he left the room.
“Make sure we’re all here,” he advised. “No one gets left behind!”
He watched as the ex-prisoners lined up behind Tabby and her companions. He was about to order them to move out, since they had no gear to carry, but he did notice someone’s absence. “Where’s the bird guy?”
“Dwight?” the man named Jacob replied. “He’s probably in the liquor store.”
He recognized it as a joke.
Tabby raised her hand. “I forgot. We saw him at the exit. He followed us in the tunnel and wouldn’t come back to get you. He said his bird didn’t want to return. Once he saw the sunlight, he didn’t look back.”
He gave her a thumbs-up. “Fine. As long as he’s out of here.” Ted pulled Emily aside. “We have one other problem.”
“The men in the convoy.”
He nodded. “If I abandon them now, they might follow us anyway. Then we’d be in trouble for ditching them.”
Her eyes became slits as she thought up a plan. “You could wait for the rest of us to get out through the tunnels, then go get those men. Use an excuse we had a medical emergency, or whatever, and had to run out as fast as possible. They shouldn’t hold that against you. Then you could meet up with us once they’re outside.”
“It’s worth a shot,” he replied. “Besides, I’d rather have them with us when we attack David. They were really pissed about the betrayal and want payback. It would kind of be like tossing wolves into a den of hyenas. They’d tear each other apart…”
“And we’d sweep in after it all,” she said cheerfully.
“One step at a time,” he cautioned.
They separated after a brief kiss. He waited until his people had cleared out, then he strode down the wide hallway toward the front of the bunker. He hoped Rando and the others would be grateful when he told them there was an exit. However, he didn’t want to get there too fast. He bent down as if to tie his boot, then stayed in the position for a good five minutes. Long enough to give a big lead to his own people.
He finally made his way to the end of the hallway. When he got there, he found the Banana Republic soldiers inexplicably drinking beers and listening to a portable music player. It was as far from a military operation as he could imagine. It was closer to a frat party.
It took a few minutes to search for Rando, which suited him fine. Every second his people were on the run, it ensured they would get out first. He’d been worried the men would see his group as easy prey, but they hadn’t even bothered to do basic reconnaissance outside the first chamber in the bunker. It was easy to think of them as sad excuses for military men, but he kept in mind that Rando was cunning and dangerous, if nothing else.
“Amigo!” Rando yelled to Ted. The man had put his reflective shades back on.
“Hey, uh, Mr. Rando.”
“It’s just Rando,” he replied. Unlike most of the others, who drank beer, he was holding a fifth of Jack Daniels. It struck Ted as hilarious the group had lost all their vehicles and supplies to the nukes, and they’d only had time to bring one trip’s worth of priceless supplies before the doors shut, but most of them had salvaged only liquor and beer.
General Mendoza’s body remained where it fell.
Rando noticed him looking at the general. “Oh, we’ll get someone to clean up the mess. In fact, does anyone in your crew know how to dispose of a body?”
The way he’d said it made Rando laugh at himself, as if it was an inside joke.
Ted did his best to chuckle. “I actually came here to tell you there’s a way out. My people are already heading that way, but I, of course, wanted to lead you through the same passage. To freedom.”
Rando’s eyes lit up. “To revenge!”
He expected Rando to round up his men and immediately go for the exit, especially as there had been a bad quake minutes before, but he didn’t seem to be in a hurry. After five minutes of watching Rando chit-chat in Spanish with some of his men, Ted did his best to be polite when he interrupted the leader. “Sir, we should really be going.”
“No, this is a celebration. A benefit of my glorious leadership. A party to prepare for all the bad shit we’re going to do to David when we use your exit.”
He wanted to suggest the guy take his party outside, but the man obviously had a plan. He couldn’t have missed the tremors and chunks of falling roof. Fist-sized pieces dotted the floor near the general’s corpse.
“Do you mind if I go and check on my people?” Ted suggested politely.
“Your people?” Rando shot back, suddenly not so happy.
“Our people?” Ted rephrased, as delicately as possible. He’d brought his rifle with him this time, but there was no hope of fighting off a hundred armed men.
“Ah, yes. They are all our people. Viva la resistance!”
“Viva!” he said with fake enthusiasm.
He decided, after having ample time to walk the halls, and after watching Rando chug at the bottle, he would have been better off leaving them.
Cheyenne Mountain Western Exit, CO
Tabby crawled out of the drainpipe for the second time. It was mostly sunny skies above, with rays of light coming down through the tall pines. There were no landmarks in sight, which was probably how the base designers wanted it.
“Come on out,” she called to the others.
Audrey and Peter agreed to stay at the end of the line, to ensure all the ex-prisoners got out through the proper drainpipe. Though they’d only opened one of them, she’d learned through hard trial and error as a tour leader there was no limit to how far a person would go to get lost in her mine. She wasn’t about to make assumptions with the new group.
While checking out the surroundings, she caught sight of Dwight and his red-and-blue Macaw. “Hey!”
The man was perhaps a hundred feet away, talking to someone she couldn’t see. It might have piqued her interest if she didn’t already know him. He was undoubtedly talking to his bird.
Behind her, a few men had already come out, their white jumpsuits filthy from rubbing the dirt caked inside the pipe. It would take a while for the others to make it. It gave her a little time to trek over to Dwight and see what he was up to. If nothing else, she wanted him to know everyone was coming outside and he shouldn’t go off on his own.
She spoke to some saplings as she went toward Dwight. “Tour guide, coming through.”
The smell of the pines reminded her of Christmastime. Her mom had always decorated the house with too many little Santas and snow people. The wreath on the front door was the laughingstock of the apartment complex—much too large for the simple entry. Her family always insisted on buying a real tree for the tiny apartment. An act she only now understood. The festive aroma of pine was something she would never separate from the holiday.
Tabby became lost in the memories, which she almost shared with Dwight as she walked up. However, as she came around one of the thick pines, she realized Dwight wasn’t talking to his bird, though the flighty creature was on his shoulder. Instead, he was speaking with a man dressed in a black uniform.
“Oh, who’s this?” the man said, suspiciously looking at her. “She’s Poppy, isn’t she?”
Dwight shrugged, not even bothering to turn toward Tabby.
There was a narrow dirt path in the woods. Two men had approached on dirt four-wheelers. The thick soil and a little embankment along the route had muffled the sound of the motors. The guards had no doubt questioned Dwight about why he was alone in the woods, and, because he was nuts, he’d told them he’d been searching for his bird. Tabby’s arrival seemed to clear up the confusion.
“I’m Poppy,” she blurted.
“No, you’re not!” Dwight snapped. “She’s still in the woods! I hear her.”
The guard looked behind her, but not seriously, as if he’d already come to the conclusion the frumpy man wasn’t all there. “Come on, you two, I need to take you back to camp. I promise, we’ll take good care of you.”
“Don’t burn me, Bernard,” Dwight pleaded.
She tried to get a better look at him. He’d been leaning against a tree as if he’d had some trouble staying upright. Like her, he’d scavenged in the offices to find something new to wear. The sport coat and trousers he’d selected were about two sizes too large. They hung loosely around his body, making him appear as a small child in his father’s outfit. It was another reason the guards didn’t seem to take him seriously.
The guard replied, “We aren’t going to burn you. Start walking and we’ll take you to safety.”
Tabby tried to think of what to say. “We can stay here. We have a camp somewhere down that way.” She was sure to point away from the grate behind her. Was someone watching her, wondering if she was talking to herself? The men on the four-wheelers were in an indentation in the land. They weren’t visible from back there.
“I’m afraid I can’t allow it. We’re under orders to clear everyone out of this place. Don’t you know there’s been a nuclear explosion on the far side of the mountain?”
“We did hear a big boom. Thanks for the warning, but I assure you we’ll be fine.”
The man eyed her suspiciously. “Where is your identification? From either of you.”
Tabby checked her front pocket, to mimic someone looking for a wallet or billfold. However, she couldn’t think of what to do next.
Dwight spoke up. “Our identification is in the woods, back at camp. If you take us there, we’ll get them for you. Simple as can be.” To Tabby’s eyes, Dwight seemed to snap into focus. He looked at the guards with determination, feigning a desire to truly help the men.
A guard pointed down the path. “You two walk ahead. We have to keep an eye on you until we establish you belong in this zone. I didn’t know there were already settlers in this area.”
“We’re new here,” she admitted, before stepping down the slope.
“Please come get us,” she willed Peter and Audrey through her thoughts.
It was time to test the connection the three of them shared.




CHAPTER 10
Hoover Dam, NV
Kyla was overjoyed to have made contact with Emily and Uncle Ted, but she fell into disappointment once they ceased their radio linkup. Avery assured her he would follow up with his commander about the classified details of the NORAD bunker, but he also showed her a video being taken from a drone.
“This is a mile down the road from the dam. The enemy is here.”
“Then we have to leave,” she replied, forgetting for the hundredth time she wasn’t a military person able to give orders.
Avery seemed sympathetic, as always, but he spoke to his fellow soldiers rather than her. His orders were about fortifying walkways, controlling kill boxes, and protecting the control center. She heard nothing about abandoning the place. Finally, taking the hint, she prepared to leave.
However, Lambert jumped up. “London was nuked!”
Avery stopped what he was doing. “By the Legion?”
“NATO is reporting it through their channels. It says London has been wiped off the map. It must have been a big one, too. The whole city is gone.” The soldier strained to listen in his headphones. “Yeah, it was David. He says the Legion has lost patience with the slow pace of Americans being kicked out of Europe. He said every nation better have every single American out of their airspace before the deadline in two days or he’ll bring the pain.”
“Damn. This needs to end,” she said to herself. Without waiting for more bad news, she hurried out of the room. Meechum wasn’t in the hallway. She wasn’t in the stairwell to the surface, either. After going up and coming out in a small parking area on the top deck of the dam, she finally caught sight of the woman’s black uniform as she picked through the trunk of a red luxury car.
“They said the enemy is almost here,” Kyla deadpanned as she approached.
The Marine wasn’t surprised by her arrival. “What do you want to do?” She continued to rummage through a pile of junk inside the trunk.
“What can I do? Oh, by the way, London is gone. Nuked by David.”
Meechum looked up for a second, then walked to the side of the car and grabbed two things lying inside the back door. “Here, I got you a couple of handguns.” She pulled out two black pistols, though they weren’t the same model.
“What am I going to do with these?”
“Fight. We have to fight for this place. Help the men who saved us.”
“Are you sure? This car looks like it still has the keys in it. We could be back to my uncle if we drive all night.” It was already late afternoon. She wasn’t sure how far it was to NORAD from where they were, using only roads, but she figured twelve hours would be more than enough time.
“If they’re nuking cities, this war is hotter than I thought. The people who would do that for no reason need to be turned into skid marks. We can start with the people who would walk in here and do us harm.” She gestured toward the nearby roadway, which passed the tiny parking lot and went across the dam. The same road also went the other direction, along a straightaway next to a cliff, and then around a rocky hillside. The enemy was arriving from that direction.
“Yeah, you’re right of course. We would be the world’s biggest jerks if we left our allies in a lurch. But I don’t know what difference we can make with two pistols and your rifle. I haven’t trained on these.”
The Marine held both in front of Kyla. “This is a Springfield model XD-M in forty-five ACP. Thirteen shots. Safety is here on the grip. The round hole at the end is what you use to hit the bad guys.”
Kyla scrunched her nose. “Very funny.”
Meechum continued. “And this is a Taurus G3, nine-millimeter. It has seventeen shots in the extended mag. Safeties are here on the slide and here on the trigger. Also, it has this round hole at the end. I’ve checked both to make sure they’re topped off on ammo. The cars where I found them didn’t have any spare mags. I tore them apart looking. It means when you run out of bullets, you can throw it at them.”
They both laughed.
“I’ll try to get your M9 from Colonel Avery, but he doesn’t share my trust in your abilities. I doubt he will give it up. It’s why I’m giving these to you. A young woman should never be unarmed in hostile territory, you know?”
Kyla admired her friend. Though she wore numerous stitches on her forehead and still looked like she’d been dug up from a coffin, the woman seemed ready to fight for a random bit of land in the middle of the desert. Kyla, by comparison, could only think of the next battle. Of finding her uncle. But the more she thought about it, the more she knew Meechum was talking sense. Running away wasn’t the way of the dudette.
She took the offered weapons.
“Tell me where to go.”
Cheyenne Mountain Tunnels, CO
When Ted and Rando reached a room with twenty or so tubes connecting to it, and he saw the light through one of them, he took a stab at explaining the design. “This is definitely a ventilation system. These hatches all lead to different areas of the bunker, and I bet some of them exit the mountain, too. They couldn’t afford to have all of them cut off by enemies, so they spread them out.” Ted wasn’t remotely sure what he said was true but talking steadied his jittery nerves. He still worried the unpredictable man might decide to shoot him once he’d gotten them to freedom.
Rando seemed uninterested. He carried a pistol at the ready as he neared the open grate. “You go last. If your people try anything, I will yell down this tunnel and my friends will shoot you.”
Ted pretended to be surprised by the accusation. “We’re on the same team, remember?”
“I hope so, but a man in my position always needs to be wary, no? I’m sure you understand.” He sounded so reasonable, but behind those mirrored shades were deadly eyes.
Ted stepped away from the exit to allow Rando to proceed inside. After a bit of pause, perhaps wondering if Ted was going to call down the tunnel to cancel an ambush, the man put his gun in his waistband holster and slid into the large pipe.
Man after man followed their leader, and Ted figured it was the perfect time to inventory the enemy. Some were dressed like Rando, and were probably related to the drug trade, too. He counted twenty of them. There were also a lot of thin men who wore ill-fitting army uniforms, with patches sewed on crooked. If he had to assign them a role, it might be as expendable bodyguards. There were forty-five. A smaller group wore ornamental uniforms, or serious uniforms that looked like they were official. Ted figured they were the designated envoys of the militaries in their respective countries. There were only twenty-five of them. The last group, which he almost missed, were men dressed similar to the drug lords, but weren’t quite as in-your-face about themselves. After thinking about it, he figured they were what passed as the civilian leadership representatives of the non-Banana Republics down south. There were six of them.
A cartel man was the last person in the line. He motioned for Ted to go in before him, which he was happy to do.
“See you on the other side,” Ted snarked.
The man—a tall, dark figure dressed in a tailored suit—wasn’t one to joke around. He knew it by looking at him, though Ted didn’t let it stop him from trying. His other choice was to be intimidated, which he chose to skip.
The crawl through the tunnel gave him the opportunity to re-evaluate aligning with David’s old pals in the first place. His instinct said he’d made a mistake going back for them, especially after they displayed such mistrust in him. However, he tried to keep it mind they’d been betrayed and left for dead by the people who were supposed to be his bosses. They had a right to wonder about his motives.
Still, as he approached the light, he prayed having some extra muscle would make a difference when they finally made it to David’s other bunker. And, if he was thinking like a true criminal mastermind, he had to warn the others to constantly be wary of a second double-cross. There was no way to know if the cartel operatives, the men seemingly in charge, might negotiate a return to David’s good graces. Having some escaped prisoners to hand back to the big guy could help seal that deal.
Ted stepped out of the cramped tube, almost pushed by the guy behind him. The well-heeled man slid out and fell on his face. He rolled and hopped to his feet with skill, looked at the tunnel exit as if it had tried to bite him, then moved quickly away.
Emily stood nearby, waiting for him.
“Thank god!” she exclaimed.
Ted gave her a dismissive wave, then made her stand a bit to his side. “Don’t give away who you are, Em. If they ask, I’m going to call you Rebecca, my sister.”
She caught on immediately. “Got it, bro.”
He was momentarily struck by her words. Rebecca had been gone for over a week, but he could still imagine her waiting in her New York City apartment for his next visit. It was hard to reconcile the crazy things he was doing with Emily, Kyla, and the others with that quiet, peaceful home of his sister.
To the others, he spoke loudly. “Colorado Springs is that way. If we walk fast, we can get there in a couple of hours.” He couldn’t see the town, but he’d driven through it on the way in. Since he didn’t see a nuclear firestorm brewing in that direction, he assumed they could skirt around the north side of Cheyenne Mountain and reach civilization. Long before they reached the city, there would be roads or houses with vehicles. They’d then gather their forces and talk about how to attack Lamar.
It was his plan, anyway.
He hoped Rando and the others were playing the same game.
Pike National Forest, CO
The walk with Tabby was an uncomfortable one for Dwight. She was young enough to be his daughter, maybe twelve or thirteen, he guessed, and while she was the first one to acknowledge Poppy, he’d begun to think she’d done something to his brain. Ever since that moment, Poppy seemed more real than ever before, but she was also off, as if not the same old bird who’d been with him through so many benders. Even his newly-cleared mind wasn’t able to solve the riddle.
“We have to escape these guys,” Tabby said at some point.
“I can’t risk it. They might hurt Poppy.” The bird preened herself on his right shoulder, ignoring the exchange. “They might take us somewhere with a nice bed.”
“They might take us somewhere with a nice white light. Did you ever think of that?”
He hadn’t.
“Stay sharp. If we get away from them, we have to remember this dirt path. It will take us back to our friends.”
“Jacob isn’t my friend.”
Tabby seemed to get frustrated. “Then our acquaintances! We have to go back to people who can protect us.”
After a short period of walking, the girl strode closer to him, talking quietly. “If I create a distraction, will you run back to our friends? Please!”
He didn’t like the idea of going back to where Jacob was, and he wasn’t going back in the dark pipe again, but he couldn’t say no to the little girl. A noble man might have offered to make the disturbance, so she could get away, but he didn’t think she’d be fast enough. He, however, could easily do it.
Plus, he thought to himself, his muscles were back to their old selves. He almost felt as good as he did after his stint in boot camp, when he was eighteen. David’s white light had rejuvenated him, body and mind, and he had to make good on the gift while he could. On the other hand, Dwight also noted the oddities going on with Poppy, a disturbing inability to remember everything in his short-term memory, and a realization everyone looked at him funny. The white light was probably still doing its magic inside his head. Until it was completely done, the smart play for him and the child was to remain safe and together on the path.
“I would do it, but I’m not sure you’d be safe here alone, Tabby. Poppy and I will watch over you until your mother can come find you.”
The girl slapped her face in frustration.
“I’m sorry, that was stupid,” he added, thinking he knew what had her upset. “I know your mother isn’t coming. We’ll wait until your father arrives.”
She stepped back over to her side of the trail.
An hour later, they arrived at a parking lot. Two black pickup trucks were waiting for the ATVs, each with ramps leading into their cargo beds. Several men stood around talking until he and the girl walked up.
“What did you guys find? Are these Americans?”
The man talking was easy to understand but he had an accent, though Dwight wasn’t sure where he was from. It sounded Middle Eastern or perhaps he was from India.
An ATV driver hopped off his ride. “We found them wandering the woods. Said they were camping.”
“Did you see a campsite?” Indian man asked.
“Nothing is out there.”
“Let’s get rid of them,” Indian said in an emotionless tone.
“Thank you,” Dwight said immediately, “we’ll be on our way. Come on, little girl.” He reached for Tabby’s hand.
The girl took it but didn’t look happy about it. Dwight got a few paces before he was stopped.
“That’s not what I meant,” Indian Dude replied.
“Wait a second,” Tabby said, pulling from Dwight. “We’re very important people. I’m one of David’s prized pioneer girls. I’m here to, um, rebuild this country for David.” To everyone’s surprise, Tabby unbuttoned her shirt and revealed the tight-fitting blue top she’d been wearing back in prison.
The Indian guy seemed to change his outlook. Instead of an emotionless call to murder them, he stepped closer to Tabby. “Well, it looks like you’ve lost your companion. I would eat my hat if this…man…is your homesteading betrothed. Perhaps I can interest you?”
Dwight had seen enough. “She’s thirteen, man! What’s wrong with you?”
Tabby became defensive. “I’m almost nineteen!” However, she snapped her mouth shut, as if she’d said something wrong.
Indian Guy seemed bemused. “Change of plans, boys. We’ll put them in the truck and take them with us. If she’s telling the truth, we’ll be heroes for finding such a rare specimen out here. If she’s lying…well, we’ll see where things go from there.”
The men in black all laughed.
Dwight suddenly heard Poppy whisper in his ear.
“Protect the little girl.”




CHAPTER 11
Hoover Dam, NV
Kyla and Meechum had plenty of time to listen to Colonel Avery as he laid out the defenses for his Team Yankee, since the enemy force wasted a couple of hours covering the last mile before the dam. Avery suspected their drone had been spotted, tipping off the incoming force that someone was inside the dam. Since he only had twenty men, and he wanted to protect his trio of helicopters hidden in the nearby hills, his plan was to hold the western side of the dam as long as he could, then fall back toward the choppers on the eastern side. Much to Kyla’s relief, he didn’t intend to fight to the death for the national landmark.
“This is impossible,” Kyla remarked during the waiting, “and I don’t mean it in the ‘oh woe is me, this can’t be done.’ I’m talking about twenty-something soldiers holding off an entire army, forever. Just look everywhere, there are a million ways to approach this place.” She waved around, alternately pointing to the canyon walls on each side of the dam’s top deck, the highway bridge crossing the canyon downstream, which almost seemed to float in the air above them, and the twisty roads winding their ways down each side of the red-rocked canyon toward them. “They could even come by boat from the lake, or the river.”
“I know, I’m excited, too. We’re going to smack those bastards in the face, then retreat to fight another day. Is there anything better?” Meechum spoke while keeping her eye on the western roadway. Though it came out of the rocky terrain in switchbacks, the last hundred yards ran alongside the cliff wall, which created a straightaway. That was where Avery wanted them to strike first.
Kyla looked at her with horror before stopping to consider if the Marine was trying to be funny. When the other woman didn’t laugh it off, she simply shook her head, wondering if she would ever rise to that level of badass.
“There’s the first of their scouts,” Meechum whispered, motioning toward a vehicle on the other end of the straightaway. “Kyla, I need you to keep your head down. The longer we can keep them from seeing where we’re firing from, the longer we can hold this position. Since you only have a pair of pistols, it will be a long time before they’ll be in range to use one.”
“I’ll watch your back,” she said, meaning it, though fairly certain there would be no one behind them. They’d taken up position behind a wrecked passenger car that had flipped on the approach over the dam. Meechum had explained how she’d set up her rifle on the upside-down window frame of the rear entryway and broke a small hole in the glass on the far side of the back seat. Her intention was to fire through the gap so the tinted glass would hide her muzzle flash. Since they were firing down a straight road, she didn’t need the hole to be large.
The other soldiers were spread out behind other vehicles, rock outcroppings next to the road, and in the mirrored-glass two-story structure attached to their end of the dam. The octagonal visitor center was designed to give excellent visibility to all points of interest around the landmark.
“Here they come, like the dumbasses they are.”
Kyla meant to stay hidden, but she had a great view when looking through the tinted glass of the driver’s side door. A black SUV was leading several others as it came onto the straightaway.
“Hold your ears,” Meechum advised.
Meechum was the first to fire, and, Kyla realized a second too late, had taken up position so she was the closest to the enemy. She didn’t know if she should complain about the fearless Marine putting her into a dangerous spot or congratulate her for being the bravest person on the defense. She’d decide after the battle was over…
But her spot was deviously placed. Meechum’s steady fire hit the first SUV ten times in a row, causing it to sputter and turn sideways. Men jumped out the far doors.
At the same time, Avery’s commandos fired from the glass building, smashing out windows and making it obvious they were up there.
“They don’t know we’re here, do they?” she asked in a hushed voice while Meechum reloaded. The woman had brought a tin of hundreds of rounds from Avery’s supply.
“The colonel didn’t think it was wise for me to set up here, but this is something Carthager and the boys talked about in some of their strategy sessions for urban combat. I wanted to try it out.”
She’d almost forgotten about Carthager. He was last seen wishing her good luck as she boarded a helicopter for the Montauk Lighthouse. From there, she’d lost track of Meechum’s unit. Thus, it didn’t surprise her how Meechum wanted to perform up to Marine standards.
“I’d say it’s working out perfectly,” Kyla replied, readying her hands to put them back over her ears.
Meechum shot again, her gunfire joining the chorus of other shooters sending bullets back and forth over the roadway. Kyla heard as much as felt the thumping sounds in her ribcage. A symphony of war rising and falling as if being directed by an unseen conductor.
A minute later, as if on cue, the entire battle dialed itself down. A lone shot ruined the symmetry. Someone fired from the other side.
Then it was over.
“That’s it?” she said with surprise.
The attackers were not pushing toward them anymore. They’d had their nose bloodied. It did worry her, however, that the quick firefight wasn’t as dramatic as she’d anticipated. The truck had been disabled, but the men had gotten away. The other vehicles had backed up out of sight. It seemed to resolve nothing.
“They’ll be back,” Meechum said matter-of-factly, giving up looking into her little scope.
“Are you sure?” she said with hope. “Maybe they’ve had enough. I know I wouldn’t try to attack us again. Not with so many men hidden in this place.”
Meechum laughed a little. “This is war, dudette. You probe. You scout. You lose a few lives. Then you find the weakness of the enemy and exploit it. The main attack, when it comes, will be fast and deadly. Don’t let your guard down for a second.”
“That won’t be a problem, I haven’t done that since…we met.”
Meechum really cracked up. “The face-kick heard round the world.” She scrambled to gather her weapon and the ammo, making Kyla sit up in surprise.
“Are we moving?”
The short-haired woman nodded. “Rule six-thousand of warfighting. Never use the same ambush location twice. When they come back, they’ll be looking to test every piece of hard cover they can see, including this one. We need to fall back.”
“Oh,” Kyla said, not liking the giving up ground part, but not daring to dispute military tactics with a trained killer.
Colorado Springs, CO
The sun had fallen behind the bare summit of Pike’s Peak, which threw the western stretches of Colorado Springs into deep shadow, even though it was barely dinnertime. Ted and the others had walked out of the foothills, but they’d regrouped at a clear ridgeline to observe the spectacle to the south.
Rando was the first to speak. “That was meant for us. You and me. And you people, too.” He pointed to Ted and the escaped prisoners. “Do not forget it!”
Ted observed the outline of Cheyenne Mountain a few miles to the south. The entrance to NORAD was not visible from their perspective, but a large swath of trees had been knocked down on the eastern side of the mountain, backing up what he already knew. The missiles had crashed into the front entrance of the bunker. By all indications, however, the nuclear fire hadn’t spread too far, nor was there much damage in the southern part of the city. He’d expected Colorado Springs to be an ash heap, based on what he experienced at the point of impact.
“We must make David pay for thinking he could lock us in there and kill us, okay? Does anyone doubt me on this plan? If so, come up here and be heard!”
No one moved to dispute Rando. Ted absently wondered if they’d stopped on the hill after seeing there was a steep ravine on one side. Would the dissenter be asked to visit the bottom of said ravine? No matter, none of the Banana Republic folks dared step up to him.
“Good,” Rando said with finality.
After the impromptu pep talk, the mood became a lot lighter. Men drank from streams and kept up the frat party vibe. Ted’s people rested in their own area. While looking around, studying faces and noting who had weapons and who did not, Ted made an observation that startled him. “Hey, where’s Tabby?”
Emily searched the resting hikers. “And the young couple who’s always with her. They’re gone, too.”
Ted stood up. “What the hell?”
Jacob came up to him a few seconds later. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but Dwight isn’t here, either. You know, the guy with the bird.”
“Of course I know him. For how long? Why didn’t you say anything?”
Jacob shrugged. “That guy’s a dick.”
Ted was pissed. He wasn’t responsible for everyone, but Tabby had knowledge about the enemy base he desperately needed. If he hadn’t been held up by Rando when exiting the bunker, he might have noticed she wasn’t with them.
Jacob spoke casually. “Don’t worry. I can get you in. I know the place, too.”
“How did you know that’s what I needed?”
The man gave him a sideways glance. “Come on. I’ve seen it on your face since last night. You and the pres—”
Ted interrupted, to protect her identity.
Jacob went on. “You and your friend made it clear you’re going to put an end to David and his people. Since me and most of the rest of the prisoners had once been with the Legion, you can’t really trust us. Ergo, you would want the help of a person who was never a willing participant of all that. I think the girl fits the bill, so I’m sorry about her. I didn’t know she was gone. But Dwight was never one of us. He’d be a good guide for you, if he wasn’t completely nuts.”
“So you are still working to protect David?”
“No way. I already explained why I didn’t tell you about Dwight. He’s a dick. Any other ramifications from my statement are purely accidental.”
There wasn’t enough time to go back and look for them. David’s deadline to attack other nations harboring Americans was about to expire and getting to his bunker to stop him was now a planet-wide priority. The lost people were on their own.
A half-hour later, they walked into a tourist trap featuring a multilayered waterfall with colorful lights enhancing each of the levels. Red water seemed to pour into blue, and then into purple. They walked by a huge gift shop, stepped around groups of tourist clothing on the ground, and then went out onto the parking lot. Ted quietly advised his people to let the cartel men choose their cars first, so they didn’t antagonize them. He was sitting on a bench when several trucks roared off the lot.
Rando screamed at their taillights. “Come back here, you bastards!”
Screeching tires and accelerating engines were his response.
It seemed Ted’s erstwhile ally was having personnel problems, too.
Pike National Forest, CO
The drive through the forest was almost pleasant. Tabby and Dwight were forced to sit in the open bed of the pickup, along with one of the ATVs, while men inside the truck, and in the one driving behind them, made sure they didn’t even think about escape. As if she was going to kick down the rear tailgate, start the ATV, then roar to freedom after a daring jump.
The imaginary escape played in her head as she passed a long, thin, treeless hole in the forest, cleared of brush and all living things. As they drove a mile or two next to it, she realized it had once been a finger-shaped lake. The mud had dried inside the depression, and all that remained was a small stream of water scouring rocks down the middle of the little valley. It couldn’t have been more than a half-mile to the far side.
“They destroy dams,” Dwight said in a distant voice. “They destroy everything.”
“What do you mean?”
“I was there when they did it. I was part of it. The fire was…terrible. But the water was also very bad. They broke a dam in California, then had a party for the Legion men so they could watch the town below get swept away.”
She rode for half a minute, watching for evidence a dam had been broken.
Dwight continued. “It happened suddenly, and without warning. A silent stalker from high in the clouds. It came down like lightning and smashed through the concrete and metal of the structure. Seconds later, the water began bursting out the other side of the dam. Then, it was all over. The whole lake drained out.”
She wasn’t sure the man was speaking the truth until they passed the end of the lake. Sure enough, the remnants of a dam waited for them at what would have been the deepest part of the basin. Now it was a muddy hole with fifty-foot towers of concrete on each end. The middle had been blown out and washed downstream. Large pieces of the dam were spread out in the fields downriver. Nothing living was left standing…
“They do this everywhere?” she wondered aloud. “Why would they destroy a perfectly good dam? Don’t they realize—”
He interrupted. “They hate everything touched by America. I didn’t see it at first, but I got my first taste when they killed those men on the bridge. They chanted ‘Free America’ as if we lived in a prison before. Yet I watched it and did nothing. Then I saw it again when people who I thought were my friends made me watch the big dam collapse. To celebrate, we took flamethrowers to the remainder of the town. That’s when me and Poppy had enough. We…fought back.”
“How?” The man had spouted nonsense time after time while in his cell, but the guy sitting next to her seemed to be a different person. One capable of reason and logic. One who could speak in full sentences.
She also thought he might give her an idea how to fight the men around them.
However, before Dwight could say anything, the truck bounced over some rough ground, forcing her to hold onto the side. That alerted her to their arrival at what looked like a busy summer campground. However, everyone was dressed in black. Two-dozen tents, and fifty men, waited for them to pull up.
There was also a big tractor-trailer loaded with horse-drones.
“Time to pretend we belong,” she said, inhaling the fresh air once more.




