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Preface
 
   This is the final book of the Ebola K trilogy.  I’d originally planned to have published this book about a year ago, but it’s one of those books that takes a great deal of thought.  For those you reading the series after December 2015, this wasn’t a problem.  For the rest of you, thank you for your patience.
 
   Relative to how long it takes me to write books in my other series, books two and three in the Ebola K series each took quite a bit longer.  I don’t understand why—or at least not completely.  
 
   I am proud of these three books.  I think they contain some of my best writing to date.  And while I think my favorite chapters and scenes are probably in books one and two, I think book three is the best overall.  It warms up through the first half and then races to a climactic finale.  Hopefully, you’ll find it satisfying.
 
   As usual, a great deal of research went into the book but most of the underlying concepts came out of research I’d done for books one and two.  I should mention that I enjoy the research end of the creative process.  Throughout my life I’ve read non-fiction as enthusiastically as I’ve read fiction.  I still do.  
 
   One of the reasons I like non-fiction is that it provides me a window into understanding how people—both regular people and great people—respond to extraordinary situations.  I think it’s under the unexpected and immense stress of life that people discover who they are and what they’re capable of.  I find that process of discovery fascinating.  
 
   And I think that is the crux of humanity’s universal dilemma.  I think only the rarest of people are all good or all bad.  Most of us are a mix.  Most of us are easily tempted into terrible choices.  It is when we consciously have to work our way out of our bad decisions and weigh the costs and benefits of choosing the better angels of our nature and then take the hard path that we grow into better people.  
 
   Perhaps that’s why the theme comes up so frequently in my books.  I love to toss my characters into the worst situations so that I can imagine what they’d do.  Just as in real life, some rise to the occasion, many behave badly.  The most interesting ones do both.  
 
   And as much as all of this can be said for the individual, it is true of societies and cultures and we fill our history books with the stories, inspirational or horrible, moon landing or holocaust.  The capacity for both and everything in between lives within each of us.  
 
   And that is the rich palette from which I paint my fictional characters and cultures.  I hope I’ve done it in in an entertaining and educational way that you can, for a while, both believe and feel.
 
   Enjoy the book,
 
   Bobby Adair 
 
   
  
 

Previously, in Ebola K…
 
   Book 1
 
   Austin Cooper, an American teenager, has traveled to Uganda as a volunteer in a school for street kids, just as Ebola breaks out in Africa.  He becomes stranded in a small town—Kapchorwa—while watching his friends and others become sick and die.
 
   Back in Denver, his father (Paul) and stepmother (Heidi) are worried and dealing with their own Ebola fears.  Paul stocks up with supplies, and they ready themselves for the inevitable.  Eventually, contact with Austin becomes difficult, and Heidi sets out to track Austin down, pestering Mitch Peterson, a CIA operative in Uganda, housed at the US Embassy in Kampala.
 
   Unbeknownst to the world, Najid Almasi has arranged to infect his jihadists with what’s now recognized as an airborne Ebola strain, sending them around the globe to infect others.
 
   One of those jihadists is Salim Pitafi, an Pakistani American teenager from south Denver, who finds himself in over his head, and having second thoughts about his involvement with Najid’s sinister plan.
 
    
 
   Book 2
 
   Austin Cooper, left for dead by the terrorists, now finds himself in a country falling apart under the strain of a pestilence that is ravaging its population.  He treks to Mbale in an attempt to find help for the sick remaining in Kapchorwa.  Once arriving, he has the misfortune to come across a band of rebel militants taking advantage of the chaos.  They kidnap him and take him to their jungle camp on the southern slope of Mt.  Elgon.  After seeing all the other hostages come to a bad end, Austin manages to infect the rebels with Ebola and escape into the jungle.
 
   Paul Cooper, believing his son has died, becomes depressed.  He starts hoarding food in anticipation of the coming epidemic.  When he hears of an Ebola case in Dallas, he decides to go there and infect himself using the logic that he’ll get better care if he’s among the first Ebola patients in America.  Through a series of illegal actions, Paul succeeds, becomes infected and goes back to Denver.  He ends up in a hospital and survives.  But as the pandemic gets a foothold in the country and people start to die by the hundreds of thousands, Paul’s secret is exposed.  As a result, criminals murder Heidi and Paul has to bury her in a mass grave.  Paul ends book two after being detained by the police because the antibodies in his blood have been nationalized.
 
   Mitch Peterson, the CIA operative working at the embassy in Kampala is tasked with going to Kapchorwa to find out what he can about Najid Almasi and the Ebola epidemic.  He pursues Najid across Kenya before finding himself abandoned in Nairobi, where he sees the worst of the Ebola epidemic as it destroys a city.
 
   Najid Almasi’s terrorists spread across the globe, spreading Ebola, and the epidemic turns into a pandemic.  People die by the millions.  Najid’s risky investments turn a huge profit, but the Americans, wise to his plan, bomb his compound on the Red Sea.  Luckily for Najid Almasi, he escapes.  He’s injured and is forced to take refuge in Dubai.
 
   Salim Pitafi flies from airport to airport as he becomes sicker and sicker.  He is finally hospitalized in Dallas where he recovers from Ebola and comes to realize what a grave mistake he’s made in aligning himself with the terrorists.  He decides he wants out and after he recovers, he embarks on a long trip back to his home in Denver.  When he arrives, he finds his mother, father, and sister, all dead from Ebola.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1
 
   All the glass had shattered in the fire.  A third of the roof had burned away or collapsed, leaving a path for the wind to blow through Kapchorwa’s only hospital.  Leaves, tumbled and dragged by the gusts, left trails in the dust on the floor.  
 
   The concrete beneath had been stained by years of bare feet following a central aisle through the ward, coming and going between beds where the mundanely ill laid to get well.  Patients who came later—their blood rendered unable to clot by the virus in their veins—left reddish-brown, puddle-shaped discolorations where the blood had pooled and soaked into the concrete.  The nurses, doctors, and volunteers had been too fatigued, too overwhelmed.  They cleaned what they could.
 
   In those days hope still lived, fiercely gripped in the hearts of a few who refused to let it die.
 
   Then Najid Almasi came with his busy band of jihadi murderers.
 
   The hospital had been packed full back then with people who were dying and those who still had a small chance at survival.  Najid’s men burned the hospital.  The patients who were too weak to run from the flames succumbed to the smoke and died where they fell.  Their bodies left smears of color on the floor where their flesh had simmered in the heat of the blaze.  
 
    Charcoal black streaks were the last colors added.
 
   Having walked through the jungle for days after leaving the rebel camp, Austin stared at that hospital floor, examining the colors and textures, knowing the stories they told.  He didn’t know how long it had been since he’d left Dr. Littlefield, Dr. Mills, and the sick soldiers in Kapchorwa.  A few months at least.  Maybe three.
 
   The hospital had been empty a long time and gave no clue as to when it was last used.
 
   Outside in the red mud street, not a single human foot left a print.  No truck tires dredged a pair of long ruts out of town.
 
   Austin went outside and asked aloud for an answering word.
 
   He yelled.  He screamed.
 
   No voice returned a sound.  
 
   Kapchorwa was dead, a place for ghosts and memories.
 
   Austin searched behind the hospital for a line of fresh graves, the expected remains of the last people he’d seen in Kapchorwa, doctors Littlefield and Mills, and the sick soldiers.  Nothing lay back there but heaps of the old dead—rotted, burned, eaten by scavengers, and scattered.
 
   He walked through the remains of the town.  All of the burned houses had aged a little during his absence, crumbling deeper into the red clay.  The grasses and bushes between the dwellings and along their walls had grown taller.  The jungle was creeping forward to take Kapchorwa back into its bosom, to absorb the bodies and fertilize the soil for a future generation of farmers who might one day come to till the land.
 
   Farmers?
 
   Austin didn’t have a bitter laugh.  He didn’t have a pitiful thought.  Numbness born of the harshness of everything and everywhere sapped the pain out of tomorrow’s hopelessness.  
 
   Tomorrow would have to see to its own needs.
 
   Today’s living had only enough worry for its own hardship.
 
   He heaved a big sigh and called out for a last time.  
 
   No response.  
 
   At that point, he’d have been surprised if someone had called back.
 
   The sun was high enough in the sky that Austin didn’t think he needed to search for a place to camp.  But he didn’t have a plan past Kapchorwa.  Upon his arrival, he’d expected to find Dr. Littlefield in the burned-out hospital with a new bunch of soon-to-be-dead patients.  He’d come to accept as he trekked from Mt.  Elgon’s southern slopes to where Kapchorwa lay in the north that Kristin Mills, the doctor who’d saved his life, would have long since died.  And he’d put aside the guilt he’d initially felt for failing her.
 
   And that was it.
 
   As much as his habits from a modern life in a relatively luxurious world urged him to indulge the guilt, to wallow in despair, he didn’t.  Austin had become Africanized.  At least that’s how he described it to himself.  He wasn’t heartless.  He wasn’t numb.  He felt pain when it came.  He felt grief for the dead.  Then he let them go.  He marched forward into each new day to make room for the next pain to come.  And it would come.
 
   A practical choice was needed next.
 
   Austin looked at the hospital and saw through the open doors, past the blackened rafters and into the blue sky above.  Most of the roof was still intact.  In fact, the hospital was in better shape than almost any other building in Kapchorwa.  It was still mostly clean.  It would be a good place to spend the night and think about the next destination.  
 
   Until sunset, though, Austin had time to scavenge.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Hadi looked at the screen of his computer as he sat in the chair opposite the couch Najid Almasi rested upon.  Hadi didn’t need to read the data.  He knew it.  He’d watched the numbers grow from theoretical projections based on his dispersion algorithm into counts of real people and real deaths.  Now the measure of the success he helped Najid achieve shamed him so much he couldn’t look another human in the eye when the numbers were on his lips.  “The totals vary from locale to locale but it appears that forty-seven percent of the people on the planet have died from Ebola and ancillary causes.  Nearly three-and-a-half billion.  Ebola has infected another two billion.”
 
   Ebola infected them? Yes, but only with Hadi’s help.
 
   “Fewer are sick than have died?” Najid seemed disappointed.  
 
   Hadi nodded to confirm that he’d conveyed the numbers correctly.  Sitting in the large living room of one of the upper-floor apartments in his wife’s cousin’s compound, the luxury and cleanliness almost made talk of all those bloody deaths abstract.  But only almost.  Hadi looked through the wall of windows, seeing a few man-made white sand islands sprinkled across a perfectly blue sea.  The sea didn’t care that the number of corpses in some state of decomposition would soon exceed the number of humans still alive.
 
   Hadi hoped to steer the conversation away from the numbers and into the interesting epidemiological science.  “This airborne strain of Ebola is extremely infectious.  Humans have little or no immunity to it.  The method we chose for spreading the infection produced a growing wave of carriers who washed through the global population before most people had any understanding of what was happening.  Subsequently, the number of sick overwhelmed every medical system in the world.  The disease rapidly worked its way through the population of susceptible individuals, using up its fuel just as a fire burns through wood.  It was an inevitable eventuality.” 
 
   “What can we expect next?” Najid sat up straighter on his couch, careful with his healing leg.
 
   “The survivors self isolate.” Of course they would.  Hadi hadn’t needed to read dozens of texts on the spread of disease to know that.  “They take precautions.  Individuals hide in their homes.  They don’t risk contact with one another.  At the international level, countries close off their borders.  Travel stops.  Commerce stops.  The disease loses its ability to spread.”
 
   Najid rubbed his beard and frowned.  “Are the Western countries suffering more than the rest of us?”
 
   Hadi shook his head.  “There are variations in the data, but we’ve so effectively spread the disease across the globe that no population went uninfected.”
 
   “Arab countries?” 
 
   “Even us.” Hadi felt especially troubled by the price his Arab brothers were paying.  “We did not use our martyrs to target Arab countries, but our methodology was universally effective.  The infection rates vary from country to country and from region to region, but all follow similar trends.  Perhaps classes of trends would be a better way to describe what I’m seeing.”
 
   That concerned Najid.  “Explain this to me.”
 
   “I must preface this with the fact that not all countries provide data.  Some countries, it seems, have ceased to exist for all practical purposes.  For those hit the hardest, current death rates can only be extrapolated from data that is weeks—or even a month—old.  Kenya, for instance, and other East African countries, have death tolls in excess of ninety percent.  And still more people die.  Data trickles out of China and is mixed with disinformation.  It is difficult to tell how many are dead there.  In India, the densely populated cities approach a one-hundred-percent infection rate as the percentage of survivors dips toward zero.  Rural areas are doing better, but not by much.
 
   Many countries have managed to slow their infection rates and it is difficult to tell if they will continue a trend toward one-hundred-percent infection.  The rate in some countries is falling off fast enough it is conceivable a significant portion of the population might never become infected.”
 
   “Are any of those Western countries?” The edge in Najid’s voice was expected.
 
   Hadi reluctantly proceeded.  “Canada, Norway, and Iceland have the lowest portion of infected population and the most steeply declining rate of infection.  It’s possible that in each of these countries less than half the population will become infected during the first twelve months of the epidemic.  Beyond that, the infection rate might be low enough to manage.  In the interim, curative therapies are being developed to increase the survival rate and every lab in the world not working on a remedy is working on a vaccine.”
 
   “What of America?”
 
   “They were slow to react.” Hadi didn’t want to give Najid this information.  “Their solutions were hindered by political infighting, gamesmanship, and blame-wielding.  The hatred their political parties have for one another worked to our advantage.  At first.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   “They’ve all but bypassed their democratic institutions, and the President—or whoever is in that role at the moment—has assumed totalitarian powers, implementing preventive measures and programs.  They are close to the median in terms of global infection rates and death rates.”
 
   “Over forty-six percent of Americans are dead?” 
 
   “One hundred and forty million,” Hadi clarified.  
 
   After news of the trends, the concrete number put a smile of perverse glee on Najid’s face, but the smile quickly turned back to his intense grimace.  “Tell me about these preventive measures in the United States?”
 
   “In prevention they mostly do what others are doing but their survival rates are reversing.”
 
   “They have a cure?” The words tumbled furiously out of Najid’s mouth.  “They aren’t sharing it with the world?”
 
   “Vaccines are being tested with some success in France, the United States, and in the UK.  What seems to be the most effective is a solution you came to long ago, that of taking a portion of your brother’s blood—should he have survived—and hoping the antibodies would save your life.  The Americans are instituting a system to harvest blood serum from Ebola survivors.  Some survivors comply.  Those who don’t are put into concentration camps and milked like goats for their blood.  The zeal with which they’ve rolled this program out is the reason for their declining mortality rate.”
 
   “That is not good,” Najid groaned, and rearranged himself on his couch.  “I imagine the future—a hundred million surviving Americans, all with fresh memories of disease and lost loved ones in their hearts—will be a future of murdering every person on the planet they have a reason to fear.  They’ve already bombed my compound on the Red Sea.  They know it is I who brought the Ebola terror to their shores.  If America survives as an entity with their lethal weapons intact, their hateful revenge might kill every one of us.  
 
   “I had hoped Ebola would be the deathblow to kill Western man, but I now realize it was only a first attack.  I need something to follow with, something to lop the heads off the major Western governments.  With no government at all in place, Ebola will thrive in the chaos and finish its work in their lands.”
 
   Najid looked out the window, staring at the sea, looking for an answer in the blue.  He smiled when he found it.  “What best to cut the head off of the American chicken hawk and its British poodle? A nuclear weapon.  One placed in Washington or wherever the American government is hiding.  Another for the United Kingdom.  Perhaps one each for France and Germany.  Tell me Hadi, how are things in Russia?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Paul Cooper had been waiting days for his hearing while sequestered in a sunless, dank hole that used to house a nuclear-tipped Titan missile.  The missile was long gone, destroyed in a treaty that inched the world away from the precipice of a radioactive holocaust that might have killed every plant and animal on the planet.  
 
   Now, the only species flirting with extinction was man.
 
   Or so Paul guessed.
 
   Since the police had taken him out of his own house and put him in the bottom of the decommissioned missile silo, he’d had no dependable news of what was going on outside.  They’d taken his telephone and his watch.  He certainly had no computer.  They’d confiscated his belt and shoelaces.  All he possessed were his sleeping bag and a claim to a dry spot on which to lay it.  With plenty of standing water on the floor of the silo, not all of the new arrivals were so lucky.  
 
    Light bulbs suspended on rusty metal fixtures way up the curved walls kept the silo in an unchanging and insufficient dusk.  The first few days inside, Paul developed a headache that wouldn’t go away.  Now when it came he lay down and closed his eyes, often falling asleep because of it.  When dreams are the only escape from boredom, sleep comes all too often.
 
   Paul had no idea how many days he’d been underground.  None of the other men in the silo did either.  
 
   They ate with a frequency that left Paul’s stomach growling most of the time.  They shared buckets for their piss and solid waste.  They talked until they got bored of their stories.  They were all the same.  Ebola survivors.  Hauled in by the police.  Families mostly dead.  Friends, mostly dead.  The world was dying, and they were the sickly treasures hoarded by a police state in a hidden hole built to quell an old fear of nuclear annihilation.
 
   Most of the survivors were in a sad state, some barely able to stand without the aid of another.  None appeared to have gotten the kind of medical treatment Paul had received.  Their immune systems had fought it out with the virus the old-fashioned way, and it showed.
 
   When the guards came to take Paul and four other men off the silo floor and into the warren of rusted steel tunnels that wound through the missile complex, Paul was curious about where he was being taken but was pleased to be out of the silo.
 
   They passed pairs of guards sitting on stools outside of heavy steel doors like the one they’d exited their silo through.  When they came to a ladder that ran up a ten-foot wide tube to a spot of brilliant sunlight a hundred feet overhead, two guards climbed.  Paul and the others were ordered to follow and the last two guards brought up the rear.
 
   Squinting in the brilliant light at the top, the five prisoners huddled together against the cold wind.  Around them, squat concrete structures in the tall, tan grass marked all the places where the silo complex touched the surface.  Layers of snow-covered concrete slabs four feet thick, each a door to one of the silos that used to house the missiles.  Paul tried to guess which had been the roof under which he’d been sleeping.
 
   A sagging chain-link fence surrounded most of the complex, and roads of gravel and fresh mud turned up by tires crisscrossed the flat top of the hill.  The last of the guards climbed out of the silo, closing the hatch behind.  The man in charge gave some orders and the prisoners were lined up and herded down a muddy footpath toward the northern edge of the complex.  There, rows of military tents seemed to squirm under the buffeting wind.  Beyond the tents, barracks buildings were lined in precise military rows, some complete and presumably in use, and many others under construction.  
 
   The guards led Paul and his four fellow prisoners to the doorway of a large tent.  The prisoners were lined up, handed a packet of folded papers, and led inside.  It wasn’t a lot warmer within, but Paul was thankful to be out of the wind.  
 
   At one end of the tent, behind a table, sat three Army officers.  A few long tables down one side were stacked with papers and folders which were being handled by officers and soldiers of lower rank, all wearing goggles over their eyes, masks over their mouths, and latex gloves.  Along the other wall, four tired looking men—clearly other prisoners—were seated in front of others in full Tyvek suits and handling buzzing tattoo guns.  Each of the prisoners was getting a tattoo on his forearm.
 
   One prisoner stood in front of a table, facing the seated officers presiding over the tent.
 
   One of the officers looked over to the table of enlisted men.  “Type?”
 
   A sergeant looked up from an open folder.  “M, sir.  He has Ebola strain M and blood type A negative.”
 
   A guard led the standing prisoner to an empty chair along the wall to receive a tattoo.
 
   Paul and his cohort were lined up in front of the table where the three officers sat.  
 
   The officer in the middle looked them over through a young, but tired, face.  “I’m Colonel Holloway.  To my right is Major McCardle, our doctor.  To my left is Captain Willard.  Pursuant to the United States Ebola Resources Act this process is mandated to occur within thirty days of detainment.  Have all of you received a copy of the statute?”
 
   One of the prisoners named Salazar took a belligerent stance and spat out a tone to match.  “No.” 
 
   Colonel Holloway pointed at the papers in Salazar’s hand.  “Right there.”
 
   “I haven’t had time to read it.” Salazar dialed his belligerence up a notch.
 
   Paul looked at the sheath of papers he’d been given just before entering the tent and wondered if Salazar was headed for a beating.  He hadn’t witnessed any excessive brutality in the camp yet, but he guessed it was coming.
 
   “You will.” Holloway was bored.  He’d clearly seen this all too many times before.
 
   With no one to push back against his anger, Salazar’s mood lost steam.  He looked around.  Nobody responded to his angry eyes.  In the end, he gave up, unfolded his pamphlet, and examined it.  Paul and the others did the same.
 
   “Pay attention to what I’m going to tell you.” All the boredom was gone from Holloway’s voice and only authority was left.  “It was explained to each of you when you were sequestered that as Ebola survivors your blood products have been nationalized.  You’ll each be required to donate twice weekly.  You’re here because none of you reported for voluntary donations at a designated donation center.”
 
   “How was I supposed to know?” Salazar shouted loud enough to make everyone in the tent look up.
 
   Other men in the line of prisoners nodded their support but Paul did nothing.  He wasn’t feeling particularly rebellious, at least not for a worthless cause.  Maybe if the argument was for better sleeping quarters, he’d join in.  But arguing pointlessly to be contrary, he wasn’t going to waste his energy on that.  
 
   McCardle leaned forward.  He glanced down at a paper and pointed at it with a pen, looked up at Salazar and asked, “Which one are you?”
 
   “Curtis Salazar.”
 
   “Mr. Salazar,” McCardle’s face turned empathetic, “please bear with us.  We’re trying to get all of this worked out.  You understand, right?”
 
   Salazar shook his head.
 
   Holloway looked at McCardle.  “You’re wasting your breath.” He turned and eyed each man in the line, daring them to speak again.  “You’ll reside in the East Denver Internment Camp until such time as the United States no longer requires your service.  You will donate according to the schedule.  You will not be permitted to leave.  If you have any doubts on this point, go climb the fence or crawl through one of the holes.  The fence hasn’t been repaired since the site was decommissioned thirty years ago.  You can get past it.  Be advised that machine gun emplacements surround the perimeter.  The men on those guns know everyone in here has Ebola.  They will follow their orders.  They will shoot to kill.”
 
   Holloway leaned forward on his elbows.  “I’ve heard arguments all day long from other internees about violations of their rights and violations of the Constitution and whatnot.  I’ve listened to threats of escape.  I say, go ahead.  Leave right now.” Holloway stood up and pointed at the door.  “Seriously, go if you want to.  I need an example case to go over the fence and get shot down where everybody in camp can see.  I need that to quell all the threats.  Seriously, do it or stop bitching.”
 
   Nobody in the line of five moved.
 
   Holloway cast a disappointed look at Paul and his companions.  He gave them a moment longer, then sat back down.  “Since this is mandated in the Ebola Resources Act each of you may state your case.  Frankly, what you say won’t matter.  I have complete discretion in this matter.  I won’t listen to your cases verbally.  I make the summary judgment that each of you is an involuntary reconvalescent donor who will remain in the East Denver Internment Camp until such time as I release you.  If you wish to state your case in writing, do so.  Write it out.  Give it to your commanding officer or sergeant.”
 
   “Where do we get the pen and paper?” asked Salazar.
 
   “Walmart.”
 
   “There’s a Walmart in the camp?” Salazar asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   McCardle passed a folder to Holloway.  The Colonel gave it a glance.  “Each of you will be assigned jobs.  You will do your job to the best of your abilities.  This camp will be self-sufficient.  Or you can sit this out in one of the cages.” He looked back down at the folder.  “Mr. Salazar, step forward.”
 
   Salazar took two steps.  
 
   Holloway looked at the other table.  “What is Mr. Salazar’s type?”
 
   One of the enlisted men sat up straight.  “Mr. Salazar recovered from Ebola strain N and has blood type B.”
 
   “Type N,” Holloway confirmed.  He looked at Salazar, then rifled through pages on a clipboard as if searching for something.  “What type of work did you do before?”
 
   “Director of Marketing,” answered Salazar, “at Mitchell Electronics.”
 
   Holloway didn’t hesitate.  “You’re assigned to Sanitation Crew Eleven.  You’ll report to Sergeant Ohr.”
 
   “Just like that?” Salazar asked.
 
   “Understand this, Mr. Salazar, the camp is segregated by strain.  Everyone on your work crew has recovered from strain N.  Don’t fraternize or physically contact anyone who contracted a different strain.”
 
   “I have to pick up garbage?” Salazar was getting his anger running again.
 
   “No,” answered Holloway.  “Sanitation Crew Eleven hauls the dead to the fires.  You might not believe it but I’ve got worse jobs that need to be filled.  Would you like to complain some more?” Holloway stared at Salazar, daring him to say more.
 
   Salazar clenched his teeth and didn’t respond.
 
   When it was clear Salazar wasn’t going to take the dare, Holloway pointed at an empty tattoo chair.  “Get marked.  When you’re finished,” Holloway pointed at the doorway, “go out, follow the signs to Compound Eleven.  Ask for Sergeant Ohr.  You’ll see the perimeter fence on your way.  Feel free to test it.” He looked at a folder on the table.  “Paul Cooper.”
 
   Paul took two steps.
 
   “You’re Paul Cooper?”
 
   Paul nodded.
 
   McCardle said, “You’ll need to respond verbally.”
 
   “Yes, I am Paul Cooper.”
 
   McCardle reached over and tapped a finger on the file in front of Holloway.
 
   Holloway looked to the officer at one of the other tables.  “Doctor Fisher, do you have the folder on Paul Cooper?”
 
   “Yes, sir.” The doctor lifted a folder off the table and showed it to Holloway.  
 
   “Is Paul Cooper fit for physical labor?” Holloway looked at Paul as he spoke.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Type?” Holloway asked.
 
   “K,” answered Dr. Fisher.
 
   McCardle leaned close to Holloway and said, “We’re having a hard time coming up with Ks.”
 
   Holloway nodded.
 
   McCardle said, “We need somebody in the K3 clinic.”
 
   Holloway looked at Paul.  “Any medical experience?”
 
   “I…” Paul wasn’t sure how to answer.  “I was pre-med for a couple years in college.  I volunteered at the hospital.”
 
   McCardle gave Holloway a certain nod.  He opened a folder and pointed at something.
 
   Paul decided to assert himself with a request.  “I’d like to use a telephone.”
 
   “We don’t have any phones here.” Holloway didn’t bother to look up from the file while he spoke.
 
   “Do you have a cellphone?” Paul pushed.
 
   Holloway nodded, again without looking up.
 
   “May I use it to call my daughter?”
 
   Holloway looked up at Paul and stared for a moment, blank-faced.  “The time when lending someone a phone has passed.  It’s no longer a risk of minutes, it’s a risk of life.” Holloway’s eyes narrowed.  “You wouldn’t want to risk my life to provide you the convenience of a luxury, would you?” Holloway’s voice notched toward anger.  “Are your wants more important than my life? Is that what you’re telling me, Mr. Cooper?”
 
   Paul gritted his teeth and glared at Holloway as he tried to come up with a counterargument.  Of course, Holloway’s point of view was absurd.  But, maybe it was dead on.  Paul looked at his feet.
 
   Papers shuffled.  Hushed voices conferred on the other side of the table.
 
   “Mr. Cooper, you were taken into custody.  Is that correct?”
 
   Paul looked up at Holloway.  “I was kidnapped.”
 
   With a disappointed shake of his head, Holloway pointed to his right.  “You know where the fence is.  Go if you want.”
 
   Paul didn’t move.
 
   “That’s what I thought.” Holloway sighed.  “You’ll be assigned to the clinic in Silo K3.  Silo K3 is one of the security areas for criminal volunteers.  You’ll be going in with privilege.  That’s to say, Mr. Cooper, you’ll be something of a trustee.  You’ll have duties.  You’ll perform them.  You can’t leave the missile complex without express permission from Dr. McCardle or Sergeant Marazzi.  Follow the rules, do your work, or sit in a cell in the bottom of Silo K3 with the other malcontents and felons.  You pick.”
 
   Paul said nothing.
 
   “Pick.  Which will it be?”
 
   “Clinic,” muttered Paul.  “Why do I have to get tattooed? I don’t want one.”
 
   Holloway glared at Paul.  
 
   McCardle leaned forward.  “Supply chain management, Mr. Cooper.  We have to control every step in delivering plasma from donor to recipient.  The best way to make sure that the plasma you donate is properly marked is to tattoo the skin where the needle goes in.  When mistakes are made, people die.”
 
   “That’s a stupid system.” Paul wanted to make sure his tone underscored his choice of words.  “Why not give me a bracelet with a barcode.”
 
   “Bracelets come off.  Tattoos don’t.” McCardle looked back down at his folders.
 
   “Get a flower tattooed over it when you get out next spring—to match your wife’s tramp stamp.” Holloway nodded toward a vacated tattoo chair.  “Get your mark then go to Silo K3.  Report to Sergeant Marazzi.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Sergeant Marazzi was a tall man with an S-shaped posture and a pregnant belly.  In a nasal voice, uncharacteristic for such a big guy, Marazzi said, “Lieutenant Meeks fell out last week.”
 
   “Fell out?” Paul asked, not because he didn’t guess the meaning, but as a way to get Marazzi talking.  Rapport, Paul guessed, would lead to friendship, and friendship with his warden would make his life better.  The strategy worked with crappy managers, why not Marazzi.
 
   “Ebola.” Marazzi looked Paul up and down as Paul turned away from the ladder.  Marazzi’s sour look told Paul that Marazzi didn’t have a high opinion of his lieutenant.
 
   Paul looked up a hundred feet of ladder.  “Is that the only way in?” He smiled so it wouldn’t sound like a complaint.
 
   Marazzi didn’t answer but waved Paul to follow down the same hall Paul had followed earlier when leaving the warrens on his way to the hearing.  It was like walking through the winding carcass of a giant earthworm, passing through circles of ribs of rusting steel and flaking paint.  Bulbs burned in metal cages along the ceiling at intervals widely spaced enough to leave most of the warren in shadows broken by pools of feeble, tainted light.
 
   Paul hurried a few steps to walk beside rather than behind Marazzi.  
 
   Marazzi made no protest.
 
   After passing through several curves and two intersections, Paul said, “This goes on for a while.”
 
   “Remember your way.” Marazzi groaned at the effort of having to point at spray-painted letters and arrows on the walls.  “Silo K3.  The letter in the silo name designates the Ebola strain of the volunteers inside.  The number,” Marazzi groaned.  “It’s a number.  We got three silos for K strain.  We got three more silos for other strains.
 
   “This leads to all the missile silos?” Paul asked.
 
   Marazzi nodded.  “Follow the signs.”
 
   “Got it.” Paul kept a better eye on the signs.  “We’re going to the silo first?”
 
   “Yes.  We keep the volunteer reconvalescent donors there.  You pick them up three at a time and take them to your clinic where—”
 
   “My clinic?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I don’t understand.” Paul pictured a clinic with beds and laboratories and medical machines.
 
   “What’s not to understand?”
 
   “I don’t think I’m qualified to do anything in a clinic.  Colonel Holloway said my—”
 
   Marazzi stopped and turned to face Paul.  “Don’t get pretentious.  Your clinic is a room.  That’s it.  Three beds and three plasmapheresis machines.  Don’t ask me what they used the room for when the Air Force ran this place.  I don’t know, and I don’t care.  Your job is to take the list you get each day and accompany the guards to the silo.  You pick the three volunteers from the list, and you and the guards bring them to your clinic.  The guards restrain them so they can’t get away.  You give them an injection and then—” 
 
   “An injection?” Paul asked.  “Of what?”
 
   “It’s a cocktail of anticoagulants and vitamins and some other stuff.  It thins the blood to make the harvest go smoother and keeps the volunteers healthy.”
 
   Paul didn’t like the idea of giving shots.
 
   Marazzi continued.  “You hook them up to the plasmapheresis machines—”
 
   Paul stopped Marazzi with a raised hand.  “I don’t know how to do that.”
 
   “I’ll show you but you better learn quick, or you can work upstairs burning bodies with the other dumbasses.”
 
   Paul grimaced.
 
   Marazzi exaggerated a patient breath.  “You hook them up to the machines.” Marazzi patted the crook of his elbow with two fingers.  “One line.  It pumps the blood out, processes a bit and pumps it back in.  Then repeats until it’s done.  Takes anywhere from thirty minutes to an hour to get a full bag of plasma out.  You tape up the hole, get the guards, and bring the volunteers back to the silo for another three.  That’s it.  That’s all you do.  Throughout the day, a dipshit named Larry Dean will come by and haul the plasma to the processing center.  Got it?”
 
   “The processing center?”
 
   “They do stuff to the plasma before it ships.  After that, it’s called serum.  Don’t worry about that part.  You just get the plasma.  Got it?”
 
   “I guess.” Lots of gaps still existed in Paul’s picture of his day.  “What time do I come to work?”
 
   “You start when I drop off the list.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “When I get there.”
 
   “Where will that be?” Paul asked.  “You’ll bring them to my…where do I sleep?”
 
   “You sleep in the clinic.”
 
   Paul’s face showed what he thought of that.  He didn’t like it one bit.
 
   “You got three beds in there.  If you’d rather sleep in a cage with the volunteers, I can arrange that.”
 
   That sounded worse.  Paul shook his head.  “I stay in the clinic, then? I sleep there.  I work there.  Can I leave?”
 
   “Colonel Holloway told you about the fence?”
 
   Paul nodded.
 
   Marazzi shrugged.  “Go where you like.  But be there in the morning when I drop off the list.  Don’t screw around during the day.  Drain your reconvalescent donor volunteers every day.  Everyone on the daily list.  Got it?”
 
   Paul nodded.
 
   Marazzi marched up the tunnel.  The place reminded Paul of the plastic cage he kept hamsters in as a kid, only human-sized and covered in apocalyptic rot.
 
   Paul followed.  “Why do you call it a clinic?”
 
   “Reasons.”
 
   Paul waited for more of an answer but Marazzi didn’t offer anything else.  He looked around and noticed a significant crack in one of the curved support beams.  “These things have been empty a long time.”
 
   “I guess.” Marazzi looked at the walls but didn’t break his stride.
 
   “Why here?”
 
   “Why here what?” Marazzi was becoming irritated with answering questions.  He probably didn’t even like talking.
 
   “Why put the camp here? Why put some of us down in the silos?”
 
   “Started with a minimum-security prison closer to town.  Riots.”
 
   Paul tried to recall news of prison riots, but then lots of stuff didn’t make the news these days.  “The prisoners rioted?”
 
   “No.  The people who lived nearby.”
 
   “When I was walking across the compound it looked like we were out in the middle of a prairie.”
 
   “That’s why they chose this place,” said Marazzi.  “Nothing out here but grass and mud.  Nobody can get close.”
 
   “Did Holloway really give orders to shoot?”
 
   Marazzi smiled for the first time.  “One way to find out.  Go ahead if you like.  The guards down here won’t stop you.  If you were wearing an orange jumpsuit like the volunteers, they’d shoot you if they saw you outside your cell by yourself.  Be happy you’re not one of those guys.  Around camp, those are the rules.  Outside the perimeter fence is no man’s land.”
 
   “Anybody try it yet?” Paul asked.
 
   “You go ahead.  Just do it before I spend half of my day telling you what your job is.  I don’t like wasting my time.”
 
   “No, no,” Paul said quickly.  “I’m curious.  I don’t plan to take a chance that way.  What’s the deal down here? Why do some detainees get to stay up top and others have to come down here?”
 
   “Reasons.”
 
   They reached a huge steel door.  Two guards sat in chairs, feet propped on the curved wall, rifles across their laps.  One got up and heaved on the door to pull it open.  Paul gave a friendly nod to the guard as he followed Marazzi into the silo.  
 
   It smelled like a portable toilet in the summertime, overused and un-serviced.  It sounded like a zoo for apes and foul-mouthed transients.  It felt like a huge mistake when Paul grasped a rail and yanked his hand back to see something brownish and green on his fingers.
 
   A man in a cage along the wall, two levels up, flung his penis out between the metal bars of his cage and pissed while he shouted Marazzi’s name.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Strings of lights kept the silo in a dull glow that only changed when a bulb plinked dead or when the guards remembered to unplug a few cords at night.  The curved concrete walls, streaked with rust from unused metal fittings, cascaded with mold where water seeped through and ran down.  The mold absorbed light.  The rust reflected enough orange to make Salim’s skin appear the color of rotting pumpkin.
 
   The metal blast door—built to withstand the worst of Soviet nuclear might and the super-pressure rocket exhaust of US missiles—clanged a deep tone, revealing the weight of steel beneath its time-crusted surface, announcing to all caged volunteers that someone was coming into the silo.
 
   Salim peered down through the scaffolding tubes that had been hastily welded into a creaking and flexing tower of stairs, catwalks, ladders, and cages—stacks and stacks of cages.  All constructed to a scheme with only two flexible rules: keep the cages around the perimeter and the walkways and stairs in the center.  The result, a tube of cages anchored to the inside walls of the concrete missile tube by bailing wire—probably heisted from a local farm—wherever a piece of old metal embedment protruded far enough from the wall to twist wire around.  
 
   Ten levels of cages held just over ninety volunteers, most of those from the Colorado prison system; the rest—those up in the top levels with Salim—were recent detainees, suspects, and those presumed guilty because of the sounds of their names and the stamps on their passports.  
 
   Whether any of the others in the top levels were guilty of a crime, Salim didn’t know.  Salim knew he was.  His list of sins was long and growing by the day.  The seeds of his felonies were so vital they’d procreate through the population long after society’s righteous punishment soaked the last bit of recompense from his veins and tossed the dried husk of his body onto a funeral pyre to mix anonymously with the ashes of other criminals who happened to die the same day.  The cold winter wind would then carry Salim’s powdery gray remnants across Colorado’s and Kansas’ grassy hills, erasing Salim Pitafi as effectively as the world could.
 
   And that was okay.  Every day, as Salim sat in his cage watching mold grow down the walls, seeing men confined in metal-barred boxes around him slowly turning into animals, pissing on those below and spitting on those beside, he had time to think through his choices.  He had time to feel the grasp of his mother’s dead hand on his conscience.  His dead sister’s wispy ghost, wrapped in a disintegrating blanket and winding duct tape, sat in his cage next to the waste bucket.  With the word ‘why’ on her cracking lips and with dirty tears streaked on her face, she stared at him.  And his father pointed a crooked finger to remind Salim of a guilt so heavy he would bear the burden through a thousand lifetimes.
 
   Men were moving below, one talking, one following.  One was that bald-headed sergeant who ran the place.  The pair was climbing the stairs.  Some of the volunteers on the lower levels were spitting insults.  Others dipped their hands into waste buckets to express their unhappiness in a more memorable way.
 
   No guards were with the sergeant and the other man.  Salim guessed that after two days of having no volunteers taken out for donations after the previous technician died, the sergeant was showing a replacement through the facility.  Donations would soon start again.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   “Honey, I’ll tell you what, that was the greatest sermon I’ve heard since before I went over the hill and rolled down the other side.” The old woman laughed, and the layer of mismatched, flesh-toned makeup flexed over the crevices on her face.  A mountain of brown-dyed hair on her head jiggled but didn’t lose its form.
 
   Larry Dean smiled.  It was a useful gesture in the relative privacy of the small warehouse where Millie delivered.  In violation of laws and policies, neither of them wore their masks.  They both had Ebola antibodies in their blood.  Larry had all of them.  He was sure of that.  He stole a bag of serum and ran it into his veins every time he saw a bag with a letter that designated a strain he hadn’t yet received, and a matching blood type.  He kept track of the letters on a piece of paper he kept in his pocket.
 
   “You been going to church?” Millie asked the question every time she saw Larry.
 
   Larry shook his head, fascinated by the jiggling hair as he wondered how anybody who’d lived as long as Millie could be so relentlessly happy.  He wondered how the wiry little thing could drive the big truck that delivered dry goods three times a week.  “You know they closed the churches.”
 
   A happy witch cackle followed.  “You know I’m talking about online church.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” Larry pumped the handle on the pallet jack to raise the forks and the pallet off the floor.  He heaved to get the stack moving out of the semi-trailer.  
 
   Millie watched Larry roll the pallet.  She looked around the warehouse floor for the boxes she’d expected to take back with her.  They were absent.  The happiness on her face melted into lines that looked like anger.  “Larry?”
 
   Larry didn’t look at her as he parked the pallet next to the others on the loading dock.  “You know what Jimmy said.”
 
   Millie took several quick steps in Larry Dean’s direction.  
 
   “Stop.  You know the rules.” Larry raised an open hand for emphasis.
 
   “I need—”
 
   “You stole from Jimmy.”
 
   “You have to give me my load.”
 
   “Millie, this isn’t up to me.  You made your deal with Jimmy.  He’s the boss.  You do what he tells you.  I do what he tells me.”
 
   “I thought you were partners with Jimmy?” Millie’s voice was harsh.  It reminded Larry of his berating mother and her dissatisfaction with everything he ever did.
 
   “The truck is empty.  You need to go.” Larry turned his back on her and walked away.  “You can’t linger.  You know the rules.”
 
   “Please?” Millie changed her tactic to begging.  “You know I have grandbabies.  I had to get some serum for them.  Jimmy’s greedy.  He doesn’t give me my fair share.”
 
   “You got your fair share.” Larry spun, and his anger toward Millie was at least a half-measure of pent-up leftovers from his mother, but that was the kind of crap that always bubbled under the surface when Larry’s anger came out to show itself off.
 
   He clenched his jaw and pursed his lips.  Damn Millie.  
 
   He was stuck for words because, in his heart, he agreed with Millie.  She and Larry were taking all the risk.  At least it seemed that way to both of them.  They’d talked about it during their transactions at least a dozen times.  They both felt cheated that Jimmy was taking the lion’s share of the profits and leaving them with a handful of nothing and a big thank you.  Still, when Larry did speak, it was Jimmy’s words that came out of his mouth.  “You get one bag a week.  That’s the agreement.  I give you boxes with the bags of plasma.  You smuggle the boxes to Jimmy.  It’s that simple.  Do you think we don’t count them? Do you think I don’t call Jimmy and tell him how many bags are in the boxes?”
 
   Tears crawled out of Millie’s old eyes and navigated the ravines down her cheeks.  “How am I supposed to pick? Do you hear what I’m telling you, Larry? You’re a good-hearted man, I can see it, but tell me, how am I supposed to look at my grandbabies and pick which one gets a cure and which one gets to live?”
 
   “Jimmy looked you up on Facebook.  You only have three grandchildren.”
 
   Millie chose defiance next.  “What are they supposed to do without their parents?”
 
   “Millie.” Jimmy was getting tired of it.  “You’ve earned enough already for all of your kids and grandkids.  At least for the ones who aren’t dead.” Larry rubbed that word in.  He knew it would hurt.  He was mad about the situation and Millie was eager to receive whatever wrath he could put into words.  “You’re selling the serum you steal from us.  That’s what you’re doing.”
 
   “There are other kids in the neighborhood who need this too.  You can’t be so heartless as that.  Besides you steal all you want from this place.  You don’t miss it.”
 
   “Here’s the deal.” Larry started to tell her exactly what the deal was but more of Jimmy’s words lined up to repeat themselves, and the taste of them on Larry’s tongue made him angrier.  So while Larry’s mouth opened and closed, his tongue moved, no sound came out.
 
   “Larry?”
 
   He wanted to shut Millie up.  His primary goal was to say something that would do that, but he wanted to say something to douse all the anger burning over his frustrations.  Why the hell was he living and working in an Ebola colony out in the farmland with nothing to do for fun but piss on fences and masturbate to old fantasies while Jimmy held onto all the money and lived in town where he could eat whatever he wanted, be with whomever he wanted?  
 
   After a long awkward silence, Millie crackled through a plea as she waggled a bony finger at the trailer.  “You need me and you need my rig.  How will you get the serum to Jimmy if I don’t take it?”
 
   “You’re not the only truck driver,” Larry told her.  “We got others.”
 
   Millie’s face showed her sadness and the false outline of lipstick beyond the edge of her thin lips looked clownish until an idea sparked a smile that stretched wide over her yellow dentures.  “There’s got to be a thousand people in the camp now.  I’ll bet you can steal more serum than Jimmy can ever sell.  Why don’t you partner with me too? Give me the surplus that Jimmy can’t sell, and you and me will split the profits fifty-fifty.”
 
   Larry snorted.  “It’s not that easy.” He strutted around in a circle while he thought about it.  “This place is run by a bunch of dipshits, and they keep changing the rules.  They keep making it harder.  They keep pumping more people’s blood and shipping more serum out.  But they’re trying to account for every last bag.  All the empty ones have a barcode when they come in.  They get scanned into the system.  When a bag disappears now, the dipshits know it.  The plasma techs in the clinics are losing their nerve.  They’re getting in trouble.  And I gotta keep ‘em producing.” Larry got up in front of Millie and towered over her while his voice rose with frustration.  “This is harder than you think.  You and Jimmy both.”
 
   Millie put her hands on Larry’s shoulders and stroked.  “It’s okay, Larry.  I know how hard you work.  I appreciate it.  I really do.  Let me ask you something.  If I could solve your problem with the bags, could we go into business, you and me, partners?”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I know where they make the bags.” Millie straightened herself with as much confidence as she could pump into her frail bones.  “I’ll bet I can get some cases of those bags before they get delivered here, before they go into your system.  If you had some bags that never got accounted for, I’ll bet you could get them filled.  I’ll bet I could trade a bag of serum for a hundred empty bags.  Then I could bring them in with my regular delivery.  That solves your problem, doesn’t it, Larry?”
 
   Larry shook his head.  “The plasma has to go through the processing center first.  I don’t know what they do in that building but they say after it comes out then it’s serum.  It’s not dangerous.  It’s good to use.  I don’t have access to the processing center.”
 
   “Bypass it.” Millie smiled at her spark of brilliance.
 
   “I can’t.  You’re not listening.”
 
   “Larry, I may be old but don’t think I’m stupid.  I read about this on the Internet.  Of course you can use the plasma before it gets processed.  It’s a little bit more risky, but just a little bit.  It’ll still save somebody from Ebola, they might get a cold or something to boot.  But that’s it.  That’s all the processing does.  Take the bags.  Have the plasma techs fill them and don’t take them to the processing center.  Nobody will ever know but us.”
 
   Larry turned and paced.  He scratched the razor stubble on his chin.  She was right.  Getting the empty bags would solve a problem.  Right now, a barcode label was affixed to every legitimate bag upon arrival.  That part of the process was outside of Larry’s control.  The truck that brought the bags and the workers that put them into the system did so under the supervision of one of Colonel Holloway’s officers at the moment the trucks arrived.
 
   Larry’s eyes narrowed.  “If I have bags of serum with no barcode labels, and somebody stops me, things won’t go well.”
 
   “I can get fake barcode labels put on the bags.” Millie nodded in an attempt to get Larry to agree.
 
   “If you can do that, it might work.  As long as they don’t get scanned into our system.”
 
   Millie showed her yellow teeth in a smile.  “I’ll have your bags when I come back the day after tomorrow.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Mitch didn’t have any qualms about driving the Ugandan backcountry with no protection from his mercenaries.  He was armed.  He had the skills he needed to take care of himself.  He didn’t expect to come across any organized band of belligerents.  With the virus intent on scouring East Africa of humanity, those who weren’t already dead had figured out that keeping a distance between themselves and other people—potential sources of infection—was a good policy.
 
   Could he be wrong about that? Sure.
 
   He’d been in a firefight with terrorists on the road north of Mbale.  He’d threatened and bribed his way through two countries.  He’d walked the streets of Nairobi where the disease had exterminated most of the population while mountains of corpses burned in the market squares, fueled by an endless procession of the bereaved dragging the bodies of their family members to the fires.  
 
   But Mitch had his confidence.
 
   He didn’t have contact with anyone in his chain of command at Langley.  Compartmentalization had left him all but invisible.  He was unable to find a living person who knew his name still answering a phone at the State Department.  The best he got was a low-level HR employee who assured him his payroll deposits would continue.  As for the embassy in Kampala, as far as he could deduce, it was deserted.  
 
   What else was Mitch to do but fulfill a promise he’d made to Olivia Cooper—to see if he could locate her brother, last seen alive but half-sick and hiking out of Kapchorwa to get help for the infected people still there?
 
   Heroic little punk.  
 
   The one time Mitch had seen Austin Cooper he’d have bet a thousand dollars that Austin wouldn’t live.
 
   When Mitch learned from Dr. Littlefield that Austin had trekked out of Kapchorwa, he made another bet with himself.  He hoped to lose that one as well.  
 
   Mitch spent a few days in Mbale after listening to everything Dr. Littlefield could tell him about Austin Cooper.  Since no one at the hospital had seen or talked to Austin, it stood to reason that Austin had never made it to Mbale.  A worried Dr. Littlefield speculated that Austin had fallen ill while on the road from Kapchorwa.  Or worse, he’d been the victim of ignorant hostility.  Things had been violent for a time.
 
   With the idea that he’d have to retrace the road from Mbale to Kapchorwa to find evidence that Austin had passed through, he started where he was.  Mitch spent a good deal of time searching for residents in Mbale who were both well enough and willing—at a distance of several paces—to answer questions.  Thankfully, blue-eyed mzungu boys with wavy brown hair were an uncommon sight on the streets of Mbale by then.  Mitch didn’t need to add the description that Austin was probably sick and weak.  Who wasn’t?
 
   To his surprise, Mitch found two people who’d seen the boy in town during the riots.  Searching further, Mitch came across a witness at the morgue who’d seen the boy being chased by the members of an outlaw militia group.  At least that was the witness’ speculation.
 
   From there it was a case of determining the identity of the militia to figure out whether Austin had been killed or kidnapped.  Questions, questions, and more questions.  That took the good part of another day.
 
   As a result, Mitch found himself following rumors through the hamlets and goat trails on Mt.  Elgon’s southern slopes.  Finding one rebel group’s camp on the mountain’s south face turned out to be much more difficult than he’d guessed it would be.  He’d even employed Olivia in the task.  She found her way into a stash of satellite photos of the region.  Unfortunately, with a canopy of tall trees and dense forest, it was impossible to see the roads, let alone a camp of insurgents deliberately trying to hide.
 
