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  The gravel crunched under the heavy wheels of the Mine Resistant Ambush Protected Vehicle (MRAP) as Staff Sergeant Brad Thompson looked out the passenger window, tirelessly searching and scanning for threats. They’d been briefed for a short, four-hour patrol to recon a village, but they had already been on the trail for over five. First, a suspected roadside bomb had slowed their approach to the village and then their radios had failed shortly after arriving. To make matters worse, confusion and lack of communications had caused an argument that further delayed their return to Forward Operating Base Bremmel.


  Nobody wanted to be alone on the roads after dark, especially in an area where the Taliban owned the night. Brad’s men were hungry and tired but still remained vigilant. His driver, Henry, was gripping the wheel tight, and Brad reminded him to stay focused. Cole, the gunner, was on the .50 caliber machine gun up in the turret. Brad could hear the squeaking of gears when Cole rotated the turret to get a better angle on blind spots as they drove down the dusty trail.


  Suddenly the vehicles ahead all began to slow down, and then came to a stop. Brad’s headset squelched and he heard Lieutenant Rogers call his leaders forward to the command vehicle. Brad undid his harness while telling Cole to keep scanning his sector for targets. “Henry … I’m going forward to see the lieutenant,” Brad said in a tired voice. He opened the door and took the long step down, bracing himself for the drop. Gripping his M4 with his dominant hand, he swung down, landed hard, and began the walk forward.


  Passing the dusty vehicles, he looked inside and saw the tired and drawn faces of the passengers. He found the lieutenant leaning over the hood of an older, armored-style Humvee. Lieutenant Rogers was talking to their platoon sergeant, Sergeant First Class Turner, and a couple of the other squad leaders about the return trip to Bremmel. They all had disgusted looks on their faces, and Brad worried the argument from earlier would kick back in.


  “Staff Sergeant Thompson, glad you could join us,” complained SFC Turner. “I was just trying to explain to the lieutenant that this communication outage makes no sense. All of our internal radios are working, and we should have been able to pick up the FOB once we cleared that last ridge. We still aren’t picking up shit. We ain’t even seen any aircraft in the last three hours.”


  Brad scratched at the five o’clock shadow on his chin. Turner was right, it didn’t make sense. He had never experienced anything like this. Even though the butt of many jokes, military radios had almost always been reliable. “What about the Blue Force Tracker?” Brad asked.


  “It’s still not working, I mean, we can navigate but nobody is sending messages or replying to mine,” the lieutenant answered. “This isn’t right! It’s all wrong,” he mumbled. “I want suggestions, and I want them now. I don’t want to continue down this road with no comms and no air support.”


  Brad paused apprehensively before he began to speak. “Let’s halt here, Lieutenant. We can hold back the main body and set up a defensive perimeter. I can take my gun truck and two of the lighter Humvees back up the road to Bremmel. Without the main body we can move faster and avoid threats. When I reach Bremmel, we can figure out what’s up with the comms and send a couple birds back to escort the rest of you home.”


  Turner shook his head and grimaced. “I don’t like the idea of splitting our force when I don’t know what’s lurking out there … but it may be the best course for what we got going.”


  “Okay then, let’s stop wasting time. Sergeant Thompson, pull your truck ahead and get ready to move out with two trucks from second squad. I want you guys rolling in five mikes,” Lieutenant Rogers barked.


  Brad walked back to his truck and jumped into the passenger seat. “Alright fellas, let’s mount up. We’re going to break out of the formation and move to the front.”


  “What’s up Sergeant? What’s going on?” asked Cole.


  “We are going to route recon ahead and link back up with Raider at Bremmel. If we move fast, we can make it back in time for dinner,” answered Brad.


  “Hell, yeah! I hear that, Sarge,” answered Henry as he pulled the MRAP out of the column and slowly moved to the front of the convoy.


  As the MRAP passed the front vehicle, two more trucks dropped in behind them and they picked up speed. Brad lifted the radio handset and announced, “Charlie six, Charlie four, radio check.”


  “Charlie Four, this is Six, I read you loud and clear,” came the response.


  “Roger that Six, Charlie Four on mission,” Brad answered. “Hey Henry, how ‘bout you put that pedal down and get us home. Cole, keep your eyes open and on the horizon. I don’t want any surprises.”


  The MRAP roared as it picked up speed and they quickly moved east along the road, throwing dust behind them.


  Things really were strange. The road to FOB Bremmel was typically quiet in the daytime, especially by late afternoon, but they were used to seeing at least a shepherd or a stray jingle truck. Today they hadn’t seen anything moving west away from the base. Brad started to get a bad feeling and consciously noticed his heart rate begin to quicken. They were now less than five miles from the base.


  Brad keyed the mic on his radio handset and tried to call FOB Bremmel. “Task Force Raider, this is Charlie Four, over.” Brad heard nothing but static and tried again. “Task Force Raider, this is Charlie Four, over.” Again nothing. He tried the convoy. “Charlie Six, this is Charlie Four, over.”


  “Go for Six,” squelched back on the radio.


  “This is Charlie Four, still no response from Raider.”


  “Roger, Charlie Four, stay on mission, Six out,” came the answer from the radio.


  Brad looked to the left and could see the worry on Henry’s face. Things definitely were not right. Brad checked in with the two scout vehicles behind him and asked them to tighten up the formation as they got closer to Bremmel. They moved down into a saddle and up the other side as they made their final approach in the direction of the road to the FOB’s front gate. They reached the top and made a hard turn onto the paved road. Suddenly, Henry slammed on the brakes and everything in the truck crashed forward. Brad heard the trucks behind skidding to a stop. “What the fuck, Henry!” Brad shouted, and then looked up and saw FOB Bremmel.


  The FOB was burning. There were people running all along the perimeter, pouring over the walls. There was no gunfire, but the base was being mobbed.


  “Permission to open fire!” Cole shouted.


  “No! Hold your fire. They are out of range anyhow and we don’t know what’s happening,” Brad shouted back.


  Panicked, Henry looked to Brad. “Jesus! Sergeant, what’s going on down there? Why is there no gunfire? Did we lose the base? What’s going on?”


  “Everyone lock it down. Cole, keep your eyes on that gun.” There was a knock on his side window. It was Corporal Méndez from the Humvee that had been behind them.


  “This is bad, Sarge, what is this? How could all of them civilians take out the base? What are we going to do?” he asked.


  “Méndez, get back to your truck. Get your guns up and keep an eye out. It looks like nobody has noticed us up here. I want to keep it that way. I’ll be with you in a minute,” Brad answered as he lifted his radio handset. “Charlie Six, this is Four.”


  “Go for Six.”


  “Six, this is Four, we are one click from Bremmel. Bremmel is overrun.”


  “Repeat your last, Charlie Four.”


  “I said we are one click from Bremmel … Break … The base has been overrun and is burning!” he yelled into the handset.


  “Calm down, Sergeant, I need you to give me a clear answer on what you are seeing.”


  “I told you! The base is overrun with civilians … the gate is open and it’s burning.”


  “Wait one Sergeant, we have a group of civilians approaching the back of our perimeter,” came the reply from the radio.


  Cole spoke from up in the turret. “Sergeant, you might want to look at this.”


  Brad turned his attention from the radio and looked up. He saw that a small ant trail of people were moving out of the base and headed in their direction. They were moving fast, not quite a run, but definitely at a quick pace.


  “Charlie Six, we are being approached by the mob from the base, please advise,” he said into the radio.


  “Charlie Four break contact, return to the convoy” crack crack crack “we are under assault, we are engaging with less than lethal. Return to the convoy.”


  “Roger, Charlie Six, we are en route.”


  “Less than lethal not working, they are swamping the—” crack crack crack “trucks … they’re dragging off the crews! … Open fire!”


  “Charlie Six, this is Four. What’s going on?” Brad shouted into the handset.


  “Uhhh, Sergeant! They’re getting closer!” yelled Cole, now in a panic.


  Brad looked up and saw the approaching mob was within a thousand meters and moving very quickly. He lifted his M4 to use the advanced optics to get a better look. He could see a large group had separated itself from the main ant trail, and was distancing itself from the rest of the group. He looked at the man in front and saw he was wearing a traditional man’s dress but his head was bare as were his feet. The man was at a fast jog and his face was filled with rage. Then Brad noticed with alarm that the man’s chest was covered in blood. He scanned the crowd; they also were covered in dark stains and bearing the same enraged expressions.


  “Cole, give them a burst. Keep it far off! I don’t want you hitting them by accident,” Brad ordered.


  “On the way,” Cole responded.


  The large weapon thumped in a quick report as it poured a six-round burst into the path of the approaching mob. Rounds skipped off the ground in front of them, kicking up sparks and dust. They didn’t even flinch; they kept running at the same pace without missing a beat.


  Henry was becoming panicked; he was shaking in his seat. “This isn’t good Sarge, we should leave.”


  Brad didn’t look away to answer; he was fixed on the mob. They were only seconds away and building speed. When they hit the vehicles it was with a force like a tidal wave. The armored MRAP shuddered but took the impact.


  “Cole! Button up!” Brad screamed.


  Cole dropped into the vehicle, slamming and locking the hatch shut behind him. The towering height of the vehicle repelled the mob to some extent, but the two Humvees behind them didn’t have the same luck.


  Brad heard the gun fire from Méndez’s truck, and looked back; he could see the mob swarming over the vehicle. In the turret, Méndez’s gunner was being grabbed at. He was firing madly, and the Humvee took off, wildly out of control. The third truck was backing up, trying to escape the mob. Brad saw the empty turret but couldn’t see if the gunner had been able to escape and close his hatch. The Humvee was being pressed against the stone wall behind it and suddenly, Brad saw the gunner hadn’t escaped; he was being ripped apart by the mob. He could see a bloody flurry of activity in the cab of the Humvee as well.


  “Henry! Drive! Get us out of here,” Brad yelled.


  Henry hit the accelerator hard. The huge MRAP lurched forward, making a sickening crunch as it plowed over and through the mob. They were still climbing and holding on to the sides of the vehicle as Henry pulled away from the crowd and Méndez’s vehicle moved alongside. He could see that Méndez’s truck had finally closed its hatch, but still had about eight of the crazies holding onto the top.


  “Cole, can you see Truck Three?” Brad yelled.


  “It’s lost, Sergeant, the doors are open and those guys are dragging them out. What the fuck? They’re ripping them apart!” he shouted back.


  “Get it together guys! Henry, calm down and drive right. Those fucks aren’t getting in this truck. We’ll deal with them when we get away from that mob.”


  They drove for what seemed like an eternity. The crazies were still banging and pounding on the sides of the armored vehicle. Every now and then one would tumble onto the hood of the truck or fall off the side. No one said anything. The men just stayed focused, Henry hunched over the wheel. Finally, the internal radio broke the silence and Brad’s headset squelched.


  “Sergeant? What just happened?” It was Méndez from the trail vehicle.


  “I don’t know. We need to get back to the convoy,” Brad answered.


  “Sergeant, we can’t see Jones and Truck Three; we have to go back.”


  “Truck Three is gone. There is no going back there. What’s your crew’s status, Corporal?”


  “We’re okay but my gunner is fucked up, and those guys are still on the roof. Looks like you have a bunch on you also.”


  “Okay Corporal, take care of your gunner. Follow us. I’ll be back with you in a minute.” Brad reached for his radio handset and tried to call the convoy; after three tries and no response, he gave up.


  “Méndez, I think we are alone here. We have to lose these shitheads on our vehicles. Do you understand?” Brad said into his internal mic.


  “I understand Sarge. What do you want me to do?”


  “We’re going to stop. You stop about twenty feet away and I’m going to shoot the bastards off of your truck,” Brad answered.


  Brad asked Henry to slow the vehicle and turn it so his firing portal faced Méndez’s truck. When the vehicle had come to a complete stop, the things on top became frenzied. Brad could hear them clawing and pounding at the armor above. Brad knew in that moment that the enemy outside wasn’t human. They didn’t behave rationally. He didn’t know what they were, but they weren’t people. Not anymore.


  He eased open his firing port just enough so that he could fit the barrel of his M4 out. He had a small internal debate in his head: whether or not it was okay to shoot one of these unarmed civilians, human or not. But then the answer came back to him, in the vision of Truck Three’s gunner being torn apart. He looked through his optics and took aim at one of the crazies on Méndez’s truck. He put the cross hair center mass on a large male that had his fingers wedged into the door jam. He pulled the trigger and felt the recoil in his shoulder. ‘Nothing! Damn. I missed?’ He took aim and fired again; this time the man’s left arm went limp but he still howled and pried at the door with his right. Brad looked through the sight and fired four more times. Finally the man loosened his grip, fell to a knee, and then tumbled off the truck.


  “Holy shit! How in the hell did that just happen? That freak just took six shots. This shit ain’t right, Sarge,” Cole shouted as he watched through his own portal.


  Brad ignored him, taking aim on the next one, an overweight man sitting on the hood. This time he aimed at the head, and blew the man’s brains out onto the windshield. He finished off one more the same way.


  “Now it’s your turn, Méndez,” he said into his headset.


  “Roger. I’m on it,” came the reply.


  He watched as Méndez slowly opened his armored window and fired off close to thirty rounds before he announced that the MRAP was clear. They sat quietly for a minute before Brad decided to get out.


  Brad undid the combat lock and slowly opened the door. He looked over and saw that Méndez was also exiting his vehicle. Brad stepped to the ground and saw one of the bodies lying in a slump near a tire. The man looked like he had been clawed and bitten; maybe as a result of the rough ride on the MRAP? Brad thought. He saw a leg hanging from the top of the truck. He grabbed for it and pulled the body free of the vehicle. It hit the ground with a thud. It was a female wearing a light shirt. Brad could see she had taken several shots from Méndez’s rifle and her wounds were covered in fresh blood. She also had several deep cuts and at least one older bullet wound in her abdomen.


  “What is this?” Méndez said. Brad turned and saw Méndez standing behind him.


  “I don’t know, man, but I know we killed them. Maybe it’s a bio weapon, you know terrorist are always into some crazy shit.”


  “You heard from the convoy?” asked Méndez.


  “No man, I’m kind of hoping the radio is out. My antenna looks like it was ripped off. Last I heard they were engaging a mob. I hope it’s not the same shit we just saw. How’s your gunner?”


  “He’s bad, Sergeant. Those things tried to pull him out of the hatch. He had his harness on, but they still dislocated his shoulder. Looks like one of them took a bite out of his forearm too.”


  Brad walked over to Méndez’s truck. They had Private First Class Ryan laid out in the back. Ryan had sweat dripping off of him and a tourniquet on his arm. Méndez’s medic and driver, Specialist Eric, was treating him.


  Eric looked up when he saw Brad. “I don’t get it, Sarge. He’s burning up with fever. He hasn’t woken up since he passed out after the attack. I started an IV, but I don’t think it’s helping.”


  “Okay … Good job soldier, just do the best you can. We’re going to mount up and try to get back to the convoy. We’ll get him help soon.”


  Beep Beep Beep. Brad turned his attention to his MRAP. Henry was beating the horn. He leaned his head out of the window and frantically yelled, “Sergeant, they’re back about five thousand meters and on the run.”


  “Cole! Get that gun up, suppress and take them out!” Brad yelled.


  “On the way, Sergeant,” Cole answered as he racked the M2 machine gun, chambered a round, and then pointed it in the direction of the approaching mob.


  “Méndez, mount up and get ready to move,” Brad ordered.


  Thump, thump, thump, thump. Cole had started firing his big gun while Brad climbed into his seat and secured his door. He watched Méndez’s truck pull around and angle behind him.


  “Let’s go! Back to the convoy, Henry. Cole, keep pouring it on them!” shouted Brad.


  He looked back through the window and could see the mob cresting the hill just meters from where they had been. Cole was knocking them down with the big gun; pausing only to reload. Brad saw some of them moving on the ground and then get back up. ‘What the hell?’ he thought. ‘Nobody takes a fifty caliber round and survives.’ He looked through his scope and saw a man limping down the road with a softball-size holed near his hip, but he was still trying to jog after them. After about five yards, the man fell flat on his face. Eventually the pack faded from view and Brad ordered Cole to cease fire.


  Henry spoke first. “Sergeant, how is that possible? We are almost ten miles from the FOB and those things caught up with us. They aren’t Kenyans, Sarge! Nobody is that fast, they didn’t even look tired.”


  “I don’t know, Henry. I shot that guy six times before he went down. Cole was tearing that crowd apart with the big gun, and I swear I saw some of them get back up. Let’s just keep it together and we’ll figure this out.”


  Brad spoke into the internal radio, “Méndez, take point and recon ahead. I don’t want any surprises up front.”


  The more maneuverable Humvee passed the MRAP and pulled away. Méndez’s truck was far ahead now and running as a scout, staying just within sight of Brad.


  They drove for close to an hour without seeing anything or hearing a word on the radio. It was getting late and the sun was beginning to crest the mountains. Brad knew they would only have another hour or so of daylight.


  “Sergeant, I can see the convoy. I’m stopping,” squelched the radio.


  “Roger that, Méndez, we’ll hang back. What can you see?” asked Brad.


  “Not good, Sarge, I can see the vehicles, looks like maybe one or two are missing. There are no people. Nothing appears to be alive down there.”


  “Stay in position, Méndez. I’m moving to your location,” Brad responded.


  The MRAP moved forward and pulled up alongside the Humvee. Brad used his scout binos to look at the scene ahead of him.


  “Looks like the lieutenant circled the wagons,” he muttered. The convoy was still in its defensive perimeter. Brad didn’t see anyone in the turrets and the razor wire barrier looked like it had been dragged inside their safe zone.


  Brad continued to scan but he didn’t see a single living person. Most of the vehicles had their doors open and the turrets still had mounted weapons on top. Brad knew his people wouldn’t leave their vehicles and weapons like that. He did a vehicle count and compared it with the convoy order he had received early that morning. Two MRAPs were missing from the convoy.


  Brad had an idea of what might have happened by the way things were strewn about. The perimeter had been overrun and the lighter vehicles had easily been overtaken in the same way they had lost Truck Three. The heavier MRAPs were able to take the initial blow and remain secured. Brad guessed that the MRAPs had fled the mob and were pursued by the attackers in the same way the Bremmel mob had chased his team.


  With his two vehicles on line, they approached the perimeter. As they got closer, he could tell that it wasn’t going to be pretty. The soldiers hadn’t abandoned their positions. Parts of them were scattered everywhere, as well as several bodies of the crazies that had attacked the convoy. They pulled to within one hundred meters of the perimeter. He had Cole and Eric mount the guns and provide cover while he and Méndez went in on foot. Not only did he want to protect his men from any physical danger, he wanted to save them from the experience of finding their friends slaughtered.


  As he walked through the wreckage, it was clear the soldiers had put up a tremendous fight. There was blood everywhere; pieces of body armor and protective equipment had been torn apart and were strewn around. Brad saw a fighting position with a pile of brass and dead bodies. Many of the dead were slashed and cut apart. Located near the pile was a dead soldier Brad recognized, still with a fighting knife in his hand.