CHAPTER 12
Hoover Dam, NV
“Well, you were right again,” Kyla said, watching the grenades rain down on the same car where she and Meechum had been a half-hour ago. The enemy was still at the end of the road, but they’d sent men to the top of the canyon wall and had gotten above the end of the dam. That allowed them to drop grenades near each of the abandoned cars, as well as into the lobby of the glass visitor center. Fortunately, Avery was as crafty in his defenses as Meechum. No one was in any of those danger zones.
“I’ll ask you to tell that to my supervisor, if we ever see Carthager again. I want to rub it in his face.”
“I thought you liked him?” The other woman had never mentioned anything bad about her squad leader.
“Oh, I do, but we screw around. One-upmanship is a way of life in the Corps.”
She snickered quietly. “That and tearing guns down and putting them back together.”
“Yeah, we like to give our weapons lots of love,” Meechum replied dryly. “Keep yourself ready. They’ll make a push this time.”
The Hoover Dam was curved, so the outside face of the concrete structure faced the lake, and the inside part was where the water drained into the river. The way the water got from one side to the other was through four intake chutes, which were built like upright smokestacks on the lake side. All four had small, round, concrete buildings on top of them where workers could service and monitor the input. Two were attached to the top of the dam by a wide walkway on the western end. Two others and their walkway were on the far side. Meechum explained they would again be able to shoot at the bad guys from a distance, but still retain the option to fall back if and when things got dicey.
The blue water below was darkened by shadows. The lake itself seem unimpressive as she looked out over the surface. It was trapped between the two sides of the canyon, and it looked like the level had dropped fifty feet or more over the years. A ring of bleached-out rocks contrasted with the rest of the red stones, making it appear a lot like a dirty bathtub.
The grenade explosions abruptly stopped. Men appeared at the end of the roadway, essentially taking all the territory up to the remains of the overturned car where she’d previously been hiding. They’d snuck in while everyone had their heads down.
“What are you waiting for?” she wondered quietly.
“We want them to expose themselves. They’ll have to do it if they want to get inside the dam.”
Sure enough, men charged from behind the protection of the flipped car and sprinted for the visitor center. That was when everyone on Kyla’s side decided to open fire, except for Meechum.
A few black-clad enemy men fell in the open ground, but several of them made it into the visitor center. Almost as an afterthought, a few smoke grenades kicked on, obscuring the end of the dam.
Avery’s crew kept pouring fire into the smoke.
Still, Meechum didn’t fire.
“What are you waiting for?” Kyla asked.
The woman calmly brushed her fingers over her scalp. “Once we get into the action, they’ll know we’re here. I’m waiting for them to sprint for the walkway to this tower. They’ll use it as a defilade from our guys firing at them from the middle of the dam. Then, we’ll chop ‘em in half.”
She gulped, knowing the situation called for utter brutality.
The gunfight intensified as it had done before, but this time, it seemed most of the fire was coming from the high cliffs above the roadway. Even Kyla could see there were men running into the visitor center under the protection of those shooters above them. It was almost textbook, she figured, except for those few who got taken down before the smoke appeared.
A sleek black object shot across her line of view, slamming into the roadway next to one of the blocky elevator entrances in the middle of the dam. Avery no doubt had a defender or two in that location, which explained why they were being targeted now by heavy ordnance.
“They could use one of those on us,” Kyla said distantly.
“That’s why warfighting is as much an art as a science. We’re lying in wait for the right moment to spring our trap.”
“Won’t they come up from below us? They’re going into the dam. You can see them right there.” The smoke blew sideways a little, revealing two men sprinting in the shot-out doors of the visitor center.
Meechum strained her neck, as if to look outside and below them.
Kyla figured out she was looking at one of the other four intake towers. From her perspective inside the bunker-like structure, she could not see any connecting tunnels between them and the dam itself. It was only the walkway at the top.
Meechum seemed to arrive at her conclusion. “We’re cool, unless there’s a passageway at the very bottom of the dam. Based on the sound of the water spilling into the drain tube, I don’t see how it’s possible.”
“So, we’re on our own island,” she said, suddenly realizing the implication. “With one way in and one way out…”
Meechum looked again out the window. “I guess I thought…” The Marine hesitated, which was not fitting for her. “Okay, new plan. Come with me.”
“We’re leaving?” she bleated.
“Yeah, I made a mistake, but I can fix it. We’re going to crawl along the walkway and make a run for one of the cars still on the deck. We’ll have plenty of cover to reach the middle of the dam and get into the elevator entrance, as long as we leave before the smoke clears.”
She followed the Marine out the door of the intake building and crouched low as they slinked along the side of the giant concrete bridge back to the dam. But she caught sight of a laser-like streak of red light coming through the wisps of smoke above them.
“Meechum, I think they have a sniper or something up there. Look.” She pointed out the special effect.
The warrior woman popped her head up, checked out the cliff, then looked to where the light was aimed. Finally, strangely, she glanced straight up.
“This is bad, isn’t it?” Kyla was an expert at reading Meechum’s body language.
“If it were one of ours, we’d use a laser to guide in some heavy munitions. A glide-bomb like an AGM 1-5-4 is possible, or, bigger yet, a bunker buster like a GBU-28. I have no idea what those guys might have stolen, but either would take out the concrete around the elevators, or even this concrete box we’re in.”
Her heart skipped a few beats. “But they couldn’t take out the dam, could they?”
Meechum thought it over for a few seconds. It was another hesitation of hers, though not as long as before. “Nah, something this big could withstand all of that.”
“So, what do you recommend we do? We can’t run across the dam to the elevator if they’re going to blow it up.”
Meechum took a deep breath. “For the record, I recognized my mistake, okay? But also for the record, if we hadn’t been over here, we might not have noticed this new threat. So, let’s call it even?”
“I trust you, Meech. Tell me what you need me to do.”
The sound of battle had died down. The smoke had almost cleared. Meechum pulled out her little radio. “Colonel. The enemy is using laser guidance to target the middle of the dam. It’s probably going to be something big to push you out of your strong point. Get your men out of there.”
Avery soon replied. “Understood. You do the same. Out.”
After securing the radio, Meechum took a deep breath, as if she had something important to say.
Kyla waited for a few seconds but immediately became impatient. “What is it?”
“I have to tell you something…”
Based on the Marine’s body language, it was going to be very bad news.
Colorado Springs, CO
The town of Colorado Springs was a gold mine of resources. David’s people seemed to have cleared out after the nuclear attack, not that Ted blamed them. It left them a whole city to plunder.
Rando and his crew sacked a local mall because it was, as one petty dictator’s aide claimed, filled with the riches of the capitalists. While distracted by the flashy trinkets of Old America, he and his friends went to the local gun shop to get the real valuables.
He and Emily still had possession of the rifles they’d taken from the gun dealer in Westby, Montana, although they’d lost all the others when they’d parked the Humvee in between the inner and outer doors of NORAD. Now was his chance to stock up on all the high-performance weaponry he could carry and put it in the new Jeep Wrangler he’d borrowed from the waterfall place.
“What should we get here, boss?” one of Jacob’s men asked him. He’d thought of his people in three groups. Him and Emily were his trusted circle. Tabby and her two friends, plus maybe the bird guy, were folks he could do business with. Jacob and the other people who had been David’s prisoners were his C-group. He didn’t fully trust them, but they all shared a common goal.
He glanced over, surprised to be called the boss. “I’d stick with AR platforms if possible. We’re not likely to find many of the same exact model, but if we use the same platform, we can share ammo. That, to me, is the most important thing right now. What do you do if you get into a firefight inside enemy territory and need to ask your buddy for ammo? If you’re carrying a giant sniper rifle using fifty-cal cartridges, you can’t expect anyone to have spares for you.”
The man looked at him as if he’d been speaking Chinese.
“Here. Get guns that look like this.” He pulled a plain-looking AR-15 off the shelf and pointed to the box-like middle. “Note how the receiver looks like this. It will help you distinguish it from other types of rifles.”
The man brushed at his white-and-orange jumpsuit, prompting Ted to mention one other thing. “And you guys should find some new clothes. There’s plenty of tactical pants and shirts here for sport shooting. Get something black so you’ll blend in with David’s people.” He thought about what he’d said. “Blend in again, I mean.”
While his friends picked the place apart, he snooped around the showroom. There was the usual supply of paper targets, slings, and lockboxes, but there was also a lot of survival gear. He started to gather supplies in a camouflaged backpack when he spotted something useful to him at the moment.
“Holy crap.” He grabbed the box and yanked out the device. “Em, check this out.”
When she came over, he turned it on, aimed it at her, and literally held his breath. When the needled didn’t move, he pointed the thing at himself, then exhaled loudly as if he’d been told he had a few more years to live. The Geiger counter had stayed silent.
“We’re clean?” she asked.
“Yes. It seems like it. I’ve been dreading this moment since we walked through the water back in the bunker. We’re going to carry this with us wherever we go from now on.”
She patted him on the shoulder. “Good thinking. I’m assuming you got what you wanted for guns. What do you want me doing?”
He motioned her over to the pistol counter. “Pick one of these that feels comfortable. I’d recommend a nine-mill, at least. While you do this, I’m going to keep an eye on the front of the store. I still don’t trust Rando’s people not to do something stupid, like trying to kill us.”
“I’ll do my best,” she assured him. The woman was full of confidence, and she’d been concealed carrying a revolver the day they met on Air Force Two, so he had faith she’d find a suitable everyday carry. As he walked to the front door, he did a quick count of his force and came up with the number twelve. Besides him and Emily, and the man Jacob, he didn’t know any of the other nine. What he did know was they would be badly outnumbered when Rando and his pack came back from the mall.
Ted was again faced with the prospect of ditching Rando. The mall was across the street, so it would be easy to hop in the Jeep and speed away, but he wasn’t sure it was the right move. Jacob’s men weren’t going to cut it by themselves. They couldn’t even identify a common rifle by sight. He needed men who knew how to fight and Rando’s people, despite where they’d come from, unexpectedly seemed like his only hope for saving America.
“Ugh,” he groaned, not sure he wanted the burden of going to war with such a force.
C-5 Galaxy over Africa
It took several flight hours for the action to settle down enough for Priscilla to think about the horrors she’d witnessed. London had been nuked, that much was certain, though the radio broadcast from David had said it was because Americans weren’t being kicked out of Europe fast enough. At least she’d done her part, getting the huge transport off the British Isles.
Once they escaped from there, she’d had to hug the border between Germany and France, and then Switzerland and France, before finally making it over the Mediterranean. Her aircraft transponder said she was a British-owned vehicle, though she knew it was false. She suspected the other countries knew it as well.
She picked up the internal mic and pressed the button. “Can someone please tell me what the hell is going on? Why am I flying over Africa? Why am I flying at all?”
The glow of dawn was sneaking over the eastern skies, providing the first hint of light above the expanse of the Sahara Desert. She’d been there before, and it had always been beautiful. Life changing, even. But not today.
“I can explain,” a man said from the rear of the flight deck.
“First, tell me why I’m missing my two flight engineers. We should not even be airborne without a proper crew, and as best I can tell from Airman Bell, here, this flight was never properly cleared.”
“Hold up. I’m Brigadier General Paul Oakdale. I’m with US European Command. I want to thank you for stepping in and not asking questions when you came aboard. I can see you went above and beyond.” He pointed to her, obviously highlighting her dress code.
“Yeah, sorry, sir, I wasn’t told to be in uniform. I thought I was taking a boat out to the refugee fleet. A bus driver took me to this bird instead of the transport to the coast.”
Priscilla shifted in her seat to keep an eye on Oakdale as well as the controls. The autopilot on the C-5 was good, but she was two men short and running with an inexperienced co-pilot. She wasn’t leaving her seat for anything besides punching out a hash brown. Even that might not get her moving when a one-star general was her commander.
“I am sorry you were kept in the dark. British authorities were worried about the speed of our evacuation. Without anyone in the civilian chain of command, it has been difficult to coordinate with them about how we’re planning on exfil. They finally had enough of it and were arresting anyone with an American accent, then throwing them, not literally of course, over the cliffs of Dover.”
“The nuke will speed them up, I’m sure,” she said lamely.
“That’s God’s truth,” he agreed.
“Were they trying to stop this plane?” she asked curiously.
“We took a chance they wouldn’t shoot us down as long as we got out of their airspace. However, once London lit up, we became a suspect, at least until David said his piece.”
Her shoulders slumped. Almost at the snap of her fingers, she realized she’d been up all night. “Sir, who would believe we did that to our own allies?”
His face hardened. “We’re entering a new world order, Major. Without American might to keep the peace across the world, every bad actor and old enemy has begun sharpening their swords against their neighbor. David claimed responsibility for it, but it could have just as easily have been Russia, or China, or any of the jack-in-the-boxes in the Middle East.”
Oakdale was suited in battle dress, which was a woodland OCP suitable for central Europe. The fact they were flying over Africa led to her next point of confusion.
“So why are we on this course? We’re heading into darkest Africa, it seems. How will that help us? The fleet is off the coast of France.” Her husband, Kinkaid, was ferrying men and women across Germany. He was supposed to meet her on a boat out in the sea.
“I’m afraid I can’t tell you right now. All I can say is…and I’m not trying to put any pressure on you…this flight is the most important aircraft currently aloft anywhere in the world. You’ve helped keep the American people in this fight.”
“Great,” she said, sounding less than enthusiastic. “Now find me two engineers to fill those empty seats next to you, and your important aircraft can stay in the air all the way to your destination.” Belatedly, she added, “Sir.”




CHAPTER 13
Eastern Plains of Colorado
Things moved fast once both groups had gotten all they wanted out of Colorado Springs. For Ted and his small band, they’d focused on guns, ammo, and gear to make their assault on David’s underground bunker a lot easier. For Rando and his men, they took a different set of supplies. He and Emily saw one of their vehicles fly by in a blur while driving out of the city.
Emily pointed out the passenger side window of the Jeep. “It looks like those guys are taking the attack seriously.” The bright red pickup truck was lifted, with huge chrome wheels and massive tires. The Central American soldiers driving it had stacked about twenty female dummies in the rear bed. Their display clothing blew wild in the wind as the vehicle passed.
“I have no idea what they’re doing. It does scare me to think these are the men who almost inherited our country. I wouldn’t have thought it was possible to have lower IQs than the men and women we’ve seen working as David’s soldiers, but I’d now wager these guys have them beat.”
She spoke quieter, even though they were alone. “Do you think any of these men came from allied countries? Are any of them Panamanian? Bolivian? Brazilian?”
“I don’t know. Their uniforms are all over the place. It makes it hard to identify them at a glance. I take it as a good sign. If we’re being invaded by fake generals and cartel henchmen, then maybe our real allies stuck with us.”
“I wish friendly countries would send backup. I’d give them a whole state if they helped us protect the other forty-nine. It’s the desperate reality we’re facing now that all of our people are gone.”
“Seems reasonable, except if David is threatening them with his weapon. Still, I wouldn’t mind giving up some territory for them taking the risk. Just don’t offer them Texas. Even without the citizens, I know enough not to mess with Texas.”
They shared a brief laugh, though he was immediately distracted by an approaching aircraft. “There!”
He slammed on the brakes.
“What is it?”
Without waiting, he grabbed his rifle from the back seat of the Jeep, jumped out, and then set his weapon on the warm hood of the still-running vehicle. Other cars in the convoy passed him while he was on the shoulder, but he only had eyes for the approaching drone.
Emily had shifted into the driver’s seat. “Is it David?”
“I don’t know, but you better keep your head down, face covered.” The surveillance drone was a lot like the one he’d spotted driving into NORAD, but he couldn’t take a chance it wasn’t. It approached his line of vehicles at an angle, and it would soon be about two hundred yards in front of him.
“Can you take it down?” she asked.
“I’ve got to try.” He let his vision adjust to the small red dot scope and aimed for the front of the black quad-rotor drone. It was about three feet long and flew about twenty feet off the ground at maybe thirty miles an hour. When he was ready, he gently squeezed the trigger and sent a round out.
The drone tipped a little, signifying a hit, but it flew on.
“I got it,” he declared, immediately lining up a second shot. The drone remained on its original course, heading for the highway. “I bet those idiots in the red truck are looking up and smiling for the camera,” he complained to himself.
Emily heard him. “I’ve got my shirt over my face.”
He squeezed off the next one and tapped the drone, which caused it to lose about five feet of altitude. Without waiting, he took several more shots, alternately hitting and missing the target. He had to stop when the drone went directly over the line of vehicles, as he didn’t accidentally hit his friends, or Rando.
Once it crossed the road and presumably got good pictures of everyone below it, the little device seemed to give up. It fell to the ground, smacking itself into pieces.
In a hurry, he got back into his Wrangler. Emily hopped out of his way.
“We’ve got trouble,” he said simply. Before he started moving, he picked up the CB radio. Every vehicle didn’t have one, but he made sure both he and Rando had them. Without telling the cartel boss, he’d made sure the drivers in Jacob’s group also had them, with orders to stay on a different channel.
“Rose, this is Blanche. Rose, this is Blanche. Come in.” He stole a look at Emily.
“What?” she asked.
“Who knew Central American cartel bosses loved the Golden Girls so much?”
She shrugged. “It’s a strange world. If these idiots love our TV shows, at least our culture will live on.”
“Yeah, I—”
The radio replied with Rando’s voice. “This is Rose. Go ahead.”
“We’ve been made by enemy eyes. Recommend we all split up and find different ways to the target. Come back. Over.” He had misgivings two times before about abandoning Rando’s men, but seeing those dummies drive by made him finally make up his mind. Another problem he faced was the sheer number of vehicles surrounding him. While Jacob’s men had chosen to ride together in three stolen vehicles, Rando’s men all wanted their own. He’d much rather try to sneak toward Lamar with a small group of four vehicles than worry about a hundred and four.
“I saw the drone fly over,” Rando remarked. “This is not a trick?”
“Negative. Not unless it was your drone? We need to break up so the next drone can’t locate us all in one place. They could kill us before we got close to the target.”
Ted didn’t expect the man to protest too much. After establishing himself with the men from the convoy, and after a brief period of mistrust for Ted, Rando seemed to grow complacent in his leadership. He had underlings do dirty work, such as putting gas in his truck, and he seemed content to follow Ted’s advice for taking a wide arc across the plains and hitting Lamar from a direction other than head-on. The crime boss probably thought he didn’t need Ted and his inconsequential band of ex-prisoners anymore.
“Okay,” Rando said nonchalantly. “We’ll meet you in the target town as soon as possible. We’ll be on this channel.”
Ted drove for another mile or two, making sure to inform Jacob’s men on the other frequency. He had them turn off the main road, toward the north. Rando’s crew powered onward as a group.
“Any idea where we’re going?” Emily asked, seemingly like old times.
“Nope. This time, I don’t even have a map. We’ll have to see where the winds take us.”
He couldn’t go north for long. He didn’t need any maps to tell him where the main force of the enemy would be found.
To the south.
Pike National Forest, CO
When Tabby and Dwight reached the camp, the first thing the men did was take Poppy. They said they only wanted to play with her, but Dwight became frantic with fear and almost seemed ready to fight anyone and everyone. He almost hit Tabby in the face when he was pushed against a tree by one of the men.
“Sorry,” Dwight said, not even looking. “They’re going to hurt her.”
“I don’t think they will. No one would be so heartless they’d hurt an innocent little bird.” She wouldn’t take that bet if money was riding on it, but if it helped Dwight feel better, she was willing to say it.
The bird cawed repeatedly as the men carried her over to some picnic tables. Dwight tried to follow, but several of the Legion soldiers had been placed in front of him, as if they expected it.
“Dammit, Poppy, how could you let yourself get caught?”
She calmly stood by a tree, watching the action unfold. They were surrounded by forest, which offered endless hiding places if she could sneak away. However, her first task was keeping Dwight from getting himself punched in the face. Unlike her, he repeatedly bumped into the guards, as if harassing them was going to get them to let him pass.
“Dwight!” she called out, getting his attention.
He turned around, red-faced. “Did you see that? They’re trying to feed her hot dogs.”
“Come here for a second, please.”
Dwight considered her request for a moment before side-stepping his way to her. He kept one eye on his bird. “What do you want?”
She whispered, “You have to stop for a second. There’s nothing you can do for Poppy right now, but you can help us all. Just be quiet for a little bit. We might be able to grab your bird and escape, but only if you’re quiet.” It was a stretch, but the root of her statement was true. None of them could escape if he caused trouble and got them all locked up. As far as the men knew, she was one of them. A lost pioneer girl who needed the brave guards to rescue her. The fiction had value.
He twitched his head, as if he’d heard something. She tried to listen for what had his attention, but there was nothing there. Even the bird was quiet.
The strange man in the baggy suit became calmer. “I’ll try,” he said.
She leaned closer, unwilling to break the spell but super interested to see if he’d snapped out of his emotional outburst. For a good ten seconds, he calmed his breathing and dialed his feelings back down to a tempered level.
All at once, the crowd of men cried out, as if they’d seen something amazing. She and Dwight turned with the commotion. A flash of red flew into the air above the men. A large bird flapped its wings in a desperate search for altitude.
“Holy shit!” Dwight screamed. “You said it would get better if I was quiet!”
The men who’d been playing with the bird pulled out all manner of weapons and aimed at the fleeing animal. Twenty smoke plumes billowed up as the bullets sought the feathers of Poppy’s colorful plumage.
“No!” Dwight cried out again, hitting a guard on the back of the head with all the strength he had.
The man went down, tossing his pistol. His attention, like that of the other guard, was on the scrum around the picnic tables.
Dwight went for the second guard, which left her in a dilemma. If she kept out of it, she might solidify her position as one of David’s pioneers. Her other option was—
She sprang to action by picking up the pistol. Ignoring the scuffle between Dwight and the guard, she figured out the safety, then made it hot.
The shooting continued in the front part of the campground. Men hooted and shouted as they tried to shoot the little shape flying higher into the tree canopy. She turned toward Dwight, intending to help him with the guard, but the man in the black uniform was slumped into a pile on the ground, so she didn’t have to fire the gun.
“I’ve got to save her!” he cried.
She had to think fast. “Dwight. Poppy wants you to escape. I heard her say she’s going to meet us out in the woods. But we have to leave right now.” She kept her voice as steady as possible, so her ruse would have legitimacy.
“You heard her?” he asked, taken aback.
“Sure,” she fibbed. “I can see her too, remember?”
He cast a furtive glance back to the men hunting for his bird in the trees. It was a huge party now, with constant gunfire. If she didn’t get Dwight out of there that instant, he was going to see his bird fall to the ground in a heap.
“Okay. I’ll follow you. As long as she said so.”
“She did,” Tabby replied, picking up the rifle of the fallen guard. She tried to hand it to Dwight, but he couldn’t be bothered with it. She decided to keep it and the pistol on the assumption she might need both.
Then, while there was still a distraction, they ran into the forest.




CHAPTER 14
Hoover Dam, NV
Kyla stood at the edge of the circular intake building, which stood on top of a concrete tower about fifty feet over the water of Lake Mead. Something was about to destroy the elevator exit, which was a position Avery’s men had been defending in the middle of the dam. The attack would send shrapnel everywhere. Meechum had explained how they were going to get away from the danger.
“You want to jump down there?” she asked incredulously. It was much higher than any jump she’d ever contemplated in her life. Even the high dive back at the community pool was higher than she felt comfortable doing. The water, which had previously struck her as beautiful and calm, was now distant and deadly. There was no way she could do it.
“It’s just that I think—” Meechum began.
An object high in the sky caught the Marine’s attention, making it possible for Kyla to spot it, too. It might have been a jetliner that had decided to drop straight down, but it was long and straight, without wings. The black streak was heading toward the top of the dam, exactly where the red light was waiting. Was it a bomb? It wasn’t like anything she’d ever seen before.
“I don’t leave unless you do,” Meechum said in a hurried voice.
“You’d stay here with me?” she asked.
The Marine spoke almost as fast as an auctioneer. “Listen, sister, that thing isn’t only going to destroy the elevator. It’s going to take out the whole dam. It’s a kinetic weapon designed to break through anything on the surface of the Earth. I assure you, it’s going to rip this dam a new one, and when it does, this tower is going to fall, too.”
The streaking object moved faster than any jet plane. Meechum sat on the edge of the railing, ready to jump, watching it come down. Kyla had a good two or three seconds to think about it before the black lance seemed to move even faster, surprising her completely when it struck. A crack of thunder joined a shockwave that blew her against the hard railing of the walkway. A stinging spray of biting sand zapped her exposed skin, which she realized were bits of shattered concrete.
“Last chance, dudette,” Meechum yelled from afar.
Her ears blared with repeats of the impact, as if it were echoing up and down the valley.
“Okay,” she murmured, shuffling up to the edge.
“On three!” Meechum said with assurance, but still sounding a thousand miles away.
“One, two—Oh shit!” Meechum grabbed Kyla’s hand and pulled her toward the edge. With one snappy look back, she got a glimpse of the front side of the dam splitting down the middle like a zipper. Water immediately poured through…
Then she was in the air. It seemed like a long elevator ride to the bottom, but the water’s surface came at her faster than a driving foul ball at the baseball game. She managed to right herself on the way down, but the smack against her feet and legs was almost as loud as the sound caused by the kinetic bomb.
She was immediately out of air, as if she’d forgotten to take a breath before slapping into the waves. She needed a few seconds to establish which direction was up, an act made harder by the lack of sunlight, and then she tested a stroke.
Kyla was met with panic. She needed air and she needed it ten seconds ago.
Meechum was somehow far above, swimming for the surface. She gave her a target to aim for. With great effort, she paddled her arms and legs a second time, rising a little higher.
A muffled roar howled in the depths, reminding her of whale song. A super sad whale mixed with a blender going off inside a metal pot. The odd sound wasn’t natural at all, she decided, arms extended for the surface. Whatever it was, she needed to escape it.
Seconds later, she popped out at the surface.
“Kyla!” Meechum screamed from close by.
“Here!” she replied.
The Marine saw her, then waved her to follow. “Just swim, dudette. Swim for your life!”
She didn’t need to be told twice. The roar was ten times louder above the water, and there was no doubt in her mind it was the dam breaking apart. To think anything else was suicide.
The rocky shore was about fifty feet away. Perhaps the distance across the narrow part of an Olympic-sized swimming pool. She didn’t see herself as a great swimmer, but she did work for the Navy and had lived most of her life near the ocean. Kyla could put one arm in front of the other. However, looking at where she had to go, it became every nightmare where the hallways stretched or the dimensions shifted. As she paddled half the distance, it seemed to expand back to the original length of water.
She paddled harder.
Meechum yelled louder for her to keep going.
Kyla listened as the rushing water noise grew so loud a freight train could have been on her head.
“Kyla!”
With the snap of a finger, Meechum floated by, flailing her arms weakly.
Kyla grabbed her, aware the Marine might be exhausted, or injured. She briefly turned to the backstroke, hoping to pull her to safety, but that revealed the devil’s maw breathing down her neck behind them.
“Oh god!” she cried out as her foot hit bottom. “Come on, Marine!” she yelled, almost peeing her pants.
The water had ripped a hundred-foot hole in the dam, and the lake’s surface curled under itself as it slid over the side of the crack. She and Meechum were seconds away from being at the edge of the grabbing hand of gravity. If they didn’t get out of the water, it would whisk them to their deaths.
“One more step!” she yelled to her friend, tapping a foot on a rock, then missing the next one. “Oh, God.”
She got a better grip on the rocks, pulled Meechum toward her, and made sure they both touched bottom. While the water sucked at her legs and waist, she walked arm-in-arm with the Marine as she guided them into the shallows.
“We made it,” she croaked with exhaustion.
They immediately fell face first on the dry shore.
The roar of thunder could no longer grab them.
Eastern Plains of Colorado
Unwilling to risk being seen on a major highway, Ted and his small convoy stayed on gravel farm roads as much as possible. It was time consuming, and he drove on the shoulder or in ruts, always trying to keep the dust plumes from spiraling up behind them. They’d be spotted from a distance if he wasn’t careful.
“You’ve learned a few things since we came through here yesterday,” she said.
He glanced over. The sun was low on the flat horizon, casting her in the golden hour softness of sunset. If they made it out of the war alive, he was going to buy a camera and take her picture in the same light. Then he’d frame it and put it by his nightstand. He never wanted to forget her beauty.
“Hello?” she prodded. “Earth to Ted.”
Ted snapped to attention. His mind was looking too far ahead. “Yeah, sorry. Every day we survive in this place, we learn a huge amount about fighting this enemy. David can’t have drones on every road, so I figured he’d only be watching the largest ones. Maybe he has more down by Lamar, but not way out here in…wherever we are.” They’d checked the Jeep’s glovebox for a map, but it only had one for Wyoming, not Colorado.
“Well, the enemy learns too. After the scare with the drone, I hope Rando has the good sense to know that much. We’ll never be able to drive in. David’s people are going to have their place locked down like an iron fist. Those roadblocks we made it through yesterday are going to have a hundred men each today. The guards will triple-check every ID. Call every place of employment. They’ll look up old girlfriends for references.”
“So, you don’t think we should go in on wheels?” he asked with surprise.
“What do you think?” she replied with a wry smile.
He was a pilot. His first choice would be to fly in and parachute down. He also knew Emily was capable of doing that very thing, since she’d jumped out of Air Force Two before it went down. However, they were a lost bunch of civilians, not the experts of the 82nd Airborne Division.
“Keep your eyes open for an airfield. It’s where we’ll have to start.”
“Fly in?” It was one of the things they both had in common, so it made perfect sense they would both arrive at the same conclusion.
“I don’t know. We got lucky the last time. Flights are probably controlled tighter than those checkpoints on the road. We aren’t going to be able to bluff our way through transponder codes or pass phrases issued by David’s flight controllers.”
“Then why chase an airfield in the first place?”
He held the wheel and looked over to her again, immediately drifting off in his head. The exhaustion of the day wasn’t helping. Before he got too far away, he blinked back to the moment. “It’s because flying is in my blood. Get me a plane and a runway and I’ll think of some way to get inside that base. If nothing else, maybe I can pull an Independence Day and dive bomb the enemy weapon to take it out of service.” In the movie, the hero died driving a plane into a giant space laser. He hoped it would never come to such an extreme, but it was the type of challenge they faced.
“All right. We’ll find one, but I can promise you this, mister. You aren’t getting off the tarmac without me at your side. We’re partners now. Don’t forget it.”
“I won’t, ma’am.”
A half-hour later, as darkness fell, they found a community airport.
“Jackpot,” he whooped.
Pike National Forest, CO
Each of the gunshots aimed at Poppy was a metal stake through Dwight’s heart. He ran with Tabby, knowing she was right about their need to get away from the men in the black uniforms, but he looked behind almost as much as he faced forward. There had to be a way to save his bird.
“We can hide here,” he suggested, seeing a thick grove of young fir trees. It would be a good place to oversee the camp and watch for Poppy to come out.
“No, keep running,” she hissed.
“They’re going to kill her,” he pleaded, slowing down.
The girl came back and grabbed his hand. At first, he recoiled at the physical contact, but the fear in her eyes clicked with his male brain. She needed protecting. She was afraid. It was a problem he could solve.
So, he ran with her.
She led him around a bulging hill, across a creek, and into a quarter-mile of leafy green bushes on the other side. He quickly lost track of where he was, though the occasional gunshot from the camp always seemed to come from behind them. That, he figured, was good.
By the time Tabby stopped among some big boulders, he was spent.
“This should be far enough for now,” she said, breathing hard.
Their eyes met, which prompted her to keep talking. “They’re still firing their guns and stuff. I think it means your bird is still on the loose. That’s good, right?” Her smile was kind, but weak. It was a look he knew well. It was pity.
“If we’re going to escape them, we should get above these rocks and see where we’re going. It’s something I learned when I was in the Army.”
“Seriously?” She brightened. “You were really in the Army? I never would have guessed.” As soon as she’d said it, she acted like she’d said something wrong, but he dismissed it.
“It’s no big deal. No one knows I served in both Iraq and Afghanistan. I don’t tell anyone…usually. But this time, I figured you’d want to know you could trust me when I say we need to get our bearings.”
Tabby glanced up the hill, seemingly considering his advice. He thought it would take a little route-finding to get around the large rocks at the base, but the hike up the nearest hill wouldn’t be too technical. In his prime, he could have made it up there in fifteen or twenty minutes.
“I have a confession to make, though,” he went on. “After spending ten years on the streets of San Francisco, and smoking like a chimney, I don’t think I have any hope of making it up there. My reasoning for checking out the landscape is a bit selfish. I want to find the route with the fewest obstacles.” He truly was embarrassed.
“That’s okay. You’ve got a good spot here in the rocks. Stay hunkered down and out of sight. There should be enough light for me to see the terrain up there before it gets totally dark. I’ll go figure out the best way back to our friends, then I’ll come down and get you. I promise I’ll try to find a path where you don’t have to do much climbing.” She smiled, almost breaking his heart. The girl had grown on him since the jail cell.
“I’ll rest here.” He sat in a small nook between two of the large boulders.
Tabby listened for a moment, perhaps trying to decide if those sporadic gunshots were moving closer. She set a pistol on the ground by his feet. A gift. Then she waved at him, cinched the rifle on her back, and disappeared in the long shadows.
“I hope you come back,” he whispered.
As nice as she was, he was not talking about the girl.




CHAPTER 15
Wild Horse, CO
The tiny dirt airfield looked even smaller in the daylight of the morning. The town of Wild Horse was one of those typical high plains towns he’d been blowing through for the past several days. A couple of rows of weather-beaten homes. A single storefront for a food store. A one-room post office. Maybe a grain silo. Wild Horse had all of them, minus the silo. Instead, it had the airport, which seemed to be a recent addition.
“What are we going to do with these?” Emily said, stretching and pointing to the three crop-dusting two-seaters on the tarmac.
No one had gotten much sleep the night before. They’d spent a few fitful hours trying to sleep in their vehicles, alternately keeping watch. Staying inside the vehicles seemed safer than trying to find a place to hole up in the town. He was now convinced much of the state was under surveillance of one kind or another. Even turning on a water faucet might be noticed. Part of him also figured they could make a hasty escape on one of the planes, which he’d scouted last night.
“One of them is inoperable. I’m not sure what’s wrong with it. The other two are working, full tanks and all.” He pointed to the two he meant.
“But they’re two-seaters. Hardly enough to get all of us in the air. Eight of us would have to stay behind. It wouldn’t exactly make us a killer attack force.” She snickered.
“You’re right. I’ve been thinking about how to optimize our force using one of these planes. The best I could come up with was having you and me fly out together, then head to a larger airport to find a bigger plane. Then we’ll bring it back, load our people, and head south to Lamar.”
“And we just land at their airport like we belong there? You said yourself they’ll be on high alert for imposters after we made them look like fools so many times.”
He laughed. “Yeah, that’s where my plan always breaks down. We drove right by the place, but I admit I wasn’t trying to memorize it. We saw a Walmart, lots of houses, and the airfield where all those big planes were landing.”
“Hmm, maybe we could crash a plane on their airfield. One of us, hint-hint, could jump out at high altitude and let the attack plane smack into them. Once they’re in chaos and fighting the fire, the other plane full of our people could make an emergency landing there. It would be a one-two punch.”
He was impressed with her three-dimensional thinking. However, the 3D model also went underground. “I don’t think that will be enough. Once the plane crashes, they’re going to lock down the bunker, if it’s not already sealed shut.”
“What do we do if the bunker is sealed? We can’t exactly knock.”
Ted fell into thought. Emily knew to let him do his thing, which he appreciated. He did not like the fact he couldn’t think of any way inside. Still, he tried to put a positive spin on it. “If the bunker is locked, we’ll take out as many of the enemy on the surface as we can. Maybe they’ll have to open up if their support teams can’t maintain their base topside.”
She leaned forward on the seat and whisked dust out of her hair. “Maybe we can kidnap someone to help us open the doors. Enemy soldiers would have to know the way in, right? We could set fire to one of those gigantic autonomous aircraft. Based on how expensive they probably are, they’d kill themselves to prevent it from being destroyed. Once we have the place in chaos, it should be easy to infiltrate.”
“Yeah, maybe,” he said distantly. “But, once again, I’m sure they’ll be on high alert for people like us making asses of them, even if there’s a plane on fire.” He looked up, laughing. “So, we’ll have to up our game.”
Emily finished her attempt at primping and flicked her hair back over her head. When she met his eyes, she smiled wryly. “You’ve got something, don’t you?”
“It’s something you said just now. You mentioned those giant black planes. We saw one land in Lamar, and we saw a bunch of them parked at the airport. What if we found one of those out here and used it to sneak our way in?”
Her smiled faded. “Can you even fly one of those things?”
Ted shrugged. “To be honest, I’m not even sure they can be piloted by a person. It’s an autonomous flying platform, which means it doesn’t even have a cockpit. However, it has to be controlled by someone. If we could figure that out, hijack the signal, divert it here, then put our people aboard, we could glide into the airfield right past all their sentries and guards. Once on the inside, and without alarms blaring, we might be able to bluff our way inside the bunker.”
“You said they’ll be on the lookout,” she reminded him.
“Yeah, it’s a big problem. Maybe we need to find a real man and woman on David’s crew so we can steal their ID cards? It would at least get us one additional level of credibility on the ground.”
She slowly shook her head. “I’m not sure. Where do we even start with such a plan?”
He pointed to the minimalist brick building serving as the control facility for the airfield. It had a radio tower as well as some radar equipment attached to the roof. “Right there.”
Pike National Forest, CO
The quarter-mile hike up the side of the hill was a snap for Tabby, and she was glad to give Dwight the opportunity to rest. He was obviously devastated at the loss of his bird, and in such a horrible fashion. Once close to the top, she caught sight of the familiar shape of Pike’s Peak and figured Cheyenne Mountain was somewhere close by. She noted the direction and headed back down.
She immediately got lost. As dusk turned to a cloudy night, the darkness was crushing. Despite her best efforts to find Dwight’s hiding spot, she eventually was forced to take cover in the low branches of a cedar tree. However, when morning came, she still had trouble finding her friend in the rocky terrain below the hills.
“Dwight,” she called out in a low voice. If the bad guys were looking for her, she didn’t want to make it easy on them, but she could also walk all day and not see her partner. Tabby desperately wanted to get back to Peter and Audrey. They might have already left her…
“Dwight!” she cried out a tiny bit louder.
A flash of recognition caught her eye in how the rock field was laid out, and it helped guide her to what she thought was the big rock where he’d taken shelter. When she arrived, it didn’t quite look the same as the night before, but a black object caught her attention.
“Dude,” she breathed out. Dwight wasn’t there, but he’d left the pistol on the ground. She sat next to the gun. “Now what?”
Did the strange man get bored and wander off? She wouldn’t put it past him, given his erratic behavior all the time. Did he get captured? But if he was nabbed, why would they have missed the gun on the ground? Maybe he went back to the campground to find his dead bird. She wouldn’t put that past him, either. Or did he assume she’d gotten lost on her mission and heroically sprang into action to find her?
She hopped up and stepped away from the rocks, attempting to survey the hillside above, but there were too many trees to see much of anything. The more she thought it through, the less likely she considered the hero option. His actions were always those of a man who was a little off in the head.
“A lot off,” she said under her breath, futilely laughing at the situation he’d placed her in.
After waiting a few minutes to see if he miraculously showed up, she picked up the pistol and stuffed it into the waistband of her jeans. The day was overcast, with little breeze, which made the sky above the pines a uniform gray. After all her searching and moving around, she realized she had no idea which way to go. She was almost certain the enemy campground was beyond the brushy terrain by the creek, and she was mildly confident she needed to go in the opposite direction to go toward Pike’s Peak. Yet, nothing felt certain.
“Dang it.”
She walked around the rocky base of the hill, heading in the direction she thought was correct. If Dwight and his bird showed up during her hike, she would happily let them follow, but she was done trying to keep tabs on him. If she would have let him go with the ATV guys, she’d probably be with Peter and Audrey and the rest of the group. She’d still be wondering where the guy had disappeared to, but at least she’d be with her friends.
Her hike took her through the endless national forest, and there were no roads to be found in most of the valleys. A few times she imagined hearing the mechanical clacking sounds of one of those horse robots she’d faced back at the TV station, but they faded as fast as they arrived. The thought of facing one of those things kept her walking fast…
However, despite her vigilance, she accidentally stumbled onto a gravel road before she knew what it was. As soon as she whipped her head both ways, deer-in-headlights style, she ran to the far side to cross it. Once there, she realized she was near the destruction caused by the drained lake.
“This figures,” she exhaled, knowing she’d walked sideways, rather than directly to her destination. Pike’s Peak was out there, beyond the missing lake, the same distance away as when she was at the boulders. Most of the muddy terrain ahead of her had dried, leaving the carnage of twisted trees and scoured rocks her main obstacles, though the small stream also looked like a challenge.
She chose to walk a short way next to the shoulder of the road until she arrived at the broken dam. Keeping to the road would eventually get her where she needed to go, but there would be a mile or two where she would be stuck next to the open field of the lake bottom. If the guards showed up, they would see her for miles. She needed to get across the field and back into the woods.
Of all the places to cross, the nearby dam seemed the easiest. When the structure collapsed, the chunks of concrete had piled at the base and created a hopping path across the constricted waterway passing through. Staying dry appealed to her.
“I swear, if I end up in pipes or ducts down there, I’m going to be pissed.” She laughed it off but was sincere about how much she wanted to avoid more of it. As she hopped down the incline toward the middle, she stayed vigilant for holes or tubes.
When she neared the bottom and was about to jump on one of the giant chunks of concrete resting in the stream, she caught sight of movement. Something small had shifted position near the remaining piece of dam still standing on the left bank.
She prayed it wasn’t a man from the campground. Since she was already out in the open, and already a hop away from crossing, she jumped into action. Tabby sprang from one foothold to the next, easily moving over the rocks. Her shoes gripped the dry cement, and her adrenaline carried her jumps over the water. When she finally reached the more solid bank of debris on the far side, she chanced a look back.
“Dwight?”
The man in the baggy suit stood like a zombie next to the fifty-foot-tall structure. She wasn’t even sure he’d seen or heard her running and hopping so close to him. He stood there looking at the wall as if he had no clue how to go around it.
“Dwight!” she yelled louder, confident the burbling water would mask her voice from far away.
He finally turned. “Oh, it’s you again. Poppy told me to come down here…but that’s impossible. Poppy was shot, I’m sure of it.”
Tabby didn’t know what to say. Indulge the guy’s fantasies or tell him to suck it up and get moving? What would a proper tour guide do?
She centered her breathing. They were hidden among the rocks and warped dam wreckage, but if someone came by on the road and happened to look in their direction, they’d be spotted. She needed the fastest method of convincing him to come.
“Hey, mister. I think I saw your bird over this way…” She pointed in the direction she was going, hoping it wouldn’t lead him to ask how she could possibly see it in a place she’d hadn’t yet gone.
“Really?” he said with excitement. “I knew it!”
She cringed, wondering what she’d tell him when he made it across the stream.