   It was when Mitch came to a sprawling checkerboard of coffee fields high up on the southwest side of Mt.  Elgon that he found his first clue since leaving Mbale.  A farmer who kept Mitch at yelling distance described how he’d seen a ghost walking along the edge of the field early one morning while the fields were still in the shadow cast by the mountain.  Ghosts, especially the restless ones who’d been shot, didn’t always settle down at first light.  
 
   “Shot?” Mitch asked.
 
   The farmer explained how the sinewy apparition had been carrying a machine gun.  He was probably the white ghost of a rebel who had lived in a camp not far away.  Those guys get shot, and they die.  The ghost probably wasn’t a mzungu boy.  Mzungus were too buttery fat and soft.  But the farmer allowed that Mitch could believe whatever fantasy he chose.  The farmer knew what he saw.  He pointed Mitch north, the direction he’d seen the apparition going.
 
   North?
 
   As Mitch searched for a road on which to head that direction, he came to the conclusion that Austin might be going back to Kapchorwa.  Though Kapchorwa had been the epicenter of the airborne Ebola outbreak and the scene of terrible suffering, it was the last safe place Austin had been.  At least it was the last safe place Mitch knew Austin had been.  Perhaps Austin would go back.  That, and he realized it was the last place Austin had seen Dr. Littlefield, and as far as Austin knew, the doctor was still there, expecting Austin to return one day with help.  
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Mitch drove into Kapchorwa on a road so slick with red mud the vehicle spent as much time skidding sideways as rolling forward.  He passed the ashen mounds of burned huts and blackened cinderblock walls surrounding the scorched jumble of villagers’ bones and possessions.  Gnawed bones and corpses ripped by the teeth of scavenging animals lay in the ruins, the roads, and the yards.  
 
   Mitch followed the curve of the main road through town and up the hill as it climbed to a hairpin turn near the old hospital.  
 
   He slowed, not believing what he saw in the muddy street—standing, but making no move to wave or to get out of the way.  The muzungu ghost, just as the farmer had described, wiry thin with an AK-47 hanging at his waist, hands ready to use it.
 
   Mitch stopped the truck and swung the door open.  He got out, carefully and slowly.  
 
   The kid didn’t move.  He watched with a hardness on his face that had replaced the youthfulness.  Austin Cooper was no longer a weak wraith on the verge of Ebola death; he was a hard-eyed phoenix in the shape of a man.
 
   “Hello,” said Mitch.  “Do you remember me?”
 
   Austin shook his head, almost smiled, and then pulled an unreadable mask over his emotions.
 
   Mitch stepped forward.  “You’re Austin Cooper, right?”
 
   Austin stood silent, ready to spring.  He nodded but was untrusting.
 
   “I’m Mitch Peterson.  I was with Dr. Mills when we found you behind the hospital.” Mitch pointed unnecessarily.  “We talked.  You weren’t in good shape.  I’m not surprised you don’t remember.”
 
   Austin looked at the truck.  He looked at Mitch.  “What happened to Dr. Mills?”
 
   “Mbale.” Mitch gestured back down the muddy road.  “I spoke with her and Dr. Littlefield three days ago.”
 
   “In Mbale?” Austin asked, a glaze in his eyes, betraying the hard face.
 
   “They’re both there in the hospital.”
 
   “They made it?” Austin relaxed by a degree.  His eyes lingered on the truck as though it was a dog that might bite.  “Can you take me there?”
 
   Mitch nodded.  “Yes.” He made a quick turn back to the truck, and Austin took a step away.  Mitch stopped.  “You’re nervous.”
 
   “Careful would be a better word.” Austin’s eyes were again without emotion.  “How did you know to find me here?”
 
   “I’ve been searching.” Mitch laughed.  “It wasn’t as easy as you’re implying.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Olivia asked me to.”
 
   “Olivia?” Austin didn’t believe, but his eyes glassed again with the hint of tears.  “My sister?”
 
   “I have a satellite phone in the truck.” Mitch smiled.  “I have some idea what you’ve been through.  So does she.  I know why you’re nervous—ah—careful.  I’m going to get my phone, all right?”
 
   Austin gripped his weapon a little more firmly.  “Of course.”
 
   Mitch retrieved the phone from the passenger seat.  He checked the charge and dialed Olivia’s number as he walked over to Austin, stopping an arm’s length away.  Once the phone started ringing, he held it out.
 
   Austin looked at the phone as though it were bait in a trap.  
 
   After the second ring, a plastic voice said, “Hello? Hello, Mitch?”
 
   All the hardness left Austin’s face as he reached over and took the phone.  He put it to his ear.  “Olivia?” Tears threatened to pour but didn’t.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
    “You’re staring,” said Barry.
 
    Olivia looked up to see Barry standing in the doorway of her cubicle.
 
   Barry was nodding as if to reaffirm what he’d just said.  “It still bothers me too.”
 
   “What bothers you?” Olivia’s mind had been somewhere else entirely.
 
   “Whoever isn’t dying isn’t coming to work.  Another week or two, it might just be you and me left.” Barry glanced at the empty, glass-walled office at the end of the aisle.  “Eric.” Barry turned away.  “His wife.  The kids.”
 
   Olivia looked in the direction of Eric’s office, with some sadness on her face that she wasn’t feeling at the moment.  “Mitch found Austin.” She feebly smiled.  She hadn’t slept at all since receiving the call from Austin the night before.
 
   Barry’s mouth fell open.  “You’re kidding.”
 
   Olivia shook her head.
 
   “You’re not kidding?”
 
   “No.” Olivia waved Barry to come into the cubicle and sit on the desk.  “Mitch found him in Kapchorwa yesterday morning, this morning—whatever.  He called me in the middle of the night to tell me.”
 
   “Jesus, that’s fantastic.” The desk creaked under Barry’s weight as he sat down.  “I honestly didn’t think there was a chance anybody would find him.  Did you actually talk to Austin?”
 
   “Yeah.” For the first time, Olivia admitted to herself that she didn’t believe it either.  She’d kept searching, kept pushing, because that was how she dealt with the insurmountable in her life.  Push until the wall comes down.  Tears welled up.  Again.
 
   Barry reached over and put a hand on her shoulder.  “You okay?”
 
   “I’m happy…I’m tired.” Olivia slid a side drawer open and rustled through the contents to find a purse-sized plastic package of tissues.  “It was a long night.” She gave up on the tissues and wiped her eyes with her sleeve.  “I guess all I’m thinking about now is how to get Austin back from Africa.”
 
   “That will be a trick.  International travel has all but stopped.  You know that.” Barry slid off the desk and exited the cube.  From the hall between the cubicles, he asked, “Is he someplace safe? Is he staying in Kapchorwa with Mitch?”
 
   “They’re driving into Mbale today.”
 
   Barry came back into Olivia’s cube with a box of tissues.  “Melanie’s.” He sat the box on the desk in front of Olivia as he exaggerated a look over his shoulder.  “I think I just broke some federal and state laws.  I should have sterilized those first.” He grinned.
 
   Olivia laughed and took a tissue.
 
   “Is it safe in Mbale now?” Barry sat himself back on the desk.  “I thought Mbale had gone Dark Ages on us.”
 
   Olivia nodded and looked at her keyboard as images of corpses paraded through her mind.  “It did.  Now, I don’t think so.  Maybe when enough people die, the rest lose their will to fight and kill for no good reason at all.  I’ve been in contact with some doctors in Mbale who last saw Austin alive in Kapchorwa.  They cared for him until he got well.  Then when one of the doctors got sick, Austin left Kapchorwa on foot.” Olivia started to cry again.  Through the tears she managed to tell Barry, “He wasn’t healthy yet.  Dr. Littlefield told him not to go.  But he wanted to help them and the other sick people.  He went to get medicine or whatever he could in Mbale.”
 
   Olivia sat back in her chair and blew her nose.  “Sorry.”
 
   “No, no.  Completely understandable.” Barry scooted back on the desk and leaned against the cubicle wall.  He was going to be staying awhile.  “The pictures and video we’ve seen, especially from Nairobi, make everything look pretty bad over there.”
 
   “Mbale was just as bad.” Olivia touched her cellphone, not giving a second thought to a now unenforced policy prohibiting them in the building.  “Dr. Littlefield has been sending me pictures.  Lots of burned-out buildings.  Bodies still in the street.  He guesses at least half the houses contain corpses.  Most everybody in the city died.  At least the hospital is open again and people are surviving.”
 
   “Why didn’t Austin stay in Mbale,” asked Barry.  “Sounds like it stabilized.”
 
   “I didn’t get the whole story, but Austin was kidnapped by a group of rebels when he got to Mbale.”
 
   “Kidnapped?” Barry’s eyes went wide.  “Like for ransom?”
 
   Olivia nodded.
 
   “Boy, is he going to have some stories for his grandkids.” Barry laughed.
 
   Olivia laughed too.  “Thanks for that, Barry.” She blew her nose again.  “He’s going to call later this morning after they get to Mbale.  He’ll tell me more then.  I guess last night I was in shock, you know.  I just wanted to know he was okay and that he was safe.”
 
   “He’s with Mitch, that CIA guy.” Barry nodded with the confidence of someone with special knowledge.  “I think that guy is indestructible.  All he’s been through without a scratch.”
 
   Olivia couldn’t disagree.
 
   “What’s the plan, then?”
 
   “I haven’t thought that far ahead.”
 
   “Oh, gimme a break.” Barry smiled again.  “I know you.  You’ve been up all night thinking about this.”
 
   That was true.  She hadn’t slept a wink since she got off the phone with Austin.  She first thing she did was try again to call her father’s phone.  She’d emailed him and texted.  Paul Cooper had disappeared.  All she knew for sure about him was that he hadn’t died of Ebola.  He’d miraculously gotten over that, with a huge boost from the medical community.  With the way things were, nearly any on a long list of bad outcomes was possible.  
 
   She’d called the neighbor who had a key to her dad’s townhouse.  No answer there.  She’d even called the police to see whether they’d stop by.  Again, they told her they hadn’t the manpower.  
 
   “Is Austin going to stay in Mbale this time?”
 
   Olivia shrugged.
 
   “I know that look.  You want to get him home.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you, if he was your brother?” 
 
   “Of course.” Barry put on a thoughtful face.  “Even if air travel wasn’t all but shut down, the nearest international airport is what, Kampala?”
 
   Olivia nodded.
 
   Barry grimaced.  “Kampala these days looks like Nairobi did when we were still getting pictures.”
 
   “Kampala is out.  It might be worse than Nairobi was.  At least in Nairobi the violence didn’t get that bad.  Some factions in Kampala are fighting for the scraps.”
 
   Barry cocked his head.  “Not an uncommon story these days.”
 
   “You know,” said Olivia, “I used to think we were lucky in this job.  We saw things here nobody else saw.  We had a window to the world that was real, not filtered to present a point of view.” Olivia sighed.  “Now, I’ve seen so much through that window I don’t know if I’ll ever sleep without nightmares again.  And all I’ve seen are pictures.  Can you imagine what it’s like to live through it?”
 
   “Go outside,” Barry countered.  “It’s not Kampala bad here, but you’ve seen it.”
 
   “I don’t go off the base anymore.  Fort Gordon is my home until the base commander kicks me out.”
 
   “Yeah, I moved onto the base last week, too.” Barry shook his head and stared absently.  “It doesn’t make sense to go home anymore.  You can’t drive the streets now without seeing a body either on the road or in a stalled car.”
 
   “At least we still have order.  Mostly.”
 
   “Law and order,” Barry shrugged.  “I used to take that for granted.  You know what?”
 
    “What?”
 
   “I know what you could do with Austin.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “Camp Lemonnier.”
 
   “In Djibouti?”
 
   “Marine base.  They fly drones out of there to screw with the jihadists in Yemen and such places.  Why not have Austin go there? He’d be safe.  Did I say it was a Marine base? You know, I’d be surprised if every American stranded in Africa wasn’t on his way there right now.  If I was, that’s where I’d go.  Sounds like safety to me.”
 
   “Djibouti?” Olivia let her skepticism glow through the tone of her question.  “How far is that from Kampala?” 
 
   Barry shrugged.  “Google it.  I don’t know.  Five hundred miles, a thousand?”
 
   Olivia sat up and typed.  A moment later the screen provided the information.  “Close to seventeen hundred miles driving,” she groaned.  “They’d have to cross Uganda, Kenya, and Ethiopia.  None of that sounds safe to me.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Feeling strange to be sitting in a moving vehicle maneuvering around water-filled holes in the muddy road, Austin asked, “How do you know Olivia?”
 
   Mitch laughed.  “The jealous brother thing?” Mitch showed Austin a smile.
 
   “Just curious.  She asked about you on the phone.  She wanted to know how you were doing.”
 
   Glancing down at himself, Mitch asked, “What’d you tell her?”
 
   “I told her you looked like Indiana Jones.  Like you’re in your element here.” Austin’s grin slipped away.  “Seriously, is she worried about something? Are you infected?”
 
   “No.” The truck caught a slick patch of mud and slid sideways as the engine revved on loose wheels.  Mitch spun the steering wheel first in one direction and then the other, and then got control.  “I’ve been lucky so far.”
 
   Austin looked through the gaps in the jungle and saw cultivated fields overrun with tall weeds between the rows of crops.  “Me too, I guess.”
 
   “You guess?” Mitch asked.  “My bet was that you’d be dead.  Based on what you looked like last time I saw you.”
 
   “Yeah.  I suppose.”
 
   “Now look at you.  Strong.  Lean.”
 
   “Starved is a better description.” Austin looked into the back of the truck.  “You got any food in here?”
 
   “Yeah.” Mitch pointed at a cooler pushed against the doors in the back.  “Bottled water back there, too.  You want to climb over the seat or you want me to stop?”
 
   Austin looked at the trees and fields outside and didn’t see any people at any distance.  Still, to stop was to open them to risk.  “I’ll climb over.  Watch the bumps, if you don’t mind.”
 
   Glancing in the mirror, Mitch said, “Grab me something, too.”
 
   Austin opened the cooler and felt like he’d opened a pirate’s chest full of gold.  “You loaded up.”
 
   “I didn’t know how long I’d be gone,” Mitch shrugged and looked at Austin in the mirror.  “I stock up where I can.  With things the way they are, you never know how long it’ll be before you can find your next can of SPAM.”
 
   Austin laughed.  And that felt unusual, too.  He was speaking English to an American.  He had an armful of food and clean water to drink.  “How bad are things?”
 
   “You mean with Ebola?”
 
   “What else?” Austin tumbled his booty onto the console between the front seats and climbed his way back to the front.
 
   “Bad.” Mitch’s face turned frustrated, even a bit angry.  “We missed our chance when Almasi got away.”
 
   “Najid?” Austin confirmed as he shook his head.  “He got away then?”
 
   “I spent a good deal of time in Nairobi.  It’s like something out of a medieval story about the Black Death.  Pyres in the markets.  Bodies in the streets.”
 
   “Everywhere else?”
 
   “I mostly know what Olivia tells me.” Mitch glanced at the satellite phone.  “Every other number I know, there’s nobody home.  Know what I mean?”
 
   “No.” Austin looked at the phone.  “What do you mean? I’ve been living in a grass hut in the jungle.  For months, I think.”
 
   Mitch picked up the phone and looked at it as he drove.  “No reason I can think of that they’d stop answering unless they took ill or died.”
 
   “Could there be something wrong with the connection? Maybe something with the satellite?”
 
   “Maybe.” Mitch laid the phone between the seats.  “Not the most likely explanation, though.”
 
   Mitch’s tone wasn’t flip but it wasn’t distressed either.  It was matter of fact.  “Does it bother you?” Austin asked.  “It seems like it doesn’t.”
 
   “That everyone might be dead?”
 
   “Yeah.” Austin watched Mitch’s face for a trace of something.
 
   “I compartmentalize.” Mitch picked up a banana from the console.  “I’ve always been good at it.  I guess maybe I’d feel bad about everything if I wasn’t focused so much on what I have to do.”
 
   “Is that true?” Austin went to work on a mango.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Is it true that you would feel bad about all that other stuff if you weren’t busy searching for me, for instance?”
 
   Mitch gave Austin a long, hard look.  “That’s an intrusive question.”
 
   “Sorry.” Austin leaned back in his seat and looked out the window.
 
   “No worries.” Mitch smiled.  “I’m not used to letting anyone see my secrets.”
 
   “Bad childhood?” Austin asked, only glancing at Mitch before turning to watch the fields pass by again.  “You need to repress and hide?”
 
   Mitch laughed out loud.  “Nothing like that.  It’s the job.  To tell you the truth, it’s probably not the job.  It’s a talent that makes it easier to do the job.”
 
   “Are you a spy or something like that?” Austin asked, returning Mitch’s smile.
 
   “I supposed it doesn’t matter much anymore who knows.  So yeah, something like that.”
 
   Austin was taken aback.  “You’re a spy? Like for the CIA?”
 
   Mitch didn’t answer, except to raise his eyebrows and then look back up the road.
 
   After they drove a bit in silence, Austin asked.  “You think it’s a talent, then?”
 
   “What’s that? Are we still talking about why I don’t feel bad?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?” Mitch appraised Austin again with a lingering stare.
 
   Austin looked back at Mitch.  “Do you have any guesses about what I’ve been up to since you last saw me?”
 
   Nodding, Mitch said, “You got better, hung out in Kapchorwa, walked to Mbale to get help, got kidnapped by a rebel bunch run by some charismatic dude called The General and that’s all I know.”
 
   Austin was stunned.  “You got the first stuff from Dr. Littlefield, but how did you know The General kidnapped me? Were you out searching for me all this time?”
 
   “No.” Mitch took a bite of the banana.  After swallowing, he continued, “I’ve only been on your trail for a week or so.  I talked to some locals in Mbale.  I got lucky and found one who saw you getting chased by some rebels.  One thing led to another, and I ended up looking for a rebel camp on Mt.  Elgon.”
 
   “We were on the southern slope.”
 
   “Well-hidden, too.” Mitch peeled his banana down to the bottom.  “I couldn’t find it.  I picked up your trail from a coffee farmer who saw a ghost cross his field one morning.”
 
   “A ghost?” Austin laughed.
 
   “Or a mzungu.  He wasn’t positive.  Well, he was positive.  He thought you were a ghost.” Mitch stuffed another bite into his mouth.  “You were with the rebels the entire time?”
 
   Austin nodded.  “Until I escaped.”
 
   “How’d you manage that? You just run off into the woods one day when you went out for a leak?”
 
   Shaking his head and looking for the right words—words that would describe the situation without seeming to brag, without searching for pity—he said, “I killed them.”
 
   “Killed them?” Mitch pursed his lips and nodded.  He drove for a moment without responding.  He didn’t know what to think.  Austin could see it on his face.  “How many?”
 
   “Nearly all of them, I think.”
 
   Mitch smiled as though Austin might be joking.  “You went Rambo on them?”
 
   Austin shook his head.  He knew disbelief when he saw it.  “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “No, man,” said Mitch.  “Sorry.  I didn’t mean—”
 
   Austin decided that he was too grown up to pout.  “It’s nothing.  It doesn’t matter if you believe me or not.  It doesn’t matter if I tell you, really.  That’s not why I brought it up.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I…” Austin thought about trying to explain his feelings, but realized as his mouth hung open that his feelings meant nothing without the context of what he’d done.  “I infected them all with Ebola.”
 
   “How’d you do that?”
 
   “The details are pretty disgusting,” said Austin.  “I was helping with the cooking.  Dr. Littlefield told me the virus would be active in my bodily fluids for months after I got better.”
 
   Nodding, Mitch said, “I got the picture.”
 
   “At first, I didn’t know if it worked,” said Austin.  “It’s not instantaneous, you know.  But pretty soon, they all got sick.  They all died.  Or most of them, anyway.  Then after The General died, I took his pistol and his rifle and I just walked out one morning.”
 
   “Nobody stopped you?”
 
   Shaking his head.  “I don’t know if anybody was healthy enough by then to do anything about it.  I think most of them were dead.”
 
   “Sorry I doubted.”
 
   “Don’t be.” Austin looked at his mango.  It wasn’t quite ripe.  “I’m sure it sounded like a ridiculous claim from a mzungu kid from Denver.”
 
   “Why’d you do it?” asked Mitch.  “I mean, kill them all? Was that the only way out?”
 
   “The General was cruel.” Austin looked up through the windshield to see the gray clouds covering the sky.  “It’s going to rain again.”
 
   “Yeah,” Mitch agreed.
 
   “I think he was crazy.  He’d killed some of the hostages.  All but me, I guess.”
 
   “There were others?”
 
   “Hostages?” Austin leaned back in his seat.  “Four of us altogether.  He wanted to ransom us back to our families.  He killed the other three.”
 
   “Jesus.”
 
   “Yeah, it was pretty fucked up.”
 
   Mitch looked Austin up and down again.  “You came through it okay, it looks like.”
 
   Austin nodded.  “You ever kill anybody?”
 
   Mitch didn’t say anything.
 
   “Would your talent for compartmentalizing work for that?”
 
   Mitch nodded.  “Perfectly.”
 
   Austin took a long drink of water, appreciating that it was clear and tasted of nothing unusual.  He looked hard through the bottle as it jostled with the bumps in the road and no sediment swirled up to taint its clarity.  What a luxury.  “I may have killed forty—maybe fifty—men and boys.  I don’t feel bad about it.”
 
   Mitch started to speak, then stopped.  He started again and stopped again.
 
   “Don’t say something patronizing, okay?”
 
   “I wasn’t going to.” Mitch put on a sympathetic face.  “The truth is, I don’t know what to say.  Maybe you’re numb.  Maybe the guys deserved it so you feel justified.  I don’t know.”
 
    The truck plowed through the muck on the road and started up a long, undulating hill.  The two passed the time in silence, broken when Mitch finally admitted, “I’ve killed people.  Some in a firefight and a couple more.  The ones in the firefight don’t even cross my mind.” He looked over at Austin.
 
   Austin was interested.  “You don’t feel any guilt?”
 
   Mitch shook his head and then looked down at the dashboard as though he felt bad.  “It never even occurred to me to feel guilty.  It never occurred to me to think about them.”
 
   “That’s what I’ve been thinking about.”
 
   “What’s that exactly?”
 
   “I realized,” said Austin, “when I was hiking through the jungle, I didn’t feel any guilt.  I felt bad at first, when I was in the village, watching them die, but I felt bad because they were suffering.  But their deaths…those didn’t bring me any guilt.  When The General died—”
 
   “You were there when he died?”
 
   “Right by his bed.  The rebels made me his nurse, sort of.  I took care of him.  I held his hand when he drew his last breath.  I slept the rest of the night in the hut right there with the body.  I left the next morning and didn’t think anything about it.  Guilt never crossed my mind.”
 
   “None?”
 
   “If I feel any guilt at all,” with sad eyes, Austin made a smile, “it’s guilt for not feeling guilty.”
 
   Mitch laughed darkly.
 
   “Why is that funny?”
 
   “I think I feel the same way.  I mean about the guys in that firefight.”
 
   “Is that normal?”
 
   “Maybe for some people.” He looked Austin up and down again but his eyes were no longer looking for lies.  They were respectful.  “Maybe for people like us.”
 
   People like us?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   “Did I tell you that hearing your voice brings the sunshine out from behind the clouds?”
 
   Olivia dropped the phone as she laughed.  She quickly picked it back up.  “Sorry, I dropped the phone.  Mathew, these things you say, have they ever helped you get a girl into bed?”
 
   Wheeler said, “A gentleman doesn’t talk about such things.”
 
   “Oh, I doubt you’re a gentlemen.”
 
   “If it wasn’t a violation of a half-dozen laws, I’d love to give you the chance to find out.”
 
   “What?” Olivia asked.  “I think you’re out of luck on that one.  I probably couldn’t even drive all the way to Atlanta if I wanted to.”
 
   “All I’m going to say is that modern technology has given us alternatives that our predecessors could only have dreamed about.”
 
   Olivia laughed again.  “Are you seriously asking me to sext you?”
 
   “A picture’s worth a thousand words.”
 
   “I sometimes wonder why you’re divorced,” said Olivia, “and then I talk to you again.”
 
   “Still you call me,” Wheeler chuckled.  “It’s nice to hear you happy again.  Did something good happen?”
 
   “Austin’s alive.”
 
   “You’re kidding me.”
 
   “No.  I spoke to him on the phone late last night.  Mitch found him in Kapchorwa.”
 
   “Not to disparage Mitch,” said Wheeler, “he’s been a great help in getting us information out of East Africa.  But how’s that possible? Was Austin in Kapchorwa the whole time?”
 
   “No.  Do you have time for a long story?”
 
   “You know I work for the CDC, right? You know this is kind of our busy season, right?”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry.” Olivia felt bad.  “I know you’re busy.”
 
   “Please.” Wheeler chuckled again.  “I’ve been working eighteen-hour days and sleeping under my desk.  I’ve got some time.  No one is standing over my shoulder at the moment with demands.  Tell me about your brother.”
 
   Olivia passed along all she’d heard from Austin, trying her best not to get emotional again about the details.
 
   “He’s lucky,” Wheeler concluded.
 
   “Yes, he is.”
 
   “But there’s more?”
 
   “I need to find a way to get Austin home,” Olivia replied.
 
   “That’s probably a year away at least.  I can’t see any kind of leisure travel for a long time.  Obviously the world has changed, but I think this event leads to changes beyond anything you and I can imagine.  It’s like a near-death experience for humanity.”
 
   “I don’t want to interrupt you if you’re going to lecture me on unexpected outcomes, but Barry had an idea.  That’s why I called.”
 
   “And here I was thinking you liked the sound of my voice.”
 
   Olivia blushed because Wheeler was speaking an embarrassing truth.  “You told me last time we talked that the virus was spawning new strains, right? And that all the labs want samples whenever anyone thinks they’ve got a new strain.  You guys are still flying samples, right? Trading with other labs.  Getting samples from different parts of the world? You have government jets you do that with, right?”
 
   “Yes.” Wheeler was tentative with the response.
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means getting a CDC plane from point A to point B is getting harder and harder to do.  If you’re thinking that maybe I can arrange to get Austin onto a jet that happened to land somewhere within a thousand miles of Kapchorwa, well, then…” Wheeler, for a change, didn’t sound optimistic.
 
   “Yes.  That’s what I was thinking.” Olivia’s mood deflated.
 
   “Maybe a month ago.  Probably a few months ago.  Today—a bad bet.”
 
   “But possible?”
 
   “Possible,” Wheeler sighed.  “I’m always a sucker for blue eyes even if I have to imagine them from the other end of the phone.  But I shouldn’t admit that.  It’ll change the power dynamic in our relationship.”
 
   “Mathew.” Olivia exaggerated a sigh.  “Can we ever just talk about one thing at a time?”
 
   “Sorry.  I have a hard time focusing on just one thing.”
 
   “That’s why you’re divorced.”
 
   “Ouch.”
 
   “And we don’t have a relationship.” Olivia wished she hadn’t said that.
 
   Wheeler, though, wasn’t put off.  She heard his smile through the phone when he said, “Just because we haven’t kissed doesn’t mean we don’t have a relationship.  We’re doing it the new old-fashioned way.  Getting to know one another first.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “I do.” Wheeler went silent for a moment, which meant he was thinking through something complex.  “I can try to pull some strings.”
 
   Olivia felt a pinch of relief from a new worry that had been growing since she’d hung up the phone with Austin after the first call.  “I’m worried about leaving Austin in Uganda.  The place is dangerous.”
 
   “Maybe not any more dangerous than here.”
 
   Olivia was put off by Wheeler’s comment.  “Things aren’t that bad here.”
 
   “Yet.” Wheeler pushed his point.  “You’ve been watching this thing in city after city, country after country.  You know how it goes.  You and I have talked about it a hundred times.” 
 
   “I don’t want to believe it.” And she truly didn’t.  She wanted to believe Austin would be safer in the States than in Africa.  “We’re taking measures here.  We’re having an effect.”
 
   “Yes, we are.” Wheeler’s voice turned sad as he went further into his work.  “The donation program, as much as I hate how it’s being implemented, is helping.  We have at least three vaccines in production.” Wheeler laughed bitterly.  “If a few hundred doses a week can be called production.”
 
   “They save some lives,” Olivia encouraged.
 
   “Yes.  Probably.  On one of the vaccines we’re not even certain it works.  Hell, we’re not certain any of them work.  We’re a lot less certain with that one.”
 
   “And other countries?” asked Olivia.  “Some are developing vaccines as well, right?”
 
   “Of course.  We’re all sharing what we learn as fast as we learn it.  Nobody is sharing actual vaccines, just formulae and process instructions.  You’d have a hell of a time getting something like that across a border.  Well, I suppose you could smuggle a few doses, but getting vaccines shipped is impossible.  Nobody has enough of anything for their citizens.  Hell, most of the poorer countries were bowled over by this.  Their healthcare systems collapsed.  They’ve got nothing, and there’s nothing anybody can do about it.”
 
   “Like in Africa?” Olivia asked, knowing the answer before she asked.
 
   “Most of it.  Yeah.”
 
   “Maybe things won’t get that bad here.”
 
   Olivia heard Wheeler’s smile again when he answered.  “Before this pandemic started, that’s one of the things I liked about you—your optimism.”
 
   “It’s hard to hold onto with all the death.”
 
   “Understandable.  Hell, expected.  If you were as optimistic now as when we first met, I might wonder about your sanity.” Wheeler forced a laugh and Olivia did, too.  After that, they fell into a silence for a while, comforted to hear one another breathe.
 
   “When this passes,” said Olivia in a dreamy voice, “let’s go out and get some Gulf shrimp and a bottle of wine.  Maybe find one of those clubs that’s been there for a hundred years with the smell of beer and cigarettes soaked into the brick, with old license plates nailed over the holes in the wooden floor, with a band of old men playing blues like they’ve been up there since the club opened.  And dance.  Just dance.  I need someone to hold me.” Olivia felt a lump in her throat but she told herself that she wasn’t going to cry.  She was never a crier and felt embarrassed every time the tears came.  And they came so frequently these days.
 
   Wheeler said, “I know just the place.  About an hour southeast of here.  Out in the pines.  You’d never find it unless you knew where you were going.  We’ll dance until we’re too tired to stand up.  Then we can sit on the back porch and smell tomorrow’s barbecue in the smoker, get drunk, and let the mosquitos have their way with us.”
 
   Olivia laughed.  “It’s a date.”
 
    “Not that the two are connected, the date and what I’m about to say, but that Dr. Littlefield you mentioned, I’ve talked to him on the phone.  Mitch put me in touch.  There’s a strain of the virus there now with a damn good survival rate.  At least I think it’s a new strain based on the severity and survival rates.”
 
   “What do the numbers look like?” Olivia asked.
 
   “Nearly eighty percent live.”
 
   “And it’s not a new therapy?”
 
   “I wish it was,” said Wheeler.  “They’re in Mbale.  They’re lucky to have a bandage or aspirin.  I think it’s a new strain.”
 
   “What are you thinking?”
 
   “Samples might help us save lives.  I want to try to get a plane sent that way but like I said, it’s getting hard.”
 
   “Anything I can do?”
 
   “Mostly it’s not a case of permissions.  Some governments don’t want anybody in their airspace or crossing their borders.  Nobody.  Not for any reason.  In other places, there’s no government to speak of.  But you know that.  At lots of airports, there isn’t anyone there to refuel a plane.  Nobody there to do anything.  We don’t even know if the runways are clear.”
 
   “I can help with the logistics,” said Olivia.  “I can be pretty good at figuring things out.”
 
   “Let’s do this.  Austin is going to Mbale.  I’ll have Dr. Littlefield draw and prepare some samples for travel.  We’ll see if we can find a way to designate Austin as the courier for the samples.  He can carry them back here.”
 
   “What about Mitch?”
 
   “You think he’ll want to come home?”
 
   “Why don’t you ask him?”
 
   “Maybe we can get them both back.” Olivia felt hope.  “You think it’ll work?”
 
   “Don’t know.  Let’s try.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Jimmy Kerr pulled his pickup beside the Honda sedan, driver’s door to driver’s door, both cars facing in the opposite direction.
 
   The guy behind the wheel of the other car looked at Jimmy, or that’s to say Jimmy’s customer looked at the black-tinted window of Jimmy’s pickup and saw his own dark reflection.  The windows were tinted much darker than legal, but who cared about that anymore?
 
   They sat on acres of parking lot patterned in engine-sized oil spots surrounded by white stripes—chipped, worn, and repainted a dozen times.  Abandoned cars, some collecting dust into layers of dirt broke the regular pattern of the parking lot.  Other cars with less tenure in the mall’s endless acres of asphalt still tried to shine.  Some had broken windows.  One streamed the remnants of yellow police tape in the wind.
 
   Some of those cars belonged to employees harangued into opening stores by bosses who were probably huddled in their homes in the mountains as far away from infected people as they could get.  Some belonged to shoppers, brave or stupid enough to think Ebola wouldn’t find its way through their protective gear.  Others belonged to people who’d been carted away in ambulances or stuffed into body bags after dropping dead on the mall’s shiny floor.
 
   What Jimmy was looking for was police cars, military vehicles, or anything that might belong to somebody with the legal authority to impose their will on him.  The few people he saw hurried on determined feet toward a goal, a mall door, or back to a car.  They all wore masks and goggles and gloves.  One was an overweight man.  The other, a smallish woman—maybe—under the layers it was hard to tell.  What Jimmy felt sure of, neither was a policeman and neither was watching him.  And why would they be? The police and Army were so thinly staffed and overwhelmed with bigger problems, they didn’t have time to follow a black marketer, collect evidence, and prosecute.  Hell, maybe they didn’t even do that anymore.  Maybe they just carted suspicious people off to the nearest Ebola farm.  They had that kind of authority these days.  
 
   Jimmy thought about the times he’d sat on his couch, smoking weed with his buddies, watching hyped-up pseudo-history on basic cable about some atrocity somewhere in the past and saying, “Yeah, but that could never happen here.”
 
   The world changes.  
 
   Even Jimmy was smart enough to know people had no idea who they really were until the world shifted in a new direction.  See how much you love animals when you’re guarding the front of your house with a rifle you lifted from your dead neighbor’s house, you haven’t had a meal in three days, and there’s a poodle squatting to take a shit in your yard.
 
   Shoot sharp, motherfucker.
 
   Still, Jimmy had no intention of spending his final days being bled dry in an Ebola farm.
 
   He rolled down his window and a freezing wind cut through the pickup’s cab.
 
   The driver in the other car nodded at Jimmy and his face went through an indiscernible change in expression behind his mask and goggles.  “Do you have it?”
 
   Jimmy nodded, reached into the lunchbox cooler in the passenger seat and lifted out a thick plastic medical bag full of yellowish plasma.  He held it up beside his shoulder just above the edge of the door so that the man in the Honda could see it.  Anyone who might happen to be collecting photographic evidence with a long-lensed camera from a different angle would see nothing.  As soon as Jimmy spotted recognition in the other man’s eyes, he put the pouch into a brown paper lunch sack and took another long look around.
 
   “How do I know it’s real?” the customer asked.
 
   Shaking his head, Jimmy said, “I don’t give a shiny shit what you know.  I’ve only got about two seconds of patience for dickin’ around.  Did you check the reference I sent you?”
 
   “I did,” the customer said.  “But how do I know that was real?”
 
   “And you asked him if he checked the reference I gave him, and so on?” Jimmy congratulated himself on that part of his plan.  He knew he’d need credibility to get top dollar.  So he’d devised a little network of recovered or recovering customers who’d act as references for new customers.  Not for free, of course.  “That’s the way this works,” said Jimmy.  “And when you get better, if you want to recoup some of your cost, I’ll give you a hundred bucks if you let me use you as a reference and one of the people I send to you decides to buy.”
 
   Disgust dripping from his tone, the customer said, “You want me to be your salesman?”
 
   “Don’t be an asshole,” Jimmy told him.  “I can drive off.  I got more customers than I can supply.  You want this or not?”
 
   The man raised a clear Ziploc bag with gold rings and other jewelry—the only kind of gold most people had access to—and a bundle of cash.
 
   “I told you to separate the stones from the gold.” Jimmy was pissed.  He hated prying that little crap apart.
 
   The man started to reach them out the window.
 
   “No!”
 
   The customer pulled his money and jewels back.
 
   “Inside something.  I told you to bring a sack.”
 
   Nodding and sheepish, the man fumbled around with crinkly plastic in his lap.  A moment later, he reached out with a bundle wrapped in an old grocery plastic bag.
 
   Jimmy accepted the bag and set it in his lap to open it up and examine.  It looked like the right quantity.  He reached into a cardboard box on the passenger side floorboard and took out a digital scale about the size of a paperback book.  He placed the scale on the dashboard.  Next he took a magnet out of the box and pushed it inside the bag.  A plump gold chain stuck.  “Damn.”
 
   Jimmy snatched the gold chain out of the bag and flung it out his window.  It hit the customer in the face.  Jimmy spat, “That ain’t real.  I told you.  No gold-plated.  None.”
 
   “I got that in Mexico.  The cruise line’s shopping guide told me—”
 
   “I don’t care!” Jimmy shouted.  “Not my problem.” He looked back down at the bag.  It might still be enough.  Barely.  He took a piece of unglazed terracotta tile out of the cardboard box and laid it on his thigh.  Not all plated jewelry was magnetic.  He then went to work on each piece of jewelry, rubbing them over the rough orange surface of the tile.  The video he saw online said that if a piece was plated, the gold would rub off quickly and leave a black streak on the terracotta.
 
   Jimmy found a pair of earrings that rubbed black.  He threw those across the gap at the customer.  When he’d finished, he weighed what was left.  And stared at the numbers for a minute while he decided what to do.
 
   “The blood?” the customer asked.
 
   Jimmy glared at him.  “Not yet.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Cash and stash, my friend.  That’s what the ad said.  No negotiating.”
 
   The customer slumped.  “We don’t have much.”
 
   Jimmy bundled up the jewelry with a quick twist of plastic and held the bundle back out the window.
 
   “No, no,” the customer said, near frantic.  “I’ve got the food too.” He turned in his seat and lifted another bag, this one straining with a dozen jars and cans.  He held it out the window.
 
   Jimmy took the bag and hauled it through his own window, glancing inside to see that he’d scored enough to eat for several days.  “All right.” Jimmy passed the bag of serum to the customer.
 
   “I don’t know how to use this,” said the customer.
 
   “Everything you need is in the bag,” Jimmy told him.  “I printed a page with the URLs for YouTube videos with instructions.  When you recover—”
 
   “It’s not for me.” The customer looked into his lap and mumbled.  “My daughter.”
 
   “When she recovers,” said Jimmy, “email me if you want to be a reference.  You can earn some of your money back.” And who cares—Jimmy knew cash was nearly worthless but it didn’t hurt to have a pile of it for paying dumbasses like this guy.  And just in case.  Then Jimmy got an inspiration.  “And maybe save somebody else’s life.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Najid sat on the edge of his bed holding a crutch in each hand.  He was feverish.  His left leg and hip were a patchwork of wounds stitched and stapled together.  The doctors had removed seventeen pieces of shrapnel and bits of stone embedded in his flesh.  All put there by exploding cruise missiles.  The Americans had tried to kill him, and they’d failed.
 
   That thought made Najid feel strong in his heart despite the weakness in his body as he wrestled with the choice of whether to try and stand, to try and make his own way to the bathroom.
 
   Bedpans were degrading.
 
   The trip to the restroom would mark a concrete step back to health, to strength.
 
   Someone knocked at the door.
 
   “Enter.”
 
   Hadi came in, smiling, but worried.  He crossed an expansive floor covered in the finest silk carpets.  “You should not be out of bed without help.”
 
   Of course, Hadi was right if Najid was the kind of man who would readily trade humiliation for the luxury of constant assistance.  “Watch me if you wish, but do not help.”
 
   “The doctor says you’re healing.” Hadi looked at Najid’s bandaged leg, still seeping pus through the gauze.  “You could have died.  Please give it time.”
 
   The same had been said to Najid a dozen times already by Hadi, both doctors, and each of the nurses.  What none of them realized was that such cautions were for lesser men, regular men, men who were not destined to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with history’s immortals.  Najid Almasi was such a man.  The Great Satan’s inability with its formidable military might and technology had been able only to wound, not even maim him.  All they’d given him were scars.  All warriors were scarred by their battles.
 
   Najid pulled himself up on his crutches and felt a dizzy rush in his head.  He willed himself to keep his balance.  The crutches were a necessity, but he would show no other weakness in front of Hadi.  Najid started across the room.  “Fetch your computer and meet me on the veranda.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
   They sat on the roof of the hospital in Mbale.  Not the best place to get a view of anything, but it was one of the few places doctors could go on the hospital grounds for a respite from responsibility.  Dr. Littlefield said it reminded him of sitting on the porch at the old hospital in Kapchorwa.  Dr. Mills didn’t have an opinion on it, but Mitch had scrounged some bottled beer, and that was good enough for her.  Austin figured he couldn’t go wrong with a beer or two even if it were warm.
 
   “I won’t draw the samples from the patients until just before you’re ready to leave,” Dr. Littlefield told Austin.  “With no refrigeration, we’ll have to hope the plane they send has a little fridge or something.”
 
   Dr. Mills said, “Maybe they’ll send a container for it.  It is biohazardous material.”
 
   Dr. Littlefield laughed.  “There’s so much in the environment, does it matter anymore?”
 
   “It always matters,” she told him.
 
   Mitch stopped the discussion with, “Don’t you two start again.  You know how things are.  If we can get the samples to the CDC and the samples help, who cares about protocol?”
 
   “The protocols exist for a reason.” Dr. Mills took a big drink of beer and relaxed into her folding chair.  She wasn’t going to argue the point anymore.  “This is a going away party for Austin.” She smiled.
 
   Austin took a drink.  “Thank you, but I haven’t decided if I’m going home or not.”
 
   “You’re getting on that plane,” said Mitch.  “Your sister told us so.”
 
   Austin shrugged.  “I’m still thinking about it.”
 
   “Why?” Mitch looked frustrated.  “Haven’t you been through enough?”
 
   “Good point,” Dr. Littlefield agreed.  “You should go home and write a book about it.” He laughed.  “It might sell.”
 
   Dr. Mills leaned forward and looked at Austin.  “Why wouldn’t you go?”
 
   Austin took a moment, putting his thoughts into words.  “Plenty of people here still need help.”
 
   “Plenty of people in the States need help, and plenty more are going to,” said Mitch.  “Things there are bad, but not as bad as they’re going to be if the cities I’ve seen are the rule.”
 
   Dr. Mills looked at Mitch.  “Let’s hope not.”
 
   “Hope.” Dr. Littlefield raised his beer.  
 
   The others joined the toast.  
 
   “Seriously,” said Dr. Mills to Austin.  “Why not get on that plane and go home?”
 
   “I should.” Austin rolled his beer between his palms.  “I’m not sure.  I guess I’d feel like I was running away from all the problems here.  I think that’s it, honestly.”
 
   “Don’t be stupid.” Dr. Mills stood up, put a hand on Austin’s cheek and said, “You’re young and still idealistic.  After everything.  That’s special.  Go home, make a difference there.  You’ve done enough in Africa.”
 
   “Somebody’s drunk,” said Dr. Littlefield.
 
   “You wish.” She turned to head for the ladder.  “I need to take care of a little personal business.”
 
   “Are you coming back?” asked Mitch.
 
   “Is there more beer?” She looked back at Mitch like she was interested in more than drinking.
 
   Mitch reached down and lifted a pair of unopened bottles.
 
   “See you guys in a few minutes.” She walked away.
 
   Dr. Littlefield leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees.  He locked Austin in a serious stare.  “Let’s be honest, when you were in Kapchorwa teaching those kids, you were making a difference.  When you were helping in the hospital after the outbreak, it probably seemed like everything we did was futile, but you were helping.  Now, Africa is stabilizing.  People are still dying.  Who knows what will happen politically.  In Africa that always means militias and murder.  But we have help here at the hospital.  You met some of the volunteers when we were down in the wards earlier.  All the volunteers are survivors like you.  They’re just like you would be, a pair of hands.  There’s nothing you can do here that these people can’t do for themselves.  If you really want to make a difference, go home.  Go to med school or something.  Take what you’ve learned here and make the world a better place.”
 
   Austin didn’t know what to say.
 
   Mitch leaned forward and tilted his head at Dr. Littlefield.  “I think the doctor drank a little too much.  Listen, as long as everyone is going to give you advice, I will too.  Go home.  Hug your sister.  She’s all the family you have left.  Help out if you want, but when this is all done, finish school.  Get a good job.  Find a pretty girl.  Have some kids and live a happy life.  Don’t come back to Africa.  I think things will be screwed up here for a generation or more.  Forget all the shitty stuff that happened to you here.  Remember the good things you did, and remember the things you tried to do.  Remember the good things about your friends—the ones who lived and the ones who didn’t.  That’s your recipe for happiness.  Go home.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
   Larry looked at the screen on his contraband cellphone to see who was calling before he answered it.  It was the only person who ever called.  “Hey Jimmy.”
 
   “Larry Dean, my brotha’.  What’re you doing?” The signal was clear and Jimmy’s voice came across without static, very uncommon in the airwaves of late, as parts of the system had failed and hadn’t been repaired.  “Larry? You there?”
 
   Larry didn’t feel like anybody’s brother.  Since his conversation with Millie, he’d been brooding on his junior partner share.  No, not even that.  Larry was getting paid like the hired help.  “I’m here.”
 
   “You okay? You don’t sound good.”
 
   Larry looked around his hooch—camp slang for the dumpster-sized metal box that served as his private, modular dorm.  He didn’t like it.  It had no windows.  No fridge.  No bathroom.  It was big enough for his metal-frame bed and tiny table.  A television was mounted on the wall at one end of his bed, but it only received three snowy broadcast signals, no cable.  He hated being in the camp.  “Doin’ my part.”
 
   “You sound pissed.”
 
   Looking at the phone, Larry nodded emphatically and stretched his face into the same expression he mocked the special ed kids with back in his elementary school days.  
 
   “You feeling okay?” Jimmy asked.
 
   The bag of serum slowly draining into his arm caught his attention, and Larry said, “I’m taking a bag of N.”
 
   “Type N?” Jimmy scoffed.  “You don’t need type N.  You infused a bag of K when you took that job.”
 
   “You’re not in camp.” Larry hardened his tone.  “Sick people everywhere.  I’m not gonna let Ebola kill me, Jimmy.  I see what it does.  We burn a pile of bodies, prisoners and dead patients, out by the east fence every night.”
 
   “You had a bag of K.” Jimmy’s voice was calm and slow.  Condescending.  Just like the counselors back in high school.
 
   “Don’t talk to me like I’m stupid.”
 
   “I’m not saying you’re stupid, Larry.  All I’m saying is you’re wasting good product.  You had a bag of serum from a type K infection.  You’ll get immunity to all the strains.  At least all of them so far.”
 
   “I’m not taking any chances.”
 
   Jimmy sighed.
 
   “You do what you want.  I’ll do what I want.”
 
   “Okay.” Jimmy paused.  “Did you have any problems with Millie after I fired her?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “She didn’t say anything?”
 
   “She begged a little bit, but I told her to piss off.”
 
   “That’s good,” said Jimmy.  “You can’t do business with people you don’t trust.”
 
   Larry bit back the words that wanted to jump through the cellphone.  He didn’t feel like he should trust Jimmy.
 
   “You tell me if she wants anything.  Okay?”
 
   “Okay.” Larry nodded pointlessly.
 
   “I got a long list of people that want any serum you can get.  Are you still having difficulty getting it?”
 
   “They keep changing the system,” said Larry.  “I told you that.  I tell you that every time we talk.  This ain’t easy as you think, Jimmy.” Larry’s breath was snorting out his nose.  His frustrations were getting the better of him.
 
   “Be calm, man.  It’s okay.  We’ll work it out.  I’ll help as much as I can.  Just tell me what to do.”
 
   Shaking his head, Larry said, “There’s nothing you can do.  It’s got to be me.  I’m on the inside.  What are you gonna do, Jimmy? How are you gonna help me?”
 
   “I’m going to make you rich, that’s what I’m going to do.”
 
   Larry snorted.  “You?”
 
   “We’re going to make each other rich.  Remember, you’re only half the equation.  Somebody’s got to sell this stuff.” Jimmy paused before he added, “You make what I do sound like a walk in the park.”
 
   “Ain’t it?”
 
   “No.” Jimmy’s voice lost all of its jovial friendship.  “You’re not the only one who’s in danger.  You haven’t been on the outside in too long a time.  Things out here are getting bad.  You can’t trust anybody.  Most of the police are gone.  The military only guards government buildings and hospitals.  You can get killed just by driving down the street.  There’s shortages on everything.  I haven’t had a beer in a month.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “No, man.  It’s true.  I’ve been drinking some other stuff.  Not beer, though.”
 
   “We got almost nothing in here to drink,” Larry groused.
 
   “I got two bottles of Jack the other day.” Jimmy was friendly again.  “You want one?”
 
   “Both would be better.”
 
   “Okay,” said Jimmy.  “Okay.  You’re right.  I’ll send them both.  You’ll get ‘em tomorrow morning with the produce delivery.” Jimmy paused.  “Will I get anything back?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “What’s that mean?”
 
   “Depends.  I’ve got a new thing working.  I may be able to sneak some serum before the truck arrives tomorrow.  Might not.  I might be a coupla days.  I don’t know for sure.  You gotta understand, I have to be careful now.  The officers are paranoid because they think somebody is stealing all the serum.”
 
   “All of it?”
 
   “You know what I mean.  Too much is going missing.”
 
   “We’re not getting that much,” said Jimmy, “not enough they’d even notice.  Are other guys doing this too?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Ask around, okay?”
 
   Larry laughed derisively.  “That’s not the kind of thing you just ask somebody.”
 