  They found the lieutenant’s Humvee with the doors open and bent. The inside of the truck was smeared with blood and its contents were tossed everywhere. One MRAP had dead bodies draped all over it and surrounding it; all shredded by the MRAP’s fifty caliber machine gun.


  ‘Whoever manned that gun must have gone down hard,’ Brad thought.


  “Over here!” Méndez called.


  Off to the side of the perimeter, they could see where sets of big tire tracks led away from the fight; it appeared that the vehicles had dragged the defensive razor wire with them. There was a trail of bodies marking where the vehicle tracks veered away into the distance. From the tracks and drag marks, it was obvious that the mob had followed them into the desert.


  They found nothing else. They took a trailer off one of the MRAPs and loaded it with anything they could find in the convoy that they might need later: cases of MREs, bottled water, five-gallon cans of fuel, batteries, and as many ammo cans as they could carry. They grabbed a spare gun for each truck and called for Henry to bring down their vehicles so they could connect the trailer and top them off with fuel. Méndez located a sniper rifle and a couple of light 240B machine guns that he loaded in the rear of the MRAP.


  After they were sure that everything useful had been recovered, they mounted back up. Brad decided it was best to stay the night near the convoy in hopes the two MRAPs would circle back. He directed the vehicles to move off road and drive to a small ridgeline that overlooked the convoy’s final resting place. They pulled into a nice hide where the vehicles could be concealed by some large rock formations yet still able to see the road and the approach to the ambush site.


  The men were exhausted. Brad told them he would take the first watch and instructed the others to get some rest. He walked over to check on PFC Ryan. He was still hot with fever and unconscious. The wounds around his forearm had grown a deep purple in color and angry streaks had begun to snake up his arm. It didn’t look good. He was still laid out in the back of the Humvee. Quietly, Brad closed the door and walked past Eric and Méndez who were sleeping off to the front of the truck.


  He climbed on top of his MRAP and slowly scanned the horizon with his night vision scope, looking for any danger. Finding none, he settled into a comfortable position and carefully watched the road. The desert had become quiet and lonely in the twilight hours, the shadows growing as the sun slowly dropped behind the distant mountains.


  Later, in the darkness, he heard moans and crowd noise coming from the road. Through his scope he could see the mob from Bremmel moving toward the convoy ambush site. The group paused when they reached the vehicles. Brad felt the hairs stand on the back of his neck while he waited to see what they would do. He looked behind him and could see that the rest of his men were also up and looking at the road.


  The mob suddenly started moving again and continued to follow the road which led to the village that Brad and his men had patrolled earlier that day. Brad was relieved that the crazies didn’t appear to be good trackers. Once again it became quiet; a strange sensation in itself for this part of Afghanistan where jet aircraft or distant explosions were normally heard all through the night.


  Brad watched for an hour more and then woke Henry to take over. He climbed into the back of the MRAP and drifted off to sleep to sound of Henry shuffle around on top of the large vehicle.


  He woke to the muffled sounds of screaming. Instinctively, he knew it wasn’t his men; it was a loud howling moan, almost inhuman. He jumped out of his MRAP and saw his men gathered around the Humvee.


  They were stone silent in disbelief. Inside, PFC Ryan was clawing at the doors and tugging on the handles trying to get out. Ryan’s face was a mask of rage.


  “I don’t know what happened, Sergeant! I heard a noise in the Humvee and when I got close Ryan saw me and just started screaming. He’s going crazy in there. There is no way in hell I’m going to open the door,” Cole said.


  “It’s okay, Cole, you were right not to open it or let him out. I’m not sure what’s going on, but looks like he may be infected with whatever turned those people on the road,” Brad answered.


  “What do we do with him?” asked Cole.


  Eric stepped between the men and the Humvee. “We can’t kill him like the others. He’s one of us.”


  Cole raised his hand and pointed at the vehicle, “He’s making too much noise. He’ll attract the crazies. We have to shut him up!”


  “What the fuck do you mean ‘shut him up’?” countered Eric.


  “I mean if he doesn’t stop screaming, he is going to get us all killed,” Cole shouted back.


  Brad just looked on. “He’s right,” he said, raising his hand, “and we’ve got to silence him.”


  Eric stood his ground in front of them and pleaded, “Wait, how about you guys open the door, I’ll tackle him, we zip tie him, and cover his mouth. We don’t know what this is. Maybe it will wear off. Maybe there’s a cure. We can’t just kill him without knowing.”


  After a heavy pause, Brad replied, “Fine, we’ll do that then, but let’s get it done quickly.”


  The men gathered around the Humvee door on the far side. The plan was for Cole to open the door and when Ryan ran out at Brad and Méndez, Henry and Cole would drop a canvas tarp over him and wrestle him to the ground. Meanwhile, Eric would apply the restraints to his wrists and then gag him.


  As soon as they opened the door, Brad knew their plan wasn’t going to work. He could see by the fear in the other men’s eyes that they knew it also. Ryan wasn’t a big man, and he wasn’t considered strong, but this version of Ryan did not tire out. Ryan kept fighting and clawing at the canvas. He bit at Brad’s leg through the tarp and the pain was unreal. Lucky for Brad, Ryan’s teeth couldn’t get through the heavy material.


  They struggled with Ryan until they were all near exhaustion. Eric had only managed to put one wrist in a zip cuff, and it was taking everything Méndez and Brad had to keep Ryan’s head pinned to the ground. The whole time Ryan was letting out screams of rage. Brad’s arms began to get numb and he lost his grip. Even with the bad shoulder and bandaged arm, Ryan gained leverage. He was able to get a foot planted and he began to stand. Easily, he tossed Henry from his back, grabbed at Eric’s pants, and then started to lunge. Suddenly, his body went limp and he slumped to the ground on top of Eric, his single zip tied hand gripping Eric’s throat. Eric pushed Ryan off and saw that there was a knife planted square in the back of Ryan’s head.


  “I’m sorry, it was too much, I didn’t have a choice,” cried Méndez.


  “Wha … wha … You murdered him! You killed Ryan,” Eric squealed as he got to his feet and made a move toward Méndez.


  With no thought, Brad stepped between the two men, slapped Eric and yelled, “Shut the fuck up, that wasn’t Ryan! He would have killed all of us. I don’t know what’s happening but if we’re going to make it … you better harden the fuck up!”


  Brad paused for a moment to let it sink in before he continued. “Méndez! Grab your shovel and help me bury this soldier. The rest of you get packed up. We are rolling out of here as soon as it gets light.”


  Méndez and Brad lifted Ryan’s limp body and carried him away from the trucks. They took one of his dog tags and his wallet. Without a word, they put his military ID card and another tag in Ryan’s breast pocket and buried him in the sand. When they were finished, they quietly walked back to their vehicles.


  Brad went straight to the MRAP and saw Cole helping Eric load his gear into the back of the truck. “What’s going on, Cole?” Brad said.


  “Well, Eric doesn’t want to ride in that Humvee after what happened, and I tend to agree with him. Besides, this way we can ride together and we can save on fuel. Who knows how far we will have to drive?” Cole answered. Brad nodded his agreement and helped them cross-load the rest of their gear from the Humvee.


  They pulled out of the hide at first light. Not really knowing where to go, they decided the best bet was to follow the two MRAPs that had fled the mob ambush on the road. Their MRAP now had two more passengers, bringing the crew to five. It was a bit more crowded, but they all felt more secure being locked tight in one vehicle; Méndez and Eric, in particular, after what had happened in the Humvee. They drove past the quiet ambush site of the convoy and fell into the tire tracks of the two missing vehicles.


  After a good hour of driving they saw a makeshift campsite surrounded by a pile of bodies. “They must have discovered what we did yesterday, the bastards like to follow,” said Brad.


  “From the looks of it, the guards spotted them early and took off before they got close. We’re still a good hundred feet from the stop site,” said Cole.


  Méndez stood to look out of the turret. “Good for them, maybe we’ll have some good news today.”


  They settled back into the MRAP and continued to follow the trail. They drove all day and never saw anything else. When it got dark they decided to continue on, in hopes of meeting up with the missing vehicles. Brad eventually dozed off, lulled by the motion of the vehicle.


  Henry woke Brad up with a shake. “Sergeant, where now?” It was early morning and the moon was still bright in the sky. They had come to a paved road and the tracks ended. It was hard to tell which way the trucks had gone. Brad exited his MRAP and took a knee on the pavement, searching for clues. He could see where the mob of crazies had entered the road, but it didn’t look like they knew which direction to go either. Some of the pack appeared to have just crossed the road and kept going. The rest traveled both left and right as if they couldn’t make a decision. Brad was surprised that they didn’t stick together; maybe they didn’t have the pack mentality he’d presumed.


  He stood and walked back toward the truck, stopping when he heard a distant, familiar buzzing. He looked up and saw a small predator drone circling high above. Brad waved at the drone and turned on his IR strobe, hoping to let the drone know that he saw it. The drone reversed the direction of its orbit and reversed it again. Brad took this as a sign they had been seen, but he still didn’t know what to do. Then the drone went to a lower altitude and followed the road to the north before going higher and back out of sight.


  Brad entered the vehicle and said, “Well I guess that settles that, follow the drone.”


  “But Sergeant, that’s away from the main base. Nothing is that way but Uzbekistan,” argued Méndez.


  “Corporal, it’s almost four hundred kilometers to the main air base; we aren’t going to make it there on our fuel and in these conditions. The border crossing at Hairatan is our best bet. There’s a railroad and a lot of truck traffic there so somebody should see us. The drone saw us, so they know where we’re at. Hopefully, we can join up with the other trucks and they will send someone for us.” The men reluctantly nodded in agreement, and Henry pulled the truck onto the road and headed north.


  The going was slow as the MRAP rolled along the blacktop at close to forty miles an hour. It wasn’t a well-maintained road and Henry had to stay wary of obstacles and potholes; this was no time for a broken axle. Brad had traveled the Hairatan road early in his tour and knew that it ended at a bridge and border crossing. Last time he was there, he’d visited the small Afghan Army post and had lunch with some of the U.S. soldiers who were stationed there as trainers and advisors. He hoped they were still there.


  Henry slowed the truck down to a stop again. Brad looked up and saw a silent MRAP sitting in the center of the road. Nothing moved around the lonely vehicle. The sun had just come up, and they could see that the doors were all closed.


  “Bring it in slow, Henry,” Brad said.


  Henry eased the truck forward and when they were about fifty feet away Brad told him to stop. Cole was already in the turret and said he saw no movement. Brad, Méndez, and Eric dismounted the MRAP and slowly approached the vehicle.


  “Cover me while I move up,” Brad ordered the two soldiers behind him.


  He slowly crept forward and hugged the back corner of the large vehicle. He looked for signs of people but found nothing. He put a foot on the back step and raised himself up to peek into the truck. It appeared empty but unlike the vehicles at the ambush site, this one had the gun removed from its turret. Brad walked around to the driver’s door and slowly opened it while trying to keep his M4 aimed with his free hand. The door squeaked open to reveal an empty cab. Brad stepped up into the vehicle to find a handwritten note.


   



  Anyone who finds this.


  We are the six survivors of Echo Company, 2nd Brigade. We were attacked on route A62 by a large population that approached us yesterday in the late afternoon. They ignored warnings from our roadblock to stop, and kept running for our perimeter. We used the limited bean bag shotgun rounds to try and turn them, but they had no effect. We opened up with our rifles, but we were quickly overrun, and they were in so close it was hard to fire effectively without hitting each other.


  Most of our men were on the perimeter and were not able to flee to the safety of armored vehicles; several of us were able to board two MRAPs, but because of the mass of people we could provide little to no covering fire, instead we fled like cowards. As we left we could see our brothers fighting hand to hand, but they had little chance when up against 100 to 1 odds. We pushed our way out of the perimeter and into the desert with at least twenty of the things holding onto our trucks. We took turns shooting at each other’s vehicles through the firing ports until we lost the clingers.


  We drove for several hours before stopping and resting for the night. Within a couple hours our guards heard the mob approaching, but this time we were ready and we opened up with our 50 cal and the light machine gun on the other truck. The mob went down but they didn’t stop, soon they closed to within one hundred meters and we were forced again to run. It appears that this enemy can take several hits, and is immune to pain or exhaustion. They do bleed out and die, but they are hardened and don’t quit until dead. Head shots work best.


  We drove through the night until we hit the Hairatan road. We decided our best chance was to get to the Afghan Army base at the border so we traveled north. This truck is out of fuel and instead of splitting the precious fuel we have left we have decided to abandon this vehicle and use what we have to get to the border. We have almost no water left, and only a little food. We haven’t seen anyone or heard anyone on the radio for at least 24 hours.


  If you find this note please give it to the nearest NATO ISAF military units for a reward.


  Signed,


  SFC Turner


   



  Brad read the note and walked back to Méndez and Eric. He handed the note to Méndez and watched him read it silently.


  “Oh shit, this is bad, man,” Méndez mumbled.


  “Let’s get back in the truck. I need to think,” Brad said. They mounted the MRAP and sat quietly while Brad stared at the note.


  “Sergeant, there is a haboob coming from up the road,” said Cole.


  Brad looked up. Seeing the large gathering sandstorm, he ordered Cole to close the hatch.


  As the sandstorm got close, Brad looked at it through his binos and saw that it wasn’t a storm at all, but a mob of at least a thousand coming down the Hairatan road.


  “Shut off the engine, Henry, everyone lock the doors and get down,” Brad yelled.


  “What are we doing Sergeant? Why don’t we run?” asked Henry.


  “We don’t have time. I think if we are quiet they will go past us. They didn’t touch the abandoned MRAP. If we are lucky and keep our mouths shut, they will go right by.”


  The mob hit them, but not with the violence of their first encounter. They didn’t seem to move as fast when they weren’t chasing prey. They walked quickly but not at the speed they’d seen earlier. They were clumsy, and Brad could hear them bumping against the heavy armored vehicle. A couple even climbed up and over the truck, but none looked inside the darkened interior. It took fifteen minutes for the herd to pass and another twenty minutes for the stragglers to go by.


  Brad slowly lifted himself from the vehicle floor. The inside of the truck had gotten extremely hot with the windows closed and the AC turned off. He raised his head up and looked as best he could in a 360 to make sure they were alone. When he was certain, he gave the all clear and told Henry to fire up the engine as he opened his window. He looked outside and saw that the mob had made a wide path in the sand. The area surrounding them was littered with pieces of clothing and shoes. They seemed to march with purpose and didn’t quit. Gazing around, Brad found himself wondering how they decided where to go.


  He got out of the MRAP and walked among some of the things dropped by the mob. He leaned down to pick up a shoe when he heard the shuffling sounds of something approaching. He looked back at his truck and saw his crew signaling for him to get to cover. But it was too late. The thing had already spotted him and started moving directly at him. Lucky for Brad this thing had a gimped leg; it looked like it had a blown-out knee by the way it dragged its foot behind it.


  “Sergeant! Shoot it!” Cole yelled from the turret.


  “No, hold your fire. If we shoot with the mob still that close they might come back for us,” Brad answered.


  He pulled out his karambit knife and dropped into a fighter’s stance, waiting for the crazy to get within range. When it got close enough it lunged at Brad head first, which was a mistake, as Brad was an experienced wrestler. He grabbed it by the hair on the top of its head and buried the karambit deep into the side of its neck. He thought that would be the end of it, but the thing continued its lunge, grabbing at Brad’s legs. Brad had to make a deep sprawl so he could land on top of it and keep his legs out of range. He yanked out the knife and plunged it deep into the base of the thing’s skull. This time the creature went limp and settled onto the ground.


  Brad got back to his feet and wiped his blade off on the thing’s pants. He noticed his hands were shaking; he was shocked at the strength of the creature and that it didn’t quit, even with five inches of steel in its jugular.


  He dropped to the ground and sat there for a second before dry heaving into the sand next to him. When he looked up, his men were standing around him and looking down at what he had just killed. Brad rolled the man over and saw a middle-aged Asian man, not like the typical Afghan they ran into around this area. He reached into its jacket pocket and found a tattered wallet. The identification card wasn’t in English, but he recognized the papers from his time earlier working at the border.


  Brad folded the papers and put them in his pocket.


  “What is it Sergeant? What did you find?” asked Cole.


  “Nothing guys, do a quick check on the truck and make sure nothing was damaged. Méndez, help me look this thing over some more,” Brad answered.


  When the others moved away, Brad told Méndez that he was sure the papers were Uzbekistan identification documents. “What do you think that means, Sergeant?” Méndez asked.


  “Well, I hope it doesn’t mean that this has spread into Uzbekistan. I hope it doesn’t mean that the border post has been lost. But mostly, I hope it doesn’t mean we’re screwed. Méndez, I need you to help me keep this from the men until we get to Hairatan. I need these guys to stay focused,” Brad said.


  “I think you have a point, Sergeant,” agreed Mendez. “I won’t say shit till we know for sure what we are looking at.”


  Brad and Méndez walked back to the truck and got on board. “Let’s move out, Henry,” Brad said in a low voice. Henry pulled the vehicle forward and around the abandoned MRAP in the middle of the road. They passed a sign that said ‘Hairatan 15km’. “We’ll be there soon guys, just stay sharp,” Brad said.


  “If there is anything left there. I mean, you saw that pack of them. They came from where we’re headed. What do we expect to find there?” Eric said.


  “Just keep your head on straight and worry about that when we get there,” ordered Brad.


  The road to Hairatan passed through the arid desert before it moved near the Amu Darya River. The landscape slowly began to lose the tan beige of the desert and they saw hints of green. As they got closer to the river they passed an occasional mud hut. They continued on as the road turned to the east and skirted the river; they could see it below them on the left. Still, they saw no signs of life. As they got closer to Hairatan they began to see more and more abandoned vehicles. Some looked as if they had been trampled; others were rolled over and their windshields were shattered.


  Henry carefully navigated around the broken and battered vehicles, but the congested road soon became almost impassable. Henry eased the vehicle to the shoulder and prepared to go off road to skirt a large bus that had broken down and was blocking the left lane. Henry pushed the accelerator and the MRAP began to climb the embankment.


  “No! Stop!” Cole yelled from the gunner’s hatch.


  Henry hit the brakes and the vehicle slammed forward, then stopped.


  “What is it?” Brad asked.


  Cole pointed forward. Brad opened his door and stood in its frame to get a better vantage point. Ahead and off to the side, he saw the missing MRAP.


  “It looks like they attempted the same maneuver to get around the bus. They must have climbed the embankment and tried to skirt around the bus, but lost traction and slid into that deep ditch on the other side of the bus.” Cole speculated to Brad, “The MRAP and ditch are out of Henry’s view and he never would have seen them until it was too late.”


  “Back up, Henry,” Brad said.