CHAPTER 16
Hoover Dam, NV
Kyla spent the night somewhere with steep rock walls all around them, after being picked up by Avery’s helicopter. He and his men had rescued her from the shoreline after swimming and then running from the collapsed dam. An hour of flight passed before they’d landed in a place of refuge.
She’d gotten off the chopper, glad to be alive, but Meechum passed out as soon as they’d been assigned a place to rest. Kyla was beat to hell and fell asleep soon after her friend. However, all she dreamed about was the harrowing escape from the dam. It was always the same…
“Thanks,” Meechum gurgled as she spit out water.
In her dream, they’d barely made it out of the lake.
“No…problem,” Kyla replied from hands and knees, engrossed by the spectacle of the broken dam. She’d gotten her friend onto dry land and made sure she was alive, but then she had to see the once-in-a-lifetime sight.
The rush of water chipped away at both sides of what was left of the curved structure. The surface of the lake was now tilted at an unnatural angle as more and more liquid was sucked into the breach. The speed of the current must have been incredible as it tugged at the four intake towers, already toppling one of those closest to them.
“God, I feel like dog shit,” Meechum said, complaining for the first time Kyla could remember. That, at least, got her to turn and check on her friend.
“Are you all right?”
The soaked woman looked up at her. “We have to move out. Get away from the dam. We have to do it while those shooters are distracted by the same thing you are.” She pointed to the rush of water pouring out of the lake. The roar of the splashing water grew in intensity, striking at whatever was on the far side of the dam.
The reminder of the larger battle made her look across what was left of their defensive position. The tear had reached almost to the far shore, as if the entire dam was in danger of being scrubbed off the walls of the canyon. However, tiny figures ran up the rocks over there. Avery’s men, a few of them at least, were still alive.
“Yeah, you’re right,” she replied after a little thought. “We’ve got to run.”
“Stay alive,” Meechum said with slurred speech.
“Come on,” she replied, ignoring the pain on the unbreakable woman’s face. Kyla helped her friend to her feet, noting she actually allowed someone to help her. That didn’t bode well.
They jogged along the shore away from the dam, though she turned back as frequently as possible to watch the action. In a few minutes, most of the dam was gone, and three of the four towers had collapsed and been swept away. A smothering mist choked the downriver side of the break point, making it impossible to see the bridge crossing the river to the south.
“You did good,” Meechum said, finally walking on her own.
She smiled to herself. “I didn’t think I could make that jump. I almost didn’t, actually. But, looking at what’s left, we couldn’t have waited another second before going over the side. We would have been swept over the dam, no doubt.”
“You’re stronger than you know. Never forget it.”
Kyla was disturbed to hear Meechum speak as if she was dying.
“Are you really okay?” she prodded. “You aren’t sounding like yourself.”
Meechum glanced over. Her face was bloody from where her stitches had opened a little. She was obviously holding one of her arms to keep it from swinging. And her face was still pale. The woman had somehow stayed upright the day before, until she’d passed out immediately prior to reaching the safety of the creek. The high-dive into the lake had been next-level, and Meechum was still holding it together, though Kyla was on the lookout for her friend to shut off again.
“I think I knocked the wind out of my lungs. I need some time to catch my breath, but I’ll be fine.”
Kyla put her hand to her own neck, happy the small wound hadn’t opened. Somehow, she’d come out of their shared journeys in much better shape than the Marine. It was tempting to think it made her something special, but she knew it was all dumb luck. If anything, Meechum made sure all the pain came her way, rather than Kyla’s. She couldn’t let that go unnoticed. When they made it out of the war, she was going to make sure everyone knew.
“We have a little farther to go, then we’ll be around the corner from the dam. I think we can take a breather. From there, who knows. Maybe we can walk all the way around the lake?” She had no idea how long it would take to walk around Lake Mead, but there was no way she’d touch the water. The huge lake was all heading for the exit now, and anyone who was caught by the current would be helpless as it drew them over the new waterfall at the Hoover Dam.
“We’ll try the radio when we’re safe,” Meechum added.
“When we’re safe,” she echoed sarcastically.
“I know, right?” her friend chuckled.
In her dream, she continued to run the shoreline for hours, always looking over her shoulder for the pursuing soldiers dressed in black. Her fears made her slip and fall on the rocky shore, always threatening to pull her into the dangerous waters. At some point, the dream would take her back to the dam, watching the bomb drop from the sky.
Eventually, the nightmare didn’t start over. She woke up, surprised to be alive.
“What the!” she said, sitting up.
“Relax, lady,” Meechum said kindly from the next rock. “Bad dreams?”
She nodded in the twilight. “I can’t stop dreaming about jumping into the water. I’ve also dreamed about being stuck in the trunk of the car where you were shooting from, as well as being dropped from a helicopter. Needless to say, it was all bad.”
Camp was quiet for a few minutes, and Kyla thought about slipping back into sleep, hopefully to get a new dream, but someone else was already awake.
“Saddle up, people,” Avery said in the new dawn. “We’re flying to the next fight.”
Wild Horse, CO
The brick building at the Wild Horse airfield wasn’t much more than a twenty-by-twenty shack. It was the kind of place Ted would never expect to find notable clothing on the inside. However, when he and Emily went in, he immediately saw the distinctive shoes and colorful outfit of a clown, and the black garb and white collar of a priest.
“A priest and a clown walk into an airline terminal…” he started to say.
“How do you end that joke?” Emily asked quietly.
“I wish there was a funny ending. Come on, let’s move them aside.”
A minute later, they sat in front of the radar screen.
“It looks like a normal flight day up there.” Ted pointed to the busy screen. The local radar barely had enough juice to reach the edge of Denver. The heavy traffic was almost certainly coming from Denver International. However, a good bit of the movement took place in the south, at Lamar.
“If we fly out there, we can blend in,” Emily said with dawning realization.
“Maybe,” he replied.
NORAD was too far to the west, and off his screen, but the attack there must not have been too disruptive. The flights meant the enemy was conducting business as usual. It further supported his theory David had planned to kill his Banana Republic competitors. He’d probably cleared all air traffic before the nukes came in.
“And there’s one of those flying platforms. It’s above Denver, flying high and slow.” He waited, pointing to the second one on his screen. “And here’s a second one over Lamar.”
“Fat lot of good that does us,” she chuckled. “We need one already on the ground.”
He looked away, knowing nothing was going to be simple. “Let’s get the others moving. Maybe you and I can come up with an idea on where to go next. Based on this new information, we can show up at almost any major airport in the region and find a larger plane. The question is—”
“What do we do with it,” she finished.
Ted studied the radio equipment, wondering if he should try to contact Kyla again. It would be nice to let her know he was outside of NORAD and alive, but he didn’t want to give his people away. Their reunion would have to wait a little longer.
They spent the next few hours talking with their small group of survivors. While he and Emily had been alone, the other nine men agreed to call themselves the Freedom Riders because they were all carrying big rifles and supporting the cause of the United States of America. He thought it was nice the men who’d been kicked out of David’s organization now pledged their loyalty to the country they helped destroy, but he’d never trust them with his or Emily’s lives. Jacob typified the group: he seemed nice on the surface, but there was an underlying dislike against Ted. He sensed it every time he was around him.
By late morning, he’d decided there was no easy answer to his dilemma. Before he tried to solve the riddle himself, he decided to ask his traveling companions if they had any ideas. It would give away details of what he planned to do, but none of that would matter if he couldn’t think of a safe way into Lamar.
“Thanks for gathering ‘round. We’ve been lucky today in not seeing any of the enemy drones floating around this place. I guess the airfield is small enough not gain any unwanted attention.”
“Where are we?” Jacob asked.
“A town called Wild Horse,” one of the other men replied. Each of them were now dressed in dark pants and long-sleeved shirts, as if they’d modeled for the J. Crew catalog. The gun store where they’d taken the clothing must have had high-end attire.
He and Emily remained in their black Legion uniforms. He wanted to keep the option of blending in with the enemy forces.
Jacob addressed Ted. “The real fighters were in the group that split off. Do you really expect us to go with you to David’s bunker? You realize most of us are just average joes. I was essentially a caterer. We’ve also got a janitor, a psychologist, and a store...something.”
“I was a grocery store manager,” a short, Hispanic man replied.
“Yeah, see?” Jacob went on. “We’re hardly the people you want going with you toward my old boss. He’ll kill us on sight if he sees us.”
A few of the men nodded agreement.
Ted replied, “Look, we’re going to try to meet up with Rando’s guys again. It wasn’t safe to travel together.”
“We’ll never see them again,” someone said from the back row.
Ted wasn’t sure the guy was wrong. Based on what he’d seen of Rando’s men, they were probably heading for Lake Havasu or Padre Island for spring break, rather than into a dangerous fight.
He tried to comfort them. “I can’t make you go with us. You’ve got vehicles. You can go anywhere. Believe me, I’d give up just about anything to ride off into the sunset with this woman—” He gently pulled Emily to his side. “—and live off the grid in Montana. But you guys know better than anyone what David is going to do to the world. Once he is done cleaning house here in America, which I’d say is a near-certainty, he’ll turn his attention to Europe and the world beyond. The only way we’re going to save the other seven billion people is if we do something now.”
Jacob crossed his arms over his chest. “It doesn’t change what we are. We’re not warriors. We’re average people who want no part in combat, aside from this make-believe version of us walking around with cool hardware and calling ourselves Freedom Riders.” He motioned down to the rifle he’d liberated from the gun store.
“I never expected you to fight a war. As far as I’m concerned, your only role might be getting us through the front door. From there, Emily and I will descend into his bunker and take out the one man controlling this invasion. David.”
Jacob stepped forward. “You know, he’s not the only person controlling things…”
A beeping sound emanated from the radar screen, calling him away from the discussion. At first, when he checked it out, there was nothing visible on the screen. However, as he watched, a faint signal appeared about ten miles out. The contacts didn’t show up again for half a minute, but then they fully lit up the board. There were two dots on the screen, both flying low and slow, and both heading right for him.
“We’ve got some company coming!” he shouted.
Over Africa
Eventually, despite her misgivings about leaving the pilot’s chair, Priscilla had to stand up. She powered her way through the head, glad to finally find some relief, and was going to return immediately to the front. However, she happened to see that the hatch to the cargo hold was open. She figured it would be good to know what was in the back, how it was distributed, and so forth. Information her loadmasters would have shared, had they been assigned to her crew.
“Major!” a man shouted. “Come on down here for a minute.”
Oakdale waved at her. She could have refused, re-stating the situation up in the cockpit, but he knew it, too. Since she was already there, she decided to indulge him.
“We were just getting ready to brief the men. I’ll keep it short. I know you need to get back up topside.” He stood next to a tan Humvee. A large crate sat on the cargo hold in front of it. The rectangular box was a little larger than the armored truck, making her wonder if another vehicle was inside. However, a black tarp had been tightly wrapped around the box, from top to bottom.
“Thank you, sir,” she replied.
Looking at a small group of American soldiers gathered by the vehicle, the general settled them down before he spoke. “Gentlemen, thank you all for doing this. The people of America thank you. Your government thanks you. If the president were still alive, he would thank you, too.”
For a jealous second, she thought of Ted galivanting around on Air Force Two. Had he ever had the luck to meet President Tanager? She figured he had. In another life, that might have been her.
Oakdale continued. “We’re currently on a heading to touch down at Diego Garcia, our base in the Indian Ocean. When we refuel, we’ll have another four-hour flight to our destination.” He held it out there.
“Which is?” she asked in a guarded fashion.
Oakdale turned to her, making her self-conscious about being dressed like a soccer mom. “Men, this is Major Priscilla Clairmont. We’re cutting her a break on the dress code because she was the only pilot in all of Fairford who could have gotten this bird out of England. She’s more than qualified to take us where we need to go.”
“Which is?” she repeated, catching a smile from a couple of the soldiers.
Oakdale took it with good humor. “The Reboot Legion was able to take out our countrymen with a weapon of tremendous power and cunning sophistication. We may never know how they pulled it off, or where they came up with the design for it, but a weapon that large was always going to leave forensic traces of its source, much as a tracer round will always lead you back to the barrel of a gun. Propeller-heads in our science services were able to trace a few clues. We knew their HQ was in Cheyenne Mountain, but didn’t think a weapon with so much power could come from one spot. We figured if we looked in enough locations on the globe, we’d find the one place that seemed to light up when the attack took place.”
He tapped the front quarter-panel of the truck. “And that’s why we’re heading to the Indian Ocean.”
One of the men spoke up. “But sir, it’s on the other side of the world from America. How could any threat to us possibly be out there?”
Oakdale pursed his lips before answering. “I can’t tell you everything, yet, but I can tell you the rest of the cargo on this plane is above top secret. A precious few people know we’re snooping around out here. This security is because we’ve been told David has spies and assassins at every level of government. That’s how he caught us with our pants around our ankles.”
“So, we’re heading to an island? Will they have a long runway for us?” Priscilla asked it in a serious voice. It was good information for a pilot to know, especially since their chunky C-5 needed an equally lengthy runway to take off.
The general looked at the box wrapped in the tarp. “Yes, an island. To be honest, I don’t believe we’re heading for the right place, either, but we’ve got nothing else to go on. Headquarters did some calculating and tried to tell me the enemy base was located on the direct opposite side of the earth from NORAD, though we found nothing but ocean down there. However, there’s a French island a few hundred miles away. If you cut through the earth below that island from one side to the other, it comes out in Colorado, not far from NORAD. A small town named Lamar.”
She tried not to show disappointment. What started as an atta-boy by an important general had devolved into a wild goose chase, without the goose. They didn’t even know what they’d find on the opposite side of the globe.
“A fishing expedition?” a soldier asked.
For the first time, Oakdale seemed deflated. “We all go where we’re told, even generals, son.” He turned back to Priscilla. “Any problems keeping us in the air?”
“No, sir,” she replied. After seeing the nuclear inferno consume London, flying over open ocean in a remote part of the globe sounded pretty good.
Of course, she’d never tell a cargo hold full of rah-rah soldiers anything of the kind.
As far as she was going to act, they were flying into a hot war.




CHAPTER 17
Wild Horse, CO
Ted ran out the door of the airport radar station with Emily in tow. “Get them behind those barrels!” He pointed away from the building. Some remnants of the airport’s construction materials remained in place, as if the cleanup crew hadn’t yet come to get them.
Emily paused. “Can’t we drive away from here? There’s time.”
They’d both watched the two dots move closer to the airport. Based on the slower speed and tight formation, he suggested they were being approached by helicopters. They waited only long enough to confirm the pair of blips were heading right for Wild Horse. They went outside to warn the others, though Ted tried to address her question.
“We probably can’t drive away. If they’re onto us, they’ll have sent drones ahead. I don’t think we’d get very far. Plus, they might have fancy optics up there. They might have eyes on us, even from the horizon.” The truth was difficult to admit, but even with all his precautions, there’d always been a chance they’d be struck down by dumb luck. It appeared as if David’s people had figured out where he was, perhaps as a result of flipping on the radar. It might have been that simple.
He continued. “And tell them to grab their guns and all the ammo they can carry.” It was a futile gesture and he knew it right away. Not only were Jacob’s men lacking in experience with firearms but even experts could not realistically take on a pair of aircraft. His only hope was to get the helicopters to land by staying hidden. Once separated from their machines, the enemy would be vulnerable to his crew.
“Roger!” she replied.
Emily directed everyone to the assigned positions. At the same time, Ted grabbed his own supplies from the Wrangler. While running with his pack, ammo, and rifle, he thought back to his own Jeep. Was it still sitting on that bridge full of dead cars in Harrisburg? Wouldn’t it be nice to end the war and go collect it?
He tossed his supplies and fell to the grass behind a small pile of metal girders. It looked as if the builders had intended to make a hangar. Maybe the construction crew had been heading to the job site the day David used his weapon. Their trucks could be somewhere out on the plains.
He checked behind him. Like everywhere else in that part of Colorado, it was open grass fields and no trees in sight anywhere to the limit of his vision. Looking toward the west, where the helicopters were coming from, he saw mostly the same ground cover. A few farm fields were thrown in, creating a tapestry of different colors, but the one inescapable characteristic of the land was its general flatness.
The helicopters soon appeared as two dark spots in the overcast sky, very close to the ground.
“There!” He pointed, but then gave one last review of his people. Emily was by his side, of course. Jacob was four or five men to his left, on the end. A few were to his right, behind the empty fifty-five-gallon barrels. Everyone would be hidden if the helicopters landed, though they would all be spotted if the choppers went wide around the airstrip. It was the risk they had to take.
It took about a minute for the rotary aircraft to approach. By the time they’d gotten close, Ted was sure they were coming in for a landing.
“Hold your fire until I tell you otherwise. Our best outcome is to let them come down and then drive off in our vehicles. Live to fight another day.” If he was with a group of soldiers, he might have considered saying the exact opposite. Attack whenever the bad guys were on foot and in range. But they weren’t soldiers. He knew some of them would die if they faced men with guns.
The helicopters swept in and landed at the near end of the runway. As the rotors spun down, Ted realized they were a pair of MH-6 Little Birds. The men unstrapping from their exterior seating positions were all dressed in US Army BDUs and looked like they knew what they were doing. They swept the radio room in two-man maneuver elements, then did the same for the vehicles.
“Shit,” he whispered.
The men with guns headed his way. Since there was nowhere else where a person could hide, it was natural the soldiers would want to clear the construction debris. He was faced with the choice of firing and praying he could surprise them, or—
“Uncle Ted?” Kyla’s voice called out from near the radio building. He couldn’t see her, but the voice was certainly hers.
“It’s us,” Meechum added.
Now he saw the short-haired Marine.
“Weapons down!” he called out to his people. Then, to the approaching soldiers. “We surrender! We’re not a threat!”
The soldiers halted for a few seconds, but then proceeded to surround his motley band of resistance. He worried someone was going to end up shooting anyway, but his little team seemed more than anxious not to tangle horns with the cavalry.
Kyla cut across the route of the soldiers, ran around the beams, and stood there looking at his crouching form as if he had risen from the dead.
“Hey, Kye.” He beamed.
“You’re still alive! We heard you on the radio and I couldn’t believe it. Not until I’m seeing you in the flesh. This is amazing.” Kyla ran to give him a hug, which he hurriedly stood up to accept. “I’m so happy to see you, Unk.”
After a short embrace, they separated. He thought she was going to say something, but she flung herself at Emily. “I hate you for taking him, but I love you for keeping him alive. This is all so incredible!” They hugged like fast friends.
When she was done with Emily, Kyla stood back. Meechum showed up a few seconds later. She looked terrible but smiled anyway.
“Good to see you, Lance Corporal Meechum,” Emily said in her serious voice.
Meechum saluted. “Good to see you, too, Madame President.”
As if on cue, the other soldiers saluted her, too.
“Now that’s what I call a rescue,” Ted blurted.
Pike National Forest, CO
It did not go well for Tabby when she had to keep making excuses for why the bird wasn’t showing up. The longer they walked away from the dam, and away from the campground, the more agitated Dwight became. The one thing she wasn’t going to tell him was the truth. That there was no way his bird was alive since the asshole shooters had made a Macaw piñata out of it.
“I think I saw it flying over there, by that hill.” She tried to use distant objects as the places where the bird might appear. It gave Dwight a long distance to cover before she had to change her story, and it gave her a long way to walk herself closer to the back door of NORAD. She was now determined to get him back to the other people.
“I have another confession to make,” Dwight offered as they walked in the pine forest.
“What?”
“My brain is not acting right. Yesterday, I swear I could solve math equations in my head. I could name all fifty states and their capitals. I could even tell you something interesting about the states I’d been to. Starting last night, things have become muddled in my head, like I was back in San Francisco. I can’t name hardly any state capitals, my recall of where I’ve traveled is whack-a-do, and I swear I keep hearing Poppy cry out in pain from deep in the forest.”
“You’re probably just distraught from losing…I mean, having your bird fly away. It would be painful and chaotic for anyone to lose a pet like you did. I’m sure once you find her, things will turn out for the better.” After telling the man a lie about seeing his bird, she’d fallen through the thin ice of truth. Now everything she said to him was a lie. Anything to keep the tour moving forward. Once she made it back, and had support from other adults, the truth would make its recovery.
“Yeah, I hope that’s it.” He sounded as if he really believed her, which made Tabby feel terrible. She could almost reveal her game to the sane version of the man, though she fully expected the crazy guy to return a second later. He’d said himself he wasn’t acting right.
After walking most of the way to the next landmark, they heard engines. While she wasn’t an expert on ATVs, she did recognize the distinctive whine of the same motors they’d walked in front of the day before. Mostly likely, the same two guys who’d captured them were now looking to round them up.
“Come on, we have to make it to those trees,” she said in a demanding voice, picking up speed. Dwight followed, and they made it to the grove of evergreens as a pair of all-terrain vehicles came over a nearby hilltop.
“Hold up,” she said, not sure it needed to be stated.
“Is Poppy here?” Dwight asked, looking around. “You said she’d be here.”
Tabby wanted to scream at the guy and ask him if he could really be so dense. However, the search party was too close to have Dwight do something unpredictable, such as yelling at her, calling her a liar, then storming off in the direction of the campground. It wasn’t what Dwight had done to her, but she’d seen five-year-olds do that exact thing when they didn’t get what they wanted back in Bonne Terre Mine. Whenever a toddler would throw an epic tantrum, her father used to joke those outbursts were why he got into tourism in the first place.
“Hang out here for a second. I’ll tell you in a minute.”
It seemed to calm him down. As the ATVs came close, and then started off into the forest again, she breathed in relief at their luck. As the motor noise left the scene, she knew Dwight was going to ask more questions.
“I’ll tell you what I know, but you have to keep up with me. I’m running that way.” She pointed in the direction she hoped was where Pike’s Peak was located. It had been visible during some of their walk, so she’d kept it in front of them, but a couple of times, she’d actually walked away from it. She admitted her sense of direction was a lot better inside the dark mine her parents ran. Or she simply knew them so well she didn’t need directions at all.
She jogged from the thick trees into the pine-covered floor of the forest. As long as she only heard the chirping of birds and hiss of wind through the pine boughs, she figured she was doing all right.
“This better be where she is. I can hear Poppy calling for me. You better tell me where she is!”
Of course, there was also the mad screaming of a raving lunatic.




CHAPTER 18
Wild Horse, CO
Once safe from the broken dam, the helicopters had ferried Kyla and the surviving soldiers deep into the Grand Canyon for the night. The next morning, after she had awakened from her repeating nightmare about the dam, Avery informed her they were going back to NORAD. He’d told her his unit in Alaska had eyes on people who’d escaped out an exhaust port on the safe western side of the mountain.
As they flew closer to the bunker, the satellite operators told them the escapees had made it to Colorado Springs and were heading east into the plains. When it was reported they were arriving at a small airport, she was convinced it was her uncle.
She’d never been more relieved than when she saw Uncle Ted come out from behind that construction junk. Once together, it felt as if they’d never been separated. After a few much-needed hugs, they were all business. The enemy didn’t take family reunion breaks, and neither could they. However, she did have one piece of personal intel he’d want to know about.
“Unk, you should know London got blown up by a nuclear bomb.”
He stopped cold. “Are you serious?”
Emily closed ranks with him. She looked at Kyla. “Tell us everything.”
Kyla deflected to Avery.
The colonel corroborated. “She’s right. It came over the channel from our base up in Alaska. They picked it up from NATO. A big one was touched off over London because David thought countries weren’t kicking out Americans fast enough.”
Uncle Ted looked at her. “I’ve got to check on Priscilla, but not right now.” He rarely talked about his ex-wife. For Kyla, she had some fond memories of meeting her Aunt P, but it had been five years since she’d even thought of her.
Emily seemed to understand. She motioned for the colonel to continue.
Avery jumped in. “So, what do we do now that we’ve joined forces?”
“We’ve been thinking about flying into the enemy base at Lamar,” Uncle Ted replied to him, steadying his tone. The new soldier seemed to outrank her uncle, though Emily outranked everyone.
“Well, we now have two more birds for your air flotilla,” Avery said with humor, “but I don’t think we’re set up for an invasion.”
“We had three,” Kyla chimed in, wanting to be a part of the important meeting.
Avery frowned. “We lost our third pilot back at Hoover Dam. These two women saved the rest of our lives. They saw the laser sighting for what turned out to be a kinetic hammer weapon. It came down before we all made it off the deck, though if we didn’t have that warning, we all would have been dead.”
Meechum stood next to Kyla, saying nothing. Some of the color had returned to her skin, and her arm was functional again, but she still didn’t look too good.
Her uncle took a deep breath, as if he was out of ideas. “The best we could come up with was to find a plane large enough to carry us all, and then try to blend in with other traffic and land in Lamar. We figured if we took off from an enemy base, they’d be less inclined to shoot us down.”
Emily spoke up as if he’d missed something. “Our other plan was to take over one of their autonomous solar platforms and hide on it as it landed in Lamar. They’d never suspect people were on board, since they’re computerized. It’s more complicated than a regular plane, but it’s still a plan worth discussing.”
Uncle Ted looked really tired. “We’ve been wracking our brains here.”
“How would you get one?” Avery asked, interested. “You’d never be able to steal one on the ground because it’s automated. The tower would notice it. You’d almost have to steal it in mid-air.”
“Wouldn’t that be funny,” her uncle replied. “We’d have to steal a plane capable of going to sixty-thousand feet, then all jump over to it, and then force it to land. If we got really lucky, they’d fly it to Lamar where we saw the other ones.”
“It would take superheroes,” Emily lamented. “That’s why—”
Kyla interrupted. “You could take it over using one of their tablets. I have one, in fact.”
Everyone turned toward her.
“Seriously. I was able to hack into their system to control their animal drones. I’d imagine it is the same process for controlling automated aircraft in the sky.” Kyla sensed the flood of protests coming. “They aren’t a very sophisticated people. They made their software in a hurry, and they dumbed it down so it would be operable by Tommy Terrorist out in the field. I’d bet anything those airships are controllable the same way.”
She had no idea if it were true, but it seemed perfectly logical.
Avery appeared surprised. “You don’t have one. We took the tablet from you. It’s still in my chopper. However, you told us not to plug in the battery or it could be tracked.”
Kyla gave him a sheepish grin. “And did you plug it in?”
“Of course not. But even if we wanted to, we couldn’t find the battery for it.”
She pointed at him and made a finger-gun. “Boom. You don’t have it because I didn’t give it to you.”
Uncle Ted seemed to understand. “Where did you hide it, Kye?”
She’d been thinking of the rustic retreat ever since leaving it.
“The last place you and I talked.”
Wild Horse, CO
“Can I see you for a second?” Ted asked of his niece. She immediately followed him out of the cramped little building. When they were alone, he said, “Why wouldn’t you destroy that thing? Throw it and the battery in the lake. Step on it. Anything but leave it intact.”
“Hmm, I thought you were going to tell me you were getting the belt.” She tried to be funny, and he wanted to laugh, but so much was on the line.
“Not now, Kyla. This is serious.”
She huffed. “I don’t know. I guess I was pissed you and Emily left us in that cabin. Believe me, when I told Meechum about the tablet, she was mad at me too, but her concern was keeping me from chasing after you, not breaking the thing to bits. I’m not even sure she ever asked what I’d done with it.”
“You took it apart and left the battery there?” he asked, exasperated.
“I knew the tablet would be inoperable without the battery. It was a custom design you don’t simply pick up on the shelf of a Best Buy. I knew I couldn’t endanger our mission anymore, so I essentially broke it in two pieces. If, as has just happened I might remind you, we needed it again, I would know where to go. As long as the enemy didn’t come snooping, the battery should still be where I left it.”
He rubbed the stubble on his neck, sweating with the humid heat of the overcast day. Going to the cabin would be a risk, no doubt about it, but so would any other encounter where they tried to get one. They only had one day left before the rest of the world ran out of time to kick out the Americans, and he wanted to avoid whatever bloodshed was going to result from that deadline. If he knew exactly where to find one close by, he might have tried for it. However, it was entirely possible the only people who carried those tablets were the nerd herders up in Minot, North Dakota.
“Okay, let me see if Colonel Avery can get us to the cabin.” He was about to walk back in, but Kyla grabbed his arm.
“Thank you for trusting me. I know I did a bad thing by keeping that tablet, uh, twice, but I knew it was a valuable resource. I only wanted to be useful to you and the prez, you know?”
His mood softened for a few moments. “I know. And, in the spirit of openness…” He switched to a whisper. “Emily and I are engaged.”
Kyla squealed. “I knew it! I’ve been right from the get-go! You and her were an item for a long time before we met at the lighthouse.” She stood back, breathing hard, as if already planning for the wedding. “This is amazing. I’m going to be related to the president. How cool is that? Will I be the first niece? What—”
He cut her off. “Kye, stay with me.” He chuckled. “You were right. I fell for her pretty much the first time we kissed. But—”
“When? Tell me everything.” Kyla acted as if she’d tuned into a soap opera and was about to get the recap of the last episode.
“Not right now, okay? I’m supposed to be out here angrily yelling at you.”
“Sorry,” she said, seemingly properly chided.
“You’ve given us a valuable leg up on David’s people. Our focus right now has to be on getting your battery, then you’ll have to wow your future aunt by controlling a plane and landing it.” He suddenly turned toward the airstrip. “Though we’ll need a bigger landing field.” It was the next challenge, not his current one. He kept talking. “So, let’s go back inside and get a flight plan lined up for Avery’s helicopters.”
She held her breath for a few seconds, then released it. “I can do that.”
Ted was going to go back in, but he had one more item to add. “If it’s all the same, I’d like to not make a big deal about Emily and I. We’re trying to keep it under the radar, if you’ll accept the terrible pun?”
Kyla’s smile lit up her entire face. A Cheshire cat grin that spoke to her unpredictability. In the moment, she reminded him a lot of his sister. A woman who would lay down her life for a stranger but would also mischievously hide a battery in a remote cabin on the off chance it might be needed later.
“I can’t make any promises,” she said, walking right by him.
Pike National Forest, CO
Following Tabby was the most painful period of waiting Dwight had ever suffered through. On one level, he knew she was lying to him each time she said his bird was over the next hill, or around the next bend. But there was also a part of him who wished with all his might she was telling the truth. That one of those times Poppy would be there, waddling toward him as she’d done a million times before.
When he’d admitted his returning mental problem to her, he’d hoped it would encourage her to stop the confusing game and simply end it, but she never did. She kept running and promising. Never letting him see his bird.
Eventually, she took him alongside a well-traveled road.
“This is where we had to walk in front of those ATVs yesterday. I can see our footprints in the dirt.” She pointed to the road, which caused him to scurry ahead. She chased him. “We don’t want to be seen, Dwight.”
“I have to see if Poppy went through here. You said footprints are in the dirt. Maybe she used those same prints to return to where we were found? It makes sense, doesn’t it?”
She called out from behind him. “Oh yeah, I guess you could be right. But please hurry. We have to go back in the woods.”
Dwight paced in the middle of the dirt track, pointing to footprints, but he didn’t find the one he was looking for. After he’d searched for about a minute, the girl tapped his arm.
“Come on. Please. We have to get off this road before they see us.” The sounds of engines weren’t audible as he listened, but that wasn’t the only way a search party could find them. There were dozens of men at the campground. They might have set out on foot to find them. Or, he realized, maybe some of them were going to use Poppy to lure him.
“A few more seconds,” he said, shaking his arm to push her away. It was critical he found Poppy first.
“Fine,” she said with finality. “If you won’t listen, you can get captured. I think I hear them coming. I, however, will be at the bunker exit, which is just up the road a little way. It will give me some time to hang out with Poppy by myself.” The girl didn’t wait for a response. It truly surprised him to watch Tabby run into the pines.
“Wait!” he cried out, giving chase.
He figured out she’d been right. The sound of engines was growing. He stood and listened when he got to a small overlook next to the head of a ravine. In front of him, a large mountain rose. Was it Pike’s Peak, which Tabby had mentioned was her North Star?
Dwight went back into the woods, but soon spotted the girl. “Where is she? You’ve tricked me this whole time. I want to see her!”
Their eyes met. He was getting ever angrier, but she seemed to be laughing at him. Before he could say anything else, she turned and ran deeper into the woods.
“Wait!” he shouted, giving chase.
It took fifteen minutes to race through the featureless pine forest. Every small rise brought him to more trees. More pine needles. More towering lodgepoles. Always her calling out or mocking him for being slow. She had no idea what it was like to live a life on the streets. He couldn’t keep up with a fit thirteen-year-old. Or was she older? He couldn’t recall.
Soon he recognized the glade where he’d come out of the drainpipe. The dirt path was close by, as was the NORAD exit. Tabby was standing there looking defeated. When she saw him approach, she raised her hands in surrender.
“I was joking!” she declared, moving close to the tunnel exit.
Dwight got to within about twenty feet, but he was so winded he couldn’t even talk. He leaned against a tree trying to catch his breath. He glared at her, though. He’d dredged up plenty of glare since there was no Poppy.
Now he was absolutely, positively, not-a-joke certain she’d been lying to him.
He had no idea what he was going to do next.