   “It could be.  Just be smart about it.  Beat around the bush.  Feel ‘em out.  You figure something out, but find out.  I’ll check on the outside and try to track the source from out here.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because they’re our competition, Jimmy.  They’re keeping the price low and they’re being stupid by stealing too much from our source.  That’s why Colonel Holloway keeps changing the system—because of those greedy knuckleheads who want to steal our customers and our money.  They’re not smart like us.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
   Olivia stared and blinked at her computer screen, trying to get her eyes to focus.  She’d spent way too many hours staring at the monitor, calling phone numbers that rang and went unanswered.  Calling other numbers, explaining who she was, that she was coordinating with the CDC.  “Why you?” That question always came up.  At first Olivia embarked on a lengthy, frilly explanation to cover the fact her real purpose was to get Austin’s feet back on American soil.  Somewhere during those calls she told them, “Look out the window.  You see what’s going on, right? Everybody’s pulling their weight where they can.”
 
   Turns out, that was effective.  She made progress.  But progress kept being one more call—one more attempt—to beg some help from someone who didn’t have the authority she needed to get some kind of long-range airplane from here to there and back again.  
 
   To make it all worse, she couldn’t even find an airport at which to land an airplane.  The problems in Africa were laughable in their variety if the whole situation hadn’t been so sad.  The bottom line in most airports was simple.  Ebola had killed so many that the airport was nothing but an abandoned tarmac; in a state anybody could guess, with nonexistent support.
 
   And support was required.  Refueling would be required.  She wasn’t trying to send a puddle jumper.
 
   The phone rang and Olivia snatched it up, hoping.  “Cooper.”
 
   “Olivia?” asked Wheeler’s voice.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Hey yourself.  How are things on your end?”
 
   Olivia sighed.  “Same as last time we talked.  The closest I can get permission for the CDC’s jet to land is at Camp Lemonnier in Djibouti.”
 
   “That’s the word coming back down the pike on this end, too.”
 
   “You know that’s nearly seventeen hundred miles from Mbale, right?”
 
   “Yes,” said Wheeler.  “I Googled it too.”
 
   “Starting with the first question that needs to be answered, if we get a set of samples from the hospital in Mbale, will they keep if I get Mitch to drive them to Lemonnier?”
 
   “They’ll degrade,” said Wheeler.  “They’ve got no refrigeration.  No ice.  No way to keep them cold.”
 
   “I know.  Will they be usable at all?”
 
   “We can probably get what we need.”
 
   Olivia smiled.  “Are you telling me what I want to hear?”
 
   “No,” said Wheeler.  “I think we can make the samples work as long as they don’t get too hot.  As long as this doesn’t take too long.  Now the question for you.  Do you really want to send Austin driving through East Africa the way things are now?”
 
   “No,” answered Olivia.  “And I wouldn’t even consider it if he wasn’t going to make the trip with Mitch.”
 
   “Does Mitch know he’s doing this?”
 
   “He will.”
 
   “You’re sure of yourself?”
 
   “No,” answered Olivia.  “I’m sure of Mitch.  I think he’ll do it because he’ll think it’s the right thing.  I think that’s all the motivation he needs.”
 
   “Yeah,” Wheeler agreed.  “He’s a Boy Scout.”
 
   “Don’t be that way.”
 
   “I’m not.” Wheeler chuckled.  “Same as you, I’m tired.  The hours are getting to me.  Maybe it’s the futility.”
 
   “What you’re doing isn’t futile.  You’re making a real difference.”
 
   Wheeler sighed.  “We’re trying, but most days it feels like everything’s working against us.  Not just Ebola, everything.”
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “Do you want to hear me vent?”
 
   “You’ve done it for me a thousand times.”
 
   Wheeler laughed.  “I suppose I have.  Sure, I’ll cash in a few credits.  First, there’s Ebola.  Dammit, if it would just stop mutating.  The vaccines in the pipeline are ineffective against half the strains.”
 
   “Half?” Olivia asked.  “I thought they were better.”
 
   “We don’t have any way right at this moment to vaccinate anyone against all the strains of Ebola out there.  We just don’t.  We’re praying and treating.”
 
   “What about the blood serum programs? They’re succeeding, right?”
 
   “Despite themselves,” said Wheeler, in as defeated a tone as Olivia had ever heard from him.  “I hate the camps they’ve set up.  I hate everything about them.  The thing I hate the most is at first, they produced serum just as predicted.  Then, production went down.  Way down.  More and more people went in.  Less and less serum came out.”
 
   “Why?” asked Olivia.  “That doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “Corruption.  All of this stuff is hitting the black market.  We don’t know if it’s being administered properly.  We don’t know who’s getting it.  We don’t know if it’s out there killing people.  Hell, it might be making the epidemic worse, making people sick who otherwise might have made it through this in good health.  But people are scared to death.  I can’t blame them.  The pictures are gruesome.  Ebola is a nightmare no matter how you look at it.  It may be the worst possible way to die.  Nobody wants to catch it.  Nobody.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
   From the comfort of a plush chair, Najid sat on the third-floor balcony outside his room looking across the electric-blue waters of the Persian Gulf.  Dozens of sandy dots made up an artificial archipelago called The World Islands just off Dubai’s northern coast.  Many of those white sand islands lay in Najid’s view.  One hid a mansion behind a forest of palms.  Most were barren.  Undeveloped.  The island Najid was on belonged to Hadi’s wife’s cousin.  On that island, opulent life continued uninterrupted as though the rest of the world was not suffering its way out of a modern age and back into a harsher time.
 
   That couldn’t last.
 
   In the distance, the Palm Islands—much more popular, much more developed, and much more accessible—seemed to float in the calm waters; a fleet of sand-colored barges layered in lush green under towering palms, with rows of mansions trying to hide behind.  The Palm Islands were too far away for Najid to see anything moving, at least nothing the size of a person.  None of the million-dollar speedboats plied the waters.  No yachts slid gracefully over the rippled blue.  
 
   Only smoke from burning mansions on the far side of the islands gave any hint life was there, or in the throes of dying there.
 
   Looters?
 
   That was Najid’s guess.  He grimaced at the thought of Indian laborers, houseboys, and yardmen—ingrates all.  They’d been rescued from the poverty of Mumbai slums and given room, board, and pay well beyond what they could have received in India.  And what gratitude did they show to their employers for the opportunity at steady employment and the chance to send money back to their families? None.  Ebola changed the world, and the weak, amoral ones were showing their true faces now that the righteous authority of their masters was gone.
 
   “The smoke?” Hadi said, startling Najid.
 
   Najid didn’t flinch.  He pretended he wasn’t so lost in the hypnotic blue that he’d forgotten Hadi was sitting opposite him.  Najid said, “Indians.” They he felt dirty for allowing the word to traipse across his tongue.  He glanced at the coffee table, looking for a glass of water to wash it away.  He hated the guest workers almost as much as he hated the Americans and the Europeans.  
 
   No glass was present.  He glanced at Hadi.  “Bring me some water.”
 
   Hadi sat his laptop on a table and hurried out of the room.
 
   Najid looked at the smoke again and added the migrant workers to his list of peoples who would pay for their crimes when the new world—a world of his making—grew from the ashes of the old.
 
   Hadi showed up with a sweating pitcher of ice water and poured a cup for Najid.  He handed the cup to Najid and sat the pitcher on the table.
 
   Najid drank as Hadi seated himself and opened his laptop again.  “Tell me of the men.”
 
   Hadi stood back up, walked to the rail and pointed across the patchwork of islands to the one with the mansion and the palms.  “The fastballer Bellingham, the cricket player the Sheikh befriended, has died in London.  That was his island, given to him by the Sheikh.”
 
   “That is where my soldiers are?”
 
   Hadi smiled.  “Eighteen.  Enough room for them all to be comfortable.  Not as defensible as this island, it has no wall.  Its natural defense is the ocean.  No one will approach unseen.”
 
   Najid liked the island.  With both the fastballer Bellingham and the Sheikh dead, leaving distant relatives to squabble over Dubai’s rule, appropriating the island would have no negative ramifications.  “We will move there.  Supplies?”
 
   “The men are taking care of it.” Hadi came back to his seat.  “The island will be fully stocked.”
 
   “A doctor?”
 
   “None yet.”
 
   Still, it would be good to be independent again.  Najid grated at the expensive hospitality he was receiving.  “What of our recruitment efforts? We lost a great many loyal fighters when the Americans sent their missiles.”
 
   “I have contacted as many of Firas Hakimi’s soldiers as I could.  Most are either dead or beyond reach.”
 
   “Let the fearful remain in their homes with the other women.” Najid hated cowardice.
 
   “Twenty-three are close enough to make their way to Dubai to join us.  As many as fifty will remain where they are.  They are too far away to come.  Some offered their full cooperation.  Others agreed only to listen when we have a request to make.”
 
   “I do not make requests.” Not all men understood their place in the world, but Najid knew part of the responsibility of his place was to teach them.  He smiled as his thoughts went to defiance.  The Americans probably thought they’d won.  But he was preparing to move into a new compound.  He was reconstituting his force from the fertile ground of hatred left in the wake of America’s decades of foreign policy.  “Plan an expedition to the old compound.  All of the gold must be retrieved and brought here.”
 
   Hadi’s shoulders sagged.  “That will be difficult.”
 
   “This is your time, Hadi.” Najid drilled Hadi with a hard stare.  “You must choose your destiny now.  If it is your will to watch your computer screens and only collect the information I require, then so be it.  I accept that.  If you wish to stand at my side as my second-in-command, that opportunity is open to you but you must seize it.”
 
   “Leading men is not my talent.” Hadi looked down at his laptop screen.  He rested his fingers lightly on the keys and thought.  It took a few long, nervous moments.  “I will try.” He returned Najid’s stare.  “If I don’t rise to the task, replace me as you see necessary.”
 
   “Arrange to get the gold.” Najid had little doubt he’d eventually replace Hadi.  At the moment, though, Hadi was loyal and competent, at least in a limited way.  He was the best Najid had.  “Do this right away.”
 
   “We will need gold to pay for goods that will grow scarce.  As for the men, you will have no trouble finding men to carry guns.  It is what warriors long to do.  A warrior lives in every man’s nature.” Najid glanced at Hadi’s computer.  “Tell me the news of the world, now.”
 
   Other thoughts were hiding behind the mask Hadi was trying to make of his face.  Najid said, “If it truly bothers you to accept the responsibility, I can find another to stand at my side.”
 
   Hadi shook his head.  “I expressed my doubts.  Now I accept the role you would like me to fill.  I will do my best.”
 
   “If not that, then what?”
 
   Hadi took a deep breath and glanced away from his screen.  “I look at the numbers of the dead in the world every day.  Many times each day.”
 
   “Yes?” Najid was suspicious of the change in Hadi’s tone.
 
   “I understood better than nearly everybody what it was we were doing,” said Hadi.  “I accepted the necessity and brutality of it.” Hadi’s face stretched, showing the painful thoughts that had been hiding behind.  “At first, I did not think about the human toll of our decisions.  It was an abstract problem in need of a solution.  It was a complex, dynamic endeavor in need of measurement.  Those are the things that engage my mind.  Perhaps that is why it was easy for me at the time to disengage my intellect from the reality we were creating.”
 
   “You have regrets?” Najid asked.
 
   “No.” Hadi shook his head vigorously.  “As I said, I accepted the necessity of what we did.  I fill the cracks in my personal resolve with your certainty.  You know the way forward.  All those who follow you are girded by your strength.  That is one reason I am afraid I cannot be successful as your second-in-command, but that is not of what I speak now.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “The abstraction has become real.” Hadi stood up and paced across the carpet, reaching the edge and coming back.  “I have seen pictures of mass graves.  I’ve seen video of the grieving.  I’ve seen the dead in the streets.  I’ve smelled their rotting bodies and I’ve heard the women cry.  The Westerners deserved the fate they received.  It is Arab tears that pain me.”
 
   Najid nodded and silently appraised Hadi.  “Sit back down.”
 
   Hadi did as instructed.
 
   Najid sat up straight in his chair, hiding the pain of moving his injured body.  “We are at war.  We’ve been at war with the West since our cultures first met.  They sent their crusaders.  We killed them.  We warred with them over Spain.  They came to steal our oil wealth to fuel their industries.  They split our people with their maps and political divisions to weaken us and turn us against one another.  This war has been burning for a thousand years with no victor.  The dead are heaped high through history.  Over the last century, the pile of the dead has been mostly Arab as the West has killed us and imposed their will.  Left up to them, our future would be no different than our past.  What you have helped me do is bring about the decisive, inevitable battle through which peace will come.  It is the only path to peace for our children and grandchildren, and their grandchildren.  Peace only comes through victory.  Victory only comes to men who can harden their hearts to do what must be done.  Weak men die, and their children are subjugated.  The children of strong men live in paradise.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
   If they die, who cares?
 
   After nearly a week running his plasmapheresis clinic, settling into the monotony, Paul was still taken aback by Marazzi’s answer to Paul’s question: What happens if there’s a medical emergency?
 
   If they die, who cares?
 
   Worse still, the anticoagulant in the cocktail of drugs Paul was required to inject into the volunteers interacted badly with other drugs with the result that some prisoners didn’t stop bleeding.  
 
   “What happens?” Paul asked.  “What do I do?”
 
   “You try to stop it.  You call for help if you want, but usually they bleed out.” That was Sergeant Marazzi’s apathetic answer.
 
   Silo K3 was full of prisoners, lifers mostly.  Marazzi said they’d volunteered for the program to help their fellow man and pay back society for their egregious sins.  They’d offered up their veins for premature human tests on Ebola cures.  All of the volunteers had suffered through a bout with an attenuated strain of Ebola and had won.  They had the golden antibodies in their blood.  And like Paul, they’d all been nationalized.
 
   And Paul was the mechanism through which that nationalization came to its effect.  He harvested their plasma by running their blood through the plasmapheresis machine that filtered out the plasma before pumping the red blood cells back in.
 
   In theory, it was easy.  Find a vein.  Poke a hole.  Watch the crimson blood flow out of their bodies through a clear plastic tube.  Listen to the machine whir while it performed its function.  Then watch the denuded blood cells flow back through the tube and into another hole.
 
   Nothing to it as long as nothing goes wrong.  The machine does all the work.  Paul only had to sit around for a half hour or more and keep himself entertained while the machine finished.  If the machine finished.  Several times they didn’t.  One just stopped.  One made a grinding noise.  Another smoked.  A man named Vince had to come by the lab and do a repair each time something went wrong.  He had the demeanor of a man who spent too much time smoking marijuana and didn’t instill any confidence in Paul that he had anything but the most rudimentary understanding of how the machines worked.
 
   Paul saw sheet-draped bodies wheeled down the corridors on gurneys, at least a few every day, red splotches on white linen where too much blood ended up in the wrong place.  
 
   Nevertheless, Marazzi insisted the process was safe.  Safe enough.  Nothing to worry about.  
 
   Paul’s clinic—that’s what they called it now that he was in charge—had been one of several control rooms in the silo complex.  It was a poorly lit, dirty box seemingly hewn from ancient concrete and old rust.  The floor was covered with government-style linoleum—mostly.  Huge holes and paths were worn through the dull patterns, exposing blackened concrete beneath.  Whether the black in the concrete was a half-century of settled dirt or mold growing in a moist home, Paul tried not to think too much about it.
 
   The complex consisted of six Titan missile tubes, each bored a hundred feet or more into the earth, forty feet in diameter, and topped with concrete and steel doors three feet thick.  Steel blast doors at the bottom of each tube connected them to the complex’s curving tunnel system that led to the dorms, storage rooms, machinery, living quarters, shops, and control rooms—a room for everything a few dozen men required while securing the site, maintaining the missiles, and launching.  
 
   Paul had set the precedent during his first day of tenure that his clinic door would remain open.  One of the complex’s lower-level guards had stopped by and told him to close it.  Paul resisted and argued that no specific order from the Colonel required the door remain shut.  Paul didn’t know that for a fact, but he was hoping that the guard didn’t know either or the Colonel hadn’t had time to issue orders to that degree of detail.
 
   The guard groused.  The door remained open.  Within a day, every door in the silo complex except for those on the missile tubes and the detainee’s cages was left open.  It wasn’t a solution to the isolation Paul felt in his long hours underground, but it helped.
 
   Conversation was another salve at least when the volunteers, the guards, or Paul could bring themselves to talk about anything but the repressive circumstances, their loved ones who’d died, or the general state of decay in a world falling apart.  The rusty silo that surrounded them and the sporadic parade of bagged bodies bound for the pyres by the east fence put a damper on any hope, any smile.  Only the blackest of humor survived.
 
   The working hours were arduous.  Paul was responsible for seeing to it that each of the ninety-eight volunteers in silo K3 was processed twice weekly.  Paul had three machines and three beds in his clinic.  Each volunteer took forty-five to ninety minutes to process by the time Paul accompanied the guards into the silo—with list in hand—to drop off the three he’d just completed and collect another trio.  Then he had to hook each of them up, filter out a full bag of plasma, unhook them, bandage them, fill their plastic water bottles—they each had one—and give them a couple pieces of bread.  Paul had been told cookies were available at first, but those ran out.  Every luxury, no matter how minor, was in short supply.  
 
   Paul spent twelve to fourteen hours a day ferrying prisoners with the help of the guards and watching as machines slowly sucked liquid from veins and then pumped platelets back in.  
 
   As had become his habit, every night after Paul had crossed the day’s last name from his list and the last volunteer was locked away, he climbed the tall, rusty ladder out of the warren to spend his last hour breathing cold, late-autumn air while staring at the twinkling stars in the long smudge of the Milky Way spread across the night sky.  In the dark, the fence around the complex was nearly invisible.  Lights from the windows of the barracks were dim enough not to diminish his night vision.  Even the light pollution from Denver was severely reduced.  Maybe a third, maybe half of everyone once living there had died.  Those who hadn’t were forced into energy rationing.  Blazing porch lights and street lamps were luxuries for which the energy supply was too short to provide.
 
   Only the pyre by the east fence blazed brightly enough to hide the stars from Paul’s sight.
 
   “Not a very big fire over there tonight.”
 
   Startled, Paul turned toward the voice.  He hadn’t heard anyone else come out of the silo.
 
   “You’re that new guy on silo K3, right?”
 
   Paul nodded.
 
   Larry stepped up and extended a hand to shake.
 
   Paul looked at the hand but made no move to take it.
 
   Larry grinned, pulled his hand back, wiped it on his pants, and then tucked it in his pocket.  “Can’t get used to the rules, you know.”
 
   Paul perfunctorily smiled and looked back at the stars, hoping the guy would get the message.
 
   “I’m Larry Dean.  I pick up the blood from the clinics downstairs.”
 
   Paul knew who Larry was, though the two hadn’t spoken before.  Usually, Larry came into the clinic and picked up boxes of plasma when Paul was out with the guards dropping off and picking up volunteers from the silo.  Everyone had a job to do.
 
   “You’re Paul, right? I heard one of the guards call you that.”
 
   Paul confirmed but didn’t offer up his last name.  
 
   Larry stepped closer to Paul and took up a spot looking at the stars.  “Pretty.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “I never looked at ‘em much before.”
 
   Softening and starting to feel the comfort of a normal, casual conversation, Paul said, “It was easy to get caught up with everything.  We turned the night into day with electricity and lost sight of the sky in the trade.”
 
   Larry chuckled.  “You must be pretty smart.”
 
   Paul looked at Larry.  “How’s that?”
 
   “I don’t even think things like that.”
 
   “I’ve been out here a lot since they gave me the job in the clinic.  I’ve had lots of time to think.”
 
   “Time don’t matter.  I had lots of time too.  I don’t think that kinds of stuff.” Larry chuckled again.  “All I think about is when I’m gonna get laid again.  Government outlawed everything, seems like.”
 
   “Sex is against the law?”
 
   “Not exactly, but it might as well be.” Larry nodded vigorously.  “You can’t touch a stranger.  You can’t come within six feet.  Makes it kinda hard.”
 
   Paul nodded.  Of course, Larry was right.  He hadn’t thought in those terms at all.
 
   After a pause, Larry asked, “You got people on the outside?”
 
   Paul nodded.  Mentioning the two he’d lost was too painful, and Paul put a lot of effort into thinking about anything but Heidi and Austin.  Paul chose to evade by redirection.  “You?”
 
   Larry put on a long, sad face.
 
   Paul had seen the same face on nearly everyone when mention of families was made.  Everybody had lost loved ones.  
 
   “My sister and her husband both.”
 
   “Sorry.” Paul had said sorry so many times it had lost its meaning.
 
   “Six kids.”
 
   Paul shook his head, and he looked at the ground.  “That’s tragic.”
 
   “Oh no.” Larry perked up.  “Them kids, they’re all alive.”
 
   “All of them?” With hope in his eyes, Paul looked at Larry.  “Really?”
 
   Larry nodded with a sad smile and looked away.  He had something to hide.
 
   “What?” Paul asked.
 
   Larry shook his head and turned away again.
 
   “What?” Paul was curious.  “Did something bad happen?” Paul could relate to that.  He looked at his own feet.  “We’ve all done things that we might not be proud of, Larry.  Times are different now.  Don’t beat yourself up about it.” Paul wanted to kick himself.  He needed to accept that advice more than he needed to give it, but he couldn’t picture a future where he ever stopped kicking himself.
 
   “After my sister died, I took a job here because I wanted to help.” Larry shuffled around and looked toward the pyre starting to burn down.  “I knew it was dangerous.  People coming out here to work don’t last more than a month.  At least back at the beginning.  That’s what they said.”
 
   Paul acknowledged with a nod.
 
   “I didn’t care.” Larry looked back at Paul, guilt on his face.  “I didn’t want to raise them kids.  That scared me to death, more than working here I suppose.”
 
   “It’s not easy,” Paul confirmed.
 
   “They’re with my mom now.  The two older ones help.  They do most of it I guess.  My mom has a hard time getting around.”
 
   Paul didn’t ask what was wrong with the mother.  Larry looked to be in his forties and Paul guessed the mother was in her sixties or seventies.  At that age, all bad habits come home to roost in the form of health problems.  “I guess they’re staying quarantined in the house? Following all the rules?”
 
   Larry nodded.
 
   “Good.  I’m glad to hear the rules are working for somebody.”
 
   “It’s more than the rules.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   Larry swung an arm in a gesture that encompassed the whole fenced complex.  “You know what we do here, right?”
 
   Paul nodded.  “We provide plasma with Ebola antibodies from people who have recovered to people who are sick.” It was hard to say the next part without any sarcasm.  “We save lives.”
 
   “That’s what I thought when I came to work here.”
 
   That caught Paul’s attention.  “What do you mean? I don’t understand.”
 
   “I don’t think everybody who needs it gets the plasma.”
 
   Of course not.  Paul didn’t say that.  He couldn’t.  “There’s not enough for everybody, not yet.  Eventually, there will be.  There has to be.  It’s math.  The more people there are who’re cured, the more plasma can be harvested, and the more people will get what they need to help them beat the virus.  Then Ebola will be in the past, and they’ll let us all out of here to put our lives back together as best we can.”
 
   Larry grinned.  “Your head is chock full of big thoughts, isn’t it?”
 
   Paul looked back into the sky.  He had to tell himself something.
 
   “The system’s not fair.”
 
   Of course it wasn’t.  What system ever was? Paul shrugged.  “They have a system?”
 
   “They do.” Larry shook his finger at something imaginary off in the dark.  “The rules are on the Internet but they don’t follow them.  People get special treatment.  Soldiers, doctors, nurses, and such.”
 
   “Makes sense.” Paul put a question on his face.  “Doesn’t that make sense to you?”
 
   “Of course.” Larry was getting worked up.  “But politicians? Really? And people with a lot of money.  They get what they want.  They buy favors and get themselves to the head of the line.”
 
   “Really?” Paul didn’t want to believe it.  Those were exactly the kind of rumors and conspiracy theories that shortages bred, especially when the stakes were life or death.  But then again, when wasn’t that true?
 
   “I seen it with my own two eyes.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
   Larry pointed at a metal building adjacent to the camp’s front gate.  Paul had seen trucks backing up to the row of loading docks, emptying their cargo inside, and leaving with the doors closed.  The area was kept separate from the rest of the compound by a new-looking chain-link wall topped with coils of barbed wire.
 
   Larry said, “You seen me take the bags?”
 
   Paul nodded.
 
   “They give me a little gardening wagon that I haul around down in the silos, but it don’t do me no good.  Elevators don’t work yet.  I gotta haul each load in my backpack and take it inside the warehouse until it gets picked up for delivery.  Some of it, anyway.” Larry turned and pointed at the rows of barracks.  Most of it goes to the hospitals that way.  They try to bring everyone who’s infected real bad out here.  That way we can keep ‘em after we cure ‘em.  Then we harvest that stuff in their blood.”
 
   Of course, they weren’t keeping everybody in the camp.  That was impossible.  Paul didn’t contradict Larry, though he was interested in hearing what Larry had to say about where the plasma was going—if not to the Ebola victims in camp or to those assigned according to the rules listed online that Larry had told him about.
 
   Larry turned back toward the loading docks.  “Over here, there’s some guys come in four or five times a week before the truck comes to haul off the plasma for delivery to the other hospitals.  They always show up at the same time as a couple of officers from the camp.  They make me go outside so I don’t know what happens but when they let me back in, the guys are nowhere to be found, the officers are walking back to camp, and some of the inventory is gone.”
 
   Jumping to the first question that came to mind, Paul asked, “Who are these guys?”
 
   “Can’t say for sure.  I just know they represent some rich folks.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   Larry looked at the ground and shuffled his feet.  “Can’t say.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Larry shook his head.
 
   Paul got exasperated and snapped.  “What about the officers in camp? Which ones are they?”
 
   Larry pursed his lips closed and shook his head again.
 
   Paul huffed.  “Whatever.” He looked at the dimly glowing sky over Denver.
 
   “I used to work with a fellow back when I first started.” Larry scratched his chin and thought.  “Mel was his name.  He and me used to do this job together.  He first told me about what was happening.  He went to the Colonel, to tell him what was going on.”
 
   Paul waited for the answer.
 
   “He disappeared.  When I asked the guards where he went, a couple of them said he got Ebola.” Larry pointed at the barracks.  “Took him over there.  A week later, they brought me his stuff.”
 
   “Stuff?” Paul asked.
 
   “Billfold.  Watch.  Stuff like that.  They burned his body out by the fence the night before.”
 
   Paul looked at Larry, not wanting to believe the story, not because he didn’t think people were capable of it, but because he didn’t want to believe that his sweat was benefiting a corrupt few.  Paul started to pace, and the more he paced, the angrier he got because he grew more and more certain every word Larry was telling him was true.  His anger boiled into a shout.  “This is bullshit.”
 
   Of course, his anger helped him completely forget all the illegal things he’d done to skip to the head of the line to get a cure for himself.
 
   “Dude, keep your voice down.”
 
   Paul glanced around, not wanting to bring any unwanted attention.
 
   “You gotta keep this to yourself.”
 
   “Surely there’s something we can do.” Paul’s anger was still running.
 
   Larry looked over his shoulder, rubbed his chin, and then looked over his shoulder again.  “I did do something.”
 
   Paul leaned in close.  “What?”
 
   Larry rubbed his hands together and cast another long gaze around again before lowering his voice to a whisper.  “You gotta promise me if I tell you, you’ll never say a word about it to anybody.”
 
   Nodding, Paul asked, “What did you do?”
 
   “I got tired of being mad about it.  I sneaked some of the plasma out for my mom and she gave it to my nieces and nephews.”
 
   Paul stepped back, his mouth hanging open.  “That’s why they survived this long.”
 
   Larry sucked in his lips and nodded.
 
   “All of them?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   Paul thought about it for another moment and said, “Good for you, Larry.  You did the right thing.  Hell, I’m proud of you.”
 
   “Really?” Larry looked ashamed.  
 
   “I really am.” Paul stepped close to Larry and slapped him on the back.  “Hopefully nobody from the government is watching.”
 
   They shared a laugh.
 
   Paul stepped back to his spot five feet away.  “Frankly, Larry, I’ve done some pretty jacked-up stuff too.  I wish at least a little bit of it had turned out as well.”
 
   “Do you really mean that?”
 
   Paul’s smile went away, and he looked back at Larry’s face.  Paul gave him a certain nod.
 
   Larry said, “My nieces and nephews got lots of friends from their school that aren’t infected yet.  They don’t live in the good part of town, if you know what I mean.  They’ll be last in line when the Ebola cures come their way.  They’ll all be dead by then.”
 
   The thought of dead children hit him in the heart where the memory of his son still ached.  How could the world be so stupid as to let this happen? “If you’re talking about them taking the plasma preemptively, you know that’s a huge risk, right? Anybody who takes the plasma risks catching Ebola.  They might die.”
 
   “They will die if they catch Ebola and have to go to the hospital and wait in line.”
 
   Paul shook his head.  “Before they locked me in here, I’d heard about higher survival rates, therapies, even vaccines.”
 
   “C’mon,” said Larry.  “You know that’s government bullshit.  You seen it with your own eyes.  Everybody dies.” Larry coughed up a gob of spit.  “Nearly everybody dies.  But hey, man, I know you were just talkin’ a minute ago when you was askin’ if we could do something.  I know people say things they don’t mean when they get mad, you know.”
 
   “It wasn’t just talk.” Paul didn’t want to see himself as the kind of person who made empty statements.
 
   Larry shrugged.  “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “No.” Paul was firm even though he was still convincing himself.  “I’ll help.  If you need my help to save those kids, you can count me in.  I don’t know what I can do, but I’ll help.  I only have one request.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Be sure those kids and their parents, if they’re still alive, understand the risks.  They need to know this could kill them.”
 
   Nodding emphatically, Larry said, “Everybody understands the risks.  We tell ‘em anyway, but everybody understands.”
 
   Paul stopped.  “Who’s we?”
 
   Larry’s mouth opened for a second but nothing came out.
 
   Paul’s concern turned to suspicion.
 
   “I’d prefer not to say.” Larry looked over his shoulder again and shuffled on nervous feet.  I guess I can’t ask you to take a risk to help me if I don’t tell you everything.” He heaved a big sigh and bit his lip.  “It’s my brother Jimmy.  He’s on the outside.  We made arrangements with one of the truck drivers.  She’s got grandkids to help.  We’ve got nephews and nieces to help.  I get the plasma and give it to the trucker and she gets it to Jimmy.  That’s how we do it.”
 
   Nodding, Paul looked back at the entrance to the silo complex.  He made a guess.  “With all the changes in the system, with the Colonel keeping a tighter inventory on everything, you think there’s some way I can get you some plasma that the Colonel can’t track.”
 
   “Can’t do it alone anymore,” Larry admitted.
 
   “But every bag is accounted for, from the moment the empty bag arrives, until the moment it leaves.  They’re all barcoded.  If one disappears, they know when and where.  They scan them in at every point in the process.  You know that.” Paul scratched his head and put some thought into how to get around the system.
 
   “That’s why I got a supply of bags from the company that makes ‘em.” Larry grinned.  “They’re barcoded and everything.  They look just like the ones we use here in camp.  You can carry ‘em around, you can fill ‘em, I can take ‘em out, and nobody will ever know the difference as long as they never get scanned into the system.”
 
   Nodding, Paul said, “That could work except for one thing.  They assign me just enough bags each day for that day’s donors.  What will they say if I don’t take donations and send the bags back empty? They’ll get suspicious.”
 
   Larry pointed at the metal door that led into the silos.  “You know who you got down there, don’t you?”
 
   “Marazzi said they’re volunteer convicts.” Paul felt dirty just repeating Marazzi’s story because he knew in his heart it was bullshit.  “You know they cuff them when they’re not in their cells.  They even strap them down to the beds when I take the donations.”
 
   “That’s because they are dangerous criminals.  Murderers and rapists.”
 
   Larry leaned in close.  “Are those the kind of people you want to see survive this?”
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Paul.
 
   “You’ll have the extra plasma bags.  Let those guys donate an extra time a week.  Plug in two bags instead of one.  That’s all I’m saying.”
 
   “And if we take too much and they get sick—” Paul punctuated with a shrug.  Did he care what happened to murderers, rapists? What if Larry’s suggestion did lead to a death of one or two, how many more lives would be saved by their extra sacrifice? In truth, though, would three donations a week be much worse than two? Maybe four? No.  That was Paul’s answer.  Surely it wasn’t healthy, but he decided it wouldn’t kill them either.  Surely the safety margin for donating plasma had to be much higher, maybe five or six donations each week.  Maybe more.  Three might be fine.  Surely the extra donations would weaken the prisoners, but they didn’t do anything except sit in their cells and throw shit at each other all day long anyway.  Paul looked Larry in the eye.  “I’ll do it.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
   “I don’t understand.” Austin walked in the street beside Mitch.  He didn’t bother to look for cars coming up the road behind them.  Traffic was rare.
 
   “Olivia can’t get a plane to us,” said Mitch.  “The nearest place she can arrange a flight for the samples is a Marine base in Djibouti.”
 
   “Djibouti?” Austin knew the country by name only, but that was everything he knew about it.  He couldn’t even spell it.  “Where’s that?”
 
   “Up on the Horn.”
 
   “Sailor talk.” Austin chuckled.  “Where exactly is that? Is that the nub that sticks out of the side up by Saudi Arabia?”
 
   “You did know.” Mitch smiled.  “It’s unfortunately right next door to Somalia and right across the Red Sea from Yemen.  Not a good neighborhood.”
 
   “So are we going there?”
 
   “If we do, we can cut across Kenya and head up north through Ethiopia.”
 
   “How far is that?”
 
   “About seventeen hundred miles.”
 
   “That’s a long way.” Mitch let Austin around to the backside of the hospital to where the kitchen door faced the fields.  “You hungry?”
 
   Austin nodded.  He never turned food away anymore.  “What are you thinking?”
 
   “You need to decide,” said Mitch.  “That’s a long way to go with the way things are right now.”
 
   “But Dr. Littlefield says things are settling down.”
 
   Nodding, Mitch said, “Things are settling down around Mbale right now.  That might last, it might not.  It’s the same way in other places.  In Nairobi, when I was there, things were only getting worse.  Who knows what it’s like now? I think Dr. Littlefield is hoping all the bad guys killed each other off and we’ll have peace.  In my experience, that’s never the case.”
 
   Austin swung the door open to let Mitch pass into the kitchen.  They exchanged greetings with the women who were cooking.  Minutes later they were both sitting on the steps outside again, eating porridge.  
 
   “So you want to drive to Djibouti, right? Driving, that’s our only option.”
 
   “I’ll take the samples there.  Whether you come is up to you.”
 
   “Not Olivia?” Austin laughed.
 
   Mitch shook his head.  “She has her opinions about it, but she’s at Fort Gordon.  Let’s be honest, she doesn’t know what things are like here.  As long as we’re being honest, neither do you or I.  Seventeen hundred miles is a lot of Africa to cross.  Anything could happen along the way.”
 
   “Or nothing could happen,” said Austin.  “My biggest worry is how long it’ll take us to get there.  I don’t know what the roads look like between here and there, but up around Kapchorwa—and most of the roads I’ve seen around Mt.  Elgon—are dirt and mud.  Sometimes a swampy mud river.  You know, depending on how much rain fell lately.” 
 
   Mitch nodded, put a spoonful into his mouth, and talked as he chewed.  “Once you get an hour or two east of Kapchorwa you’re well into Kenya.  The road is paved.  It turns into regular highway before you get to Nairobi.”
 
   “I don’t think we should go through Nairobi,” said Austin.
 
   “We can skirt Nairobi on paved roads.  We’ll be rolling on asphalt all the way to the Ethiopian border.”
 
   “You’re sure about that?”
 
   Nodding, Mitch said, “I’ve driven a lot of it over the past few months.  Olivia put me in contact with Dr. Wheeler at the CDC.  He’s had me running all over East Africa gathering information for them.”
 
   “In Ethiopia?” Austin asked.  “What about the roads up there?”
 
   “The same.  Mostly paved.”
 
   “Hmm.” Austin refocused on his porridge.
 
   Mitch said, “You need to decide if you want to take the risk.”
 
   “What would you do?”
 
   “Don’t put this on me.” Mitch laughed.  “I’m going.  I can take care of myself, and I know there’s a risk if I go.  I know there’s a risk if I stay.  If the samples help us out back home, then I’ll take the risk.  It’s that simple.”
 
   “Then I’ll go, too.  When do we leave?”
 
   “We’ll get Dr. Littlefield to draw the samples and we’ll go.  I’ve got the truck gassed up and the cans are full.  I’ve got food and water.”
 
   “I better say my goodbyes.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21
 
   The nicest thing about Fastballer Bellingham’s former house was the main floor.  All the exterior walls were constructed of floor-to-ceiling glass panels, fourteen feet tall.  Columns supported the upper floors and negated the requirement for interior walls.  In any direction Najid looked he saw palms, tropical gardens, the blue sea, and white sand islands.  The first floor—and the second, for that matter—covered an area expansive enough that Najid could walk, or hobble, the circumference of the interior space for his exercise.  That would change as he became healthier and required a more vigorous exertion.
 
   Walking outside was off-limits both for him and his men.  It was his instruction that the island maintain its illusion of abandonment.  As such, he and Hadi lived in the house, as did six of his most trusted men.  The rest of his soldiers and the recruits from Firas Hakimi’s group—ones who had come in response to Hadi’s call—were living on an island on the other side of the manufactured archipelago, nearly a mile away.  Before the outbreak that island housed construction workers and support staff.  Placing the bulk of his men there hid them in plain sight.  The American satellites wouldn’t know the difference between a construction worker and a freedom fighter.
 
   Whether the images those satellites collected were being analyzed by murderous assassins at the CIA was another question, but not one Najid was willing to bet his life on to answer a second time.  Until America was dead, he needed to maintain his stealth.
 
   Walking slowly beside Najid in the air-conditioned shade of the first floor, Hadi said, “I’ve been trying to get information about Israel’s nuclear weapons.  Though everyone knows they exist, I can find no credible source who knows where they are located, let alone a person who might have access to them.”
 
   Najid was surprised by Hadi’s choice to explore Israel as a source for nuclear weapons.  
 
   Hadi continued cautiously, “I had been interested in the possibility of mounting an assault to capture the bombs.”
 
   “Good that you looked into it.  Keep trying.” Najid’s thoughts wandered to other problems.  Finding a nuclear weapon was only one that needed to be solved.  Getting the weapon from the source to the place where Najid needed to utilize it would present a host of obstacles.  Non-military airplanes were all but grounded.  Some airplanes crossing international borders were being shot down, putting more strain on international relations.  Ships crossing the oceans were becoming rare.
 
   “I may have a line on the Russian possibility,” said Hadi.  “I don’t know how good the source is.  I’m working on that.  We may be able to purchase them.”
 
   “Tell me more.”
 
   “A man who presents himself as a representative for a Russian general says he can acquire as many as ten nuclear weapons, all part of a Soviet-era R-36 missile.”
 
   “Ten from one missile?” Najid asked.
 
   “Yes, the missiles were designed to carry multiple warheads.  Each is cone-shaped and about the height of a man.”
 
   Najid didn’t care about such trivia.  He liked the idea of sending Russia’s bombs against her old enemies.  
 
   “The quantity of gold they are asking for is more than we have on the island.  It is a significant portion of what you have left in the bunkers at the Red Sea compound.”
 
   Like the decision to come to Dubai and pay too much gold for safe haven and the use of a doctor, Najid didn’t see the Russians’ price as a choice at all.  Given the nature of his struggle with America, he’d either win or die.  He had to spend all that was necessary.  “If you can arrange for the delivery I will pay their price.”
 
   “They say they can deliver to the Caspian Sea.”
 
   “Not on the Russian shore,” said Najid.  “In the center of the sea.  Select a set of GPS coordinates on the water.” Najid paused and looked at Hadi.  “Is the GPS system still working?”
 
   “Yes, for now it is.”
 
   “Good.  Make the arrangements to collect the gold.  Make this happen as quickly as you can.  See to it personally.  Go along on the mission.  The next time I see you, I’ll want you to have the weapons.”
 
   “I agree with you on the importance of this mission,” said Hadi, “I agree that without opposing requirements, it should be I who leads it.  If I go, how will the arrangements for delivering the nuclear weapons to the capitals of our enemies be made? How will the current physical locations of those government officials be found?”
 
   “This task is too important to be left to underlings,” said Najid.  “Too much wealth is involved.  If I put a zealot in charge, he will give his life trying but he will fail.  Complications will arise.  If I put an intelligent man in charge, he will see the temptation of the gold and rationalize a way to make it his.  Hadi, you are the only man both loyal enough and intelligent enough to succeed.”
 
   Hadi acquiesced with a nod.  
 
   “Leave as soon as possible.  Finalize your arrangements with the Russians on the way.  Call me daily with reports of your progress.”
 
   Hadi hurried off.  
 
   


  
 

Chapter 22
 
   Olivia walked the deserted hall, weaving back and forth for no reason at all.  She listened to her footsteps echo.  She thought about all the people who used to be in the hall at this time of morning, hurrying with computers, purses, coffee in hand, serious faces, deadlines to meet, problems to solve.  Now there was only her and a shiny floor leading to the elevators.
 
   She’d been up all night sifting through everything she could find about the conditions along the roads in Kenya and Ethiopia.  She wanted to find every spot of danger that might be lurking along the path Mitch was going to drive—or was already driving—if he and Austin had made it out of Uganda yet.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   Olivia looked up, embarrassed, but only a little.  “Good morning, Barry.”
 
   “You’re headed in the wrong direction.”
 
   “I need to go home and sleep.”
 
   Barry looked Olivia up and down as he came closer.  “I guess.  That’s what you were wearing yesterday.”
 
   “Does it matter anymore what I wear?”
 
   “You’re not losing it, are you?”
 
   Olivia stopped, drew a breath, and leaned against a wall.  “I’m not crazy but would it matter if I was?” She smiled.
 
   Barry laughed.  “I suppose not.  What was so important that you stayed all night?”
 
   “I had to beat my head on a wall.”
 
   Barry looked around to demonstrate the obviousness of that.  “That is most of what we do here.”
 
   “Seems like it,” Olivia agreed.  “I was trying to find intelligence on the roads.  Mitch and Austin left Mbale.  They’re headed for Djibouti.”
 
   “Is that good or bad?”
 
   “Impossible to know.” Olivia shrugged.  “One more bump on the roller coaster.  I swear to God, Barry.  When this is all past, I’m going to buy a farm in the hills and grow organic vegetables and raise rabbits and I’m not going to have a cellphone, and I’m going to throw my computer away.  I want a simple life.”
 
   “That’s the sleep deprivation talking.  You wouldn’t last a week.  You’d go crazy without something to figure out.”
 
   Olivia slid her back down the wall and squatted on her heels.  She rubbed her sleepy eyes.  “But it sounds wonderful.”
 
   “Yes, it does.”
 
   After spending a few moments staring at the pattern of light shining on the floor she turned her attention back to Barry.  “I’ve been so caught up in my personal crusade I haven’t asked, how’s that thing with Najid Almasi? You’re still in the loop on that one, right?”
 
   “Have to be,” said Barry with a one-shoulder shrug.  “Mortality rate plus absenteeism leaves me in a pretty spot for seniority.  I hate to say it, but I think if two more people die, I might be in charge, not just in our office, but of everything.” Barry laughed.
 
   Olivia laughed, too.  “That’s so wrong.”
 
   Still smiling, Barry said, “I know.”
 
   “How bad are things now?”
 
   “I usually ask you these questions.”
 
   “I’m afraid to look,” said Olivia.  “They aren’t numbers to me anymore.  They’re real people—an unimaginable number of real people.”
 
   “Fifty-four percent.”
 
   “Dead?”
 
   “In the US,” said Barry.  “We’ve lost fifty-four percent.”
 
   Olivia looked up at Barry.  She didn’t know if her eyes were red from the long night or the tragic statistics.  “Is it going to be just like Africa?”
 
   Shaking his head, Barry said, “Our infection rate is declining.  Our mortality rate is declining.”
 
   “Because everybody’s dead?” Olivia tried to make a terrible joke of it, but what came out was a hideous sound that matched exactly the emotion she’d been trying to mask.
 
   “No, the programs are working.  They’re helping.  Projections are that we’ll suffer sixty-five to seventy-five percent.”
 
   Olivia nodded, thankful Barry hadn’t said the word dead to finish his sentence.  But it didn’t matter.  She was thinking it.
 
   “You want me to drive you home?”
 
   Olivia shook her head.  “I’ll walk.” She looked toward a window way down at the end of the hall.  “I’m only right over there, close to the PX.”
 
   “Go home,” Barry ordered.  “Come back later if you want.  Come back tomorrow if that’s better.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 23
 
   Nametags? 
 
   Why was there now a requirement to wear nametags? 
 
   Why not? 
 
   Names drape a thin veil of fake friendship between strangers and those who might just as well push the other out of a moving car.  Or who might drain a pint of blood and inch someone closer to their death.
 
   Paul stopped fidgeting with his new nametag and sat in his chair, wishing he had a book to read or a television to watch.  He wanted a computer with an Internet connection so he could know what was going on in the world.  He wanted a cellphone so he could call Olivia.  He was worried about her and figured she had to be worried about him.  Of course she was.
 
   The question that arose lately, but one repressed every time it came to mind was: Is Olivia still alive?
 
   He’d been officially detained maybe three or four weeks ago with no communication since.  That was part of the camp’s policy, to keep its location secret, to keep every detail about its purpose and process secret—at least to keep it out of general knowledge.  As one of the Colonel’s officers explained it to Paul on one of the dozens of times he’d begged for the use of a phone to call out, the government needed to keep the camp dark and quiet.  If word got out, riots would follow, between the families of people who needed the plasma but didn’t get it, and those who rightfully feared the virus would overrun the camp.
 
   Secrecy was a necessity.
 
   Paul was on his third trio of drainees—the word he used when he thought of them in his internal dialogue.  For some reason, it was less repugnant than the word volunteers.  It was honest.  He’d just eaten his lunch—rice and beans—and was looking at a box of a dozen empty bags that had been left in his clinic by Larry.  Paul shook his head as thoughts of Larry blundered through.  Larry was a knucklehead.  That was the word that prefaced every thought of Larry.
 
   Larry talked slow.  He used poor grammar on a limited vocabulary.  He fidgeted like a third grader and had poor oral hygiene.  He fit a stereotype in Paul’s mind, and Paul had a hard time imagining Larry outside the bounds of that stereotype.
 
   But Larry had a good heart.  He wanted to help all those kids.  He had been helping those kids while Paul had been bickering and feeling sorry for himself.  Somehow, stereotypical Larry was the better man.
 
   And what did that make Paul?
 
   He had no answer.
 
   He stared at the bags some more.  
 
   He looked at his charges, all strapped down, all with veins spliced into plastic tubes, joined to plasmapheresis machines.  One was nearly done.  Paul didn’t know their crimes.  One was covered with sloppy tattoos and had scars on his face.  That one fit into Paul’s stereotype of a prisoner.  He was probably some gangbanger and murderer who’d been in jail his whole adult life and half of his childhood.
 
   The drainee lying in the bed next to the gangbanger was a woman who’d had a hard, hard life.  She had mean eyes and an excessively wrinkled face that didn’t match an otherwise youthful physique.  More than once she’d offered Paul sex in trade for vague favors she never defined.  She was brutally insistent and always offended when Paul chose not to indulge.  “But you can do it right here in front of them,” she’d say.  “I don’t mind.” She’d finish with a lecherous smile like she hoped maybe Paul might free the other two drainees from their bonds to help with the chore of bringing the witch to pleasure.  Wanda The Wench.  That was Paul’s name for her.  Though he saw her real name twice weekly on his sheet and saw it stenciled on her shirt, he refused to learn it.
 
   Thankfully, today Wanda was quiet and staring at the ceiling.
 
   Paul thought more about the minor atrocity he was committing of draining a pint of life out of each of the underprivileged underclass of untouchables who lived in the squalor of the cages in the silos.  But he knew he was saving lives.  He knew he wasn’t harming the detainees, not in any permanent way.  How many times did he need to sell the argument to himself before he finally bought it? 
 
   Hell, on the outside, people sold their plasma for a few bucks to apply to purposes so much less noble.  The donation centers sat along the highways and advertised on billboards.  It was big business.  Donating plasma for a twenty wasn’t new to any of the drainees.  Paul was sure of that.
 
   Still, Paul was stealing for the state with no regard for their health beyond regularly injecting them with something to keep the cattle producing.
 
   It was a confusing mess of confliction that never settled.
 
   And Paul had a box of Larry’s bags, waiting to be filled.
 
   Would filling those bags make any difference to Paul? If what he was doing was already a sin, would another dozen bags of plasma to save innocent lives also be a sin? 
 
   Or would they be a down payment on forgiveness? 
 
   Or was Paul wallowing in guilt and grief over his losses and letting that permeate all he did, turning every action into second-guessed, manufactured transgressions?
 
   “Mister Cooper?”
 
   Paul looked up.  The quiet kid with the brown skin and the black hair was looking at him with his empty eyes.
 
   Empty eyes?
 
   Where did that even come from? The kid stared a lot.  He’d never said anything before.  Not one word that Paul could remember.  Now he wanted something.
 
   The kid’s words had kickstarted Wanda’s mouth.  “I got something for you today, Paul.  You’ll like it too.  I’ve been playing with it all morning.  It’s slippery.”
 
   Paul stared at the box and pretended not to hear.  
 
   Wanda said a few more things and then went quiet.
 
   The machine next to the gangbanger chirped.  His plasma bag was full.  The machine chirped again, the second of a series that would end only when Paul turned it off and pulled out the bag.
 
   Still, Paul stared.
 
   “Mister Cooper.”
 
   Chirp.
 
   Paul didn’t have to start now.  Hell, he didn’t have to start today, not if he didn’t want to, not if he wasn’t ready.  But he’d told Larry he would fill the bags as soon as Larry was able to provide them.  Paul wanted to help Larry save those kids.
 
   Chirp.
 
   But something wasn’t right.
 
   “Mister Cooper.”
 
   Chirp.
 