  They all got out and wearily approached the disabled MRAP on foot.


  Just like the abandoned truck on the road, this truck also had its mounted gun removed. Brad took that as a good sign. When they got closer they could see that the crew had spent a considerable amount of time trying to recover the vehicle. They saw spare tires and cables tied and propped under the MRAP in every position imaginable to try and right it. There was no sign of the crew, and this time there was no note. It looked like they must have lost the fight and were forced to abandon the truck. The vehicle was empty, and they had taken everything removable with them. Brad hoped he wouldn’t have to make the same decision.


  The bus blocking the road was wedged in tight, and there didn’t seem to be any way around it. The other side of the road had a sharp drop off. Brad approached a car near that side and looked inside. The keys were missing and the windshield was smashed out. From the blood spatters on the glass and the hood, it looked like the last owner of the car had been dragged through it. Brad reached through the window, put the car in neutral, and started to push it. Méndez picked up on what Brad was doing and leaned into the back of the car. They pushed hard and Brad steered the car out over the edge of the cliff.


  Brad instructed Henry to follow them down the now cleared up lane. Cole stayed in the turret to provide cover, while Eric and Méndez helped Brad push vehicles over the side. It was hard work but eventually they made it through the pileup and the MRAP had room to maneuver again. Eric got back inside the truck while Brad and Méndez elected to ride on the hood.


  They approached the outer edge of the city of Hairatan and came to a fork in the road. Brad instructed Henry to stick to the north fork which would take them along the river and to the Afghan Army post. As they travelled, Brad started to make out the steel girded Friendship Bridge which connected Afghanistan to Uzbekistan, an important trade route and path for military shipments. He wasn’t happy that he could already tell the bridge looked heavily damaged, and some vehicles even appeared to be burning.


  He knew the head of the bridge on the Afghan side was barricaded so people couldn’t just drive up to it. Brad instructed Henry to move the MRAP up onto the railway bed that ran parallel to the road and around the barriers. The MRAP slowly climbed the railroad tracks and eased into the customs station. Strangely, there were no train cars and the inspection station was eerily quiet. Brad and Méndez dismounted with Eric while Cole stood watch in the turret. Brad asked Henry to kill the engine while they listened.


  They heard them before they saw them. Four males and a female running from the far side of the barricade, along the fence, trying to make their way to the gate so they could get around it and at the soldiers. Brad watched them as they crashed through the gate and began coming up the embankment. He looked through his red dot sight and took aim at a large man in a yellow shirt leading far out in front. He pulled the trigger and hit him in the chest with a three-round burst. The man fell and the others ran over him. Brad told the men to open fire.


  They took carefully aimed shots that hit the crazies several times, but they kept coming. “Aim for the head,” Brad yelled. Again, he aimed for the lead runner only this time he put the red dot just below the man’s chin before pulling the trigger. He saw his rounds pop through the neck and face of the runner. When he lowered his rifle, all of them were down. They changed out magazines in their M4s and looked around. Off in the distance, the man in yellow he had initially shot was getting back to his feet and continuing to head in their direction.


  They stared at the man in awe. Brad raised his rifle and placed the dot over the man’s heart and pulled the trigger. Yellow Shirt spun around and fell, but rolled back to his belly, got back to his feet, and again started walking toward the soldiers. Brad aimed at the man’s leg and took a shot. Yellow Shirt’s knee buckled and he went into the dirt, but began crawling forward. They stood, gaping, and watched the man crawl until he was less than ten feet away. Finally Brad placed a shot in Yellow Shirt’s head, finally stopping him.


  “What the fuck was that?” Méndez muttered.


  Eric walked to the downed man and rolled him over to his back. There were four holes going across the man’s chest, two in the abdomen, one in the heart, and one in the lungs. “How is this possible? You shot him three too many times to kill him and he kept going,” Eric said.


  As they stared at Yellow Shirt, Cole shouted, “Contact right!” Brad spun to see two more figures running at them. The two crazies were wearing border guard uniforms. At first, Brad thought maybe help had arrived but then heard their high-pitched whines.


  Without instruction, they raised their rifles and dropped the former guards with well-aimed shots to the grapes. They walked over to the downed men; one of them had a gaping wound on his shoulder; the other was missing a good portion of his neck.


  “It looks like whatever this is, it keeps them alive. Look at these wounds; these guys should have been immobile,” Eric exclaimed.


  “It’s definitely not good Eric. I don’t know what to say right now,” Brad answered.


  Méndez rolled one of the guards over and found a Makarov pistol in the man’s holster. “No sense in leaving this,” Méndez said as he tucked the pistol into his body armor.


  “Back to the truck, guys, I’m sure this shooting attracted a lot of attention,” said Brad.


   



  Henry drove the truck deeper into the border post compound. Eventually he found a spot behind some shipping containers. He found a horseshoe stack of containers and backed the MRAP and trailer in nicely so they couldn’t be snuck up on from behind, but they still had a good view to the front. It wasn’t a perfect place to defend against an armed enemy, but it was good tactics against the crazies they were facing.


  Once the engine was shut down they listened intently for any sign that they had been discovered, but it was quiet. Now that they were in the city, they did hear the occasional scream and some sporadic gunfire in the distance; but for the most part the compound appeared to be secured. Brad set up a watch schedule and told his guys to try and get some rest.


  It was mid-day and the sun was high in the sky. The inside of the MRAP heated up quickly with the engine and cooling systems shut down. Brad knew the conditions were not ideal. He allowed the men to dismount from the truck and try to cool off in the shade under the vehicle; however, the heat still rolled off the pavement and radiated from the vehicle and shipping containers. Brad climbed to the top of the truck and used his binoculars to scout the area. He had a good open view of the compound and could see the warehouse buildings off in the distance. Most of the fence still looked to be in place and the warehouse doors appeared to be closed and secure.


  Brad decided to take a small foot patrol to find a better hide; they couldn’t continue to sit in the hundred degree heat and cook. He told Cole and Eric to suit up and be ready to move in fifteen minutes, leaving Méndez in charge of the vehicle. They packed their gear and put on their knee and elbow pads. Because they were no longer facing a traditional enemy, it was decided to drop the heavy bullet-stopping ceramic plates from their vests and close up the neck and shoulder protectors on their body armor. Designed to protect soldiers from shrapnel and road side bombs, they hoped the Kevlar fabric would now prove useful against the rabid mobs they were faced with.


  Cole crept out around the container and led the way on point. He walked slowly and stuck close to the edge of the containers. He stopped often to listen and to look at far off objects through his rifle’s advanced optics. The enemy didn’t appear to be particularly cunning, but they had managed to sneak up on them more than once and they didn’t want that to happen without the safety of the MRAP. Quickly, yet silently, the patrol moved until they were within a football field’s distance from the first warehouse. Cole put his fist in the air and waved them down to the ground. Brad crawled forward and used his binos to look at the building.


  It was made entirely of cinderblock and appeared to be new; probably part of the International Security Force reconstruction efforts. The building had a large overhead door in its center and a smaller door to its right. A row of windows lined the very top of the building, likely for venting and to let in daylight. They watched and waited for a good twenty minutes to make sure they were alone before they got to their feet. One at a time they bounded across the distance and stacked up on the warehouse door. Brad reached across and tried the handle. It turned easily in his hand and he was relieved to find the door unlocked. He held up three fingers and dropped them one at a time. He swiftly and professionally entered the room to clear everything within their view.


  A large empty bay with rows of shelving filled the back wall. To the right, he found a block of offices and a set of stairs that led to a loft with more office space above them. They took their time in clearing the row of offices one by one and then went up the flight of stairs to confirm the building was empty. At the top of the stairs, Brad signaled for them to stop and put a finger over his lips. He pointed to a desk where he could see a foot sticking from behind a half wall of a cubicle. Brad silently un-holstered his M9 pistol and slowly cut the corner, allowing him to gradually see what was on the other side without making himself a target.


  He peeked into the cubicle and saw a man sitting with his face down on his desk. The back of his head had a large exit hole and his brains were still running down the back wall of his cube.


  “Well, looks like someone decided to check out early,” Brad whispered.


  The man still clutched an S&W Sigma pistol, which Brad grabbed and put it in his pack. Now that the building was clear, he called the MRAP on his headset and informed Méndez that the warehouse was safe and they would be returning. He told him to be ready to move when they got there. Cole and Eric tried the large overhead door and found it operational; even though the power was out, the manual chain system still seemed to work fine.


  Once the team was together, they quietly guided the truck back to the warehouse and pulled it and the trailer through the large overhead door. They parked the vehicle, and then started setting up a defensive perimeter. The warehouse only had the two entrances: the small entry door and the large overhead. Brad placed a metal clip on the chain and pulley system of the door to prevent anyone from being able to raise it. The bolt lock on the entry door didn’t appear to work, so they pulled it tight and secured it with some rope and zip ties, fastening it as tightly as they could. It wouldn’t keep a determined individual out, but it would give them warning if anyone tried to get in.


  Brad asked the men to unload and get a good inventory of everything in the trailer and onboard the vehicle. Then Brad and Méndez went into the office spaces and tried to search for anything to give them a means of working communication. The phones were dead, and the power was out so all of the computers were also offline. Méndez came back around the corner holding a cell phone he had pulled from the man’s pocket in the upstairs cubicle. The phone had full bars, but every number he dialed gave a busy signal. They had already tried the radios in the MRAP several times with no response; it appeared they were alone and without any comms.


  Méndez spotted a ladder well that went up to the roof. After climbing it, they saw they had an immense view of the entire compound and some of the city (most of which was burning). They could see a mass of the crazies moving down a city street far to the east. There wasn’t much to see across the river; the bridge was congested and blocked. It looked like the Uzbeks might have attempted to destroy the bridge. There was a large hole in the concrete on the Uzbek side. There wasn’t much to look at on the far side of the river, and no movement could be detected. They searched the horizon for aircraft but none could be seen; even the streaking of smoke that usually crisscrossed the sky was discouragingly absent.


  It was decided that the roof would make the best watch station so they moved one of the machine guns and a sniper rifle up to the top. The roof was surrounded by a three-foot wall that made staying in cover easy. They chose a spot in a corner facing the gate to place the machine gun and sniper rifle.


  They moved the body of the man from the cubicle downstairs and laid him under a tarp in a far corner of the warehouse. Covering the body didn’t change anything, but at least the men wouldn’t be distracted by having to look at it. Brad put Henry and Eric on the first watch then instructed Méndez and Cole to start doing maintenance on the MRAP and the rest of the equipment. He didn’t know how long they would have to hide in their new home and he wanted to make sure everything worked if they had to leave in a hurry.


  After they were done, the men laid out their gear and bed rolls in the loft. There was a small bathroom attached to the downstairs offices and the water was still running, so they filled every container they could find. Like everything else they had encountered, they had no idea how long it would last so they took advantage of the running water to take much needed sponge baths. Méndez and Cole covered watch while Henry and Eric took their turn cleaning up.


  The two nights of running and hiding in the desert had taken a toll on them. It was hard to remember how long they had been on the move. Brad thought it would be best to just let the men rest for the remainder of the day. They locked up tight and settled in.


   



  Brad was sitting on the roof in the small sniper’s position they had put together. As night came, the quiet of the city ceased. Whatever was roaming the streets seemed to get more animated after sunset. Brad wondered if the things worked better in the cooler night air. Whatever it was, they were definitely moving and making a racket.


  Through the night vision scope he could see far into the city, and he watched small engagements between local residents and the crazed mobs. He saw a small car speeding through the streets stopping occasionally to pick people up, and then drive off again. Intermittently, the car would skid to a stop and men with AK47s would jump out to spray sporadic fire at the mobs before they would jump back into the car and speed off again. At least someone is fighting them, Brad thought.


  He scanned the perimeter of the compound and saw the pedestrian gate where the crazies they had engaged earlier had come through, as well as the railroad entrance that they’d driven the MRAP through. He cursed himself for not securing those gates. It would have to be a priority tomorrow. There were hundreds of shipping containers stacked around the customs yard. Hopefully, they are filled with food and water, but not likely, he chuckled to himself. Tomorrow they would find out.


  A flare to the north of the city got his attention, and apparently the attention of the crazies as well. All over the city, he could see them lift their heads to the sky and run in the direction of the light. “Note to self, don’t use flares,” Brad said under his breath.


  He strained his eyes through the scope to try to see who had launched the flare, but he couldn’t make out the distant figures. Suddenly, he heard the report of heavy weapons; M240B and M249 light machine guns, the telltale sound of M4s, and the crack of M67 frag grenades.


  Eric looked up from the machine gun he had been manning on the corner of the building. “Hey! It’s a rescue; those are our guys out there!”


  Brad put down the rifle and picked up the more powerful binoculars. Even though they didn’t have the night vision of the scope, he could see clearly thanks to the illumination of the battle. He could see exactly what was happening, and it wasn’t rescue forces. “I think I found SFC Turner,” he said dryly.


  The missing men from the ambush were putting up a fight in a walled-in villa on the south edge of the city. They were putting out an impressive wall of fire but, unfortunately, every crazy in the city within earshot was stopping in its tracks and heading toward the commotion. “Shit, they need to get out of there! They can’t hold off that many,” Brad said.


  “Let’s take the MRAP, we can get them out,” yelled Eric.


  “There’s no way, we would never break through that mob. Even if we did, we wouldn’t be able to open the doors or be able to man our turret. This is fucked,” Brad answered.


  The mob crashed against the large gate of the walled villa; the men fired down at them from elevated positions and tossed grenades into the crowd. The mobs would break and then rebound with more force than before. The wall began to give and Brad watched the soldiers fall back to the house, then reappear on the roof. He saw the flash of a claymore explode in the courtyard. When he looked back only two soldiers remained on the roof. He observed the rest sneak out of the back corner of the building and over a wall. The men on the roof dropped smoke and frag grenades into the crowd. Brad lost sight of them in the smoke and the gunfire ceased. All he heard then was the distant roar of the mob.


  “Man, I hope they got out,” Eric muttered.


  Brad scanned all around the building but he could find no evidence of the soldiers. The mob had taken the villa and they were now on the roof in a frenzy. They were attacking each other and screaming. It was hours before they calmed down and faded back into the city streets.


  The screaming and occasional gunfire continued through the night and went silent just before dawn. Brad didn’t sleep at all and he was sure his men didn’t get much rest either.


  At first light, he sent Eric and Cole out to secure the gates while Henry and Méndez provided cover from the small nest on the roof. Brad went down to the offices and started to rummage through the desks. Most of the paperwork wasn’t in English, and he couldn’t make shit out of the gibberish on the page. But finally he found a clipboard with what he was looking for—a manifest from the rail companies. He could make sense of some of the brand names and the lot numbers. He hoped it would help them in breaking down some of the shipping containers. On his notepad, he wrote down a few numbers that looked like they belonged to produce or beverage companies.


  Armed with a pair of bolt cutters and two duffel bags, he headed out from the safety of the warehouse with Cole providing rear security. They moved to the stack of shipping containers, trying to decipher the numbering system from his notes and connect it to what they were seeing on the ground.


  “Well, it doesn’t look like they made this easy for us; nothing is in order,” Brad whispered to Cole.


  They decided to give up on the scavenger hunt and just start opening containers. Brad provided security while Cole cut the locks and seals on one of the large doors and then he helped him swing it open.


  The inside was filled with boxes of nails, bolts, and all types of construction fasteners.


  “Dammit! Strike one I guess,” Cole mumbled.


  They moved on and tried another four containers before they opened one completely filled with cases of energy drinks. “Shit, looks like we won’t be dying tired,” Brad joked and they both laughed. They dumped two cases of the drinks into a duffle bag and marked the location on a map Brad had drawn.


  The last container in the row was filled with canned goods. They couldn’t read the labels to know what it was exactly, but at least it was food. They marked the location, filled both bags, and headed back to the warehouse.


  Back at their hideout, Méndez used his utility knife to cut open one of the cans of food. They found a small metal pot in one of the back offices and built a small fire using pieces of broken furniture. He tilted the can and its contents plopped into the pot. “Fuck bro, that stinks. Man, you sure this ain’t dog food?” Méndez said.


  “I don’t think so. It has some goofy ass kid’s face on the can. If it was dog food it would show a dog,” answered Cole.


  “Well damn, man, this shit is awful. No wonder Afghans are always pissed off if they be eating on this slop. Whatever happened to Chunky soup? How do you fuck up soup? Sarge, you sure we can’t just eat the MREs?” Eric griped.


  “No, we need to save them, and I want to keep the light stuff loaded in the packs and on the truck in case we need to bug out. This is what we got so dump in a couple more cans and bon appétit!” answered Brad.


  They ate in silence. After a minute, Méndez reached down to open another can; everyone looked up at him. “You know, once you get over the shit taste, it really ain’t so bad,” Méndez chuckled. All the men laughed together.


  “I bet that stuff is going to give you the shits too,” Eric blurted out.


  “So what’s the plan anyhow, Sergeant?” Henry asked suddenly, effectively killing the jovial mood.


  “Well for now I’m thinking rest, fortify, and build up our resources. After that I am pretty wide open to suggestions,” Brad answered back. “I mean, we’re far away from our area of operations; our command is gone; and our home base is destroyed. The only hint that anyone even knows we’re here is that UAV we saw two days ago. And they might not even know who we are.”


  “Do you think Sergeant Turner got out last night?” Eric asked.


  “I don’t know, buddy, but if anyone could it would be him. Remember they escaped the ambush and they made it this far. Plus they chose to go to the city and not lock up tight in this warehouse,” said Brad. “They have the confidence and training to make it, so I’m not giving up on them yet. I’ve patrolled this way before and there really isn’t shit past Hairatan. Beyond the city the road fizzles out. There are some villages and farms going out along the river, but there’s no bridge. Eventually we will have to make a choice: to try to cross the bridge into Uzbekistan on foot or head back into Afghanistan. We could try for Mazari Sharif, it’s about a half day’s patrol to the south, but after seeing this place, I got a bad feeling about that also,” Brad finished.


  “My vote is stay put for a few days and see if communications come back up,” Méndez said. They all came to an agreement to wait things out for a while. Cole and Eric moved back up the ladder to the roof to start the evening watch.


  Brad had settled into his bedroll up on the loft of the warehouse. Damn! he thought, if I’d known we weren’t going back to base that night, I would have brought my pillow. He smiled to himself and placed the S&W pistol he’d found earlier by his side.


  Once he stopped moving, exhaustion took over and he drifted into a dreamless sleep. He felt a hand grab and shake his foot. Brad jumped up, grabbing the pistol and pointing it into Cole’s shocked face. “Oh shit, my bad, Sergeant,” uttered Cole. “I shouldn’t have been so quiet.”


  Brad lowered the pistol and relaxed. “What is it Cole?”


  “Sergeant, you need to get up top. Something you need to see,” Cole answered.