CHAPTER 19
Glendo, WY
For a man who’d spent a lot of his recent career being a backup pilot, Ted figured it would be easy to ride along on the Little Bird. However, when he realized how low the pilot was going to fly them, he immediately wished it was him in the cockpit, where he’d have control of the situation.
He spent the next two hours scanning ahead for power lines.
“Uncle Ted, that’s the electric plant where Meechum and I escaped from the convoy. My God, it’s all gone.” The pilot flew them through the piles of metal and brick wreckage. Barely high enough to see over the debris.
“David’s Legion is spreading their destruction over the land. It makes no sense,” he yelled over the wind, “why they would destroy a perfectly good power plant.”
Kyla made a “I don’t know,” face, which was enough to understand her in the high winds. She seemed a lot more comfortable on the bench seat bolted to the outside of the tiny helicopter than he was.
About ten minutes later, Ted guided the pilot as close as possible to the Glendo cabin, but they had to land in a clearing about a quarter-mile away, since the home itself was deep inside a grove of trees.
When he and Kyla ran clear of the rotors, he asked a question for which he already knew the answer. “Will you tell me where it is, so I can run and grab it?”
“You don’t think I can run there and back, do you?”
“I don’t think anything. I only want to be as fast as possible.” He was uneasy leaving Emily back at the airport. They’d not been separated by such distance since he’d met her. However, when given the choice of bringing her on a dangerous nape-of-the-earth helicopter ride or leaving her in the safety of Meechum and those commandos, he chose the latter. To his surprise, she even agreed to stay there, claiming her role as commander-in-chief required her to think like the big boss, rather than his co-conspirator. Since there was little manpower to spare, it was only him and Kyla heading toward the cabin. The pilot and co-pilot wanted to keep the helicopter safe.
“I’ll be fine,” she replied, jogging toward the trees.
“There’s no stopping you, is there?” he said, catching up.
“Before I met Meechum, I would never have thought I could survive as long as I’ve done. I jumped off the Hoover Dam, Unk. Mom would never have believed it. I’m sure I can run to the cabin and keep up with you.”
He put her to the test by passing her and speeding up to a faster pace. Not four-minute-mile fast, but perhaps an eight. Over the course of the short sprint, Kyla did fall back twenty or thirty feet, but it was far closer than he would have anticipated.
Ted stopped about fifty feet from the cabin, approaching from the side. “We need to be sure no one is there,” he said, breathing hard.
Kyla was winded, too. She couldn’t say anything for half a minute, holding up her index finger to say, “give me a sec.”
He unstrapped his rifle from over his shoulder, preparing to look through the scope at the lonely cabin. Even before he got it to his eyes, he heard the slam of a car door coming from in front of the home.
“Down!” he whispered.
They both crouched behind the closest trees.
“We’re not alone,” Kyla wheezed.
Ted let them recover from their run before he even suggested they move. The uncle in him wanted to point her to the helicopter and tell her to run away, but the warrior in him knew they had to work together to recover that tablet battery. It was no longer the cakewalk he’d hoped for, but they were still hidden from sight. If they could get a drop on the bad guys, they could still salvage the op.
“Are you okay?” he asked when it looked like Kyla was breathing normally.
“Yeah. What are we going to do?” She’d pulled her rifle from her shoulder and had it at the ready, which was good, but he’d never see his sister’s little girl as a fighter capable of killing. It’s what was soon going to be required. He was sure of it.
“I’m going to go up to the side of the cabin. I need you to find a good spot to aim your rifle in that direction and cover me. Do you understand?”
She slumped a fraction of an inch. “You want me to stay behind.”
“No,” he said with meaning. “I need you out here so if someone surprises me from around the front or back of the house, you’ll shoot to kill. This isn’t a demotion.” He wasn’t being sexist, or ageist, but it wouldn’t make any sense to have her run up to the building and leave him out in the woods. He had more experience dealing with bad men up close.
Fortunately, she seemed to agree with the logic. “Okay, I’ll be ready, but if there’s a reason to come in, I’ll be up there in a heartbeat.”
It seemed like a healthy compromise. There wasn’t time to run through every possibility. His hope was he’d sneak up on the bad guys and put a bullet through their heads before they even knew he was there.
He snuck toward the house, moving fast from one tree to the next. He came at a diagonal, approaching the rear corner of the building, assuming he was out of sight of the back windows and the lone window on the side. When he arrived, the voices of those inside were immediately obvious.
After checking to ensure Kyla was still in her hiding spot, he crept under the window and went toward the front porch. As he approached, the voices became clearer. At least two men were speaking in mocking tones, while one woman wept.
Gripping his rifle, he waited for three or four minutes, desperate to hear if there were more of them. A quick peek toward the front driveway revealed a red four-door car with a black SUV parked behind it.
For a few seconds, he wondered if the people inside were like him. Americans who survived the initial terror attack but weren’t aware of the invasion. They could have come out of a hole in the ground and were now finding this abandoned house, as he and his friends did a couple of days before. But why was the woman in tears?
Still ready to shoot to kill, he slowly peeked around the corner. When he saw the young girl, he thought it was Tabby, from the NORAD bunker. She was dressed in a tight-fitting blue outfit, which seemed like a cross between a running outfit and a one-piece swimming suit. She had her hands over her face, apparently crying in fear from the men.
Two men, with their backs to him, were dressed in all black.
No matter who they were, he had his golden opportunity.
“Hands up!” he barked, revealing himself.
Cheyenne Mountain Western Exit, CO
“I was joking!” Tabby said mockingly.
Dwight was beside himself with anger, but the run had taken every ounce of his strength. The white light had cured him of his mental problems and given him a taste of what it would be like to have a functional body, but the years of hard labor in the concrete labyrinths of downtown San Francisco hadn’t gone away completely. He realized the irony of wanting to yell at the girl for trying to escape him while simultaneously being unable to talk. Why she’d stopped was anyone’s guess, but he was glad for the rest.
“I never wanted to hurt you. I only wanted to get you back to safety. Back here, to NORAD.” She pointed at the dank tube they’d all squeezed through the day before. Without thinking, he recoiled at the thought.
“I’ll…never…go…back!”
She put her hands in front of her. “No, you don’t have to go anywhere. I thought they’d be here.”
He looked all around. “You mean Poppy?”
Tabby hesitated. “Yeah, even your bird. I was also hoping to find Peter and Audrey.”
“I’ve got them!” a man shouted from close to the dirt path.
“I knew it!” a second guy replied to his buddy.
The two men crept closer, holding rifles on him and Tabby. He belatedly remembered the pistol sitting on the rock, left there by Tabby.
While they approached, Tabby seemed unable to move. He used the opportunity to get closer to her, if only so he would be there when he asked her some more questions. Dwight figured they would be taken back to the campground, where he would find out the fate of his friend once and for all.
“We can’t stay here,” Tabby whispered.
“I don’t have the pistol you left behind,” he replied dryly. “I can’t fight back.”
She sighed, putting her hands up.
A man pushed a dirt bike on the path, adding a third man to the people surrounding them. They were dressed in black, though, signaling they were the same group who fired at Poppy.
“Have you seen my bird?” he asked loudly.
One of the men laughed. He was the same guy who’d driven the ATV the day before. “You’re a one-hit wonder, aren’t you? Everything is about that damned bird. Well, genius, did you ever think you might be the one in trouble?”
“We surrender,” Tabby said dejectedly. “I’m kind of tired of this guy myself.”
Dwight experienced a pang of rejection. Not unlike much of his life on the streets. Many tourists openly mocked him, told him to get lost, or get a job, or a hundred other things. He’d thought he’d be used to it, but the little girl’s words smarted.
The men came closer. There were three of them, as best he could tell. When they were all standing in the clearing, they ordered Tabby to take off her rifle and drop it on the ground. He almost asked her where she’d put her pistols, but he was less concerned about that than her rejection.
“I’m tired of you, lady. I’ve asked you all this time where you saw my Poppy and you’ve not told me a damned thing. My brain might be on the fritz, but I know a jerk when I see one.”
Suddenly, the girl was the one who appeared hurt. He came an inch away from saying he was a tiny bit sorry, but the air was split by the sound of a firecracker.
“What the—” one of the invaders cried out.
Dwight put his hands up, not sure what was going on.
Tabby ran backwards.
Another couple of cracks belted out of the woods from a direction he couldn’t figure out. One of the men standing in front of him began bleeding from a hole on the side of his head. When he fell over sideways and slapped onto the pine needle ground, Dwight still wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do.
A squawk came in on the wind.
“I should get down?” he said dreamily.
He crouched, noticing Tabby had found a tree at the edge of the clearing.
The next few moments fizzled by in freeze frames, as if his brain couldn’t keep up with the action.
The dead man on the ground stayed dead. A pool of blood gathered under his head.
A second man fired in multiple directions, including at Dwight himself. While he’d ducked down, he had the sense it wasn’t helping his chances of staying alive. However, before he could get up and move back toward the line of trees with Tabby, the man stopped moving. If a wind-up toy had finally run out of string, the slumping end would have looked exactly like the guy in black.
The last guy almost made it to his own tree. Whoever was shooting at him took several more shots. He also saw Tabby use her pistol, creating more noise in Dwight’s ears.
Only when the popping turned off did his brain put his vision into its normal flow. Looking up, he swore he saw Poppy’s blue-and-red feathers high up in the pine canopy, but he was distracted by Tabby and her two young friends. They hugged and hollered in celebration.
It appeared as if he’d been rescued.
So, why wasn’t he happy, like them?




CHAPTER 20
Glendo, WY
“Hands up!” Ted yelled again.
At first, the men were willing to comply and put their hands up. However, before they turned around to face him, the man closest to the front door of the house tried to dive inside.
He wanted to fire, but the girl stood farther down the porch. She looked at his weapon with nothing but fear. The perspective allowed him to confirm it wasn’t Tabby, yet he still didn’t want to accidentally hit the innocent girl.
“Get down!” he yelled at her.
She was beside herself with tears. He recognized the terror and knew she wasn’t going anywhere. The other man on the porch slowly turned around. Since he was about six feet from the front door, he must have made the calculation he was too far. However, he took a step backward, closer to the young woman.
“Don’t take another step!” Ted yelled, still standing at the edge of the low porch.
The man stopped. He was clean-shaven, with a short haircut. His face was wider than it was tall, and he smiled in a disarming manner. But he also had a blotch of red on his cheek, a cut that was still bleeding freely. Looking at Ted, he calmly kept his hands near his head. “Hey, we don’t want any trouble. What unit are you with?”
He remembered he was dressed like them.
“I’m an American, actually. Excuse me for not being more hospitable, but you’re standing on my property.” He aimed his rifle steadily at the man’s grinning face.
“This is your cabin?” the wounded man asked.
“This is my damned country, you asshole.”
“Uncle!” Kyla cried out.
He turned to see the other man hanging out of the side window. In the few seconds he’d been focused on the man on the porch, his partner had tried to get the drop on him. Ted had half a second to plan his next, and possibly last, move.
Rather than turn and shoot at the sneaky guy, he stepped onto the porch. The man in the window fired a moment too late. Ted, however, already had his target prepared. Once he aimed at the man on the porch, the guy’s cocky smile was wiped right off his face…
He tightened his sight picture on the man’s chest to avoid hitting the girl, then he put a shot on the target.
A second blast came out of the woods.
Looking forward, and walking past the front window, he moved toward the now-stumbling man and pumped several more rounds into his chest.
The girl in the blue outfit screamed in terror.
He had to ignore her. He ran next to the front door and paused. There were no more shots coming from the side of the house, so he wondered if Kyla had hit him. If the man was still alive, he could be lurking right inside the door. If he was dead, there would be no way to tell, except by peeking in.
“Kyla, you okay?” he yelled, knowing it wouldn’t give her away. She’d already shot, so the bad guy knew there were at least two of them.
“Yeah!” she snapped back.
It was one less worry of his, but it placed him in a new dilemma. If he got himself killed, she would be by herself. The man would be none too happy his buddy was dead. Then again, the man in there might have a radio. If he was calling for help…
He glanced at the girl. “Are you okay?” He smiled, trying to portray himself as a friend. A half-truth, at best.
“I—I think so. They killed Tram.”
“A bus?” He looked around, not sure what she meant.
“No, my betrothed. He’s inside.” She pointed through the door.
“There are more of them inside?” It would change the calculus of war if he was outnumbered again.
“No. It’s just the one man. Tram is dead.”
He felt his blood pressure come out of the upper atmosphere. One was doable. Two was trouble.
“Stay out here. I’ll—”
A small table crashed through the front window behind him. As Ted flinched to avoid the debris, the man in black hopped through the open gash. He held his pistol, firing it sideways like a gangster.
One bullet cracked into the doorjamb next to Ted’s face. He was in the process of spinning around to meet the threat, but he decided to sidestep into the open front door. A few more shots belted out as broken glass splattered all over the front porch.
Despite knowing precisely where the man was, he couldn’t risk popping back out through the door. As the seconds ticked off, he retreated into the cabin firing at the remaining glass of the front window in an effort to keep the man off balance.
Three shots cracked as the guy remained somewhere on the porch between the window and the open door. They’d essentially switched places.
“Kyla!” he shouted, hoping he could hear her through the side window.
He expected her to fire at the bad man, but there were no shots coming in from her position. For a frightful second, he imagined the man had somehow run over to her and taken her down, but that was impossible. He hadn’t appeared in the window or door…
“The middle,” he mumbled.
He chanced moving to one side of the spacious front room of the cabin, which allowed him to see the man running straight out toward his SUV. He’d used the distraction of jumping and shooting to make a run for it.
However, before he could even lift his rifle and line up a kill shot, Kyla finally got in on the gun battle. The pop-pop blasts of rifle fire resonated in the woods, and rounds plinked off the metal of the red car as the man ran past it. By the time he had his own shot, Kyla managed to tag the guy. When he fell to the ground at the side of his SUV, she zeroed in on him and put two more bullets into his prone body.
Then there was nothing but silence.
After a suitable pause, he went to the side window, choosing to yell out rather than look. “Kyla, you see any threats? I’m still in the cabin! It’s clear in here.”
“Nothing out here,” she replied.
“Be careful,” he answered back, mindful of how it didn’t really need to be said.
A minute later, Kyla was inside the cabin with him. She went right to the kitchen, slid a chair next to the countertop, and then stood to get some height. She opened one of the cabinet doors and reached far back into the highest shelf. The tablet’s battery was still there.
“I told you this would work out,” she gushed.
“Yeah, thanks to you,” he said, proud of her.
Leaving the kitchen, he noticed a man dressed in blue trousers and a tight blue shirt. He remembered what the girl had said about her betrothed. The man had been shot in the head.
“Oh shit,” he whispered. “I don’t hear the girl!”
They went out the door and found the young woman in blue lying in the yard near the red car. His gut tightened as he saw her condition.
“Kyla, get some towels!”
She worked inside while he confirmed both shooters were dead in front of the house. By the time he circled back to the youngster, Kyla handed him a small pile of bath towels. He crouched next to the injured girl, but even as he placed a towel over her chest to staunch the bleeding, he knew it was futile. One glance at the bloody pool around her said she wasn’t going to make it. It wasn’t as if he had the option of dialing 9-1-1, either.
“I’m sorry,” he said, after locking eyes with the girl.
“They killed him,” she moaned. “David said we had to come out here and inherit his new earth. He chased us out after the attack yesterday. Said we were months ahead of schedule. But why did his own men kill my Tram? Why did those same men wish to do me harm? This is not the way David taught us.”
He didn’t know the correct way to respond. Part of him had the mind to say, ‘I told you so,’ since listening to the words of an imposter like David was guaranteed to end in failure. But part of him felt bad for the girl. She’d obviously lived a sheltered life. Had no context for the evils of men like the two shooters. Men who were also sent by David to do other forms of dirty work, such as destroying power plants. Those men didn’t see a pair of pioneers setting out on an Adam-and-Eve quest to rebuild a society. They saw a pair of defenseless kids, one of whom had the misfortune of being a pretty girl. She would not understand what drove such men to evil. Even he couldn’t say what did.
So, he said the only thing that might help. He held her hand, hoping to comfort her. “You close your eyes now. Imagine yourself holding Tram again. I’m sure he’s waiting to hold you, too.”
The girl smiled through the pain.
“I see him.”
It was the last thing she said.
Cheyenne Mountain Western Exit, CO
Tabby was as surprised as she’d ever been in her life. Audrey and Peter had managed to knock down all three of the men who had come to take her and Dwight back to the campground.
“Where were you guys?” she asked with shock.
“Just a second,” Peter cried out as he and Audrey jogged by. They held rifles at the ready as they went and checked the bodies. Only after making their rounds and looking toward the dirt path to see if anyone else was out there, did they finally come back to her.
“What the heck happened to you two? Did I miss a training program?” She was still surprised, even a minute later.
Audrey reached her first, taking her into an insta-hug.
“We learned from you,” the girl replied.
She was surprised again, but the human interaction was wonderful. After spending so much time with the distant Dwight, it was nice to make contact with a person. “Thank you for saving us, but where is everyone else?”
“Gone,” Peter said dryly.
“Like, all of them?” she asked.
“Yep,” Audrey said, stepping back from her. “But he and I knew you’d come back, so we dumped everyone else when they hiked out of here. Peter took good care of me last night as we waited for you. It was hardly any trouble at all.”
He laughed a little. “Actually, I don’t know a thing about the outdoors. I made her sleep on some sticks and pinecones. We haven’t eaten, either.”
Audrey didn’t seem upset. “He tried. That’s what matters most to me.”
The couple held hands, then got closer to her. Audrey whispered, while motioning toward Dwight. “What’s his deal. He looks like I did when I found out my parents were dead.”
Tabby sighed. “That’s not far from the truth. You saw him yesterday, right? He had his giant bird with him. Well, those guys who captured us thought it would be funny to use his bird as target practice. I’m surprised you didn’t hear the gunfire. It was like a whole army shooting at the poor thing.”
Audrey still spoke quietly. “We saw his bird, actually. The big red-and-blue thing, right?” She turned to Peter, who nodded. “It wasn’t anywhere we could catch it, but it was definitely his bird. We saw it early this morning going that way.”
Tabby didn’t turn to see where she pointed. It was good news, for sure, but not news she was sure she should share with Dwight. “I’ve been lying to him for the past day about seeing his bird. If you really saw it, and I told him, he would only think we were bullshitting him some more. Plus, maybe it’s for the best. I think he would go off looking for that thing on his own. I can’t believe I’m even saying this, but the man needs our supervision. He’s not right in the head.”
Peter gave a quick glance toward Dwight, then returned to her. “What do you want us to do? Should we go back into NORAD? We’d at least have some food and water. I think everyone else left. It would be ours for as long as we needed shelter from this war.”
When Tabby met the new president, she immediately felt like she wanted to be a part of the resistance against the people who’d taken over America. Finally, she thought, it was time to fight back. However, as a result of her stupid decision to follow Dwight, she’d missed the boat on the war. President Williams had taken the other survivors on their mission. She desperately wanted to rejoin the fight, but how would they find them?
“I don’t suppose they told you where they were going, exactly?” she asked.
Audrey answered. “They were heading for Colorado Springs. I know it for a fact. But that was yesterday. They might be two states over by now, especially if they found vehicles. Transportation was the main reason they headed to the Springs.”
She let out a big breath. “I don’t suppose you two would be willing to go with me back to the other bunker? I’m willing to bet a whole lead mine that’s where the president still wants to go. David is there. Plus, based on what I just saw, I think you two could take on the entire enemy army by yourselves.”
“As long as we don’t have to fight robots,” Peter joked.
She scanned the woods, suddenly remembering those horse-robots on the flatbed back in the campground. Were they out in the woods endlessly searching for her? Would they track her forever, even after the war was over? Tabby shivered, letting her imagination get the best of her. “If we leave now, I don’t think you will…”
“Well then, let’s get out of here.” Peter pointed to the dirt path. “We do have two dirt bikes and an ATV.”
“I’ve got nothing else going on,” Audrey said in a serious voice.
“Me, either,” Peter added.
She glanced over to Dwight, who remained sitting on the ground. “So, what do we tell him?”




CHAPTER 21
Wild Horse, CO
The flight back to Wild Horse was a numb blur for Ted. He and Kyla barely spoke. The pilots didn’t bother them. Even the feeling of scraping treetops didn’t evoke the usual I-wish-I-was-piloting emotional response. Not when he had a dead girl’s dried blood under his fingernails. Only when he got back to the airport, and saw Emily standing there waiting for him, did he come out of his funk.
They climbed off the Little Bird and ran clear of its rotors.
“How was it?” Emily asked with excitement. “Did you get the battery?”
Before saying anything, he wrapped the woman in his arms. At first, perhaps because she was around the soldiers, she seemed hesitant. However, she finally indulged his affection by returning the hug. Too soon, she separated.
“Was it that bad?” she asked, now serious.
They walked into the radio room where it was quieter. “The trip was fine. We ran into some of David’s goons. They were in the process of…” He had trouble saying it.
Kyla spoke up. “We ran into a guy and gal who were out in the woods to start a new life. They were with David’s people, dressed in blue, the whole thing. But two of David’s enforcers showed up at the cabin. They killed the boy and were fixing to do terrible things to the girl. We got there in time to stop them, but one of the guys shot the young woman out of spite. We couldn’t save her.”
Ted nodded. “They were dressed like our missing friend Tabby. Blue tights. No weapons. No skills. They were living a fantasy. A lie put in their heads by David.” He’d been thinking about it on the flight back. Why would David risk the people who would populate his new world by sending them out before his version of America was tamed? For a guy who controlled technology and had managed to defeat the American homeland, it seemed like a huge mistake.
Emily responded, “That’s terrible. I hope Tabby is okay out there. It’s risky for any woman to be outside alone and unarmed.” She pointedly looked at Kyla.
“She won’t be alone, ma’am,” Meechum volunteered. The heavily-armed woman held up the wall near the front door. “Or without at least one weapon on her person.”
“Thank you, Marine,” Emily replied, before speaking to the room. “The only way to save the innocent, and our friends, is to take out David before he can do any more damage. We know the deadline for removing Americans from overseas countries is tomorrow, and we have a plan for today, but we’ve got to move fast. Step one was getting the battery for the tablet, which we now have. Step two is contacting one of those giant planes. Step three is going to be difficult. We have to land it somewhere. This airport is too small…”
Ted picked up her thought. “Actually, ma’am,” he said to be professional in front of the others, “when we flew in, I noted the condition of the road going next to the airport. It’s straight for miles and doesn’t seem to have fencing or telephone poles alongside it. I’d say it would be suitable as a landing strip.”
“Are you sure?” Emily countered. “We’ll only get one chance.”
He shrugged. “The alternative is going to a bigger airport. It presents new risks of being discovered. This airport is so small, it probably doesn’t even rate an overflight by a drone. We’ll drive up and down the road to make sure there are no obstacles, but I think we can make this work. There’s nothing on the sides of the road but flat fields. It’s doable.”
Emily looked at Avery. “What do you think, Colonel?”
Ted and Emily had discussed his rank in their private conversations since Avery’s arrival. Almost from the beginning, Emily had entertained the notion of promoting him in the field. When the colonel showed up, she’d wanted to immediately bump Ted up a couple of ranks, so he would at least be at the same one as the new guy. However, he’d talked her out of it for a couple of reasons. One, even if she did kick him upstairs, Avery would still outrank him by virtue of time served at O-6. But the second point mattered more to him. He didn’t want the colonel to think he’d been promoted due to his personal relationship with the President of the United States.
Avery thoughtfully stroked his square jaw. As the colonel stood close to Emily, Ted realized the man he’d been worried about could possibly be an assassin. Someone who would both outrank him and be in a position to strike a deadly blow. John Jefferies, a man he knew well, was someone he never would have pegged as a traitor. Avery, or any of the new soldiers, were blank slates to him. Any of them could do a lot of damage to the fledgling rebellion he was putting on. Killing Emily would be a crushing loss, but so would a simple phone call to David’s HQ to warn them.
Avery didn’t whip out a gun as an assassin. He spoke while looking at Ted. “Emily and I chatted at length while you guys were gone to the cabin. She explained where the real Legion HQ is located, and why we have to attack it as soon as possible. What you’re proposing is a little over my pay grade, to be honest. I don’t like the idea of taking more civilians into battle, including whoever they are.” He pointed to Jacob’s men, who stood around outside the room. “But my Team Yankee is below half-strength now, and we were only sent here to do recon. Using our small copters to punch into a major fortified stronghold is too risky. The truth is none of us can hope to press an attack on the enemy base frontally.”
The colonel sighed. “So, I’d say if Kyla can take control of the aircraft, and there’s enough room to land it, then maybe this can work. My men can climb aboard the wings, we can take off from here, and then we can glide into the enemy base, like you’ve suggested. Surprise would be worth it. It seems crazy but given the poor alternatives against a superior enemy force, it might be worth a try.”
It wasn’t a ringing endorsement, but it was close enough. There was no military training that would have anticipated doing what they planned to do. They had to make it up as they went along.
“Then let’s get started,” Emily concluded.
Wild Horse, CO
After Avery returned the tablet housing, Kyla carefully placed the battery inside. The screen lit up with the familiar interface. Her previous session came up, as if it had been saved in memory. She quickly shut down any references to the Minot Air Base and found her way through the system to air assets.
“I have this terminal spoofed, so I’ll show up as a different address. Hopefully, it will make this tablet appear as a different piece of hardware and located far away. I have it set to a base in Newark, New Jersey, at this moment. If they’re looking for our real location, we should be safe.”
“Should be?” Avery replied.
“Yeah. I’ve done this before, and we were fine…mostly.” It would take too long to explain the nuances of the statement. She needed to focus on the screen.
Her first attempt to find the right aircraft led her to a fleet of airborne drones. If the data flashing in front of her was correct, there were hundreds of drones flying in eastern Colorado. Many were swarming in a circle around the Denver airport, like a hurricane of airborne surveillance protecting it. A good deal of the rest of the drones flew a similar circuit around Lamar. A smaller number flew over the wide-open spaces of the farmland.
“Not what I need,” she said to the screen.
The next thing she tried was looking for vehicles with names referencing solar power, assuming that would lead her to the name of the big platforms. She had to scroll through pages of other types of solar-powered robotic equipment, including models of self-driving big rigs, surveillance aircraft, and even autonomous boats. However, after furiously going page after page into the list, she found the one labeled as an autonomous flying platform.
“Got it,” she said to herself.
Five minutes later, she had a world map showing the flight patterns of the giant aircraft. “This is what they’re seeing at the headquarters for Solar One, the TV company.” She pointed to the screen. “Most of their huge aircraft are now over Europe.”
Emily chuckled. “You’d think David would want them here, to give his people free cable service. Why the heck would he station them all in Europe?”
“Not all of them,” Kyla assured her. “There’s one above Denver, one above Lamar, and two on the ground in Lamar. I see one over California. One up by the North Pole. It also looks like a handful of others are making their way to or from Europe. You can see the line of them here.” She pointed to the trail of ten or fifteen over the Atlantic Ocean, acting like a train of ants leading back to their hill in Lamar.
“There’s at least a hundred of them,” Avery commented.
“We only need the one over Denver,” Uncle Ted replied. “Can you access it?”
“Why not the one over Lamar?” she asked pointedly.
He shrugged. “Denver is closer?”
“Works for me. Let me try to link up,” she said, getting into the meat of the programming. To her delight, it was indeed a lot like taking over the land-based drones. Once she was inside the code for the plane, she was able to alter the infinity loop path of the flight. Instead of circling Denver, she sent the plane on a descent route to their airport. It took some fine tuning at the end, since the software didn’t recognize the two-lane highway as a legitimate airfield, but she made it work.
“There we go!” she said with pride. “It will be here in…” She did the math in her head. “…three hours.”
“It will take that long?” Avery asked with surprise. “Denver can’t be more than a hundred miles from here.”
Kyla replied. “I tried to make it come straight down, but the system wouldn’t allow it. I don’t know if it’s possible.”
Uncle Ted addressed the issue. “We saw these planes. They’re huge, unwieldy beasts, flying twelve miles up in the sky. They have to bleed off altitude gradually, or the fragile wings could rip. It sucks we have to wait, but it does give us time to prepare the rest of our plan.” He turned to Avery and nodded. “Colonel.”
“Very good,” Avery answered.
She sat back from the terminal. “And it gives us time to break down and clean our weapons fifty times.” She and Meechum traded smiles.
“Well, I’m sure that won’t be necessary,” her uncle assured her.
Kyla didn’t even mind. Her tablet theory had panned out. She was super stoked the big plane would arrive at all.
Diego Garcia, British Indian Ocean Territory
Priscilla’s self-image improved once she was able to change into a flight suit more suitable for high-altitude cruising. It helped her stay focused when they hooked up with the KC-46 Pegasus fuel hauler, and it was an absolute requirement when they landed in Diego Garcia, which was a tiny speck of land far out in the Indian Ocean.
After putting the big bird on the ground, she finally got a chance to tour the rest of the cargo bay. General Oakdale was gracious enough to show her around, which she appreciated.
“Ma’am, I can’t thank you enough for getting me and my boys down here. It was a real shame to lose London like that.”
“Have you heard anything? Was it as bad as it looked?”
“Worse,” he said gravely. “We always knew a modern nuclear attack would make Hiroshima seem like a tiny bonfire, and it exceeded all our worst fears. Miles and miles of total obliteration. Radiation zapped most of the south of Britain. Fallout is already coming down in the Low Countries and Germany. David’s forces knew where to hit us.”
“I’d like to hit back at the dirtbag, General. Has there been any progress on tracking him down? We both know he isn’t hanging out in some obscure island out here in the ocean.”
He seemed to think on it. “There’s been some chatter about a group of soldiers fighting inside America’s borders. They seem to think David is in a bunker under the town of Lamar.”
The name sounded familiar. “Should I know where that is? I feel like I’ve heard the name…”
He chuckled. “I mentioned it to you hours ago in the briefing, but I won’t hold it against you. I know we’re all dog tired. Lamar is the town on the other end of an imaginary tunnel through the earth starting below this island we’re checking out.” He pulled out a folded piece of paper and looked at it. “Amsterdam Island.”
“It sounds exotic,” she replied.
“It’s not. Intelligence says it’s a volcanic island with twenty-one square miles of nothing except rocks, peat moss, and a few scraggy trees. The French have a research station there with thirty or forty people living on-site.”
“Not much different than this place.” She waved her hand around, indicating the island of Diego Garcia, which she knew from prior visits was a nice place to refuel but not much else. She wasn’t a fan of the heat or the beach, so she was always anxious to get airborne again whenever she stopped there as part of her Air Force duties.
The general became more formal. “Major Clairmont, we’re not going to stay here a second longer than it takes to refuel. Then we’ll take our toys to the big show.” He tilted his head toward what was already inside, which looked like a grouping of four Humvees and two M1126 Strykers, which were eight-wheeled armored personnel carriers with big guns on top.
“And when we get to the island?” she asked dubiously. The C-5 was built to carry a giant payload, almost as long as half a football field, but it was not designed to deliver cargo directly into the enemy camp. She’d heard nothing about another strike force, which meant her plane was alone.
“There’s an airfield the intel people said was built in the last few years by French contractors. It will provide an easy place to put down. Our only job is to secure the small research station. Poke around. Make sure there isn’t a Legion base on the grounds. We’ll then radio back to HQ and ask where to go next.”
It was the longest any general had ever talked to her directly. “You don’t believe in this flight, do you?”
Oakdale pursed his lips. “What I think doesn’t matter. We have to clear this island because that’s today’s mission. If, by some miracle, there are bad guys who want to screw with us…” He eyed the Humvees, but also the large container wrapped in the black tarp. “…we’ll be ready. But, eventually, we’re going to run out of time. David is going to use his weapon on those of us Americans who are left. Who knows, maybe we’ll end up staying on New Amsterdam forever. An out of the way place where even David won’t think to look for us.”
She hoped he was right.
“Thank you, sir. The second we’re topped off and clear our flight-checks, I’ll get you and your men to that island. You can count on me.”
He flashed her a curt salute, then walked off.




CHAPTER 22
Wild Horse, CO
Kyla had programmed the stolen plane to descend from sixty-thousand feet and to land next to the airport, which it did without incident, but Ted had asked her to keep the six propellers spinning. It wasn’t going to be on the ground for long.
“We’ve captured a SACA,” he declared to everyone gathered at the edge of the road. “A Southern Solar S-1 Autonomous Communications Array. Emily…I mean, the president and I saw one of these up close when we drove by the enemy base at Lamar. However, even I didn’t realize just what a monster it is up close. This is even bigger than the largest transport planes in the Air Force.”
Avery stood close by. “We’re going to ride that into the enemy base?”
Ted nodded proudly. “Can you imagine them even suspecting anyone would be clever enough to bareback one of these giants? We’ll have total surprise.”
“If we can get there safely,” Emily remarked.
Ted turned to face her. “You don’t think this is a good plan?”
The president’s hands were on her hips, wary, like a mother looking out the kitchen window and seeing ten neighbor kids lying on the ground next to a bicycle ramp. What happened next depended entirely on convincing her it was safe.
“We can’t simply get on and hope this plan works. What if Kyla can’t control it once we’re all in the sky? We’d be at the mercy of wherever it wanted to go. We’re going to have to test it before we can commit our whole force to a single plane.”
He was a little disappointed, but Ted also knew she was right. It was one thing for Kyla to punch some code and make the plane land at a specific spot, but anything could happen once they were in the air. She’d need some practice maneuvering it in real time. Any prudent military operation would have weeks or even months of prep on new equipment, with new methods.
“A test flight? Would it put your mind at ease?”
Emily broke her pose. She spoke to Kyla. “Would you feel comfortable going up with a skeleton crew to see if you can fly this manually?”
Kyla’s face turned white. Ted saw it immediately. She was scared. He was about to say something, maybe call the whole thing off, but his niece smiled. “If this is the best way to win the war, I’m willing to give it a shot. This thing is so large, I don’t think it could possibly crash, right?”
“Didn’t they say the same thing about the Titanic?” Avery absently added, staring at the plane. When there was no response, the colonel looked over to Kyla and Emily. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I, uh—”
Emily saved him. “It does seem very stable. I’d say it would glide to earth even if the engines stopped working. I suspect the people who built it wanted to make sure they wouldn’t lose their investment if it ever ran out of battery power. They couldn’t have these fall on top of a city block, right?”
Ted could see Emily was saying everything she could to make Kyla feel better about doing a dangerous activity. Perhaps she was trying to comfort Ted as well, since she was his niece, and doing dangerous activities went counter to the promise he’d made to keep the girl safe.
It seemed to help with Kyla, at least. Her pale complexion had faded, and some excitement was in her voice. “Whatever I have to do to help you guys, I’m in. Tell me what you need me to do. Although I would like to request a seatbelt or something, so I don’t fall off.”
It was a reasonable request. Over the next fifteen minutes Ted and the others scavenged the tiny airport, the few parked planes, and their stolen cars for supplies. They ended up finding a cache of rock-climbing gear in one of the vehicles, which consisted of a climbing harness and an ample supply of rope.
“Good luck, Kyla,” Lambert said at the last moment.
“Thanks,” Kyla said in reply.
They used a pickup truck as a stairway up to the communications disc hanging from its belly, then up to the wing. When he and Kyla were on top of the giant plane, he guided her to the central fuselage. “We’ll tie you up to one of these tie-down hooks. Planes like these are so light, gusts of wind can sometimes pick them up when they’re parked on the ground. They use these to tie them down.”
“Can we get flipped in the sky?” Kyla asked robotically, letting herself get clamped to the metal with a carabiner. There was a full length of rope, so Ted tied a loop to secure it. The plane’s engines were in the front, so he didn’t have to worry about having the rope get cut apart, but he didn’t want a hundred feet of cord smacking them during the flight.
“It would take a tornado, sweetheart,” he said, turning a bit mushy and feeling wrong again for putting his niece into such a predicament, but unable to think of a viable alternative. “These planes have sensors to anticipate wind shifts, and they have a lot of bend in these wings to help it absorb wind shear. The disc under us also acts as a kind of balance, as if we were flying on a frisbee.”
He used some of the extra rope to tie himself to the fuselage. The group had considered putting more people on the first flight, but Ted had refused. He wanted to travel with Kyla by himself, so there wasn’t a lot of pressure for the girl. As he saw how nervous she was, he figured he’d made the right call. “Don’t worry about a thing. I’m a pilot.”
She looked relieved. “But I’m the one driving this machine.”
He winked at her. “But I can side-seat drive. I already know you can take command of this plane and make it go where you want, so this test flight will be easy and greasy. We’ll slide back into the airport and make our friends feel safe about flying with us on the next one, right? We’ll do this together.”
Emily and the others pulled back from the plane. The president waved at him as she walked away, leading him to assess another good decision of his. His reasoning for going alone wasn’t only for Kyla’s benefit. He’d made sure Emily stayed on the ground, so he wouldn’t have any extra worries. She’d been reluctant, but after telling her how concerned he was to not stack too much pressure on Kyla, Emily had agreed to his idea.
“I want you to command this plane to turn around, take off on the highway, make a low loop around the airport, then touch down again. We won’t have to do anything more complicated than that when we go to Lamar. Got it?”
She tapped the black tablet. “There’s not much too it. Most of what it does is automatic. Making a few turns should be easy.”
Her first test was turning the plane around. The SACA was so large, there was no room to use differential steering nor was there anything like a tiller in Kyla’s control system to turn the nose landing gear. He figured the giant aircraft were always moved by tugs when they were on the ground. To solve the issue, Emily found a tow strap in the stolen Jeep and was able to lash it to the landing gear. Working together, they managed to spin the plane around a one-eighty.
He keyed Avery’s radio, which allowed him to talk to the ground. “Thanks for the assist.”
Avery replied. “You should be clear. We’re pulling for you.”
Ted looked over to Kyla, who sat to his left, but was toward the front of the fuselage to give her the best visibility ahead of the aircraft. “Are you ready for takeoff?”
She looked down the empty highway.
“Let’s do this!”
Eastern Colorado
For a person who fancied herself a tour guide, Tabby found herself on unfamiliar terrain. She was riding on the back of a dirt bike with Dwight as the driver. She had to hold onto his waist to keep from falling off, and she had his rifle slung over her shoulder, but she almost wanted to let go and fall to the ground rather than suffer through another mile. The only thing he talked about, yelled actually, was how she’d made him lose his only friend.
She ignored the harassment and looked over to her real friends.
Peter and Audrey were on the second bike. She chuckled to herself at the odd sight of little Audrey sitting in front, with Peter holding onto her waist. No one thought the young girl would be the one who knew how to ride.
“I have three older brothers,” Audrey had explained when they got started. “Had,” she added sadly. “I had three brothers. They taught me how to ride when I was seven.”
They’d gone toward Colorado Springs, using the dirt and gravel forest roads the entire way. When they reached the city and saw how large it was, Tabby knew there was no way they were ever going to find the others.
“What do we do now?” she asked, standing next to the bike as they filled it with gas. “Should we try to find a better means of transportation?”
“No!” Dwight barked. He’d shut his eyes and held them closed with obvious strain. It seemed as if he was going to say more, but he stayed where he was.
“What, Dwight?” Peter asked impatiently.
“I’m—I’m sorry about my behavior. I can’t think clearly without my…guide.”
Tabby caught Peter’s attention and whispered, “His bird.”
Dwight nodded in the affirmative. “Yes. I miss her, but it isn’t only her. I’ve had voices in my head my whole life. They weren’t loud when I was in the Army, at least at first, but they grew louder when I got out. It’s what landed me on the streets. Booze and the struggle to stay alive kept me busy for the next ten years. I can barely remember any of it. However, ever since I woke up in the empty city, the voices have been far worse.” He opened his bloodshot eyes. “In David’s cube of white, the voices went silent. I could actually think again. I knew who I was.” Quieter, he added, “I knew what I’d done to Bernard.”
The fuel pump clicked off, signaling the dirt bike had a full tank of gas. It seemed to distract Dwight for a few seconds, as if the pump was talking to him. When he noticed the three of them looking, he seemed surprised. “What?”
She forced herself to smile. “You were saying about Bernard?”
A darkness passed across his eyes. “I killed him. I killed them all. I lit them on fire and watched them burn. Seven men. Gone.”
Tabby didn’t know what to say.
Dwight spoke in a whisper. “Poppy said it was the right thing to do. That they were bad men. But I grew up as a church-going boy. This means I’m going to Hell. I’m going to burn with them…”
“Poppy was right,” Tabby spoke up, instantly unsure if it was right to talk about his bird, who was simultaneously real and not real. She’d witnessed him talking to the animal long before the real bird showed up in David’s torture cube.
“She was?” Peter said with surprise.
Tabby shushed him.
“Yes,” she went on. “There are bad people in this world. You and I just survived a whole campground full of the bad ones. They were responsible for killing my parents. They killed everyone in your city. They were evil enough to wipe out our whole country. If you managed to off a few of them using whatever you had at your disposal, then Poppy was right. It was your duty to take them out.”
If someone had told her a week ago she’d be giving speeches advocating the killing of her fellow man, she would have asked them to check themselves into an insane asylum. She was telling Dwight the world had changed and extreme measures had to be taken, but she was also reminding herself of the same fact. Seeing people die exacts a toll. She’d watched three men meet their end not two hours ago…
“Yeah,” Audrey added. “I’d kill anyone who threatened Peter or Tabitha. That goes for you, too.”
Peter chucked Dwight on the arm. “Yeah, you may be a little messed up in the head, but it doesn’t change how we feel about you. We’re all Americans. We defend each other.”
“I’m not going to Hell?” Dwight asked with evident surprise.
“No,” Tabby replied quickly, knowing she couldn’t make such a promise. “Those men were evil invaders. You would have been in bigger trouble if you’d let them live. They might have later come along and killed the three of us.” It was how it always went in the movies.
Dwight brightened. “Then let’s finish this. My mind is…up and down. Right now, I can think. To answer your question, we should stick to these bikes. Our target is that way—” He pointed one direction, then shifted it. “I mean this way.”
“Lamar, yes,” she added.
“Right. Lamar. We’ll take the bikes through the fields. Stay off the roads. The enemy force of Bernards will be in their big trucks, scanning the highways. They won’t think to look for some kids riding across wheat fields.”
She didn’t know if it was good news or bad that he was the one coming up with the plan, but it didn’t sound like the ravings of a lunatic. Of course, the result was going to be an attack on a fortified military base dug deep into the ground.
Maybe they were all a little crazy.