   Given all that he’d done.  What were a few bags of plasma?
 
   Nothing.
 
   Chirp.
 
   “Holmes, I’m done.” Everything the gangbanger said sounded like an insult.
 
   And Paul took it that way.  
 
   Chirp.
 
   Paul snatched a bag out of Larry’s box and walked over to the gangbanger’s machine.  He pushed a button to turn off the chirping.  He removed the full plasma bag and attached the empty bag as he reset the machine.
 
   “What are you doing, Holmes?”
 
   Paul didn’t answer.  He finished his work, picked up a bottle of water, and put it in the gangbanger’s hand.  “You’ll need to drink this.”
 
   The gangbanger glared at Paul.  His hands were strapped down.  He couldn’t drink from the bottle if he’d wanted to.
 
   “Suit yourself.” Paul took the plastic bottle back sat it on a shelf.  “If you get too dehydrated it’ll take longer.” 
 
   Wanda’s machine started chirping, and Paul grabbed one of Larry’s black-market bags and repeated the process of hooking up the second bag.  When he was done and the kid’s machine was chirping, he held the bottle of water up to Wanda’s mouth.  She plugged it with her tongue and then opened her mouth wide and simulated fellatio on the bottle.
 
   “Drink.”
 
   Wanda’s mean eyes looked at Paul and she moaned.
 
   Paul yanked the bottle out of her mouth, spilling water on her shirt as he pulled it away.
 
   Her temper flared.  “Why the second bag, Paul?”
 
   “New policy.” Paul didn’t give her another look.  He pushed a button on the machine to start draining another helping of her plasma and he walked over to the brown-skinned boy.
 
   He went to work on the machine.  
 
   “Mister Cooper.”
 
   Paul froze.  He looked at the kid.  “How do you know my last name?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 24
 
   Paul glanced at his nametag.  He looked at the kid reclined on the dirty sheets with an unspoken question on his face.  Paul snorted and went back to his work.  Of course, the kid guessed his last name.  Paul’s face had been all over the news, part of the price for his mistakes.
 
   “You’re Austin’s dad.”
 
   Paul connected the bag and reset the machine.  
 
   “I’m Salim Pitafi.  Do you remember me?”
 
   The name was familiar.  The kid looked familiar but then again, he looked like any of the unshaven faces in the cages in silo K3.  No, that wasn’t accurate.  Many of the men wore full beards.  Some like Salim wore little more than peach fuzz.  
 
   “I went to high school with Austin.”
 
   “Austin’s dead.” Paul crossed the room toward his waiting chair.
 
   “He’s not.”
 
   Paul froze.  His fists clenched, though he made a conscious choice to relax them.  He wasn’t going to beat a kid who was strapped to a bed, but he would take his temper for a spin.  He turned on Salim and marched the few paces back.  “Be quiet.”
 
   Salim flinched but kept Paul’s eye.
 
   Paul did nothing while he stood over Salim, trying to straighten out the thoughts and emotions competing for primacy in his choice of what to do next.  
 
   He didn’t like it when his rational brain clicked off and he followed his emotions to all the bad places they had to lead him.  He’d been too far down that road too many times.
 
   Paul walked back to his chair and sat down.  He tuned out the gangbanger’s insults, Wanda’s suggestions, and Salim’s stories.  Paul stared at the floor, lost himself in his regrets, and felt sad when a memory came to him he hadn’t gone looking for.  
 
   Paul was taking Austin to school on his first day of kindergarten all those years ago.  Austin wore baggy shorts and a striped shirt that was nearly big enough to be a dress.  He carried a backpack and a colorful little lunch box.  Paul kissed that little boy and watched him walk toward the school doors, as his son turned every few steps to look back and grin.  But that little boy grew up, went to Uganda, and suffered alone in a grass hut surrounded by incompetent doctors and people who didn’t have the time in their shitty third-world lives to befriend a dying boy.
 
   And that’s where Paul’s thoughts always led, to anger that made him hate people he’d never met for things he’d imagined they’d done.
 
   It was all wrong.
 
   He wished he could have been at Austin’s side when he died.  He wished he could have done at least that much.
 
   He thought of Heidi and how he’d found her body on their dining room floor and he wished he could have been there, too, though his fantasy involved death of a different sort.  Paul wanted to kill the men who’d murdered Heidi.  It was his favorite daydream.  Every time it came to mind, he imagined the different way he’d come into the house to catch those bastard, rat-brained shits.  Sometimes, he’d have his AR-15 in hand and he’d shoot them until his thirty-round magazine was empty and they’d danced like marionettes as the rounds propped their dying bodies up.  Just like in the movies.  Sometimes he’d have a kitchen knife and he’d stab and slice while they cried for mercy.  Other times, his fists would pound the life out of them.  
 
   All those daydreams ended in regret.  Heidi was dead and Paul was alive with the guilt of his mistakes.
 
   The chirping started again.  
 
   Paul robotically stood up, waded through the gangbanger’s insults, and detached the drainee from the machine.  He wiped away the blood at the crook of the gangbanger’s elbow and put on a wad of cotton and a bandage.  Paul repeated the activity with Wanda.
 
   When Paul went to work beside the last bed, Salim said, “I saw him in Kapchorwa.”
 
   Paul turned on the brown-skinned boy.  He leaned down close and growled, “If you say one more word about my son, I’ll keep you in here all day and drain you dry.  Your body will be burning in the pile by the fence by sunset.  So shut the fuck up.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 25
 
   Larry giggled when he saw the pile of bags bulging with yellowish plasma, a big harvest from Paul’s clinic.  
 
   Paul tried to understand the giggle.  He knew Larry had to be happy with the results of Paul’s efforts to save all those children.  Still, giggling? Paul wrote it off to Larry’s quirky backwoods personality.  Not everyone could be sophisticated.
 
   With so much plasma to haul, Larry was going to have to make a few trips.  Paul, being finished for the day, decided to violate protocol and help Larry out.  He’d come to learn that the guards mostly didn’t care what happened as long as the volunteers were secure and Sergeant Marazzi didn’t yell.  Besides, the guards were used to seeing Paul head up the ladder at the end of the day to watch the stars.  They, of course, were used to seeing Larry coming up and down the ladder all day long schlepping plasma.
 
   So, Paul hauled a backpack through the tunnel and then up the ladder behind Larry.  
 
   No questions were asked.  No suspicions were raised.
 
   Once at the surface, Larry didn’t linger.  He hurried toward the warehouse carrying both bags.
 
   Just as well.  Paul was in no mood to talk.  His run-in with Salim Pitafi had eaten at his mood since, leaving prickly crumbs of tormenting doubts that wouldn’t leave him alone.
 
   Kapchorwa.
 
   How did Salim know the name of that place? Did Paul ever mention it in an interview? No.  Paul knew the name of the little village when he heard it, but it was such an odd word to say in English.  It always left him with an open mouth trying to recall how the syllables fit together.  Had Heidi revealed the name of the town where Austin had been teaching? What if she had? How did this Salim Pitafi kid know? What was his game?
 
   Silo K3 was full of prison volunteers.  They were burglars and murderers, pedophiles and embezzlers.  Not one of those child beaters and prostitutes had chosen to become infected simply to turn a new leaf as good citizens.  They were all guinea pigs bullied into their new life by a government showing a ruthless face in its struggle to survive.  Unrepentant livestock.
 
   So what was Salim? A con man?
 
   Could he be who he said he was?
 
   It didn’t make sense.  How would a punk kid like him find his way back from Africa in the middle of a pandemic when every country with a measure of sense had shut down their borders?
 
   Still, Kapchorwa.
 
   The word demanded an explanation.
 
   Paul worried over that explanation.  He knew if he listened to Salim’s bullshit, he might believe it.  And it had to be bullshit.
 
   He cut short his communion with the stars and returned through the complex’s entrance.  He hurried down the ladder leading to the main level, barely acknowledged the guards, and hustled through the warren of wide, curved hallways until he came to the steel door at the base of the silo containing the strain type K drainees.  
 
   “I need to go inside.”
 
   The two guards at the door shared a look.  “I thought you were done for the night.”
 
   “I am,” answered Paul.  “I need to talk to one of them.”
 
   “Can’t wait ‘til tomorrow? I don’t want to open the door and let the stink out again.”
 
   Paul shook his head.  “Tonight.  Tomorrow.  What does it matter? We’ve got nothing to do down in this hole either way.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter to you.  You’ll be down in your clinic.  You won’t smell it all night long like we will.” The guard shared a look of silent discussion with his comrade, stood up, heaved the heavy door open, and looked at Paul.  “Don’t let any of them out of their cages.”
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   “Why would you go inside to talk with one in the middle of the night? You spend all day in your lab with these bastards.  Don’t you hear enough of their shit?”
 
   “I ignore them and read most of the time.  I just need to go inside and talk.”
 
   “Suit yourself.”
 
   The guard pushed the steel door open wide enough for Paul to pass inside.
 
   “I’ll leave it open until you come back down but if you don’t hurry I’m shutting it, and you can sleep in there.”
 
   “Thanks.” Paul started up a rickety steel ladder welded into the framework of stacked cages and catwalks, careful to keep his hands close to his pockets even though he did have gloves on.  
 
   Most of the detainees on the first two levels of cages were quiet, keeping to themselves or talking softly with those in the adjacent cages.  It was late.  Many were already sleeping.
 
   At the third level, the gangbanger with the scarred face chided Paul as he passed.  “What’s a matter Count Dracula? You still hungry?”
 
   Paul ignored him by looking in the other direction.  He saw Wanda reaching through a gap between her cage and the next to pleasure a man who seemed perfectly proud that everyone in the cages around would hear the nuances of his satisfaction.
 
   Paul climbed up.
 
   One prisoner was scratching his skin into a quiltwork of open sores and scabs.  One was talking emotionally to a person who wasn’t there.
 
   Paul stepped onto the catwalk that serviced all the cages on level seven and took a moment to look down through the monkey-bar gridwork of steel supports, platforms, cages, and ladders, crisscrossing the space all the way to the floor.
 
   One of the detainees, a man with shifting eyes and a long beard jumped off the floor of his cage, grabbed the chain-link mesh and started screaming while he rocked his body in violent jerks.  His cage creaked with each thrust of his weight.  Paul felt the jerks through the metal catwalk under his feet.
 
   Other men joined in the call and similarly mounted the walls of their cages.
 
   In a matter of seconds, most of the volunteers were swaying in their cages and metal was straining all around.  Salim didn’t participate.  He remained sitting, motionless.
 
   The catwalk moved.  The sensation was disconcerting.  
 
   Disgusted by what might be on the handrails, but worried about balance, Paul put his hands on the rails as he proceeded.  Once he came to Salim’s cage, he grabbed hold with both hands to keep himself steady.  
 
   The screamers were syncing their rhythm and the metal structure swayed with a grind of embedments pulling out of the silo’s concrete walls.
 
   Taking a quick look at the ladder, Paul put a panicked thought to work on calculating how fast he could get down to the bottom and out the door.
 
   The metal structure swayed again and slammed one wall with a clang that rang through Paul’s feet and hands.  The prisoners erupted in celebration and the whole structure vibrated with their jumping and throwing themselves at the walls of their cages.
 
   “You don’t need to worry.”
 
   Paul turned to Salim, who’d stood up on the other side of the metal barrier to face him.
 
   “They do this every night.  Usually a couple of times.  It all falls apart when they hit the wall.”
 
   Paul surveyed the rickety structure.  “This thing could collapse.”
 
   “And if it does?” Salim shrugged.
 
   Paul’s brow furrowed at the nihilistic response.  “You don’t care if you die?”
 
   Salim looked away, found something in the darkness that was his answer, and looked back at Paul with defiance.  “Why are you here? Are you going to take me down and drain me dry?” 
 
   Paul shook his head and felt shame for having threatened the kid.  And he was a kid.  He indeed could have been one of Austin’s classmates.  
 
   “You don’t remember me?”
 
   Paul shook his head again.
 
   “I used to come to your house to play video games with Austin.  I’ve had dinner at your table five or six times.”
 
   “Was I there?” 
 
   “You were usually on business trips and stuff.  You never paid much attention to me when I was around.”
 
   Paul felt guilty about that even as he wondered whether Salim was lying.  He often didn’t bother to learn Austin’s friends’ names, let alone remember what they looked like.  Why had he done that, he wondered? Was he that caught up in his work or was it that he didn’t care about Austin’s friends as long as they looked like normal kids with decent manners.
 
   “Mrs. Cooper made us those homemade ravioli one time.” Salim ran a tongue over his lips.
 
   Most of Paul’s doubts evaporated.  How could Salim know about the ravioli unless he’d been there? That’s not the kind of thing that anybody could find out after the fact.  Paul took a big step towards belief.  He took a deep breath to clear his head.  “Tell me what you know about Kapchorwa.”
 
   “So you believe I was there?”
 
   “I’m listening.” The implication was mostly true.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 26
 
   After listening to Salim’s circuitous stories for nearly an hour while the silo settled down and mostly went to sleep, Paul started down the ladders.  
 
   He needed time to think, to put the pieces together?
 
   Salim’s story was a mix of true things and falsehoods.  Some of the lies were easy to spot.  Some of them sounded true but defied logic.  On the whole, Paul only knew he’d heard a meandering pastiche of truths and lies that left him with no way to tell for sure which was which.
 
   As he worked his way down, questions came to mind, ones he’d have to ask the next time he had the kid in his clinic.  Why was this unnamed aid group that Salim was a member of in Kapchorwa? Why were there so many of them? Well, that was a lie that fell apart as quickly as it had been told.  Salim’s count of coworkers drifted all over the place.  Was it a handful or a hundred? Why did they have to leave after the fire? Why not take Austin with them when they went? How did Salim get out of Africa so fast and why didn’t he report to someone that Austin was still alive?
 
   Paul had a headache.  He wanted to make his way to his thin-mattressed donation beds to get some sleep but with all the thoughts swirling in his head about Salim and Austin, he doubted he would.
 
   “Dracula.” It was little more than a whisper.
 
   Paul glanced at the gangbanger but didn’t change his direction or slow his feet.
 
   “Man, don’t ignore me like I’m nothing.”
 
   Paul stopped and glared.  “What?”
 
   The gangbanger looked up.  “What were you and Brownie whispering about up there?”
 
   Paul shook his head and turned away.
 
   “Wait.  I have information.”
 
   Derisively amused, Paul turned with an insulting smile on his face.  “Sure you do.  I’m sure everyone in here has a story about my dead son.  Is that the game? One of you assholes found something out, and now everybody has a story.”
 
   “No.  I don’t know nothin’ about your son.  I want to make a trade.”
 
   “I’m sure you do.” Without having consciously chosen, Paul was walking toward the gangbanger’s cell.
 
   “I know something you need to know.”
 
   “Fine.  What do you want?”
 
   Waving Paul within range of his whisper, the gangbanger said, “You need to help me get out of here.”
 
   Paul spun around and stepped away.  “No chance.”
 
   “Wait.  Wait.”
 
   The pleading stopped Paul.
 
   “Don’t go.”
 
   Paul turned and walked back within whisper range.  “Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t get you out.  Even if you got out, you wouldn’t get past the guards.  Even if you got past the guards, you’d never get past the perimeter.” Paul pointed up.  “The Army has machine gun nests outside the base with their guns pointed in.  They’ll shoot anything that goes over the fence.  Hell, maybe I should help you get out.”
 
   “Good.  Now we’re talking.”
 
   “No.” Paul was not letting a rapist or murderer or whatever he was out of his cell.
 
   “You would if you knew what I was going to tell you.”
 
   “You’re wasting my time.”
 
   “Okay.” The gangbanger’s words were quick, his tone pleading.  “A favor then.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t know.  We’ll decide later.  You just have to agree.”
 
   Paul sighed.  This was worse than dealing with a two-year-old.  He never should have stopped.  “I’ll do you a favor, but I’ll veto anything I think is dangerous to anybody.  You got that?”
 
   The gangbanger stepped away from the door of his cage and pretended to think about it for a minute.  “Okay.” He motioned with his eyes toward the cells above.  “Brownie and all those others up there, you know what they’re in for?”
 
   “Does it matter? They’re all convicts like you.”
 
   The gangbanger put on a hurt face.  He looked at the tattoos on his arms and showed them off.  “You think just because I look like this I’m a thug.”
 
   Paul shrugged, not committing to an answer.
 
   “You think because I was in jail and because I’m a Mexican-American I’m guilty.  Yeah whatever, Holmes.  I’m innocent.”
 
   “Yeah.” Paul rolled his eyes.  “I’m sure everybody here says that, but none of us is innocent.  At least be honest about that.”
 
   “Exactly right.  We’re all tokens in a for-profit prison system.  Corporations make money from keeping people like me in a cage.  That’s why I was in jail.  That’s why I’m here now.”
 
   “Yeah.” Paul sighed to demonstrate his boredom.  “I’m sure it had nothing to do with you breaking the law.”
 
   “I made a few mistakes but I paid for ‘em.” The gangbanger took on a righteous air.  “Now I’m here because somebody makes money on me.  It’s that simple.  It’s the same reason they volunteered us to take that Ebola drug, to make more money off us.”
 
   “You have immunity.” Paul was offended.  This guy got for free what Paul had gone to a lot of trouble and paid a high price for.  
 
   “You know how many of us died after the injection?”
 
   “What?” The question made it out of Paul’s surprised mouth before he had a chance to stop it.  “Died? Why would any of you die? You were given plasma to build up your immune system.  It was like a vaccination.”
 
   The gangbanger laughed angrily.  “Is that what you tell yourself when you put your head on the pillow at night? It ain’t right.  The doctors came into my block and injected us all.  The guards held us down.  We didn’t have no choice.  My block had eighty-three guys on it.  Seven of us lived.  The rest bled and suffered.  They didn’t give us no medical care to speak of.  They just injected us and waited.” The gangbanger grabbed the cage from his side and his arms flexed under the strength of his grip.  “They cried all night.  They called out.  Tough guys doing life for the shit they done.  Mean guys.  The whole place stank of bloody shit.”
 
   Paul saw the picture in his mind but didn’t want to hear.  He feebly offered a response.  “You should be thankful.  You’re going to live through the epidemic.”
 
   “No, I’m not.” All of the gangbanger’s anger was gone.  He was resigned.  “You’ll drain me until I die.  You’ll see.”
 
   Shaking his head at the unfounded accusation coming so close to the truth in his heart, Paul couldn’t come up with a response.
 
   “Ain’t nobody leaving this place alive.” The gangbanger ran out of steam, as if he had no more words.  “Go if you want to.”
 
   Paul stood in silence for a moment, looking at the metal floor.  “You said you had some information.”
 
   The gangbanger pointed up.  “None of those guys up on seven and eight were in prison.”
 
   That confused Paul.  “How’d they get here then?”
 
   “Terrorists.”
 
   “What?” Paul’s skepticism was back in full force.
 
   “All arrested as terrorists or some shit.  Maybe the police just picked up all the Muslims they could find.  I don’t know.  I’m just sayin’ that’s what I heard.”
 
   “Terrorists?” Paul’s mind started to spin.  He’d read a million rumors on the Internet before the police had brought him to the Ebola farm.  He’d heard a thousand news reports and one thing was certain, plenty of people were blaming the epidemic on a cadre of infected terrorists coming out of Africa.  The government denied it all, but arrests of Muslims ramped up faster than anyone had believed it could in a Western democracy.
 
   And that’s how it all fit together.
 
   If all of those terrorist rumors were true, then that was a story that could tie all of the broken bits of Salim’s story together.  He had been one of those terrorists in Africa, becoming infected exactly where Paul’s son had contracted the disease.
 
   Salim was a terrorist, and he was responsible for the deaths of more people than would fit into Paul’s imagination.
 
   Paul didn’t know whether the gangbanger was ever going to see sunshine again, but he did know one thing in that moment.  Salim Pitafi wouldn’t.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 27
 
   Austin woke to Mitch nudging him on the shoulder.  “I’m awake.” He lifted his head off the window.  
 
   Mitch pushed a bottle of water into Austin’s hand.  “Drink that.”
 
   The truck was idling but sitting at an angle with the driver’s side tires on the asphalt and the passenger side tires in a shallow ditch.  Austin straightened up in his seat, unlatched the seatbelt, and yawned.  “You made it all night.  You were supposed to wake me.”
 
   “I was doing fine.” Mitch gulped down some water from a plastic bottle that matched Austin’s.
 
   Leaning his head back against the window, Austin gazed blearily across a rolling plain of green grasses and trees that turned to jagged ridges and mountainous cliffs below white-capped crags.  Zebras grazed nearby.  Elephants loitered in the distance.  “Where the hell are we? Is that snow up there?”
 
   “Yeah.” Mitch pointed at the mountain.  “We’re still in Kenya, maybe fifty miles north of Nairobi.  That’s Mt.  Kenya there.”
 
   “Lots of wildlife.”
 
   “It’s a national park.  They’re protected.”
 
   By whom? There’s nobody left.  Austin didn’t say that.  He drank some more water and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes.  “You could have woken me up.  I’d have split the driving with you.  I didn’t sleep worth a crap anyway.” 
 
   “I would have wakened you if I didn’t feel up to it.”
 
   Austin looked around.  “I need to take a leak.”
 
   Mitch’s eyes stayed on the empty road ahead.  “I haven’t seen anyone or anything for miles.” He looked left and right.  “No trees close by.  We’re safe.  That’s why I picked this place to stop.”
 
   Austin opened the door.  A brisk, clean wind blew into the truck, shoving the warm, stale air out and sending a shiver up Austin’s spine.  He stepped out of the truck and reached back inside for his AK-47.  Clearly, he and Mitch were the only people for miles, but Austin kept telling himself that he didn’t want to be caught unarmed again.  He walked a ways out into the grass and did his business as Mitch came up a few paces away and took care of his necessities.
 
   Austin zipped up and rubbed his hands uselessly on his filthy pants.  “Seventeen hundred miles to Djibouti.  How many do you think we made last night?”
 
   “Maybe three hundred.”
 
   Austin drew in a deep breath, smelled the air, and savored the feel of the breeze on his skin.  He asked himself why he was leaving Africa.  It was starting to become part of him.  “You going to sleep while I drive this morning?”
 
   “Yeah.” Mitch walked to the back of the truck and opened the rear door.  He shuffled through the supplies.  “You want to get something to eat?”
 
   Austin took in another lingering gaze at the snowy mountains with the elephants and zebras incongruously below.  It didn’t fit his preconceptions, but one thing he’d learned during his first trip out of the country was that many, many things didn’t fit his apparently provincial view of the world.  He headed over to get himself some food.
 
   Mitch was munching on some nuts when Austin walked up.  “Get all you need for breakfast—lunch too if you want.  With any luck, I’ll sleep until sometime this afternoon.  I don’t want to stop.”
 
   “Right.” Austin searched around in the big cooler.  “Not for anything?”
 
   “Don’t drive too fast.  Keep it around forty-five, or sixty, or maybe eighty kilometers per hour if the road is clear and safe in front of you.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   Mitch stepped out into the road and looked both ways.  “I had to work around some roadblocks last night.” Mitch pointed north.  “This is the main highway going to Ethiopia.  It’s good road most of the way.  All paved.” He rubbed his tired eyes.  “Never know what you’ll come across.  And we’re bound to come across something.”
 
   Austin walked out into the center of the long, flat road and watched it disappear into the horizon.  “If I see anything I’m not one-hundred-percent cool with, I’ll wake you.”
 
   Mitch nodded a few too many times as if trying to convince himself that driving in shifts was a good idea.  
 
   “It’ll be cool.” Austin smiled and smacked Mitch on the back for reassurance.  “There’s not a lot out here.”
 
   Mitch looked at Austin with an expression of mild disappointment.
 
   Austin laughed.  “Trust me.  I know danger lurks.  Just because we can’t see people doesn’t mean they aren’t out there.  Everybody is afraid of everybody right now.  Besides, you know what I’ve been through.  I’ll stay on my toes.  Driving in shifts is the only way we’re going to get the samples there before they deteriorate too much to be useful.”
 
   Mitch headed for the passenger side of the truck.  “And keep an eye out for anything that looks like it might be a good place to get some gas.” He knocked on one of the gas cans strapped to the roof.  It sounded full.  “We’ve got plenty, but not enough to get all the way there.  We have to scrounge the rest.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 28
 
   An hour into Mitch’s nap the countryside changed from wild savannah to cultivated fields dotted with houses in clusters and by themselves.  Not long after, the houses grew more closely spaced and looked like the outskirts of a town—Nanyuki, or so a sign said.  Mt.  Kenya still towered to the southeast.  At seventeen thousand feet tall, coupled with their slow progress, Austin figured it’d be visible in the rearview mirror for most of the day.
 
   When they drove past a big sign with a black silhouette of the African continent on a yellow background marking the point where the Equator passed through town, Austin had the useless and nostalgic urge to stop and get a picture.  Perfect Facebook fodder for his friends.  How many of them had ever crossed the Equator? None.
 
   Worse.  Most wouldn’t.  Not ever.  A significant fraction was likely dead.  Many might currently be lying on soiled mattresses sweating out blood as their innards liquefied.  Austin put the thoughts out of his mind.  He’d seen too many deaths in person, holding hands of the dying, smelling death, seeing it drip, hearing how it sounded in the voices of those soon to breathe their last breath.  Austin didn’t need to feel more pain for people he might never see again.
 
   And how many more would die? It had been months since Austin and Rashid had shared a boda ride from Mbale to Kapchorwa to find that village sick.  Now, the airborne strain was around the globe.  
 
   Damn you, Najid Almasi.
 
   How many people were going to die before it all ended? 
 
   At least he and Mitch had the samples in the truck.  The strain of Ebola in those samples only killed twenty percent.
 
   Only.
 
   Austin was darkly amused at the sad truth of what now passed for optimism.  Only twenty percent dead.  
 
   But twenty percent was so much better than what Austin had seen in Kapchorwa initially where nearly everyone had died.  That strain of Ebola could drive humanity to the point of extinction.  A twenty-percent death rate truly was optimistic.
 
   Austin nudged Mitch awake.  “It looks like there’s a gas station up ahead.”
 
   Mitch straightened up in his seat and took a second to orient himself.  “Where are we?”
 
   “Nanyuki.” Austin looked back and forth at houses along the road, wary.  “Sorry.  You didn’t get to sleep long.”
 
   “That’s okay.  We need the gas.” Mitch coughed up some phlegm, rolled down the window, and spit.  Cold air filled the truck.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   Mitch chuckled.  “Don’t get motherly on me.  It’s nothing.”
 
   “I heard there’s something going around.” Austin weakly smiled.
 
   Mitch pointed at the gas station Austin had spotted.  “Slow but don’t stop.  We’ll roll past and then come back if it looks safe.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “When we do stop, don’t turn off the engine.  You’ll stay in the driver’s seat.  Leave the truck in gear with a foot on the brake.  Be ready to roll.  Understand?”
 
   Austin nodded.
 
   “I’ll pump the gas.  The pumps won’t work.  No electricity.  I’ve got a foot pump strapped on the roof with the cans.”
 
   Austin scrutinized the houses and stores they passed.  He slowed the truck down below fifteen kilometers per hour when they were in front of the gas station.  “Someone inside?”
 
   “Yeah.” Mitch scooted around in his seat to watch the gas station as they drove by.
 
   Austin looked over the hood and took a hard look at the structures across the street.
 
   “There’s a guy in there,” said Mitch with a bit of a chuckle.  “I think it’s open.”
 
   “You want to go back?”
 
   Mitch drew the pistol from his holster, checked that he had a round chambered, and nodded.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 29
 
   Austin reached over the seat and fished around for the AK-47 he’d stashed in the back when he moved to the driver’s seat.
 
   Shaking his head, Mitch patted the pistol on Austin’s hip.  “Use the pistol.  You can’t fire that rifle and drive.  Keep the rifle in front with you, though.  Lean it there by your leg like I had mine when I was driving.  If you tuck the magazine between the seat and console, it’ll hold there, and the barrel won’t get hung up with the gas pedal.  Like I said, you can’t shoot while you drive, but if we have to jump out in a hurry and shoot, you don’t want your rifle in the back seat.” 
 
   “Gotcha.  I can do a U-turn in that intersection up there.”
 
   “Do it.”
 
   Austin sped up to get to the intersection, looped through a wide turn, and rolled back down the street.  He pulled into the gas station as a man looked at them through the glass.
 
   Mitch put his elbow out the window but kept his pistol hidden inside the door.
 
   Austin slowed.  “Where do you want me to stop?”
 
   “Over there.” Mitch pointed.  “See those steel covers? We’ll have to access the underground tanks there.”
 
   Austin maneuvered the truck between the useless pumps and the glass-walled front of the store, which could have been a roadside convenience store in any small Texas town.
 
   The man from inside swung a door open and smiled.  He called, “Good morning.”
 
   Austin looked to Mitch for directions.
 
   Mitch waved a palm at Austin.
 
   Austin stopped the truck, and the man walked to within a few paces of Mitch’s window.
 
   Mitch smiled cautiously as he looked around.  “Good morning.  Do you have any gasoline?”
 
   “Yes,” he answered.  “But no electricity.”
 
   Mitch pointed vaguely at the truck’s roof.  “I’ve got a pump.  How much?”
 
   The man stepped back and looked at the gas cans strapped onto the roof’s luggage rack.  “Do you have dollars?”
 
   “American money,” Mitch confirmed.
 
   People still take cash? Good for us.
 
   Austin looked around again, scrutinizing shadowy windows and open doors.  He saw no one.
 
   Mitch and the man—Abasi was his name or so it came out in the negotiation—arrived at a price.  Abasi directed Austin to drive the truck to the place Mitch had indicated earlier.
 
   Mitch got out, leaving his door open, and he went to work.
 
   Abasi leaned against the door and it swung shut.
 
   Mitch froze, took a quick look around, and told Abasi, “Open that back up, please.”
 
   Abasi clicked the handle and pulled the door open.  “I understand your worries.”
 
   Mitch appraised Abasi again and then went back to work.  He ran the pump hose from the ground tank into the truck’s gas tank and started pumping with his foot.  His eyes, though, never stopped scanning.  
 
   “You’ll want to fill the gas cans as well?” Abasi asked.
 
   Mitch nodded.  “All of them.”
 
   Abasi smiled.
 
   He looked sincere—friendly—but Austin followed Mitch’s lead and kept a watch out anyway.  
 
   “Where are you going?” Abasi leaned farther into the cab of the truck.  
 
   Leaving one hand on the steering wheel, Austin put the other on the butt of the gun in his holster.  “North.” Sitting as he was, he didn’t think he’d be able to pull the gun out without a struggle.  At least he wasn’t wearing a seatbelt.
 
   “The wildlife preserve?”
 
   Austin nodded a lie to Abasi’s question and changed the subject.  “Is this your place?”
 
   “This gas station?” Abasi asked.
 
   Of course.  Austin didn’t say that.
 
   “It is now.” Abasi’s face lost its smile.
 
   Austin glanced through the glass walls on the front of the small building, wondering how to follow up on that answer.
 
   “It was owned by a good friend of mine and his two brothers.”
 
   Austin looked around again, making an effort through his growing curiosity not to get caught up in the conversation.  “Ebola?”
 
   “All three.  Their wives.  Their children.  All of them.”
 
   Austin looked at Abasi and saw a sadness behind the smile.  “All of them?”
 
   “Eleven children.” Abasi shook his head and looked down.  “None survived.”
 
   “It’s like that everywhere.” It was the best consolation Austin could think of.  “Why are you here? Aren’t you worried you’ll catch it?”
 
   Abasi’s big white teeth glowed through a wide grin.  “I did.”
 
   “You survived?” Austin was surprised.  He caught himself again and looked around as Abasi went into a story about his fight with the illness.  It took awhile, as Abasi seemed to spend a great deal of time on the oddest of details.
 
   Mitch finished filling the tank and started working on the gas cans off the roof.
 
   “How bad did things get here?” Austin asked.
 
   Abasi pointed to the north, deeper into town.  “You see the smoke?”
 
   Austin craned his neck to see back behind him.  Two ragged columns of smoke rose into the sky.
 
   “The dead,” said Abasi.
 
   “A lot?” Austin asked.
 
   “They were burning when Ebola came for me.  They burned for the weeks I laid in my bed.  They still burn.  We can’t bury them.  Not anymore.  That was my job before, you know.”
 
   “You buried the dead?” Austin asked.
 
   Abasi nodded.  “I caught it from a little boy who’d died too quickly.”
 
   In Austin’s Western, rational view of the world, he knew there was no way Abasi could have known who’d passed to him the virions that had made him sick.  Not with so many sick people around.  It was a useless fact to know in retrospect, anyway.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “He was the son of my friend.” Abasi looked at the gas station building.  “The first of this family to go.  Though most of the dead were being taken to the pyre by then, I buried another seven from the family before I fell too ill to stand.”
 
   Austin nodded an acknowledgment and looked around.  He was losing his suspicion that an ambush would come but wasn’t going to let his guard down.  “Are there many in town like you, who lived through it?”
 
   “Some.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   Abasi looked into the sky, and his face went through a range of expressions as he cataloged those whom he’d seen die and those he thought might be alive.  “Seven.”
 
   Austin was disheartened.  “How many people used to live in Nanyuki?”
 
   “Thirty thousand.”
 
   “And only seven people survived.”
 
   Abasi shook his head and looked at Austin through disbelieving eyes.  “I do not know everyone in Nanyuki.” He chuckled.  “Only seven people I know survived.”
 
   “Others lived then?”
 
   “Of course.  I have seen them on the streets.  Maybe they caught it.  Maybe they are lucky and it passed them by.”
 
   “A lot?” Austin asked, getting frustrated at trying to get a useful number out of Abasi.  “Have you seen a lot of people?”
 
   Abasi’s smile went away.  “No.”
 
   “Altogether, do you know how many people in Nanyuki are still alive?”
 
   “Maybe two hundred? Maybe three hundred?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 30
 
   Larry sat the heavy box on the floor and sliced the tape while Millie stood over him and grinned through her stained teeth.  He opened the flaps and smiled.  “Books?”
 
   “You said you don’t have enough.”
 
   Larry took one out and looked at it.  “These are new.”
 
   “One of the bookstores in the neighborhood hasn’t had anybody in it.” Millie looked around as though her next thought might be floating in the warehouse’s metal supports.  “Not for a month, I guess.”
 
   Nodding, Larry rifled through the box.  “All new.  These are great.  I can trade these.”
 
   “For what?” Millie was back to business.
 
   Larry looked up at Millie, suspicious.  “Favors.  People in here don’t have much else besides blood plasma and I’m already giving you that.”
 
   “You could give me more.”
 
   Larry frowned.
 
   “One bag of plasma for every box I bring you.”
 
   “Not on your life.” Larry stood up, put a hand to the scruff on his chin, and eyeballed the open box on the floor between him and Millie.  “You bring me two boxes for a bag of plasma.  That’s the best I’ll do.”
 
   “Deal.” Millie’s face contorted into her happiest of smiles, but it looked like skin being stretched over a misfit skull.  “The books don’t cost me anything.”
 
   That made Larry angry.  He hated the feeling of being cheated, and it showed on his face.
 
   Millie came around the open box and put her hands on Larry’s shoulders, looking up into his eyes.  “Don’t feel bad, honey.  That blood doesn’t cost you anything either.  We’re middlemen, you and I.  I have access to plenty of what you want—books.  You have access to plenty of what I want.  That’s the way commerce works.”
 
   Larry grunted and turned away from Millie.  “Yeah.  I know.” He felt cheated anyway.  His phone vibrated in his pocket.  He looked around to make sure he and Millie were alone in the warehouse.  He had known before he looked, but his time on the Ebola farm had made him jumpy.
 
   “You going to get that?” Millie asked.
 
   Larry reached into his pocket and took out his phone.  It was Jimmy calling.  “I have to get this.” Larry pointed at Millie’s truck backed up to one of the open garage doors.  “You should go.  We’re done.”
 
   Millie pinched Larry’s cheek in a way that irritated him every time.  He shot Millie a harsh look as he raised the phone to his ear.  He mouthed a silent, “Go,” and pointed again.  He turned and walked toward stacks of boxes on the other side of the warehouse.  “What?”
 
   “Larry, my brotha’.  How’s it shakin’?”
 
   “I’m tired of doing this, Jimmy.  I need to get out of this place.  I need to get laid.”
 
   “Focus.  This is our business, man.  We’re getting rich.  This is our opportunity.”
 
   “I’m not seeing any riches.” Larry’s words came out layered thick with accusation.  He regretted them almost immediately but then congratulated himself.  They needed to be said.  “I’m in here.  I’m stuck.  I’m no better than the inmates they have locked up here.  You never told me when I got this job in the camp I wouldn’t be able to leave.  You never told me that, Jimmy.  I hate this damn place.”
 
   “Be cool.  Be cool.” Jimmy paused.  “You’ll be out next spring.  That’s what the contract said.  Don’t worry about the money.  You know I’ll take care of you, right? You know that, don’t you?”
 
   Larry didn’t know that.  His distrust of Jimmy was growing by the day.  He didn’t admit to himself that Millie’s continual undermining of his relationship with Jimmy was the reason.  
 
   “It’s not any better out here than it is in there,” said Jimmy.  “You gotta believe me.  If it makes you feel any better, I’m not getting laid, either.”
 
   “That doesn’t make me feel any better.” Larry had no doubts Jimmy was lying, but he couldn’t imagine how anyone could get laid given all the new quarantine and personal space laws.  “I’m just in a bad mood.”
 
   “I’ll tell you what,” Jimmy’s voice took on a conspiratorial tone, “I’ll find some porn DVDs or something.  You got a computer in there or anything?”
 
   “No computers.  No DVD players either.  There’s nothing to do in here but work, eat, and sleep.” Larry looked over at the box of books Millie had left.  He was nearly desperate enough to try reading for entertainment.  Some of the detainees sure seemed to love it.
 
   “That sucks.  Tell you what, I’ll get you something.  You got electricity, right?”
 
   “Course.” That made Larry angry too.  He’d told Jimmy every detail of his condition.  Jimmy just didn’t care to remember because he was on the outside trying to find places to hide all of the money their enterprise was pulling in.  
 
   “Man, you’re really down.  You need to cheer up.”
 
   Larry was tired of listening to Jimmy’s bullshit.  “What do you want?”
 
   Jimmy waited a second before answering.  “We need more.”
 
   “Plasma?” Of course, that’s what Jimmy meant.  Plasma was the only thing he ever wanted.  More plasma was the only reason he ever called.
 
   “I got orders comin’ out my ass.  Man, there’s no limit to how much of this stuff we can sell.”
 
   “We shoulda got our own Ebola survivors and locked ‘em up somewhere and made our own farm like we talked about back at the beginning.”
 
   “I thought you said it was better to drain ‘em completely than to keep them around.”
 
   Larry frowned.  Did he say that? Or was that Jimmy’s idea? He couldn’t remember.  He only knew that he hated being locked in the compound under the Colonel’s authority.  
 
   “Larry, listen to me.  This won’t last much longer, maybe three months, maybe six.”
 
   “What if it’s a year? What if it’s five?”
 
   “Larry, calm down.  You’re working yourself up over nothing.  I know you don’t get the news in there.”
 
   “I can’t get data on my cellphone.  I barely got enough bars to talk to you.”
 
   “What’s going on out here is that two-thirds of everybody on the whole damn planet is dead.  Everybody who doesn’t have it is gonna get it.  At least that’s what they’re saying.  Lucky you and me planned ahead and got our immunity otherwise we’d be in a mass grave already.  What I’m sayin’ is this can’t go on forever.  Seriously, there’s no way it could.  Pretty soon there won’t be a need for blood plasma.  Everybody will have caught it and recovered or they’ll be dead.”
 
   “What about us when that time comes?” Larry had been harboring a fear that Jimmy was going to run off with all the money.  “Tell me exactly what is going to happen.”
 
   “I don’t know what will happen.  How can I know that?”
 
   “You can know how I’m gonna get my half.”
 
   Jimmy sighed.  “Is that what has you worried? That I’m gonna screw you?”
 
   Larry didn’t answer.  The accusation, having been put into words, sounded too harsh after all he and Jimmy had been through together.  “We’re not honest men.”
 
   “Honest men?” Jimmy guffawed all the way up from his big belly.  “Of course not.  But you and me, Larry, we’ve been together on too many things to start distrusting now.  This whole scheme only works if we both work it.  You’ll get your share when it’s all said and done and we’ll both be rich and go to live in some dead guy’s house on the cliffs looking out over the Pacific and we’ll have enough money to watch sunsets and hire hookers for the rest of our lives.  This is hard work now, but it pays off.”
 
   “We’ve made that much money?” Larry asked.  “Really?”
 
   “Better than money.  Gold.  Diamonds.  Silver.  The kind of money we have will never go down in value.  And you’re not gonna believe this.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I got some prepper guy to trade me a pallet of SPAM for enough plasma for him and his kids.”
 
   Larry made a choking sound.  “Why?”
 
   “Diversification.  I don’t know what’s gonna be valuable tomorrow.  I’m getting a little of everything.”
 
   “SPAM is the only kinda meat we ate growing up.”
 
   “Learn to love it, buddy.  SPAM is better than gold, and food is getting harder to come by.  It’s gonna be a tough winter out here for a lot of people.”
 
   “So it’s not just us?” Larry felt his anger running down.  “I think the last meat I had was prairie dog and I’m not lying about that.”
 
   “How ‘bout I send some SPAM your way? A couple dozen cans with the next load.”
 
   “Yeah.  Even SPAM might taste pretty good right now.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 31
 
   “Where are you guys?”
 
   “In the mountains just south of Ethiopia, I’m pretty sure.” Austin looked at the scrubby little trees in the headlights on both sides of the dirt road up ahead.  “I’m not sure.  We could be in Ethiopia for all I know.”
 
   “Should I talk to Mitch?” Olivia asked.
 
   Austin took the phone away from his ear.  “She wants to talk to you.”
 
   Mitch shook his head.  “Not on these roads.”
 
   Austin put the phone back to his ear.  “He’s driving.”
 
   “He doesn’t know where you are?”
 
   “No.” He looked at Mitch.  “He’s just as lost as I am.”
 
   “Don’t tell me that.”
 
   “We’re lost,” said Mitch, loud enough to be heard over the phone.
 
   Austin said, “We’re past Gumi, that little town by the border that—”
 
   “I know where Gumi is,” Olivia told him.  “How long ago?”
 
   “The first time?”
 
   Mitch laughed.  “Ask her if there’s more than one Gumi?”
 
   “There’s only one Gumi,” she told Austin.
 
   “I know.  It was a joke,” said Austin.  “The thing is, all these little dirt roads look alike.  The map isn’t helping much.  Some of these roads end.  They just end.  Some come to dry riverbeds that are too rough to cross.”
 
   “Okay.  That’s okay.  It’s just that it’s been two days and you’re still in Kenya.”
 
   “Maybe.” Austin smiled.  “Like I said, we might be in Ethiopia.”
 
   “Austin, I can’t delay that plane forever.  You don’t know what I’m going through to put all this together.  I can’t just call in a plane and have it show up whenever you and Mitch find your way through Ethiopia.  Is there a village nearby, somebody you can stop and ask directions?”
 
   “You’re kidding me, right?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’m frustrated and I’m worried.”
 
   “I know,” said Austin.  “It’s late here, like two or three a.m.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “We’re wanting to cross the border at night, just in case.  But if we can’t get it sorted out in the next hour or so we might hide the truck under a tree or something and sleep.  Try again when we have some light in the morning.”
 
   “That might not be a bad idea,” said Olivia.
 
   “Yeah, I think all we’re doing is burning gas and driving in circles.  Maybe we’re both so tired from sitting in this damn truck that we need some real rest.”
 
   “You should do that,” said Olivia.  “I’ll do what I can on this end.  Don’t push too hard to get to Lemonnier.  I don’t want one of you to fall asleep at the wheel and get in an accident.  Get some rest, okay?”
 
   “I’ll talk to Mitch.  We’ll give you a call again in the morning.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 32
 
   Angry again.  Two days had passed since Jimmy promised the SPAM.  Despite Larry’s initial ambivalence, the more he thought about that salty, greasy, pink meat, the more he craved it.  Anything but the small portions of crap they served him from the camp kitchen.  
 
   But two days had passed.  Larry had packed and shipped plasma just as he was supposed to do.  And no SPAM.  Jimmy’s promise got emptier each day.  Larry wanted to believe Jimmy’s lies and the dreams.  He wanted to believe in that mansion on a cliff overlooking the ocean.  
 
   He opened the side door to leave the warehouse.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   Larry jumped back a step, startled by the voice in the dark.  A flashlight blinded him.  He covered his eyes.  “What? Who?”
 
   The light angled away from Larry’s face and pointed at the ground.  All Larry could see were spots.
 
   “It’s me.”
 
   “Captain Willard?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Larry glanced over his shoulder into the darkness of the warehouse interior.  “You already checked everything, right?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Larry’s heart skipped a beat as his hands clenched the heavy box of books he carried in front of him, another beneficial trade from Millie, not Jimmy.  Still, the books were there in his hand.  He needed to lie.  “I—”
 
   “Whatcha got there?”
 
   Larry looked down as he panicked.  He shook his head as if to deny the box’s existence.
 
   Captain Willard stepped up close to Larry and flipped open the box’s flaps.  “Books?”
 
   Larry nodded, unable to produce an intelligible word as panic froze his brain.
 
   Willard fingered his way through the books on the top layer.  “New?”
 
   Larry nodded again.
 
   “We didn’t check these in.”
 
   “No.  Um.” Larry struggled.  “We missed these.  I—”
 
   “You what?”
 
   Good question.  Larry didn’t have an answer.  He couldn’t come up with a lie fast enough.  He looked at the books again.  
 
   “Contraband?” Willard stepped back and shined the light into Larry’s eyes.  “You smuggling?”
 
   Larry shook his head with all the vigor required to confirm the lie.
 
   “Yeah.  Go back inside.”
 
   Larry didn’t move.  Inside the warehouse, right in the middle of the floor, he knew lay a box of empty plasma bags—those untracked plasma bags.  The box was sitting in the open, near the door where Millie’s truck had unloaded.  Larry cursed himself for not hiding it before hauling the books out.  He cursed himself for a long list of mistakes.  He glanced toward the east fence where the orange light of the day’s burning bodies glowed against smoke rising into the night, and his panic rose again on a wave of imagined punishments.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 33
 
   Captain Willard followed Larry back into the warehouse.  He put Larry in a spot on the floor about a dozen feet from the box that contained the untracked and empty plasma bags.  In his straining fingers, the box of books grew heavy but Willard hadn’t given Larry permission to put it down.
 
   Willard walked over to the box of empty plasma bags still on the floor.  With a hand on the butt of his sidearm, he knelt down, opened the box, and peeked inside.
 
   “What do you suppose these are doing here?” 
 
   Captain Willard already knew the answer to that question.  Larry saw that clear enough on his face, heard it clear enough in his tone.  No lie Larry could come up with could explain that box, at least not one that would last past the first scan.  Once Captain Willard compared the barcode on any of those bags with the inventory, he’d see a discrepancy.
 
   Then it occurred to Larry.  Somebody had ratted him out.  
 
   Who?
 
   Larry’s brain strained as he sorted through all the insults, all the bad deals, all the people inside who might despise him.  It had to be someone inside.  Nobody on the outside had a reason to turn him in.  Not even his crooked partner, Jimmy.  Not Millie.  Everybody on the outside was profiting from his position in the camp.
 
   The rat had to be inside.
 
   But why now?
 
   Things had been fine for months.  What had changed?
 
   Shit!
 
   Only one thing had changed.
 
   Larry had told that fucker Paul about the sick kids.  The lie had worked on the other plasmapheresis techs.  It was a dependable, well-rehearsed lie.  
 
   But it wasn’t the lie that was at fault.  It had to be that Paul guy.  He’d turned greedy.  Or maybe he was greedy all along.  He was productive.  He turned out more product than nearly all of Larry’s other techs combined.  Obviously Paul wanted a better deal and he’d decided to make it on his own with the help of Captain Willard.
 
   Paul, that two-faced bastard, had put Larry in this position.  Paul, that piece of shit, had screwed Larry.  
 
   Larry’s anger simmered and then boiled away the fear that had been threatening to wet his pants while he watched Willard look through the evidence of his guilt while he thought about the punishment that awaited after the humiliating was over.  
 
   With his elbow cocked out and his hand gripping his pistol in a show of just how anxious he was to use it, Captain Willard stood up and walked over to Larry.  “Here’s how this is going to go.  I know what all this is.  You know what all this is.  Judging by how many empty bags you have in the box there you’ve got a pretty good little operation running here.  How many times a week do you get a box that size?”
 
   Larry looked at the box.  “I…uh.”
 
   Willard slapped Larry so hard across the face that the box of books dropped to the floor and broke open.  Larry stumbled back and fell down with stinging in his cheek, a tear in his eye, and ringing in his ear.
 
   “Don’t lie to me.  You want me to toss your ass in a cage with the other volunteers and have one of the techs drain you dry? Is that it, Larry? You got a death wish?”
 
   Larry shook his head.
 
   “Lie to me one more time and that’s what you’ll get.  One more victim.  One more body burned with the trash.  Nobody’s ever going to miss a piece of shit like you.”
 
   Larry glared at Captain Willard as he got back to his feet.  He wanted to spit in the Captain’s face.  He wanted to punch him in the gut and stomp on his chest.  He wanted to shove a knife up that pinched ass.
 
   Willard slapped Larry again, knocking him back to the ground.  “You put that stink eye on me one more time and I’ll gouge it out and shove it up your ass.  You need to decide how this is going to go you skinny shit and you need to decide right now.
 
   Larry’s eyes were on the floor and his head was spinning as he watched a rivulet of blood drain from his mouth and onto the concrete.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’m sorry what?”
 