  Brad sent Cole ahead and he stopped to put on his boots and his vest. He looked at his watch. Damn, it’s only been two hours. He climbed the ladder and settled into the nest with Eric and Cole. “What do we got, fellas?” he whispered.


  “Over there Sergeant, just past the fence in that little building,” Cole said, pointing with his finger. Brad picked up the binos and looked down at the building.


  “I don’t see anything, guys,” he said.


  “Just wait, Sergeant. There it is,” Eric said, pointing. Brad saw three flickers of a red light followed by three long flashes and three more flickers.


  “Oh shit guys, that’s Morse code, someone is signaling. But who are they talking to?” Brad whispered.


  “It’s got to be us, Sergeant. We’re the only ones up here,” Eric replied.


  “Go wake up Henry, he’s good with this nerdy shit, and grab the red lens flashlight off my bag,” Brad said.


  Moments later Henry was crouched in the sniper’s nest with the flashlight and a pen and paper. After checking his work, he finally spoke. “They said ‘we are two U.S.’, and they want to come into the compound.”


  “Well, ask them who they are,” snapped Brad.


  After another set of exchanges Henry spoke again. “They just say, ‘we are two U.S., request permission to enter your perimeter’.”


  “What do you think guys?” Brad asked.


  The men looked puzzled that Brad was asking for advice, it wasn’t typically his way.


  “Come on guys! Cut me a break, this isn’t exactly a military op any more. I’m open to suggestions.”


  “I say let them in, Sergeant. Why would they tell us they are coming if they were up to no good?” Cole said.


  Brad smiled. “You make a good point, Cole. Henry, tell them to come in but stay in our line of sight.”


  They watched as the two men broke cover of the building and walked in a slow crouch to the fence. Brad thought they would circle around to the perimeter gate. But without making a sound they quickly cut through to the inside, turned around, repaired the fence, and disappeared into the shadows. A moment later, they heard a tapping at the downstairs door.


  Brad looked over the roof wall and saw the two dark figures huddled at the door. He turned, and he and Cole rushed down the ladder, waking up Méndez. With his pistol in his hand, Brad undid the bindings on the door and let it slowly open outward. The two men hurried inside and closed the door behind them. The man in front dropped the dark hood he had been wearing, gave a toothy, bearded grin, and extended his hand to Brad.


  “U.S. Navy SEALS, we’re here to get you out,” he laughed. Brad didn’t return the handshake and instead just stared at the man. “Why so stern, Sergeant? Just fucking with you. We’ve been watching you guys the better part of two days. It’s good to be inside with you. It’s not a lot of fun out there in the city,” the man said.


  “So who are you guys? Where did you come from?” Brad asked.


  “Damn kid, where are your manners? Getting all personal and not even offering a guest a beverage,” the man replied.


  “Shit, my fault,” said Cole, laughing and holding up a couple of cans of energy drink.


  They all chuckled and moved to the interior of the warehouse. Méndez secured the door and followed them inside. Brad looked the men over; they were solid but not large. Both had overgrown beards and they wore an arrangement of camouflage. Instead of issue boots, they were wearing civilian-style hiking shoes.


  Both men carried huge packs and an assortment of weapons. The chatty man carried a large scoped rifle and had a suppressed MP5 strapped to the top of his pack. His partner carried a scoped M14 as well as a silenced MP5, and they both had large handguns at their hips. They wore dark-patterned cargo pants and large, dark-and-tan-splattered hooded jackets—they definitely blended into the terrain here in northern Afghanistan. The man saw the pot and asked if they had any more.


  “Tastes like shit,” answered Brad, “but suit yourself.”


  Méndez smiled, reached over to stir the coals on the fire, and started to open a couple of cans of the Afghan slop.


  “So you care to make a proper introduction now?” Brad asked.


  “Yeah, sorry about that,” the man laughed. “I’m Chief Sean Rogers. This is my partner Petty Officer Brooks. We really are SEALs,” he smiled, “but we sure as hell ain’t in any condition to get you all out.”


  “How did you get here? What are you doing all the way up here?” Eric asked.


  The chief began to speak. “Well, we’ve been up here for a week now. We started about a hundred miles from here; been in the city for three days now. You guys were smart to hole up here. There ain’t shit but bad news out on those streets. We saw your Army brothers last night making all that noise. It was real John Wayne of them picking that fight, but also really fucking stupid. We’ve been watching you guys, trying to make sure you weren’t fucking stupid too. We don’t like to make camp with stupid people.”


  Sean paused to open the can of energy drink and he gulped it down, spilling some on his beard. “That shit done yet?” he asked, digging a canteen cup out of his pack and handing it to Méndez. Brooks dug out a similar cup and handed it over; Méndez poured the contents of the pot between the two cups and handed them back.


  “Damn, you weren’t lying! This does taste like shit,” Brooks said, and all the men laughed.


  “So Chief, you were saying how you got here,” Brad said.


  “Oh yeah. Well, we were a ways north of here in Teremez doing a little recon and trying to close out some leads, when we were told our pickup was going to be delayed. Later we were told it was canceled and we should try and make our way to the base at Hairatan. And yeah, that’s pretty much when the world went to shit,” Sean answered.


  “Wait a minute,” Brad asked. “Teremez? You were operating in Uzbekistan? And what do you mean the world went to shit? This thing is everywhere?”


  “Well Sergeant, I guess I can’t say for certain, but we know for a fact that things are bad out there.”


  “Fuck yeah they are!” Brad yelled, “I lost my entire company yesterday, so will you stop fucking around and tell us what’s going on?!”


  “Stand down Sergeant! You think you’re the only one that has lost people this week? I went to Teremez with six men; Brooks is all that I have left. If you’ll sit back down, I’ll try to explain.” Sean scooped up a mouthful of the slop, swallowed, then continued. “About two months ago we lost an embassy in Yemen, you may have heard about it.”


  “Oh yeah, that was fucked up! They got rushed by protestors; the ambassador was killed. Al Qaeda, right?” Eric added.


  “Well, something like that,” Sean answered. “What the people don’t know is that we had four former SEALs and a contingent of Marine guards assigned to protect that ambassador. Now what sort of protestors can take down that kind of muscle?”


  “What are you getting at, Chief?” Brad asked.


  “Well Sergeant, we now believe that was a test shot. We think the crowd in Yemen was infected. They tore through the embassy residence, walked through a wall of gunfire, and took everything out. The reason CNN showed the smoking rubble the next day and blamed it on mortars and rockets is because the Marine commander onsite ordered a C130 gunship to rain fire on his own position. He knew the ambassador was already dead and he had watched one of his men turn in the three-hour battle. That Marine captain stopped the spread,” Sean said. He paused to take another huge gulp of his energy drink. And went on to explain what they had found.


  “We aren’t sure where it comes from, but we know that Al Qaeda found a way to make a weapon out of it. The nerds at the CDC call it primalis rabia or primal rage. It affects the brain, somehow protects it. You can stop the heart. You can shoot them through the lungs and the brain will still function for hours. It spreads through blood. A spit in the eye won’t do it, but get infected fluids into your blood and you’re screwed. Once a victim is infected, he slips into a coma, and then gets a fever. The heat of the fever seems to cause irreversible brain damage, then for reasons they can’t figure out yet, the brain reboots. When the victim wakes up, they are feral.


  “The longer the person is infected, the harder they are to bring down. Recently infected ones can still be killed with a shot to the heart. Those infected for over forty-eight hours—-good luck, only extreme trauma to the body seems to bother them. After ninety-six hours, the brain is fully protected and nothing will kill them but a critical brain hit. They move in packs like wolves and they will attack on sight.


  “The attack in Yemen put them on our radar. But we still didn’t know how to react until twelve days ago. A man code-named Asim walked into a field office in Pakistan. He said that there was a major global attack planned by the Sons of Bin Laden. Asim carried a special ink pen, but instead of ink it contained the virus. It was a brutal method of transmission. All you do is stab yourself with the pen, click the button, and bam! You’re infected. In the lab it took anywhere from two to six hours for the victims to reboot. Asim said there were over one hundred pens made and distributed globally. He only knew the locations of those in his cell and he gave them up. He was supposed to walk into a crowded mosque in Karachi, infect himself, and then wait for it to take hold. Asim came to us instead.”


  “What happened next?” Brad asked.


  Sean continued, “Well, my team was sent into Teremez. Asim had fingered two members of his cell who had orders to infect themselves simultaneously on different edges of the city. One tango at the airport and another tango at a popular park. We set up and staked out both locations, but things got difficult; things went wrong. I went with Brooks to the park; we watched for Tango One all afternoon. We had a good description of him but everyone that day seemed to look alike. Toward the end of the day, we spotted a suspect and took him down in a men’s room. We found the pen on him. Tango One didn’t want to answer our questions. We needed to know how to find Tango Two. He didn’t want to cooperate so we quickly eliminated him from the equation and turned our attention to the airport.


  “The rest of my guys were set up in the international terminal. They just had too many suspects. They tried to find people sleeping or in the coma phase, but no dice. It happened quickly and without warning. In the smaller terminal Tango Two went crazy. They heard it over their police scanners. The local police were responding and by the time my men got there, they had already put down Tango Two.


  “But therein lay the problem. Tango Two managed to scratch, bite, and claw a number of people before he went down. We didn’t even know how many because a number of them fled or went home after the incident. The Uzbek police thought they were dealing with just another insane person and didn’t buy our story. Even when we notified Interpol they didn’t care to listen. The Uzbeks were more concerned about us operating within their border than a possible epidemic about to explode on them.


  “So victims go home, they feel sick, they go to bed, they wake up, and they attack their families, neighbors. Simultaneously all over Teremez, we were tracking at least fifteen outbreaks; by morning we heard of ninety more, then it just snowballed from there. By the second day the city was in flames. We called for extraction, but they told us we needed to hang tight. See, Teremez was just one attack; this was going on everywhere and somehow it had even gotten into a few of our larger bases.


  “Bagram and Kandahar were lost quickly, and within twelve hours we had a complete loss of combat readiness in theater. All bases were locked down, NATO recalled all of its troops, the U.S. followed suit. That was chaos in itself, there just weren’t enough birds to move them, and they were battling the primal virus at the same time. Gentlemen, it’s pretty safe to say it was a huge cluster fuck. We stayed in contact with Kabul through that first night, but they were in bad shape and we eventually lost comms. The last message to us was to try to make it to the border.”


  “What about your men? Where’s the rest of your team?” Eric asked.


  “Dead. Getting out of that city was hell. It’s not like here, this place is small. Teremez on Day Two? You’re talking close to a hundred thousand of those fucking things on the streets,” Brooks said. “Chief and I got separated from the team. We were providing overwatch while they moved on ahead. They were surrounded and quickly overrun. It’s a fucked up world out there. They didn’t have a chance; in numbers, it’s like fighting a tidal wave.”


  “What about the States, Chief? What’s going on at home?” Brad asked.


  “We don’t know. Honest answer? Last update we got, there were no attacks in the U.S., but Mexico and Canada were nearly lost. Moscow, Paris, and London all got hit hard. Germany was attacked but they were holding,” answered Sean. “Our sat phone died two days ago, and our radios haven’t worked in three. Boys, we are in the dark.”


  Brad then told the SEALs their story, how they’d lost communications during their patrol to the village, about the mobs, and how they had barely escaped to make it to Hairatan.


  “So what do we do Chief? What was your plan B?” asked Brad.


  Sean let out a sigh. “Plan B? Shit, son, we’re already past plan C, hell, we’re off the page.”


  They were interrupted by the sound of gunfire and they all climbed the ladder to the roof. The small car was back, repeating the acts of last night. They watched it stop while two men jumped out and fired away at the mob until it was within fifty meters, then they jumped back in their car and sped away.


  “Ha! That’s just Junayd, don’t worry about him,” chuckled Brooks.


  “What’s so funny?” Brad asked.


  “Oh Junayd, he’s a local Taliban boss. We bumped into him crossing the river. Well, we saved his ass actually. We gave him our car and those rifles he’s using,” said Brooks. “He is determined to take back his city.”


  “You armed the Taliban?” questioned Eric incredulously.


  “Hell yeah we did, if they’re keeping the primal bastards busy then they stay the hell away from us, and the enemy of my enemy is my friend, right?” answered Sean.


  “What about the other army unit, Sergeant Turner and his guys?” Cole asked.


  “Yeah, they’re out there. We watched them escape, but for some reason they don’t like to lay low. Not sure how long they will last without instruction,” said Sean. “They took up residence in a two-story building on the edge of the city. I’m sure they aren’t as comfy as you all are in here.”


  “Well then we need to get to them, we can’t leave them hanging out there, Chief,” said Brad.


  “Tomorrow, son, tomorrow. But for now? Chief needs his sleep. Besides, them things are too active at night, we would never make it. So how ‘bout you guys show us where we can bed down,” said Sean.


   



  The next morning they did maintenance on their vehicle and equipment. Cole and Henry made a run to the shipping containers to resupply their stash of Afghan slop and energy drinks while Brad showed Sean the supplies they had on hand.


  “You guys have done a good job here, Sergeant, you probably have more ammo than anyone within a hundred miles,” Sean said.


  “Well, we took everything we could. We have a few extra weapons too, but the MRAP is our baby right now. I don’t think we would have escaped the mob at Bremmel without it,” replied Brad.


  “Yeah she’s nice, but she’s loud and will attract attention. I’m surprised you didn’t get a mob following you right into this fence; you guys got lucky.”


  “So what’s the plan to get Sergeant Turner and his guys?” Brad asked.


  “Well, first put this on your M4,” Sean said as he handed Brad a threaded suppressor for his rifle. “They are attracted to noise; this will help.”


  They waited until the sun was high in the sky; the Chief had told them that’s when the crazies were the least active. Brad left Méndez in charge of the men and the warehouse before he moved out with the SEALs through the compound gate. They were fast and quiet. Brad was in great shape but the SEALs made him feel like a bumbling idiot as he struggled to keep up with them. They hugged the walls of the buildings, ducked behind abandoned vehicles, and sometimes tucked into alleys to avoid a wandering primal. But the Chief was right; they were less active during the hot mid-day than they were at night.


  As they turned a corner, Brooks put his fist in the air and a finger to his lips. Brad was thankful for the new suppressor attached to his M4 as both Sean and Brooks had readied their silenced MP5s in anticipation. Sean took a knee, leaned into a stone wall, and tried to make himself invisible. A group of five crazies were staggering down the street toward them. They were moving slower than they had during the past two days causing Brad to wonder if that was a symptom. Did they slow down as they aged? The primals stumbled at a curb and looked like a pack of drunks as they navigated themselves over it. Without warning, Brad heard the clacking of metal on metal from the SEALS guns, and all five of the infected dropped to the ground. Brooks whispered, “Clear!” and they started moving again. Brad was amazed at the efficiency with which the SEALS could unleash violence.


  They rounded a corner and tucked into a tiny store. Brooks made sure the room was clear, and then they huddled near the window. “It’s that two-story building right there,” Sean pointed.


  “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go,” Brad said.


  “We will, but we need you to go first. Make sure they aren’t all hopped up and shoot us,” added Brooks.


  “Oh, good plan I guess,” said Brad. “So, you just want me to walk over there and say ‘Hi’?”


  “Yeah, but the tricky part is to do it quietly, so you’re not seen or heard by the primals, and also be careful not to spook your Army boys into whacking you,” grinned Sean.


  Brooks opened the storefront door and gave Brad a thumbs up. “Good luck,” he whispered. Brad just nodded and made his way to the street; he could see the two-story building had all of its windows covered with heavy drapes. He looked to the left and right and saw no one. He walked into the center of the street, held his hands and rifle over his head, and waved them up and down. There was no response from the building. He watched the windows and saw no movement. The edges of the roof revealed nothing, so he moved to the front door.


  He stood by the door listening and heard nothing. “Fuck it,” he whispered to himself. He reached up a hand and knocked on the heavy wooden door. He heard nothing so he knocked again. Hearing nothing inside, he turned to signal the SEALS just as the door crashed open and a large man with a knife dove at him. “No, no, no, no,” Brad yelled. The man stopped his assault with the blade just inches from Brad’s face.


  “What the fuck are you doing creeping up on us like that?!” shouted the soldier. Brad recognized him as one of the privates from Third Squad.


  Before he could answer, the SEALs had rushed across the street and grabbed them. “Gentlemen? Perhaps we should have this conversation inside? You boys have already made enough noise,” Sean said. They all tumbled through the doorway and Sean closed the door behind them.


  Brad found himself standing in a long hallway with doors on both sides and at the end, a set of stairs leading up.


  “Oh hey! It’s you, Sergeant Thompson! Sorry about that man, I thought you was one of them things. I wanted to shut it up before he called his buddies,” said the private.


  “Where is everyone else?” asked Brad.


  “Oh yeah, they’re all in the basement. We been sleeping during the day and we all stand watch at night when they go nuts out there. If one of you wants to watch the door, I’ll take you down there,” answered the private. Brooks nodded to them and dropped his pack. Brad and Sean followed the private down the hall to a heavy steel door.


  He knocked on the door and after a minute there was a noise inside and the door cracked open.


  “Hey Jones, what you need man?” said the guard.


  “We got company. It’s Sergeant Thompson, he just showed up knocking on the door.”


  The guard swung the door open and shook Brad’s hand. “Good to see you, Sergeant. We thought you all were dead. Come on down, Sergeant Turner is going to want to talk to you,” said the guard, and he led them down the stairs. The cellar was dark and damp; there was very little light, only what came in through the floorboards above their heads.


  They made their way into a damp room. Brad saw soldiers sleeping on the floor, and a small area set up as a latrine. They wound through the dark cellar to a smaller entryway. The soldier knocked on the door frame and they heard a grumble from inside.


  “What is it,” called the voice.


  “Sergeant Turner? Sergeant Thompson and some men are here,” answered the soldier.


  “Huh? What the hell?” A flashlight came on, illuminating the space, and shone into Brad’s face. “Well I’ll be dammed, it is you! Come on in man. Have a seat,” said Sergeant Turner.


  Turner lit a small gas lantern and the men made their way into the small room. It was sparsely furnished; nothing but a small table with a map laid out on it and a handful of chairs. Brad and Sean made their way to the table and took a seat as Turner hurriedly put on his boots.


  “Damn Brad, it’s good to see you brother! I thought you guys were dead,” Turner said as he slapped him on the back and took a seat next to him. “So who’s your friend? Where’s the rest of your crew?”


  Brad explained the appearance of the SEALS and that his men were back at the warehouse. He told Turner how they had followed them to Hairatan and how they had watched their battle the previous night.


  “Shit, yeah that was bad. One of the kids got scared and popped that damn flare and then things went to shit. We lost Smith over it, but we got lucky, the rest of us made it,” explained Turner.


  “Hey guys, I don’t want to be a dick and spoil your reunion, but we only have so much mid-day left. We need to pack up and get moving,” said Sean.


  “Moving? Move where? We’re pretty secure in here; I don’t know that we will be moving,” quipped Turner.