CHAPTER 23
Above Wild Horse, CO
“I’m getting the hang of this!” Kyla shouted over the wind. They’d hung on as the titan lifted off the highway and she tapped the screen to create new waypoints that would allow her to turn the aircraft to the left. She quickly figured out the system had a failsafe, which wouldn’t allow her to place waypoints the plane could not physically handle. Thus, the leftward turn was a lot wider than she would have anticipated. She enjoyed the feel of the wind carrying her hair as the plane made its first banking maneuver. The tapestry of grass and farmlands spread out for hundreds of miles around them.
“Don’t get cocky,” he replied. “If you want to impress me, get us back down to the ground.”
“Is this as fast as it goes?” she asked immediately. The sun was out, so she imagined all those black panels gobbling up energy. They should have been going a lot faster. The airspeed indicator said they weren’t even up to seventy miles an hour.
“It’s solar-powered, super-light, and with a huge wing surface area. It’s designed to get into position over a city and stay there for years. It only needs enough speed to maintain lift. It might take days to ease its way back up to sixty-thousand feet. I don’t really know. Once there, it can loiter at slow speeds. I bet this is all the faster we’re going to get.”
She couldn’t say for sure, but her uncle seemed scared as he spoke to her. For a seasoned pilot, he didn’t seem to enjoy the experience half as much as she did. However, a little sliver of caution crept up in her consciousness. Like he knew something she didn’t.
“I won’t,” she said seriously, already plotting the dots for the wide loop around the airport. Once back down, she was going to dance like a mad woman at flying the biggest plane in the world. Until then, she was back to business.
She got them around the first curve to the back side of their oval-shaped loop, imagining herself on a horse track. After flying a few miles in a straight line, and enjoying the flow of air as it whisked by, she was viciously tempted to stand up and claim she was the ‘king of the world,’ like the scene in the Titanic movie, to counter Avery’s negativity about big ships. However, she was soon into the final turn. When the plane swung around to the homestretch of her journey, she waved toward the airport.
Uncle Ted got on the radio. “This is…Rebel One calling Team Yankee. We’re coming in for approach.”
“Team Yankee. We see you, Rebel One,” Avery said over the radio, evidently happy the test was a success.
Beaming with pride about the call sign she’d been given, she used the tablet interface to lay out the last few waypoints, including a special one which was labeled “Touchdown.” She placed that on the highway. Once there, a line shot out next to it, signifying the room necessary for the plane to come to a stop.
“This is going to be a snap,” she said.
As she switched between the view ahead and the data on the tablet, she noticed the color of the dots had changed from black to red.
Ted answered. “We’ll have to figure out how many of us can ride on this outer shell. There has to be a weight limit. We’ll have to find out...”
She only half-listened. A new series of dots appeared on the screen. She had to zoom out the map to see where the curious new route would take them.
“Uh oh,” she said to herself. Louder, she added, “Unk. We have a problem.”
“What’s happening?” he asked, his voice thick with worry.
Kyla held the tablet so he could see what had her bothered. “The waypoints. I didn’t put these in. If I had to guess, I would say there’s secondary guidance for if the plane loses contact with its home base. It’s trying to put itself back in position over Denver.”
The plane turned to the right and angled up a few degrees. The engine pitch changed, too, as if it was now serious about gaining altitude.
“Can you override it?” he asked.
“Trying.” She already had access to the code guiding the plane, but the more she tapped around and opened new avenues, the more she realized the answer wasn’t inside the tablet. It was inside the plane’s internal guidance. All the tablet did was display what the plane intended to do, almost as a courtesy.
She watched, helpless, as the airport came and went. They were on the first loop of a huge spiral going high into the atmosphere. There were thousands of waypoints on her screen, making them appear as a solid helix line when she was fully zoomed out.
Turbulence caught the aircraft, rocking her and Uncle Ted in their rope seatbelts.
“No luck?” he asked, ready to report back to Avery.
She smiled sheepishly. “I don’t suppose you packed a pair of parachutes?”
Above Wild Horse, CO
The pit of Ted’s stomach turned into a sucking black hole as the SACA made another loop up to the stratosphere. Kyla furiously tapped at her tablet to regain control of the plane, but he had to assume that effort was going to fail. In the back of his mind, he saw his sister tapping her foot and saying, “Well, how are you going to save my little girl?”
“Team Yankee, this is Rebel One again, we’ve got a situation here.”
“Why are you guys going up?” the man asked with evident confusion. “This was a one-loop test.”
“I’ve been asking the same question,” he said with a strained laugh, trying to level out his panic. “It seems as if the plane wants to do its own thing.”
A short pause. Emily jumped on the line. “You have to bring it back down. There’s no telling where it will go.”
His laughter sounded fatal. “Oh, we know where it’s going. Back above Denver.”
“That’s too high,” she said sensibly.
“We’re working on it. Standby.” He looked to Kyla. “Hey, any progress?”
A chill wind blew across the wing. He knew from spending time in high-altitude aircraft they were soon going to be cold, and, eventually, freezing. They had to do something, fast.
“I’m not sure how much time we have. I might be able to grab one of the planes on the ground in Lamar and fly it up here to meet us. We could then try to jump from one to the other.”
He knew it was insane. Still, he tried to imagine if it could be done. They did have a long climbing rope. Maybe something was there. Or there were smaller planes on the little airway below them. Perhaps they could wait until the SACA was high enough, then jump and be caught by the other plane. He’d seen stunt jumpers do it.
“No, I need you to work on this plane. Get it to release its autopilot function. We have to land this.” He no longer cared about the attack on Lamar. They were on a bucking bronco he would never trust again.
“I’m trying,” Kyla said, shivering for a second. She tapped the metal fuselage. “I might have better luck if I could get into this plane. Maybe there’s an onboard computer I could hack, but it seems unlikely.”
He looked at one of the nearby engine pods. The rotor in front of it chugged away, doing its part to carry them above the clouds. “I could shoot the engines.”
“What?” she replied.
“I could shoot an engine and see if it makes any corrections. Maybe protocol for these giants is that when they lose engine power, they immediately try to find a landing strip. What better place to go than the one right below us?”
“Or it might drop like a rock!” she said, fear in her voice. “You can’t!”
They were now a few thousand feet above Emily and the airfield. He was beginning to think having her fly up to meet them, and them jumping without parachutes to try to reach her plane, was the rational choice.
“Kyla, I don’t want to put any pressure on you, but the tablet is the only thing between us living or becoming popsicles. Your mother would not be happy if I let you freeze, you know?” He got close to her, both as encouragement and to see her tablet.
She turned to him with a furrowed brow. “I’m trying. I can get into every system from here to New York City, but I can’t access this particular aircraft. It’s like it locked us out and then physically severed the route back in.”
He was proud to see the look of angry determination. She was scared, same as him, but looked prepared to continue trying to save them until she couldn’t move.
“Don’t worry. You’ll get it.”
Ted glanced out to the three propellers on the front of the starboard wing, remembering what someone had said down on the ground about what would happen if all of them failed. If that was what it took to keep them from going into low orbit, he was willing to try to knock them out. Suddenly, by accident, he realized he’d found something even crazier than jumping to another plane.
He was going to deliberately crash them.
Eastern Colorado
After his moment of clarity at the gas station, Dwight was ready to take on the world. He even grabbed a map from inside the convenience store and showed the kids where they needed to go. However, after a couple of hours of cutting across empty fields, he found himself in a mental loop.
The girl riding on his dirt bike had given him permission to kill Bernard and absolved him of his sins, but she hadn’t come clean about her role in losing Poppy. He was happy for one and angry at the other. Each mile of bouncing travel made him less certain which was the most important. It affected his grip on reality.
“I’d give anything to be back in my cardboard bed,” he said, somehow finding a fondness for the dirty, cat-urine-soaked basement where he lived in San Francisco.
Tabby wouldn’t have heard him over the engine noise, but Poppy would have replied to him. She would have assured him it was possible to go back, but she would also tell him he had to protect the kids.
“Why don’t you come back and tell me those things?” he said aloud.
They had to stop at another gas station. When Tabby got off his bike, she went right to the pump already off the handle. Since someone had been using it when America disappeared, it was still active. He was glad to do it that way. At the last fuel stop they had to dig around in someone’s clothes to find a credit card to use. It was not pleasant.
“Are we almost there?” he asked.
Tabby had gone closer to her two friends. She pulled out the map and studied it for a short time. “We’re two towns over from Lamar. I think we should hang out here until the sun goes down. They’ll never see us driving in the dark.”
His first thought came from his days in the Army. Night vision. If the enemy sat around with NV goggles, they’d be spotted no matter the light level. However, he was willing to forget the discussion when he saw an advertisement on the front window of the gas station’s little store. It hyped a brand of beer he’d never heard of. The picture showed a bikini-babe holding one, beckoning him to sample her wares.
“I’ll be back in a minute…” He walked toward the store.
“It’s not full!” Tabby yelled to his back.
“I’ll be in here,” he said, not caring about the bikes for the moment.
The inside was cool, which was a relief after being out on the hot, dusty fields. The power was still on in this part of the world, which meant David’s people hadn’t been able to destroy everything yet. More to the point, the drink case was chilled.
“Jackpot!” he cried out.
The fancy blue cans of the unfamiliar beer brand beckoned him from behind the glass doors of the cooler. They were all his, for free. As much as he could drink. It suddenly became a difficult decision…
Half a minute later, he heard a voice.
“You can’t ride if you’re drunk.”
Dwight assumed it was Tabby, who would naturally have the most to lose if he tried to drive her across anything while drunk. However, he clearly saw Poppy perched on top of the next aisle.
“You!” he said with shock.
Another voice called out from closer to the front of the store. “Dwight? You okay? Are the drinks cold?”
It was Tabby that time.
Poppy had disappeared.
He studied his choices for a long moment, then opened the cooler to grab a soda pop. “Yeah, it’s why I came in here. It’s all the cool you can drink.”




CHAPTER 24
Above Wild Horse, CO
Kyla was shivering, despite wearing the heavy black uniform of the Legion. “I can’t do it, Uncle Ted. If Meech heard me say it, she would kick my ass, but I’ve tried everything. The tablet isn’t going to let me take control of this aircraft.”
“That’s it. I’m going to shoot the engines.”
He expected a protest, but she agreed. “Yeah, let’s crash this thing. At least we’ll be warm.”
Ted laughed to prove to her he wasn’t scared, though he was terrified. The airfield was at least ten thousand feet below. The temperature had already gone down about forty degrees, to say nothing of the wind chill. After swinging his rifle off his shoulder, he lined up the closest engine. “Cover your ears!”
The crack-bang of the rifle barely registered over all the other noise. When the first shot seemed to do nothing, he fired five more times at the bulbous casing of the engine. They went into the metal, he saw them go through, but nothing was smoking or sizzling, and the blade of the prop continued to spin at the same rate as the others. He held back more rounds since all his gear and spare ammo was far below.
“Did it work?” Kyla asked.
“No,” he said sadly. “I think I need to walk over there.”
She said nothing to stop him. He suspected the cold was getting to her.
“You just hang tight here. I’ve got all this rope and I’m tied off. It’ll be a piece of cake.”
“Be careful,” she replied.
Despite knowing he wouldn’t fly off the back of the wing and fall to the ground, he did worry about getting swept off and being trailed along like a dog on a leash. To counter the effects of the wind, he crawled on the wing, using the front edge of the rectangular solar cells to prevent himself from sliding backward. It took him about two minutes to reach the first engine.
“It’s going to be fine,” he told himself.
The engine panels took some effort to swing open, but once he had access to the internal workings, he was able to piece together the most effective points of failure. Since the motor was driven by electricity from the solar panels, there were no fuel lines to cut or valves to close off. It took a bit of deduction, but he finally settled on a large metal box that seemed to be the link between the engine and the fuel cells.
“My kingdom for a shielded wire cutter,” he said aloud.
Left with no choice of tools, he clumsily aimed his rifle into the compartment. He held his breath when he fired into the box, expecting an explosion or at least some sparks, but it did neither. The shot went into the device, he knew that much. He was about to fire again when the prop began to slow.
“That did it!” he shouted.
He sat there for a full minute as the rotor came to a stop. He expected the plane to switch directions, heading for an emergency landing as any live pilot would likely do. However, even after three or four minutes, the plane continued its ascent.
Ted scurried along the edge of the solar panels until he returned to Kyla. She seemed happy to see him, and the dead engine at his back.
“You have to knock out more!” she shouted.
“I know. I’m going for the one on the far side of the fuselage. I want to knock them out in sequence, instead of all on one wing, so the crippled plane can get down to the ground with us still on it.” Knocking out three engines on one side might not send them crashing to the ground, but it would make maneuvering more difficult for the robot plane. He was sure of that. In order to give them the best odds, he was intent on being methodical.
“Be careful,” she said, giggling. “As if you were going to be dangerous about it!”
He laughed, careful to step around her. After making sure the climbing rope had enough slack, he went over the minimalist fuselage. Since there was no cockpit, the body of the plane was sleek and streamlined. There were undoubtedly computers and other gear inside the pencil-like body, but there was no time to divert from his efforts.
Once on the far side, he repeated his balancing act along the front face of the solar panels, stopping only when he reached the engine pod. He found the same box inside, took the same shot, and watched the prop come to a halt.
“Come on!” he yelled when the plane refused to divert.
“All right. Fine. Let’s try this again.” Cinching his rope tighter, he struggled to get past the motor of the first propeller, then made his way to the number two engine. Fighting the chills in his fingers, he opened the hatch and targeted the critical piece of equipment. To his shock, he missed the first shot.
“Damn!”
He bolstered himself against the cold and purposefully lined up his target. The second round went in, immediately stopping the prop. Unlike when he disabled the first two engines, the plane immediately changed course when he knocked out the third. After a brief turn, they were faced south—toward the little airfield.
Now with perk in his step, he returned to Kyla and crouched next to her. “I did it! We’re heading back.”
“But not down,” she complained.
It was true, they were flying due south, but at a level altitude.
“We’ll drop in a second. The airfield is right below us. We’ll have to loop around.” After saying it, he and Kyla watched as the plane continued its journey without making any effort to swerve or land. After a few minutes, he craned his neck to see over the back of the wing, admitting to himself they were heading away from their friends.
He picked up the radio. “Team Yankee, this is Rebel One. I think we stopped it from going to Denver, but it isn’t landing at your location.”
“Copy. Can you see where it’s heading?”
Ted tried to look ahead, but the endless flat fields gave no clue. However, he had a better way to find out. “Kyla, what does it say on your tablet?”
She slowly pulled it out from under her arm. It probably gave off heat while operating, so he didn’t blame her for using it as a warmer. After tapping the screen with shivering fingers, she tilted it so he could see the path.
“We’re screwed,” she said through chattering teeth.
He took a moment to absorb the implications.
“The auto-pilot is taking us to our original target…” he reported, pausing to think. He was unsure what to tell them. If the attack was on, they would be going in without a firm game plan. If the attack was off, they might never get another chance. “I recommend we launch the attack, Team Yankee. We can’t stop this thing, so we’ll do whatever we can when we get there. It would be nice to have backup, but I know you’ll make that decision when you can.”
He had a sneaking suspicion his sister was flying alongside them on angel wings, wholly disappointed he would get Kyla into even more danger.
“Sorry, sis,” he said under his breath.
Lamar, CO
Dwight steadily became less reliable as they got closer to Lamar. He’d guided them well out of Colorado Springs, but his direction had gotten worse as they neared the target. They’d crossed a bridge over a wide stream, giving her a clue where they were.
“You’ve overshot the whole town,” she said seriously.
They’d stopped on a dusty two-track on the edge of a bare farm field.
Dwight acted as if he’d been interrupted. “What? Oh, yeah. I wanted to come at the town from the side, not the front. It’s a key military stratee-jury.”
“You mean strategy?” Peter asked.
“What did I say?” Dwight responded.
The boy brushed his hand in front of him. “Never mind.”
Tabby had to keep them from losing track of the target. “Dwight, why did we come this way, though? The town is basically a square, right?” The map didn’t show much detail, but the shaded part did seem to be shaped like a square. “There is no front or back to a random square.”
“Poppy said it was best to go around the target. Come at a direction you’d never suspect. Besides, I’m a soldier. You three are…kids.”
Peter’s hackles went up. Even Audrey seemed taken aback.
“Hold up a second,” Tabby said sternly. “We’ve followed what you said on these dirt bikes. We’ve listened to your advice and did everything you’ve asked. Why are you insulting us now?”
He used his fingers to pinch his eyelids shut for a few seconds. “I’m sorry. You three are cool. All we have to do is drive across these last few fields and we’ll be in the town.”
She stood back a step. “Okay. The bunker entrance is at the airfield. If you can get us there, I can take us the rest of the way.” It was close to sunset. They’d spent the entire evening alternately driving over desolate farm fields and looking for gas. The old dirt bikes seemed to always run out.
Dwight looked right at her and spoke, eyes suddenly clear. “You said we should wait until dark, and I agree. I’ll take you the last little way. It’s what she would have wanted…” He’d left it hanging in an ominous tone. The she in that sentence was undoubtedly his missing bird, but his tone made it sound as if she wanted to get even with Tabby, not help her.
Stepping away from the man, she pulled Audrey and Peter toward her and whispered, “What do you think? Should we walk the last couple of miles, or wait for dark with him?”
Audrey bit her lip. “I would rather ride the dirt bike. If we get spotted, or are in danger of being caught, we’re going to want something that can get us out in a hurry.”
She looked to Peter. He added, “Makes sense to me. I’ve already walked more than is healthy for someone my age during this apocalypse. Today has been bumpy, but also nice.” He grabbed Audrey’s hand.
“Eww, you guys,” she kidded. She was glad the two had found each other and, despite their goopy romantic gestures, they’d been speaking the truth. It would be nice to have a way out if they were spotted.
So, like so much of her life, she waited. First, for the sun to set, then for it to get dark, and finally for Dwight to be ready. The three of them had been sitting in the grass, waiting, when she decided to walk over to where Dwight had hunkered down next to his bike. When she arrived, she was disappointed in his condition.
“Oh, man, he’s asleep,” she whispered, before realizing that was unnecessary. Tabby gently kicked the sleeping man. “Hey! Dwight! Wake up!”
“Poppy?” he said in reaction.
“No. Tabby. It’s totally dark. We’re ready to go.”
Her night vision was well-tuned after being in the dark for at least an hour. Most of the horizon was blackened and dim, but the sky to the west was brighter. Lamar was close.
After a huge yawn, Dwight stood up. “Do we have any food?”
They’d munched on food each time they’d gone into gas stations, but they couldn’t carry much in their pockets. She didn’t have anything on her.
“Eat when you’re dead,” she snapped, losing patience with him. “Ugh. I meant to say that you can eat something if you have it, but please hurry. I don’t want to miss our friends.” She put her hands on her hips, struggling to hold it together, and looked up at the sky. The sound of engines caught her ears. The twinkle of red and green lights captured her eyes. The recognizable whir of drone aircraft also came from above; there were several zipping through the night.
Dwight cocked his head. “What was it, Poppy? Oh, right. It makes a lot of sense.” He turned to her. “She wonders if you’ve thought that your friends might attack you, thinking you are with the enemy. You’ve been so anxious to get there. Did you consider whether it would be safe?”
Without pausing, he pulled out a sleeve of crackers from his front pocket. They’d been smashed to crumbs, but he didn’t seem the least bothered. He opened the plastic wrapping and inhaled the broken bits like it was a drink. Dwight chewed the mess with a huge grin on his face. When he was able, he pointed to his mouth, talking with puffs of cracker dust. “Old trick. It helps you get them down faster.”
Once he’d finished, they got back on the dirt bikes and headed into the darkness. Dwight had obviously picked up some useful intel from the map because he guided them around the town until they came to the endless runway strip she’d asked him to find. Dwight and Audrey stopped the bikes to study the scene.
“Wow, that’s some air traffic,” Tabby said in a hushed voice.
“I went to the St. Louis airport one time,” Audrey added, “and it wasn’t this busy.”
“Keep going,” Dwight advised, hitting the gas to get them rolling.
Plane after plane landed at the field, while others alternately took off. The streaks of light from the aircraft created a diversion. The line of landing lights next to the runway were too dim to expose them, even as they drove the dirt bikes in the grass alongside the markers.
“We’re here,” Dwight reported, stopping again.
“Kill the engines. Let’s push the bikes under one of those.” She pointed to the big airplanes parked next to the strip. There were giant overhead lights farther up the airfield, by the bunker entrance and over an epic-scale parking lot of other planes, but her target sat outside the main bubble of light. It would give them a place to take shelter and observe the bright end with all its current activity.
They got there with no problems, but once in position, it was unclear what they should do next. Dwight had mentioned the danger of being at the enemy base before the expected assault took place, though she had no idea whether they were early or late. Her eyes grew heavy as the night wore on, but she was certain something would happen if she dared shut them…
Overhead, the buzz of aircraft never stopped.
It finally put her to sleep.
She woke up when it was daylight again.




CHAPTER 25
Lamar, CO
“That was the longest night of my life,” Kyla said dryly.
The sun waited on the bottom edge of the horizon to the east, somewhere over Kansas. From her position on the SACA, flying at a few thousand feet above the high plains, she had the perfect view for what would have otherwise been a beautiful sight. As it was, huddled together for warmth with her uncle, it was only noteworthy as a possible signal their torturous journey was almost over.
“Mine, too,” Uncle Ted admitted.
“On the bright side, I don’t feel the bruise on my brain anymore. The cold must have neutralized it.” The bump on her head barely registered anymore.
“You have a bump?”
“It’s a long story,” she snarked, stoking the fire in her frozen sarcasm circuit.
Once they’d left the area around the Wild Horse airport the previous night, the three-engine platform had gradually descended as it headed south. They thought they’d hit a stroke of genius luck when the plane appeared as if it was going to land at Lamar, the one place they wanted to go, but the luck broke when it started making sky loops again. After a short time, her uncle informed her they were in a holding pattern, probably because there were so many other aircraft touching down and taking off from the enemy airport. The delay ran through the entire night…
“But we’re still alive this morning,” Kyla declared, trying to sound resolute and brave. Those were two things she didn’t really feel at the time, and she secretly admitted there were points the previous night where she would have surrendered willingly to the bad guys as long as they gave her a warm blanket on the way to the gallows.
“Meechum taught you well. I’m going to recommend she becomes a trainer for our new military.”
“We’ll see. I think she’ll want to continue the fight at the front lines. That’s my guess, anyway. And I don’t blame her. I want to fight, too. The men and women who took over this nation have killed everyone I ever loved. Mom, of course, and our family, but there are others you don’t think about. My schoolteachers. The mailman. Every boy I ever dated—”
“Some are better off dead,” her uncle joked, seemingly desperate to lighten the mood.
She nudged him with her elbow. “I’m serious, Unk. Whatever we do, next, you have to promise me we’ll take it all back. We have to rebuild America in their honor. Even for my ex-boyfriends.”
Without noticing it happen, the plane had straightened out, going away from Lamar.
“We’re out of the loop,” her co-pilot declared. “I think we’re swinging wide for an approach to the airport…”
“Finally,” she said breathlessly.
“Look down at the runway. We have to anticipate where we’ll go when we get there.”
“I’ll try—”
He pointed. “What the hell is that hole?”
She craned her neck to see what he meant and saw it right away. A round, black opening was positioned next to the airfield on the busy end closest to town. Twin doors had swung open and lay on opposite sides, reminding her of a missile silo. An array of metal shields, a lot like mirrors, surrounded the hole for about a hundred yards. Some of the flat surfaces reflected the earliest rays of the sun, calling attention to the industrial site. It reminded her of solar energy complexes she’d studied in school. Those usually had thousands of mirrors to direct sunlight to a central focal point, usually on a tower. The one below didn’t have the middle tower. Only the black pit.
“We’ll get a better look when we land,” he said, still straining to watch the sight with her.
“Did you see where we need to go when we get down there?” she asked, once they were far enough away. “Where are Emily and the others? How will they find us? We’re not prepared to go down there.”
The plane tilted, drawing them ever closer to landing. She powered up the tablet again, wondering if they had any control over the plane yet, but it remained on auto-pilot. She did confirm they were on approach to the Lamar airfield, however. She’d been shivering all night, but her shaking got worse with the fear, even as the air warmed with their descent.
Uncle Ted noticed her. How could he not?
“Kye, listen to me. If they knew we were here, they would have already brought the plane down. Or, now that I’m thinking about it, they could have offed us by sending the plane into a lightning storm or by regaining sixty-thousand feet. The fact that we’re still alive suggests we can still slip in unseen. All we have to do is lay low and hop off when we get the chance, right?”
“I’ll do whatever you say. You’re the pilot, remember?”
He smiled at her. “I do. Keep your tray tables and seat backs up, okay? We’ll be down on the ground shortly.”
She held onto the rope, wondering how her uncle could seem so relaxed when the whole world was literally coming at them from below.
Lamar, CO
Ted didn’t have time to wonder about the strange missile silo once they’d flown beyond it. The plane was turning back toward the airfield, and they were bleeding off altitude as they headed in for a landing. And, despite what he’d told Kyla about no one knowing they were there, he didn’t dare take comfort in his words. He didn’t want to become complacent or make assumptions about their safety. If a live operator had been watching the plane lose three of its engines in a sequence, he was positive they would want to survey the machine as soon as it touched down.
“Kye, I’ve got a plan.”
“I’ll do whatever,” she assured him.
Using the rope and harness, he had Kyla scoot to the rear of the fuselage where it met the back of the oversized wing. “When I say jump, you jump!”
She didn’t appear happy in the least, but she didn’t argue.
The plane glided in toward the airfield and he sincerely appreciated whoever had constructed the fifteen-thousand-foot work of engineering. It was covered in black matting, which he assumed was either metal or some form of composite material. It was long enough for the big automated flying platforms could touch down and decelerate without needing brakes. Having so much room would make it easy to anticipate when it was safe to jump.
“Almost there,” he commented, looking ahead toward a three-story tower at the most distant part of the runway. “We have to jump before they can get a good look on top of the aircraft, okay?”
“So…while it’s rolling?”
“Yep,” he said in a cheerful way, guiding her off the wing and onto the top of the communications disc held underneath the fuselage and wings. It got them even closer to the ground.
Since they weren’t moving that fast to begin with, the aircraft didn’t need more than half the length before it set down and started decelerating. When they reached the parking area where the sister planes had been parked, his airframe diverted right and went onto the monster lot. It seemed they were moving slow enough to hop off.
“Now!” he shouted, untying the rope.
“Are you sure?” she asked, following him on hands and knees to the rear edge of the flat disc. They were still rolling along at ten or fifteen miles an hour, but it was only about six feet down to the ground. It wasn’t any worse than falling off a bike.
“Yes, now!” he ordered, always watching the tower.
He didn’t want to jump first, in case she didn’t come with him. Instead, he crouched next to her, quietly assuring it was going to be all right. The plane continued to slow as it approached the other parked planes. He soon saw how the jumbo would position itself as the last of the other giants, like three huge butterflies sitting on the ground. There were men moving around the airport near the tower, but none any closer. That didn’t mean they weren’t out there. It was hard to see everything from on top of the rolling wing.
“Okay, here I go.” Kyla took a moment to steel herself, then she hopped.
He didn’t wait for her to land. The second she left, he followed. They hit the tarmac, fell backward with the momentum, and flopped to the hard surface. The airfield and adjacent parking apron were built with interlocking composite mats, not metal, but they were almost as unforgiving on his back.
“Ow,” he said reflexively.
Kyla groaned as she got to her knees. “This surface tore up my elbow.” She showed him the blood on her arm.
“Run!” he said, pushing her firmly.
The ungainly-looking plane was moving into position behind the others, which would soon leave them exposed to the tower. By getting her up and on the move, he was able to stay shielded by the body of the aircraft. However, when they’d run to the next parked plane, the only place they could hide was behind the strut of the landing gear. Besides a couple of dirt bikes laid over on their sides, there were no other service vehicles, cargo, or hiding places.
Kyla chuffed, out of breath from the short sprint.
“Unk, that was, by far, the most insane thing I’ve ever done.” She was smiling like she’d accomplished a major life goal. “That includes jumping off the Hoover Dam.”
He didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. They were still in a lot of danger, but sometimes it was better to enjoy the moments of victory. “When we pray tonight, I propose we both don’t mention this flight to your mother.”
“Deal,” she laughed.
Over Amsterdam Island
Priscilla had her phone out, though she didn’t dare break OPSEC and text her husband. She’d not heard from him since before the nuclear attack on London, but she assumed it was because he and the rest of the US military were on the highest level of alert. Texting loved ones would come a lot later, after everyone was safe. She snuck one last look at Kinkaid’s picture on her lock screen, preparing herself mentally for what was ahead.
Amsterdam Island was ten miles out, looming large in the evening sun of the Indian Ocean. It looked like a pancake, with a large ring of green around most of the shore, though it was muted brown in the middle where it was all volcanic high land. The only blemishes in the flapjack illusion were the high cliffs meeting the water on the western side, facing her, which made it appear as if someone had cut a sliver of pancake and taken the bite away.
“The airfield is on the far side,” the co-pilot advised. “It looks like you’ll want to come in from the south. Be advised there are other aircraft on approach, too.”
“Roger. We’ll swing around and bully them aside.” She began her maneuver almost immediately. The general had insisted they use radio silence on their way in. His thinking was they would not be able to fake their way past any radio interrogations if David’s people were there, and they would not truly need radio communications if it were only some French nationals on the island. Therefore, it was better to pretend they were having radio issues. Once on the ground, they would surprise the French researchers by sending out the Strykers.
She didn’t like the idea of going in blind, but he was the boss.
“I have eyes on the runway,” she said mechanically, keeping an eye on her gauges, the route in, and the sky around her. There were dozens of other aircraft circling the island, giving an air of festivities taking place on one of the most remote landing strips in the world. Anyone who saw her giant C-5 cruising toward the airport would have the good sense to get out of her way. She at least had that going for her.
Oakdale was on the internal radio. “Give me a heads-up when you’re about to touchdown.”
“Will do, sir. I’d say we’ve got about thirty—” She noticed a pilot’s worst nightmare. A streak of smoke rose from the island high ground to her left. “Shit, we’ve been lit up! Airman Bell, engage countermeasures!”
The system was automated, but it was the co-pilot’s job to ensure the plane dumped chaff, which were puffs of radar-breaking aluminum, dropped flares to obscure thermal targeting, and to supervise the electronic countermeasures. For her part, they’d already slowed too much to attempt any fancy maneuver. Bell did his job, but she knew nothing could stop the almost point-blank shoulder-fired missile. It zeroed in on her bird with ruthless tenacity.
“General, we’re—” she said in the radio.
The cockpit moved sideways as if a sledgehammer had struck right behind the flight deck. She was strapped in, so all she could do was hold on. However, a man’s body immediately flew over her head, slammed into the windshield, and then blew out the open canopy.
Open canopy? The sun was coming in through the roof.
The spinning intensified for three or four seconds, reminding her of the worst they could feed her back in flight training. She held the yoke, still not sure if she was flying the plane or it was flying her.
Another hammer slammed into her chest as the plane struck the ground. The spinning immediately stopped, she heard rocks scraping the hull underneath, and she finally grasped she wasn’t in control.
“Hang on,” she said to no one in particular.
The roar of the engines grew louder for a second, then stopped as if they’d been shut off. An instant later, the heat of an explosion washed over her. She didn’t even have time for her life to flash before her eyes.
Everything went black.