   Larry felt the weight of his wiry muscles sagging on his brittle bones.  He felt shame.  His defiance was gone.  Stolen by a few slaps.  Why did the meatheads with authority up their asses run the world? Larry hated Captain Willard just as he’d always hated his teachers and his principal and his guidance counselors and his probation officers, the guards in the jails, the cops always giving him tickets and hauling him off, the whores who turned away and sniggered even when he waved his money in their syphilitic smiles.  He hated Paul what’s-his-fuck.  He hated Millie and he hated Jimmy.  “I’m sorry, sir.”
 
   “That’s right.  Sir.  Don’t forget it.”
 
   Larry nodded.  “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Stand up.  Explain to me what you’ve got going on here.  Tell me every detail.  When you’re done, if you’re a good boy, I’ll decide how much of your little enterprise you get to keep and how much you’ll pay to me.  It’ll be your tax and I’m the tax collector.”
 
   Larry made a promise to himself: if he got out of the shit he was in with Captain Willard, Paul was going to pay.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 34
 
   Hadi rode in the first truck, leading the other four through the desert.  They avoided cities and most small towns.  They used roads where they could to gain time.  But time wasn’t a problem.  They’d crossed the border from Saudi Arabia into Iraq an hour before and were ahead of schedule.  If they had no major setbacks, Hadi and his convoy would arrive on the southern shore of the Caspian Sea three days before his appointment with the Russians.
 
   All was going well.
 
   It was time to give Najid an update.  Hadi made the call.
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35
 
   Mitch was behind the wheel.  
 
   Austin was taking a turn in the passenger seat, losing track of how many days and nights they’d been in the truck.  He rubbed his sleepy eyes.
 
   “Morning,” said Mitch.
 
   “What time is it?” asked Austin.
 
   “Six local time.  Or a little after.”
 
   The truck rumbled over some rough pavement, and Austin looked at the tumbledown shacks of a ghetto just east of the road.  Nothing moved there except a dog scavenging through a mound of garbage by a wall.  Then he noticed pillars of black smoke to the northeast.  “What’s that?”
 
   Mitch looked at Austin, said nothing, and then glanced at the smoke.  “Olivia called earlier.”
 
   “Earlier?” Austin looked east.  The sun was just over the horizon.  “It’s the middle of the night in Atlanta.  How long ago?”
 
   “An hour.”
 
   Austin looked on the floor for a bottle of water he’d left there before falling asleep.  He got a bad feeling.  “What’s the smoke over there have to do with Olivia? Is Djibouti burning?”
 
   “Not the whole country.  We’re in Djibouti, by the way.  We crossed the border a little while ago.” Mitch pointed a little north of where the smoke was rising.  “The city’s that way.”
 
   Austin looked northwest at buildings in the distance and clusters of smaller structures closer to the road.
 
   “That’s Balbala over there.  A suburb.” Mitch glanced back at the smoke.  “That’s Camp Lemonnier.”
 
   Austin straightened up in his seat and stared at what he was guessing was the destruction of their destination.  “What happened?”
 
   “One of the Somali warlords crossed the border last night.  He brought a pretty big militia with him.  A couple of thousand men and heavy weapons.”
 
   Austin shook his head.  “With Ebola killing everybody they can still come up with a force that big?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Mitch.  “They hooked up with a jihadi outfit from Djibouti and coordinated the attack on the base.  Nobody was expecting it.” 
 
   “How bad?”
 
   Mitch looked at the smoke.  “Don’t know.”
 
   “Is the base still there?”
 
   “The Somalis retreated but did a lot of damage.  The jihadists don’t have any trouble recruiting suicide bombers these days.  Any zealot with symptoms can take a shortcut to paradise by strapping a bomb across his chest.”
 
   Austin looked at the smoke.  
 
   Mitch said, “The base got hit pretty hard with Ebola already.  They were down to twenty-percent strength.”
 
   “Twenty percent?” That seemed like a silver lining.  “All Ebola survivors?”
 
   “I doubt it,” said Mitch.  “Olivia’s information wasn’t that detailed.  My guess is they’ve got some survivors and a lot of guys who haven’t caught it yet.”
 
   “How big is the base? How many soldiers?”
 
   “Marines mostly.  Three or four thousand I think.  At least before, you know.”
 
   “So, six or eight hundred.”
 
   “Some Air Force guys too, I guess.  Contractors.  CIA.”
 
   “Busy place.” Austin turned around in his seat to reach back for the cooler that contained their diminishing supply of food.  “You hungry?”
 
   “Grab me something.”
 
   “Why the CIA?” asked Austin.  “Is that normal in this part of the world?”
 
   “They fly drones out of Lemonnier.”
 
   “Drones?” Austin scooted around in his seat and handed Mitch a granola bar.  “Like the stuff you see in the news? Those kinds of drones?”
 
   Mitch shrugged.  “Is there another kind?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 36
 
   Mitch turned off the highway onto a road that led to Camp Lemonnier’s front gate.  A wall that paralleled the road was missing a wide section.  Blackened cinder blocks and a deep crater attested to how the wall had been breached.  Pieces of metal—presumably the car that carried the bomb that blew the wall—were all over the place.  Two craters of a similar size pocked the road ahead, one near, one almost at the gate itself.  
 
   Along the road, cars and trucks were riddled with bullet holes, some large, some small.  Black-skinned bodies lay on the ground, more numerous than the pieces of the cars, but just as twisted and broken as the steel.
 
   An amplified mechanical voice commanded Mitch to stop.
 
   Mitch glanced at Austin.  “At least our guys still have the camp.”
 
   Austin looked at the walls and the carnage at the gate far ahead.  “At least one guy does.”
 
   “Don’t be a cynic.” Mitch half smiled.
 
   “Out of the vehicle,” the voice commanded.
 
   “Move slow,” said Mitch.  “Leave your rifle.  Put your hands in the air.”
 
   Austin wanted to protest but realized immediately what a childish impulse that was.  If he were behind the walls and had lived through the night as the Marines had, he’d be as insistent on security measures.
 
   Mitch stopped the truck and killed the engine.  In slow, deliberate movements, he got out of the driver’s side.  Austin did the same, copying Mitch, raising his hands into the air, slowly turning in a circle to allow the Marines to see him in total.
 
   “Nationality?” the voice asked.
 
   “American,” Mitch shouted across the distance.  
 
   A few moments passed.
 
   “Will they turn us away?” Austin asked.
 
   “If you were them, would you?”
 
   Austin chuckled, surprised he could see the dark humor in the possibility.  “I might.”
 
   “Yeah.” Mitch smiled as he looked around at the dead.  “I might, too.”
 
   “Walk forward,” the voice commanded.  “Keep your hands raised.”
 
   Mitch walked, looking at Austin as he did so.  “There’s your answer.”
 
   Maintaining a gap between him and Mitch, Austin proceeded forward.
 
   They passed fly-swarming bodies of the dead, stinking from torn torsos and spilled stomachs.  Rot would come soon enough.  Most of the cars still burned and the skeletons inside smoldered the last of their charred flesh away.
 
   “When we get up there,” said Mitch.  “Do what they say.  It’ll be cool.”
 
   “You hope.”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   “Stop.” A Marine in full battle gear including a gas mask stepped out and pointed a rifle at Austin.  “You first.”
 
   Austin walked forward.
 
   “Stop.” The Marine made a twirling motion with is finger.  “Turn around slowly.  Lift your shirt.  Let me see.”
 
   Austin lifted his shirt, which had been hanging over the belt and holster holding The General’s pistol.
 
   The Marine tensed.  “Put the gun on the ground.  Slow.”
 
   “I forgot I had it on.” It seemed like a stupid excuse no matter how true it was.  The pistol had been on his hip since the morning he walked out of the rebel camp after The General had died.  It had become a natural extension of his body.  Austin reached down to unbuckle the belt.  He bent over and lowered it to the scarred pavement.
 
   “Any other weapons?”
 
   Austin thought about whether to mention the knife tucked into his boot.  It was there as a secret weapon.  Just in case.  But these were the good guys.  “I’ve got a knife.”
 
   “On the ground.”
 
   Austin leaned over and took the knife out of his boot and laid it by the pistol.  He straightened up.  “Nothing else.”
 
   The Marine waved Austin to step past him and ordered Mitch to come forward.
 
   Once past the gate, Austin saw a dozen Marines, some just inside the wall, a few taking cover behind what was left of the gatehouse, others behind fortifications further inside.
 
   “Over there,” one of the Marines ordered.
 
   Following instructions, Austin leaned against the inside of the wall.  He was thoroughly frisked by a man with gloved hands while others stood back, weapons at the ready.  Once that was done, Austin stood up straight and turned around.  
 
   Mitch was led to the interior wall on the other side of the entrance.
 
   A Marine came up with a thermometer and scanned Austin’s forehead.  “Any symptoms?”
 
   Austin shook his head.
 
   “No fever?”
 
   Austin shook his head again.
 
   “Have you touched or been near anyone with Ebola?”
 
   Austin nodded.  “Everybody in Africa has Ebola.”
 
   The Marine looked at the thermometer reading and turned to another Marine.  “Normal.”
 
   “I had it, but I got better.” Austin thought that might help his case.
 
   “Had it?” the Marine in charge asked.
 
   “I got infected in Kapchorwa in Uganda a couple of months ago.”
 
   “How do you know it was Ebola?”
 
   Austin looked at the Marine, letting his face show all the stupidity it possibly could.  “Are you kidding me?”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   Austin sighed.  He conveyed the briefest version of the Kapchorwa story he could summarize, topping off with his official diagnosis from both Dr. Littlefield and Dr. Mills.  
 
   An officer came up from several steps away.  “Why are you here?”
 
   Austin pointed at Mitch, who was answering questions of his own.  “We’ve got some samples for the CDC.”
 
   “You work for the CDC?”
 
   Shaking his head, Austin said, “We’re in contact with a Dr. Wheeler at the CDC.  The samples are from a less lethal strain of Ebola.  They’re working on finding a way to get the samples picked up and flown back to Atlanta.”
 
   One of the Marines cocked his head at the columns of smoke.  “That’s not happening.”
 
    The officer said, “We’ll put you in a quarantine room while we check out your story.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 37
 
   “Hey.”
 
   Austin sat up, realizing he’d gone to sleep.  The door of the small, dorm-style room was open.  Mitch was silhouetted by the late-day sun shining through.  “Hey.”
 
   “Tired?”
 
   Austin nodded.  “I guess I passed out.”
 
   “Not much rest driving here.”
 
   “What time is it?” Austin rubbed the crusty crud out of his eyes and yawned.
 
   “Pushing five.”
 
   “Wow.” Austin glanced at the open door.  “You get any sleep?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   It occurred to Austin the door was open.  “They’re not guarding us anymore?”
 
   Mitch shook his head and came inside.
 
   “What’s the story?”
 
   Mitch scooted a chair out from under a small writing desk and seated himself as he laid Austin’s holster and pistol on the desk.  Beside the desk, Austin’s AK-47 was already leaning.  
 
    “The situation here is a little worse than we thought.  They got hit harder by Ebola than Olivia told us.  Maybe she had old info.  They were down to a little more than ten-percent strength before they were attacked.  Just over three hundred Marines plus a couple of hundred contractors and others.  The Somalis came at them from the west gate.  The jihadists across the airport tarmac.  No wall on that side.”
 
   Austin reached over and took the pistol, sliding it out of the holster, and checking that it was loaded.  Camp Lemonnier wasn’t going to be as safe as he’d expected.  
 
   “I had to vouch for you on the weapons,” said Mitch.
 
   “What’d you say?”
 
   “That you were experienced.  So don’t shoot anybody by accident.”
 
   “Won’t happen.” Austin looked his AK-47 up and down.  He’d grown an attachment to it.  It felt like security.  “You said they got hit pretty hard last night.  What does that mean exactly? I mean besides everything being on fire?”
 
   “Not everything,” Mitch corrected.  “Lots, though.  The Somalis’ goal, apparently, was to destroy the base and kill every American here.  No surprise.  They took out most of the conventional aircraft.  Five transports.  Four V-22s.”
 
   “Those tilt-wing airplanes? The Ospreys?”
 
   Mitch nodded.  “They’ve got two left.”
 
   Austin grimaced.
 
   Mitch rubbed his hand over his forehead.  “Nearly sixty dead and a hundred wounded from the attack.  Our guys.  I don’t know how many Somalis bought it, but you saw the bodies at the front gate.  It’s like that everywhere in the camp.  Nobody’s cleaned up yet.”
 
   Austin shuddered.  Even after all the dead he’d seen, bodies were sometimes hard to look at.
 
   “Most of the surviving Somalis retreated into Balbala with the jihadists.  Reinforcements are coming up from the south.  The Marines have been expecting another attack all day.  Now they’re thinking it’ll happen tonight.” 
 
   “How do they know where the Somalis are?”
 
   Mitch looked upwards.  “Our guys have four drones up right now.  All the operational ones they’ve got left.  Eight Hellfire missiles.  They’ve got plenty of missiles but no way to land the drones and rearm if the base is under attack from the airport side.  And it will be.”
 
   “Can they use the missiles on the Somalis now?” asked Austin.
 
   Mitch raised his eyebrows and shook his head.  “In Balbala, no.  Too many civilian casualties, though the argument has been made that most of the locals are probably dead and those still alive probably cleared out when the Somalis showed up.  As for the ones coming up from the south, everybody here knows they’re hostile, but there’s no proof.  That group hasn’t attacked yet.  Not sure yet what’s going to happen with those guys.”
 
   “They’re going to wait until they get attacked by all of them together?” Austin didn’t believe it.  He didn’t want to believe it.  “We’ll get wiped out.”
 
   “Not necessarily,” said Mitch.  “Command wants to use the drones to take out the militia commanders if they can figure out who they are.”
 
   “Can they? Will it make a difference?”
 
   “I think so.” Mitch got off the chair and paced around the tight space.  “That’s the business they’re in here.  You know what this base does, right? They fly drones.  They look for targets and in some cases, specific people, in places like Yemen, right across the Red Sea.  Then they kill them.”
 
   “What about the Ospreys?” Austin asked.  “What can they do?”
 
   “They aren’t gunships.”
 
   Austin stood up and wrapped his belt around his waist.  He bent over and picked up his AK-47 and hardened his heart for what he knew was coming.  “I’m not a Marine, but I’ll do what I can.”
 
   Mitch shook his head.
 
   “Don’t tell me anything about what Olivia told you to do with me.  The samples are important but what are we supposed to do, run away?”
 
   “Sit down, Austin, and listen.” Mitch pointed at the bed.  “We’re not going to run away, and it wouldn’t matter how much you wanted to stay.  You’re not much better than useless with that AK-47.  You’ve never even shot it, except for the elephant you told me about.  All you’d be doing is making noise and shooting guys by luck.  That is unless you’re a rifle prodigy.  You’re not, are you?”
 
   Austin smiled.  “I suppose I could be.”
 
   “Back to reality, Austin.”
 
   It was nice to hope.
 
   “We had a long meeting while you were sleeping,” said Mitch.  “Here’s what’s going to happen.  There are a couple of CIA guys here.  One analyst who won’t do us any good but he got my identity verified.  We’ve got an operational guy named Marty.  Me and Marty are taking a small team of six Marines and two contractors to Muscat.  The Osprey doesn’t have the range to get us there, but they can arrange a refuel stop in Salalah if no one gets off the plane.  We’ve got permission for that and the details are being worked out.”
 
   “I’m lost already,” said Austin.  “Where’s Salalah?”
 
   “About fifty miles past the Yemeni border inside of Oman.  That’s the halfway point or thereabouts.  Then it’s on to Muscat.”
 
   Austin tried to picture it all in his head.  He had a poor grasp of geography in this part of the world.  “Why Muscat? Sorry.  I don’t know where that is.”
 
   “The Persian Gulf turns into the Gulf of Oman before it dumps into the Arabian Sea.  Muscat is right there at the end on the Gulf of Oman.  A little farther up, at the really narrow part where the Persian Gulf gets pinched between the Arabian Peninsula and Iran, is Dubai.”
 
   “Okay.” Austin raised his palms and said, “Are you talking about the samples here?”
 
   “Sorry,” said Mitch.  “It’s been a hectic day.  Of course, you weren’t in any of the meetings.  This is about the samples, and it’s about Najid Almasi.  We have some intel on where he is, in Dubai.  We’re going there—me, the Marines, Marty, and the contractors.  We’re going to kill him.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 38
 
   “You’ve got my attention,” said Austin.
 
   “It’s maybe a couple of hundred miles across land from Muscat to Dubai.  If we can get to Muscat, we can get land transportation to sneak into Dubai and take out Almasi.  He’ll be a danger to the world as long as he’s alive.  That’s the thinking.  Our contacts at Langley agree.  Marty and his analyst agree.  The Marines here agree.  It needs to be done.  He’s a threat.”
 
   “Why not send a drone?” Austin asked.  “Hell, I’m sure we’ve got plenty of cruise missiles.”
 
   “Tried that.” Mitch smiled.  “Not that the failed attempt made him invincible, he got lucky.  The thing is, we had permission from the Saudis to bomb Almasi’s compound.  We don’t have permission to do anything like that in Dubai.”
 
   “Does it matter?” Austin asked.  “What’s the worst Dubai is going to do?”
 
   “Not my decision,” said Mitch.  “It’s not just the politics we’re talking here.  We have old intel on Almasi.  In his Red Sea compound, we had near real-time satellite feeds.  We knew he was there.  Now, we only have deductions.”
 
   “He might not be there, then.”
 
   “That’s right.  We’re not going to bomb a house in Dubai and risk innocent lives not knowing for sure that Almasi is there.  That’s why we’re going in the old-fashioned way.”
 
   Austin heaved a big breath and looked down at his AK-47.
 
   “Don’t get excited cowboy.” Mitch laughed.  “You won’t be coming along for that.”
 
   Austin knew he’d be a liability on such a mission.  He had no training, not one iota of it.  Still, he wanted to see Najid Almasi dead.  “Okay.  What do I do when all of this is going on?”
 
   “You’re coming with us.  You’ll bring the samples.  Everybody agrees that’s a top priority.  There’s a Navy missile destroyer in the Gulf of Oman right now.  While the Osprey is refueling in Muscat, we’ll accompany you to the coast; it’s close to the airport, maybe a quarter mile from the end of the runway.  Someone from the destroyer will bring a launch and meet us on the beach to take the samples.”
 
   “The samples.” Austin noted that Mitch had only said the samples.
 
   Mitch nodded.  “Olivia reached the end of her influence.  There’s only so far you can stretch an analyst title.  Know what I mean? “
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “She’s going to keep trying, calling people and seeing if she can convince somebody in Washington to pull some strings to get you on board.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “The Navy is trying to keep everything at sea.  As long as the ships are out, they’re not at risk.  Bringing you or the samples on board might cost them a ship, but it’s easier to wrap a cooler in six layers of Hefty bags than it is a person.”
 
   “Hefty bags.” Austin laughed.  “Tell me they’re more sophisticated than that.”
 
   “I was just making that up.  I don’t know what they do, but you get my point, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “If Olivia can wrangle it,” said Mitch, “we’ll get you onboard.  If not, we’ll bring you back to the airport and put you on the Osprey.  When we finish with Almasi, we’ll arrange for a pickup and all of us will fly back here.”
 
   “With a stop in Salalah to refuel on the way back?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “When do we go?” asked Austin.
 
   “Unfortunately, we can’t go right now.  We’re still working out the logistics.  Every aspect of international relations is harder now because most of the people who communicated from one country to the next are dead.  It all takes longer.  So if the Somalis and jihadists don’t kill everyone tonight, and we get everything finalized with the Omanis, we’ll head out tomorrow afternoon.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 39
 
   Tired and angry, Paul stared at the book in his lap.  It wasn’t one that he’d have ever picked up at the bookstore.  He didn’t like the cover.  He didn’t know the author.  It wasn’t his genre.  It was, however, available.  He’d traded his previous book and a tin of Army rations to the guard who’d decided to make his black market living in the books-for-rent business.  Because that’s effectively what it was.  One tin of rations to read the book.
 
   The sharing of books—the paper kind—was banned by state law.  Everyone feared the Ebola virus could live forever on a porous surface, but it couldn’t.  Laws had been made in a hurry on hunches and rumor.  Who knew how many of the laws did more bad than good?
 
   Paul sure didn’t.  
 
   What he did know was that he was bored and books provided entertainment.  He knew he’d come to despise every authority that lorded its rules over the smallest details of his life.  So whether he liked the books or not, he traded for them.  They were an expression of his rebellion against his new masters.
 
   And then there was the argument he’d had with his new friend, knucklehead Larry.  As had become his new habit, Paul hauled half the load of contraband plasma up the hundred-foot ladder, following Larry to the surface every evening.  The last time up, Larry had taken Paul’s bag and proceeded into a vein-bulging rant of accusations and flying spittle.  Something about ratting him out to Captain Willard and fucking everything up.
 
   Larry, not the most articulate of men, lost his ability to construct a cohesive point during his diatribe.  When Paul decided it was going to come to blows, he prepared himself to preemptively punch Larry in the throat, a way to bring the fight to a quick close.  Before that happened, Larry surprised him by turning and stomping toward the warehouse.
 
   Paul stood in the dark trying to sort out the accusations, wondering what he’d been guilty of.  Had he not kept his contraband plasma bags hidden in his lab well enough? Had he slipped up and said something to one of the guards? Paul didn’t think so.  The only thing he was sure of was that Larry was going to drop a larger load of empty bags in his lab overnight, and Paul had damn well better fill every bag, or he’d be sorry.  They were no longer in the business of helping those sick kids, except for the extra bags Larry could steal from the stash of contraband bags.  They were now in the business of enriching a cabal of corrupt officers.
 
   Everything about this camp, everything about the world stank of corruption, of people tossing their ethics aside to get a better spot in line for a cure.  It disgusted Paul so much he didn’t even think about the path he’d taken to immunity, getting himself first in line in all of Denver.
 
   Of course, that thought nagged at the edges of his conscious mind only to be pushed away as he stared at the pages of his book, not reading, not even thinking about the content.  He ignored the sounds in his clinic.  He ignored the volunteers on their beds, connected to the machines.  All he had any interest in were dark thoughts that needed every bit of his attention.
 
   It was the panicked hollering of one of the three volunteers that finally snapped Paul out of his trance.
 
   When Paul looked up, all three machines were chirping and one was making another noise, a cyclic, muffled grind.  The girl in the middle was trying to lift a restrained hand to point to her right.  She was shouting fast, frightened words.  The guy to her left was trying to sit up to see.  The woman on her far right was lying on her bed, mouth agape, eyes wide and staring at nothing.  Her skin was translucent white in a way that punched Paul with a painful familiarity he couldn’t quite grasp.
 
   Then he saw the wide pool of crimson beneath her bed.  He saw blood pulsing out of the seams in the plasmapheresis machine’s plastic housing.
 
   The woman was bleeding out.
 
   The machines chirped on.  
 
   The grinding one was sounding alarms Paul had never heard before.
 
   The woman in the center cot screamed at Paul to do something.
 
   Paul didn’t know what to do.  He didn’t know what was wrong, didn’t know what was happening.
 
   He ran to the door and swung it open.  “Guards!”
 
   He sprang across the room.  He reached down and yanked the plug out of the wall to stop the grinding, chirping, dripping machine.  He pulled the pencil-thin plastic tube and the needle in the woman’s arm pulled free, taking the tape with it.  The needle left a hole, small but seeming to gape with gurgles of blood pumping out in heartbeat regularity.  Paul took some cotton pads from his pocket and pressed them to the holes in the woman’s arm, then taped them in place.
 
   “Shit!” Paul had no idea what to do next to help the woman.
 
   A guard came into the room and shouted something.  A doctor was on the way.
 
   He looked down at the woman’s face.  He couldn’t tell if she was breathing.  He couldn’t feel a pulse in her wrist.  But the blood had been a weak, pulsing fountain.  He ran through in his mind what he’d done when he hooked her up.  Sure, he’d tried several times to find the vein; he’d poked her three, four times? He didn’t know.  
 
   Could that have had anything to do with the malfunction?
 
   Paul was on the verge of panic, driven by a life on the precarious edge of death and a pending guilt he didn’t want to bear.  
 
   Paul didn’t want another death on his conscience.
 
   He looked at the woman’s face again.  He stared, willing her to life.  But he saw a hint of something else.  All he saw was familiar, dead, bloodless flesh he’d seen once before, the day when he’d come home and found Heidi dead in the dining room.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 40
 
   The problem, Najid thought, as he listened to the man on the other end of the telephone, was that Ebola had made the men of government a fluid rather than static problem.  Dubai was handling it better than most countries.  The Sheikh had declared early in the epidemic that every civil servant—every official—have a list five men long of replacements, the line of succession.  When the top man fell ill, the next in line would step up and fill in at the end of the line with his choice for successor.  When vacancies came up in the middle of the list, he’d fill in from the end.
 
   Of course, much infighting followed, the more important the positions.  And few men who were experienced in their positions stayed there.  They died just as quickly as everyone else, leaving inexperience and incompetence in their wake.  So while much of Dubai’s government appeared to be intact, it was nothing more than a mask over a bureaucracy growing more ineffective by the day.
 
   The problem was the same across the UAE and Oman.  They’d adopted the same solution.  
 
   The problem became acute for Najid because the men he’d actively recruited in the governments often died, leaving Najid to recruit again, mostly in the form of bribery, sometimes in gold or silver, sometimes with food or promises of powerful positions in a post-Ebola world.  
 
   So it was that Najid was on the telephone, “You said your name is Saeed Dalelv?”
 
   Dalelv confirmed.  He explained his position.  He named the man he’d replaced, an Ebola victim just four days prior.  Dalelv had been the man’s assistant and knew the job well, or so he said.  One of the instructions that Dalelv’s predecessor had left him with was to inform Najid Almasi about anything having to do with any Western government’s interest in Dubai, especially if that government was the United States.
 
   During the negotiation for payment, Dalelv said something that piqued Najid’s interest.  
 
   “Say that again,” Najid ordered.
 
   Dalelv, startled by Najid’s sudden change in attitude, said, “The Americans are requesting permission to fly through our airspace, to possibly land in a remote location at their discretion and then fly away again.”
 
   “Do you have more details?” Najid asked.
 
   “I do not,” said Dalelv.  “I found it vague and interesting enough I thought I should pass the information on to you.”
 
   “What became of the request?”
 
   “It was denied.” Dalelv said it as if it was a matter of course.  “Insufficient information was supplied.  I was not privy to the conversation, but the man who complained of it to me intimated that the Americans were planning one of their covert operations on sovereign Dubai territory and that it would be in everyone’s best interest not to allow them to proceed.” Dalelv couldn’t help but add his editorial views.  “With all that is happening in the world, can the Americans not satisfy themselves with their own problems for a change?”
 
   Najid did not answer.  The question was obviously rhetorical.
 
   Into the silence, Dalelv said, “There is one other thing.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “The man who provided me the information about the denial of permission told me the Americans contacted his counterpart in Oman with a similar request.”
 
   “Was that request granted?”
 
   “It was.”
 
   Najid, healthily paranoid from the bombing he’d survived, believed he might be the target of this American interest.  “Do you have a date and time when this incursion is due to arrive?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   Najid listened and then told Dalelv, “This must be delayed.  I do not care if it is stopped, but it must be delayed.  I need an extra day to make arrangements.  My gratitude to the man who could arrange such a thing would be significant.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 41
 
   Salim watched Paul make his way slowly up through the jungle gym of ladders and catwalks until he came to a stop again at Salim’s door.  Salim knew he’d return.  Even Salim knew the story he’d spun up with half-truths and lies wouldn’t stand up to inquisitive contemplation.
 
   He’d wished a thousand times he hadn’t said anything to Paul Cooper, but in those days leading up to that one in Paul’s clinic when he’d gotten Paul’s attention, he’d felt a compelling need that grew and grew until he’d had no choice.  Each time he saw Paul, he looked like a man carrying a burden that would soon crush him.  Salim believed that news of Austin might help him.  Unfortunately, Salim never thought much past that point.  Hence, the hastily constructed, amateur lies.  
 
   Paul came to a stop and glared.  “A woman died today.”
 
   “The rumor is that she was alive when they took her out of your clinic,” said Salim.
 
   “When I talked to the doctor a couple of hours ago, he said she had a lot of problems.  She died when they were trying to revive her.”
 
   Salim shook his head and looked down.  Death lurked everywhere, taking anyone.  Salim had seen too much of it.  “Why are you telling me?”
 
   “It was your fault.”
 
   Salim knew that to be true.  How did Paul know it as well? 
 
   “Tell me the real story about what you were doing in Africa.  Tell me the truth about my son.”
 
   Salim turned and walked a slow circle in his cage.  He thought about his dead sister, mother, and father.  He thought about all those bodies he’d seen in Kapchorwa, Dallas, and Denver.  So many dead.  He knew his guilt.  Maybe he deserved to have Paul make good on the threat to drain him dry.  No, he deserved something a million times worse.  Ten million times worse.
 
   “I went to Pakistan to do my part for jihad.”
 
   “You are a terrorist, then.”
 
   Meekly, Salim said, “Was.”
 
   Paul waved a hand at the Arab men and women in the other cages.  “These are your terrorist buddies?”
 
   “I don’t know who these people are.  I never saw any of them before they put me in here.” Salim drew a deep breath.  “Before I tell you the true story you need to know this: everything I told you about Austin is true.  I saved him from the burning hospital.  He was alive when I left him there.”
 
   Paul’s anger flared.  “When you left him to die?”
 
   “Maybe.” Salim forced himself to look into Paul’s fiery eyes.  “I didn’t start out to kill everybody on the planet, but that’s what I was a part of.”
 
   “What did you do it for then?”
 
   “Not this.” Salim stared into the rusty dimness of the silo.  “I was stupid.  I wanted to fight for a cause I believed in.”
 
   “Jihad?”
 
   Salim shook his head as he spoke.  “Not that.  I thought it was that, but I was wrong.  I only know it made sense to me at the time.  I was stupid.  What they put me in by sending me to Kapchorwa, I never would have agreed to do that.  We were all tricked.  When I started to suspect something truly evil was in the works, I did my best to save Austin.  I saved some other people too.  I could have been killed for it.”
 
   “You weren’t killed because you were too much of a coward to stand up to the terrorists holding your leash.”
 
   Salim accepted that.  It was probably true.  He could have hauled Austin into the trees and stayed with him but at the time, he—he didn’t know what he was thinking.  He was out of his head with fear that night and doing his best to hold onto the tatters of his humanity by saving those he could.
 
   Salim sat down on the floor of his cage and asked Paul to sit down as well.
 
   He told Paul his whole story; from the minute he boarded a plane to leave Denver on his way to Pakistan, to the moment he found his parents and his sister dead at the house after traveling halfway around the world to get home.  He left out no detail.  He admitted every sin.
 
   Within a couple of days of arriving home, the police arrested him and brought him to the detainment facility where he eventually ended up in a cage in silo K3.
 
   By the time the story was done, Paul was leaning against the support bars that served to keep Salim in.  Nothing was said between them for a long time until Salim said, “If you drain me dry tomorrow, I’d deserve it.”
 
   “You would.” Paul’s voice had lost the angry edge.  He sounded defeated.
 
   “I can’t make up for what I’ve done.”
 
   “Nope.” Paul turned and looked at Salim.  “Why haven’t you killed yourself?”
 
   Salim turned away.
 
   “Seriously.  How do you live with the guilt?”
 
   Salim got angry and glared at Paul.
 
   “I’m not asking you to kill yourself.  I sincerely want to know why you haven’t.”
 
   “I don’t know.” Salim put his head in his hands.  “I think suicide compounds my stupidity with cowardice.  Death brings an end to my suffering.”
 
   “Life in the silo is shit.” Paul looked around.  “But you’re not suffering, not like most people out in the rest of the world.”
 
   “My suffering is spending every moment I’m awake feeling the weight of my choices, knowing what I’ve done to hurt more people than I can imagine, knowing that every person I meet for the rest of my life is almost certainly the relative of somebody I killed by bringing Ebola here.  If you want to strangle me, Mr. Cooper, reach your hands through the cage and do it.  I will not resist.  I deserve that, and more.” 
 
   Paul didn’t reach through the cage.  He didn’t know what to do.
 
   Salim said, “Until the day when somebody takes my life I’ll gladly give my blood or anything I can.  I hope it saves some lives.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 42
 
   The night came and went with no attack from the Somalis, though at least a thousand of their reinforcements had taken up a position in the cover of a collection of houses and trees within sight of the south wall.  The jihadists and Somalis who had retreated the night before had moved mostly into the city north of the airport.
 
   While waiting for the attack to come, Mitch brought Austin to the east side of the perimeter set up by the Marines.  He took away Austin’s AK-47 and gave him an M-16 that matched those used by the Marines.
 
   “We’ve got plenty of ammunition for the M-16,” said Mitch.  “If the attack comes and if things get bad, you need to be ready to shoot.  The CO is thinking about putting you and the other novices out here on the east end of the camp with a platoon of Marines to keep you from wetting your pants.”
 
   “I won’t wet my pants.” Austin had no idea what would happen if he were part of a line of men defending themselves against a mob of attacking Somalis.  “But do you think it’s a good idea to have civilians defending the base?”
 
   “The CO’s words, not mine,” said Mitch.  “And you won’t be defending the base.  You’ll be defending your life.  That’s what this is, Austin.  The Somalis might be trying to take the base, but they won’t be taking prisoners.  Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.  I’m going to show you how to reload this thing and how to shoot while lying on your belly or kneeling.  I don’t want you standing up while you shoot unless you absolutely have to.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Most importantly, if this all goes down, you need to pay attention to the Marines.  Do whatever they tell you to do.  Whatever they tell you even if you don’t agree, even if you think it’s a bad idea.  They know what they’re doing.  You don’t.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “If they shoot, you shoot.  If they retreat, you run.  Got it?”
 
   “Got it, boss.” Austin looked at the burned-out frames of several planes on the tarmac east of their position.  “Do you think the Somalis will come during the day?”
 
   Mitch shook his head.
 
   “Then we’ll miss out.  If they come tonight, we’ll be gone.”
 
   Mitch shook his head.  “Still trying to get final permission to land in Muscat.  It’ll be tomorrow evening at the earliest.”
 
   Austin looked down at his new weapon.  “You said we have plenty of ammunition?”
 
   Mitch nodded.
 
   “I guess I need to find out if I’m a prodigy with this thing.  Show me what to do.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 43
 
   Three backpacks stuffed full of plasma made up the load Larry needed to haul to the surface.  He stared at them on the floor.  He grumbled.
 
   Paul stood back and watched Larry.  “This is what you wanted.  You said fill all the bags.  You said we didn’t have a choice.”
 
   “You’re carrying two.” Larry glared at Paul.  “I’m carrying one.”
 
   Paul shook his head.  “Make two trips.  This is your deal, and you’re the one making money here.”
 
   Larry leaned over and rubbed his knees.  “I been up and down the damn ladder all day.  I ain’t makin’ two more trips tonight.  You better haul this shit, or it’s your ass.”
 
   Paul leaned over and selected one of the backpacks.  “I’m taking this one, do what you like.” He marched out of the clinic, leaving Larry to grumble threats.  Paul didn’t care.  He’d climb the ladder and leave the bag in the tall, dry grass beside the dirt path that led from the exit hatch to the warehouse.  Then he’d go back to his bunk and stare at words on the pages of a book he still wasn’t reading.  He’d come back out later after Larry had done his business.  Paul would stare at the diamond sparkles in the blackness above and try to find the moment of peace that got him through each day.  
 
   When Paul reached the ladder, Larry was still lagging far behind.  Paul climbed.  When he was ten rungs up, Larry was coming up the hall, complaining about the weight of the bag, making threats he could do nothing to back up, and muttering about his knees.  
 
   The ladder creaked when Larry mounted it.  Paul hurried.  Distance would help mute the echoes of Larry’s bitching.
 
   “Wait up,” Larry called.
 
   “Why?” Paul asked.  “We’re climbing a ladder.  We’re not walking through the woods.”
 
   “Wait.” 
 
   Paul climbed a few more rungs at a tentative pace while he looked down.  “What?”
 
   “You gotta wait for me.”
 
   Paul kept on and heard Larry scrambling on the ladder to catch up.  “Why do I have to wait for you, Larry?”
 
   “‘Cause.”
 
   “Because why?”
 
   “The Captain.” Larry stuttered through a few pants.  “He wants us to come up together.  Security or somethin’.”
 
   Paul shook his head.  Larry was lying.  He set his pace and moved on up.  He paused.  What if Larry was telling the truth?
 
   Larry closed the distance until he was on Paul’s heel.  
 
   Something bumped Paul’s foot as he took a step up.  “Watch your hands, you’re too close.” Paul got angry.  Larry truly was an idiot.  He took another step and Larry’s hand gripped his ankle and yanked.  Paul’s feet swung out, and he barely caught himself with his hands.  “Dammit!”
 
   “Stop,” Larry ordered.
 
   “What the hell’s wrong with you?” Paul looked down as he tried to get his feet back on a rung.
 
   Larry had an elbow wrapped around a rung and was making every effort to pull Paul off the ladder with his other hand.  
 
   “Let go,” Paul yelled.
 
   Larry’s eyes were full of hate, and he yanked.
 
   Paul kicked.
 
   Larry grunted.  “Stop it.”
 
   “Let go.”
 
   Larry’s hateful stare didn’t turn away.  He pulled harder.  He leaned back, holding the ladder with one hand, daring to hang most of his weight on Paul’s ankle.
 
   “Stop!” Paul kicked at the fingers on his ankle.  
 
   Larry cursed.
 
   Paul kicked again, and Larry’s bony fingers unclamped.
 
   Larry screamed.
 
   He thudded at the bottom of the shaft with a grunt as the concrete floor pushed all the air out of him.
 
   With hands shaking, Paul got his feet set, and wrapped his arms around the rusty ladder to look down.  Larry was at the bottom.  One of his arms was moving.  His head lolled.  A bone protruded from his shin.  Another broke through the skin below an elbow.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 44
 
   They hauled Larry up vertically.  He’d been tied to a cage stretcher, the kind that dangled out of rescue helicopters.  Larry was half-conscious, moaning, and hollering.
 
   Paul, his shoulders stiff from his part at pulling on Larry’s rope, now stood in the grass on the surface just outside the hatch, looking alternatively at the three backpacks at his feet and at Captain Willard.  Willard was perturbed and silent as he looked alternatively at the bags and at the warehouse.  A semi-trailer was backed up to the warehouse, its diesel engine idling.  The driver clearly expected to be leaving before long.
 
   Captain Willard looked Paul up and down.  He pointed at the backpacks.  “I know you’re in on it.  Larry told me you’re one of his boys.”
 
   Paul didn’t respond.
 
   “Here’s how it’s going to work now,” said Captain Willard.  “Larry Dean is out of action.  We got to make a delivery and get payment tonight.  When I say we, I mean you.  I go over there, and I do what I do.  I inventory all the legit stuff.  I do it in front of the camera.  Only one of them works.” Captain Willard pointed at the warehouse.  “Have you been in there before?” 
 
   Paul shook his head.
 
   “I’ll point out which camera works.  I’ll point to where Larry stashes the contraband.  After I leave, you make the exchange with Millie; she’s the truck driver.  You’ll do it all out of the area where the camera can see.”
 
   “You sure the other cameras don’t work?” Paul asked.
 
   “You don’t ask questions.  I know what I know.  You do what you’re told.  Understand?”
 
   Paul did understand, but he resented it one-hundred-percent.
 
   “After you get the payment, you stuff it in the backpack.  Don’t take cash.  Millie’s a wily old bitch.  She might try to give you cash because you’re new.  Gold is what we trade in.  That’s it.  She’ll have it.”
 
   “Gold coins?” Paul asked.  “How much?”
 
   Captain Willard reached over and tapped Paul on the side of the head.  “You’re supposed to be one of the smart ones.  Good God, you’re dumber than Larry.  Jewelry.  Watches.  Shit like that.  That’s what people are trading these days.”
 
   “How will I know if it’s real? How will I know how much to take?”
 
   Captain Willard heaved a great sigh.  “You don’t worry about that.  You just make sure she gives it to you.  I’ll check it all out after you bring it to me.  If what she gives us is bad, then she gets nothing next time.  We’ll take our business to other drivers.”
 
   “Got it, bossman.” Paul didn’t figure his tone was enough to convey all the sarcasm he meant, so he topped it with a fake smile.  
 
   “Bossman is right and don’t you forget it.  Pick up those bags.  Let’s go.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 45
 
   The supplies Millie brought in had been unloaded.  The legitimate boxes of plasma were scanned, accounted for, and loaded onto the truck for Millie’s return trip.  The plasma was bound for the distribution pipeline to hospitals and clinics that treated Ebola patients.
 
   Only Paul and Millie were left in the warehouse.
 
   “Now that it’s just the two of us.  Where’s Larry?” Millie showed her smiling yellow teeth.
 
   “He had an accident.”
 
   Millie’s smile waned into something clearly fake.  She put a finger to her head and pantomimed pulling a trigger.  “Accident? Did he get cross with the wrong people?”
 
   “Nothing like that.” Paul thumbed in the direction of the silo complex.  “He slipped off a ladder coming up from the silo earlier tonight.  He got hurt pretty bad.  Compound fractures, and a concussion, I think.”
 
   Millie grimaced and returned her face to a wrinkled calm.  “So are you the new Larry?”
 
   Paul nodded.  “I’m Paul.”
 
   “You look familiar.” 
 
   “I get that a lot.  I have a plain face.  People always think they’ve seen me before.”
 
   “That’s not it.” Millie examined Paul more closely.  “You look like a nicer fellow than Larry.”
 
   “I get that a lot, too.  Listen, I don’t know how much Larry told you or didn’t.  But neither of us is running the show here.  It’s Captain Asshole in the camp here.  He makes the rules.  I just do what he tells me.”
 
   “Ain’t that the truth for everybody?” Millie cackled.  “Some things never change.”
 
   “Good.” Paul looked around.  “I’ll bring out the contraband boxes and put them in your truck.  You get the payment.  Anything different about how you and Larry handled things that I should know about?”
 
   Millie shook her head.  “I’ll go get your pay.”
 
   Once they’d taken care of their exchange, Millie said, “There’s something your captain fellow doesn’t know about.”
 
   “I’m sure he knows.  Larry’s not a bright guy.  I don’t think he kept anything hidden from the Captain.”
 
   “You know about the books then?”
 
   Paul laughed.  “Maybe I’m wrong.  What books?”
 
   “I’ve been bringing some books to Larry.  He trades them for things.  Two bags of plasma for a box of books.”
 
   “So that’s how the books get into camp.” Paul sighed.  “I don’t have an extra bag of plasma.  If I’d known up front, I’d have brought you some bags.  It’s damn hard to get good reading material in here.  Do you know who Larry trades the books to?”
 
   Millie shook her head.  
 
   “That’s okay.  I think I know.” Paul looked at the two boxes of books sitting near the back of Millie’s nearly empty trailer.  “I’d offer to buy the books from you on credit for plasma next time, but I don’t know if I’m as sneaky about this stuff as Larry was.  I might get busted and end up in a cage.”
 
   “A cage?”
 
   Nodding, Paul said, “Yeah, they keep most of the volunteers in cages in the old missile silos.”
 
   “I knew things were bad in there.” Millie grimaced again.  “Cages?”
 
   Paul nodded.  “They’ve got wards built on the north side of the camp for the really bad-off Ebola patients they bring in and the ones who show up at the gate, even though the East Denver Internment Center is supposed to be a secret.  I’m under the impression most of those people die.  They burn bodies out by the east fence every night.  I think most of the guards and contractors stay in those modular apartments up past the wards.  People like me, well, I sleep in a bed where I work.  I get threatened from time to time.  I get ignored a lot.”
 
   “That’s a shame.  What’d you do to get stuck in here?”
 
   “They said they mailed me a notice to show up for donations.” Paul laughed.  “Then they came to my house and arrested me.  Now I’m here.”
 
   “Why didn’t you just show up and donate?”
 
   “I didn’t know I got the letter.” Paul thought back to the day the cops had broken into his townhome.  He remembered that he’d just come back from taking Heidi’s body to the mass grave.
 
   “You okay, honey?” Millie put a hand on Paul’s arm.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Paul took a breath to steady his emotions.  “I’d just buried my wife.  I guess she checked the mail.  I don’t even know where the mailbox key is.”
 
   “We all lost people.” Millie let go of Paul’s arm and stepped back to the legal distance.  “That’s how it is for everybody now.  We just have to get through the day, you know.”
 
   Paul nodded.
 
   “Why don’t you take those two boxes? If you can get me a bag for them, then good.  If not, don’t get yourself in trouble over it.”
 
   “Just one? I should have bargained harder to start with.” Paul looked at the boxes wondering what strings might be attached if he couldn’t pay for them.  “Thanks.  We really appreciate it.”
 
   “How’d Larry get you mixed up in this?”
 
   Paul laughed harshly.  “Some story about his sister’s kids and all the sick kids at their school.”
 
   “Larry can spin some whoppers, I tell you.” Millie cackled.  “I could tell you some stories about Larry and his partner that would make you sick to your stomach.” 
 
   Paul stopped, in surprise.  The longer he knew Larry, the more he suspected that he was more than just a liar looking to make a buck off of other people’s suffering.  “Like what?”
 
   “Larry’s a braggart, so I guess I can’t say all he told me was true.  I guess some of it was, or at least, had a grain of truth.  You know the type.”
 
   Paul nodded.
 
   “I guess the thing that turned my stomach the most was hearing Larry tell stories about how he and his buddy Jimmy were the first ones who started selling plasma.”
 
   Paul picked up one of the boxes of books and moved it out of the truck.  “How’s that? You mean Larry was here at the detention center?”
 
   “No.  Early on in the epidemic.  He said they got it from people who got better.  One time when he was trying to get me to behave, Larry even implied that he and Jimmy even killed some people, and it wouldn’t bother them to do it again.”
 
   “Killed some people? Early on?” Paul froze.  He thought about the girl who’d lost most of her blood in his clinic.  He thought about how her pallor matched Heidi’s.  He jumped to a conclusion that was mostly speculation, and he felt rage running through his veins.
 
   “You all right honey?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 46
 
   Late in the day, the flight out of Djibouti put them over the Gulf of Aden almost immediately.  The straits that divided Djibouti from Yemen and Africa from Asia ran north of them to the Red Sea.  Three hundred miles up the coast on the Saudi shore of the Red Sea, the remains of Najid Almasi’s bombed-out compound sat empty of gold and silver but scattered with broken bodies decomposing in the sand.
 
   The V-22 Osprey stayed over the water well south of Yemen for a few hours.  Conversation in the rear of the aircraft was near pointless though some of the Marines spoke from time to time in raised voices.  Mitch napped.  Austin kept to himself resting an arm on the cooler of samples strapped into what passed for a seat next to his.  His new M-16 bounced on his knees when the turbulence buffeted the aircraft.  Austin wasn’t concerned that the weapon might go off.  It was empty, as was his pistol.  All ammunition for both was in Mitch’s backpack.  The Marines didn’t mind that Austin carried loaded weapons when he was on the ground.  They weren’t going to tolerate it in the air.  Austin felt emasculated but understood.  With a seat facing one of the few windows on the aircraft’s port side, Austin was able to see outside.  It gave him something to look at to take his mind off of his empty weapons.
 
   Two Royal Air Force of Oman F-16s came into view when the Osprey veered north toward the coast.  They kept a respectable distance and circled above when the Osprey landed in Salalah to refuel.  Nobody was allowed to get off, not even to walk around on the tarmac while they waited to take off again.  The Marines on board grumbled and peeked out the windows, but not one exited the craft.  As Mitch explained, that was one of the rules the Omanis insisted upon.  
 
   Soldiers in a Humvee-style vehicle were parked halfway down the runway, but they seemed satisfied to keep their distance and observe.  Austin guessed more military vehicles were out there where he couldn’t see.  A fuel truck came up close to the V-22 and handled the task of pumping the Osprey full for the next leg of the trip.
 
   After takeoff the pilot kept the aircraft over the water again as they traced the southern coast of Oman, slowly veering north.  
 
   After a few hours back in the air the Osprey leaned into a turn to the northwest.  Mitch told Austin they were over the Gulf of Oman and were getting close to Muscat.  
 
   Tired of sitting in noisy boredom, Austin took up a position standing in front of the window and looking out.  He hoped to see the destroyer waiting on the Ebola samples steaming below, but the sun was already behind the mountains.  The ocean was an empty, deep blue, turning darker with the coming night.  Pearls of light sparkled along the coast, some in clumps, some alone in the shadow.  Muscat’s lights were clusters of stars in patches of gray grid, buildings, apartments, roundabouts, and roads, evidence of a million souls who’d once looked out their windows at the morning sun rising out of the sea.  Muscat was a dying city sprinkled with little hopes of light.
 
   With no permission yet to board the destroyer, Austin didn’t know what to think about the situation.  As the temptation to get back to the US dangled just out of his reach, he grew to want it more.  He grew to think of home in terms of what it had been like when he’d left—safe, tidy, comfortable.  But that was all in his heart.  In his head, he knew that was an expired truth.  
 
   The Osprey started its descent.  
 
   An ashen stink crept into the aircraft.  Austin recalled the pyre he’d seen in Mbale the day he’d arrived looking to get help for the Ebola victims still in Kapchorwa.  He thought about Mitch’s stories of the devastation in Nairobi.  
 
   Fires burned in the desert mountains behind Muscat.  Oman was still burning its dead.  
 
   


  
 

Chapter 47
 
   The Osprey leveled off at a few hundred feet and closed in on the coast.  Austin saw the pair of F-16s pass overhead as he stepped away from the window and seated himself.  He figured the Osprey would land within minutes.
 
   Mitch was having a conversation with Marty, the other man from the CIA.  As soon as Mitch saw Austin was in his seat, he came over and grabbed a piece of framework to steady himself as the aircraft bucked.  He leaned in close and yelled, “Change of plans.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “We’re not offloading in Muscat.  We’ll fuel up.  The Omanis have given permission for us to offload about fifty miles up the coast in a little town near the border.  Maybe an hour’s drive from Dubai.”
 
   Austin understood.
 
   “You’ll get out here with the samples.”
 