  “Really Sergeant?” snapped Sean. “Low on ammo, your guys are shitting in buckets, I don’t see much in the way of food or water, and you’re hiding in a cellar. Your soldier here has managed to secure a compound; he has a trailer full of guns and bullets to match, a shipping container of food, running water, and flushing toilets; but hey, suit yourself. We’ll be moving out in fifteen minutes.”


  “Whoa! Hold up Chief, I didn’t say we wouldn’t go. And besides, you make a good point; those buckets are starting to smell the place up. Give me some time to get the men organized and we’ll meet you in the hallway upstairs,” answered Turner.


  Sean and Brad moved back up to the hallway and briefed Brooks on the move back to the warehouse. “I’m not a fan of your Sergeant Turner,” Sean said to Brad.


  “Don’t be too hard on him Chief; he’s kept these guys alive for this long; that’s got to count for something.”


  The five soldiers came up the stairs in full packs. They looked beaten and tired, but they said they were ready to get out of the confined cellar. Sean briefed them on how they would move back. There were five of them, so they would move in three teams. Brooks would take point with one, Brad had the middle with two more, and Sean would pick up the rear with the last of them. Sean told them he wanted no firing. If they had to take shots, they were to do it with the suppressed weapons.


  “Shit, we don’t have any silenced guns,” said one of the soldiers.


  “Here,” said Brooks, handing the soldier a Ruger MK II with a suppressor from his pack. “It’s small but it’s easy to shoot and it will knock them down if you get them in the nugget. Make sure you hit the head,” said Brooks.


  Chief reached into his pack and handed his own MK II to Turner. “I’ll be wanting that back, Sergeant,” he said with a smile.


  Once the men familiarized themselves with the pistols, they slowly stepped out the door and made their way into the hot street. Brad followed them and hugged the wall. He had two soldiers right behind him and they mimicked his movements. He waited for Brooks’ team to make it past the corner, then Brad bounded forward, looking back to watch Sean and his men fill his previous position. They moved quickly and quietly through the city until they saw Brooks’ fist shoot into the air. Brad and his men dropped to the ground and looked for cover. Brad listened intently for a sign of what was going on up ahead.


  He heard the clack, clack of Brooks’ MP5, then the sound of the MK II. Brad took a knee and looked forward as he saw both men walking backwards toward them, firing as fast as they could. Brad got to his feet. He looked through his scope and spotted a group of fifteen to twenty coming at them from the alleyway. Before he could pull the trigger, Sean had already brought his group forward and was taking quick, aimed shots, thinning the number of the pack headed at them. Turner faced a building on the street and pried its door open, then turned and provided covering fire while the men dropped inside.


  Sean and Brooks were the last ones in and they quickly barricaded the door. The pounding and screaming from the outside was deafening. “Find another exit!” Sean yelled to Brad as they began piling objects against the door. Luckily the door opened out, so the things were pressing it shut as they forced themselves against it.


  Brad ran down the long hallway and kicked in an apartment door; as he stepped inside, two crazies came at him from a bedroom. Brad fired at them from the hip with his M4, hitting the first high in the chest and turning it sideways while the second came crashing into him, both of them falling to the ground. Brad was fighting to keep its head and snapping jaws away from him, while the thing scratched and clawed at his body armor. One of the privates followed Brad into the room and quickly ended the crazy with a soccer kick to the head, knocking it loose from Brad. Turning, he then terminated the other one with a burst to the skull from his unsuppressed M4.


  The noise of the soldier’s rifle made Brad’s ears ring, but he pushed through the small apartment and saw a window. He broke the glass with the butt of his rifle and peeked outside. The window opened into an alley on the side of the building. There didn’t appear to be a safe way out, but the building across from them had a fire escape with the ladder extended.


  Brad gathered the men into the apartment, and told them to get out the window and up the ladder across the alley. He ran back into the hall to find Sean and Brooks finishing the barricading and booby trapping of the door with a claymore mine and trip wire. Brad led the SEALs to the apartment and out the window.


  As he suspected, the alley was a dead-end. The open end pointed back to the street where the mob had gathered. Although the alley empty, heading toward the mob was not an option. They quickly made their way to the ladder and climbed as high as they could, pulling themselves over the top rung and onto the building’s roof, then pulled the ladder up behind them.


  Sergeant Turner made his way over to them, announcing that the roof was clear and the access door was secure. With a thundering clap they heard the improvised claymore explode in the building below them. The explosion blasted and partially collapsed the building and blew a cloud of dust into the street out front.


  “Well I think they know we’re here now,” Sean said with a smile.


  “No worries though, I don’t think anything saw us climb this ladder. If we lay low, they should go back to their nests—in a day or two,” Brooks said. Brad frowned at the statement, especially with the sun still high in the sky and his camelback only half full.


  Just as Brad was beginning to think it was going to be a long night, they heard the report of AK47s coming from down the street. Brad looked up and over the edge of the roof and saw the small white car. Two men in Arab garb jumped out and began shooting at the mob in front of the destroyed apartment building. When the mob got too close, they jumped back in the car, drove farther down the street, and did it again, effectively leading them away from Brad’s position.


  “Son of a bitch! It’s Junayd!” Brooks said. “Look at that shit; he’s clearing the way for us.”


  Everyone ran to the edge of the roof to look out below; just then, a large open-bed truck pulled up in front of the building. A man jumped from the cab and waved frantically at them.


  “Well, what do we do, Chief?” asked Brad.


  “Looks like he’s offering us a ride, rude to turn them down,” Sean answered.


  Wasting no time, they all made their way back down the ladder. They ran around the corner and jumped into the back of the truck. A small Arab man closed the tailgate behind them and they sped off.


  The truck drove quickly down streets, changing directions every block or two, occasionally bouncing a primal off of its large steel bumper. Junayd’s men drove for some time until they were sure they had lost any followers. They pulled into a darkened side street with high walls on both sides, far from anyplace Brad recognized. Lifting their heads to look over the high tailgate, they saw the small car pull in behind them. Sean and Brooks got to their feet and leapt to the ground. A large Arab man approached and shook Sean’s hand, then embraced Brooks in a bear hug.


  “My friends we are even now, you saved me, now I save you,” said Junayd.


  “You got that right Junayd,” said Brooks, smiling at the man, “but we also gave you weapons and a car. It would be really nice of you if you could get us back home, and not just leave us on this street.”


  “Yes friend, that is a very real possibility, but I need you to also allow my people into your home,” said Junayd. “We have seen that you have taken the customs compound; you must take in our people. This city is not safe for them. Take in my people, and we will safely bring you home.”


  “Well it’s not my place to negotiate over, I’m only a guest there, Junayd,” answered Sean.


  “I see,” said Junayd, frowning. “It appears you men will have a long walk home. You should hurry. It will be dark soon.”


  “Hold up, I think we have room, just get us back to the warehouse and we can work this out,” said Brad.


  “Wait Brad, we can’t trust these people, maybe we should just get out here. I think we’re better off on our own,” snapped Turner.


  Junayd glared at the insult and turned to walk back to the cars. Brad quickly jumped from the bed of the truck and walked over to Junayd. “Junayd, if you get us safely back to the customs compound, I will open my doors to your people. We’re all in this fight together now,” Brad said, extending his hand.


  “Agreed,” said Junayd, briefly touching his hand to his heart before grasping Brad’s in a tight handshake that quickly turned into a hug.


  The ride back to the compound was quiet and uneventful. The vehicles pulled into a narrow ravine that twisted around and behind the customs compound. The large truck lurched to a stop and the small man dropped the tailgate of the truck. The men jumped out, stretched, and looked around. “Go through that hole in the fence,” said Junayd, pointing. “If you go through and follow the fence until it ends, you will see the railroad track that will lead you back.”


  “How do you know that?” asked Brad.


  “My cousin and I have been raiding and smuggling things from this customs yard for years. We only asked your permission to stay here to be polite,” Junayd said, giving Turner a cold stare. “We have plenty of work fighting those things in the city; we really do not need to be bothered with fighting Americans also. Get back to your warehouse and prepare your men. We will be at your gates shortly after the sun sets.”


  “Why not wait till tomorrow? You know they are more dangerous at night,” asked Brad.


  “More dangerous? Yes, but also more predictable. We will use distractions to move the packs where we want them while we deliver the people to you. Be ready for them,” Junayd said as he turned and walked back to his car. Shutting the doors, the engines started and the vehicles drove back down the ravine.


  Sean walked by and patted Brad on the shoulder; a gesture that didn’t go unnoticed by Turner. “You did good Brad, now let’s get back to the hooch,” said Sean as he stepped to the hole in the fence, gesturing for the men to go through.


  They made their way back to the warehouse and received a warm welcome from the waiting men. Brad briefed them on what had happened and that they were about to receive guests. Sean and a couple of the soldiers cleared the warehouse next door so that it could be set up as lodging for the incoming civilians. Brad took Sergeant Turner on a tour of the compound and helped his men settle into the building. They were more than happy to see the flush toilets and running water. Brad got Cole started on preparing the evening meal and then he told them all to get some rest. As Brad was leaving, Turner called him over.


  “You’ve done well here, Brad, and you did good getting these men here safely. I just want you to know that I won’t step on your toes,” said Turner. “It seems the world has gone to shit quickly. I don’t know where that leaves the military, but I am a platoon sergeant and it’s going to stay that way. However, I think you have proven yourself, and you should be the acting lieutenant until we come up with something different.”


  Brad grinned. “I appreciate the gesture, Sergeant, but I don’t think you have the authority to give battlefield commissions,” he laughed.


  “Yeah, you’re probably right, but this is the best I got, Brad. It allows me to save face, and will keep the men from getting caught up in a power struggle,” responded Turner.


  “Well then, sounds good to me. I have work to do, Sergeant, we can talk again later,” said Brad.


  “Okay buddy; and how ‘bout you drop the ‘sergeant’ shit? We can catch up after I grab some shut eye.”


  Brad walked outside the warehouse door; he bumped into Sean heading back in the other direction. He explained what had just happened with Turner.


  “Well damn, I didn’t think the guy had it in him, but I think it was the right decision. I was afraid we wouldn’t be able to work together, maybe I was wrong,” said Sean.


  “Sergeant Turner isn’t a bad guy, and he has a lot of combat experience. I trust him.”


  They were beginning to lose the daylight, so they retreated inside and climbed to the roof. Just as the last bits of sunlight faded, they heard a distant explosion. A fire began to burn and they heard reports of the AK47 rifles.


  “Well there’s Junayd, right on time,” said Brooks. They could see the primal crazies shifting in the streets and heading for the racket on the far side of town. Sean grinned when the two flares popped and went high into the sky. “They must have learned that trick from your sergeant,” he chuckled.


  “Wherever they learned it, it’s working. Look at them all, they go to it like mosquitoes to a bug zapper,” laughed Cole.


  Eric pointed down toward the railroad gate at the front of the compound. “They’re here.”


  Brad stood to look and saw four large flatbed trucks overloaded with people; a few more than he had expected. He watched his men open the gates and guide the overloaded trucks in. They led them all the way down to the empty warehouse. Brad left the roof and made his way down the ladder. When he reached the small convoy of vehicles he was greeted by Junayd with another stiff handshake.


  “Thank you my friend,” Junayd said. “These people had it very badly out there; I do not think you realize how much safety and security these fences will give them.”


  Brad watched as his men helped women and children exit the vehicles and enter the warehouse. He moved into the building with them; it was dark, but they were afraid to turn on any lights while the overhead doors were still open. Sean and his men had laid out cardboard into makeshift mats on the ground for the people to sit on. Brad quickly noticed that the warehouse was laid out in a very similar fashion to the one they were using.


  As he walked, he saw that Eric had converted one of the offices into a medical clinic where he was treating a small child while others had already started to get in line. The loft area was already occupied by several men and they were carrying their limited supplies up the stairs for safekeeping. Brad looked around and tried to get a count in his head.


  “Junayd, you have nearly fifty people here; this will be a lot to feed,” Brad said.


  “Seventy-two to be exact; and yes it will be a lot, but the city holds resources. Unlike Americans, we know how to live off this land. We will be fine my friends, shortly my men will return from their mini-Jihad against the monsters in the city. Let’s walk so that we may greet them,” said Junayd.


  As if on cue, they heard the vehicles approaching the gate. While they walked, Brad saw his men working with some of Junayd’s men to open the gates and escort the small car in. Once the car pulled in and killed its engine, the small man from before stepped out with four other local fighters. Junayd exchanged words with the man and then patted him hard on the shoulder while facing Brad.


  “This is Hasan, he is my best soldier.”


  Brad extended his hand and smiled. “I think we almost met earlier today. Thank you for your help, Hasan, and good work getting the people here safely.” Hasan smiled as he returned the handshake.


  The next several days were spent improving the small camp. The soldiers decided to give up the warehouse space to the civilians and they all moved into a small guardhouse near the gate. Although the guardhouse was smaller, it gave the soldiers privacy and relieved them of the guilt of leaving the families crammed into the single space. They continued to stand watch nightly on the roof of the warehouse in the sniper hide they had set up. With the help of Junayd’s men providing distractions so that the noise wouldn’t attract the primals, they were able to utilize some of the heavy equipment to move the railroad shipping containers into a large wall. After a few days’ work, the compound was now ringed in by the large forty-foot-long, ten-foot-high containers.


  The men slowly made improvements to the camp’s perimeter. After the wall was constructed, they started to lose some of the fear of making noise. Any stray primal that moved too close to the compound was quickly terminated with the use of Sean’s suppressed sniper rifle. After a week, the camp was fortified. Containers stacked end to end completely enclosed the camp. They had a sliding gate and the men had cut access doors into the containers that held food or other valuable supplies. Brad was extremely happy with the progress made.


  Late on the thirtieth night after the outbreak, Brad made his way to the communal fire pit inside his former residence. The warehouse now was divided into small shacks constructed of cardboard and crates salvaged from inside the containers. He saw Junayd with Sean and Brooks off to the side of the fire so he sat next to them. Once he was settled, a smiling young woman handed him a bowl of rice and dried meat. A child handed him an energy drink which made Brad laugh.


  “You have done well by these people Brad! They would welcome you into their tribe,” said Junayd.


  This gave all of the military men a laugh. “I am honored Junayd, really, but this isn’t my home. I think there is more for me than this.”


  Sean gave Brad a serious look. “That’s exactly what we have been discussing lately. Brooks and I have decided that it’s time to move on; we have to see where things are at.”


  “What are you getting at Sean, you want to leave? Where will you go?” answered Brad.


  “Brad, I’m afraid we’ve been forgotten out here. We were thinking we could make our way to Bremmel; things should have died down by now. We should be able to gather supplies from there; then do our best to make it to Bagram down Route 76. It won’t be easy, but I’m confident we can make it. Bagram fell fast in the early days of the outbreak; maybe there’s something left, maybe we can find an aircraft and get out of here.


  “Oh yeah, and we want you to go with us.”
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  PROLOGUE


  It had been weeks since the first attack – since the day the world went dark and everyone had forgotten about them. The day he lost his company and most of his friends. They must have more to worry about than a half-dozen stranded soldiers in the back forty of the world. No contact, no messages, not even a flyover from a friendly aircraft. They were completely isolated and alone.


  “Target, twelve o’clock. Primal on the wire,” the spotter whispered.


  Brad’s team had done well for themselves, considering their situation. They had held up in the customs compound at Hairatan; they’d fortified it, made it a refuge. Their previous mission, in their old life, had been to patrol the streets looking for the Taliban. Now they worked with a former Taliban commander named Junayd, rescuing civilians and rebuilding in the furthest reaches of Afghanistan. Once enemies, they were now unified in a common goal to survive.


  “Identified, primal on the wire,” Brad whispered, pulling the rifle into his shoulder and letting his cheek rest on the butt stock. Gripping the heavy M24’s handguards tightly, he forced himself to relax as he lined his dominant eye up with the scope.


  The routines had become monotonous, the same tasks over and over. His deployment to Afghanistan had felt the same, but this was different. There was no real end to this, no day circled on a calendar to work towards. No goal to reach, no motivation to press forward. This was just surviving every day, day after day. They did patrols into the city to salvage goods and locate survivors. They had found plenty of the later, but never any soldiers. He feared his men might be the last remaining U.S. forces in country.


  “Range twelve hundred meters, dial eighteen plus one click,” ordered the spotter.


  The compound was home now. Survivors of all types seeking refuge had come here looking for safety inside the fences. They all came together working the walls and doing the tasks that kept a camp running, soldiers and civilians side by side now. Brad’s men knew the compound wouldn’t stand against a large mass attack. How could it? Their own base had fallen in the first days, and it had been heavily fortified. That was when the attacks came in the thousands. More recently they would come at the walls in twos or threes. Unless something alerted them, it was very rare to see more than ten at a time during the daylight. No one wanted to think about a mob pressed against their gates, but they knew they were out there.


  “Roger, eighteen plus one dialed in,” Brad answered.


  His men hated the patrols. But they were a necessary evil, essential to the survival of the group. This wasn’t like hunting the Taliban, which could lead to days or even weeks of boredom, broken only by minutes of unrelenting violence. This was constant. The soldiers were almost guaranteed to run into conflict every time they left the wire. And unlike before, there would be no calls for medevacs or air support. During the last patrol Brad went on, they’d searched the village market. From all appearances, the place had been abandoned and well picked over, but they needed to break into the old storage warehouse to be sure.


  “Wind from three o’clock, six miles per hour, dial wind right, two point three,” came the spotter’s adjustments.


  The warehouse was infested with the primals. When they’d opened the large, double doors, they were immediately engaged. They often found hives of them behind locked, barricaded, and closed doors like this. In the early days of the attacks, families would seek refuge in their homes, securing themselves in, often with wounded loved ones in tow—not knowing that their injured family member would turn and attack them in their final hiding place. That was before they’d known how it spread, how deadly it was. Before they knew a deep cut or bite would bring on the rage.


  “Roger, dialed two point three, target indexed,” Brad whispered, making adjustments to the rifle without taking his eye off the target.


  It had taken most of the day and a large amount of ammo to clear out that hive. They had no for sure strategy against them; the primals played by no rules. Primals massed quickly and would pour from every direction if they sensed prey. They had no fear of injury or death; they couldn’t be suppressed; there was no shock and awe to use against them. Primals couldn’t be intimidated into surrender.


  Battle drills called for shutting down the immediate threat as quickly as possible, then getting very stealthy, running and hiding from the later waves of primals that always showed up. In the city it was pointless to attempt to stand your ground, there would always be too many. Stealth and escape were the only things that worked.


  “Take the shot,” the spotter whispered.


  Who knew what they would do when the ammo ran out. Close combat with primals was a nightmare; they were fast and strong, and they never tired. They didn’t hesitate to strike and they wouldn’t quit if they thought a meal was nearby. Brad needed to make long term preparations, but his people were always too busy surviving to look to the future. They needed to make contact with the States, their families, and their command. They needed help.