CHAPTER 26
Lamar, CO
Ted and Kyla stayed close to the landing gear of the giant plane, but it was only a matter of time before someone came down the runway to check on the automated aircraft. They were the tip of the spear of the attack on David’s bunker, but they’d bungled the air attack component. Now they were two people with a couple of popguns against an army.
A twin-engine jet roared down the runway, causing a distraction. He watched the Oceanic Airlines 737 raise its nose and leap off the manufactured tarmac. As it screamed away into the morning air, someone gave them a, “Psst,” from close by.
He turned with his rifle at the ready.
“Hey!” a woman yelped. “It’s me, Tabby Breeze.”
“Tabby?” he asked with shock. She’d been gone since they’d escaped NORAD. Why would she suddenly appear at the place she’d supposedly escaped? Unless…
“Don’t move,” he called out. The girl leaned around the landing gear of the next plane in the line. It was close to the two dusty dirt bikes. “Who are you with?”
She stayed where she was, but showed she had empty hands. “I’m with nobody. Well, uh, I mean I’m with America. Me and my two friends are here, Audrey and Peter.” After a short delay, she added, “And Dwight.”
“The bird guy?” he asked as quietly as possible.
“Yes,” she answered.
He glanced to Kyla. “What do you think?”
His niece clenched her jaw for a few seconds, before answering. “I guess we talk to them. You and I can’t do this alone. There’s no telling where the rest of our friends went, or if they’ll get through to us.”
Ted turned back to Tabby and reasoned out the scenario. There was no way anyone could have known he’d be arriving the way he did. Tabby couldn’t have planned the meetup, which meant she was probably telling the truth. If, by some grand act of deception, the girl meant to do them harm, he would be ready for it.
“We’re coming over,” he finally replied to her.
“Hurry!” she pleaded. “We have to move.”
He whispered to Kyla, “Can you even move fast? My bones are still frozen.”
“I’ll try. Maybe it will help to run around for a while.”
“That’s the spirit,” he answered. Before stepping off from the strut, he pulled out the handheld radio and tried to raise Avery. He assumed the strike team would continue for the bunker, even though they’d split up. Without a pre-assigned meeting time, or place, there was no way to coordinate. Planning was another casualty of their premature flight. When no one answered, he put it away and took off.
They ran under the giant wing of the first plane, came out of the shadows for a few seconds, then went underneath the second monster. He was wary as he came up to the landing gear, but instantly saw the other three people crouched behind the tires. Tabby waved them in the whole time and made no effort to take the rifle off her shoulder or the pistol out of her waistband.
“Hey,” he panted upon arrival. “What the hell are you guys doing at the enemy’s airport?”
Peter cracked up. “We had a flight scheduled to go to Cancun, but our dad here wouldn’t let them put his bird in a cage.” The boy pointed to Dwight, the man in the ill-fitting suit. The surly guy was behind the others, as if he’d been looking to run the other way. He did not seem happy to be the butt of anyone’s joke.
Tabby spoke up. “Dwight helped us get here, Peter. Let’s remember that.”
Peter rolled his eyes, but they weren’t visible to Dwight.
“We arrived on a flight from…Denver,” he said, to not give anything away. Just in case. “But we got stuck on the outside of the plane, so we’re more than ready to go inside.”
“Good luck,” Tabby replied. “We’ve been at this airport all night trying to think how to get inside the bunker and catch up with you. We figured after you left NORAD you were going to attack here, like you said. We didn’t anticipate we’d beat you here.” She laughed a little. “When the sun started to rise, we thought about moving, but weren’t sure where to go.”
“Couldn’t you find an entrance?” he asked.
She shrugged. “We saw it but couldn’t get in on account of all the traffic. The door to the bunker is over there.” The young girl pointed across the runway and up toward the buildings near town. A mound of earth sat among the square structures. It had a huge door attached to the front. It looked like an earth revetment, where a plane would be protected from bombs while parked, but instead of one plane, there were a ton of people going in and out.
Ted thought about it for a few seconds. “We saw a giant hole, kind of like a silo, when we were airborne. It’s over there by all that electrical equipment. Is it a second entrance?” He pointed to the far end of the runway, but on his side of the landing strip. The metal shields sat uniformly around the hole, at what looked to be about forty-five-degree angles, although he couldn’t see those on the far side of the opening.
Tabby put her fingers to her chin, thinking. “When I was down in the bunker, David took me to see his almighty weapon. It was in a pit, maybe ten or twelve feet wide, and he said it went into the earth for ten miles. There was also a section that went up above us. It wouldn’t surprise me if it went to the surface.”
“Was there a way down?” he asked, seeing the opportunity.
“I don’t know. There was a ladder in the lower part. I can’t remember what was above us, other than the hole. Sorry.”
It was enough to go on. They would never be able to bluff their way past all those people on the far side, but they might be able to drop into the pit from the top. To his great relief, he’d kept the climber’s rope from their flight.
“How are we going to get there?” Peter asked. “It’s got to be a quarter of a mile up the runway.”
He was right. Between Ted and the hole, there were the three large solar planes and about fifty smaller aircraft. Each of those would need refuelers, food service, and baggage handlers. There were going to be guards, or other pilots, at the very least.
Ted sighed heavily. “I’m going to pull out this trick one last time. Since Kyla and I are wearing their uniforms, we’ll point our guns and walk you forward, like you’re our prisoners. We’ll go right for the pit.”
Dwight spit on the ground, but otherwise kept silent. He got the sense the older man wasn’t thrilled to be there. The kids, however, were anxious to have someone tell them what to do. He saw it right away. Even the leader, Tabby, seemed frustrated they’d wasted the night. It was a role he was ready to fill.
After collecting a whole mess of rifles, he pointed his AR at their backs, careful to keep his finger glued to the trigger guard, and marched them forward. He didn’t make them raise their hands, assuming it was enough for him to be dressed like a Legion guard. The scenario he worked up in his head was they’d come in on a flight with the prisoners…
“Walk at a nice, even pace,” he advised them as they got out from under the last of the giant planes.
“Don’t boss us,” Dwight snapped.
They’d passed several military jets and one helicopter before they ran into a flight crew preparing a small propeller-driven commuter plane. He stood tall as if he was proud to have his prisoners, but the men barely glanced at him.
It was the same for a few other crews and pilots. Everyone seemed to have their own problems, which was a lot like any other walk on the tarmac of an airport. It wasn’t exactly a chit-chat zone when razor sharp blades and engine intakes could grab you at any second.
He was surprised to see many rows of armored tanks and other tracked vehicles parked in the open field between the airport and the edge of town. He’d missed them on the flight in since he’d been interested in the hole. However, he figured there were enough of the M1-A2 Abrams tanks, American tanks, to outfit a whole division.
They made it to the silo site without any harassment. They walked through about ten concentric rows of the shield-like plates. They all seemed to be aimed at the central point. They finally stopped when they reached the edge of the pit.
“This is definitely the superweapon,” Tabby commented, pointing down. “I can see the lights on in the room where David and I talked. Below it, the drop goes on for ten miles.”
“Wow. Watch the last step,” Audrey said, impressed with what she’d found.
He leaned over, immediately curious. The dark ten-foot-wide hole went down about thirty feet until it met a ring of light, as if the tube had been sliced through from all sides. If they could get down to that level, they could exit the tube and be inside the bunker. A ladder was attached to the side, as Tabby predicted.
However, as he stood there taking it all in, he noticed how the twin doors for the silo had been flung open on the surface. Was something about to come out?
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Tabby paused on the ladder, swallowing gravely to keep her stomach where it belonged.
“Hold onto the ladder, not the rope,” Ted advised from below.
He’d told Tabby and the kids he’d brought a length of climbing rope, so he intended to use it. Since they were going down a ladder, he tied everyone together with the rope to ensure if anyone lost their grip, the others would keep them from falling.
It was still as scary a descent as Tabby thought it would be. The ladder was evidently there for technicians to service the miles of tunnel below them, but she couldn’t understand how men didn’t fall to their deaths every other day. If she fell, she would have died from terror long before she touched the bottom.
She took a few more steps.
When they’d gotten low enough to reach the observation room, the ladder twisted like a ribbon, allowing them to step off easily instead of having to flip from one side of the ladder to the other. That was also a scary moment for her. Below them, a second ladder started down. Both were attached to the metal railing surrounding the pit, making a cage-like barrier to prevent anyone from walking off the edge.
They all gathered in the room after the climb.
Ted addressed them. “Take your rifles back. I’d normally ask you to be careful with them and try not to get into any fights, but you all know what we’re up against. If you need to take someone out, then do it.” He handed out the rifles he’d been carrying as part of their prisoner ruse.
Tabby pointed to the elevators. “Those go down to the bottom of the pit. They also go up, but not to ground level. When you reach the top floor, you have to walk down a long hallway before you reach the first exit door. From there, you have to walk a ramped tunnel up to the surface. It’s the opening you saw on the other side of the runway when we were outside.”
Ted repeated the route. “So, the elevators go up. There’s a tunnel about as long as the airstrip is wide, and then there’s the ramp to the surface. Is that right?”
Tabby nodded gravely, remembering how close she’d come to her first escape in that last tunnel. “Yes.”
She waited as Ted tried his radio again.
“This is Rebel One calling Team Yankee. Come in Yankee.”
He was met with more static.
“I can take it up the ladder to see if it gets a better signal,” she offered.
Ted seemed to think on it. She saw him as a thoughtful leader who really cared what happened to her. A tour-guide trait she appreciated. “Do you think you could take the radio and go up in the elevator? If our friends make it here, it will probably be a hasty attack. They won’t be able to climb down a ladder one at a time. We need someone on the inside to make sure the front door stays open for them.”
She gulped. “You want me to go alone up to the doors?”
He nodded at Peter and Audrey. “Not alone.”
Tabby spun to face her friends, taking the radio. “You guys want to go with me?” She remembered the one item at her disposal that would give her an advantage no one else on her team could possibly gain. Slowly, and with great distaste, she unbuttoned the front of her shirt, like SuperGirl. “I’m going to pretend I still live here.”
“Right on, hot stuff,” Audrey said immediately. Her teen friend was much more excited about her blue outfit than she was.
Dwight groused. “I guess I’ll go, too. Poppy would want me to keep an eye on you.” He’d been looking at Tabby.
“I guess that’s fine,” she replied, hoping Ted might disagree. When he didn’t, and after she’d taken off her shirt and jeans, she went full-on self-conscious once more. She dragged her long hair from a makeshift braid and let it fall over her chest. She’d tossed the gray blanket she’d once used as a skirt, so she had to suffer without it.
“Come on, Tabs,” Peter said with merriment. “I’ll make sure no one gropes you.” He held his rifle at the ready, as if he would shoot anyone who dared look at her funny. She was still shy about how she was dressed, but her friend made it a little less awkward.
Ted walked her to the door. “When you get up near the surface, call out on the radio using my callsign and guide Avery to your location. As long as the front door is open, he’ll be able to shoot his way inside. If the door is closed, you’ll have to open it.”
“Got it,” she replied, glancing once at the radio to be sure it was obvious how to key the mic. Once completed, she stepped into the elevator.
“Going up,” Peter announced as Audrey and Dwight hurried in.
Once the doors closed, she tried the radio. After calling out for Avery three or four times, she stopped. When the doors opened, she was greeted by the flow of people going in and out of the bunker.
“Whoa!” she blurted.
The bunker must have gone for quite a way on the topmost level based on the number of people inside. They weren’t going for the elevator. Instead, they walked into the side hallway where she’d once stood in Victor’s room. Other pioneer girls and boys lived in that dorm area and she estimated there was much more to the level than what she’d seen.
She pulled out the radio again, content there were so many people as to be anonymous. “Hello? Avery? Are you out there?”
Static came out of the speaker.
Peter tapped her on the shoulder. “Hey, if we hold the door for this elevator, we can prevent anyone but us from using it. Can I call this other one? We’ll block both of them.” He pointed to the second elevator.
“Yeah, sure. Sounds smart.”
She called again on the radio, though she held it close to her chest and kept her back to those walking close by. “This is Rebel One. Come in.”
Tabby had to repeat it a few more times before a static-filled voice replied.
“This is Team Yankee, Rebel One. What’s your situation?”
“We’re inside the target.”
“Confirmed, Rebel. We’re on approach. Can you offer any assistance with the landing zone?”
She turned to Audrey, Peter, and Dwight. The two younger kids were next to the other elevator entrance, waiting for it to arrive. Dwight stood slack-jawed in the middle of the hallway as men and women passed on each side of him.
“I don’t think so,” she replied. “But we will make sure you can come inside the bunker with us. We’re right at the door, which is currently open.”
“Good work. We’re inbound now. Out.”
Tabby strained to hear an explosion or other sign the attack had begun, but it remained silent. As people continued to walk by, some nodded at her as if she was important. At first, she thought it was due to someone recognizing her, but she later figured out it was only the blue skin-tight suit that got their attention.
“I’m going to ditch this unitard the first chance I get,” she said to herself.
Turning toward the elevator, she realized Audrey and Peter had taken a few steps back from the doors. The car had arrived, and a man stood in the gap.
“Tabby?” the guy asked with surprise.
It was President Tanager.




CHAPTER 27
Reboot Legion Headquarters, Lamar, CO
“What are we going to do?” Kyla asked.
Uncle Ted looked around the room, which had a series of light panels on the rounded perimeter. He pointed to a computer terminal inset in the wall, near the elevators. “There. We have to figure out a way to take out this weapon. We can overload it, or short it out, or what have you. Whatever happens, we can’t allow it to fire.”
He seemed to pause.
“What do you see?” she asked.
When he looked at her, she saw hints of fear. He put great care into each word. “We have no idea how this thing works. This chamber could be part of the firing sequence. We could be in some mega serious danger right now.”
She returned his gaze. “And?”
He smiled. “And we have to be careful. If it looks like we’re going to get hurt by it, I’ll move us out the door.” He gestured to a portal on the far wall.
“I can live with that.” Walking to the console, she found the keyboard and started it up. It took the machine a couple of seconds to turn on, and a few more to load into the software. It was like nothing she’d ever seen before. It had no similarities to the tablet software, though the coding wasn’t totally alien. “Yuck. This isn’t going to be easy.”
“Can you get in there?” he asked.
“Yes, but it’s going to take some time.”
Her uncle walked away, leaving her to it. It was nice she was able to access the terminal in the first place, but it didn’t really give her the leg up she was hoping for. It was like sitting down to a new version of her desktop computer software where the developers had changed the location of every familiar button, menu, and application. She’d located a user with elevated administrator rights and was in the process of accessing it when Uncle Ted cried out.
“It’s on! Did you do this?”
She ran over to look in the pit. “I don’t think I did.” The sides of the silo had lit up, revealing long strands of LED lights traveling up the sides. They’d been there when she descended the stairs from hell, but now they were blinking in sequence, as if moving toward her. Above them, the lights didn’t go up into the tube to the surface. Instead, they spread out on the ceiling as if they were exploding fireworks. It was both beautiful and terrifying to witness. Whatever it was, the thing was a weapon.
“I’ll try to turn it off.” She shot over to the terminal again.
Suddenly, everything seemed like Greek lettering.
The pressure was on.
“This label says this is a percentage of aggregated dark energy.” She pointed to the slider. Like most things done on the visual side of the enemy’s programming, the meaning was fairly obvious. A tally was counting the percentage until it reached one hundred. Would the machine fire then?
She ran over to the pit again. “What the heck is it?” she asked. How long would it take to drop something to the bottom? Would that knock out the machine? It was hard to know without understanding what they were looking at.
“I’ve been trying to answer that very question. We don’t have any weapon even remotely like this. Tabby said the tunnel goes down for ten miles. Do we know it for certain? Maybe the people who built this figured out how to punch something through the core of the earth? What if it goes all the way through to the other side? Where would it end up?”
He stared into the depths.
Antipode Station, Amsterdam Island
On the exact opposite side of the earth, Priscilla woke up to find the C-5 cockpit filled with choking black smoke. The acrid smell reminded her of burning metal with a whiff of ozone, like lightning had recently gone off.
“Bell, you okay?”
The co-pilot seat was canted away from her, obviously crushed into the bank of controls on the far side of the cockpit. Once she got her bearings and saw the destruction, she knew it had been a dumb question.
The rear of the flight deck ended in a tangle of metal, then open air. She walked back there, holding the wall for support, until she had a clear view of how the plane had come down.
“How did we make that?” she asked the emptiness around her.
The portable radio chirped, prompting her to rush up to the front to find it. After a brief search, she found it underneath her chair.
“This is Major Clairmont.”
“Are you still in the game?” Oakdale asked with a weak voice.
“I think so. I’m bruised, yeah, but somehow, I’m walking away from this. However, the rear of the plane is two hundred yards away from me. The wings are gone. It’s a total loss. Where are you, sir?”
“I’m still in the Stryker, but this thing broke its tether when we rolled. I was the only one who had already strapped in. The rest of these guys are…”
She cursed whoever decided to take off without the loadmasters.
“I understand, sir.” Looking at the wreckage across the rocky terrain, she noticed the other Stryker. It had punched through the skin of the plane and split open like a tin can when it struck the earth. “Stryker Two is out of the game. I have eyes on it.”
“Listen to me,” he said with urgency. “You have to get over here. Our mission can’t stop because we were shot down. If you can make it, I’ll tell you what needs to be done.”
There were men strapped to the jump seats up and down the sides of the transport. If any of them made it, she was certain Oakdale would round them up and send them out for help. She assumed that was why he wanted her there. Collect everyone together, then send them as one cohesive unit.
“I’m on my way.”
Before she hopped out of the cockpit wreckage, she opened a small, bent closet door and pulled out an M9 pistol. There was no question they were at war. Anyone who chanced upon her during her run across the rock field was going to taste her shooting skills.
By chance, she noticed her phone lying on the floor, tucked not far from where she’d found the radio. When she lifted it up, she noticed it was the unsent text message to her ex-husband, Ted.
“I bet even you, Teddy, couldn’t have put this bitch on the ground.”
She laughed to herself, ignoring the reality that she had no hand whatsoever in how the plane had touched down. It was blind luck she was still alive.
But it helped to cop an attitude. Whatever she was going to do next…was all her.
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The arrival of President Tanager shocked Dwight at first, but then he ran over, excited to meet a celebrity. Tabby was talking to him about something or other, but he didn’t care. This was important.
“Mr. President! I’m Dwight Inverness. I was a specialist in your army.”
Poppy’s voice caught his attention.
Dwight spoke to her. “No, I’m not going to ask him about my issues at the VA hospital. He’s much too busy.”
“Dwight, please,” Tabby chided. “The president was just going to explain why he’s at the top of the elevator, alone, when he told us he couldn’t leave his prison cell. Not while he’s wearing that.” She pointed to a black box on the man’s ankle.
The president’s smile was polished and natural, as if it was his default setting. It really impressed Dwight, though Poppy seemed less taken.
Poppy? He saw her fly into the elevator behind the president’s back. Seeing his opportunity to catch her inside the constricted space, he inched his way up to the door. Tabby continued to talk to the man inside.
“We’re waiting,” she said.
Tanager looked her over. “I guess there’s no chance you’re going to survive alone in this place. The number of Legion citizens has swelled inside the bunker, to manage the firing of our reboot weapon. Someone will be along shortly to take those guns from you.”
Tabby was unflappable. “For now, answer the question. Then we’ll see who gets away.”
The leader of the free world shrugged. “I thought you’d been eliminated. How is it you survived? David told me you were being transferred to the inflection point over in the other NORAD bunker.”
“Inflection point? Is that what you call sending someone into a nuclear attack?”
Dwight inched his way up to the door and looked inside. It caught Tanager’s attention, but he gestured for the president to ignore him. He was hunting for his pal.
Tanager redirected his gaze to Tabby. “David’s company is at the forefront of technology, my dear. He owns majority stakes in several supercolliders around the world, and he’s had first dibs on test results for the last five years. When he figured out how to warp reality to transport small objects and people over long distances, he kept it between himself and the military. That’s where I got wind of it.”
Tabby huffed. “The jail cell and the ankle bracelet were fakes.”
“The cell was real. What better place to hide from the effects of dark matter weapons than ten miles underground? I couldn’t be certain other nations didn’t have the same technology. No one could get me there.”
The girl in blue finally began to wear down. “So, you did sell us out?”
The president sighed. “My administration was socked in scandals from day one. Not my fault, of course, but it did set the trajectory of my legacy, which would never land me on Mount Rushmore. Probably not even on your local elementary school. So, I had to think big. With David’s plan, I can ensure my statue will be in every new city, on every new post office. Rushmore can be erased of its old, stale heroes and replaced with new ones. David will be on it, of course, but I’ll be next to him.”
“Your legacy will be that of betrayal,” she corrected.
Tanager said something, but Dwight was now uninterested in listening. Instead, he stepped inside the elevator car and tried to scoot around the president. Poppy had gone there. He was sure of it.
But she didn’t appear, even when he scooted all the way around the other man. Growing angry, he looked at Tabby and President Tanager. He didn’t care about David becoming the founder of a new America. Didn’t concern himself with one president trying to rule two versions of the country. All he cared about was watching his bird fly by an angelic redhead woman walking his way. The woman’s white skin suit left no doubt about the contours of her body.
But he’d seen the woman before, and never in a positive light.
“Charity, stop my Poppy!”
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“I’m not sure I can stop it, Unk.” The console’s design was complicated to his eyes, and Kyla went on to guess it wasn’t a control for the whole system but was an auxiliary panel for one of the subsystems, possibly the gear up on the surface. “It doesn’t exactly have an on or off switch.”
“What can you do with it?” Looking around the room, there was nothing to chuck down the hole. If he was up top, maybe he could drive a car into the silo, or have a plane cut down all the metal plates surrounding the hole. He didn’t dare leave, however, since he didn’t want to abandon his niece now, even for a short time.
A loudspeaker came on. “Greetings, fellow human beings. This is David. My friends, the time has finally arrived to take the next step in our battle to conquer the world. We’ve kept the American enemy busy scurrying their ships and planes and boats to collect their stray citizens. My plan has ensured they didn’t have the time to focus on us here in their homeland, surviving underground like eternal cockroaches. As with those beautiful bugs, when the apocalyptic cleansing is over, we’ll emerge from our shelters with a beautiful new world to explore. The American goliath has been beaten. Europe will be gone in five more minutes.”
Kyla looked at him with panic in her eyes.
David went on. “My allies in the technical trades, your effort to maintain our fleet of Solar One aircraft has allowed us to reposition them over Europe without a trace of suspicion from NATO or the EU. Now, when our glorious ray beam shoots out of the ground, it will jump from plane to plane, and then drop dark matter on top of our enemies like pixie dust. From there, we will help our Chinese allies destroy all their enemies in Asia. Peace will soon reign over all the lands.”
A hum became audible from the tunnel into the earth’s mantle. Kyla furiously typed at her keyboard, presumably trying all her hacker skills to shut down the deadly weapon.
“I think I can do this,” she said hopefully.
The whir of the humming changed in pitch.
“Yes,” she exclaimed, before seeming to listen. “That did something, right?”
He prayed it did.




CHAPTER 28
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Kyla ran to the edge to see if she was really making a difference. At first, the weird noises continued, but they came from above her, not below. Metallic clanging and scraping reminded her of screen doors slamming shut.
It took her a few seconds to figure out what they were.
“Hell, I didn’t shut it down, but I think I closed those metal shields on the surface,” she bragged, hurrying back to the computer terminal. “I’m having an effect.”
Uncle Ted replied, but he sounded thoughtful and distant. “Great job, Kye. What do you think he meant about those autonomous aircraft? He said they were part of his weapon. Not weapons themselves, but part of his weapon. A relay for his ray gun. Does that mean something will come out of this silo?”
She shrugged, still concentrating on the screen. For each adjustment she made, it had a corresponding effect on the hum. The percent counter on her screen continued to tick upward, however, as if her changes were local and not for the whole weapon.
Kyla replied with her first thought. “If it does come out of the hole, can you climb up and close the doors to block it off?”
Her uncle snapped his fingers. “You’re a genius!”
“Don’t tell my supervisor. He’ll expect even more miracles.” She laughed at her own joke, but Uncle Ted made a sound as if dropping an F bomb under his breath.
“What is it?” she said, not turning around.
A new voice answered. “You can step away from that terminal, miss. The professionals are here to fix it.”
“David is here,” her uncle finally replied.
When she spun around, a middle-aged man in a golden costume strolled leisurely into the bright room. He had long white hair, straight and clean, as if he was a magician from Lord of the Rings. His round face, along with the rest of his demeanor, was one of total calm. He was the exact opposite of how she felt.
Thinking fast, she ripped the keyboard out of its socket, then side-armed it toward the pit. It hit the floor, slid into one of the ladder supports, then balanced on the edge for a second. A second later, it toppled over the side.
“That was unfortunate,” the newcomer moaned. He was flanked by two men in black uniforms and two men in similar dark overalls, though they had red sleeves. One of the red-shirt guys warily walked up to the console where she was working.
The men in black had their rifles aimed at her.
David spoke. “We’ll take those guns off your hands, if you don’t mind.”
“We do, actually,” Uncle Ted replied, still holding his rifle at his side. He’d been caught off guard because he’d been about to climb the ladder.
“I’m still going to need you to turn it over.” David had his men collect the guns, including the pistol in her uncle’s waistband.
She had to step back from the equipment. As she watched, the technician surveyed the computer and the space for the missing keyboard, looked briefly to the pit, then stepped away again. Without asking permission from David, the man jogged out of the room, presumably to find a supply closet of keyboards.
“You can’t destroy an entire continent again,” Uncle Ted said slowly to the man in gold.
“I can and I will. In case you hadn’t noticed, I enjoy the art of distraction. It’s how I was able to steal this magnificent technology right out from under the research team working on this quantum science stuff. I buttered up the science papers with talk of a god particle, and then I included it in the self-help publishing wing of my global empire.” He made air quotes with his fingers. “Conquer yourself by overcoming the quantum realm.”
David laughed. “It was all pablum. It did nothing. The real work was here, in this pit, and on the far side of the earth, at my secret location. I built all this in record time, under budget. It’s amazing what you can do when the government doesn’t know it’s helping you.”
“They built your bunker,” Uncle Ted deadpanned.
“Yep,” he said with a childish grin. “They even helped me install some of the electrical equipment for this baby. Sadly, they thought it was for an experimental straight-line particle accelerator. No one ever figured it out.”
She and her uncle closed ranks, standing near the ladder up to the surface. He nudged her sideways, making himself clear where he wanted her to go if the opportunity presented itself…
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Ted chastised himself for letting Kyla get caught, but he’d positioned her near the one easy exit out of the room. Since he didn’t know what the weapon in the hole was going to do, he needed to get her up and out as soon as possible. To that end, he tried to talk and inch closer to the weirdo in the golden tinfoil.
“I’ve seen what you’ve done to our country. I’ve walked an Air Force terminal at Andrews. I’ve been in the hallways of New York City. I’ve seen the empty city of Minneapolis. It seems an awful lot to digest for any invading force. Why didn’t you just settle for defeating our homeland? Why continue to kill Americans overseas? Why not let those other countries survive, instead of making them pay for harboring us?”
“My word, you have a lot of questions.” David patted his chest. “I get to decide who lives or dies. That’s what’s so convenient about this toy. The dark energy it taps into is endless. Seventy percent of the universe is made up of the stuff. You ask why I continue to kill more people overseas. I ask why I shouldn’t kill everyone in the entire world.”
“Except for the Chinese,” he taunted. Internally, he hated the commies with a passion, but the innocent civilians over there didn’t deserve to die, so he tempered his statement. “They’ll be taken care of, right?”
“For a while,” David said enigmatically. “As long as my planes are above their heads, I can make good on my threats to erase those who would do me harm. In time, I shall figure out how to fire my weapon without needing this trillion-dollar black hole.” He pointed at the pit next to them.
“A trillion dollars?” he said with shock. “Nothing can be worth that much. It would have shown up in the budgets of America. Someone would know about it.”
David laughed heartily. “Oh, you of little faith. You have no idea how men with power conduct business. If I wanted five trillion dollars, I could have gotten it. A few catastrophic earthquakes or tornados, lots of bright lights on crying children, and then boom, emergency declarations are signed and the Federal reserve prints me my money. You really think it costs fifty billion to rearrange sand on a beach after a hurricane?”
“It’s insane,” he said, afraid to see the logic of what he’d said.
“You know I’m right.” David shook his head. “Why am I even talking to you? I need you two to step away from the device, so we can clean up.”
“You mean kill us?” he replied, seeing he’d have to lay down his life to get Kyla up that ladder. He’d stepped closer to David, but he didn’t like the way his guards were glued to his every move. Unlike many of the men who served David with gross negligence, the pair of gun-handlers appeared to have some competence.
“I abhor violence,” David replied, repulsed by the suggestion. “It’s a quirk of mine. It’s why I have a sterile clean-up box to do away with undesirables.”
“We know about your cube,” he snapped back. “We found your rejects in NORAD before the nukes missed us.”
He thought he’d scored a hit, based on the man’s face, but he quickly recovered. “Nobody has everything figured out. It was a long road to get here. Mistakes were made.” David glanced at his watch. “Tick tock. I suppose I could drone on and tell you all my childhood wishes, and every decision I took, including my very real desire to avoid bloodshed, but that would be ridiculous and idiotic. Do I look like a ridiculous idiot?”
Ted pointedly made an up and down gesture, looking at the man in the cheesy golden outfit.
David only laughed, however. “I guess I walked right into that one. I’ll give it to you. Well played.” The man waved at his guards, and they pointed weapons at Ted’s face. “Last chance. Step out of this room.”
While the leader of the enemy forces laughed at himself, Ted noticed movement in the tube above them. He quickly diverted his gaze, to avoid giving them away, but in that moment, he saw a face he recognized.
Meechum.
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Charity barely looked at Dwight as he bothered her about his bird. For Tabby, still talking with Tanager, she realized the impossible position she was now in. A pair of guards walked with the woman in white, and Tanager didn’t seem the tiniest bit worried about the guns she, Peter, and Audrey carried.
“You can’t win, Tabby. There are a hundred guards in this complex, and ten times that many workers. Charity and I are not going to be your prisoners, either. That’s not how we think.”
She threatened to take her rifle off her shoulder, as if he had a way to slip out of the elevator car. Instead of being surprised, he smiled with pity.
“If you wield your rifle, the guards will shoot you dead. If you lay your weapons down, you can live to fight another day. Isn’t it the American way?”
Tabby was disappointed. “You’re really with them? I thought you were one of the good guys. My parents voted for you.” A fist clenched in her stomach, remembering her parents were gone, and men like Tanager were responsible. However, the dirtbag was right about her chances. She’d easily be able to kill the man, but that would be the end of her and her friends.
“We’ll lay down our guns,” she said quietly.
“Tabby?” Peter asked with surprise.
She turned to him. “I have a responsibility to keep you and Audrey alive. Those guards are going to shoot us the second we take these rifles off our shoulders.
Dwight was a true wild card. He’d taken a knee in front of Charity, as if she were going to knight him. Of course, he was begging to know the truth about his bird, but he seemed oblivious to the two guards and the tangle of decisions Tabby had to work through. He’d provide no help to her.
Audrey whispered. “We’ll do whatever you think is best. I don’t want to die for that jerk.” She motioned toward Tanager, who continued to stand in the elevator with a smile on his jerky face.
“Dang it,” she breathed out. “We’ll lay them down.” Much quieter, and only for Audrey and Peter, she added, “I’m going to get us out of here. I promise.”
It was a bold pledge, given they were already inside the enemy headquarters and prison complex, but she’d seen more than a few miracles of late.
To Tanager, “Fine. We surrender.” She and the kids carefully set their weapons inside the elevator, at Tanager’s insistence.
“Back up and join your friends,” Charity said to Dwight with disgust.
Dwight looked at the woman with surprise before noticing her by the elevator. He was the definition of distraught. Tabby was a little guilty for guiding the man around the forest at her direction and then overselling their chances of linking up with Ted and the president. She’d led him to his capture.
“Sorry, Dwight,” she said to him. “I guess our luck had to eventually run out.”
“That it did,” Tanager said, finally leaving the elevator car. As soon as he stepped out, the doors closed, carrying their weapons to another floor.
The two guards pointed sleek, black rifles at them.
Tanager motioned to the guards. “Call your unit commander. I want ten men down here immediately.”
“Sir,” the man replied.
Tanager turned to Tabby. “Now, let’s see where you were coming from. Based on where you were when my door opened, I’d say you came from that direction.” He pointed about fifty feet down the hallway, to the room where Ted and Kyla were still working.
“We came from outside.” She gestured in the opposite direction.
The president flashed a politician’s golden smile. “You’re a terrible liar.”
Charity approached Tanager, then hooked her arm in his. “Shall we go see David? He wanted to see the weapon fire. I think he already has this girl’s friends captured in there. I can see him from here.” She pointed down the hallway. Tabby saw the man’s golden outfit and immediately knew it was true.
“Fine,” Tabby said, doing her best to sound confident, “but I wasn’t lying when I said we came from outside. We rode our dirt bikes directly onto your runway this morning. We came from those doors.” She pointed away from Ted and Kyla. The flow of men and woman had dropped to a trickle after David made his speech about his weapon, but the door to the outside remained open with the odd person going in or out.
Freedom was so close.
But Tanager motioned for her to go the other way.
One more time toward trouble.
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“You two are clever, for sure,” David said nonchalantly. “The uniforms have gotten you through our lines for the last several days. I have an affinity for looking at surveillance and I recognize you from recent footage. I watched you and my friends from Central America run inside NORAD, but I lost touch once the nukes hit. Where’s Emily Williams, by the way? Did she survive the blast? You always travel with her, don’t you? I’m disappointed she’s not here.”
Ted shrugged, unwilling to further acknowledge the question.
“No matter. This room is where I watch the weapon send its power up into the heavens. There normally isn’t supposed to be anyone in here but me and my entourage. When you opened the door, an alarm went off. From there, it was easy to spot you on camera and then come in here and capture you. This attack, or whatever you thought you were doing, is a total loss.”
He decided there was no point in trying to get Kyla up the ladder. Whatever Meechum had planned, he was going to give her the distraction. He waved to his niece. “Stand by me, okay?”
The technician came back in the room carrying a replacement keyboard. Ted didn’t have much time before they were back in the system.
“Really?” Kyla answered, as if questioning his reasoning. It was difficult to express his tactics when he couldn’t say the words.
“Yeah, you’ve got them locked out of their weapon. We’ve done what we came here to do. Let’s play it cool and do as he asks.”
“Sure,” she said lamely.
He wanted to hug her and let her know he had a plan, but it would give away his intentions. He needed David to get cocky and overconfident, like every Bond villain he’d ever seen.
The two technicians worked together to plug in the keyboard and get started on the computer. One of them turned to David. “Sir, the convergence shrouds up top are retracted. We’re having trouble re-connecting with them.”
David chuckled. “It doesn’t matter.” He looked directly at Kyla. “You may have closed them up there, but the weapon will still fire. Those metal deflector plates are used to harness the flow of dark energy as it comes up through the hole. Without them, all it means is the people of Europe will die a long, agonizing death, rather than the instant disappearing act you Americans benefited from.”
“That’s terrible!” Kyla snapped.
David shrugged with a shit-snacking grin on his face. “I tried to be humane…but I guess you could fix it yourself.”
Kyla tried to move back to the panel, but Ted had to hold her arm.
“I have to fix it,” she panted.
“He could be lying,” he replied, trying to sound reasonable. Every ounce of him wanted to pick up the bastard and toss him over the edge of the pit, Return of the Jedi-style, but the man was obviously trying to goad them. It suggested David wasn’t totally in control, after all.
Kyla struggled for a few seconds, then seemed to wilt. “I thought I was saving them.”
“I know. You did what you could. If they want to stop the suffering, they could simply pause the attack.” He turned to David, hoping to evoke some sympathy from the guy. “You could close the doors. Surely you can do that, right? You’re the boss.”
David looked like he couldn’t care less. “The doors aren’t strong enough to stop the flow of an energy which goes through the planet’s core. Don’t you get it? The lid is to keep the rain out, not stop the weapon. You’d need something a lot bigger to accomplish that.”
“So, you’ll help?” Kyla pleaded.
David turned more serious. “Even if I was so inclined to save some suffering, I couldn’t fix it on this go-round. We’re at the end of the countdown and it can’t be delayed. It can only be restarted. Stopping and restarting would set my timetable back longer than I find acceptable.” He motioned to the two techs still working at the terminal. “If they happen to fix it in the time left, so be it. If not, them’s the breaks.”
Tabby appeared in the doorway, sending his heartbeat soaring. It was exactly the distraction he needed.
Time to bring Meechum down.
He sucked in air, ready to call out for the Marine, but he saw an attractive redhead coming in the door behind Tabby. The woman wore a white outfit that could best be described as yoga pants contoured all the way up to her neckline. But behind her, and behind the teens and the guy with the missing bird, there were two more men with rifles.
He did not yell for his backup.
Ted let out his breath, sensing the moment get away from him.
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Tabby walked into the room first, as directed by Charity and Tanager. They were worried she wasn’t alone, and they were right. What she didn’t expect, however, was that Ted and Kyla had been captured by David himself. Her surprised look must have registered with the man in the golden suit.
“Tabby? I have to say I’ve never been as surprised in my whole life!”
She glared at him. “Give me a gun and I’ll make you even more surprised than this.”
He laughed, totally deflecting her verbal attack. “Ah, I see your journey to NORAD didn’t take away your feistiness. I’m cursing my techs for not letting me see all the cameras inside NORAD. Tell me, how did you survive the nuclear attack? Ted here said he met people I sent to the inflection point, but I would have never guessed you were one of them. The bunker must have been stronger than I gave it credit for.”
She crossed her arms, self-aware of her outfit. “I’m not telling you shit.”
He clapped. “Delightful. Truly.”
Tabby did have one card to play. “You should know your team isn’t as solid as you think. There are men and women who are fighting your plans. Helping our side. One of them was Victor, the man you thought would be my husband. He fought you.”
“Ah yes, I remember it well. Before you were sent away. Do you know he killed four of my men and injured four others? I do wish he would have remained alive. I would have made his death a lot more painful than a few simple bullets.”
Nothing seemed to affect him.
“You are a small man with small plans,” she pouted.
His cavalier attitude only got worse. “Small? This is the most significant action ever taken by one man in human history. Alexander the Great conquered most of his known world. Hitler mobilized millions to take over Europe. Mao eliminated millions of his own people to make way for a new China. The great men of history always make the hard decisions for the betterment of their nation. I, however, am making the hard decisions for those who no longer have viable nations. We are an army of refugees, political dissidents, and exiled nationals. I, and I alone, have mobilized these lost souls, eliminated millions who got in our way, and have made room for not only a new nation, but a new world.”
David motioned for her to step closer.
“And you’ve seen the source of all of this.” He gestured around the room.
“The weapon?” she said, curious despite her anger.
“That, and the technology behind what you see of my new army. The weapon, the aircraft, the drones, the tanks, the drilling equipment. All of it. You’ve seen its source.”
She stared at him, blank-faced.
“The room with my trophies. You remember?”
Tabby did. “You had little models of stuff, if I recall. A cure for cancer you keep to yourself. Everything in there was small, like you.”
The thrust did not land a blow. David kept talking calmly. “One of those objects was more valuable than the others. It was a piece of technology unearthed by one of the Chinese interests in Afghanistan who supplied rare earth minerals to my company. I was lucky to get it, I admit. I owned the foreman of the mine over there. Once in my possession, we reverse-engineered the tech to give you everything you see today.”
Ted interrupted. “Was it alien? Do you realize what this means?”
“It means I’m going to conquer every broken nation out there. I’m going to remake the whole planet in my image. With my people. My ideals. My rules. It’s going to be—”
“The end of our species,” Ted replied matter-of-factly.
That got David’s attention.
Ted continued. “What if you were meant to find it? A weapon of immense power handed to one man with a god-complex and unleashed on a world unable to defend against it. Idiot guy wipes out all the militaries of the world and the alien force sits by until it’s all over. Then they kill idiot guy and his dupes.” He pointedly looked at Charity, then seemed to notice Tanager.
“You? President Tanager? How are you involved in this?”
“He’s a traitor,” Tabby informed him. “He’s in on it.”
Ted’s shoulders slumped.
David seemed to take it as a positive. “That’s a nice scenario, but a far-fetched one. The relic was not placed there for someone to find. I dug it up. Whatever benefits it presented, I made happen.”
Ted tried to hit him with logic. “The Chinese might have put it there for you to find. They’re capable of anything. Maybe they’re watching those same cameras you fancy? Are they observing us right now?” He looked around the room dramatically. “Maybe they’re watching you do their dirty work, then they’ll come and take you out. Serves you right.”
Finally, David seemed to take him seriously. “You think this was all set up by the Chinese? But I designed all the weapons. My people created the inflection device, my beloved cube of energy.”
Dwight shouted, “The cube!”
Everyone turned to him.
Tabby was surprised it had taken as long as it did before Dwight spoke up. He’d moved around the room, undoubtedly searching for his bird. Or looking for bird food. Or whatever bird-related mischief his addled brain could cook up.
However, when she turned to him, the look in his eyes scared her.
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Talk, talk, talk. It was all those people did. He’d tried to listen, while searching for Poppy, but he couldn’t make out the details of the back and forth. What he did understand, however, was mention of the white cube. It was responsible for making him better, and he desperately wanted to feel whole again.
“Please!” He threw himself at Charity’s feet. “Put me back in the white light.”
He sensed the tension ripple through those standing around him. The men with guns put their fingers on the triggers. Tabby and the two kids huddled together, as if something was about to happen. He hoped it would.
David spoke after a few seconds. “This better not be a diversion. I’m a reasonable man, but I swear I’ll kill every one of you if this is a trick.”
“Not a trick,” he cried out, scratching at the woman’s booties.
In the distance, he heard Poppy mocking him.
“No, I’m not embarrassing myself!” he snapped back to her.
The room became painfully quiet. David spoke first. “I knew it would be bad when I put this traitor in the cube, but I never, in my wildest dreams, could have imagined how badly I’ve managed to break him.” He clapped to himself.
Dwight heard it all, though he continued to focus on the shoes. Charity hadn’t displayed much compassion for him, but he hoped she would be more willing to help him than David.
“Get up, you fool,” the redheaded goddess said to him.
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, happy to comply. He’d do anything to get what he wanted, suddenly realizing having a functioning brain felt a lot like a drug addiction. He really wanted to be able to think straight again.
David laughed, in his grating, uncaring way. “I would sooner throw you down the pit than let you use my energy supply for your own purposes.” He pointed to the hole.
At that instant, a body fell from above.
“Holy shit!” David yelled.
It surprised Dwight, too.
A woman in black hung upside down, a rope tied to her ankle. She waved her arms wildly and tried to swing around to face those inside the room. When she did, Dwight saw her face, though he didn’t recognize her.
“Is that Meechum?” Tabby asked with amazement.
Before anyone else could answer, Dwight’s eardrums exploded.