   Austin’s first thought was that he needed to get his ammunition from Mitch’s backpack.
 
   “The new airport here is still under construction but it’s right on the coast.  A highway and a golf course separate it from the water.  We’ll be setting down at the end of a runway near all of the construction buildings, at the end closest to the highway.”
 
   Austin nodded again.
 
   “I’m not going with you,” said Mitch.  “I don’t know if Olivia managed to convince the Navy to take you on board.  Don’t get your hopes up.  The destroyer sent a launch to meet you on the beach.  If they take you,” Mitch extended a hand to shake Austin’s, “maybe we’ll get together for a beer back in the States one day.  If not, you’ll come back to the Osprey.” Mitch pointed at two Marines sitting shoulder-to-shoulder on the other side of the aircraft.  “Those two will accompany you and the samples.  The Omanis have a car waiting.  No driver.  Whether you get on the boat or come back, there’ll be plenty of time before we finish refueling.”
 
   Austin looked around at Marty, Mitch, and the Marines.  “Good luck to you guys, too.  If I were Najid Almasi and knew all you guys were coming to get me, I’d be pissing my pants.”
 
   Mitch grinned and chuckled.  “Let’s hope he doesn’t find out.”
 
   “How far to the beach?” Austin asked.
 
   “Quarter mile as the crow flies.  Maybe a mile by the time you work you way across the highway and through the golf course.”
 
   “Okay.  Will I get my ammunition?”
 
   Mitch smiled.  “I’ll get off with you and load you up before you head out.  You can return the magazines to me if you come back on board.”
 
   The Omanis were friendly with Western countries.  No trouble was expected.  Still, Ebola had changed the world.  Austin was stepping off an aircraft into a strange country in the dark with no knowledge of what might be nearby.  Austin’s stomach fluttered.  He was glad he’d have loaded magazines for his M-16 and pistol.
 
   “You’ll be fine,” said Mitch.  
 
   Austin put on a tense grin.  “You can tell?
 
   “You look a little nervous.”
 
   “Just putting my game face on.”
 
   “With any luck, you’ll be motoring across the Gulf of Oman on the way to a steak dinner before we get back in the air.  One more thing—”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Don’t physically contact anybody for any reason.  You’re not carrying Ebola right now.  If the Navy decides to pick you up, don’t bring any extra risk with you, you know what I mean?”
 
   “They do know that is exactly what we’re doing, right?” Austin patted the cooler containing the samples.  
 
   “You know what I mean.” Mitch smiled again.  He looked like he was feeling good.  He looked like he was in his element.
 
   Austin fell buoyed by Mitch’s attitude.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 48
 
   On the bright side, Paul went through a full day with no deaths in his clinic.  He’d drained the plasma required by the base commander to meet the production quota, and he’d doubled down on every volunteer to pump out what Captain Willard required.  Silo K3 residents were going to be donating four bags of plasma every week until further notice.  
 
   None of that was on Paul’s mind, though.  His anger was simmering as he spun up scenarios of how he would like to make Larry suffer.  He imagined all the things he’d do to wrench a confession out of Larry because Paul knew in his heart that Larry and whoever the hell this Jimmy scumbag was, they’d been responsible for Heidi’s death.
 
   In the rational part of Paul’s mind he knew that probably wasn’t true.  The odds of it being true were ridiculously high.  When his head and his heart compared notes, it didn’t matter.  Heidi had been murdered by blood-sucking shits like Larry and Jimmy.  Them, people they knew, maybe their competitors.  Killing those two might be the closest thing to justice Paul might ever get out of this life, and he was determined to take a big bite of that justice, savor it, and then choke it down.
 
   When all of Paul’s duties for the day were finished, including making the drop at the warehouse, picking up payment from another trucker and taking all of that to Captain Willard’s hooch, Paul was free.  It was around midnight.  He didn’t take any time to linger in the grass outside the hatch that opened to the subterranean missile complex.  He didn’t go down the rusty ladder to settle in for a handful of hours trying to sleep on a worn mattress with a thin blanket.
 
   With a special list of supplies in his backpack, a dozen empty plasma bags, plenty of gauze, tape, tubing, and needles, Paul crossed the complex.  He passed the giant slabs of reinforced concrete, the roofs of the silos.  He passed stacks of modular apartments, each the size of a dumpster.  Most of the soldiers slept there, as did the contractors and doctors.  Plasma techs like Paul lived underground in the silos not far from the drainees they were in charge of exploiting.
 
   No soldier Paul passed paid him much attention.  He wasn’t wearing an orange jumpsuit.  His dirty lab coat marked him as one of the medical personnel in camp.  Paul was heading toward the infirmary building where he’d been told Larry was occupying a bed.
 
   When Paul tried to enter the building he knew Larry was in, a guard surprisingly did stop him.  He asked questions.  He looked in Paul’s bag.  
 
   Paul was good at telling big lies by then.  He’d practiced plenty after stumbling through the pitfalls after getting himself infected.
 
   The lies worked and Paul found himself standing in a long, dimly lit building with three rows of fifty cots.  Most of the beds were full.  Patients groaned.  Some snored.  Plenty wheezed through bubbles of blood.  The ward was more than the camp infirmary.  Like every ward in every hospital in every city it served Ebola patients.  Its primary purpose, like all the others in row upon row across the northern end of the camp, was to treat Ebola patients.  
 
   Its stink told stories of death.
 
   The East Denver Internment Camp was the end of the line in nearly every imaginable sense.  Patients transported there weren’t expected to live.  The secret of its location having gotten out, many drove themselves to the gates or as near to the gates as they could get.  Cars were stretched for miles along the roads.  They were parked in the pastures on the rolling hills.  People came to the gates and begged for a bed.  When beds were available, the people were let in for treatment.  When no beds were available, people frequently died, bleeding out while leaning against the fence.  Their bodies were collected and burned with all the camp’s other daily failures.
 
   Paul wondered how many of the people he saw in the beds would be ash by the end of the week.
 
   Paul walked up one aisle from the front to the back of the barracks.  He looped around the end and came back down the other aisle.  He found Larry about a third of the way back with a bed against an outside wall.  Paul went to work.
 
   Using straps he’d taken from the beds in his clinic, he secured the unconscious Larry to his bed, even going to the trouble to tie down Larry’s broken arm and leg.  He stuffed one of Larry’s socks into his mouth.  He hooked Larry up to an IV and started to drain his blood.
 
   Paul searched next through the ward, looking for the Ebola victims who appeared to be closest to death who also happened to match Larry’s blood type.  Each of those could spare a pint of virion-filled blood to trade for a pint of Larry’s antibody-rich blood.  And who knew, maybe an extra serving of antibodies might save one or two of those lives.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 49
 
   The Osprey set down on the runway.  The engines kept the rotors spinning.  
 
   Mitch got to his feet as did the two Marines, weapons at the ready.
 
   Austin stood as the back door of the Osprey folded down into a ramp.  As anxious as Austin was to move, he still felt nervous.
 
   Mitch went down the ramp first, with the Marines on his heels, all with weapons at their shoulders.
 
   Once they were all on the concrete runway, Austin started after, but a hand reached up and grabbed his arm.  He looked down at a Marine, who was nodding his head toward the cooler with the samples still in the seat.
 
   Austin silently cursed himself.  No wonder the Marines didn’t trust him with a loaded weapon in their aircraft.
 
   He hastily fumbled with the straps across the cooler, picked it up, and ran down the ramp under the Osprey’s tail.
 
   The rotor wash buffeted him as he hurried over to where Mitch was standing in front of the two Marines, pointing.  A car sat on the tarmac a hundred yards away just as promised.  
 
   A fuel truck pulled up beside the Osprey.
 
   Austin nudged Mitch.  “My ammunition?”
 
   “Come on.” Mitch started jogging toward the car as he looked around in the darkness.
 
   Austin jogged and followed Mitch’s example as he looked at the rows of storage containers full of construction equipment and materials off the runway to their right.  Tractors, forklifts, trucks, and other machinery were parked in the construction yard among piles of materials and temporary buildings.
 
   The Marines ahead were in the car and driving it toward them.  They came to a stop in front of Mitch, who opened a back door.  Austin sat the cooler on the seat and strapped it in with a seatbelt.
 
   Reaching out as he slid his pack off his shoulder, Mitch said, “Give me your pistol.”
 
   Reluctantly, Austin surrendered it.
 
   Mitch took a magazine out of his bag and slipped it into Austin’s gun, clicking it in place.  He turned the pistol and checked the safety before handing it back.  “Keep the safety on unless you need to shoot it.  Understand?”
 
   Austin nodded and said nothing, though he didn’t like being treated like the novice he was.  As much as he inflated his confidence for having escaped from the rebels, walking through the jungle for a week with the weapons and a day of target practice at Camp Lemonnier wasn’t the same as competence.
 
   “Let me have the M-16.”
 
   Austin unslung it from his shoulder and passed it over.
 
   “You know where the safety is on this one?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Austin turned to watch as two Marines, unexpectedly outside the aircraft, went to work.  One connected a static line and then raised his weapon to his shoulder to watch the darkness around them.  The other connected a large fuel hose to the fuselage above the rear wheels.  
 
   A fiery streak whooshed out of the distance.
 
   As Austin opened his mouth and pointed, ready to ask what it was he was seeing, he realized something terrible.
 
   The fiery streak of light stabbed the fuel truck.  The flash of an explosion silhouetted the truck for a fraction of a second.
 
   Voices yelled.
 
   The fuel truck burst into a giant fireball that engulfed the Osprey.
 
   The shockwave knocked Austin and Mitch off their feet.
 
   A Marine cursed.  Shots followed.
 
   “Go!”
 
   Austin looked up.
 
   “Go!” Mitch yelled at him.  “Get in the car.”
 
   Austin got onto his hands and knees, feeling a little dazed, and saw another streak of fire coming.  Instinctively, he dove away from the car.  Before he hit the concrete, the car exploded, and another shockwave punched him as he fell.  
 
   When Austin looked up, the car was on fire.  Burning Marines were running out of the back of the Osprey.  An explosion rocked the aircraft, and one of the engines broke away, spinning into the air and angling away.
 
   Machine gun fire rattled out of the distance.  
 
   A hand grabbed Austin under the arm and pulled him to his feet.
 
   Mitch was shouting and dragging him.  “Run!”
 
   Austin stumbled, got his feet beneath him, and ran across the runway.
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 50
 
    Paul slapped Larry on the cheek.
 
   Larry stirred.
 
   Paul slapped him a few more times.
 
   Larry’s eyes opened.
 
   “Hello, Larry.”
 
   Larry choked and coughed at the sock stuffed in his mouth.
 
   “That’s your sock, Larry.  You should do your laundry more often.  It stinks.”
 
   Larry pushed the sock out of his mouth with his tongue and tried to holler.  Paul wadded up the sock and stuffed it back into Larry’s mouth.  Larry struggled against his restraints.
 
   “Calm down.” Paul put a hand on Larry’s head and pushed it into the dirty pillow.
 
   Larry’s yell was muffled by the sock.
 
   “Got a headache? I’m sorry.” Of course, Paul wasn’t.  Larry knew it.  If felt good to say it.  Paul let off the pressure on Larry’s head.  “Do you know what happened to you?”
 
   Larry glared.
 
   “I’ll take the sock out of your mouth, but if you raise your voice…”
 
   Larry didn’t respond.
 
   Paul withdrew the damp sock.  Larry hollered, and Paul stuffed it back in.  Paul looked up and down the ward.  Nobody was paying them any attention.  Too many of the dying Ebola patients were making too many pained noises for Larry’s hollers to be noticed.  Paul sighed.  “You disappoint me, Larry.” He put his palm on the sock to keep it in place and pinched Larry’s nostrils together.
 
   Larry’s eyes went wide, and his face stretched in panic.  He fought his restraints and tried to turn his head, but Paul pushed down and held Larry in place.  
 
   After thirty seconds of torturing Larry, Paul pulled his hand away and let Larry suck air in through his nostrils.  “Don’t misbehave.”
 
   Larry tried to glare, but only fear showed in his eyes.
 
   “If I remove the sock again.  You need to keep a low voice.  Do you understand?”
 
   Larry nodded.
 
   “You’re not as dumb as everybody thinks.” Paul pulled the sock out of Larry’s mouth.
 
   “I’m gonna kill you for this.”
 
   “I’m sure you are.” Paul looked around.  “Do you remember what happened?”
 
   “Yeah.  You made me carry both those bags.  I lost my balance and tried to catch myself.  You kicked me down.”
 
   “Gosh Larry, it didn’t seem that way to me.  Seems like you tried to pull me off the ladder.”
 
   “You tried to kill me.  That’s what I told the doctor.”
 
   “Seems like nobody believed you, Larry.  You’re tied to the bed, and I’m free.”
 
   Larry pulled against his bonds again.
 
   “Does your leg hurt? How about your arm?”
 
   Larry didn’t answer.
 
   “They say you’ve got a concussion, too.  That’s got to suck.”
 
   Larry’s eyes focused on the IVs, one running into each arm.  He looked at Paul.  “What are you doing?”
 
   Paul looked at the bag of blood hanging above Larry’s bed, slowly draining into Larry’s good arm.  From Larry’s broken arm, a clear plastic hose drained blood into a bag lying on the floor.  “I’m giving you a transfusion.”
 
   “You can’t do that.  You’re not a doctor.”
 
   “Yeah.” Paul almost laughed.  “I hope I don’t screw it up.” Paul pointed at the tube coming out of Larry’s broken arm.  “I’m taking your blood out.”
 
   Larry protested and started to raise his voice.  Paul pushed the sock over his mouth.  “Now, now, Larry.  You remember the rules.”
 
   Larry’s eyes were full of hate.
 
   Paul nodded at the bag above Larry’s bed.  “Don’t worry.  You won’t bleed to death.  I’m putting different blood back in.”
 
   Larry looked at the bag above his head.  “Why? Is this a medical procedure?”
 
   “Sort of.  You see, Larry, I need you to answer some questions for me.  I’m pretty sure you’ll be reluctant, too, so I figured I’d give you an incentive.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I’m taking your blood out.” Paul pointed at the bag on the floor.  “I’m going to give it to the Ebola patients in here who look like they might die anyway.  I want them to have a chance.”
 
   “I don’t get it.”
 
   “I know, Larry.  That’s because you’re not a smart man.  I’m putting their blood back into you.  Blood chock-full of Ebola virions.”
 
   Larry went white.
 
   “Yeah, I know.  Frightening shit.” Paul gave Larry a gentle slap on the face.  “You’ve got immunity, I’m sure.  K probably.  At least, I hope you do, or you’re already fucked.  The thing is, and I don’t know any of this for sure, I’m guessing.  I’m not a doctor.  If you’ve got a healthy immune system pumping out antibodies of the right sort, you’ll probably be just fine after I pump a bag of Ebola-tainted blood into your system.  Your immune system will kill off all those nasty Ebola virions, and you probably won’t even notice…” Paul paused for effect.  “I guess.”
 
   “You can’t do this.”
 
   “I already am.  Here’s the scary part, Larry.” Paul reached down and picked up a few bags of warm blood off the floor.  “I’ve got enough down here to totally transfuse you.” That was probably a lie.  Paul didn’t know how much blood it would take to transfuse Larry.  He didn’t even know how much of the blood he poured into one arm would stay and how much would flow through Larry’s body and out through the plastic tube connected to the other arm.  “I don’t know how many of these bags I have to pump in before there are so many Ebola virions in you that they overwhelm whatever defenses you have.” Paul grimaced and looked at a nearby patient lying in bloody sheets, stinking of all the fluids that had leaked out of his body.  “Not a good way to go.  What do you think?”
 
   “No.  No.  No.”
 
   “Don’t panic, Larry.  You have a way out of this.”
 
   Larry started to shiver.  His eyes glassed over with tears.  “Please.”
 
   “I want you to tell me some stories, Larry—stories about what you did before you got your job here.  I want to hear stories about you and Jimmy and about all the people you got plasma from before you came here.  That’s what I want to know.  And when you’ve convinced me that all the stories you’re telling me are true, I’ll stop transfusing your blood.  Keep one thing in mind, though, the sooner you convince me, the sooner I’ll stop transfusing.  Now, talk.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 51
 
   Car engines were revving somewhere in the distance.  The machine gun fire was tapering off but getting closer.  Something in the burning wreckage of the Osprey and the fuel truck exploded.  A pool of flaming gasoline spread a hundred feet around the aircraft, and Austin knew that everyone who’d been inside was dead.
 
   In the car Austin had been about to get inside, a blackened body burned.  Another body lay just outside the open driver’s door, rifle on the ground just out of reach.
 
   Thirty seconds into the attack, Austin and Mitch were the only two of the squad of Marines and CIA assassins still alive.
 
   Well off the smooth tarmac, Austin ran after Mitch toward long rows of shipping containers in the construction yard.  Austin twisted an ankle in a tire rut and fell, rolled, and got back to his feet without losing much momentum.
 
   Mitch got to one of the metal shipping containers and concealed himself at a corner.  He shoved the M-16 into Austin’s hands, aimed his weapon across the runway, and fired.
 
   Austin raised his rifle as he knelt beside Mitch and looked for a target.
 
   A pickup with several men rolled through the light cast by the Osprey’s burning wreck.  Austin pulled the trigger, heard the rifle shoot, felt it buck, but saw no effect.
 
   A second later, the pickup burst in an explosion that dwarfed the fire consuming the Osprey.
 
   An F-16’s engine roared as it tore through the darkness, trailing a conical blue flame.  Another F-16 fired a missile, and another vehicle exploded.
 
   Attackers fired their machine guns at the sky.  Others ran around the burning wreckage.
 
   A pickup loaded with armed men drove toward Mitch and Austin.
 
   Mitch shot a dozen rounds and spun.  “We gotta go.”
 
   Austin followed Mitch into the darkness, running through the maze of buildings, containers, and equipment.
 
   Car engines raced, and metal rattled as the pursuers drove across the rough ground between the runway and the construction yard.
 
   Mitch changed directions.  Austin struggled to keep up.
 
   The jihadists—that’s what Austin thought of them—were in the construction yard.  Headlights shined through metal and cast jagged shadows.  Men shouted in Arabic.  Many were on foot and spreading out.
 
   Mitch led Austin further and further.
 
   The jets made another pass over the runway leaving explosions in their wake.
 
   Mitch changed directions again, and moments later, he and Austin were standing at the corner of a temporary dorm complex built to house workers.  They were facing the direction of the runway again but were well past the end.  
 
   Out in the open space in front of them vehicles burned, but at least a half-dozen men stood in the light, facing the construction yard, weapons at the ready.
 
   “Damn.” Mitch looked back and forth.
 
   “What?”
 
   Mitch pointed across the hundreds of yards of open ground.  “The highway, the golf course, and the beach are over there.”
 
   Austin looked at the darkness past the illuminating fires.  He understood.  There’s no way they could get across.  The launch from the destroyer, an escape from the deadly trouble that had found them, was out of reach.  
 
   “The samples were in the car.” Austin looked back the way they’d come.  “We’re no use to the Navy now.”
 
   Mitch looked at Austin, reappraising him as he did.
 
   “We need to get out of here.”
 
   Mitch turned and ran back into the construction yard.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 52
 
   They avoided the gunmen in the construction area and made it over a newly paved road and into a highway cloverleaf where the only cars present were those abandoned by their owners.  Some had the bodies still inside.
 
   Cattycorner across the highway interchange, they ran into a deep wadi over ground that was too rough for vehicles to follow.  Feeling a little bit safe, they started to jog at a sustainable pace.  They had to spread some distance between themselves and their pursuers and couldn’t sprint forever.
 
   Working their way along a highway running east toward downtown Muscat, they stayed behind what little cover was available.  Along the way, Austin kept watch for—but never saw—a police vehicle.  Neither did he see any military vehicles racing toward the under-construction airport.  In fact, he only saw one car rolling cautiously along in the same direction they were moving.
 
   Mitch and Austin passed the familiar golden arches of a McDonald’s sign that sat attached to a Shell gas station.  They risked a highway crossing to get to what looked like better cover in an industrial company’s storage yard for drilling equipment.  Once amongst the equipment, Mitch relaxed a little and Austin breathed easier.
 
   “Who were those guys?”
 
   Mitch’s face showed a flash of anger.  “I don’t know.”
 
   “Guesses?”
 
   Mitch shook his head.  “Only guesses that don’t make sense.”
 
   “Terrorists, right?”
 
   “They could be local isolationist militia.  Definitely not government.  The F-16s made that clear.  Those were Omani Royal Air Force.  They were our escorts in Omani airspace.  They were trying to defend us.”
 
   “It seemed like they were waiting for us.  The terrorists, I mean.” Austin peeked around a corner of a storage container to see up and down a dirt roadway through the yard.  “It seemed like an ambush.”
 
   Mitch took a hard look into the darkness behind them.  “Yeah.”
 
   “If that’s what it was, then why? That’s the part that doesn’t make sense to me.”
 
   Mitch ran across the dirt road with Austin in tow, and they passed into the deep shadows between massive pieces of oil drilling equipment.  “We had to have permission to refuel in Oman.  Somebody in the Omani government told somebody something.  The somebody they told didn’t want us here.”
 
   “To the point of trying to kill us?” Austin’s voice rose on a wave of his frustration.  “That’s the part that doesn’t make any sense to me.  Even after everything that’s happened, are there so many people in the Middle East who hate Americans that a rumor from somebody’s cousin is enough to stir up a bunch of armed bandits to wait at a deserted airport in the middle of the night with RPGs and machine guns? I mean, dammit, this doesn’t make sense to me.”
 
   “I know.” Mitch stopped and squatted between two large steel legs that supported a structure of something Austin had no hope of identifying.  
 
   Austin knelt beside Mitch.  “You want to give me the rest of my ammunition now?”
 
   Mitch dug into his bag.  He handed Austin a couple of magazines.  “I’ve got more when you need it.” He took a moment to collect his thoughts.  “I don’t have any evidence to back this up but you know what my gut tells me?”
 
   “What?”
 
   Mitch looked around at the shadows as though he was uncomfortable with the thoughts troubling him.  “The Middle East is full of jihadist networks.  Probably one of them got wind that Marines had gotten permission to land in Muscat under extraordinary circumstances.  The fact that American Marines would want to land in Muscat right now would be enough to send anybody into wondering why.  Everyone in the neighborhood on America’s shit list would think the Marines might be coming for them.  That would engender the kind of response we saw tonight.”
 
   “But in Oman?” Austin asked.  “I thought Oman was moderate.  Are there terrorist groups here?”
 
   “The borders for the UAE are just on the other side of the mountains.”
 
   “The UAE is moderate as well.” Austin put a full magazine into his M-16, tucked one into a big pocket in his pants and put two more full ones and a partial in his bag.  “Tell me what you really think.”
 
   Mitch pointed northwest.  “Dubai is a hundred miles that way.”
 
   “You think Najid Almasi orchestrated this?” Austin was astonished.  “You think he has an intelligence network capable of finding that Americans are in the country next door and are coming to kill him?”
 
   “The intelligence network part isn’t a stretch,” said Mitch.  “Neither are his capabilities.  Look what he did to the world.  He’s not the kind of man you underestimate.”
 
   “Najid Almasi just tried to kill us.” Austin sat down in the sand and felt like he’d been punched in the chest.  More to himself than Mitch, he muttered, “Won’t he ever be satisfied? Does he have to kill everybody?”
 
   “Don’t think of it personally.” Mitch stood up and looked around again.  “We don’t know if it was Najid Almasi but if it was, he was defending himself from American soldiers in the neighborhood.  And he was defending whatever he has planned next.”
 
   Austin got to his feet.  “Wait.  What? You think he has something coming next?”
 
   Mitch turned and looked at Austin with eyes as hard as Austin had yet seen.  “Najid Almasi spread Ebola around the world to benefit Arabs.  Arab and Muslim nations have taken the brunt of the pandemic.  You’ve seen what I’ve seen.  Hell, look around.  Besides the terrorists who attacked us, and that one car on the highway, we haven’t seen a single living person since we landed.  Nearly all of them are dead.  It’s exactly what we saw in Kenya, Ethiopia, and Djibouti.  What did that guy at the gas station say?”
 
   “Abasi?” Austin confirmed.
 
   “Yeah, him.  He said one or two in a hundred survived.” Mitch waved a hand at the darkness.  “Over a million people used to live in Muscat.  Maybe only ten thousand live here now, and things could get worse.  Starvation, water shortages, other diseases, and war.  It’ll all come to places like this.  People with twisted ideals will see this as an opportunity to seize land and power.  More will die.”
 
   Austin didn’t want to believe, but he did.  He wanted to think people—most people—were better than that.  He pushed those thoughts out of his mind.  He knew better.  The world had plenty of machine gun-toting hatemongers fomenting war.
 
   Why did hate have to be so easy?
 
   “Things aren’t as bad in America,” said Mitch.  “Two-thirds are dead or something like that.  You and I know it.  And if we know it, Almasi probably knows it too.  If so, you can bet your ass he’s planning something more.  His Ebola plan succeeded, but it cost him more than it cost us.  He lost.  I don’t believe Najid Almasi is a man who will accept defeat.”
 
   Austin thought of the Napoleonic man he’d seen in Kapchorwa.  “No, he won’t.”
 
   Nodding his head with his eyes fixed on nothing, Mitch seemed to accept the infallible truth of his hunch.  “I’m going to find you a place to stay in Muscat.  They’ve got some pretty good hotels around here if we can find one still open.  I’ll check you in and leave you my satellite phone so you can call Olivia.  I’m going to continue with the mission.”
 
   “What? On your own?”
 
   “I’m going to kill Najid Almasi.”
 
   “By yourself?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “No, you’re not.”
 
   Mitch laughed.  “It’s nice of you to try and talk me out of something you think is stupid but I—”
 
   “I’m not talking you out if it,” Austin told him.  “I’m going with you.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 53
 
   Dependable, secure communication was turning into a casualty of the epidemic.  Power was intermittent.  In some areas that Hadi had crossed the networks had failed and weren’t coming back.  Satellite phones were used only as a last resort, as they had a limited number of those so they couldn’t be thrown away after a few uses.  So, when Najid received a call on the cellphone he was using that day, from the only number programmed in, he was pleasantly surprised.
 
   It was after midnight as he stood under a thick canopy of date palms on Fastballer Bellingham’s island watching a boat motor away from the end of the dock.  He’d just received news that was both good and bad.  The intelligence he’d received that the Americans were landing in Muscat to refuel one of their tilt-wing troop carriers had proven correct.  That was the disturbing part.  The fact that the aircraft was destroyed and all of its occupants killed was mostly good.  Nearly twenty of the men Najid sent on the raid had been killed.  Najid had instructed his men to capture at least one prisoner so he could be questioned before being killed.  That part of the plan had not worked out, but such things didn’t always.  They were often a matter of luck as much as skill.
 
   As it stood, Najid had again thwarted the Americans.  That didn’t mean victory.  All it meant was that to be safe, he needed to move again.  The Americans, having failed at taking his head with their Seals or Delta Force or whatever armed men were coming, might decide that their illegal right to rain missiles on Dubai’s sovereign territory trumped Dubai’s right to have it not happen.
 
   Najid answered the phone.  “Speak.”
 
   “The delivery proceeds.”
 
   “On schedule?” Najid hoped.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “The location?”
 
   “In the place you suggested.”
 
   “Verification?”
 
   “I have obtained the services of the physicist you recommended.  He is with us.”
 
   “Forcibly?”
 
   “Willfully.  He is sympathetic to our cause.  The compensation helped a great deal.”
 
   Najid smiled.  The compensation always helped a great deal.  “The men?”
 
   “All are dedicated.  All are obedient.  Only travel and the obstacles one might expect in the chaos slow us down.”
 
   “The Iranians?”
 
   “The border was not a problem.  We’ve not yet been approached by any military unit or official of any sort.”
 
   Najid smiled again.  If the Iranians had suffered as badly as the Arab nations that was a good thing.  “You should know our friends in the West attempted to pay me a visit.”
 
   Hadi’s voice turned to concern.  “How bad?”
 
   “Bad for them.  We lost most of our men here, and I will need to relocate.”
 
   “That is the safe thing to do.  Do you know where?”
 
   “I’m working on it.  The number of available sanctuaries has greatly expanded.  Of those that meet my needs, that will be difficult.  I may have to make compromises on some of my requirements.”
 
   “We’ve been lucky with Ebola for awhile,” said Hadi, “but we’ve been sequestered on islands.  Now that we are out among the sick, the risk will grow.  I beg you, do not become complacent with respect to this matter as you make your selection.”
 
   Najid resisted the urge to rebuke Hadi for proffering unrequested advice.  “I am aware of the risks.  I will have a man at each of the rendezvous points we discussed.  That is how you’ll find your way back to me.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 54
 
   “As much as I’d like to turn you down,” said Mitch, “I won’t.”
 
   That emboldened Austin.  It wasn’t quite a vote of confidence, but he decided to accept it as such.
 
   “Your sister will likely kill me if I survive.”
 
   “Figure of speech.”
 
   Mitch shrugged.  “You need to know, if you really intend to sign on for this, the mission is paramount.  You understand?”
 
   “Don’t beat around the bush with euphemisms.  Are you telling me we’ll succeed or die trying?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m telling you.”
 
   Austin nodded.  “I never had you figured for a Kamikaze type.”
 
   “I’ve been Kamikaze on this one since the day I first saw you on the ground behind the hospital in Kapchorwa.  I knew then what the virus was capable of doing.  I knew then what an evil man Najid Almasi was.  I pledged to myself then that I’d trade my life to prevent—” Mitch’s face turned angry then blank.
 
   Austin said nothing, choosing instead to let Mitch get back on track without any awkward words from him.
 
   “I didn’t prevent the pandemic,” said Mitch.  “I tried.  This is not self-pity talking.  It’s realism.  I tried.  The agency tried.  The military tried.  Before, I suspected Najid Almasi’s degree of evil.  Now I know.  He needs to be put down.  No one is safe while he’s alive.  If one man dies—if I die—killing him and saving the lives of thousands or millions more, it’s worth it.  To me it is.”
 
   “It’s worth it to me, too.” Austin drew a deep breath to steel his nerves against the claim he’d just made.  “I’ve seen enough of Najid’s shit.  I don’t know that I’ll be as noble as you about it, but he needs to be killed.” Austin took another deep breath to let his choice sink in.  “What’s the plan?”
 
   “We need to find a car to steal,” said Mitch.  “We need to do it soon.  It’s been maybe an hour since the firefight.  Almasi’s men, and let’s just assume going forward that they were his, are no longer looking for us or they’re so far off our trail that we’ve escaped.  Either way, they’re on their way to communicate news of the ambush to Almasi.”
 
   “Agreed.” Austin nodded confidently.
 
   “Once Almasi gets the news that a squad of Marines was sent to kill him, our clock starts ticking.  Right now, we know where he is but he’ll move.  That’s the smart thing to do.  He may be on the run already.  He may think he’s won a round and he’ll wait until tomorrow or the next day.  He may still be too injured to move.  We don’t know any of those things.  All we know for certain is that he will move eventually, and we need to get to him before he does.  If he gets away, we may not be lucky enough to find him again.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   Mitch smiled.  “You’d make a good yes man.”
 
   “A good CIA assassin too.” Austin added, “I hope.” 
 
   Mitch pointed northeast.  “Dubai is about a hundred miles from here.  In a car, we might make it there in a couple of hours.  I don’t know what we’ll do when we get there.  We had a plan before we lost the Marines.  You and I will have to figure something out on the way.”
 
   “We will.”
 
   “First, we need a car.”
 
   “I spotted what looked like an office complex.” Austin cocked his head down a dirt road between two rows of rusty equipment.  “Company cars.  Maybe some keys are inside.”
 
   “As good a plan as any.” Mitch looked around at the shadowy yard.  “Which way?”
 
   Austin jogged.  Mitch followed.
 
   Austin looked into each shadow they passed.  He scanned the moonlit areas ahead for movement and saw nothing but dust and rocks.
 
   When they came to the edge of a parking lot, Mitch grabbed Austin’s shoulder, stopped him, and went ahead.
 
   Keeping low, they snuck between rows of similar SUVs, all with company logos stenciled on the doors.  
 
   “No lights.” Austin pointed at the building.
 
   “Power’s out.” Mitch motioned toward some taller buildings in the distance.  Some of them were lit.
 
   “They have their own generators?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Austin looked back at the dark, single-story office building.  “No power in this part of town, I guess.”
 
   Mitch waved Austin to follow, and they scampered between the cars until they came to a place by the building’s wall.
 
   Austin stood up on his tiptoes and peeked through a window.  
 
   Mitch looked back across the parking lot and the parts of the yard he could see.  “Anything inside?”
 
   “Just some offices.”
 
   “Check another window.”
 
   Austin turned away from the building and knelt beside Mitch.  “Do you see another building that might be the motor pool?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Then let’s break in and search.  If the power is out, we’ll be safe, right?”
 
   Mitch shook his head.  “Not necessarily.”
 
   “But we’ll have to break in at some point if we want the keys.  Might as well do it now.  It’ll be easier to find the keys from the inside.”
 
   “All right.” Mitch stood up straight and looked at the window.  He pulled a knife from a sheath and worked it into a seam at the edge of the glass.  He twisted and pried.  The metal frame popped loudly.
 
   Austin looked around in the dark.
 
   Mitch slid the window open and squatted down against the wall and made a stirrup with his hands.  “Go.”
 
   Austin climbed inside, got his feet beneath him, and took a second to listen.  He heard nothing.  He sniffed the warm air.  Nothing but stale dust.
 
   “Good?” Mitch asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Mitch climbed into the window unassisted, making it look easy.  Once inside, he went through the same steps Austin had.  Stop.  Listen.  Smell.  He waved Austin to follow and they exited into the hall.
 
   They searched through five offices before they came to one just off the lobby.  It was messy, not because it had been ransacked.  It was poorly organized.  The people who had sat behind the two small desks and worked behind its counter had no sense of tidiness.  What they did have was a cabinet under the desk containing a stack of wide, flat drawers.  The second one from the top was open, revealing rows of tagged car keys.
 
   Mitch smiled and gave Austin a nod.  “Good call.” He stepped over to examine the keys.  
 
   Austin took a look through a window reinforced with crisscrossed wire.  He saw across the building’s lobby and out through the front windows.  Cars sitting.  Dust blowing in the moonlight.  Nothing lay out there that hadn’t been there before.
 
   Jingling keys in his hand, Mitch said, “C’mon.  Let’s go out the way we came in.”
 
   Austin followed.
 
   Once in the parking lot, it took only a few minutes walking up and down the aisles and pressing buttons on fobs to find an SUV that responded.  They got in.  
 
   Mitch started up the engine.  Rap started playing through the stereo in a language Austin didn’t understand.  Mitch reached to turn it down.  
 
   Austin put his hand on the knob first.  He turned it down, but not off.  “Weird.  But I kinda like it.”
 
   “We’ve got nearly a full tank.” He looked at Austin and smiled.  “Barring any crazy shit on the road, we won’t have to scrounge for gas.”
 
   “You know how to get where we’re going?” Austin asked.
 
   “Check the glove box.  Maybe there’s a map.”
 
   Austin looked inside, fumbled through some papers but found nothing that looked like a map.  “Nope.”
 
   “We’ll have to depend on my limited Arabic vocabulary and hope most of the road signs have English translations.”
 
   “Works for me.”
 
    Mitch pulled out of the parking spot.
 
   As the SUV moved into the aisle between the rows of cars, Austin noticed shadows moving on the side of the building—big shadows in a light that grew quickly and terrifyingly bright.
 
   “Shit.” Mitch floored it.
 
   The SUV fishtailed down the aisle.
 
   Two vehicles with bright headlights pulled into the aisle ahead of them, casting a blinding light.
 
   Mitch mashed the brake, shoved the SUV into reverse, and spun the wheels, moving back.
 
   Austin looked over his shoulder to see vehicles block that end of the aisle as well.  They were trapped.
 
   Mitch stopped the car halfway between the cars in front and behind.  He put the SUV in park.  He pulled the handle to unlatch his door.
 
   Austin grabbed his door handle.
 
   “Click it open but don’t swing it until I give the word.”
 
   Austin’s heart was pounding.
 
   “When you’re out, run as fast as you can for the darkest shadows.  Keep down between the cars.  Don’t look back.  Don’t wait.”
 
   “Where will we meet up?”
 
   “Ah.” Mitch quickly looked around.
 
   Men were out of their cars and walking into the headlights in front of them and behind.
 
   “McDonald’s.”
 
   Austin nodded.
 
   An amplified voice spoke in accented English.  
 
   “GET OUT OF THE CAR.”
 
   Austin looked at Mitch.  He seemed frozen.
 
   “Should we go?” Austin was ready.  He was anxious.  He looked ahead again.  The men in the headlights were in uniform.
 
   “SLOWLY.  GET OUT OF THE CAR.”
 
   The men from behind were advancing.
 
   Mitch looked at Austin.  “These aren’t the guys from the airport.”
 
   Austin leaned into his door.
 
   Mitch grabbed him.  “Don’t.  We’re already too late.”
 
   “What?” Austin knew his voice sounded panicked.  He’d been a prisoner of hostile brutes for months.  He’d been starved, beaten, and threatened.  He pulled his arm away from Mitch’s grip.
 
   With a hand on his M-16, Austin swung the door open and stepped one leg out.
 
   Mitch grabbed him again.  “Don’t.  They’ll shoot you.”
 
   Too late.
 
   When Austin looked away from Mitch’s eyes to make his run, he knew he’d missed his chance.  Soldiers with rifles at their shoulders were in front and back, not more than a dozen paces away.  Austin let go of his weapon and his shoulders sagged.  
 
   Caught again.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 55
 
   The room wasn’t bad, considering what it was—a Middle Eastern interrogation room.  Smooth brick walls.  A sealed concrete floor.  Austin sat in a chair secured to the floor with his hands cuffed to it.  The room was small and clean with good light.  A formidable door and a closed-circuit camera in the corner at the ceiling.
 
   Austin and Mitch had both been cuffed at the scene of their crime and then driven away in separate vehicles.  The men who’d captured them were all some type of military or policemen.  All wore gloves, helmets, and protection against any virus that Austin might be carrying in his blood or his breath.  No one asked Austin any questions.  They gave orders.  He followed their instructions.  They’d eventually put him in the interrogation room and cuffed him to the chair.
 
   How long he’d been sitting there alone, he didn’t know.  An hour.  Possibly several.  
 
   It was plenty of time to develop a list of worries over outcomes.  It was enough time for him to decide what he could—or should—tell his captors.  And though he had time to make the decision, he couldn’t.  What he should tell his captors had everything to do with who they were and what their reasons were for detaining him.
 
   On the surface, the reasons were clear.  Austin and Mitch had broken into the construction company’s building and had probably tripped a silent alarm.  Either the building had a functioning generator or the power was on the whole time and lights had just been turned off.  When the police—militarized though they were—arrived, they’d caught Mitch and Austin in the act of stealing a vehicle.  Of course, they’d arrested him.  
 
   But surely stealing a car from someone who was likely dead couldn’t be that big of a deal.  Could it? 
 
   The possibility that Austin didn’t want to spend any time thinking about, but one that kept sneaking its way into his thoughts was that the policemen who’d detained him were allied with the terrorists who’d attacked the refueling Osprey.  If that was the case, Austin had no doubt he was going to die.  He’d be tortured for hours, maybe days or months.  Then they’d saw off his head with a knife not big enough for the purpose.
 
   Austin shuddered at the thought.  He didn’t want to go that way.  He’d die fighting if it came to that.  And with that thought, he regretted dropping his M-16 and raising his hands back at the scene of the crime.  As bad as his chances were in those moments when the soldiers were getting out of their cars and raising their weapons, his chances of escape had only gotten worse afterwards.  Had he thought the situation through quickly enough, reacted fast enough, he might have saved himself.  
 
   Indecision had cost him, maybe his life.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 56
 
   It was easy to be invisible.  The guards, like the men and women who brought the food and supplies, saw Paul as a lower-class acquaintance.  Most of them had signed contracts and were being compensated for their work.  The only reason Paul wasn’t in a cage like the other uncooperative reconvalescent donors, in the camp against their will, was that he hadn’t yet broken a big enough rule.  The tone of their words when they did speak revealed what they thought of Paul—lesser.
 
   They communicated with Paul enough to get their jobs done and to let him do his.  When Paul tried to talk even about something as innocuous as the weather, he got little in return but grunts and gestures.  Social training at work.  Rules of the federal and state government as well as the camp tried to keep everyone separate lest their germs spread.  The physical distance became social distance.  Everyone an island, floating across the surface of the earth, habituated to repel.
 
   Paul had no friends in the camp, not in any way that he’d ever defined them before.  He talked to Millie, but she was a greedy hag with a heart of stone.  She pretended to kindness only to profit from their relationship.
 
   Captain Willard treated Paul like a piece of property.  So those exchanges of words could hardly be called conversations.
 
   Some of the guards had become friendly enough to trustees like Paul, though tolerant was probably a better word.  Not one ever asked his last name.  How could anyone care about anyone whose name they didn’t know.
 
   Paul figured he only had two people that were anything like friends, Salim the mass murdering terrorist, and the gangbanging thug whose name, ironically, Paul had never asked.  The longest conversations Paul had since his arrival in the East Denver Internment Camp were with those two.
 
   And Paul hadn’t talked to either of them in days.  They were both due to come into the lab to make their donations before lunch.  They were on the first page of the list Marazzi had left him before breakfast.  But Paul had other plans.  He rearranged the list, put both Salim and the gangbanger in the same time slot in the early evening near the end of the shift.
 
   While Paul waited through dull hours listening to the two remaining machines whir, hearing the drainees complain about the loss of their plasma—one bag to the government, one to the contraband pile—Paul thought about and rehashed his plans.  In the end, he always came to the same conclusion.  He couldn’t escape, not without turning himself into a fugitive and probably ending up with a long prison term when things finally settled down.  Despite his visit to Larry, despite all that he’d done in Dallas and after, life on the fringes of the law wasn’t for him.  But he couldn’t shake his desire to see Jimmy, Larry’s nebulous partner, die.
 
   And the more time that passed with Larry out of the picture, the more tenuous that link to Jimmy would become until one day, there’d be no link at all.  
 
   


  
 

Chapter 57
 
   Paul had the gangbanger and Salim strapped into the two beds beside the last of his functioning plasmapheresis machines.  Paul stood at the foot of the gangbanger’s bed.  “I never asked you what your name is.”
 
   The gangbanger looked at Paul with suspicion.  
 
   “My name is Paul Cooper.  I’m here because I infected myself on purpose and lied about it to the authorities.  Everybody thinks I brought Ebola to Denver.”
 
   Salim said, “It wasn’t you.”
 
   Nodding and grinning, the gangbanger said, “I thought you looked familiar.  I’ve been telling myself this whole time I knew you from somewhere.  I thought maybe you were a teacher from high school or something.  But that was a lot of years ago.  A lot of weed ago.”
 
   “I hope I’m not that old.” Paul ran a hand through his graying hair.  He was.
 
   “Rafael Garcia.  That’s my name.”
 
   “Good to meet you.  Finally.” Paul looked at the other bed.  “That’s Salim Pitafi.” He looked back at Rafael.  “I promised you a favor, but you never asked me to do anything.”
 
   “I only want one thing.”
 
   “To get out.”
 
   Rafael nodded.  
 
   “I have a plan for that.”
 
   Rafael looked at Salim.
 
   Pointing as Salim, Paul said, “I can get you both out.”
 
   Salim said, “I’m not going.”
 
   “Shit.” Rafael shot Salim a withering look.
 
   “I don’t need to escape.” Salim glanced at Rafael then looked back at Paul.  “Help him if you want.  I don’t need to get out.  I’ve done too many bad things.  I need to stay and take my punishment.”
 
   Rafael said, “You’re an idiot.”
 
   “You can’t,” said Paul.  “I mean…” He knew what Salim had done.  He knew Salim had been duped into the depths of his crime.  He knew Salim’s guilt would follow him for the rest of his days.  Maybe that was punishment enough.  “You should go.  If you stay, you know what’ll happen when they don’t need your plasma anymore.  They’ll eventually figure out what you did.  They’ll put the pieces together.”
 
   “And I’ll hang.” Salim said it with no emotion.  “Maybe they’ll give me the lethal injection.  Maybe solitary confinement for the rest of my life.” Tears ran down Salim’s cheeks, but he didn’t sniffle.  He didn’t try to hold them back.  “I made mistakes.  When I saw how bad things were going, I could have done something to change the outcome but I didn’t.  I was a coward.  I tried to save myself.  I deserve more than they’ll ever be able to do to me.”
 
   “Don’t.” Paul couldn’t piece together an argument beyond that single syllable.
 
   “Truly.” Salim’s voice grew strong.  “I’ve had a lot of time to think about this.  I need to stand and accept whatever I deserve.  I won’t hide in shame.”
 
   In a way, Paul was proud.  He was envious.  Seeing Salim’s resolve made him fear what a long, introspective examination might reveal.  
 
   Thoughts for another time.
 
   Rafael glanced from Paul to Salim and back again.  “I want to get out of here.  He can stay if he wants as long as he keeps his mouth shut ‘til I’m down the road.”
 
   “I have no loyalty to this place,” said Salim.  “If you go and Paul helps you, that’s between you two.”
 
   Paul thought about it for a minute and then focused on Rafael.  “I need to know what you’re in for.”
 
   “I told you.  I’m a token in the for-profit prison system.  I’m a line on a spreadsheet.  Keep Rafael in jail, buy a BMW with the profits.  That’s the way it works now.  Ever notice how mandatory sentences coincide with popular loan terms? Four or six for a car.  Thirty for a mortgage.  Think about it.”
 
   “I…” Paul didn’t know what to say.  “How long have you been in?”
 
   “I been in eight years.  Four to go.”
 
   Paul didn’t say anything about twelve-year loan terms he’d never heard of.  “Have you done anything violent?”
 
   “Man.” Rafael stretched a sour face.  “Why ask me that? What am I supposed to do, lie to you? If I’m good enough you’ll help me out? If I’m not, you won’t.” Rafael went back to his usual insulting tone.  “I’m in for marijuana possession, man.  I was buying for my sick grandmother back when it was still illegal.”
 
   “I don’t care what you did,” said Paul.  “At least not in the way you’re thinking.  I need a favor from you, a violent favor.  If I get you out, I need you to promise me you’ll do it.  That’s why I wanted to know what you were in for.  I needed to know if you had any qualms about killing.”
 
   “Killing?” Salim blurted.
 
   Rafael glared at Salim.  “I ain’t makin’ no promises to do nothing illegal with him watchin’.”
 
   “If you knew what he’d done,” Paul glanced at Salim, “you wouldn’t worry about it.”
 
   Rafael pointed at Salim.  “Seems like he’s found Jesus or something, bro.  You heard what he said about accepting his punishment and guilt and shit.”
 
   “You guys do what you want,” said Salim.  “Sorry, I interrupted.”
 
   Paul stepped up beside Rafael’s bed.  “There’s a guy on the outside.  I can give you all the particulars I have so you can find him.  He killed my wife, and I want him dead.”
 
   “Why don’t you bust out and do it yourself?” asked Rafael.
 
   “I will if I have to, but if I slip out, I’ll be missed.” After what he’d done to Larry, Paul’s morals had bent enough to allow for the murder of Jimmy.  “They’ll come looking for me.  Maybe they’ll search for the rest of my life.  I don’t want to deal with that.”
 
   “So you’re gonna make the Mexican deal with it.” Rafael laughed with a brutal edge.  “I see.”
 
   “No.” Paul raised his hands to get Rafael to keep his voice down.  “If I get you out, it’ll work because the guards will think you’re dead.  You’ll be listed as deceased.  As far as the government will know, Rafael won’t exist anymore.  After you’re out, just go by anybody’s house where the dude kind of looks like you and if he’s dead, steal his identity.  It’s the perfect crime.  Plenty of people don’t have any more relatives to identify them.  You could get away with it, easy.”
 
   “Why don’t you do that? Bust out? Kill this dude.  Change your name?”
 
   Paul shook his head.  “I still have a daughter.  She works at the NSA.  Whatever I do might roll back on her.  She could lose her job, her clearances.  I’ve already done enough harm to my family.  That’s why.”
 
   “What if you let me out and I don’t kill this guy? What if I haul ass to Canada or something with my new name, and you never hear from me again?”
 
   “I don’t imagine I’ll ever hear from you again anyway.” Paul stepped away from the bed.  He’d thought this part through and couldn’t come up with any reasonable way to verify the kill.  “I don’t have a phone.  I don’t have access to a computer.  I’m stuck here with no contact with the outside world.  All I can do is take your word that you’ll do what I ask you to.”
 
   “You’re not worried about whether I’ll lie?”
 
   “I am.  I can’t do anything about that.  That’s all I’ve got.”
 
   “And a couple of years from now when this is all over, and you’re wondering what happened with me and your friend Jimmy, you’re not gonna go look up my old lady or my family and try to ask me what happened?”
 
   “I’ll probably find out whether Jimmy died or not, eventually.” Paul knew Millie might tell him.  “I know someone who knows Jimmy.  She’ll probably tell me if Jimmy turns up dead.”
 
   “If that’s good enough for you then that’s good enough for me.” Rafael raised his hand as far as he was able given the strap tying his wrist to the bedframe.  
 
   Paul shook Rafael’s hand.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 58
 
   Body bags were in good supply in the camp, not because plenty of new ones came in on the trucks.  Not enough did.  Bodies were hauled in the bags from the infirmaries, the clinics, the dorms, anywhere someone happened to die.  The bags were opened, and the contents dumped into the pit where they burned the bodies by the east fence.  The crews then sanitized bags, or at least washed out the big lumps, recycling them through the system until they wore through or the zippers broke.
 
   One such bag was stored in Paul’s clinic.  He unfolded it and examined it to ensure it wouldn’t rip open and spill the body it would soon hold.  He used his lab scissors to poke air holes through the backside.  Then it was time to take the most dangerous step in his plan.  He loosed Rafael from his restraints.
 