  “Firing,” Brad said as he focused the sight picture and pulled the trigger during the natural pause in his breathing.


  The SEAL Team Chief was the only one to have had contact with the military after the attacks, but even that was lost when the satellite phones batteries died. Sean told Brad that NATO had pulled out all of the soldiers in the first days. They had been re-called to defend their homelands. Brad’s men were not so lucky, blindsided by the fog of war. The government gave little advanced warning that the attacks were coming; as always, ‘the need to know’ didn’t reach the soldiers on the ground or in remote camps. They were afraid if the intelligence about the biological attack leaked, the enemy would strike early, before the Special Forces could stop them. Either way they’d lost.


  “Hit, head, target down,” confirmed the spotter.


   



  The fog of war and Murphy’s Law had taken down innumerable members in the attacks. Now they were alone, lost and outnumbered. A dozen men from a lost patrol were of little concern to the big picture in the fight for humanity. The United States was under attack and fighting for survival. How could they spare resources to look for others when they were fighting for their own lives? Those were the arguments Brad used to justify the abandonment to his men, but he didn’t have one for himself. As hard as it would be to leave the safety of this compound, the decision was clear. Someone needed to leave, to reach out; without support they wouldn’t make it out here alone.


  “Roger, hit,” Brad replied, opening the bolt and chambering another round. This was his seventh kill this morning, and the start to a long watch.


  1.


  
    Forward Operating Base Bremmel

  


  
    Zero day plus one.

  


   



   



  He wasn’t a bad soldier, just misunderstood. Sergeant Robert Logan was always in trouble, not on the job, but for things he did on his own time. His last adventure had caused him to oversleep and not show up on time for duty. That cost him his team leader position and sentenced him to a week of working in the chow hall. Now the rest of Echo Company was preparing for a patrol, and he was getting ready for a day slinging hash. Time in the mess hall sucks, but not as bad as watching your men roll out without you.


  Robert was helping Corporal Méndez prepare his crew for today’s mission; this would be his first as team leader. Robert was nervously quizzing him to make sure he was ready for the responsibility. Méndez told him to relax, that everything would be fine. He had a solid crew, Specialist Eric was a good driver, and Private Ryan was one of the best gunners in the company. Besides, it wasn’t Robert’s concern today, his job was serving up breakfast and the last thing he needed was to be late for work again. Robert shook his former teammates’ hands and wished them luck on today’s patrol, then walked away towards the chow hall.


  It felt strange for Robert to be going to work without the body armor and weapons he was used to. He still carried his M9 pistol in a holster, but other than that he felt naked. Robert made his way to the mess hall and said good morning to the mess sergeant that ran the dining facility. She gave him a scowl, obviously not happy that she was always being assigned the other units’ troublemakers to work in her facility. She needed the help though, and couldn’t afford to turn anyone away.


  She told Robert to get washed up and got him started on peeling and slicing hard boiled eggs. Robert was disgusted by the work assignment, but he settled in and got busy. Even though it sucked, he found the work surprisingly easy. He looked over the counter at the end of his work area and watched the soldiers begin to pile in for the morning meal service.


  After a few minutes of peeling eggs, Robert decided to put himself on break and he wandered into the seating area. He saw a good friend of his and a fellow troublemaker, Staff Sergeant Bolder, just sitting down with his tray. Robert grabbed a cup of coffee and made his way over.


  “Hey Bolder, how you doin’, buddy?” Robert asked him as he sat down at the table across from his longtime friend.


  “I’m good, I see they still got you on Kitchen Patrol, how long you got to do this for?” asked Bolder.


  “Well, Sergeant Turner says I can be done at the end of the week if I stop being late all the time, but he said K.P. will be my permanent job if I screw up again. It’s all bullshit, man. So anyway, what’s new on camp?”


  “Shit bro, didn’t you hear? There was a big fight in the aid station last night … Yeah, from the medevac that brought in those wounded civilians yesterday,” Bolder said.


  “What? That was just a bunch of women and children and such. They were just cut up and scratched bad; I even helped unload them from the choppers.”


  “Yeah, that’s the group,” replied Bolder. “Seems they got into some shit, must have been on acid or something, ‘cause a couple hours after the medics got them all patched up and into bed, them folks woke up angry as hell. They went ape shit on the medics. Damn, even the kids were biting and scratching at everyone. Had to pull security off the walls to handle them,” explained Bolder.


  “What the hell bro, that’s crazy! So where they at now?” asked Robert.


  “Oh, the Military Police got them all locked up, but man, it took half the guards on night shift to shut them down, wasn’t cool, bro. I’ve never seen nothing like it. Anyhow, the captain gave all the guards the rest of the night off and told them to get some sleep. He called my crew in early to take over. They needed it though man, some of those guys had some deep scratches; a couple even got the shit bit out of them.”


  “Man, this place is crazy. They just need to send our asses home. Got drugged up civilians attacking us now; what’s next, you know?” said Robert.


  “I hear ya buddy, I hear ya,” answered Bolder, shoveling in a forkful of eggs.


  Robert was about to get up and head back into the kitchen when he heard a loud commotion coming from the main entrance. He turned to see what was going on just as two soldiers burst through the front door. One was dressed only in pants with no shirt; the other was wearing a T-shirt and shorts. The shirtless man had tackled a soldier in the doorway, and several others were trying to pull him off.


  The mess sergeant ran from the kitchen looking angry as hell and ready to confront them. Yelling, she charged directly into the chaos. T-Shirt pushed off from the crowd and ran directly at her, grabbing at her shoulders. The mess sergeant screamed for help just as the crazed soldier took a snarling bite out of her exposed neck. Robert could see the man pull back with his mouth full of flesh, blood spurting out of the wound. The mess sergeant staggered backwards and fell to the floor.


  Robert got over the initial shock of what he had just witnessed. He un-holstered his pistol, took aim, and pulled the trigger. He put two rounds into T-Shirt, knocking him back and away from the mess sergeant. Several soldiers ran to her and began first aid.


  Robert stood dazed, with the smoking gun in his hands. To draw and fire had been instinctive, his training taking over; but now to see an American soldier dead by his hands stunned him. Robert holstered the weapon as the chaos woke him from his stupor. He ran over to help the other soldiers restrain the first shirtless man, but he was fighting hard and they were finding it impossible to pin him down.


  With the mess hall in chaos, nobody noticed T-Shirt stumble and crawl back to his feet. He staggered forward with the two bleeding gunshot wounds in his chest and tackled a small female soldier providing aid to the mess sergeant. Robert heard her scream. Turning, he couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw that T-Shirt was back up and attacking again. What the fuck? Robert thought. He started to rush towards the female to help against T-Shirt just as four more crazed soldiers ran into the crowd that had gathered outside the doors.


  What the hell is going on? Robert again thought to himself. He stood and took a step backwards, fending off his feelings of panic. Off to the right he could see that the shirtless man was now winning the fight. He had taken a bite out of a soldier and a couple of others had nearly quit in exhaustion. To the left, T-Shirt had silenced the small female and was now wrestling with a third soldier. Back outside the doorway, it was a cluster of bloody bodies all battling for leverage. Fear had taken over and confusion was winning the fight.


  Then the gunfire started outside. The first shots startled Robert, the familiar sounds again sparking his training; he redrew his pistol, putting two more rounds into T-Shirt and knocking him down for a final time. Stepping closer, he plugged a final round into his skull. Pivoting hard on his feet towards the shirtless man, he raised his weapon and emptied the magazine into his naked chest, ending the struggle. Shortly after he fired his last shot, the shirtless soldier stopped moving and slumped to the ground. The fight outside was growing, and one of the wounded soldiers jumped to secure the mess hall doors, locking out the madness just beyond them. A few more saw what he was doing and followed suit by piling tables and chairs against the entryway.


  Robert turned to look around the room … the two attackers were down and dead. He saw at least four other soldiers lying on the floor bleeding heavily. Five others were in the room, most of them also covered in cuts and scratches. The cooks came from the kitchen into the dining facility to assist in giving first aid. He saw Bolder again; he had a long scratch down his arm from the fight with Shirtless, and Robert asked him if he was okay.


  “Yeah I’m good. Man, that wasn’t right. That’s exactly what went down in the aid station last night. You think them civilians could have slipped these guys some of the same drugs?”


  “I don’t know Bolder, but those guys were tough as hell. I shot one twice and he still got up and kept fighting. What’s going on outside? It sounds like a riot,” answered Robert.


  Robert and Bolder walked to a window and looked out. The camp was a mess; they could see soldiers fighting soldiers everywhere. Some had weapons drawn and were firing into masses of fighting men. Everyone was in a panic and in complete disorder.


  “Bolder, we’ve got to get out of here. Let’s get back to the company building and find out what’s going on,” Robert said.


  With Robert leading the way, the two of them cut back through the kitchen and out a back door. The back of the mess hall was positioned against a long concrete T-wall that protected it from mortar and rocket fire. A service entrance led from the back of the kitchen and followed the wall around onto a dirt street. Robert made his way through the service area and guided Bolder onto the street. It suddenly grew quiet and the gunfire ceased. Only screams of agony and the voices of soldiers shouting orders remained in the air.


  Robert rounded a corner and looked to the left. He saw that most of the fighting in front of the mess hall had stopped. There were a lot of bodies on the ground. Confused and shocked soldiers walked the camp, staring at the fallen. Robert and Bolder moved in the direction of the company buildings; they could see soldiers sitting on the ground with cuts on their arms and faces. Others were weeping and trying to provide aid to their friends.


  Robert walked with Bolder across the open space. They stood stunned, looking at the destruction around them. There were two dead soldiers in front of them. The soldiers looked like they had been torn apart by animals. Another soldier lay to their left; he had a bandaged arm, and his chest and head showed fatal gunshot wounds.


  “That’s Erickson,” Bolder said, pointing at the bandaged man. “He was one of the guards that got attacked last night.”


  The silence was suddenly shattered by sirens blaring and loudspeakers announcing, “Incoming ground attack, all available personnel to assigned security sector.”


  “You got to be fucking kidding me! Let’s go, Robert, time to get to work!” Bolder yelled before he turned and headed for the wall.


  Robert looked at the pistol in his hand; he loaded his last magazine, then picked up a rifle off the ground next to a dead soldier and ran after Bolder towards the wall. They got to the front gate just in time to see a large jingle truck racing towards the entrance. The truck was going fast, driving erratically, and blaring its horn. The men on watch fired flares and warning shots but the truck raced on. When they were certain it wasn’t going to stop, they opened up on it with their heavy machine guns. The large caliber rounds ripped into the engine block, skipping through the truck, blowing out the cab and killing the driver. The truck came to a rolling stop in a ditch just short of the first set of barriers.


  A young officer with a gold subdued lieutenant’s bar on his helmet pointed at Bolder and Robert. “You two! Get out there and secure that vehicle.”


  “Hooah sir,” Bolder sarcastically grumbled back. He slapped Robert on the shoulder. “You ready for this, bro?”


  “Lead the way,” Robert answered.


  They weaved through the barriers and slowly approached the truck. The destroyed engine made a clicking sound as it died and cooled off in the heat. The front was bleeding coolant onto the ground; steam and smoke billowed from holes in the hood. Robert rounded the front of the truck, sliced the corner with his rifle and aimed into the cab. He found a mess inside with little left to investigate.


  They began to lower their weapons when they heard a whimper coming from the covered bed of the vehicle. Bolder gave Robert a quick hand signal and they pressed back to the rear of the jingle truck. Robert took a step back and raised his rifle, providing cover while Bolder lifted the canvas to peer inside.


  “Oh shit,” Bolder gasped.


  Robert stepped forward to look inside and saw the bed of the truck was littered with wounded civilians, most of them children.


  “Lieutenant! We need a medic up here!” Robert yelled back over his shoulder. The lieutenant and another young soldier ran forward to the truck and looked inside.


  “Sir? You want me to call for a medic?” the young soldier asked.


  “No, they’re busy with the wounded inside, they won’t have time for this shit!” the lieutenant snapped back in frustration.


  They heard a soft voice from the front of the covered truck bed, quietly calling for help. Robert climbed over the tailgate of the truck and into the bed, moving forward until he found the man who spoke.


  “I’m here,” Robert said.


  “Water,” the man pleaded.


  Robert yelled the request back at the men and the young soldier tossed him a small bottle of water. Robert opened the container and helped the man sip.


  “Why did you run at our gate?” Robert asked. “Why didn’t you stop?”


  “We didn’t run at your gate, we ran to your gate. We ran from them,” answered the dying man.


  “Ran? Ran from whom?” Robert asked.


  The man gave Robert an exhausted, sad look. He raised his hand, pointing over and behind the men standing at the back of the truck. “From death,” he said.


  Robert strained to look into the distance. It was difficult to see from the darkness of the covered truck and out into the hot bright sunlight. Far off in the distance, through the waves of heat on the pavement, he could make out a large group of people headed in their direction. Robert looked back down at the man and saw that he had passed.


  “Well shit, here it comes,” grumbled the lieutenant, looking in the same direction. “Right on time; that would be the villagers from town coming to protest the dead civilians from last night. I’m sure this truck full of bodies isn’t going to help things.”


  “L.T., the man in the truck said they were running away from that group; maybe it’s more of what just happened inside. I don’t think they’re protestors,” said Robert.


  “Well, nice story, but he can’t help us now. Let’s get back to the barrier and get ready to meet our guests,” the lieutenant argued.


  Robert and Bolder turned, closed the tailgate, buttoned down the canvas cover on the truck, and then headed back to the camp’s gate and barriers.


  “I have a bad feeling about this, Bolder,” Robert mumbled.


  “I know, just stay sharp bro. I got your back,” Bolder said.


  They moved behind the barrier and took up a position just inside the open gate. Robert saw the mob moving closer. Yeah, they were definitely pissed off, they were even running! Robert had seen protests at Bremmel before, but usually they were pretty well orchestrated. This one appeared to be spontaneous, with no leader, and they were coming fast.


  An Afghan soldier moved to the barrier and started yelling through a bullhorn, commanding the mob to stop approaching the base and to keep their distance. Several more Afghan soldiers dragged a heavy roll of coiled wire across the road, blocking the entrance to the barriers. But they kept coming. They passed a sign far out on the road that warned that violators would be shot if they approached the base. The mob continued to run.


  The lieutenant ordered warning shots, and the machine gunner fired quickly over the crowd, but they didn’t slow, didn’t even flinch. “Gas!” the lieutenant shouted. The soldiers on the barrier fired tear gas canisters into the charging mob, but they never even paused. The CS grenades bounced off some of the protestors, knocking them to the ground, but they got back up and continued running. “Shotguns up!” the lieutenant yelled, panic growing in his voice. The Afghan soldiers raised shotguns and readied themselves for the mob.


  The first wave hit the wire with a screeching roar, but that was quickly outdone by the sounds of the screaming crowd. Protestors were tangled and pushed deeper and deeper into the wire by those behind them. Eventually they collapsed and were pressed to the ground, their bodies covering the jagged strands of barbed wire. Screaming protestors from the back began to climb up and over the fallen, and resumed their charge at the base.


  “Open fire!” the lieutenant screamed frantically as he stepped backwards. The first volley of shotgun rounds dropped a few of the charging protestors, but most of them made it to the barricades. The Afghan soldiers were firing as quickly as they could, but with little effect. They racked and fired into the crowd, quickly reloading as they expended every round. The rioters continued screaming and breaching the barriers, the shotguns seemingly worthless against them.


  Robert quickly noticed why. They were firing crowd dispersal rounds and rubber bullets that bounced off the crowd or only temporarily slowed them. The lieutenant was expecting protestors, not a feral crowd of rioters. The mob started to push over the barriers. As the barricades tumbled, the mass of people flooded towards the gates. “Weapons free! Fire!” the now fully panicked lieutenant screamed.


  Robert saw several of the Afghan soldiers drop their guns and turn to run; others just stood paralyzed by fear as the protestors breeched the barriers and swarmed over them. The M2 machine gun on the tower opened up into the crowd, knocking them down, but his angle was wrong. They were too close to the gates now, too close for him to stop them all. The rounds carved a path through the mob, but others continued to pour in and quickly filled the void as the gunner reloaded.


  Robert and Bolder raised their rifles and fired almost point blank into the crazed mob. Robert thought his rifle wasn’t working as he fired round after round into the charging protestors with no effect. A frenzied man broke free of the swarm and ran directly at Robert. Ignoring direct hits to the chest, he grabbed Robert in a bear hug. Robert tried desperately to push off but it was impossible with the weight of the crowd guiding the man into him. Robert tripped and fell backwards with the man on top of him. He struggled against the weight of the man and the stampeding of feet pounding into him. He felt the man in his face, could feel his breath against his scalp. All he could hear was the pounding footsteps of the crowd and the frenzied screaming of the mob.


  Robert violently struggled with the man, trying to push him off or roll him to the side. The man pressed in tight to Robert’s head and grabbed at his ear with his teeth. Robert screamed with pain and rage. He freed a hand and was able to draw his pistol, quickly pushing the barrel into the man’s abdomen and firing four quick shots. Robert could feel the sticky warmth of the man’s blood on his hands. The man bucked slightly, pausing only briefly before he continued to bite, gnawing deeper into Robert’s forehead and face. Robert contorted his body, finally freeing the length of his arm. He painfully raised the pistol to the man’s head and squeezed the trigger.
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  Brad sat on the roof of the warehouse looking out at the dark city. The fires had quit burning days ago; the blackness had blanketed the city. There was still an occasional scream, and sometimes a gunshot, but for the most part the city had grown silent over the past few weeks. The compound-turned-refugee-camp was growing in size. They had almost two hundred residents now. Most of them had come in the early days of the outbreak: hungry, scared and looking for a home.


  Junayd’s people would find them on their daily patrols, and if they were friendly, he brought them back to the compound. Brad didn’t know how many had been turned away, if any. It was a conversation he didn’t want to have. They left the questions of who to take in and who to turn away with the locals. Brad considered Junayd the mayor of this refuge; if anything, he thought of himself as the sheriff. The informal relationship had worked, and the camp was prospering, as well as any camp in a wasteland.


  When Brad looked over the edge of the roof and into the compound, he could see his people moving about. ‘His people’, when did he start thinking of them as that? Brad looked out at the gates and walls and saw soldiers patrolling the fences, standing watch alongside Junayd’s men. The Afghan fighters didn’t have the same training and discipline as his soldiers. Even so, they had proven themselves to be trusted warriors over the past month. Many times the Afghans had impressed him; they were very dedicated and loyal to the families they protected.


  Brad descended the ladder back into the warehouse, walking through the living area and out into the cool night air. He found a quiet spot, and sat in front of the building that overlooked the gates and his men on watch. He was struggling with the offer that the SEALs had presented to him in recent days. They had asked him to leave this place, to attempt to make it back to Bremmel and beyond, back to society. It was becoming apparent that nobody was going to rescue them. Were they really forgotten?