CHAPTER 30
Reboot Legion Headquarters, Lamar, CO
“Get down!” Uncle Ted ordered an instant after the gunshot tore through the room. Someone had snuck through the door behind Tabby and her friends and fired into the back of the closest guard. As Kyla watched, men in Army camouflage came flooding through the door.
“Avery!” she said with relief.
“Stay down,” her uncle ordered. Since they’d been disarmed, there wasn’t much they could do but stay out of the way.
A complex dance took place on the wide floor of the room. Men with rifles shot at other men with rifles, creating a web of bullets flying in all directions. Kyla kept her head down, but she had to watch it unfold, ready to help.
Everyone scattered except Dwight. The man remained on his knees, seemingly confused about what was happening.
“Unk, I have an idea for how to stop this.” She pointed to the weapon.
“Not now,” he said forcefully.
The room had nothing on the floor anyone could use for cover. She recognized the superior position of Avery’s men almost immediately. They’d come in through the door to surprise David’s guards, but two of the others stayed at the doorway, safely plugging away at the four men with guns.
She tried to catch the eyes of one of the soldiers. If they mistook her or her uncle as bad guys, they might get shot for having the same black uniforms.
“Avery!” she screamed.
One of David’s men lined up a shot on her, but he was cut down by a commando.
David had run toward the two techs at the command console. He used their cowering bodies as his shield.
One of Avery’s men—Lambert, she thought—shouted from outside the door. “More Blackouts are coming!”
It was her cue. “I’m going for it,” she said with determination.
“Where?” he asked with shock.
“Up the ladder. I’m going to get up there and find something to block the doors, like David said. If we can cover it up, maybe it will stop the beam from doing whatever it does. It’s worth a try, isn’t it?”
“He said you’d need something big.”
She shook her head. “Nah, I know the exact thing. Trust me.”
Uncle Ted smiled grimly. “If it gets you out of this room, I think I’ll allow it.”
The men at the door had stepped inside. David’s guards were down, but more were out in the hallway. The sound of gunfire drew them in.
“Go!” he yelled, patting her on the back.
She hopped up, intent to run toward Meechum, who still hung from her rope. The Marine struggled to pull herself up and even had her knife out, ready to cut at it. However, the woman hesitated, obviously afraid to fall down the abyss.
“Hey, dudette,” the woman remarked, almost calm.
“Do you need some help?” she asked, stating the obvious.
“I meant to do this,” Meechum replied. “I was the diversion.”
“Uh huh,” she mocked.
“I did,” Meechum insisted.
The two women reached for each other, allowing Kyla to pull her close. Once there, Meechum grabbed onto the ladder, gripping it for her life.
The shooting from outside the room had never stopped. The inside guards were down, and Avery’s men remained at the door, but one injured guy on the floor aimed a rifle at her uncle.
“Watch out!” she yelled.
Before Uncle Ted was able to do anything, the man with the gun had his face turn crimson with blood. A huge boom resonated from next to Kyla’s head. Meechum had fired her semi-automatic M9 Berretta while upside down.
Meechum traded glances with her uncle.
“Nice shooting, Marine,” he said, brushing his hair back as if it was a close one.
“Help cut me down to get me in the fight,” the Marine suggested to her.
Kyla held Meechum so she could finally cut the rope holding her back. She also told her, “I’m going up top.”
“I’ll cover you,” Meechum replied, not bothering to ask her why she was going there.
Once the rope was severed, the strong woman used her arms to hold on while getting her legs under her. When upright, she got her sidearm out again.
Kyla yelled to her uncle. “See you soon!”
Uncle Ted had taken a rifle from one of the downed guards. He looked at Kyla, then at the door. “We’ll hold them off while you do your thing. Get out of here!”
She climbed, suddenly unsure if leaving him was the right thing to do.
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Priscilla was unsteady on her legs as she ran across the craggy landscape. She thought it was a result of all the adrenaline saturating her system, but she soon realized her leg was bleeding.
“Crap,” she said, continuing to run.
She decided to halt at a small boulder, though she realized parts of the plane nearby offered even more cover. She trotted a few more yards and crouched behind a ten-foot section of fuselage skin. There was activity in the area.
A small caravan of black trucks had arrived on the edge of the crash site, leading her to briefly imagine they were there to help her. However, as she watched from afar, men in black uniforms piled out of the vehicles and spread out in a search pattern. Knowing better than to give herself away, she waited until the men found a survivor. The lone gunshot told her all she needed to know.
The air snapped with a ‘zrrp’ sound as a bullet whizzed close by.
“Bastards!” she cursed.
The metal would hide her from being seen, but she had no illusions it would keep her safe. The black-uniformed men arriving to the scene of the disaster weren’t there to assist the wounded, they were going to track her down and execute her, as they’d done for the first survivor.
She guessed there was about fifty yards to go from her position to the rear section of the plane. Looking into the remains, the Stryker was still in there, but it had corkscrewed inside the closed tube, smashing the Humvees in the process. Suddenly, she remembered where the men had been strapped to their jump seats.
“Oh my god,” she said to herself.
A bullet slammed into the metal next to her. She was losing time.
She sprinted from the relative safety of the piece of wreckage, noting out the side of her eye how there were bodies still fastened to three of the seats. There was no reason to stop and check for survivors there, however. The bodies were blackened.
Her stomach wanted to throw itself up, but she used that feeling to push it all back down, deep. She steeled herself for what she knew was going to be a horrific sight inside the rear of the plane.
Priscilla aimed in the direction of the men and fired three shots from her M9, hoping to keep some heads down. She dodged and changed speeds as bullets came back at her, as they taught her in survival school, but speed was her only true friend while crossing the rocks.
An eternity later, she hopped onto the bent metal of the end of the fuselage. As expected, it looked like a bloody drain gutter from hell itself. However, she turned it all off, instead choosing to pull out her radio and continue her mission.
“Oakdale. I’m here.”
The radio didn’t reply for ten or fifteen seconds. When the general came on, she knew he was injured by the hoarseness of his voice. “Good. We don’t have much time. I can hear the enemy approaching. Do you have the ability to access the crate positioned between my truck and the Humvees?”
She looked to the spot. “Sir, your vehicle smashed the Humvees. I don’t see a crate in front of you, but there is an open container behind your position. It’s the one that had the tarp around it.” The smooth metal casing stuck out of one end of a wooden box. She was trained to recognize and protect herself from flight mishaps involving nuclear weapons, but she’d never taken one into a training mission, to say nothing of actual battle. Even so, she knew what it was.
“Is it intact?” Oakdale pressed.
Ignoring everything, including the men shooting at her from the edge of the crash site, she walked up the canted flight deck, around the smashed trucks and the upside-down Stryker, and found the container. To the best of her knowledge, the casing of the device seemed intact.
“I think it survived the abuse, sir.”
“Good.” He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry you had to come along on this mission, Major, but you have a chance to end this war. This is clearly an important enemy facility, like the eggheads thought. I don’t have time to tell you all the theories they told me in my briefing, but it may play a major role in the superweapon’s effectiveness. Take this place out, and we stop it from erasing Europe. It’s that simple.”
She liked to think of herself as being as pretty as she was intelligent, but it didn’t take any of her looks to know the general was asking her to lay down her life for the cause. And she immediately rose to the challenge. “Whatever you need, sir. I’m here to do a job.”
He chuckled. “I’d shake your hand if my back wasn’t broken. We’ve already cleared it hot. All you have to do is use the keypad to activate the countdown. If the enemy was here, we were authorized to parachute it over this place to light it up. Now, I guess we’ll hit them from the ground.”
Priscilla found the keypad immediately. The broken wooden crate was more for show than holding anything together.
He told her the code.
She entered it.
The timer said she had ten minutes.
“It’s done,” she deadpanned.
After repeating herself, she looked at the radio to make sure it was on.
A minute later, when Oakdale still hadn’t replied, she keyed the mic.
“Thanks for the invitation, General. I always wanted to die by myself on a remote island. Even picked up a leg wound. Can’t wait to blast this place on vacation-rating-dot-com.”
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Tabby hugged the floor while the bullets blasted back and forth across the room. For a few seconds, she shared a humorous moment with Charity as they crouched next to each other, but the other woman soon scooted on her stomach toward David.
She watched as Kyla helped the woman in black who’d fallen out of the tube, but then the pair climbed up and out of the room. Tabby intended to follow them, and escape the carnage, but the shooting soon stopped, as if shut off at the spigot.
“They’ve retreated down the hallway,” a woman said with authority from near the door. She turned to see Emily Williams walk in. The president acknowledged Tabby and the kids but strode directly over to Ted.
Ted rose to meet her, and they hugged for a moment. “Ted, I can’t believe you survived that flight. We heard you say you were coming here, but we couldn’t get the helicopters in the air in time to catch you.”
“If you knew where to look for us, we were flying around this town all of last night. We landed less than an hour ago.”
Emily nodded seriously. “We’ve been infiltrating the town since it got dark last night. We saw someone go down this hole but had no idea it was you. We brought in the helicopters to strafe the runway while we snuck in here.”
“Ma’am,” Tabby interrupted. “Sorry, but you should know President Tanager is right there.” She pointed to the guy, though he was crouched behind David and Charity, who were in turn crouched behind the two unarmed technicians. The bodies of two guards were close by.
“That’s great,” Emily gushed. “Thank you, Tabby. It’s good to see you again.” She waited for Ted to pick up his rifle, then they both walked toward the enemy leadership.
“Wait!” Tabby cried.
Emily stopped.
“He’s with them. I thought he was a prisoner, but he’s actually helping them.”
The woman’s face hardened. When she looked over to Tanager, the man seemed to shrink, even as he rose to meet her.
Tanager went immediately to smiling. “I can explain. I’m not really with these people, but I had to pretend.”
“Really?” Emily asked, not sounding convinced at all.
Tanager took a step to the side of David and Charity. He was near the twisted ladder and the pit. Gunfire roared on the surface, suggesting a terrible fight was taking place by the airfield. Tabby wondered if he was going to try to climb up and escape. It seemed like something an asshole like him would do.
He kept talking. “I told Miss Tabby the truth. When the attack happened, I was thrown into the presidential survival ball and dropped into the bunker under the White House. I came out later and was found by David’s people. They had me leave my clothes behind.”
“And this,” Ted added, holding up a large coin.
Tanager’s eyes lit up. “Right. And the challenge coin. Everything to make you think I was, in fact, dead like everyone else.” His voice changed in tone, to sound more serious. “But what David and his people didn’t know is that I was only following them to stay alive. My intention was to keep myself deep in their planning until the time was right to spring back to being President Tanager!”
Tabby seethed. “So, what was all that noise you told us in the other room about wanting your face on Mt. Rushmore next to David’s? A statue on every corner, you said.”
“I heard him say it!” Dwight confessed.
A flash of anger fluttered across Tanager’s eyes, but he smiled it off. “I had to keep up appearances in front of Charity. She came in right away, remember? I couldn’t tell you my real plan was to…shut this down.” He pointed to the console for the superweapon.
Now David harrumphed. “We’re captured for two seconds and you’ve told about ten lies. I’m not sure why we ever kept you around. I should have left you to die in that super bunker under the White House.”
Tanager seemed torn about who to address.
“We’ll have to straighten this out later,” Emily replied matter-of-factly. “If you really are on our side, tell us how to stop this machine.”
Tanager glanced at David, who remained almost uninterested in the discussion. “You can’t shut it off from here, but you can escape this bunker. If you climb up the ladder, I’m sure I can get you back to your plane. We could all get out of here.”
Tabby didn’t trust the man. He was suggesting they go up into a continuous rattle of bullets. Staying wasn’t an option, either, however, as the men in the hallway were no doubt bringing in reinforcements. There was another way out, though she didn’t know if it was still operational. “We could use the white cube to get out of here. That’s how I made it to NORAD from here. It only takes a moment to travel.”
Tanager appeared to think about it for a few seconds, then nodded vigorously. “Yes, it would work. The power might be low because it’s all going into this device, but David showed me how to work it. I think I can get us all to safety.”
Charity stepped forward. “I can help, too. You’ll need someone to operate the machine on this side. I’d be happy to do it in exchange for leniency.”
Tanager and the woman passed glances to each other, as if sizing up opponents of a duel to the death. However, they backed down a few seconds later, keeping their smiles on.
She still didn’t trust Tanager, and she would never trust Charity, but if they were willing to help them escape, Tabby was willing to let them.
As Tanager seemed to warm up to the idea of helping her and her friends, Tabby noticed David sidle up to the man and say something.
Tanager turned, as if horrified at what had been said.
Without warning, David shoved the older man against the railing, lifted him with a grunt, and sent the President of the United States on a ten-mile trip to the bottom of the pit.
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Ted was stunned by David’s brazen action against Tanager. For a split-second, he thought David was going to grab Charity and shove her over the side, too, but he seemed to realize Ted and the others had closed in, weapons in hand.
Dwight leaned far over the railing, as if trying to see where the body went.
David sneered at him. “I would die before I helped you people escape this bunker. You may have me trapped in here for now, but there are a thousand of me, and ten of you. I can wait you out.”
He was surprised by the count. Besides him and Emily, Tabby and her three friends had survived the shootout. There were only four of the commandos left. Three of them were dead next to the door. Avery nodded grimly as he stood alert peeking out the doorway.
Ted had to know about their force size. “Colonel, what about Jacob’s men? Did you see them out there? What about some drug lords? See them, either?”
Avery looked back. “Jacob’s men took care of the ground-based drones. Didn’t you notice they weren’t out there patrolling? It turns out that was the job of one of the men before he was put in the cube and exiled. He was able to make a mess of their systems all around Lamar. The others are protecting the first guy.”
“And no drug lords? No Banana Republic soldiers?”
He shook his head. “Nothing like that out there.”
“What do we do, now?” Tabby asked, bringing him back to the people inside the room.
“My weapon will launch in less than five minutes. Nothing can stop it. If you let me and Charity go, I promise to let you get to the surface. Of course, I can’t assure you much more than that, but at least I’ll give you a head start to your own funeral.” David laughed like a mortician excited about a host of new arrivals.
Ted pulled Emily aside. “I’m open to suggestions.”
Tabby stepped close, too. “I can take you to the cube thingy. If we can threaten him down there, maybe he’ll let us travel through the white light to get us out of his base.”
He considered, but only for a short time. “Do we know anything about how it works? He might send us a mile into the sky, or a mile into solid rock. How would we know?”
Emily whispered, “We could take Charity as collateral. We’d let her go when we got to NORAD.”
He called Avery over. “Colonel, can your birds come to the top of the silo and pick us up?”
The question got Dwight’s attention, but he didn’t join the conversation.
Avery didn’t smile. “I’ve been on the radio with my two pilots. They’ve been tearing them a new one on the airfield, but they’ve expended most of their ammo. Alpha can provide overwatch as we load Bravo, then switch. But if we’re going to do this, I’ll have to order them in right away.”
He’d wasted minutes already. Tabby’s idea seemed safer in the short term but depending on David or his people to set up the transportation seemed like a deal-breaker. Avery’s idea would be incredibly dangerous at first, but once they were in the air and away from Lamar, it offered what he viewed as a better long-term prognosis. He looked up the silo. “We’ll go this—”
A shadow closed over the opening of the ten-mile gun barrel. A silver and gray disc slid across the exit, blocking what little sunlight he saw up there.
“Way,” he finished glumly.
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Kyla and Meechum climbed the final rungs of the ladder and exited the silo, leaving Uncle Ted and the others below. It tugged at her heart to temporarily abandon them, but she had a plan that might save millions. She pointed where she wanted to go, then ran with the Marine toward the line of military tanks parked between the airfield and the town. The second she had cover, she pulled the tablet out of her waistband, pulled the battery out of her pocket, and got to typing.
“Weren’t you supposed to destroy your evil tablet?” Meechum asked with skepticism.
Kyla looked up from her task, humored by the question. “It’s a long story. Actually, I kind of think it was your fault it didn’t get destroyed.”
“What the hell, Kyla?” she exploded.
“I’m teasing! I’ll explain this whole thing when I’m done with my mission.” She immediately went back to the tablet, typing to open a new channel to her target.
“What’s our plan?” Meechum asked, constantly vigilant for enemy activity.
The airfield was under attack by the two small helicopters flown by Avery’s men. He’d said as much while they were down below. What she didn’t expect was the amount of damage done to the airfield. Columns of smoke rose from tanker trucks split open and on fire across the tarmac. It was the perfect cover for taking out her intended target.
“Here goes everything,” Kyla said, typing the last commands.
It took her half a minute to get confirmation from the system.
“It’s coming!” she gushed.
“Is it a missile?” Meechum asked, looking up.
“No, something much better.”
“A gravity bomb? Those are bigger, yeah. I’d like to see that.”
“Nope.” Kyla smirked, feeling proud of what she was doing.
One of the helicopters buzzed fifty feet over her head. Its machine guns rattled away, tearing into the huge parking area of aircraft nearby. She feared the choppers would want to take shots at the juicy rows of tanks around her, but the gunners seemed to prefer softer targets.
“There it is!” Kyla whooped, pointing to the middle of the runway between the parked aircraft on one side and the burning tankers on the other. The ugly six-prop airplane rolled down the runway at what she was showing as ten miles-per-hour. “I couldn’t get the one we flew in on, but I grabbed the first one in the line.”
“You can grab any of those things right in their own den?” Meechum was wowed. “Girl, that’s next-level shit right there.”
“Here comes the tricky part,” she said solemnly, temporarily ignoring the greatest compliment she’d ever been given.
The controls on the tablet weren’t as granular as she’d like. It would have been ideal to have more of a video game interface, where she could make it speed up or slow down, as well as go left or right. She needed to get it into a difficult position.
“Slower…” She hit a waypoint where she thought it would approximate the area on the ground nearby. When the plane approached, she hit one more waypoint, let it adjust into a final shallow turn, and then killed the engines.
“Easy. Easy. There!” The plane rolled over the closed hatches for the metal deflector panels surrounding the weapon. She tried to be fancy and get the nose of the plane to roll along the side of the hole, then turn left, a bit like avoiding a pothole while driving. However, the clunky interface made her finesse impossible. Instead, the SACA’s front landing gear fell into the pit, then the momentum of the plane tore it off as the big aircraft kept rolling forward. When it finally came to a stop, the front was dipped down, but the dish on the belly was almost directly above the silo opening.
“That’s how you fly a plane from the ground,” she bragged.
Meechum scratched her head. “I don’t get it. Why’d you park a plane over the top of the silo? Won’t the weapon just shoot it apart?”
“I have a theory about that.” Kyla waved the woman to follow her back toward the ladder. She wasn’t going to leave her uncle and the others down there. As they made it to the plane and the tunnel underneath, she held the tablet for a second, wondering if there was any way to ensure the plane couldn’t be moved.
“I can’t go down there with this tablet. They might be able to use it to force the plane off the opening again.”
Meechum smiled. “I could shoot the tires. Then they’d need the world’s largest tow-truck to move it.”
“It won’t be necessary. Right now, the countdown is nearing the end. Without this tablet, they probably won’t be able to move it before the clock strikes zero, you know?”
Meechum looked confused.
In answer, she tossed the tablet over the side of the hole.
The Marine laughed. “Can I still shoot the tires?”
She thought about it for a few seconds.
“Knock yourself out. Better to be safe than sorry, right?”
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“That was you?” Ted said to his niece as she came down the ladder. “We saw a landing gear fly down the hole. And a tablet, I think.”
“Yep,” she spoke with flowing pride. “And it was because of something he said.” She pointed to David, who stood looking up the tube.
“What could I have said to make you park a Solar One aircraft on top of my weapon?”
“You said the only way we could stop you was if something large was placed over the top. At first, I thought the answer was finding any big plane, or maybe dump a bunch of tanks into the pit. But then I remembered you also said the SACA planes sent the beam where you wanted it. I figured it had something to do with those dishes on the bottom. If they deflect or absorb your weapon’s dark energy, it’s going to do it right there at the exit door. I’m right, aren’t I?”
Kyla’s smile was a mile-wide canyon of teeth. She knew she was correct.
Everyone turned to David to see if the answer was right.
The golden man took a step away from the railing of the pit. Instead of answering right away, he grabbed Charity’s hand and walked toward Avery’s men at the door.
Ted gave chase. “Was she right?”
David turned around when he wasn’t let outside the room. He brushed back his long white locks. “Guys, I’ll help you with the cube now.”
Ted chuckled. “She was right! Why the rush to leave, though? Don’t want to see one of your expensive planes blow up?”
David hurriedly shook his head. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, and just let what’s about to happen wipe you off the earth, but I don’t want to go with you. If you don’t move the aircraft from up there, we’re all dead.”
Kyla replied with a little less bravado. “Sorry, the control tablet is probably a mile below us and falling.”
“I figured,” David replied. “That disc up there is going to reflect seventy or eighty percent of the dark energy right back into the hole. It’ll beam it into every hallway of the bunker for a full minute. That’s how long it was going to sweep all of Europe.”
Ted still wasn’t worried. “You could easily turn it off.” He pointed to the control console.
“I can’t,” David deadpanned. “Please. We have to hurry.”
Ted closed the distance to the door, uncertain if he should trust what had been said.
David spun around. “I’ll take you down to where it is, but we only have a couple of minutes. If we run into my people, I’ll make sure they don’t bother us. Trust me when I say I’d sacrifice them all to allow myself to escape. It’s an occupational hazard of working with me.”
Kyla spoke up. “And you’ll let us all go to somewhere safe? To NORAD?”
“Of course I will. I’ll be with you. That way you know you won’t end up inside a glacier.”
He and Emily shared a look. He had no faith in the man, and he was certain she didn’t trust him either, but she gave him a gentle nod, leaving it up to him. Ted also got Avery’s attention. “You good with going for an exit?”
The colonel flashed the okay sign. “I’ll call my birds and tell them to get the hell out of here.”
“Good idea,” he replied.
“What did he say about birds?” Dwight mumbled.
After a momentary glance at the weird man, he turned back to Kyla. “I’ll walk with David and the woman. You and Meechum stay right behind us. Avery and his men will be in front and the back. If we run into trouble, David will help us out.”
“I understand,” Kyla replied.
As a final gesture, he got up in David’s face. “If you try anything I don’t like, or try to betray us, don’t think for a second I won’t take you out. You get us out of here alive, and you get to live another day. It’s that simple.”
David offered no snark or attitude for a change. He nodded over and over.
“Let’s move!” Ted barked.
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Kyla’s heart rate had been tracking toward insane ever since the plane covered the silo opening. Now it beat so fast she had to breathe hard to keep up with it. A death ray was minutes away from flooding the bunker and she and all her friends depended on a diabolical man responsible for three-hundred million deaths to get them to safety.
Up ahead, David spoke to the guards who’d been watching Avery’s men from afar.
“Step aside, please. Charity and I are fine. We don’t need your services anymore.”
There had to be fifteen guards standing in an adjacent hallway, as if ready to pounce. However, they stayed away from David as if he had a bubble around him.
“Are you sure, sir?” one of them asked.
“I am. All of you can go, except for you.” David pointed to the unlucky guard who’d asked the question. He was middle-aged, a bit on the heavy side, and looked uncomfortable being called out. Sweat beads gathered at his temples, causing him to wipe both sides of his face as the other guards hustled down the corridor.
Only when they were out of sight did David dismiss him. Despite his larger size, he sprinted after his friends like a gazelle freed from human captivity.
“I told you,” David remarked, “they will do absolutely anything I say.”
Uncle Ted motioned for him to keep moving.
David spoke breezily. “It’s right up ahead.”
They strode down the metal corridor for thirty seconds, tops. A pair of doors was inset in the wall on the right side, giving a clue where they were going. David walked them up to the guard standing next to the doorway.
“Free America,” the man said to his boss.
David repeated the slogan, but then he stepped close and whispered in his ear.
Kyla’s stomach knotted up, knowing David could betray them at any second.
“David?” Uncle Ted said tersely.
The enemy leader held up his finger, giving the “just a moment” signal. He soon pulled away from the guard and turned to face her and the others. “I promised I would get you to the room with my cube inside. Before we go in, there is…one thing I need to do.”
The guard raised his pistol and aimed it into their group. Before anyone could move, he fired once.
“Oh my—” Kyla fell to the floor. On the way down, she thought about how to shoot back.
Meechum reacted by taking a knee, instantly aiming her rifle.
Bursts of gunfire from Avery’s men returned to the guard, turning him into a ragdoll. He fell backward into the wall and crumpled on the floor.
When the smoke cleared and Kyla made it back to her feet, David continued to stand there with a smarmy grin plastered on his face. He glanced at Kyla and winked.
Ted shoved him back. “What the hell was that?”
Despite the intense moment, the man in gold appeared cool and in-charge. He laughed a little at what he’d done. “I told you these men will do anything I ask. I needed someone killed.”
Kyla leaned around Tabby to see who’d been shot. She was shocked to see the pretty woman with the red hair lying with her arms and legs spread out. The pure white of her outfit was stained with a huge blotch of blood right over her heart. The woman’s mouth was open in a silent scream.
“Why?” Ted asked with shock in his voice.
“She was dead as soon as she sided with Tanager. She was willing to betray me to save her life. I also couldn’t risk her volunteering to use the cube. Her looks might have opened doors that would otherwise have remained shut. She might have killed us all under the guise of helping you people. So sad, really.” He stepped closer to the body. “Good-bye, dear wife.”
“Sheesh,” Kyla exhaled.
“Keep moving,” Uncle Ted said as he pushed the man along.
When they went through the doors, they entered an auditorium with a wooden floor and a stage toward the front. There were no chairs in the middle, though there was a small wooden platform where a basketball half-court might have been. Farther inside, a vehicle-sized glass cube sat on the main stage as if it were a prop in a school play.
David walked up the steps to reach it, but a voice came over the speaker system.
“This is David. In sixty seconds, we will launch the second prong of our attack. First, we took out the New World. America, with all its evils. Now we’re going to strike at the Old World. The heartless imperialists who destroyed three continents. Only when we’re done will we be able to live forever as one of the legion of chosen.”
The speaker turned off, leaving the big room in silence.
David laughed to himself. “That’s irony right there.”
Uncle Ted pushed him up the steps. “Just get this thing running.”
David bent over to pick up a tablet, but he checked with the commandos, as if unwilling to be shot for it. “May I?”
“Hurry,” Lambert insisted.
“You all need to get in there,” David pointed to the cube.
“You first,” Uncle Ted said sensibly.
David hurried his way toward the entrance.
“I’ll go,” Kyla volunteered, cutting ahead of him. “To make sure he doesn’t somehow leave us all behind.”
Meechum followed her in, as she expected. David came in next, scowling at them both. Dwight trailed behind, as if picking up golden crumbs. The rest shoved their way in after him. Before everyone was inside, a hum started, as if energy was being fed into the metallic structure around the glass walls of the cube. Her hair felt light, as if the electromagnetic forces were lifting it.
“Hurry up!” David shouted.
“Is Poppy in there?” Dwight asked, moving around the box.
“Sure she is, idiot,” David said under his breath. Louder, he added, “I’m ready to hit it. We’re going to NORAD, as you requested. The door has to be closed, though.”
Without warning, someone shoved her against the back wall. Several people screamed with surprise. A couple of the men cussed. When she straightened back up, David was on the floor. More importantly, Dwight was standing outside the sealed cube. Whatever he was yelling, none of them could hear it.
The glass was soundproof.
“He took the tablet!” David moaned.
Kyla moved to the right side, using her smaller size to shove her way toward the front wall. It gave her a better look at Dwight, who was fiddling with the control tablet. He’d obviously taken it from David, but to what end?
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“I have to fix myself!” Dwight called out to the people he’d been walking with. He thought it was a little funny how they were all crammed into the glass box, like too many clowns in a car. However, he tried to remind himself he stole the control tablet for a very serious purpose. As soon as he sent them into the light like they wanted, he was going to heal himself in there.
He looked down at the tablet. A huge green button was labeled with the word ‘EXECUTE’ in block letters. It seemed appropriate for turning on the box, so he made as if he was going to hit it.
Poppy squawked at him. He looked up in surprise, finding her perched on top of the cube. He blinked several times, waiting for her to disappear, but she remained even after his attempts.
The people inside the cube were yelling and pointing at him, but he ignored them.
“No, Poppy, you can’t be right. Execute only means it will send them to the other dark place. The bunker with the buildings and hallways filled with dripping water. I don’t want to go back there. I want to fix my melon.” He tapped his temple.
Now the people inside were frantic. They all seemed to be searching for his attention. By the looks of it, they were pointing behind him.
Dwight turned around.
“Who are you guys?” he asked, dumbfounded.
It looked as if a small army was storming the bunker outside. Dozens of men ran by the door. Shots were being fired somewhere close out there. About six soldiers stood a little inside the entrance, with one man dressed in a tailored suit standing even closer. Dwight could vaguely recall being back in NORAD and hearing people who were worried about some Central American drug lords. The man looked like a drug lord for sure, with his mustache and greasy hair, but they couldn’t be the same people.
The suited guy strode forward, confidently carrying an AK-47. “My name is Rando. I have a beef with two men in your cage, amigo. David and Mr. Sock-draw-yay. Thank you for capturing them.”
Dwight looked over his shoulder, confused. Both David and Ted were pointing and yelling, though he had no idea what they wanted from him.
The floor vibrated for about ten seconds, like a plane hitting slight turbulence. The army men seemed alarmed, but the drug lord kept coming his way.
“What do you have in your hands?” Rando asked in a blasé fashion.
Dwight recognized the tone. Police would often pretend to be disinterested in his bedding and booze collection until they got up close. Then they’d jump on him to confiscate his possessions and rip his bed to shreds. He instinctively stepped back.
Rando halted.
Behind the men, a reddish hue appeared in the hallway, as if someone had turned on an emergency light. One of the soldiers wavered in his position, checking out the door rather than keeping his gun trained on Dwight.
Rando pointed his rifle. “I’ll only ask one more time. What are you holding? Is it the key for that fancy prison?”
“It isn’t a prison,” Dwight said distantly. Was the man trying to take the tablet? Was he going to stop him from fixing his brain? Why couldn’t he wait until he was done with it?
Now the lights in the hallway were multicolored, as if a kaleidoscope was being spun out there, revealing a host of colors. Some of the color bled inside the room, casting him in a rainbow of light.
His stomach gurgled. That was also an old friend from his time on the street. Always hungry. Always thirsty. Endlessly searching for the next score of food. With a right-thinking brain, he’d be smart, successful, and could pay for his own food. He desperately wanted to clear the cube so he could get inside…
He turned all the way around to face the box. “I’m sorry I stole this!” he shouted to David. Then, he pressed the button.
Someone shoved him from behind and he fell face-forward toward the floor. However, he strangely became lighter on the way down. The amped up colors in the auditorium swirled for a second, then they became overwhelming, as if he was inside a disco ball.
Poppy clawed at his back, he was certain, to keep him from striking the floor.
His last thought in that embrace of light energy was clear and coherent, or so he imagined.
“Thanks, Poppy. You’re a lifesaver.”
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Priscilla had little to do but watch the timer count down. The radio was quiet. The gun battle had ended. Her people were dead. She figured there would be little drama at the end, but the sense of ticking doom made her once again pull out her phone.
“I guess I don’t have to worry about OPSEC now.” She glanced at the ticking nuclear bomb.
Looking at her phone, she typed a new message to Kinkaid. “Mission a success. Sorry I won’t be on the boat, but you’ll live. I love you.” She hit send, willing it to get off her plate. She didn’t want to break down in sobs, reminiscing about the good times and lamenting what would never be. That wasn’t how she wanted to go out.
Priscilla called up the message she’d been holding for her ex-husband. “Teddy, I guess you’re dead. I never heard back from you. I can finally tell you I’m sorry as hell at how things went down between us. I can admit I was wrong…”
A zap of electricity coursed through her body. At first, she believed it was a result of a breakthrough of epic proportions in admitting weakness to her old husband, but soon it was clear the surging power was arcing and cracking in all the metal of the plane. Was the whole island full of charge?
She typed faster.
“I’m almost out of time. I think you would be proud of this one. I’m sitting next to a nuke which is going to blow up David’s base in the Indian Ocean. When you read about it in the papers, you’ll know it was me. I tried to do right by Ted MacInnis. I hope you found peace. P.”
She hit send, then stole a glance at the countdown clock.
“Coming up on sixty seconds,” she said aloud. As soon as she’d uttered the words, three uniformed men hopped into the broken fuselage.
They saw her sitting next to the metal casing. They might not have grasped what it was right away, but as they approached her, they saw the timer.
“You have to stop it!” one of the men cried out, pointing his rifle at her.
She was exhausted from the crash and running across the rocks, but she still smiled wryly. “Do I look like I’m a woman who can be threatened? I’m sitting next to a nuclear freaking weapon.” To make her point, she slapped the remains of the wooden box, which crumbled to reveal more of the metal machine ticking away.
Another guard tried to get his buddies to lower their weapons. “You can’t let it go off. The island is to feed David’s reboot weapon. You can feel it about to launch, can’t you? If it shuts off now, his attack will fail.”
Priscilla cackled. “Hey, dummy. You honestly think I don’t know that?” She scoffed with disgust. “You people must have a lot of geniuses pulling the strings, because you guys are the useful idiots of this enterprise.”
The men raised their weapons again. She expected jerks like them to shoot her out of spite, even though they were going to die with her twenty seconds later. However, she didn’t bother with them any further. She peered outside the wreckage, admired the sunset out over the water, and thought of her new husband.
“Kinkaid, I hope you survive this war. I did love you.”
She sighed, holding her phone. To her shock, it vibrated with an incoming message.
Her eyes danced over the words. “I’m alive! David is my prisoner. We are destroying his weapon in Colorado. He’s pissed you are nuking him, so good work. I might not make it out, but thanks for closing the loop on the personal side. We’re good now. T.”
Priscilla laughed. “You always did have to one-up me.” This time, his gamesmanship didn’t offend her or send her running out of a marriage. It was simply the way he was. He’d also given her confirmation that her death would mean something. He’d given her purpose.
She stood up to meet her fate.
The three men had begun the run back to their trucks.
“Don’t bother running… You’ll only die tired.” She laughed, remembering the old sniper joke.
Seconds later, she and David’s secret island base went up into the heavens.
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“He’s not going to turn it on,” Ted commented, as if watching a dramatic sporting event.
“It won’t matter,” David said glumly. “He’ll get out of here. We won’t.”
“What are you talking about?” he asked the man in gold.
David had gotten up off the floor and shuffled next to Ted as they both watched the action outside the glass cube. Dwight stood there looking like a lost child. He held the tablet but couldn’t seem to decide whether to hit the button or not.
Whenever the man in the loose-fitting suit looked up at them, everyone in the box would wave, alternately shouting for him to hit the button or come inside with them. Tabby seemed most distraught the man was on the outside.
David faced him. “I guess I should come clean. The tablet has a thumbprint override built into it, and I activated it the moment I touched it, to ensure my own safety. If I was ever forced into this machine, I wanted to make sure it couldn’t be used on me.” He smiled brightly, though not in the eyes. “You may not know this, but as a very rich man, I always assume someone is out to get me.”
Ted was shocked. “But you know your weapon is about to go off!”
The white-haired man let out a fatalistic chuckle. “Ironic, isn’t it? I’d planned to shut the door before you all could get in the cube, then unlock the override and travel to safety, but Kyla here ruined my plan by beating me to the entrance.”
“Sorry, not sorry,” Kyla sassed.
David went on. “And then I was going to actually take you away, once I knew I was stuck in here, but than that jackass used his street skills to steal the tablet and escape the closing door.”
“So, what’s going to happen when he hits the button?” Tabby asked. “Can he still climb back in?”
“Nothing’s going to happen. We aren’t going to be magically whisked away. You aren’t going to continue your fight against me. I’m not going to continue my crusade against Europe. We’ll simply stop existing, or we’ll jump dimensions. Truth is, I never studied the where of it. I only needed the ability to snap my fingers and make people disappear.”
Ted clenched his fists. “I swear I’m going to kill you—” He was interrupted by his phone rattling his pocket. Who could possibly be calling him?
He pulled it out, eliciting a bemused glance from David. “I’ll give you some privacy.”
If there’d been room to wind up a swing, he might have punched the guy. As it was, they were too close together. Still, he had to see who’d sent the message.
“It’s my freaking ex-wife,” Ted said with a blend of curiosity and disappointment. He’d wanted to see if she was okay after the blast in London, but he’d been swept up in events beyond his control. It appeared as if she’d made it, after all. For that, he was glad. But why had she chosen now to text him? He scanned the message in seconds, barely able to grasp the implications. “It says she’s nuking some island in the Indian Ocean…”
“Son of a bitch!” David fumed. “Can’t you people die for me?”
His mind was a mixture of emotions. He had to reply to David. “This means something to you?”
The man turned around, giving Ted his answer.
He typed a short message back to Priscilla, momentarily forgetting their past fallout. He wanted to assure her she was doing good work down there. Both bases of the superweapon were about to blow up. A few seconds later, he hit send, hoping he’d said the right thing.
Emily stayed close but said nothing, as if he needed that moment to close that chapter of his life. Much as she’d done with her dead husband back in her New York apartment.
David pointed outside. “Who are those guys?”
Ted reoriented on the happenings around him. About a dozen men ran by the door to the auditorium. They weren’t wearing the typical black pajamas of the Legion. Instead, they were dressed in olive drab fatigues. Ted recognized them instantly.
“You should know who they are,” Ted chided. “They came to NORAD on your orders.”
David’s face lit up. “Oh, right. I brought in members of every failed narco-state south of your country. You know, I do wish the range on my weapon was greater. I would have taken care of those countries, too. However, they pose no threat. They can’t even follow basic orders and have the decency to die in their assigned location.”
“You can blame me for that. I kept them alive. I’m as surprised as you to see them here, though I’ll take credit for it. We were supposed to meet them here to take you down. I got them fired up about getting even with you.” Ted almost laughed at the stupidity of talking to David in such a casual manner, but they were both trapped in a phone booth underneath the world’s deadliest superweapon. A laugh was exactly what he needed.
Emily hugged him from his side. He intended to say something heartwarming and eternal before the end, but he was distracted by Dwight. The man looked right at him.
“Dwight!” he shouted. “Behind you!” He gestured for the man to turn around.
He finally turned his back on the box, noticing the armed men coming inside the auditorium.
“Oh, shit,” Ted complained, “it’s Rando. He’s clever.”
Everyone became quiet, as if trying to hear what Rando and Dwight were talking about. There was no sound at all, however. The only thing interrupting the quiet was a rumble under their feet.
“What was that?” Kyla asked from behind him.
“The energy is here,” David said glumly. “It’s hitting the SACA. It’s coming back down on us. You can see it out there.”
Ted saw the hallway turn red.
“Shit!” David raged. “We need the bum to come in here.”
Over the next few seconds, Rando had closed the distance toward Dwight. It put the man in the loose suit on the defensive, and he stepped back several paces. Rando pointed his weapon at Dwight, which for some reason made him turn to face the box and shout something.
The red lights in the hallway flooded into the large auditorium and was soon joined by a giant crayon box of every color imaginable. The walls, high ceiling, and floor seemed to glow, as if they were bright floodlights.
“This is it!” David yelled, seemingly bracing for death.
Emily squeezed Ted’s waist. He pulled her close and met her eyes.
Kyla put her hand on his shoulder.
He still couldn’t think of anything profound to say.
The kid, Peter, seemed to have no such problems. “I love you, Audrey!”
Tabby sobbed a little, but for some reason, it sounded happy.
The lights overwhelmed his vision, so he had to close his eyes. Even shut, the dancing lights pierced his optic nerve. For a few magical seconds, he saw alternating waves of color. It seemed like he was going to be beamed up into the skies with the rest of his friends in America. He was ready for it, with his new love and best friend at his side. While he’d failed to keep Kyla safe, he took comfort in the fact that she would soon see her mother again…
Then the lights went back to normal.
The door of the cube popped open.
“What the…” David croaked.
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Kyla reveled in the rush of air coming through the door of the cube. It was wonderful to feel anything at all, given she’d expected to die in there. She patted Uncle Ted on the back, then let go of him. He looked over his shoulder and smiled at her.
Lambert also smiled at her on his way out.
Everyone seemed glad to be alive, except David.
He moaned. “You guys really did it. You killed all my people here.”
Ted pushed out the door with Emily close behind.
When Kyla filed out, she’d expected to see bodies, but was instead met with piles of clothing. She walked directly to Dwight’s suit, which had fallen in a long trail. She picked up the tablet a second before David could get to it.
Meechum grabbed the man and yanked him back. “Good catch, dudette,” she remarked.
The tablet was still active, but she powered it down. It saddened her Dwight had been on the outside when the light came through, but she silently thanked the man for being brave enough to steal it. Had he not done it, David might have gotten away to harm more Americans. That was hero stuff, for sure.
“What do we do now?” she asked the room.
Ted spoke to David. “Well? Are we safe? How did we survive inside that thing?”
David seemed confused. “We should be dead. I knew the cube provided some protection against the effects of dark energy because the same energy gathers inside the box. You don’t want to stand next to it and get zapped, right?” He’d tried to make it a little joke.
No one seemed impressed.
He kept talking. “But it wasn’t built to withstand the effects of a long exposure from the weapon. From what I can tell…we didn’t get a full dose.”
Uncle Ted snapped his fingers. “Priscilla, my ex-wife, blew up her nuke. She cut off the energy at the source. I need to tell her—” He abruptly stopped talking, as if remembering she was gone.
“I need to check on my pilots,” Avery said apologetically, edging toward the door.
Emily replied to him. “Take your guys. We can keep an eye on the prisoner.”
The commando led his three men out at a run.
Kyla expected to hear gunfire momentarily, but there was nothing but silence. David seemed to notice her listening.
“Don’t bother. There’s no one left. I’ve got to hand it to you. Moving my own plane on top of us was a stroke of genius. I should have had you on our team.”
“I would have never joined you!” she barked, thinking back to Ben, her programmer partner who’d apparently felt the opposite way. How many Bens were still alive out there? Men and women who’d taken up David’s offer to wipe out the rest of the country? She spat at his feet as emphasis.
He shrugged. “Don’t be so sure. I bought off Tanager. He was the most powerful man in the world. I also owned the pope. Most members of the EU. Various world leaders. All those men from Central America were bought and paid for. Money buys everything. Never forget it.”
She scoffed at him. “I wouldn’t help you for a hundred billion dollars. You’re a murderer and a monster.”
He smiled. “Perhaps. But history will remember my name for eternity.” He lazily swung his finger at the others. “None of you will even be a footnote in five years. Death is the price of immortality.”
She wasn’t sure if he meant his own or the rest of the world’s.
Her uncle pulled her away from David. “Don’t engage with him. It’s like talking to a wall. I don’t think he even understands he’s lost.”
“I guess you’re right,” Kyla agreed.
“He got one thing correct, however, Kye. You were brilliant to maneuver the plane over the hole. Even though Priscilla stopped the full blast of energy, it was still enough to erase the men in this bunker. If it had gone where it was meant, who knows how many would have been lost? You singlehandedly saved perhaps hundreds of millions of people. Maybe billions. Your mom would be prouder of you right now than words can express.”
Emily stepped next to her, putting an arm over Kyla’s shoulder. “And that jackass is wrong about something else. People might remember his name for a time, but they’ll never forget yours. When we rebuild the country, don’t be surprised if there are some things named in your honor. We’ll make sure history gets it correct.”
“Thanks, guys, but I’m not worried about being famous. I have a family again. Not many of us can say that. I have my favorite uncle, a new aunt, and—” She looked at Meechum. “—a new sister.”
The Marine nodded, having heard the discussion, but she remained singularly focused on guarding David.
Kyla also cast a snappy glance over to the door where Lambert had run out…
Back in the hall, Tabby and her two friends hadn’t moved from Dwight’s clothing, as if they were honoring the fallen man. She hated to break it up, but she was ready to get out of the bunker.
“Shall we go up to the top?”
Uncle Ted nodded. “We’ve still got to get away from the rest of David’s men. They’re probably surrounding the bunker as we speak.”
She pointed to the cube. “Should we try escaping in this again?”
“No!” several people yelled, including Tabby.
Kyla laughed, understanding the sentiment.
“Let’s go see what awaits us up there.”
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Tabby found herself at the head of the line once more. She led the small group of survivors through the hallways of David’s bunker toward the surface. Her role of tour guide was becoming a profession. She figured it might be what she was going to do in the war against David. Lead friendly forces through tunnels, mines, and bunkers to surprise the enemy. There were worse things to do.
Many piles of clothing littered the halls, confirming both David’s people and the raggedy band of drug lords had been erased, or rebooted, or whatever. She was going to lead them up the levels and out the front door, but she stopped at the room with the artifacts, inspired to check on them. After what David had said, she was curious about the one piece that started everything.
“Is this the way out?” Ted asked from behind.
Tabby was impressed he’d recognized she’d taken them off course. He’d make an excellent tour guide, too. “No. You’re going to want to see this.”
David huffed. “Those are my things.”
She opened the door to the trophy room and spread her arms as if revealing a magician’s big entrance. “Here’s his super technology gizmos!”
Everyone came inside the forty-by-forty-foot metal room. The same ten pedestals were along the back wall, so she walked everyone to them. The cancer-curing paddle, the light-bouncing gun, and the miniature tank replica were all in their glass cases like before, as were the seven others he hadn’t explained. She wasn’t sure which of them was David’s prized piece.
“It’s gone!” David cried out.
“Oh, please,” Tabby snarked. “You said it was here.”
“And it was,” he pleaded. “I showed it to you. It was on that pedestal.”
She looked where he pointed. Had the pedestal been empty the last time she was there? Thinking back, she wasn’t paying attention to him spew his BS about his little prizes. She’d had other, more important issues on her mind, like finding her missing friends.
It was impossible to know if he was telling the truth.
Ted looked at her. “We have to keep moving. Avery might need help.”
She glared at David, sure he was pulling something, but she wasn’t going to let him get the best of her. She purposefully strode out the door, never looking back.
Minutes later, after passing the room with the pit inside and taking the stairs up, she got them to the massive vault door at the front of the bunker. As before, it was wide open. Indirect light came in from the tunnel outside the bulkhead. If they stepped out, they’d be in the sloped tunnel to the surface of the airfield.
“This way,” she suggested, not anxious to go back into the thick of battle.
She held a rifle, but it was almost part of her now. She didn’t feel like she was playing soldier or merely pretending to be able to shoot it. If the enemy showed up once they were out in the sunshine, it was game on. Her mom and dad would be super proud of how she’d taken care of the last members of her tour group. They would forgive her for losing Donovan. She was sure of it.
Ted asked her to hold up before she made it to the end of the tunnel, but she’d already gone farther than he’d wanted. She had a clear view of the entire airport.
“Uh, guys. You might want to see this.” She waved everyone to stand by her.
Ted ran up. “Stay down!”
She laughed. “There’s no one there. Just our guys.” Tabby pointed to Avery and his three men. They came trotting over immediately.
“Status?” Ted asked.
“We lost both helicopters, I’m afraid. Probably Jacob’s force, too. However, as you can see, we lost all the Blackouts in this base, too.” He pointed toward the busier part of the airfield. Lines of black uniforms lay on the ground, like scattered graves of the people who’d been wearing them.
“No, this can’t be,” David complained. “They were going to rescue me.”
“Did the weapon take out the men above ground, too?” Tabby asked with wonder.
Everyone turned to David. He seemed utterly deflated. “The Solar One dish is built to redirect the energy in an arc of about 183 degrees when struck from below. It was necessary so the aircraft could bounce the signal sideways to the next one, as well as sending it down to the targets. Damn you, bitch,” he said, glaring at Kyla. “You’ve killed everyone at my central base of operations.”
Kyla took a moment, then laughed out loud. “Boom! That’s how you end a war!”
Tabby laughed too, reveling in the look of abject defeat on David’s face, but she couldn’t get deep into any celebrating yet. She turned back to the empty airfield.
“What are you thinking about?” Audrey asked.
“My parents. If the war is truly over, I want to go back to see them.”
Audrey was about to say something, but she kept talking.
“I know they’re gone, but I’d like to put up a marker for them. A reminder to those who call this land their home that there were good people here. We can do the same for your parents. For Peter’s parents. For Donovan.”
Audrey wrapped her arm around Tabby’s waist in camaraderie. Peter shuffled up and held onto Audrey’s other side.
“To Donovan,” Peter said to the wind.
“To Donovan,” she answered. “To all of them.”
Ted and Emily came up beside her group. Emily made sure Tabby was done speaking before saying, “The war is far from over. David has more soldiers than those we destroyed here in Colorado, but without the threat of his superweapon, they’ll be fighting on our terms. Our people will return home. Victory will be ours.”
The president leaned over, looking down the line toward Tabby. “But today, at this moment, I want to salute heroes like you. Average citizens doing amazingly above-average acts of bravery to survive that first day. To answer the call to arms. To fight this terrorist group in their lair. I’ll make sure the whole world knows your names.”
Tabby smiled. “I’d call it even for a ride back home.”
Everyone laughed.
The sun rose higher in the sky.
America would see another day thanks to the people willing to stand up for her.