   Rafael got off the bed, and Paul tossed the empty body bag on the floor.  “You need to get in if you want this to work.”
 
   Rafael rubbed his wrists and looked at Paul.
 
   Paul, having stuffed the lab scissors into his back pocket where he could get to them quickly, wondered if he’d made a mistake.
 
   “I won’t let you down, man.” Rafael extended a hand to shake.  Definitely a violation of the law but the least of the ones being broken at the moment.
 
   With his scissors in his right hip pocket, Paul hesitated before extending his hand.  If he did, the scissors would be useless for his defense if he needed them.  He looked into Rafael’s eyes and chanced it.  He shook.  “This place is turning into a nightmare.  We’re saving people, but we’re murdering people to do it.  Good luck.”
 
   Rafael got onto the floor and tucked himself into the bag.
 
   Paul got on his knees beside the bag.  He handed Rafael a pint of blood in a plastic bag that he’d harvested from a patient earlier in the day when the patient thought he’d been donating plasma.  “It’s disgusting, but after I zip up the bag, dump that blood all over your face and hair.  If someone opens the bag to check you out, we want them to close it as quickly as they can.”
 
   Rafael nodded and accepted the bag.
 
   Paul took the scissors out of his pocket.  No, wait.  He needed them.  “I need to use these for a second then you can take them.  Don’t hurt anyone.  Just cut some more air holes if you need them, okay?”
 
   Rafael nodded again.
 
   Paul jumped to his feet and went to the pile of pints he’d collected through the day, six bags of deep red.  He cut the first open and emptied it on Rafael’s bed.  The other five followed as Paul spilled them on the bed, the plasmapheresis machine, and the floor.  When he was done, he handed the scissors to Rafael and zipped him up.
 
   Paul stood and looked at Salim.  “If you’re going to back out, now is the time.  Once I open that door, we’re all committed.”
 
   “I’m ready.”
 
   Paul stepped to the lab door, opened it, and hollered into the hall.  “I got a bleeder.”
 
   A few minutes later one of the guards trudged up the hall and into the room.  His face turned to disgust when he saw the blood.  
 
   Paul looked down at the body bag.  “He went fast.  He was bleeding all over the place.  He’s dead.”
 
   “It was disgusting,” Salim added.
 
   Paul knelt down beside the bag and pulled the zipper a bit.  Black hair thick with red blood pushed through the plastic gap.
 
   “Stop.” The guard stepped back through the doorway.  “I’ve seen enough.” He looked down the hall.  “They’re hauling out three bleeders already.” He looked down at the body bag.  “Might not get to him tonight.”
 
   Paul huffed and jumped to his feet.  “Captain Willard has quotas.  You know what happens if I can’t use my clinic tomorrow.  I can’t draw donations.” He looked over at Salim.  “How about I take this kid and he can help me haul the dead guy out.”
 
   The guard’s face turned to concern, and he shook his head.
 
   “Look at him.” Paul pointed.  “That scrawny kid.  What’s he going to do?”
 
   “He could escape.”
 
   “Over the fence?” Paul laughed.  “He’ll get shot.  Who cares about that? The Colonel gets the example he’s had a hard-on for.”
 
   Chuckling, the guard said, “That’s the truth.” He looked Salim up and down.  “Fine.  Haul the dead guy up but you check in with me when you bring the skinny kid back down.  I want to make sure he gets back to his cage.  Got it?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “I need the dead guy’s name so Sergeant Marazzi can take him out of the system.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 59
 
   It took them a half hour to haul Rafael’s dead weight out of the subterranean complex.  With arms, shoulders, and hands aching from the effort, Paul and Salim carried the bag off the path and through the knee-high brown grass on a direct line toward the fire pit.  When they were far enough from people and structures, Paul instructed Salim to set his end down and to squat like he was resting.
 
   “I don’t need to pretend to rest,” said Salim.  “He’s heavy.”
 
   Paul unzipped the bag.  
 
   Rafael sucked a big breath of cold, clean air.  “Thank God.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   Rafael nodded and sat up.
 
   Paul pushed him back down.  “Not above the grass.” Paul looked around at the darkness, searching for anything that might turn into a problem.  “Prop yourself up on an elbow and look that way.” Paul pointed at the warehouse in the distance.  “Make your way over there.  Crawl or go on your hands and knees.  Once you’re in the shadow behind the building, wait there.  People will come and go.  I’ll be there later to transact some business.  All the soldiers and workers will be gone by then.  I’ll come out and get you.  Stay silent and hidden until then.”
 
   Rafael wiped his hands across his face then wiped them on his pants.  “This is disgusting.”
 
   “Are you good? You know what to do?”
 
   “I got it.  I’ll be there when you’re ready.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 60
 
   The door opened and of course, Austin anxiously looked over.  An Arab man came in followed by another, both in suits, both wore gloves and masks.  Soldiers were outside in the hall.  Mitch was out there with them in cuffs.
 
   The first Arab into the room leaned over and unlocked Austin’s handcuffs, or that’s to say, disconnected him from the chair and secured his hands behind his back.  “Come.”
 
   Austin stood up and followed the men into the hall where he was lined up beside Mitch.  The men in suits led them up the hall with the soldiers following.  Austin looked over at Mitch and silently mouthed, “What?”
 
   Mitch leaned in close and whispered, “Say nothing.  Follow.”
 
   They made their way to the end of the hall, passing heavy door after door, all cells.  Austin looked at each as they passed, unable to determine if they were occupied.  The cleanliness and bright lights were a contrast to how he’d spent his last period of captivity.
 
   The group walked down a flight of stairs, down a short hall, through the lobby of the police station, and out to the curb.
 
   The face-masked man who’d detached Austin from his chair opened the back door of a late model black SUV and motioned Austin to get inside.  Austin did and scooted across the seat as Mitch followed through the same door.  It shut behind.
 
   The SUV sped off, following another SUV of the same type.
 
   Austin looked at Mitch with a question on his face.
 
   A guy in the front passenger seat turned.  “We may talk now.”
 
   “The cuffs,” said Mitch.
 
   “Of course.” The man fished in his pocket.  “Turn around.”
 
   Mitch turned in the seat, got up on his knees and raised his hands.
 
   The man from the front seat unlocked Mitch’s cuffs.
 
   “My cuffs?” Austin asked, hoping for the same treatment.
 
   The man in front handed the keys to Mitch, who promptly unlocked the cuffs on Austin’s wrists.  “Thanks.”
 
   Mitch handed the cuffs to the man in the front seat.  “Austin, this is Shahid Khouri.  He works for the Sultan.”
 
   “So do the police,” said Khouri.  
 
   “Work for the Sultan?” Austin rubbed his wrists.
 
   Khouri nodded.  “Not as directly as I do.”
 
   “Where are we going?” asked Austin.
 
   “To one of the Sultan’s apartments,” said Mitch, “while they decide what to do with us.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 61
 
   Millie’s face lost what little color it had hidden behind the makeup.  “What’s that?”
 
   Paul pointed toward stacks of boxes along the back wall of the warehouse.  To Rafael, he said, “Stay close to those boxes, over there by Salim.  Only one of the cameras works in here.  If you stay over there, they can’t see you.”
 
   “He’s sick.” Millie shuddered.
 
   Paul turned back to Millie.  “He’s immune.  He’s the source of some of the plasma you’ve been getting.”
 
   “Why’s he covered with blood?”
 
   “I had to make him look dead to get him out of the silo, so you could haul him out of here.”
 
   Millie started walking toward her truck, shaking her head.  “I’m not in the business of abetting escapees.”
 
   “No, no,” said Paul.  “He’s not an escapee.  He’s dead.  You’re hauling a body.  That’s all.  I’ve got ten bags of plasma to pay his way.”
 
   “Captain Willard will ask questions when his plasma comes up missing.”
 
   “I’ll deal with Willard.” In fact, Paul hadn’t figured out yet how he was going to account for the discrepancy.  It would turn up one day soon.  Even criminals had an inventory control system.
 
   “I won’t do it for ten.”
 
   “Ten is what I’ve got.”
 
   “Then no.”
 
   “I don’t think you understand, Millie.” Paul stepped forward and towered over the tiny woman.  “Rafael is going with you.  He’s got some questions about your contact with Jimmy, Larry’s friend.”
 
   Millie turned hostile.  “You’re trying to cut me out.” She huffed and balled her bony little hands into fists.  “You’re not gonna do it.”
 
   “No.” Paul shook his head.  “That’s not it at all.  Jimmy’s your competition now, right? You’re not in business with him, right?”
 
   Millie nodded warily.
 
   Paul put on a reassuring smile.  “Why do you need Jimmy in your life? Sell the stuff yourself.  You’re already setting up a network to do that.  Let us take care of Jimmy.  Remove the competition.”
 
   Millie grinned.  She liked that idea a lot.
 
   “I’ll sweeten the deal,” said Paul.  “I’ll get you another five bags on your next visit so fifteen in all for delivering Rafael to Denver and getting him the lowdown on Jimmy.” Paul put a hand out to shake.
 
   Millie told Paul to get Rafael stashed in the trailer and close it up.  She exited the warehouse and headed for the truck’s cab.
 
   Paul walked Rafael into the trailer.  Several boxes of contraband plasma were stacked there.  “There’s no place to hide inside.  You have to hope nobody stops and inspects the truck.”
 
   Rafael’s face, anxious and smiling, turned to worry.  “How often does that happen?”
 
   “Millie says almost never.  Not anymore, anyway.” Paul reached into a pocket and wrapped his fingers around some papers he’d been working on.  “I need another favor.”
 
   Rafael grinned, obviously happy to have his feet so close to freedom’s doorstep.  “You want a lot.” 
 
   “I know.” Paul hesitated, still making the choice whether to proceed in giving Rafael the papers.
 
   “C’mon.  I’m gonna be a busy man.”
 
   Paul faked a laugh but left his papers in his pocket.  “You’ve got plans then? Do you think you’ll try to get out of the state?”
 
   Rafael leaned in close.  “How much do you trust Millie?”
 
   The question surprised Paul but then he guessed the intent behind it.  “I’d keep an eye on her, but I don’t think she’ll cross you and put her pipeline of plasma at risk.  I think you’ll be okay.”
 
   “No.” Rafael frowned and looked at Paul in disbelief.  “I can handle that old lady.  That’s not what I’m talkin’ about.  With this Jimmy character out of the picture, can I trust her as a business partner?”
 
   Paul let go of the papers and pulled his hand out of his pocket.  “You shouldn’t get involved in this.  It’s all going to go to shit one day.  Too many people know.  Things like this always get exposed.  When that happens, you don’t want to end up back in jail.  Even with a new identity, they can still run your prints, you know.”
 
   Rafael shrugged and sat behind the small stack of boxes in the truck.  “Just askin’ what you think.  I gotta find a way to make some money when I get out.  Things are messed up now.”
 
   They were indeed.  Paul said, “Good luck.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 62
 
   After Paul had closed the overhead door and Millie drove her truck away, Paul reached into his pocket and handed his papers to Salim.
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   Paul leaned down and picked up the box that contained Millie’s payment to Captain Willard.  “Everything.” Paul walked toward the back door.
 
   “Everything?” Salim hurried behind.
 
   “Put it in your pocket.  Keep it with you.  Don’t let anybody see it.”
 
   “Can I read it?”
 
   Paul nodded at the door.  “Will you get that?”
 
   Salim opened the door, and the two walked through.
 
   “Read it if you want.  I’ve written everything down, how the operation works.  Who I know is in on it.  Who all is corrupt.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I’m going to the Colonel to tell him what’s going on.”
 
   “The colonel of the camp?” Salim’s tone revealed just how bad he thought that idea was.
 
   Paul nodded.  “This has got to stop.”
 
   “Which part?”
 
   “All of it.”
 
   Salim laughed.  “You know the Colonel is probably in on it.  He’s probably running it.”
 
   “I know.” Paul drew a deep sigh.  “It’s a risk I have to take.  I was going to give that copy to Rafael to take to one of the news stations in Denver.”
 
   “But he wants in on the action.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Salim looked at the folded papers.  “What am I supposed to do with these?”
 
   “Keep them.  I think that after I tell the Colonel, things might go badly for me.  If they do, then I want you to find a way to get the story to somebody you can trust.  Somebody who can expose all of this.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Paul didn’t understand Salim’s position.  “What do you mean, why? It’s wrong.”
 
   “All of this is wrong.” Salim waved a hand at the camp.  “This little bit that you want to expose, why is that any more wrong than the rest of this?”
 
   That was a technicality that Paul had no answer for.
 
   Paul stopped.  Damn.
 
   Salim looked up at the stars.  “It’s been a long time since I was last outside.  I miss it.”
 
   “I come out here almost every night.” Paul turned his eyes up to the black sky.  “It’s the only place that feels untainted.”
 
   Salim’s head sank, and he looked at his feet.
 
   “Sorry.” Paul reached over and put a hand on Salim’s arm.  “I didn’t mean to underscore—”
 
   “No.  I know what I did.  That is my burden.  You don’t need to apologize.”
 
   Paul said, “I need to get this stuff to Captain Willard before he comes looking for it.”
 
   “What about the letter?”
 
   “Hold onto that for now.  I don’t know what I’ll do.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 63
 
   Austin stood at the window looking at the late morning sun glisten on blue waves across the Gulf of Oman.  Fifty or sixty miles across that gulf sat Iran, the boogieman of terrorist fears for a generation.  Najid Almasi, the mastermind and bankroll behind the spread of Ebola across the planet, was luxuriating on an island a hundred miles west-northwest.
 
   After the ambush the night before, Najid was sure to know by now that America might be after him.  If he hopped a boat and crossed the gulf to Iran, would that put him out of reach? Was that even a possibility? Najid Almasi was a Saudi.  Austin tried to piece together his knowledge of Sunni and Shiite, which was which, and whether Iran and Saudi Arabia were on different sides of that religious divide.  
 
   Austin rubbed his temples.  He’d only managed a few hours of sleep before troubles turned to nightmares that woke him despite his fatigue.  Now he had a headache and a future that didn’t look like it included an opportunity to do anything about Najid.
 
   He leaned against the glass and stared.
 
   “Coffee? Tea?”
 
   Austin turned.
 
   Vijay, an Indian houseboy, a man older than his father, stood with a tray and two steaming cups.  When Khouri had deposited Mitch and Austin in the apartment, he’d introduced them to Vijay, who’s instruction was to tend to all of Austin’s and Mitch’s needs during their stay.  “Coffee? Tea?”
 
   “Tea.” Austin walked over to a couch and sat down.
 
   Vijay sat a cup on the coffee table by Austin’s knees.  “Honey?”
 
   It didn’t matter to Austin what he sweetened his tea with.  Choice in nearly anything was a luxury he’d learned to do without.  “Yes.”
 
   Vijay scooped two teaspoons of honey into Austin’s cup and then looked up.  “More?”
 
   Austin shook his head.  “Could I get something to eat?”
 
   “Would you like to take your breakfast at the table inside or outside?” Vijay waved a hand at a table large enough to seat a dozen out on the patio.  “You might enjoy the morning air after your sleepless night.”
 
   “I slept some.” Austin eyed the table on the patio and felt confined in that apartment.  “Khouri told us not to go out on the patio.”
 
   “Very well.” Vijay picked up Austin’s cup, and before Austin could protest, carried it over to the dining table inside.
 
   Austin stood up and followed.
 
   Vijay pulled a chair out, which made Austin feel awkward.  “I’ve got it.”
 
   Ignoring Austin, Vijay said, “Please sit.”
 
   Austin did.  
 
   Vijay disappeared into the kitchen.
 
   Austin sipped his tea and waited for the caffeine to do its morning magic.  He glanced down the hall looking to see whether Mitch’s door was open.  He was likely still asleep between clean sheets on a soft bed.  And with clean clothes waiting for him when he awoke.  
 
   The clothes were a surprise.  Austin had showered before going to bed, thrilled to have the opportunity to get himself completely clean after so many months of dirt and stink.  Then when he awoke, he found his clothes—cleaned, pressed, and folded on a dresser near his bed.
 
   Total surprise.
 
   Vijay returned with a tray containing a glass of juice, two plates on which lay fried eggs, fried potatoes, sliced fruit, and pancakes.  
 
   Only bacon and sausage were missing, but Austin didn’t complain.  He’d not seen such a meal since he was last in Denver.
 
   “I made assumptions about your tastes.” Vijay smiled, trying to hide pride with false modesty.  “I’ve worked for Westerners for many years before coming to my current employment.”
 
   “This will be great.” Austin picked up a fork as Vijay stepped away.  “Please stay.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   Austin motioned at a chair across the table.  “Sit.  Please.  Did you make something for yourself?”
 
   Vijay walked around the table but did not sit.  “I cannot eat with you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Is there something you require?”
 
   Austin decided that pressing the request for Vijay to sit would likely do no good.  “Can we talk while I eat?”
 
   “If that is your preference.” Vijay glanced over his shoulder at the view of the ocean.  “The morning is beautiful.  Would you not prefer to sit in peace and look at the water as you eat?”
 
   “The sea is pretty, but I’d like to ask you some questions if that’s okay.”
 
   Uncomfortable but trying not to show it, Vijay said, “Yes sir.  Please eat while it is hot.”
 
   “What is this place?” Austin filled his fork and put a bite in his mouth.
 
   “This apartment belongs to the Sultan.  One of his friends lived here.”
 
   “Where is that friend now? Did he have to leave?”
 
   Vijay’s face turned sad then back to neutral.  “Ebola.”
 
   Of course.  Austin felt like a buffoon for having asked such a crass question when the answer was guessable.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It is the way of things.”
 
   Austin took another bite.  The food was spiced in an unusual manner that Austin had not tasted before.  He pointed vaguely at the rest of the city.  “Most everything seems orderly here.  Was the epidemic not very bad?”
 
   Vijay’s face showed a deep sadness and his eyes revealed hidden anger.  “Some things should not be spoken of.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “The breakfast is to your liking?”
 
   “Very good.” Austin emphasized his enthusiasm.  “Very, very good.  Thank you.”
 
   Vijay stepped away from the table.
 
   “Wait.” 
 
   Vijay froze.
 
   “Sorry.  I…” Austin felt bad for ordering Vijay.  “Please.  Let’s talk some more.”
 
   Vijay shook his head.
 
   “Please.” Austin motioned Vijay back to his spot on the other side of the table.
 
   “I don’t know what’s going on in the world.  I was in Africa for three months.” Austin shook his head as he brought to mind a rush of memories of gruesome death and flowing tears.  He choked on his words when he asked.  “I don’t know a lot about the rest of the world.” That was a bit of a lie; Mitch had told him quite a lot.
 
   Vijay took a moment as he searched for what he felt comfortable saying.  “It is hard to say how many in Muscat died if that is what you are asking of me.”
 
   Austin nodded as he laid down his fork.  Death wasn’t the best subject over breakfast.  
 
   “Over eighty percent.”
 
   That didn’t seem possible, not with the tidiness of the city.  “Eighty percent?” Austin wondered if Vijay understood what percentages meant.  Muscat, what he’d seen of it was far too orderly for that kind of death toll.  “That’s nearly eight out of ten people?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Where are the…” Austin stopped himself from saying “bodies.”
 
   “The workers took them to the fires in the mountains.”
 
   “All of them? How’s that possible?”
 
   “In Muscat there are—were—many, many Indian workers.” Vijay looked toward the mountains that stood behind the city.  “We burned the Omani dead, and we burned each other when we died.” Vijay looked down the hall that led to the bedrooms.  “Coffee or tea?”
 
   Austin looked to see Mitch coming into the living room.  “Morning.”
 
   Mitch, looking at Vijay said, “Coffee.  Black.” To Austin, he said, “Lots of the Middle Eastern countries, the ones with money, have a huge contingent of workers from India, Bangladesh, and the Philippines.”
 
   Vijay hurried off.
 
   Austin went to work on his lukewarm breakfast.  “You want these pancakes? This is more than I’m going to eat.” Austin scooted the plate of pancakes toward an empty seat across the table.
 
   Mitch scooted the chair out and sat down, eyeing the pancakes.  “Vijay made me some when I got up.”
 
   “What?” Austin felt guilty for being the late sleeper.
 
   “I called your sister and told her we’re in Oman and that everything’s all right.”
 
   “Did you tell her what happened with the plane?”
 
   Mitch nodded.
 
   “You didn’t tell her I was on the way to Dubai, did you?”
 
   Mitch shook his head.  “That’s for you to do.”
 
   “After we’re done I’ll call her.” Austin drank down some juice.  “So what’s the deal now? You and Khouri were talking when I went to sleep last night.  Are we prisoners here or what?”
 
   “No.  Khouri is a friend.  I don’t know how many other friends we have in Oman, but he’s helping.”
 
   “Wait, I thought Oman was friendly to Westerners.”
 
   “It is.” Mitch tore a piece of a pancake off and took a bite.  “Given what happened last night with the Osprey, I’d say they’ve got some jihadi sympathizers in the government.  Maybe just one guy but you never know.”
 
   “Vijay said this apartment is owned by the Sultan.  He’s with us, then, right?”
 
   “The Sultan died.”
 
   “Ebola?” Austin didn’t have to ask.  He knew.
 
   Mitch nodded.  “The succession is up in the air a little.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “No heirs.  There’s a guy acting as sultan at the moment.  Strong man.  I don’t know.  He’s sympathetic to Westerners, but he’s consolidating his power in a country where most everyone has died, and you can bet that there will be people both inside and out who are going to try to figure away to put themselves in a more advantageous political position.  Coups, revolts, invasions.  We’re going to see those all over the world.  The new sultan doesn’t want to chum up to the Americans too strongly at a time when he doesn’t know if he can depend on our military support.”
 
   “I don’t understand what we’re doing here then?”
 
   “Getting ready to leave.”
 
   Austin put some quick effort into the remains of his breakfast.  “How soon?”
 
   “In a little bit.”
 
   “What about Najid?” Austin pointed with his fork.  “He’s probably long gone by now.”
 
   “Yes, he is.”
 
   “How will we find him?”
 
   “Khouri has a contact in Dubai.  Khouri told me where Najid is now.”
 
   “Najid is still in Dubai?” Austin had a hard time believing it.  “Can we trust Khouri?”
 
   “You got a better idea?”
 
   Austin shook his head.
 
   “It looks like Najid moved from the island where he was hiding to a mansion on Palm Jumeirah.”
 
   “He likes his luxury spots.”
 
   Mitch nodded.  “His family is distantly related to Saudi royalty.  He’s had money all his life.  I doubt he’s the kind of guy who’s going to live in a tent for jihad, no matter how he sells his shit to his followers.”
 
   “Are the Omanis going to help us then? Is that what you’re working out with Khouri?”
 
   Mitch shook his head.
 
   Vijay came in with coffee on a tray and sat the cup on the table.  “Would you like another breakfast, sir?”
 
   “No.  Thank you, Vijay.  Could we have some privacy, please?”
 
   “Of course.” Vijay hurried away.
 
   Mitch lowered his voice a little and leaned over the table.  “With the stability concerns, the Omanis won’t do anything.  They can’t take the risk.  And like we talked about before, we can’t call in an airstrike.  Dubai is a sovereign nation and by the time we got permission from whoever is in charge, Almasi could be long gone again.”
 
   “But we bombed Saudi Arabia,” said Austin.  “We have tighter relations with them than just about anybody else in the Middle East.”
 
   “And we’re lucky we’re not at war with them right now.” Mitch sipped his coffee.  “None of that matters as much as getting this whole thing to happen in time.  My guess is that Najid Almasi knows America is onto him.  We’ve tried to kill him once, and he got away.  I don’t think he’s going to sit still long.  Everything is chaotic back in the States.  Nobody is sure who is giving orders to whom and the military is being cautious, especially the Navy.”
 
   “But they were going to pick up the samples.”
 
   “Convincing a captain to pick up important samples in the middle of the night is a whole different proposition than calling in a squadron of Hornets to bomb civilians in a sovereign nation.”
 
   Austin finished up his breakfast.  “What then?”
 
   “We head out as soon as Khouri finishes the arrangements.  We’ll take two cars.  He’ll drive us.  Once we’re at the border, he’ll leave us with the car and go back with the other.  Then we’re on our own.”
 
   “Okay.” Austin told himself he was ready.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 64
 
   After talking with Najid, Hadi hung up the phone.  Najid was pleased, and that boosted Hadi’s confidence.  Hadi had done what he thought was beyond his abilities.  He’d hauled a fortune in gold bullion across three countries.  He’d kept his men focused on the mission.  He’d safeguarded the gold.  He was on the verge of succeeding.
 
    He’d hired a fishing trawler.  It wasn’t much to look at, but it was sufficient for Hadi’s needs.  It had plenty of room for him and his men.  It had a hold big enough that it could handle the weight of the ten MIRVs, or Multiple Independently Targetable Reentry Vehicles, a ballistic payload that contained multiple nuclear warheads inside a single Russian missile.  That was the trawler’s eventual cargo.  As soon as his men finished transferring the gold onto the trawler, the captain would set sail so Hadi could meet the men who would supply him with those weapons.
 
   The captain said the trawler could cruise at thirteen knots.  With the rendezvous point roughly half way up the length of the Caspian Sea, Hadi figured they’d meet up right around dawn tomorrow.  They’d transfer the gold and the nukes right there on the water, out of sight of land, out of the sight of any nosy spies.  That’s when Hadi would feel the power of nuclear invincibility.  
 
   After he had the weapons, Hadi and Najid would decide where to take the missiles.  Perhaps they’d find a place in the desert to hide a few, keeping them available for future requirements.  In the short term, Najid had a list of a half-dozen capitals he wanted to obliterate.  Hadi agreed.  What’s more, Hadi had no scruples about detonating a nuclear weapon in a Western city.  Compared to Ebola, a nuclear weapon was deadly accurate and specific.  There’d be no Arabs dying in the Middle East as a result.
 
   Hadi looked at the sky.  It was clear over the Caspian Sea all the way to the horizon.  The water was calm.  The future was bright.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 65
 
   Austin and Mitch drove out of the mountains headed roughly west as the sun was setting across the desert in front of them.  Dubai’s tall buildings stood prickly gray and tiny in the distance along the coast.  Khouri was already headed back to Muscat.  As far as Austin could tell, they’d crossed a border between Oman and the UAE three times while driving along the highway in the mountains.  Not a single soldier or bureaucrat was present to ask questions or detain them.  They were alone again in a desert altered by humans but with no humans in it.  They hadn’t seen another person or car, abandoned or driving, since Khouri drove left in the other vehicle.
 
   They entered a narrow town of modern structures.  Each building and house faced the road.  Each had a backyard of unending sand.  The sole intersection, a roundabout covered with green grass and lined in tall palms, marked the center of town.  As Mitch drove the car out of the town, the houses on both sides of the highway grew sparse and disappeared, leaving only dunes of sand as far as the eye could see.
 
   A few more hamlets passed into the rearview mirror.  A collection of irrigated fields sat alone against the sand, the nearby houses and work buildings showing no sign of human life.
 
   When they reached the outskirts of the city, they made a left turn onto a highway that ran parallel to the coast and parallel to the length of the city.  The highway was just like any back in the US—wide lanes, wide shoulder, smooth asphalt, clearly marked lanes.  They looked new.
 
   Following directions given them by Khouri, they meant to get as close as possible to Palm Jumeirah, where Najid Almasi was hiding.  Driving through the desert was relatively safe, or so Khouri said.  Once among Dubai’s opulent homes and tall buildings, Khouri said he could only guess what might happen.  Mostly Dubai was like Muscat—empty.  The virus had taken its toll and like many other places, the government was secretive about how much of its population had died.  Locals, by their nature of being human, had turned wary and aggressive toward outsiders.  Nobody wanted strangers bringing more disease.
 
   Keep the car moving.  Keep the tinted windows up.  Do your business at night and get out of the city before the sun comes up.  That was the balance of Khouri’s advice.  
 
   Mitch navigated the SUV past a racetrack, through a series of cloverleaf highway interchanges, and then past a community of spacious houses surrounded by small manmade lakes and lawns of thick green turf.  Everything looked just-built.  No trash.  No weeds.  No corpses.  Expensive and clean.
 
   Other cars were on the highways by then.  Not many, though.
 
   Not a person was visible outside their home.
 
   “This is the cleanest place I’ve ever seen,” said Austin.
 
   “Cheap labor.” Mitch made a left turn.  “I’m betting Palm Jumeirah is blocked at the bridge like Khouri’s spy said.”
 
   “I don’t see any reason why they’d let anyone pass.”
 
   “I’m heading for the marina like we talked about.  If we can get a boat, we can float it over to the backside of frond B.”
 
   Austin thought about the layout of the Palm Islands; central trunks that jutted perpendicular from the mainland, connected to the shore by bridges now being used to control access to the islands.  Up the trunks, peninsulas had been constructed, spreading out into the sea and looking like a palm’s fronds when viewed from above or by satellite.  Down the spine of each frond ran a paved road separating houses that all faced a wide, sandy beach.  
 
   “Since frond A is shorter than frond B,” said Mitch, “Najid and his men holed up in that mansion at the tip of frond C will never see our boat as long as we round the end of frond A close to shore.”
 
   “Works for me.”
 
   Mitch looked Austin up and down.  “You sure you’re ready for this?”
 
   Austin nodded.
 
   “We could both get killed.”
 
   Austin steeled himself with the confidence of a righteous cause.  “Najid needs to be taken care of before he can kill anyone else.  Like you said, the weight of all those lives versus mine is not any kind of comparison.  This has to be done.  You and I are the only ones around at the moment to do it.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 66
 
   Marina Walk.  
 
   That’s what the sign said.
 
   Mitch turned right onto a street paved in colored, square stones.  The tires bumped a rhythm with the texture.  Behind manicured palms and squared-off hedges that lined the road, sand-colored, concrete-walled apartment buildings stood twenty or thirty stories tall.  Moonlight gleamed off the countless windows and polished steel patio rails.
 
   The road between the towers terminated at a roundabout.  Mitch slowed the SUV, looking for a place to park it.  
 
   Two men stepped out of a parking garage entrance at the base of the tower.  Both wore gloves and facemasks.  Neither wore goggles.  Both had black hair, dark brown skin, and green coveralls sagging over wiry frames.  Both labored with fatigue in the droop of their shoulders that hinted at the number of corpses they’d hauled out of the towers.  
 
   They were carrying a body between them, a body dressed in blood-stained, baggy white clothes.  It had not been prepared for a funeral.  Even in the dark, the agony on the dead man’s face was bloody proof that Ebola was still taking lives in Dubai.
 
   A man in a uniform and better virus protection followed the laborers out of the apartment tower’s garage.  His hands rested lazily on a rifle hanging from a sling draped across his chest.  He kept looking at Austin and Mitch’s SUV but made no move toward it.  He seemed unwilling to take his eyes off the laborers for too long.  
 
   The workers came to the back of a flatbed truck on which stood two more men in dirty green coveralls.  Most of the delivery truck’s bed was stacked with the dead, leaking and lying with feet protruding and arms cocked at angles in which the rigor mortis had frozen them.  
 
   The men on the ground swung their load back and forth.  On the third swing, they heaved the corpse onto the bed.
 
   Mitch bumped the SUV’s wheels over a curb and brought it to a stop beside a palm tree.
 
   Austin looked back at the guy with the rifle.  He was outside the parking garage, no longer paying attention to the workers.  Austin gave the laborers a second look.  Were they prisoners? Was the guard protecting them, enforcing rules, or keeping the laborers from escaping?
 
   Mitch swung his door open.  “Don’t look at the guard.  Don’t look nervous.  Get out slowly.  Make sure he sees that you’re white.  He probably won’t screw with us if we don’t look guilty.”
 
   Austin followed instructions and got out, but hesitated when he reached back in for his weapon.
 
   Mitch was already walking past the front bumper on his way to the marina.
 
   He glanced at the guard who hadn’t moved.  Austin took the weapon, careful to keep the barrel pointed down, not hiding it but not brandishing it either.  He swung the door shut.
 
   The guard said something authoritative.
 
   Austin turned his back on the guard, waved dismissively, and walked.
 
   The guard called something again, louder.  It was a command.
 
   Austin’s stomach fluttered.  What was he supposed to do? Shoot the guard? Get arrested again?
 
   The guard’s heels beat a quick pace across the paving stones.  He wasn’t running, but he was yelling.  
 
   Austin stopped.
 
   Mitch turned, and gave Austin a look of disappointment as he took a few steps back toward the guard.
 
   The guard stopped.  Nervous.
 
   In an angry tone, Mitch rattled through a handful of Arabic phrases.
 
   The guard didn’t back down.  He said something back at Mitch.
 
   Mitch chastised the guard through another series of curt sentences, looked at Austin and said, “Come on.  Now.” He turned and headed for the water.
 
   Austin followed.  Behind them, the guard didn’t come but he had plenty more to say.
 
   At the sidewalk along the seawall, Mitch took a right turn.  Austin jogged to catch up, purposefully not looking back at the chattering guard.
 
   They walked down to the square corner of the marina and started up the other side toward a pier that connected the sea wall with the network of docks and boat slips.  Most of the slips where large yachts had been were empty.  
 
   Austin pointed to one of the gaps.  “You think the owners headed out to sea to get away from the virus?”
 
   Mitch cast a glance in the direction where they’d left the guard.  “Wouldn’t you?”
 
   “If I owned one, I guess I would.”
 
   “To be honest,” Mitch smiled, “if there was a big seaworthy yacht with a full tank of gas, I’d be tempted to get on it and go float around a peaceful island somewhere until all of this was over.”
 
   “After Najid.”
 
   Mitch nodded.  “After.  Sure.”
 
   They stepped onto the dock’s pristine white boards.  
 
   “Dubai is a nice place.” Austin looked back at the residential tower they’d parked beside.  “Except for the bodies, you know.”
 
   Mitch turned down another dock, and they passed by a line of small speedboats each twenty or so feet long.  
 
   The chatty guard was coming with two others.  They weren’t running, not exactly, but they weren’t walking either.  “That guard has some friends.”
 
    “I got one.” Mitch pointed at a white boat with sparkly red stripes.
 
   “Why that one?”
 
   “I’ve started that type of boat before without the key.  Let’s hope it’s got some gas.” Mitch laughed.  “I think things are going to get interesting in a moment.” In long strides, Mitch crossed the gap to the boat he’d selected and jumped in.
 
   Before Austin made the jump, Mitch said, “Loose those lines and push us off.” Mitch seated himself at the helm.
 
   Looking at the guards who were running now, Austin hurried to get the stern line unwrapped from a cleat.  He threw the rope into the boat, gave it a nudge with his foot, and hurried to the bow.  “They’ll be on the dock in a second.”
 
   Mitch leaned over to put his hand under the instrument panel.
 
   Austin got the bowline untied just as the guards’ feet tromped onto the dock’s white boards.  He pushed the boat hard, stood up, and made the jump across the widening gap.  He landed, slipped a foot, and tumbled—thankfully—into the boat.
 
   “Leave your weapon on the deck, out of sight.”
 
   Austin was up on his knees.  “But—”
 
   “On the deck.” Mitch didn’t look up from what he was doing.
 
   Austin stood up and saw the guards round the corner on the length of the dock they’d just untied from.
 
   “Go stand in the stern and yell at them.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter what you say.  Tell them it’s your brother’s boat just in case one of them speaks English.  Definitely be angry and make sure they know it.”
 
   The boat had drifted about twenty feet away from the dock and would soon be halfway across the expanse of water between the dock and the seawall.  The guards came to a stop.  One of them, the guy with the most shiny gold ornaments on his shirt yelled through his gas mask.
 
   Austin yelled back, faking all the anger he could find.  He told them the boat belonged to his brother.  He told them his mother willed it to them.  He told them he owned so many oil wells he could pay to have them all put into an experimental moon rocket with a troop of monkeys.  His imagination ran dry, and he started quoting lines from old movies as he raised his voice and shook his finger.
 
   The engine cranked, sputtered, and roared.
 
   “Grab something.” Mitch didn’t look back to see whether Austin had.  He gassed the engine, and the bow angled up as the boat accelerated through the water.
 
   All the guards were yelling, but not one raised a rifle.
 
   Mitch made a hard turn past the end of the dock and sped the boat out of the marina.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 67
 
   Paul sat in his clinic staring as the machines whirred, separating platelets from plasma as blood flowed in through a plastic tube where it was spun around in the machine and then flowed back out again.  He still had only two machines.  The broken one was still waiting on Vince to repair it.  
 
   Paul was preoccupied.  Not an unusual state for Paul to be in.  He wanted to understand the dull spot of numbness at the center of his thoughts, the place where a faceless, voiceless, dead Jimmy lay.  Millie had unexpectedly given Paul the news the night before.
 
   While Paul had contracted with Rafael to do just that—kill Jimmy—he hadn’t expected anything to happen quickly, certainly not by Millie’s next visit.  In many ways, he didn’t expect anything at all.  Bartering Jimmy’s death was an abstract exercise to produce a result that something in Paul’s vindictive heart required.  It was an explainable thing.  What man wouldn’t want to kill the thugs who’d murdered his wife? But Paul wasn’t that kind of man, an eye-for-an-eye type.
 
   Before Ebola came, that was true.
 
   There was what he did to Larry.
 
   It was difficult reconciling the man he used to be with the man he was now.  
 
   Morals—easy to show off in a civilized world of easy choices where death only came to the very old, accidentally ill, or exceedingly unlucky—were truly hard to hold onto in a world where people died by the billions, where people wrapped the bodies of family members and left them on the porch or hauled the corpses to a soccer field to wait in line at a mass grave, where police were no longer on the other end of the phone, ready to protect life and property.  Morals were easy in a world where there were no hard choices to make.
 
   Hard choices.
 
   Paul had made plenty of those.  He pondered his blob of nothing-emotions and wondered if his lack of remorse over Jimmy made him an immoral man.  Had his bad choice and his bad actions turned him into a bad man? Or was the numbness a psychological trick played by his ego on his self-perceptive higher brain to preserve his sanity? 
 
   Paul laughed.
 
   The drainees looked at him.
 
   Paul didn’t care.  His focus drifted into a distance that wasn’t there and his thoughts sank back to over-analyze overly complicated ideas and under-reactive emotions.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   Startled by the voice that didn’t come from either volunteer, Paul looked up.
 
   A soldier stood in the open doorway.  “Colonel Holloway wants to see you.”
 
   Paul blinked, not understanding.  He understood the words, he wasn’t that lost in the nuances of his emotional processes, he didn’t understand the deviation from the course of routine behavior.  He didn’t immediately guess why it was different, and that was worrisome.  And those worries turned on the one event that he knew was different from all of his previous days in camp.
 
   Action.  Reaction.
 
   Something had changed.  Lots of somethings.
 
   Paul had helped Rafael escape.
 
   He’d had his tussle with Larry on the ladder.
 
   He still had a folded letter that crumpled in his pocket every time he took a step.  That letter didn’t belong there.  That letter was a grenade that Paul couldn’t decide what to do with.
 
   Maybe Paul’s life wasn’t as routine as he’d convinced himself.  “When? Where?”
 
   “As soon as possible.” The soldier turned.
 
   “Wait.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Paul pointed at his two volunteers in the middle of their process.  “What about them?”
 
   The soldier looked.  “Can someone take over for you?”
 
   Paul shook his head.  “Who?”
 
   “Don’t you have a backup?”
 
   “Are you kidding me?”
 
   The soldier heaved an exasperated sigh.  
 
   “These guys will be done in a little while.  Do you want to wait here until they finish up, and we get them back in their cages?”
 
   The guard looked around and grimaced.  He clearly didn’t like being down in the silos.  Paul didn’t blame him.  Dank rust, mold, and the constant fear of collapse were acquired tastes.
 
   Paul said, “I can come up when I’m done.  I think that’s the only option.  I can’t leave these guys in the middle of the procedure.”
 
   “Can’t you just turn the machines off, unplug them?”
 
   “No.” Paul stood up.  He didn’t know for sure.  The blood was pumped out, processed, and pumped right back in.  Maybe he could run the machines through a manual shutdown process.  But he didn’t want to do that.  He wanted to stall.
 
   The soldier was not pleased.
 
   “That’s all I can do.  I can’t go right now.  You can wait for me here, wait for me up top, or go tell the Colonel I’ll be there when I’m done.  Or we can forget it all and I can go now.  We can hope nothing happens to these volunteers while I’m gone.”
 
   The guard frowned.  “I’ll let Colonel Holloway know.”
 
   “Good,” said Paul.  “I’ll come after I finish up.”
 
   The soldier stepped out into the hall.  “Don’t make me come back down here for you.”
 
   “Is it that urgent that I see the Colonel?”
 
   “I follow orders.  I don’t know.”
 
   “You don’t know what it’s about, then?”
 
   “I follow orders.” The guard tapped his watch and walked off.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 68
 
   Mitch nudged the boat onto the shallow, sandy bottom a few yards from the beach behind a three-story mansion.  If they needed the boat later, they could still push it into deeper water.
 
   Austin jumped off the bow and jogged over the sand and stopped by the trunk of a palm tree where the landscaped yard began.  He raised his rifle and pointed it at the back of the dark house.  No lights were on—as was the case with most of the houses they’d seen on the island.  Austin saw no movement in the darkness behind the windows.
 
   Mitch arrived at his side, rifle at the ready.  In not much more than a whisper, he said, “I’ll lead.  You hang back five or six paces.  Don’t aim your gun at me.  If somebody is inside, they’ll be more afraid of us than we will be of them.”
 
   “I understand,” said Austin.  “We don’t want to hurt anybody.  Got it? Our targets are at the end of the road.  Anybody inside this house is an innocent bystander.”
 
   “I’m good with that.  What if they shoot at us?”
 
   “Let’s hope they miss.” Mitch turned around to look at Austin.  “Let’s be honest.  If the shooting starts, our plan is trashed.  We’ll run away.”
 
   “We have a plan?”
 
   “I do,” answered Mitch.  “It depends on surprise.  Shooting will wake up Najid and his buddies.  There are more of them than us.”
 
   Austin understood.
 
   “I’ll sneak up to the house, and I won’t go inside if I think anyone is here.  If so, we’ll try the next house up the beach.” Mitch jogged across a patio and around a pool.
 
   Austin followed.
 
   Mitch looked inside, turned and knelt by the wall.  He waved Austin to come close.  He said, “This place is probably deserted.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “There’s a dead guy on a couch inside,” said Mitch.  “He’s sitting there with his head back, not covered up or anything.”
 
   Nodding, Austin said, “You’re thinking somebody probably would have had him hauled off or at least covered him up if there was still someone here.”
 
   “Exactly.” Mitch drilled Austin with a hard look.  “But don’t assume that’s true until we’ve checked the whole house.”
 
   Mitch jumped up, took up a spot in front of a door, and kicked.
 
   The door flew open with a crash.
 
   With the memory of the sound still reverberating in Austin’s ears, he followed Mitch in, careful to keep his M-16 up and pointed anywhere besides at Mitch.
 
   Austin wasn’t three steps into the house when the smell overwhelmed him, and he gagged.  He coughed and opened his mouth, hoping not to smell as much as he breathed.
 
   The guy on the couch was sitting in a living room off the left.  He was crawling with maggots and buzzing with flies.  A dark puddle spread on the floor below him.
 
   “Stay behind me,” Mitch whispered.  “Stay quiet.”
 
   It took only a few minutes for Mitch to lead Austin through the house.  They found three other bodies, all women.  No living person had been inside in quite some time.  Mitch led Austin upstairs until they came to a doorway onto the roof, an observation deck with a handful of chairs.
 
   Mitch knelt beside the wall surrounding the deck and looked down the road toward the end of the frond.
 
   Austin peered into the silvery, dim light cast by the moon.
 
   “If Khouri’s right, Najid is holed up down there at the end.”
 
   The mansion built on the piece of property at the end of the frond was larger than any of the other houses on either side of the road.  A very tall wall stretched across the tip of the frond, separating the property from all others.  The driveway passed through the center of the wall but was blocked by a gate twenty-feet wide made of black steel cut in a palm frond motif.  A dark-colored car was parked sideways across the driveway just inside the gate.  Behind the car, in a courtyard in front of the enormous mansion, stood a fountain bigger than most community swimming pools.  Standing above the wall on both sides of the gate, palms and other trees and shrubs grew tall and dense.  It looked like the wall held back a jungle.
 
   Mitch sat down and leaned against the wall.  He handed Austin a set of car keys.  
 
   “What are these?”
 
   “I picked them up when we were going through the house.  They’re for that silver Audi in the garage.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do with them?”
 
   “If something happens to me or the plan goes to hell, use the car to get away.  If the boat is easier, it doesn’t need keys anymore.  Just start it up and go.”
 
   Shaking his head, Austin said.  “I’m in it.  We’ll succeed or…”
 
   “Don’t get heroic.” Mitch paused.  “I know what I said before we came here.”
 
   “I meant what I said.” Austin leveled a serious stare at Mitch.  “Najid Almasi needs to die.  Just tell me what to do.”
 
   “Fine,” said Mitch.  “Leave the keys in the car.  It’ll be a backup escape plan.  Even if we kill Najid, we might still need it.”
 
   “Okay.  What’s the plan?”
 
   It took about five minutes for Mitch to lay it out.
 
   “Are you serious? That’s it?”
 
   “We don’t have a lot of options here.  As a matter of fact, if when I get up there and if there are too many of Najid Almasi’s men hanging around, we’ll back out of this and try to find a better way.  We’re not going to get ourselves killed for nothing.  I’ll only go in if we have a chance to succeed.”
 
   “I can live with that.”
 
   “Let’s hope so.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 69 
 
   Austin had just finished clearing his third house.  The first two both had rotting bodies inside.  In the second, most of the dead were children.  Thankfully, the third house held nothing but clean furniture and stale air.  When he checked the garage, he found a vehicle that surpassed his expectations.  It was a big four-wheel-drive Ford pickup with huge tires, a brush guard, and a roll cage with extra lights attached on the bar above the cab.  He’d never have expected to see such a vehicle in the Middle East.
 
   When he headed back to the house to search for the keys, he noticed framed photographs on the wall.  Most contained a middle-aged man smiling in front of or inside the big Ford or a few other vehicles.  All had been taken out in the desert.  Several were action shots showing vehicles tearing up and down the dunes with sand flying.  One even showed the big Ford going airborne as it came over the crest of a sandy dune.  
 
   Thank God for wadi bashing.  That’s what they called it, the sport of running their four-wheel drive vehicles through the sand and gulches, probably being a little bit crazy and a little bit stupid.  All in good fun.
 
   Austin found the keys for the Ford inside the house.  Then he went through a procedure, checking that he knew how to operate the truck’s lights and that they all worked.  He checked that the Ford had gas.  He took the risk of starting it up inside the garage.  Thankfully, it didn’t rumble at a ridiculous level of noise.  He turned it off immediately.  He didn’t want to be so loud as to alert Najid Almasi’s men down in the compound.
 
   Once Austin felt good with the truck, he engaged the garage door opener and slowly lifted the door.  Then, thinking it would help, he opened the other three doors on the four-car garage.  He climbed into the cab, thanked God again for the four-point restraint system—a lap belt and shoulder straps.  The owner of the truck was safety-minded.
 
   Then Austin thought a little more about it, and only latched the lap belt.  He didn’t want to be held in an upright position.  If he had to use the pickup as Mitch’s simple plan required, he couldn’t sit up straight in the cab.  He had to risk the collision with just the lap belt.
 
   He listened.
 
   That’s what Mitch had instructed him to do.  Get a big, sturdy vehicle and wait for the sound of gunshots.
 
   According to Mitch’s plan,  gunshots were a bad thing.  When Austin heard them, he was supposed to rev up the engine on whatever vehicle he found, race it up the street, and ram it through the gates.  Then jump out, find cover, and pop off as many of the M-16’s rounds as he could.
 
   The gunshots, if Austin heard them, meant that Mitch had been discovered.  Discovery equated with failure.  Austin would have to make a choice in that moment.  Do nothing and escape, or ram the car through the gate in hopes of causing a big enough distraction that Mitch might still be able to kill Najid.
 
   It was accepted that if things went that far, then both Austin and Mitch were likely to die.
 
   That was Mitch’s simple plan.
 
   Austin hated it.  It was a terrible plan.  But Mitch was the CIA guy.  Mitch seemed to know exactly what he was doing.
 
   Austin continued to listen.  He mulled the bad plan.  
 
   He came to the realization that he wasn’t part of the plan at all.
 
   Mitch was too smart to come up with such a silly, Rambo scheme.  Mitch, somewhere along the way, had to have realized that Austin was more of a liability than an asset.  Mitch had concluded, but kept to himself, that Austin’s amateur participation would likely be the cause of failure.  So Mitch had made up a fictitious version of the plan and sent Austin down the street, waiting for a contingency to arise that wouldn’t.
 
   Mitch was going in to assassinate Najid Almasi on his own and was perfectly confident in his abilities to get it done.
 
   That had to be the truth of what was happening.
 
   Austin looked out over the hood of the big Ford and wondered if he should do anything at that moment.  Should he take matters into his own hands?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 70 
 
   Looking like he’d aged a year, Colonel Holloway sat behind his desk looking across at Paul Cooper.  “Larry Dean died this morning.”
 
   Paul ticked Larry off his private to-do list as he looked blankly at Colonel Holloway.  The blank look was easy.  Paul didn’t feel anything about Larry.  Not anymore.  In that late night moment in the infirmary after Larry confessed, or that’s to say blamed Heidi’s death on Jimmy and told a story of how heroically he’d argued to keep Heidi alive, Paul had hated him.  He’d wanted to smash Larry’s concussed skull with his fist until puzzle-piece bones and bleeding brains were smeared across the pillow.
 
   Of course, Paul hadn’t done it.  Not that.
 
   He stood for awhile with his fists clenched and his heart pounding to the rhythm of his rage.  He shook.  He fidgeted and held himself back.  It wasn’t that Paul was too good of a person to kill Larry.  At that moment, the most important thing to Paul was revenge.  Though in his head, the word sounded a lot like justice.  And justice for Larry required some suffering.
 