  Junayd’s scouts had made several runs into some of the neighboring villages, but never returned with good news. They had once braved the bridge and attempted to visit the north. They found large packs of roaming primals. After several dangerous encounters, they wisely determined the risk was too great. The bridge was now completely barricaded; nothing would be able to pass it without a bulldozer.


  Sometimes they would see the packs standing on the far side of the river. They probed and hunted for a way to cross. So far, the swiftly moving water had stopped them. Still, Brad worried what would happen when winter came. Would the primals freeze like the river? Or would they walk across the frozen waters?


  Initially they had hoped the disease would run its course and the primals would succumb to it. That day never came. Even thirty days later, the numbers were just as great as before, and in fact were growing. It was true that they saw less of them during the daylight. Primals didn’t like the heat.


  On a cool, overcast day the killers were out in force. But when the sun was bright, you would only encounter them indoors, or occasionally in a shadow. At night they were the most dangerous. Primals would come out of their hiding places and hunt freely, roaming the streets and polluting the night air with their moans.


  The damn moaning! It reminded Brad of the howling wolves and coyotes from his home in northern Michigan. The thought of home made him smile; it was a place far different from this. I wonder if I’ll ever see the green forest again? he thought to himself. Quickly he put the idea away; it was dangerous to get distracted on the job. He shook his head, smiling again. Am I even on the job anymore?


  The last one they’d killed was emaciated; its eyes were glazed over and the skin had pulled tight over its bones. Junayd’s lead scout, Hasan, had found it tangled in the wire way out past the main fences on one of his patrols. The thing was obviously malnourished and beaten, but it still fought with the strength of five men. Hasan said even after he had removed its head, the primal’s eyes had looked at him with hatred and rage until they went dark.


  Hasan had proven to be a good hunter. Every day he took groups out to scout and salvage items from the city. Brad didn’t know much about the man; he had been mostly silent and usually kept to himself. Even the other Afghans tended to keep their distance. Brad wondered what his story was. Junayd trusted him, and even Brad’s own soldiers would volunteer to patrol with Hasan on occasion.


  Brad rose to his feet and made his way into the guardhouse they had converted into their barracks. It wasn’t the most ideal housing. It was drafty and dusty, and the cinder block walls and concrete floors were less than inviting. His men had done their best to make it cozy with items from the rail yard and things the soldiers had scavenged out on the daily patrols. His bunk was in a corner tucked back in the rear of the guardhouse. His area would be considered sparse at best. Brad had always been a professional soldier and had never taken the time to collect many things, but now there was even less. Next to his bunk he kept his personal possessions; nothing more than a large pack, his armor, and a rifle. He didn’t own much now in this new life.


  Brad sat on his bunk and looked around the room. Some of the soldiers were still up, but it wasn’t like before in the barracks in Bremmel. There wasn’t any horseplay, no playing of cards; the men had to keep quiet for fear of luring in the primals. No one was reading books; the guardhouse was too dimly lit at night for that. Laptops and game systems were a thing of the past. They now survived in a quiet solitude. Brad lay back on his rack watching the ceiling, wondering how things might be different at home, his real home. Maybe it was time to leave.


  3.


  Brad woke to the stench of the cooking Afghan slop and his stomach turned. If there was one thing they had plenty of, it was the cans of mystery meat. They had found nearly ten full train cars of the stuff. Nobody enjoyed it, but at least they wouldn’t starve. He just couldn’t get used to the taste and the greasy coating it left in one’s mouth after eating it. Lately it was breakfast, lunch, and dinner. The soldiers had handed over most of the real food to the families, but occasionally they would have their meals augmented with rice and beans collected in the daily scavenge runs.


  Brad sat up in his bed and grabbed his shower kit. Standing and stretching, he moved out to the communal showers they had built behind his new barracks. Miraculously they still had running water. Henry, his young driver with aspirations of being an engineer, said the water came from a well. The pumps were powered by solar cells that were installed on the roof. Brad really didn’t care how all of it worked, as long as it did. He put the young soldier in charge of facilities, and he had done wonders in turning the place around. Henry’s main pride and joy had been the solar water heater: water heated by the sun. It had made him a bit of a hero around camp.


  Brad found Sean, the SEAL team chief, on his way to the showers. Sean was heavily bearded now, as most of them were.


  “You have an answer for me on that offer yet?” Sean asked Brad with a smile.


  “I do. I think you’re right and I want in, but let me break it to Turner and the men first. I don’t know how they will react,” Brad answered.


  “Fair enough Brad, but be quick about it, we plan to leave at first light tomorrow. We have a lot of preparations to make,” replied Sean.


  Sean left him alone and Brad continued on to the showers. They weren’t much, just some piping shrouded with some heavy canvas. But it was enough, and he quickly found himself enjoying his solitude in the hot water. Even though they had all been warned to be brief in the showers, he took a couple of extra minutes today. He reluctantly exited the hot water, knowing it might be his last hot shower for a while. Brad gathered his things and returned to the barracks to ready himself for another long day.


  After dressing in a clean uniform, Brad walked over to the soldiers’ fire pit behind the guardhouse. He found a place on the large crate converted into a table and took a seat. One of the Afghans who worked the soldiers’ kitchen nodded to him and brought him a steaming bowl of the slop, which Brad accepted with a forced smile. Turner, the unit’s platoon sergeant, took notice of Brad and placed his own bowl in a wash basin, then walked over and took a seat next to him. Turner took a small tobacco box out of his jacket pocket, and laid it across his lap.


  “So I was talking to Brooks this morning; he told me you were considering leaving with them,” Turner said while fumbling with a scrap of paper and trying to roll a cigarette.


  “Still messing with those cigarettes I see. You know you’ll be out soon, and withdrawal is going to kick your ass,” answered Brad.


  “Nahh, I won’t run out, the Afghan boys have been bringing me tons of this stuff, and one of them found a rail car topped off with it. I’ll run out of paper before tobacco, and then I’ll just switch to a pipe.”


  “Well, sounds like you have it all figured out then,” chuckled Brad.


  “So seriously, you really leaving us or what?” asked Turner, licking the cigarette then sparking a match to light it.


  “Word sure travel fast here, I guess some things never change.”


  “So is that a yes then? The way you’re jumping around the subject I’m assuming that it is.” Turner took a long drag on his cigarette. “Hey man, seriously, don’t worry about me, I got your back whatever you decide. I’m more concerned about the men, and they rely on you.”


  “I think it’s for the best, Turner. We can’t just sit here forever. I want to go see what’s left down south, maybe we can contact the States from there, you know. And technically I am still on the job. I’m sure if they knew we were here, the Army wouldn’t approve of us just getting cozy. It’s time for me to move on.” Brad rose to his feet. “I really do appreciate your support, Turner, I really do,” he said as he walked past the basin and tossed in his bowl.


  Brad made his way to the main gate. He spoke to the remainder of his men, informing them of his plan and that he would be leaving with the SEALs in the morning. Many volunteered to go with him; he explained they would be needed to provide security to the camp. Brad promised to return for them as soon as he could, and somehow he would make contact with the camp again. There were no arguments, and the soldiers shook his hand and promised to help him prepare his gear for the coming journey.


  He went back into the guardhouse and took a seat on his bunk. Looking around his living space, he took stock of things he would need on the trip. He didn’t have much that the Army didn’t issue. Brad opened the mouth of his large rucksack and stuffed in his clothing and the remainder of his gear. He placed the most needed equipment on top or in the outside pockets. Tightly rolling his bedroll, he attached it to the top of his pack. He stared at his protective gas mask for a second before smiling and tossing it aside; it landed with a thud on the bulletproof plates that he had removed from his body armor long ago.


  He checked and double-checked the ordnance on his vest. He still had twelve magazines for his M4 and three for his M9, plus a couple of frag grenades just in case. He looked over the snaps to make sure everything was securely fastened. He picked up the Sigma pistol, carefully removing the magazine and making sure it was topped off. For some reason he had started considering the pistol his good luck charm, even though he’d never fired it. Maybe the fact that he had never needed it made it lucky. Brad wiped the pistol off and tucked it into the smaller day pack that he had attached to the outside of his larger rucksack, then put on the overloaded vest and hoisted the heavy pack onto his back. Taking a last look around the room, he sighed, then headed out the door.


  Brad found Brooks and Sean working on a late model Land Rover Defender in their makeshift motor pool situated between the warehouses.


  “She was a gift from Junayd,” said Brooks over his shoulder as he watched Brad make his way to them.


  “You don’t want to take the MRAP?” asked Brad.


  “We thought about it, but decided it wouldn’t be right. That MRAP makes a hell of a life boat if your men ever need to bug out of here in a hurry. I don’t think I’d ever feel good about taking that piece of security away from them,” explained Sean. “There won’t be a lot of room, but we should do OK. Can you get your gear over here so we can start packing?”


  Brad dropped the heavy rucksack and attached it to the vehicle’s roof rack. He saw that the SEALs had done the same with their own bags. Unlike the SEALs, who carried an abundance of weapons, Brad still considered himself a light infantry man. He carried a standard issue 9mm pistol and his M4 carbine augmented with the suppressor he’d been given. On his vest, he carried a full combat load of ammunition and two M67 fragmentation grenades.


  The SEALs, on the other hand, humped a much larger kit. Multiple fragmentation grenades and anti-personnel mines (claymores) were strapped to the outside of their packs. Both of them had suppressed long rifles attached to the tops of their rucksacks. Shorter MP5 submachine guns were always slung across their chest for quick access. They wore H&K MK23 pistols on their hips, and even smaller .22 caliber MKII pistols were carried in their packs. Brad thought it was overkill to carry so many weapons when you only had two hands, but he appreciated the firepower when it was needed.


  They spent the rest of the afternoon taking inventory of food and ammo, and deciding what to bring. Water took priority for space, and then food. The team wouldn’t have much more ammo than their personal allotment. There were large stores of it in the warehouse, but the team had unanimously decided that it would be better to leave it with the camp. There would be plenty of it at Bremmel, and they could always scrounge for more on the road. They finished off the packing with a row of four 5-gallon fuel cans strapped to a rack on the rear bumper of the vehicle.


  “Ha! We look like damn hillbillies ready to move off to Beverly,” said Brooks with a deep laugh.


  The last night in camp was spent sitting on the roof of the warehouse with Junayd and his elders. Sean had his map laid out in front of them, and Junayd was marking it with the best sources of fresh water, and helping them to plan the safest route back towards Bremmel. Méndez came to visit Brad and gave him a bundle of letters his men had written to their families back home. Brad knew that Méndez had a large family and that the last month had been hard on him. He knew it was a pipe dream, but Brad promised that if there was a way, he would see that their letters got delivered. Méndez gave him a last thank you for everything he had done to help get them off the road; he shook his hand and left Brad alone.


  Brad broke away from the group discussing the trip; he wandered off to a far corner of the roof and laid out his bedroll and blanket. He thought about what they were attempting to do, and tried to put the thoughts of the ambushed convoy and the visions of Bremmel out of his head. As hard as he tried to block it, the face of PFC Ryan and the night he’d died in the desert always played back in his head like a cheap movie. I’m definitely going to need some counseling when I get home, he thought to himself.


  4.


  Sean woke him just before dawn; he slowly brought himself to his feet and stretched out the aches that you get when you choose to sleep in a corner on a roof. Cole and Henry were on watch in the snipers’ nest. Brad walked over to them and shook each of their hands and told them good bye. He walked back to the ladder well and lowered his way into the warehouse. Most of the occupants were still asleep, and he was careful not to wake them. He ventured out of the large overhead door that usually stayed open these days and headed towards the motor pool.


  When he got there, he found Brooks making some finishing touches to the load on the vehicle. Brooks saw Brad and tossed him an energy drink.


  “Sorry buddy, no coffee today but this has just as much kick,” laughed Brooks.


  Brad accepted the drink happily and helped him check the straps on the vehicle’s roof rack. Sean walked over with a plate of foot bread sandwiches he had managed to scrounge up from the Afghan kitchen and handed them out. Taking a big bite from one, Sean paused to open the Defender’s door, then jumped into the passenger seat. Taking that as a sign they were ready to leave, the rest of the team mounted up.


  Brooks started the engine which purred to life; it was noticeably quieter than the MRAP. He put the Defender into gear and slowly moved towards the vehicle gate. When they arrived, they found a soldier on duty with one of Junayd’s men. They both walked over to the Defender to greet them. Brooks put the truck in park, and Brad and Sean got out to shake their hands goodbye. Brad saw Hasan walk out of the guardhouse carrying a large green backpack and his AK47 slung over his shoulder.


  “I would like to join you,” Hasan said, dropping his pack next to the already overloaded vehicle.


  “I don’t know, Hasan. Nothing personal buddy, but this truck is already bursting at the seams, and another mouth to feed splits our food supply even more,” said Sean.


  “That is true, friend, but I also know the area. I know the tribes. I can be useful in finding more food. I will not be a burden to you, and four guns in the fight is better than three,” Hasan answered. Sean looked over at Brooks, who gave nothing more than a shrug of his shoulders.


  “What do you think, Brad?” Sean asked.


  “It’s his country, who am I to tell him no? The more the merrier, right?” Brad answered with a grin.


  “Okay then, throw your bag on the roof and get in,” Sean said to Hasan, smiling.


  They made their way down the city streets. Occasionally, the vehicle would pass a building and they would see a primal move out of a darkened alley or a doorway to moan at them. The sun was just beginning to break the horizon and the temperatures were cool, so they knew the primals would be active until at least mid-day. They were willing to takes those chances and decided it would be an acceptable risk, especially since they were mobile and moving at a high rate of speed. Brooks made a few passes down side streets and one extra unnecessary turn down a long road before cutting onto the Hairatan road. They hoped the extra maneuvering would make it harder for the primals to follow them out of the city.


  There is only one way in or out of the city located on the northern border of Afghanistan—and that is the Hairatan road. The other path to civilization would have been through Uzbekistan to the north and over the river. With the bridge out and the packs roaming the other side of the river, the Hairatan road was their only option. Brooks followed the road carefully, easing the Defender onto the cleared lane of the highway that Brad and his soldiers had opened up almost a month earlier when they’d first entered the city.


  As the team made its way down the highway, Brad recognized the dead bus blocking the far lane when they passed it; he also knew that the other MRAP rested silently in a ditch on the other side. Slowly the congestion of twisted and broken vehicles thinned out and the road started to clear. Brooks found a comfortable spot near the center line of the highway and eased the vehicle into a cruising speed of forty miles per hour.


  They drove for hours. Brad watched Brooks drive with a look of confidence as he avoided obstacles. Brooks wasn’t an easy man to get to know; he wasn’t a social creature like Sean. In the past, it was common for soldiers to ask others questions about home, families, or where they were from. More recently, it was considered taboo to talk about such things. Many soldiers like Brooks would consume themselves with work to avoid personal feelings. Brooks was all business, typically only showing his face when there was a job to be done. The big man even spent his down time preparing for his up time. Brad rarely saw him joke or slack off with the rest of the men. Today Brooks was on the clock and held the wheel firmly, clearly aware that it was his responsibility to keep them safe.


  Brad began to space out watching Brooks; the hot sun and the lulling sounds of the tires humming on the pavement caused his eyelids to become heavy. He caught himself nodding off more than once, often waking with a start. The Defender purred down the road, and the non-descript countryside going by in a blur made it hard to stay awake. They curved around and away from the river before entering the vast open terrain. Brad looked out and saw nothing but open dunes; the green was fading into the red and tan shades of the desert as he rested his head against the window and drifted off to sleep.


  He woke to the sounds of crunching gravel and lifted his head. They had pulled off the road and Brooks was easing the vehicle up to a walled-in villa. It looked to be a large, two-story house surrounded by an eight-foot wall. From the condition of the place, it looked to have been abandoned long before the outbreak, but you could never be sure in Afghanistan. Brooks parked the Defender where it could not easily be seen from the road and killed the engine. The men got out, stretched, and checked their weapons.


  “This is the place. Junayd said it would be empty and easy to defend,” Sean declared, walking towards the wall’s gate. “Brad, you want to help me clear the house?”


  “Okay, right behind you,” Brad replied as he grabbed his M4 and screwed the suppressor onto the barrel.


  Sean walked over to the heavy wooden doors that marked the entrance to the courtyard; he had his silenced MP5 at the ready and waited for Brad to join him.


  “What do you make of this?” Sean asked, pointing. The heavy wooden door was covered with scratches; some of the gouges looked to be stained with blood. Sean pointed at a crack in the door where Brad saw what looked to be a broken finger nail still stuck in the groove.


  “What the hell? Someone wanted in here pretty damn bad,” answered Brad.


  He took a step back away from the door and raised his rifle while Sean pulled on the handle. The door didn’t budge and was clearly locked from the inside.


  “Hmm, we seem to have found ourselves in a bit of a pickle,” Sean mused.


  “Well it’s obvious nobody is home, maybe we should just continue on our way down the road,” chimed in Brad.


  “Nope. Sorry buddy, this is our stop. I want to hit Bremmel in daylight tomorrow; that means we stop here for tonight.”


  Brooks walked over with a large crow bar and tried to stick it into the door to pry it open. The door had a steel frame and lip that made it hard to set the bar. He tried to get it into a good position, but any amount of force would just pop it out. Finally giving in to frustration, Brooks pulled the Defender up close to the wall.


  Brad, shaking his head, said “Screw it,” and climbed up onto the hood of the vehicle, then high onto its roof. He turned to look at the wall, checking to make sure the top wasn’t covered with broken glass or nails, which was common in this area to deter thieves. Satisfied that the way was safe, he grabbed hold of it and pulled himself on top.


  He could see down into the courtyard and at the lonely two-story home. The entire house was circled by the wall; the building was horseshoe-shaped and its mouth opened towards the wall’s entrance. Brad looked left and right several times; although his instincts were tingling, he eased himself flat on the wall. Seeing nothing, he grabbed on tightly and swung his feet over the edge. Hanging by his fingers, he let go and dropped the last couple feet to the ground, landing with a thud. Brad called over the wall to say that he was in, and then moved back to the door.


  He readied his weapon and took another look all the way around to make sure he was alone, then examined the door and found it was locked in place by a large steel bolt. Through one end of the bolt was an antique-looking padlock that prevented Brad from turning and sliding the bolt. He called back over the wall to tell the men what he had found.


  “Stand back!” Sean yelled. “I’m going to toss over the crowbar.”


  Brad took a step to the side, then saw the crowbar sail over the door and hit the cobblestone with a loud metallic CLANG which echoed off the building’s walls.


  After picking up the crowbar, he went back to the wall and placed the flat end of the bar against the bolt in the door. As he started to apply downward pressure, he heard a distant rattle inside the house, as if furniture had just been knocked over. Brad froze in place and turned to look at the house. He waited and listened but, hearing nothing, continued to pull on the bar. Suddenly there was a loud crash, and more sounds of tumbling furniture coming from the house behind him. He spun around to look at the front door, located at the bottom of the horseshoe, and was shocked when he saw it rattle from a booming impact.