SERIES EPILOGUE
Lamar, CO, One Week Later
“I’m excited to be flying again,” Ted remarked, as Emily sat in the chair next to him. They were part of the official presidential entourage, reviewing the American troops now marching across the tarmac of Inverness Airfield, which had previously belonged to David and his Legion. A giant four-engine Boeing 747 was parked behind the soldiers, facing the stand. A dozen military aircraft flanked the commercial plane, ready for use again by their rightful American owners.
“I am too, Colonel,” Emily replied, her voice filled with mischief.
“Colonel, huh? That’s where we are today?” He gulped up her good mood, which had been in short supply for a long time.
After he and his allies exited David’s bunker a week ago, it had cleared the way for the US military, led by Colonel Avery’s scouts, to flood back into the American homeland. The 101st Airborne Division was the first to arrive in Colorado. Their sole mission was to protect Emily and the office of the president, since she represented the only cog in the line of succession to the old America. And in the first five minutes of that week-long operation, she’d threatened to bump Ted up to a five-star general, so he could lead the counterattack on David’s remaining troops.
He had no intention of allowing such a brazen rank grab, for reasons she knew quite well. There were many decorated generals serving overseas, and most were heading back to the mainland. He couldn’t allow himself to hop over any of them. So, each day, he’d been able to refuse and whittle down her offer, dropping from five-star all the way to a single-star brigadier general. That had been yesterday…when he’d refused her yet again. Today, she was testing him on colonel.
“Yep. I’ll see if I can make this one stick on you. It’s only two ranks above Major. What’s the big deal?” She was teasing him. She knew what a big deal it was.
Kyla tapped him from the seat on his other side. “Just take the stupid thing. Who cares if it ruffles some feathers?” She spoke quieter, and in a conspiratorial way. “I don’t know if you know this, but you’re dating the president. She’s like Willy Wonka. She can make all your dreams come true.”
“She’s not Willy Wonka, Kye,” he lectured, “and the American military was built on tradition. On rules. I’ve explained it a million times. I—”
His niece cut him off. “Fine. Be stubborn.” She went back to watching the men parade in formation, probably looking for Lambert, the soldier she couldn’t stop talking about.
Someone tapped him on the shoulder. “I think you should, dude. You were the guy who led the assault. You should get the booty, right?”
Ted knew it was Peter without turning around. He’d befriended the young man over the past week, learning about his interests and goals, with a mind to get the kid into the military when he turned eighteen. He was already a fair shot with a rifle, as was his girlfriend. Both were ready to go out and kick some Legion ass.
“I’ll take it under advisement,” he said dryly.
“You will?” Peter asked with surprise.
“No,” he snapped playfully, laughing to himself at how hard his friends were trying.
The men of the 101st came to a halt, presenting a fledgling group of three understrength battalions in front of him, perhaps fifteen hundred men. They were the advanced guard of the entire division, which was still making its way to them from around the world. Also out on the tarmac were a much smaller group consisting of Avery’s Team Yankee. They’d gotten reinforcements from Alaska, too, but not nearly as many. He had fifty men, at most. That was where Kyla’s attention was drawn…
“Are you ready for this?” Emily asked with uncharacteristic formality. They were about to be forward-facing, as she liked to say, which meant they had to act the part of president and Air Force major.
“I am,” he declared dutifully.
“Knock ‘em dead,” Tabby whispered from the second row.
He smiled briefly, then got back into character. He allowed President Williams to walk to the podium while he trailed behind. The men out on the runway all saluted.
“Good morning,” Emily said into the mic. She wore black flats, a pair of black slacks, and a white cotton long-sleeve shirt. Her hair was washed and tethered inside a bun-like ball on the back of her head. She’d tried to find the same type of pencil skirt she’d worn back when they’d met, but the town of Lamar had been lacking in business attire. The last piece of her ensemble was a .357 Ruger LCR in a hip holster, which was the exact model revolver she’d used to save his life on Air Force Two. She looked more like a politician from small-town Middle America rather than Washington D.C., which he found incredibly attractive.
She turned to him momentarily, a streak of nervousness evident. He nodded, supporting her first official speech since landing the job as leader of the free world.
“You got this,” he mouthed.
Emily faced the troops, put her hand over her heart, and began the pledge of allegiance. He saluted the flag, which fluttered in the wind on a makeshift flagpole set up between the podium and the troops.
When done, she said, “At ease.” After a pause, she continued, “Ladies and gentlemen, before I start, I wanted to take a moment to recognize my predecessor, Kirby Tanager. It will be difficult for historians to piece together what happened in those fateful seconds when millions of our friends, neighbors, and family disappeared, but in a quirk of fate, I met President Tanager after the attack.”
Some gasps rose up.
“It’s true. He survived the attack thanks to the quick action of his security detail in the White House. However, David’s people captured him and imprisoned him in their bunker, perhaps intending to use him as a hostage to get what they wanted from our overseas citizens. Since David and all his men in this base are now gone, we’ll never know for sure what negotiations were struck. However, as every person who was present in the bunker that day will attest, David pushed Kirby over the railing of a very deep pit. David erased our people, but he personally murdered our president…”
That got the crowd agitated and angry, as expected. He and Emily had talked about Tanager at length over the past week. They included Meechum, the kids, and Avery in the discussions as well. They agreed unanimously to leave out the part where Tanager said he was working for David. Since the man wasn’t alive, they couldn’t properly interrogate him to learn the truth. But even beyond that, the consensus fell toward making a clean break with Tanager’s administration. It would do no one any good to have Emily become president with everyone wondering if she was going to betray the country next.
“That is how I came to hold this office as your president. However, that’s all I want to say about me. This is about you and our nation. I never dreamed this day would come for our homeland, the United States of America. Over the past two weeks, we’ve seen her kicked, punched, and dragged into the darkness. Evil men with dark intentions made it their purpose to erase the American spirit from the world, intending to reboot her with their own warped vision of equality and ownership. The light on the Statue of Liberty was almost extinguished.”
She let the words settle into the gathered crowd. In addition to the soldiers, hundreds of civilians had been flown to Lamar to help staff and run the air base and critical infrastructure inside the town. It was a big deal to get them all together for the speech. They sat on a few bleachers taken from the local high school.
Emily went on. “But the American people would not be so easily defeated. These few men and women—” She motioned to the VIP stands behind her. “—were part of the resistance against David’s Legion. They survived his terrible weapon. They survived being alone out in the emptiness of our forsaken country. They survived the roving enemy troops and their robotic minions. And they joined together!”
The crowd clapped.
After allowing it for a few seconds, she continued. “Once these Americans found each other, David’s days were numbered. Tabby Breeze was one of those young heroes. She started her struggle by rescuing her friends from inside an abandoned lead mine. She kept those kids alive as they searched for their parents. They went to Chicago, always seeking what they would never find. Their families. And when Tabby was finally captured, she fought David in his own lair, eventually leading in the strike force which took him down. Please give Tabby and her good friends Audrey and Peter a nice applause.”
Everyone stood up and cheered for the kids. He turned to see Peter yelling and screaming, probably louder than anyone else. Tabby had tossed her blue outfit the first chance she’d gotten and now wore a simple white sundress. Next to her, Audrey was hollering, too. Oddly, she’d gone and found one of the spare blue jumpsuits from David’s bunker. She wore a little pair of black shorts over them, to be discreet at the big rally, she’d said, but it was clear she’d donned them to impress her boyfriend. Those three were going to be handfuls, Ted thought, but the good kind of trouble.
After things settled down, the president went on, diligently commending everyone who was there at the end.
“Colonel Avery, for successfully engaging the enemy in multiple locations, and for providing direct support for the final assault…”
“The Fleet Anti-terrorism Security Team, or FAST, Marines are here with us today.” She pointed to the platoon of Marines standing at parade rest next to Avery’s men. Meechum, a woman he credited for saving his niece’s life, stood in the front row. Her CO, Carthager, was a hulking figure of a man next to her. “They were instrumental in ferreting out the traitors of our nation and sending one of their own, Lance Corporal Angelina Meechum, into the cauldron of destruction.”
“That’s her first name?” Kyla blurted, too loud, behind him in the stands. “I never knew that!”
Clapping flooded the stage, hiding Kyla’s breach of decorum.
“And I’ve been told by our friends in the Royal Air Force that the crew who flew the nuclear bomb to David’s twin headquarters in the Indian Ocean was led by a heroic pilot named Major Priscilla Clairmont. She singlehandedly made sure the bomb took out the island, averting greater loss of life on this side of the planet.”
Emily faced him as the crowd clapped, privately acknowledging that his ex-wife was gone. Ted’s response was muted. He felt a nostalgia for the early good times he’d had with Priscilla, but he had no doubts their divorce had been for the best. He did take comfort in their final correspondence. She was definitely a hero to him.
“And, on a personal note,” Emily said into the microphone, leading Ted to tense up that his moment was coming, “I want to congratulate Kyla Justice. Kyla was a programmer working on the John F. Kennedy, fifteen hundred miles to our east. Somehow, this amazing woman made it all this way, to this very spot, and parked that plane over the muzzle of the Legion superweapon.” She pointed to the corner of the airport where the disabled SACA still remained over the silo exit.
Screams and cheers broke out, preventing Emily from saying another word. Kyla was forced to her feet in the stands, and Emily turned to applaud her.
His niece was completely different than the time before the attack. She was bruised and beat up, for sure, but she’d lost most of her awkwardness and seemed confident and poised. She met his eye when she noticed him clapping for her and went on to cheerfully wave to the rest of the crowd. Her mom would be amazed at the transformation.
When the place finally settled down, and he turned back to the podium, Emily was looking right at him. She winked before facing the formation.
His chest once again tightened in anticipation.
“And I’d like to thank all the sailors, airmen, and Marines on the USS John F. Kennedy and the USS Iwo Jima…”
Ted let out his breath. She was playing with him.
“Your commanders bucked orders and stayed in the fight on the shores of our nation. I assure you those commanders will be rewarded for doing the right thing.
“Thank you to those of our countrymen who miraculously survived the initial attack but fell victim to the ruthless invasion of our lands. Your stories may never be known, but your actions will not be overlooked. You are the unsung heroes.
“And thank you, God, for watching over all of us here on this airfield today. I hope we can honor you as we rebuild the bounty you’ve once more bestowed to the American people.” She bowed her head, holding a quiet vigil with those gathered for about twenty seconds.
“Finally,” she said with enthusiasm, “I’d like to thank a personal friend and protector. An airman who saved my life from an assassin’s bullet during the first minutes of David’s attack on America. A pilot who saved my life a dozen times over the following week. A warrior who navigated the politics of survival inside and outside Legion strongholds from New York City to Minot, North Dakota. From Minot to Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado. And, finally, to the base under our feet.”
She motioned for him to get up.
“Before I introduce him formally, I want to take a moment to explain our personal relationship…”
Ted’s stomach turned into a titanium block. What was she doing?
“Ted MacInnis is one of the finest gentlemen I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing. I met him in the heat of battle, when he saved my life on Air Force Two. He was a backup pilot, waiting for his chance to prove himself. Well, I assure you, he did. Over the next week of constant danger and endless challenges, he allowed me time to grieve my lost husband. He remained a perfect gentleman during those long, desperate nights. In fact, the only thing we ever disagreed about was whether I could promote him for repeatedly saving the life of the President of the United States of America.” She chuckled. “To be clear, I wanted to promote him, but he refused any talk of promotions. I think he keeps a list of reasons in his wallet.”
The crowd cracked up, though Ted could dispute the point with her. She’d also resisted the promotion to president for a long time.
“So, in the spirit of openness as your new leader, I have two actions I’d like to take today, and I hope I have your blessing to do so.”
That shut everyone up.
“To lead off, and as one of the first official actions of my station, I would like to promote this man to colonel, overseeing the Presidential Airlift Group. As president of an entire nation spread over vast distances, I will need to travel these lands in Air Force One with the oversight of someone who knows the aircraft as well as the war taking place below us. Colonel Ted MacInnis, will you accept this well-earned promotion?”
He stood there on the razor’s edge of decision. All his misgivings were still present but taking over for the whole air wing was directly in his wheelhouse. It made sense. She couldn’t have picked a better spot for him.
When it seemed like the decision was going to extend beyond a few seconds, Kyla yelled from the stands. “Take it!”
Then everyone yelled.
It became obvious he couldn’t deny the request of his boss.
“I accept!” he said, to more applause.
It took over a minute to settle everyone down. He suspected Kyla and Peter were doing their best to keep the cheers coming. Their hooting and yelping were the loudest.
When it became possible to speak, Emily tapped the mic. “And I do have a second action, though this one is off the official record, because I’m not sure there is precedent for this.” She turned sideways at the podium and radiated a smile toward him. “Colonel Ted MacInnis, would you honor me by taking a second promotion to the office of First Gentleman?”
He felt his jaw slip open. They’d already committed themselves to marriage while under the impacts of nuclear missiles. They’d further confirmed their decision after they’d lived through them. But hearing it in front of the world finally made it real.
The entire parade area had gone silent.
It was an easy decision. Ted took a few steps forward, swept Emily into a hug, and leaned toward the microphone. “I do.” He tried to kiss her, but they were soon swamped.
His actions had sent the field and stands into chaos. Kyla and the others ran out and alternately hugged and congratulated them. People from the town gave them high-fives, and the COs of the soldiers made their way to offer their congratulations and regards. The press conference was over…
Eventually, he and Emily were surrounded by his friends. Meechum had stepped in, smiling for a change, as had Kyla, Tabby, and the others. When the noise had died down to a respectable level, Meechum patted him on the shoulder.
“Congratulations, sir. You two seem good together.”
He shook her hand, noting that her head and chest wounds seemed to be healing nicely. “Thanks. Coming from you, that’s a huge get.”
“Well, I kind of see Kyla as the sister I never had, so you can be like the father who was never there when I was a kid.” She looked at Emily with a bit of hesitation. “And you, ma’am, could be like the kickass mother I never thought possible.”
Emily pshawed. “You can join our family anytime.”
Meechum had more on her mind. “Hey, you didn’t say anything about Dwight. We named the airfield after him. Why didn’t you mention him in your speech?”
Tabby shoved her way closer. “Yeah, he should have gotten some credit. I mean, I have no idea what he did before he showed up in that cell, and he was a total pain in the butt the whole time I was with him, but it was his action that saved us. David would probably have transported us to another one of his strongholds if Dwight hadn’t lifted the tablet from him.”
Emily became reflective. “I’m glad they named the airfield after him. I was there. I know he was a hero, like all of you. And I was going to mention him. However, I tried to look up his background. I wanted to credit his hometown. Say something about his journey. Maybe mention his obvious mental challenges, pointing out he never let it stop him.”
Ted approved. “So, why didn’t you?”
She turned. “Because he didn’t exist. I searched in the federal records. I searched in the military archives. Hell, I searched in David’s systems, too.”
Kyla nodded. “I helped her. She’s right. The guy was a ghost.”
“What are you saying?” Ted asked. “His records are gone? Maybe with all the devastation, his files got mixed up. There has to be a reason.”
She shrugged. “Maybe. I admit, after two weeks of taking risks and living life on the edge, I decided to play this one close to the vest. If we figure out who he was, I’m happy to mention him in a future speech. Hell, I’ll award him the Medal of Freedom for what he did. However, until I know he was even an American citizen, having his name on this airfield will have to do.”
Peter answered. “Wouldn’t it be funny if that guy survived? Maybe while we were in that white light he stripped out of his clothes and walked out of the bunker. Maybe he stole David’s missing artifact, too. I mean, come on, that guy was friends with an imaginary bird. I wouldn’t put it past him.”
“The bird was real, at least for a little while,” Tabby replied in a contemplative voice. “Lots of us saw it sitting on his shoulder. You two saw it fly away. Was it always real? Magic? I don’t know. But if he did summon that bird through sorcery, then maybe it was possible he got up and walked away during the flash of light. I hope he did. He deserved that much. And if he’s out there, I hope he found his pet again.”
The group hit an awkward silence.
To counter the effect, Ted got Kyla’s attention. “Hey, kid. I’ve been meaning to tell you: everyone seems interested in commemorating the dead. I promise we’ll get back to New York City to set out a marker for your mother.”
Kyla thought it over before replying. “Nah, I don’t think she would like that. She’d want me to look forward, not back. Mom would tell me her spirit is floating wild up in the sky somewhere, not tied to any piece of ground. You know how she was—”
“Flighty,” they both said at the same time.
He gave her a hug, but Emily caught his eye the moment they separated.
“I know that look,” he mused.
Her brown eyes sparkled. “I’m off the clock. Let’s talk about you, Colonel. You’ve been given two new ranks. What are your first orders going to be?”
Ted grinned, pulling out his keepsake presidential challenge coin. “I was thinking of taking action as First Gentleman and First Pilot at the same time. As I said, I’m excited to be flying again. I have the new Air Force One fueled and ready to go on the tarmac over there. Perhaps Madam President would like to inspect the sleeping quarters?” He held the coin out, as it now belonged to her.
“Eww,” Meechum snickered.
“Get a room,” Peter joked, causing Audrey to bop him in the stomach.
“I knew it all along,” Kyla said matter-of-factly.
He locked eyes with his bride-to-be as she reached for his hand.
After all they’d done, Ted imagined his adventures were just beginning.
###
Thank you for reading the Minus America series.
As I always do, I’d like to ask you to take a brief moment and leave a review for this book on Amazon. Each and every review is important to me as it serves a critical role in helping my books rise above the noise on Amazon. If you can believe it, there are over 5000 books going into Amazon every day of the year.
Your review helps my book get found by readers and, if I’m lucky, by Netflix and movie producers looking for something new and exciting. If you know any, send them this book!
But seriously, thank you.
Wait! There’s more. I have a short author’s note on the following pages.




This book is a work of fiction.
All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Sometimes both.
Hostile Shores (and what happens within / characters / situations / worlds)
are Copyright (c) 2020 by E.E. Isherwood
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of E.E. Isherwood
Version 1.0
Cover Illustration by Covers by Christian
Editing services provided by Mia at LKJ Books




Author Notes – E.E. Isherwood
 Written August 12, 2020

Thank you for reading this far.
It’s been over a year since I released the first book in this series. What a strange and eventful year it has been. Fortunately, I don’t have to recap here, since we’ve all been living it. 2020 is a year we might all want to zap out of. Skip ahead to 2021…
This series of books has become another one of my favorites. As you might have noticed from the beefy epilogue, I didn’t want the series to end. The empty American continent is still a very dangerous place, filled with many of the same bad people David brought over in his planes and shipping containers. The larger world has also become more unforgiving, due to David’s cunning plan to have Americans kicked out of every country. What better way to learn who your friends are…
Would the Europeans side with the remnant population of Americans, small as it is, since those Americans were the ones who saved the continent from annihilation? Or would they blame the Americans for David’s rise and for the nuking of London, which spewed radiation into much of the European countryside? I’d like to think our European friends would rally to our cause.
What about those nations who are already at odds with the USA? Would China send assistance to fight the Legion, or would they send an invasion force to take over? What about Mexico and other states to the south? Would they finally see the chance to seize new lands? Would powerful dictators view it as a time to take over weak neighbors all around the globe, since the US wouldn’t be there to defend them?
I’m fascinated by the what-ifs for the new world awaiting President Williams.
And let’s not overlook the catalyst for the entire Legion superweapon. Where did the advanced piece of technology come from? It was found by the US military in Afghanistan, but we don’t know if it was Chinese, a rogue global corporation, or something else. Did the military put it there on purpose? Maybe it was aliens. Perhaps it fell through from a parallel dimension? Would God drop it on us, as a test, to see what we did with it? Would we use it for good? For evil?
These are questions which keep me up at night.
I left a few pages of the book dog-eared next to my typewriter. Little details which might one day lead to more of the story being told. However, I decided this book took the story to a perfect stopping point. As a writer, you always must be looking to the next book, deciding if a series is making enough money, and providing new material for your readers. I hope you’ll agree Minus America came to a satisfying conclusion.
If you haven’t read my other series, I invite you to check out End Days, which I co-wrote with Craig Martelle. It is a four-book adventure about a science experiment which breaks time itself. During the ensuing apocalyptic collapse of America, a father and son must fight across the continent to find each other. And they have to do it before time itself comes to an end…
Also check out the Impact series, which I co-wrote with Mike Kraus. That is a six-book journey set in America as an asteroid breaks apart and splatters down all over the nation. A young park ranger is the heroine who must protect those around her at Yellowstone National Park. She also becomes entangled with the corporation responsible for bringing the space rock to Earth in the first place. Her father, a Kentucky-boy, uses every means of transportation he can find to track down his daughter in the midst of chaos.
Finally, my Since the Sirens series is currently at seven books, though it is not finished. The story was my first as a writer, and it features two of my favorite characters—so far. Liam, a young teen boy, must protect his great-grandmother Marty, who is 104-years-old. Why? As a plague ravages America, he learns the only people who are immune to it are those who survived the Spanish Flu. Those over 100 years old. The very same people who typically die first in apocalyptic fiction…
Links to all my series will follow this note.
For now, I want to thank you again for purchasing all five books in this series. It has been a pleasure to write and share these characters with you. Perhaps someday I’ll revisit this version of the apocalypse and see how our friends are doing.
As always, thank you for being a reader.
EE
E.E. Isherwood’s other books
Minus America, Empty Cities, Rebel Cause, Two Wolves and a Sheep, and Hostile Shores.
Impact
(co-written with Mike Kraus) – A post-apocalyptic thriller about an asteroid slamming across the heartland of America. Six books.
End Days (co-written with Craig Martelle) – A post-apocalyptic adventure about a father and son on opposite ends of a continent ravaged by a failed science experiment. Four books.
Sirens of the Zombie Apocalypse – A teen boy must keep his great-grandma alive to find the cure to the zombie plague, but what if the only people immune are those over 100? Seven books.
Amazon – amazon.com/author/eeisherwood
Facebook – www.facebook.com/sincethesirens
My web page – www.eeisherwood.com
That’s all the time I have. The next book calls to me!
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