   So Paul broke his promise to Larry.  He stuffed the dirty sock back in Larry’s mouth to keep him quiet and he pumped the rest of the Ebola-tainted blood into Larry’s broken body.  Through it, Larry struggled.  His eyes rattled in their sockets, crazy with fear.  
 
   It was a satisfying experience to watch.  At first.
 
   Then Paul’s humanity kicked in, and he felt bad for what he was doing, making another human—even Larry—suffer, even though at that moment all the distress was psychological.
 
   Then Paul reminded himself what Larry had done.  He killed Heidi.  He and Jimmy.
 
   Things got easy again.
 
   Now, sitting in front of Colonel Holloway, knowing Larry was dead, Paul didn’t feel anything, not for Larry anyway.  He felt a pang of panic as he realized why Colonel Holloway was having this conversation with him.  Holloway suspected something.  Paul had done his deed in a room full of a hundred sleeping, miserable, delirious patients.  Potential witnesses all.  
 
   “I didn’t realize his injuries were that bad,” said Paul.
 
   “They were survivable.” Colonel Holloway leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs.  He motioned to a seat on the other side of the desk.  “Why don’t you sit down?”
 
   Paul looked at the chair, and he glanced at the door.
 
   “Don’t worry about your quotas today.  I’ll talk to Captain Willard.”
 
   “I wasn’t close to Larry.” Paul glanced at the door again.  “Thank you for telling me, though.” Paul took a step as if to leave.
 
   “Sit.”
 
   Paul pasted on a weak smile and reluctantly put himself in the chair.
 
   Colonel Holloway put his feet on the floor again and scooted up to his desk.  “You heard the rumors, right?”
 
   Paul shook his head.  It was easier to lie with a gesture than with words sometimes.
 
   “He says you tortured him.”
 
   Shaking his head, Paul chuckled.  “That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “Some of the patients saw you in the ward that night.  At least, they saw a man in your uniform that matches your description.”
 
   Paul said nothing.  He did nothing.  He hadn’t been asked a direct question and being on the defensive he decided that he was offering no information for free.
 
   “We can go for a stroll through the ward if you like.  See if anyone recognizes you.”
 
   So much for that strategy.  “I visited Larry when my shift was done.” In fact, it had been much later than that—late enough that Paul was sure only sleepy night shift guards were about.  “I was concerned.”
 
   “Even though he tried to pull you off the ladder.”
 
   Paul squirmed in his seat, feeling like the accused sophomore.  “I told Captain Willard what happened.  Larry was my coworker.  He snapped, I guess.  I wanted to check on him.”
 
   “And torture him?”
 
   “Was he tortured?” Paul put innocence all over his face, exaggerated innocence.  He wasn’t going to squirm.  If Colonel Holloway wanted to match wits, then Paul wasn’t going to back down.  “He didn’t look tortured when I saw him.”
 
   Colonel Holloway shook his head.  “He says you filled him up with Ebola.”
 
   Nodding, Paul knew Ebola didn’t kill that fast.  He decided to put the Colonel on the spot.  “But he didn’t die from Ebola, did he?”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Because I didn’t infect him.  His story was obviously concocted.  What did he die of?”
 
   “Staphylococcus.”
 
   “That was quick.”
 
   “Judging by the results, he must have been infected before he fell.  His blood was full of it.”
 
   “Maybe he had a fever.” Paul leaned back and made himself comfortable, ready to pile manufactured speculation onto the story to muddy the waters of truth.  “Maybe he was delirious, and that’s why he was behaving erratically on the ladder.”
 
   “You know what else they found in Larry’s blood?”
 
   “Hemoglobin?” Sure, it was a smartass answer.  Paul couldn’t stop himself.
 
   Colonel Holloway flashed a plastic smile then put a disappointed face on.  “Ebola.”
 
   Paul’s initiative slipped away, and he searched for a response.  “The camp is full of Ebola.  The ward is full of Ebola patients.”
 
   Colonel Holloway tapped his fingertips on the edge of his desk.  “So it is.”
 
   Silence followed and lasted until Paul asked, “Why am I here? Really?”
 
   Colonel Holloway closed the file on his desk and moved it to a pile of similar folders.  “Larry Dean.” He shook his head.  “He was a piece of work.”
 
   Paul nodded but not too enthusiastically.
 
   “I wonder what would happen if I called some MPs in here to take you out and interrogate you properly.”
 
   Colonel Holloway’s words were intimating a threat, but his face was saying something else.  Paul took a chance on a change of direction.  “I’d deflect.”
 
   “Deflect?” That brought a laugh from the Colonel.  
 
   Paul took a deep breath and ran through one last round of quick thoughts on the subject and decided that a criminal Larry mixed in with a bunch of smuggling, corrupt officers would be plenty to muddy any investigation that might indeed ask enough questions to implicate Paul of murder.  He took the folded, wrinkled sheets of paper out of his pocket and laid them on the Colonel’s desk, leaving his hand over them.  “There are some things going on here that you need to be aware of.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 71
 
   With nothing but growing nervousness to keep him company, Austin got out of the Ford twice and ran out of the garage to relieve himself on the landscaping beside the driveway.  “I give this gift to you, little plants.  One day soon the sprinkler system will stop working.  Then you’ll die.”
 
   At least an hour had passed with nothing happening anywhere.  Not a single car had driven down the street.  Not a single discernable sound came from the compound at the end of the peninsula.  All Austin heard was the wind rustling the fronds of the tall palms in front of the house and waves gently lapping the sand on the beach.
 
   He’d accepted that his role in Mitch’s plan was that of getaway driver.  As much as he hated to admit it, he felt relieved.  What use would Austin truly be in assassinating a terrorist and shooting it out with his soldiers? Austin eyed the other cars in the garage: a Mercedes sedan, a Mercedes SUV, and a Lexus.  Any one of those would be less ostentatious than the Ford.  No one would notice a Mercedes making a getaway on the streets of Dubai.
 
   A firecracker popped.
 
   That’s sort of what it sounded like.
 
   But even as Austin made the comparison, he knew it wasn’t a firecracker.
 
   Three more pops followed in rapid succession as Austin admitted to himself that the noise was gunfire.
 
   Mitch’s plan had gone bad.
 
   Automatic rifle shots blazed faster than Austin could count.
 
   He closed his eyes for a second.  If he turned the key, if he drove toward Najid Almasi’s compound, he was probably going to die.  If he didn’t, Mitch would definitely die and Najid Almasi would get away.  
 
   Austin cranked the starter.  The engine rumbled.  He shifted into gear and raced out of the driveway, leaning hard into a turn as he fishtailed onto the road.
 
   Najid Almasi’s mansion was a few hundred yards ahead.
 
   He accelerated.
 
   A hundred yards.
 
   The windshield shattered under the impact of bullets.
 
   Austin turned the headlights on, flipped them to bright, and turned on the row of lights mounted to the roll bar.
 
   He hoped he was on course, unable to see anything through the thick web of cracked glass.  Bullets pinged on the Ford’s bumper, hood, and fenders.
 
   Austin leaned over to hide his body behind the dashboard and had a moment to wonder if he should be going faster or slower.  What if he hit the wall at fifty miles per hour, would the impact kill him, uselessly? He chanced it and mashed his foot to the floor.
 
   The engine responded with a roar.  
 
   The steering wheel pulled under the strain of power to the front wheels.
 
   The truck crashed into the gate, throwing it off its hinge on one side.  Both gate and truck smashed into the car parked behind it.
 
   Austin was thrown against the dashboard.
 
   The truck bounced so high and at such an angle, Austin thought it would roll.
 
   Forward it went.
 
   He saw flashes of color from a blow to his head.
 
   The truck leveled on the ground, still rolling.
 
   Austin was all right.  He guessed.  
 
   He was half out of the seatbelt, and his head and shoulders were on the passenger side floorboard with his M-16 and a couple of magazines that had slipped out of his belt.
 
   The truck hit the wall around the fountain and stopped.
 
   Time to move.
 
   Or time to die.
 
   Austin shook his head to clear it.
 
   He scooped up his magazines and his weapon.  He struggled to get himself up on the seat, unbuckled the seat belt, and unlatched the driver’s side door.  He was relieved that it hadn’t become jammed in the collision, and he kicked it open, leveling the M-16 out the side of the truck as he did so.
 
   He fired a few preemptive rounds before he realized no terrorists were standing on that side of the truck.
 
   He jumped out, stumbled, and rolled as the sound of gunfire banged and bullets hit the truck’s cab and fenders.  
 
   He was scared out of his mind knowing that at any second terrorist bullets would shred his flesh.
 
   Keeping down, he ran toward the tropical forest garden he’d seen the crown of from the other side of the wall.  Holding his weapon with both hands, shooting in the general direction of the house, he knew he was doing nothing except making noise.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 72
 
   Austin stopped shooting, ran a dozen more paces, and dropped to a knee on a paved path.  All around him grew shrubs of a dozen varieties—some short, some taller than him, palmettos, huge ceramic pots three feet tall with bunches of wild grass standing six or seven feet above the rim, and palm trees.  A layer of river stones the size of a fist covered the ground between the trees and shrubs.
 
   The Ford’s horn blared.  The smashed car’s alarm whooped.  Lights from the truck’s roll bar array lit the upper-floor walls of the mansion.  It was the only thing Austin was able to see besides plants.  It was the only landmark.
 
   Shots sounded again, Austin guessed from the other side of the property.
 
   An Arabic voice shouted off to his right, in the general direction he’d left the truck in.  Austin only needed about a half-second to decide how to respond.  He sent half a dozen bullets that way.
 
   He ran again, dropped to a knee, and fired a few shots in a different direction, at nothing at all that he could see.  It didn’t matter, though.  As Mitch had explained to him, his job wasn’t to kill anyone, which wasn’t likely to happen anyway.  One day on the rifle range wasn’t enough to give Austin anything close to the kind of skills he needed to be effective in a firefight.
 
   Austin’s self-appointed job was to run, shoot, and run again.  With any luck, the terrorists would think he was three or four men instead of one.  If Austin kept moving fast enough, kept the terrorist occupied or even frightened about an attacking force, then maybe Mitch, with some real skill, could kill them.  Austin might even live through the attack.  
 
   Guns fired into the garden.  Bullets hit trees and hit the wall twenty or thirty yards behind him, hidden by the foliage.
 
   Austin fired again.  He ran.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 73
 
   Colonel Holloway took his time reading through Paul’s papers.  He didn’t ask questions.  He looked up from time to time, but his expression betrayed none of what he was thinking.  Afterward, he led Paul out of the office and across the compound.  They crossed the camp with two MPs walking behind.  Apart from ordering the two MPs to follow, the Colonel hadn’t said a word.
 
   The sun was high in the sky by then.  Long gauze clouds left white smears across the blue.  Dead winter prairie grasses covered the surrounding rolls of hills in a tan color all the way down to Denver, ten miles distant in the valley below.  Beyond the city the snow-covered mountains stood tall along the western horizon.  
 
   They walked toward the mountains.  More importantly, they walked toward the dilapidated chain-link fence that marked the border of the camp and the beginning of no man’s land within machine gun range.
 
   Paul started to worry.
 
   When Colonel pulled back a section of fence that had become disconnected or cut years past, Paul stood tall, looking for soldiers who were hidden out there somewhere.  “Has anyone tested the gunners yet? Has anyone been shot?”
 
   “Not yet.” The Colonel motioned Paul through.
 
   Paul didn’t move.
 
   The Colonel nodded.  “Go ahead.”
 
   “I’d rather not.”
 
   The Colonel shrugged and stepped through the hole in the fence.  “Come on.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 74
 
   After burning through three magazines, Austin pushed his last into the receiver.  
 
   Thirty rounds left.
 
   Austin panted, as much from nerves and floods of adrenaline as from exertion.
 
   With ninety bullets spent on the diversion, he decided another thirty wouldn’t make a difference.  It was time to conserve.  It was time to kill if he could get a terrorist in view.
 
   He squatted by a tree and looked through the darkness, listening.
 
   The car alarm had stopped.  The truck horn was no longer beeping.
 
   The wind in the palms was the loudest sound, not counting the pounding of Austin’s heart.  He smelled the heat of the barrel and the burned powder.  He smelled his sour sweat and the sweetness of the flowers around him.  He felt the texture of the concrete on which he knelt.  Everything was intense.  No detail in the world was too small to notice.  
 
   Rocks rolled against one another under the weight of feet stepping slowly between the shrubs.  That was the sound of danger as certain as a child’s scream.
 
   Using instinct to home in on the sound, Austin fired three shots across a lateral pattern as he swung his rifle barrel.  He immediately dropped to his hands and knees and started to crawl away as gunshots ripped through the shrubs.
 
   The rocks rolled again and a gun fired from the same direction.  Muzzle flashes illuminated the palms over the shooter’s head.  Austin got back to a knee and fired six more shots in that direction.
 
   He dropped to his belly and rolled along the sidewalk as more gunfire came.  He got up to his hands and knees and scrambled along the concrete sidewalk until it took a hard turn at the wall that bordered the property.
 
   Austin listened again.  He looked.  
 
   He wasn’t trapped, but he almost was.  He couldn’t go back any farther.  Somewhere on his left, a gunman had been moving over the rocks between the shrubs.  He’d earned nearly a third of Austin’s remaining bullets for the mistake.
 
   To Austin’s right, a quieter, smarter adversary was stalking.
 
   Two?
 
   That was Austin’s count unless some very smart, very silent terrorists were out there in the darkness.
 
   Austin needed to move.  Fast feet had served him well so far.  He’d been in one spot for enough seconds to make him nervous.  Right was a guy who made sounds only when he fired.  Left was a guy who’d made noise walking in the rocks.  He seemed more real and more dangerous because of it.  As Austin leaned into a step to run right, he stopped, hollering silently in his head.  Don’t follow your fear.  Use your intellect.  
 
   Silence is deadly.
 
   Austin turned, crouched, and ran.  He followed a sidewalk that bordered the wall, brushing a palmetto as he passed.  The big fan-like palmetto leaves were rigid enough to sound like a shout when they rubbed against one another in the relative silence.  
 
   A handful of shots pierced the clattering leaves and hit the wall.
 
   Repressing an urge to panic, Austin dropped to a knee beside a palm and heard a single shot.  He didn’t hear it hit the wall where the others had.  He looked into the deep shadows in front of him, trying to see movement.  The terrorist with the noisy feet was somewhere ahead.  But the shots Austin fired at him taught him a lesson.  He’d gone silent.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 75
 
   Austin came to a path that led back into the garden and away from the wall.  Hearing nothing around him, Austin figured he’d take the chance to go back to where he had a chance to evade in any direction.  
 
   He crawled slowly on hands and knees, stopping every five or six feet to listen.
 
   He was probably thirty feet from the wall and around a curve with sight of nothing but shrubs, grasses, and trees when he heard something and froze.
 
   Somebody nearby was breathing.  Or trying to breathe.
 
   It wasn’t loud.  But it was labored.
 
   Austin turned his head and listened, turned it another way and listened again.  It was hard to tell the exact direction.  Soft sounds got diffused bouncing among the big tropical leaves.
 
   He snuck closer to the direction he’d chosen as the source.
 
   He stopped.
 
   Louder.  Definitely louder.
 
   Austin crawled some more, froze, and realized he was too focused.  He could be crawling into an ambush.
 
   He looked around.  He ignored the labored breaths for a moment and listened.
 
   Somewhere in the direction of the truck—Austin couldn’t tell how far—something was moving.  Not walking.  Not in a hurry.  It sounded heavy and slow.  Then it stopped.
 
   No other sounds came to Austin except the fronds moving in the wind high above.
 
   He crawled forward.
 
   The labored breathing was louder.  He continued toward it and then froze.
 
   Two feet were lying on the path, heels up, toes down.
 
   Austin raised up on his knees and slowly, quietly brought his weapon around.  
 
   He only saw the feet and lower legs sticking out of the shrubs, but it was easy enough to tell where the rest of the owner lay.  Austin pointed at the spot he guessed was the center of the man’s chest, and fired three quick shots.
 
   He dropped to the ground and rolled, pointing his rifle roughly at the terrorist he’d just shot in the back.
 
   A whispered voice.  “Austin?”
 
   Austin froze.  “Mitch?”
 
   “Don’t shoot.” It was definitely Mitch.
 
   Austin got up on a knee, keeping his rifle at his shoulder but keeping the barrel pointed in the direction of the man he’d just shot.
 
   “I’m coming.  Don’t shoot me.”
 
   Austin looked left toward a curve in the path.  “I can’t see you.”
 
   A second later, Mitch came around on the sidewalk.  He knelt beside Austin.  “I don’t know how many are inside, none I think, but we got all the ones out here.”
 
   “You’re kidding.” Austin grinned, but nerves turned it back to darting eyes and quick glances.  
 
   Mitch pointed in the direction of the house.  “We need to hurry.  If Najid Almasi is in there, we lost the element of surprise.  He knows somebody out here means him harm.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 76
 
   They stood, leaning against a wall on a small patio off the side of the house.  Surrounded by the garden, a fountain burbled.  Mitch reached over and checked the glass door.  He looked at Austin and whispered, “It’s open.” He breathed deeply.  “You have any ammo left?”
 
   “Half a mag.” Austin shrugged.  “I’m pretty sure.”
 
   “Eject the magazine.  Show me.”
 
   Austin removed his magazine and passed it to Mitch.  Mitch examined it as Austin looked at the dark bushes and trees around them, not wanting to be surprised if any more of Najid Almasi’s men were still out there.  
 
   Mitch clicked the magazine back into Austin’s rifle.  “I’m going in first.  You stay well behind.  We’ll check each room.  I’ll shoot anyone I see.  If I get shot, unload on the bastard.  You make sure he’s dead.  Got me?”
 
   Austin nodded.  
 
   “Stay back far enough that if I get shot, you don’t get it too.”
 
   Austin nodded again.
 
   Mitch slid the glass door open and stepped inside, rifle up, panning across the dark room.  Austin waited a few seconds and then followed Mitch in.  He looked around.  The room was in order.  It was beautifully decorated and expansive.  No one was inside.
 
   Mitch peeked into a kitchenette.  He looked inside an enormous armoire.  He looked into a bathroom, all while Austin stood with his back to the patio door, rifle at the ready.
 
   When Mitch finished, he gave Austin a little wave of his hand and Austin followed Mitch into the hall.  Austin didn’t need to be told to be quiet.
 
   They searched a few large rooms that seemed to have no purpose other than to look beautiful with art, furniture, and views of the beach.  They came to an office that looked to have been used recently.  A laptop sat on a desk.  Items were out of place.  Cushions on the couch were misarranged.
 
   Mitch nodded to Austin.  He saw it too.
 
   They proceeded up the hall.  They checked two more living areas, a dining room that had a long, long table and thirty chairs, a kitchen that looked like it belonged in a restaurant, a library, and the garage.  No Najid Almasi.
 
   Mitch pointed up the stairs, leaned in close to Austin and said, “Don’t come up until you see me at the top.  I’ll wait for you.”
 
   Austin tried his best to meld with a shadow in an alcove as he stared into the shadows up there, looking for movement.
 
   Once Mitch was on a knee, beside a column, pointing his rifle down a hall, he motioned for Austin to come up.
 
   Austin stepped quietly, looking around at the expansive space below, looking for any shadow they hadn’t checked, any spot that might be a hiding place for Almasi.
 
   Halfway up, movement caught Austin’s eye—something outside, across the lawn, across the beach, on a long pier sticking out into the water.  A man was carrying a weapon, carrying a bag in one hand, and struggling as he limped toward an empty cigarette boat.
 
   Najid Almasi!
 
   It had to be.
 
   Austin looked up, pointing out through the glass.  “Najid!” He bounded down the stairs.
 
   Mitch ran down behind him.
 
   Austin ran through a door slamming it against the wall as it swung.  
 
   Almasi looked over his shoulder and tried to hurry his pace.
 
   Austin sprinted.  When he was halfway across the lawn, he heard Mitch come through the door just as noisily as he had.
 
   Najid was nearing the end of the dock just as Austin was crossing the sand.  Even as slow as Najid was going, Austin saw that Najid was going to get to the boat well ahead of him.
 
   Austin slid down to a knee as he raised his M-16 to his shoulder, fired two rounds he knew were going to miss, and yelled, “Stop, Najid!”
 
   Najid spun around much faster than expected for a hobbled man.  His rifle spewed rounds as he brought it to bear back down the dock.
 
   Austin dove for the sand out of instinct.  
 
   Bullets sizzled the air around him.
 
   Three quick shots fired from behind.  Mitch.
 
   Najid’s body jerked with the impact of the bullets.  His muzzle flashed as he continued to fire into the water, into the air, wild as he fell.  Najid’s rifle silenced.
 
   Mitch ran past Austin and sprinted up the dock.
 
   Austin got to his feet and ran after.  Seconds later, he came upon Almasi, gasping in fast pants as he lay on his back, eyes on the stars above.  He was bleeding from three wounds in his chest.
 
   Mitch asked, “Almasi?”
 
   “That’s Najid.”
 
   “That’s what I figured.” Mitch took a step forward, put the barrel of his rifle six inches from Najid’s forehead and fired three more times.  He looked at Austin.  He looked around.  “Now we’ve got to go.  We don’t want to be here if anybody comes to investigate all the shooting.  Check the boat for keys.  Check Almasi for the keys.” Mitch started back up the dock.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   Mitch spun around and ran backward toward the house while continuing his instructions to Austin.  “Laptops.  Cellphones.  Anything I can find.  Get that boat started.  We’re leaving in three minutes.  And get Almasi’s bag.” Mitch turned and sprinted.
 
   Austin looked down at Najid.  Three bullets had pierced his skull and left his dead eyes staring at the sky.  Austin’s only thought was that Najid deserved so much worse than he received.  He leaned over and picked up the soft leather briefcase that lay by Najid’s body.  Austin ran to the boat, leapt over the gunwale and landed on the deck.  He dropped Najid’s bag in a seat and stepped over to the captain’s chair.  Keys dangled in the ignition.  Austin didn’t wait.  He turned the key, and a pair of powerful engines rumbled to life.
 
   Austin buckled himself into the captain’s chair and waited for Mitch.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 77
 
   Paul looked around as though help might come to his rescue, but nothing was on the grassy plateau nearby.  Behind him stood the barracks full of the sick.  The silos full of plasma cattle sank deep into the earth.  Other people walked to wherever in camp their business took them.  None gave a care that Paul was being taken outside the fence.  He turned a pleading eye at the MPs, neither of whom changed their hard facial expressions.  
 
   At that moment, Paul decided to stop looking for a rescue, stop hoping for a reprieve.  He looked up at the blue sky, thought about Heidi, Austin, and Olivia.  He decided that he hated what his life had become, who he had turned into.  Like Salim, he decided to accept his fate.  It was time to pay the price for his sins.  He was going to die under a crisp blue sky, not unlike the one that watched over Heidi’s funeral that day on the soccer field with all of those broken people carrying the bodies of their loved children and cherished spouses.  
 
   A tear found its way to creep down Paul’s cheek.  He clenched hard on his teeth to control a sob, not for what was to come for him, but for the expectation, the hope that something might be up there in the ether, a life beyond this one, a life where suffering might not exist, a place where mistakes might be forgiven.
 
   The chilly bite of the wind felt exhilarating.  Paul would miss it.  
 
   He stepped through the hole in the fence and walked.  Colonel Holloway was already a dozen paces on and turning to wait.  
 
   Paul wiped his eyes, cleared his throat, stood tall, and took confident steps.  He was ready.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   Paul nodded.
 
   The Colonel continued to walk in the direction of the distant mountains.  “It’s beautiful out here.  In a desolate way.”
 
   “It is,” Paul agreed.
 
   “I love the first snows when they come in October or November.” The Colonel looked over at Paul to see that he was listening.  “I used to go outside with my daughter.  We’d stand on the porch and listen.  You can hear the snowflakes when you stop and just let yourself.  They settle onto the leaves and onto your clothes with the faintest crunch.  Hundreds and thousands of them all around you.”
 
   Paul thought about the snow and the beautiful white blanket it put on the world when it came down at night, untouched by tire tracks, snow shovels, and booted feet.
 
   “My daughter, she was four last fall when it snowed.  She had long, curly red hair.  We were out on the porch, and the snow was catching in her hair as she spun around, sticking her tongue out to catch the flakes.” Holloway sniffled through the cold wind.  “She looked like an angel with the sparkle of the porch light hitting the snow in her hair.  She didn’t know what was going on in the world.  She wouldn’t have understood anyway.  She was happy.”
 
   They walked for several steps without a word between them.  
 
   Paul was confused.  “Your daughter, why are you telling me about her?”
 
   “To remember.” Colonel Holloway nodded a few too many times.  “To remember.  She died a few days before my wife.  The weatherman says we have snow coming tonight.  Late.”
 
   “Will you go outside and stand in the snow and listen?” Paul asked.
 
   “I might.” Nodding again, Colonel Holloway said, “I will.”
 
   “You should.” A few more steps passed.  “I buried my wife on a day like this.  Last fall.  The sky was blue like it is today, so blue it didn’t seem real.  The grass on the soccer fields was still green.  The trees hadn’t yet lost their leaves.  They were covered in brilliant yellows and reds.  The wind blew the leaves on the ground and they looked like fire running across the grass.” Tears were on Paul’s cheeks again.  “The mass graves…”
 
   “I know.” The Colonel had eyes glassy with tears as well.  “Don’t think about that.  Ugly necessities.  Remember the beauty of your loved ones’ lives.”
 
   The Colonel stopped.  
 
   Paul looked around for the machine gun emplacements.  He saw none.  He and the Colonel were far from the fence and standing on the edge of the plateau.  Below them, the ground sloped gently away and undulated into a deep, wide valley.  Far away between the hills and the western mountains, the tall buildings in downtown Denver marked the center of the metropolitan sprawl.  “Why are we out here?”
 
   “Why did you kill Larry Dean?”
 
   Paul thought about a lie, another lie, but he didn’t tell it.  He decided lies were part of the Paul he didn’t like.  He decided that they were part of his past.  “He killed my wife.”
 
   “How do you know that?” The Colonel’s face showed his confusion.
 
   “Coincidence.  Luck if you could call it that.” Paul looked back toward the camp, the scene of his last crimes.  “I didn’t know when I went into the infirmary that he killed Heidi, but I knew—or strongly suspected—that he and his partner had killed people like Heidi for blood they thought might contain antibodies.  When I went there to convince him to talk, I think I just wanted a guilty man to punish.  A stand-in for whoever murdered my wife.  I didn’t expect that Larry and his partner Jimmy had done it.”
 
   “The staph infection? Was that part of your plan?”
 
   “Bad luck for Larry.” Paul wiped his face.  “I filled him full of Ebola blood.  I wanted to overwhelm his immune system.  I wanted him to suffer.”
 
   “That staph was good luck for him, then.”
 
   Nodding, Paul admitted, “I suppose it was.”
 
   “What about this Jimmy guy?”
 
   Paul looked at the dirt, ashamed, but only for a second.  He looked back at the mountains and the blue sky beyond.  “I freed a prisoner.”
 
   “Rafael?”
 
   “You knew?”
 
   “Captain Willard lied to you.  All of those cameras in the warehouse work.”
 
   “I freed Rafael so he’d kill Jimmy.” Paul looked up at the sky again and then back at the Colonel.  “I never expected to leave here alive.  Not really.  I think I hoped I might one day but I didn’t really believe I would.  But I…I loved my wife.  I had to do something.”
 
   The Colonel took a moment to think about what Paul had said.  “Larry and Jimmy won’t be missed.”
 
   Paul looked around again.  He and the Colonel were alone.  Paul wasn’t going to be killed.  Probably.
 
   “I have to ask, you know, because of the way news channels are these days with all their bullshit.  Did you really drive to Dallas and infect yourself on purpose?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “God, that was a ballsy move.”
 
   “Heidi told me I was depressed over my son’s death and that I wasn’t acting rationally.”
 
   “Is that true?”
 
   Paul nodded.  “Who really understands why they do what they do when what they’ve done wasn’t the best decision.”
 
   “But you’re alive.”
 
   “And Heidi is dead.” Paul clenched his jaw again.  He had an impulse to curse himself, but he didn’t.  He accepted that he was a fool, a selfish idiot.  “I took that trip to Dallas, and because of that, stupid men reasoned that my immunity magically transferred to her.”
 
   “My daughter and my wife died,” said Colonel Holloway, “and we did everything we were supposed to do.” The Colonel put a hand on Paul’s shoulder.  “Life.  It works that way.  It’s hard enough shouldering the guilt for things you did.  You can’t carry the guilt for other people’s choices too.  Larry and Jimmy killed your wife, not you.”
 
   Paul didn’t know about that.  Well, he did.  The Colonel was right.  It was just hard to change his mind even in the face of blue-sky epiphanies.
 
   “You know, what you did isn’t all that different than what people are doing now with the plasma they smuggle out of here.”
 
   Paul did his best to keep the judgment out of his tone.  “And you know about all that? The smuggling, I mean.” 
 
   “Not at first.”
 
   Paul looked over his shoulder to see if the MPs were coming.  They weren’t.
 
   “It started early.  We weren’t hitting our production numbers.”
 
   “That makes it sound like you were managing a factory.”
 
   Colonel Holloway looked at the camp far behind them.  “You have to separate the emotions of what’s being done to human lives from the process if you want to make the sacrifices worth it.  Yes.  I run it like a factory.  It’s the most efficient model.  If the model is efficient, we achieve the goal sooner.  We save more lives.” 
 
   Paul nodded.  That made perfect, callous sense.  But what else was there to do with it, run a shoddy operation and wring your hands over the moral ambiguity of it all? “What did you do about the smuggling?”
 
   “We didn’t think it was smuggling at first.  Not really.  It was suggested at our first meeting on the subject.  By Captain Willard if you can believe it.”
 
   “He’s been a bit of an ass.”
 
   “Doing his job.” Colonel Holloway tucked his hands in his pockets and shivered.  “We eventually came to run two systems, the legitimate one where I maximized output and quality.  The ‘factory.’ And Captain Willard’s system was that of managing the smuggling rings that he took control of.  When we had control, we were able to make sure all plasma ran the through the process before it was smuggled out.  Processed serum is much safer for the recipients than raw plasma.”
 
   “Rings?” Paul hadn’t considered that there’d been more than one.
 
   “There was a time when nearly half our production was being stolen, rerouted into the black market.”
 
   “Wait.” Paul was confused again.  “But Captain Willard didn’t stop the smuggling rings.  He took control of them, and that means you have control.  Why not just shut them down?”
 
   “The question has a much more complicated answer than you’ll guess.”
 
   “I won’t guess, but I’d like to hear the answer.”
 
   Colonel Holloway said, “I don’t make any guesses about what happens to the serum after it leaves the camp and enters the government system.  But after seeing the corruption at this level, I’m certain it’s not being allocated with any degree of equity to the American people.”
 
   “I heard a similar speculation recently,” said Paul.
 
   “In a way, I viewed the smugglers and black marketers as only marginally worse than the government system.  Nevertheless, I had my orders like everyone else, and I had an efficient camp to run.  There was no room for thievery as far as I was concerned.  At first.  So, we cracked down with tighter inventory control for one.  That’s when a funny thing happened.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “We made our numbers, but the smuggling didn’t stop.  Somehow our production went up enough to feed both systems.”
 
   “Because of the increased amount we take out of the volunteers.” Paul knew the answer to that.
 
   “Yes.  But not just from the prisoners in the silos.  Actual volunteers in the recovering population that elected to stay on.  The smugglers, unable to get their hands on tightly controlled inventory found a way to increase production at the source, the immune.”
 
   “But it’s not healthy,” Paul protested.  “It’s not sustainable.”
 
   “No, it’s not.  But it doesn’t need to be.”
 
   Paul didn’t like what he was hearing.  It all sounded like a rationalization for illegal profit.
 
   “You don’t understand yet, but be patient.”
 
   Paul nodded.
 
   “By doubling production, we save more lives.  To a sick person, it doesn’t matter how the serum came to them.  The more lives we save, the closer we get to the goal of a one-hundred-percent healthy population.”
 
   “But you know half that black market serum isn’t being given to people who are sick with Ebola, right?” Paul thought it was a valid point.  “People are taking it as a preventive.  They all get sick, and not all of them get better.”
 
   “Pretty much what you did, right?” The Colonel drilled Paul with a hard stare.  “Only their odds are much better than yours were.”
 
   Reluctantly, Paul agreed.
 
   “So maybe five percent die if they take the Ebola serum.  They catch the virus and their immune system, despite having the antibodies to fight Ebola, can’t react in time.  They die.  But five percent mortality, those odds are far better than the sixty to eighty percent who die if they get the disease and don’t get treatment.”
 
   “But only the folks who can afford that option get that choice.” It was the next argument on Paul’s list.
 
   “At first,” Colonel Holloway agreed.  “But all the camps have produced more than enough serum to service every person of means in the country if that’s true.  The black market for serum is crashing in the sense that there’s more and more serum available and the money—or trade goods people have available—grows smaller and smaller.  Anybody out there who can get on the Internet and has an engagement ring or a handful of silver coins from grandpa’s collection can buy a bag of serum now.”
 
   Paul didn’t want to admit it, but he was starting to see the Colonel’s point.
 
   “It’s not just this camp where this is happening.  Similar things are going on everywhere and at the rate we’re moving, every person in the country will be Ebola-free in three or four months.”
 
   “Ebola-free?” Paul couldn’t believe it.
 
   “We’ll have saved nearly forty percent of the population, and we won’t need this camp anymore.  We won’t need the volunteers or the prisoners to double dip.  They only need to stay alive until then.”
 
   “And you’re double dipping too?” Paul made the guess.  That had to be the reason the Colonel’s health appeared to be waning.”
 
   Colonel Holloway pulled his arm out of his jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeve, showing Paul the K tattoo on his inside forearm.  Scabbed dots marked the spots where the needles had punctured his veins at each of his recent donations.
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “Wow is right.  Four months ago it looked like the world was coming to an end.  Now we know we’ll survive, not just you and me but the country.”
 
   “How’s the rest of the world doing?”
 
   “Some countries are working on solutions not that different from ours.  Some got organized faster.  Most didn’t.  Some didn’t get organized at all.  The death rate probably topped ninety percent in Africa and most of Asia.  About half of Europe did okay.  Japan and South Korea will come out better than us.  Some of the Pacific islands will do all right.”
 
   “Why are you telling me all this?”
 
   The Colonel laughed.
 
   “What’s funny?”
 
   “I didn’t want you killing off all my black marketers.”
 
   Paul laughed, not heartily, but it was a laugh, at least, the first in a long, long time.  “I told you why I killed Larry.”
 
   “Yeah.  But now you know the truth of what’s going on here.  Now you know there are no machine guns out here.  Now you know what goes on inside the camps.  You can go if you want.” Colonel Holloway took a piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it to Paul.  “I signed the order.  You can go home.  You’ll be under house arrest for awhile.  I don’t know how long.  That’s up to some bureaucrat somewhere who might be dead or hasn’t even been hired yet.  All you need to do is report to your donation center weekly.  That’s the only requirement.”
 
   Paul unfolded the paper and read it through.
 
   “And don’t tell anyone about anything you know about this place.  If you don’t mind.  Hell, I guess you can if you want, just not yet, please.  As for me, I don’t care what happens.  If it comes out later that everything we did here was illegal, I’ll take my sentence, and I’ll go to jail.  Why not? I’ve got no family to go home to.  I’ve got no friends left to be embarrassed in front of.  I just want to get through the next three months and save as many lives as I can.” 
 
   “I can understand that.” Paul folded the paper and put it in his pocket.  He had another question.  “What do you do with the money?”
 
   “Gold and silver mostly.  Diamonds.  Money’s damn near worthless.”
 
   “What are you going to do with it? Buy an island in the Caribbean?”
 
   Colonel Holloway shook his head.  “Everything is in short supply, Paul.  We use it to buy black market supplies for the camp.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “One-hundred-percent true.”
 
   Paul took the order out of his pocket and tore it up, letting the pieces float away in the wind.  “I’ll stay in the camp.  I want to help.  I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”
 
   Colonel Holloway slapped Paul on the back.  “You’re a good man, Paul.”
 
   “No, I’m not, but I want to be one.  Maybe one day I’ll be good enough.”
 
   The Colonel turned back toward the camp and started to walk.
 
   Paul walked along beside him.  “I’d like one favor, though.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I’d love to call my daughter and let her know I’m okay.” Paul shuddered as he thought about all that could have happened since he last talked to Olivia.  “And I’d like to know if she’s okay.”
 
   “Yes.” The Colonel smiled at Paul.  “Of course.  My cellphone is in my office.  The network wasn’t up this morning when I had to make a call.  If you can’t get through today, there’s always tomorrow.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 78
 
   They ran the boat ten or twenty miles out into the Persian Gulf at exhilarating, scary speeds before turning around.  
 
   Over the noise from the wind, Austin asked, “Where are we going? Since I’m driving, you should probably tell me.”
 
   “Back to Dubai.” 
 
   “Okay?” Austin looked at Mitch, letting the next question ask itself.
 
   Mitch laughed.  “I’ve seen these boats on TV.  I’ve never ridden in one.  Always wanted to.”
 
   Austin laughed too.  “So we’re going this fast just for a thrill?”
 
   Mitch smiled and nodded.  “You can dial back the speed a few notches if you want.  Wouldn’t want to hit a wave wrong and flip it.  No sense getting killed now.”
 
   “It’s pretty fun to drive.  That’s for sure.” Austin reduced his speed by a third.
 
   “You feel bad?” Mitch asked.
 
   “About Najid?”
 
   “Najid.” Mitch nodded.  “Any of them.”
 
   Austin shook his head.  “Truth is, I’m kind of giddy.  I didn’t expect to be alive right now.  You?”
 
   “I figured my odds were about even, once I saw how many guys Najid had.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Six.”
 
   “You killed six guys?”
 
   “You killed one.  I got the other five.  Oh, and Najid, so yeah, six.  But we did it together.  You did a good job.  I started to think for a minute there that the police were on the scene.”
 
   “I’m glad it worked out.” Austin laughed.  “Just like you planned.”
 
   “I didn’t truly plan for you to have to come.  Nice truck, by the way.”
 
   “Yeah,” Austin agreed.  “I didn’t expect to find that.  I figured you sent me on an errand to keep me busy while you handled the job.”
 
   “I did,” Mitch admitted.  “I came up with that idea to ram the gates as a last resort.  I didn’t think you’d actually have to do it.  I’m glad you did, though.  I was in a tight spot.  You saved me.”
 
   “Teamwork,” said Austin.  “Where are we going, exactly?”
 
   “To the American consulate.  It’s right on the water.  They’re expecting us.  Well, sort of.  They were our backup plan in case we couldn’t get out of the country and fly back to Lemonnier.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “It’s nice.  You’ll like it.  And we’ll have a nice boat to go tooling around in.” Mitch patted the dashboard.  “I think we’ll be staying for awhile.”
 
   “Is it safe?”
 
   Mitch laughed.  “As safe as any place.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 79
 
   “Hello?” Olivia didn’t recognize the number from the incoming call.
 
   “Olivia?”
 
   “Dad!” Olivia had known for some time that Paul had been taken to the East Denver Internment Center but with no communications from the camp’s detainees and requests for confirmation of residents stacked up in a bureaucracy somewhere along the way, Olivia didn’t know if her father was alive.  She’d heard about the conditions in many of the camps.  She’d read the data on mortality rates.  Olivia smiled through her tears.  “Are you in the camp?”
 
   “East Denver Internment,” Paul confirmed.
 
   “They have phones now?”
 
   “The Colonel let me use his.”
 
   Smiling, Olivia said, “You know you’re breaking three or four laws I can think of right off the top of my head.”
 
   “I don’t care.  I had to hear your voice.  I had to know you were still okay.  I had to let you know that I am, too.  We’re all we have left now.” Paul sniffled.  He hadn’t expected his emotions to get away from him.  “But I guess we’re lucky, maybe.”
 
   “We’re not all we have left, dad.”
 
   Paul didn’t know what that meant.
 
   “Austin is alive.”
 
   “What?” Paul’s knees gave out and he dropped into the chair in front of Colonel Holloway’s desk.  “What?”
 
   “He’s in Dubai.”
 
   “He’s really alive?” Paul couldn’t believe it.  He started to cry.
 
   “He’s fine.  He caught Ebola, and he got better.  He’s…” Olivia cried too.  “He’s fine.  I don’t know how soon we can get him back.  Months.  Maybe longer.”
 
   “But he’s okay?” Paul struggled to get the words out.  “He’s not in trouble?”
 
   “No.  Everything is fine.  He’s at the consulate.  It’s built on a canal.  The way he describes it, it sounds like a resort.  He’s there with another American, a diplomat from Kampala named Mitch Peterson.”
 
   “I’m sure there’s a good story behind that.”
 
   “You wouldn’t believe.” Olivia collected herself and said, “I can get you his phone number.”
 
   Paul cried some more, unable to hold back all the grief suddenly washed away.  “That’d be good.”
 
   “Why are you calling now? Are they letting you out?”
 
   “No.  I mean they said I could go home and stay under house arrest as long as I showed up for my donations.”
 
   “That won’t last much longer.  Maybe three or four more months.  At least the mandatory donations.”
 
   “I’m staying in the detention center.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I want to help, Olivia.  I just want to help.  There are a lot of sick people here, and I guess a lot still out there.  I want to do my part.”
 
   “Now you sound like Austin.”
 
   “There are worse things than that.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 80
 
   The swells were two meters from trough to peak and had been rolling the eighty-foot fishing boat for over an hour.  A cold wind was blowing out of the dark sky to the north, and the smell of rain was in the air.  If not for the twenty kilos of gold in the ship’s hold and the promise of ten nuclear warheads—each 1.5 megatons, each a hundred times more powerful than the bomb the Americans dropped on Hiroshima at the end of World War II—Hadi would have stayed ashore and tried for a trade on another day in calmer weather.
 
   Every day’s delay was a gamble.  The Americans were playing the game too, searching for Najid Almasi, hoping to kill him, likely knowing he was planning the same for them.
 
   The secondary problem was the leveling out of the mortality rate.  With sixty or seventy percent of the global population already dead, the mortality rate in the more advanced countries was trending toward ten percent.  That was bad.  
 
   The only way to fix that and to get the death rates in line with those in the less-developed countries—most of Africa, most of the Arab world and Central Asia, which was running well over ninety-percent—was to destabilize the fragile governmental systems in place.  That would free Ebola to do the rest of its work.  Short that, Najid’s plan had killed billions needlessly and backfired catastrophically on his own people.
 
   From his spot, standing in the bow, holding on to a rail, feeling the boat heave up and down and roll back and forth, Hadi eyed the sea in front of the ship, praying he’d see the Russians’ boat materialize out of the mist.  He needed these Russians to be real.  All of his people needed it.
 
   So he stared and held on.  Alone.
 
   All of his men, most of Najid’s soldiers, were tucked inside the boat, keeping themselves warm, keeping their weapons dry.  Readying themselves just in case.  They also knew the stakes.
 
   Time passed slowly as the gray sky changed shades with the thickness of the cloud blanket above, and the angle of the sun coming down.  Squalls washed over the ship.  The wind kicked up and blew the tips of the waves in a stinging spray.  Then the showers passed, and the winds settled some.  And the fishing trawler pushed on.
 
   It was late in the day.  It had to be by then.  Hadi’s knees were sore from standing.  His hands were cramped from gripping the icy metal rail.  His face was numb from the cold.
 
   He saw it.
 
   The gray-black form of a ship coming toward them.  No running lights on.  
 
   Hadi smiled and felt a weight fall away from his shoulders.  He turned and waved at the pilothouse.  Inside, the captain waved back.  Moments later, his men filed out onto the deck.  They looked ready for a fight.  That was exactly as Hadi wanted them to be seen, ready to kill.  Intimidation would go a long way to keeping his new Russian business partners honest.  Hadi was sad the world worked that way, but there was nothing to be done about it except to show strength and the make the price of deception too high to bear.  
 
   It took nearly an hour for the two ships to find a place in the waves where they could cruise forward on parallel tracks, slow enough to get their business done, but not so slow as to surrender themselves to the waves.
 
   As had been arranged prior, the Russians sent three men in a semi-inflatable boat that cut through the water under the power of an engine that whined in a rhythm of its bow busting through each peek.  The boat’s skipper pulled it alongside Hadi’s hired fishing boat with so much skill that he didn’t have to tie off.  The two passengers climbed out and were helped into the fishing boat by several of Hadi’s men.
 
   Hadi met the men on deck, exchanged curt pleasantries, and hurried out of the weather.  
 
   The gold was stacked in small, heavy boxes on the floor of the fishing boat’s galley.  One of the Russians went to work opening the boxes and doing whatever test satisfied him in determining that the gold was real.  Not much was said during the exchange.
 
   When it was done, the tester gave the other Russian a verbal report that consisted of less than a dozen words.  The Russian in charge looked at Hadi and said, “We are satisfied.  Come, we shall inspect the warheads.”
 
   Hadi followed.  His scientist with his instruments came behind.  
 
   The ride across the waves in the semi-inflatable was frightening.  
 
   The Russian boat was ominous and odd looking with large crates on the deck in various places.  
 
   The semi-inflatable pulled up next to the Russian ship.  With clumsiness that showed their inexperience on the sea, Hadi and his scientist made their way onto the vessel.  The two Russian inspectors followed, and the skipper of the small, fast boat pulled away, quickly losing himself in the waves to the stern of the Russian ship.  Hadi and his scientist were led through a hatch, down steeply sloping rusty stairs, and into a dimly lit hold.  At the center of the hold were the cone-shaped warheads, secured on pallets, looking exactly as expected.  
 
   Hadi looked at his scientist.  The man gave him a nod.  Everything was good.
 
   The scientist sat his case of instruments down and opened it up.  He removed a device and immediately went to work.  He ran something up and down the length of several of the cones, looking more and more frustrated as he did, but he said nothing.  Afterward, he stood and stared at the warheads for a solid minute with no expression on his face.  Hadi looked on nervously, and the Russians watched with hard, unreadable faces.  
 
   The scientist looked around and then proceeded to perform closer inspections and work with other instruments.  When it was all done, he stood up, smiled broadly, and in the most animated way Hadi had ever seen the man, told him all was good.  They should proceed with the transaction.
 
   Hadi and the Russians talked logistics for a moment.  Hadi and his scientist would return to his rented fishing boat.  They’d load batches of gold into the semi-inflatable and send it over to the Russian vessel.  The Russians, using one of the booms on their ship would offload one warhead, which would be transported across the waves to be loaded onto Hadi’s vessel.  They’d repeat until all gold and all warheads were transferred.
 
   As Hadi rode in the semi-inflatable across the gap between the vessels, Hadi grinned, not caring about the rough water and the cold wind.  He was on the verge of success.  Then his scientist leaned close and said, “Those were fake.”
 
   “Fake?” Hadi’s voice got away from him in his surprise.
 
   The scientist nodded.  “I didn’t want to say anything while we were on their boat.  I didn’t trust the thieving Russians not to murder us when exposed.”
 
   Hadi simply nodded as his anger grew and alternatives raced through his mind.  Did these Russians think they could get away with giving him fakes? Would they sell the real ones? If so, for how much? Or did they even have real ones? Had they been deceiving Hadi the whole time? 
 
   Once he climbed on board his own boat with his scientist, he called to one of his men to go and alert the captain that it was time to make haste back to port.  Hadi turned and glared at the Russians across the expanse of the waves.
 
   The skipper of the semi-inflatable took off across the water and as Hadi watched, realized that the man was steering the boat with one hand—a dangerous proposition in the rough seas—and talking on a radio with the other.  As he stood and watched, trying to figure what could be so important that it needed to be radioed rather than told in person after only a few more minutes, Hadi saw something change on the deck of the Russian vessel.  Those crates that had been lined on the deck seemed to collapse as the sides and front fell away.  They were crew-served machineguns with wide barrels.  They erupted in flame as Hadi looked at them.  Large caliber rounds tore through his men, through the fishing boat’s hull, through the superstructure.  They tore through Hadi’s chest just as he thought to tell his men to fire.
 
   He fell into the dark waters of the Caspian Sea feeling like a fool, dying as he sank.
 
   
  
 

The End
 
   This is the final installment of Ebola K, so that’s all!  A milestone in my writing career as I actually finish a series.  It’s a good thing, really, as it frees me up to start something completely new.  Stay tuned…I have a couple of new projects in the works!
 
   If you’d like to join my email list the link is below.  Or if you’re into Liking, the link to Facebook is below.  I try to keep everyone up to date with upcoming releases...oh, who am I kidding.  Mostly I post random silly crap that I find interesting or amusing.
 
   My Website
 
   http://bobbyadair.com/subscribe/
 
    
 
   Facebook
 
   https://www.facebook.com/BobbyAdairAuthor
 
    
 
   Do you have a moment for a review?
 
   Ebola K, Book 3 was another extremely emotional book to write, and a complex project to undertake.  If you have a moment, I would be forever indebted if you could give any feedback on the site where you purchased the book.  As an indie author, the visibility of my books is very much tied to the ratings and reviews, and for that reason we solicit your feedback a little more aggressively than the big box stores and publishers.  We also really care about what you have to say, and look to that feedback when thinking about new and exciting things to write for you.
 
   I also appreciate any input on typos…we have a special page on the website where we collect any mistakes so we can respond quickly and republish.  I’d appreciate the opportunity to fix it before it goes into a review.  Kat, my typo wrangler, is really good at getting most errors fixed within the first day or two after publishing.
 
   Here’s the place to report any typos if you find them: http://www.bobbyadair.com/typos.
 
   Also, if there’s something you find that’s a factual error, I would really appreciate your input in a private message through my website or Facebook messaging.
 
   Oh yeah, I almost forgot.  PLEASE, leave a review on the website where you bought the book.  My landlord likes it when I pay my rent on time.  Reviews (especially the good ones) help make that happen.
 
   Again, thanks for reading! – Bobby
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