  “Ahh, Sean? I think I have a problem,” he called out.


  “I’m assuming that isn’t you making all of that noise in there?” Sean called back over the wall.


  “That would be a correct assumption,” Brad yelled back. He applied more pressure to the bar and, disappointed, did not even feel the bolt budge. He heard another loud BOOM against the front door. Brad pulled the bar from the bolt and tried to ease it into the door frame. He pulled as hard as he could and the door itself began to split, but it was still solidly sealed shut.


  Brad heard another thundering BOOM, and glanced back just in time to see the front door of the house start to give. He dropped the crowbar and turned to face the door; taking a knee, he brought his rifle up and tried to adjust his eyes on the doorway nearly twenty feet away. He watched the door shake again from an impact, freeing dust from the boards and the overhang. Brad pulled the rifle tight into his shoulder, aimed where he hoped a head might be on the other side of the door, and squeezed the trigger. Three rounds, one after another, poked holes into the wood. There was a momentary pause in the pounding on the door, then a thud. Brad let out a sigh of relief just as another loud BOOM sounded out. Brad lifted his rifle back to his shoulder and fired another three rounds into the door. Another crash, and this time the door gave way.


  The door flew open and a primal dressed in white and covered with gore tumbled forward. Not expecting the door to give, its momentum took it to the ground. Brad lowered his point of aim and pumped aimed shots into the thing’s head. He blinked his eyes, trying to get them back into focus on the dark doorway, just as he watched five more pouring out. They were coming at a full sprint. Brad took out the leader with quick shots to the head, then watched it slump to the ground, tripping up a female behind it. He kept firing on the others as they closed the distance. He clipped one in the top of the forehead, making it fall. “Two left,” he murmured to himself as he pivoted and shot one in the face.


  The last one collided with him in a hard impact that forced him back against the door. Brad dropped his shoulders and pushed the rifle between them as hard as he could to break the primal’s grip. He knocked it down and at the same time he fell backwards onto the ground. Still on his back, he propped up on an elbow and tried to raise the rifle. In his peripheral he could see two more stepping out of the house, and the one that had tripped earlier was getting to its feet.


  Directly in front of him, he could see that his current play date was rolling back to its belly and pushing itself up. “Fuck me,” Brad said to himself, dropping the rifle and drawing his M9. He quickly pulled the trigger, punching three holes into his date’s neck and face, killing it. He rolled to his side just as the other three closed on him. Before he could take aim, Brad heard the rapid firing of Brooks’ MP5 as rounds ripped into the charging primals. Brad watched as their heads exploded and their bodies collapsed to the ground. He stared at the fallen, motionless primals in the dirt, then dropped to his back in complete exhaustion.


  Brooks lowered himself off the wall, stepped over Brad and walked toward the heavy door. He looked at the antique lock and held it in his hand. Letting go of the lock he let out a grunt, took a step back and fired a shot into the lock, shattering it. He fidgeted with the lock, freed it from the bolt, then pulled the bolt and swung the door open. Sean and Hasan stepped inside.


  “Wow, you should have just opened the door and let us help,” gasped Hasan as he looked at all of the primal bodies lying in the courtyard.


  “You OK buddy?” asked Sean, extending his hand to Brad.


  “I’m fine, but next time somebody else goes over the wall first,” Brad said, taking Sean’s hand and being pulled to his feet.


  The team got themselves together and slowly approached the open door. All of the first floor windows of the villa had been boarded shut, and the windows on the second floor had the drapes tightly closed. They inspected the bodies on the ground and found them to look the same as the ones recently found in Hairatan: emaciated, with skin taut over their bones. The team stepped past them and stacked up on the door.


  “Probably not much in there after all the noise Brad made, but you can never be too careful,” Sean said. “Brad, you go right with me, Brooks, take Hasan to the left.” The men gave thumbs up, and Sean turned on the light attached to his MP5. The rest of the team followed suit and they entered the dark doorway.


  Brad followed Sean into a large empty foyer, while behind him Brooks and Hasan entered and cut to the left and moved out of sight. Sean moved quickly and efficiently swept the room, then waited beside a door for Brad before he entered the next. Forcefully swinging open doors, they swept into rooms checking all of the corners. They continued like this until they met Brooks and Hasan back at the main entrance.


  With the full team once again joined, they formed back into a line. The stairs leading to the second story were offset into a wall at the back of the foyer. Sean gave a hand signal and the men stacked up at the base of the stairs and began their ascent toward the top. When they reached the open space at the head of the stairs they fanned out, each man covering a sector.


  The team entered a large, sparsely furnished sitting room. What furniture there was had been tossed randomly around the space. Sean walked to an outer wall and ripped down a set of the heavy drapes covering a window, letting sunlight flood in and over the floor. There were bloody bandages and rags piled in a corner, and what looked to be empty food containers and dishes in another. “The things Brad killed in the courtyard must have sought shelter here when still human,” mumbled Hasan.


  “Yeah, probably wounded; they barricaded themselves seeking refuge from whatever was outside the gate while they slowly turned themselves,” Brad answered back.


  They said little while they walked back downstairs. Brad and Hasan dragged the primals’ bodies to a far corner of the courtyard. They opened the heavy wooden door as wide as it would go and backed the Defender into the safety of the walls, closing the door behind them and locking the bolt.


  They found very little else of use in the home. Upstairs, Hasan found a worn Enfield rifle and a bandoleer of ammo to match. He propped it carefully inside the entry door to the house, deciding he didn’t need it and would leave it for a future visitor. None of the team had any interest in sleeping in the house, so they spread their bedrolls in the courtyard and, using dried wood, built a smokeless fire just large enough to heat their dinner. Brad volunteered to take the first watch. He climbed atop the Defender and settled into a comfortable position where he could see over the wall.
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  As the sun gradually dropped below the horizon, the temperature began to drop with it. Darkness came quickly and was accompanied by the howling of the primals. Brad was disappointed to hear them; he had hoped they would be things of the city and wouldn’t venture out into the desert as much. Junayd’s men had rarely reported seeing them in the desert sands during the heat of the day. The scouts had always returned to the compound before sundown, never spending a night outside the protection of the walls. As it grew darker and the air cooled, the howling grew louder. Brad heard the stirring of the men on the ground and soon he found Sean sitting beside him on top of the vehicle.


  Sean had his night vision spotting scope in his hand and was scanning the horizon. Brad watched him search, then stop to focus intently on some far off object.


  “Now what is this?” Sean whispered. Brad observed Sean’s face contort in concentration as he scanned. “Well I hadn’t expected this,” he whispered again, handing the scope off to Brad.


  Brad put the scope to his eye but saw nothing other than the greenish hue of the desert sands. Sean lifted his hand, grabbed the scope, and guided Brad’s eye to a spot about three hundred meters into the distance.


  “Oh,” Brad said. Looking through the scope, he saw a group of fifty to a hundred primals. They were back deep in a berm of sand. Most of them stood and walked in a circle with their noses to the wind, howling that scream, that deep moan. Brad watched as others would rise up out of the sand and get to their feet. After a pack was formed, they broke up into groups of ten to twelve and wandered off into the desert.


  “What are they doing?” Brad asked.


  “Looks like hunting parties. They must sleep or hibernate during the day, only to awaken and hunt for prey at night,” said Sean. “I’ve seen lions do the same thing in Africa.”


  “No way, Sean. You think these things are like lions?” Brad asked.


  “Keep your voice down. I’m just saying, I saw those things dig out of the sand. Something in them must tell them to stay out of the sun all day. Then they wake up at night. I don’t know what to make of it, but in Africa I’ve seen lions do the same thing. They lay low all day, then hunt in packs under the cover of darkness,” Sean answered back. “Doesn’t matter Brad, this doesn’t change anything. We’ll still seek shelter at night and only move during the day.” Sean glanced at him. “You look spent Brad, why don’t you try and grab some sleep? I’ll take the rest of your watch.”


  Brad lowered himself off the Defender and leaned against the back of it. His head was filled with so many things he couldn’t think straight. I need a drink, he thought to himself. Frustrated, since he knew that wasn’t going to be possible for a while, Brad made his way back to his pack and bedroll. He couldn’t help but look at the doorway to the house from which the primals had rushed out and attacked him. He sat his pack against the side of the house and rested against it, pulling his blanket over himself. He laid his rifle across his lap and put the now familiar Sigma pistol at his side. “Tonight won’t be a night for sweet dreams,” he said to himself, and then drifted to sleep.


  He was abruptly awakened with a hand across his mouth and Brooks’ face close to his. Brooks held a finger over his lips and slowly released the hand from his face. Brad closed his eyes tightly and opened them slowly to try and wake up. He looked around and saw that everyone was gathered in the sleeping area. Brad looked to the top of the Defender and wondered why no one was on watch. It didn’t take long to get an answer to his question. From outside the heavy wooden door he heard a thump, then scratching against the wood. Brad sat like a stone, watching the faces of Brooks and Sean who calmly held their rifles in their laps, intently focused on the wall’s door. Hasan was sitting stoically farther to the back with his AK in his hands.


  They spent the night watching the door and each other, sometimes having to shake a boot if one of them nodded off and began to snore. The scratching continued until the very early hours of the morning and quit just as the sun was beginning to come up.


  Brooks stood and crept to the front of the Defender and slowly lifted his body onto the hood, then stood to look over the wall. Standing for a long time, he finally jumped down and gave the all clear.


  “You know, Sean, I’m really starting to second guess myself for coming on this expedition; it didn’t say shit about lions in the brochure,” Brad quipped.


  “Oh, you know you were bored chilling in that compound. You’re very welcome for the rescue and you can put the charge for excitement on my tab,” Sean snapped back quickly. “Hey guys, what do you say we hit a drive-thru for breakfast today. I’m kind of in a hurry to put some distance on this place. I wasn’t getting the whole welcome guest vibe last night.” Sean threw his bag on the top of the vehicle.


  The team nodded in agreement before Hasan asked, “what is a drive through?” causing laughs all around.


  With the bags stowed safely on the roof rack, they boarded the Defender. Brad opened the heavy door and Brooks eased the vehicle out through the doorway and stopped in front of the walls. Brad closed the door and stared at the bolt. In the end he decided to leave the door unlocked and just dropped the latch to keep it from swinging open. Who knew when someone else might seek the safety of these walls and Hasan’s gift of the Enfield rifle? Brad walked back to the rear seat and piled into the Defender. As they rolled out, they all looked at the dune in the distance and wondered if there were a hundred sleeping primals under the sand.
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  The Defender continued its journey down the Hairatan road. The farther they got from the city, the less vehicles they saw on the sides of the abandoned highway. The road opened up and Brooks was more comfortable driving faster. They rode in silence; occasionally one of them would point out in the distance a primal standing in the shadows of a rock, or a suspicious figure near a mud-walled dwelling. On a mission to make it to Bremmel before dusk, they did not stop to investigate.


  It was nearly noon when they came on the abandoned MRAP in the center of the road. Brad told the team how Sergeant Turner had been forced to abandon it once it ran out of fuel. Brooks pulled close to it and stopped. Sean wanted to give it a quick once over to make sure there was nothing of value left inside.


  They stepped out of the Defender. Sean and Brad moved towards the MRAP while Brooks and Hasan headed to the shoulder to relieve their bladders. “Like I said, Sean, they took everything from it, there’s nothing left,” Brad said as they walked around the stripped-down vehicle. When they got to the back, Sean reached up and opened the large door to the crew compartment and looked inside.


  “Hmm, was it like this when you left it Brad?” Sean queried.


  Sean stepped aside and allowed Brad to stand on the step and look into the vehicle. The inside was covered with blankets. Some of the seats had been removed; there were cans of food on the shelves and a water bladder made from some kind of animal skin hanging from the ceiling. It was obvious the space had been recently occupied.


  “What the hell? Someone is living in here,” Brad said.


  “Yeah, but who?” asked Sean as he carefully scanned the surrounding desert. “And where are they now?”


  They searched the area all around the MRAP for tracks but found no other signs of the occupants. There were plenty of cans of food in the MRAP and the water bottle was more than half full. There were no signs of weapons, or any clue as to how many were hiding here.


  “What do you think, Sean?” Brad asked.


  “I don’t know, but we can’t hang out. Let’s leave this as we found it,” Sean said.


  “What about the people? We can’t leave them,” Brad said.


  “Maybe they heard us coming and are watching from the desert. Worse case they got eaten by lions last night, either way it’s not our mission,” said Sean.


  “Damn, always the optimist, aren’t ya?” Brooks chimed in.


  “Let’s leave them a note directing them to the compound; these people deserve a chance,” offered Hasan.


  “It’s a risk. We don’t know who they are, but I guess if they are too weak to fight our team of four, they wouldn’t do much against the compound,” Sean said.


  Hasan wrote a note in multiple languages and drew a map. The map showed the location of the walled villa on the road, and then directed them into Hairatan. He was careful not to lead them to the compound but instead to a place in the city where he knew Junayd’s fighters would find them on their daily patrols. Hasan placed the note on the center of the makeshift bed inside the MRAP and closed the door. “I guess this is the most we can offer,” Hasan said.


  They boarded the Defender, feeling as if too much time had already been spent here. Pulling back onto the road, Brooks sped up and they lost sight of the MRAP behind them. Brad wondered who they had been, and felt pangs of guilt for not doing more for the mysterious people.


  They would make good time now; the road was clear and even the potholes were farther apart. Brad sat his back in his seat and watched the scenery quickly go by. Soon they made it to the dead end ‘T’ intersection where the Hairatan road disappeared into the desert. A sign told them they were entering Route A76 and offered them the choices of west towards Mazar-e-Sharif and Bremmel, or east. Brooks slowed the vehicle, looking both ways out of habit, and turned the Land Rover west towards the Forward Operating Base.


  Brad started thinking about the last time he’d been at the base, and hoped it had all been a bad dream, or something he’d imagined. Maybe they would pull up to the gates and find that Task Force Raider had survived. He would see his friends working the walls, happy to see him. He was dreaming of a warm reception; maybe he’d be able to sleep in his own bed tonight.
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  His fantasies were quickly crushed when they rounded the bend and found the lonely Forward Operating Base. Brooks pulled the vehicle into cover just shy of a mile from the gates. They exited the Defender and observed the FOB cautiously through their binoculars. Just as Brad had seen it last, the base was a mess. The front gate was hanging open and, from their high angle, they could see that most of the tents had been knocked down or badly damaged. They spotted no sign of movement, but they were still wary and decided to tactically approach Bremmel. They left the Land Rover hidden where Brooks had parked it and prepared to move in on foot.


  Each man carried a large empty duffle bag on his back as they slowly walked in a column down the approach to Bremmel. Brooks walked point while the rest of them followed. When they got closer to the gate, they began to smell the telltale stench of death. Near the first set of concrete barriers that stood in front of the base was a large truck in the ditch. Brooks put up his fist to signal the rest to halt as he approached the rear of the large vehicle. He lifted the canvas flap covering the truck and, after a quick look inside, shook his head, signaling the truck was clear, and they walked past it.


  The team moved slowly to the barrier and saw bodies strewn around it, torn apart by heavy weapons fire. There was a tangle of corpses forced through, and into, the camp’s barbed wire barriers. Brooks paused to remove his wire cutters, and, while Sean held the wire steady, he cut a path through it. They moved past the wire to the first set of concrete barriers. Shotguns lay on the ground with spent shell casings nearby. Sean stopped to pick up a spent shell and looked at it. “Rubber bullets, poor bastards,” he said while tossing the shell back to the ground. Hasan reached down to retrieve one of the Mossberg shotguns.


  “Don’t bother, Hasan, we don’t have the ammo for them,” Brooks said.


  They moved further in toward the gates, cautious not to step on the rotting bodies. Brad paused to tie his shemagh over his face; the smell was beginning to get to him, and he felt the urge to vomit. Brad looked up and saw the silent barrel of a machine gun poking out from the guard tower, the gunner long dead. Bodies of those in uniform were now mixed with the dead civilians. They moved to the gates and saw another large cluster of the fallen.


  Looking at the spot where the camp’s security must have made their last stand, Sean turned and faced his men. Looking at Brad and Hasan, he asked, “Are you two OK to continue inside? Brooks and I can do this alone.”


  “No, I’m okay. I have your back, let’s just keep going,” answered Brad.


  Hasan nodded and pulled his rifle into his shoulder, obviously afraid.


  “Okay then, let’s keep it tight. If we have problems, we bound back to the gate and haul ass for the Land Rover,” instructed Sean. The team once again fell in line behind Brooks, who slowly walked through the gates. Brad could see many scattered bodies around the grounds of the camp.


  Just inside the gate, a 9mm pistol sat on the ground next to a pair of badly trampled bodies. Hasan reached down, grabbed the weapon, and dropped it into his duffle bag. Then they walked on down the gravel road that led through the center of the camp. The only sound was that of the wind beating the torn tent fabric. Brooks led them to a point near a concrete bunker and took a knee.


  The team huddled together and Sean asked Brad where the communications shack was located. Getting a working battery and charger for the satellite phone was a priority; after that, it would be food and ammo. Brad pointed to a building up the road, and Brooks once again stepped off first to lead the way. When they got to the building, Brooks held up his fist again. He pulled his silenced pistol and looked to Sean who did the same.


  “You two stay out here and watch our backs. If you see anything, don’t call out, just tap on the door. Okay?” Sean said to Brad and Hasan.


  Brad nodded and took a knee in a location where he could see all approaches to the building. Hasan did the same on the opposite side of the door. Brad watched as Sean and Brooks opened the door and disappeared into the room, feeling guilt at his joy that Sean hadn’t asked him to help clear the building.


  Brad heard the footsteps of the SEALs fade as they walked deeper into the communications shack. He jumped when he heard two muffled gunshots come from inside, followed by two more. Brad was growing anxious and was debating whether or not he should go in and check on the SEALs when the door slowly opened and his friends walked out of the building.


  Sean came out first with Brooks following; they walked forward and took a knee on the road next to Brad. Sean looked at Brad and shook his head. “No good on the batteries. That place has been torn apart. Where is the supply building located?”


  Brad looked down the street and pointed to a large, steel-sided pole barn. “That’s brigade supply; anything we need, we should be able to find in there.”


  They got back to their feet and followed Brooks down the road.


  Brooks raised his fist again and they all took a knee. Brooks pointed ahead and he showed two fingers. Puzzled, Brad looked in the direction he had pointed but didn’t see anything. He slowly moved forward to Sean. Sean pointed his rifle in the direction and Brad looked down the barrel. Off in the shadows of the blast wall, two uniformed figures were standing as still as statues staring back at the wall. Brad lifted his own rifle and through his advanced optics he could see they were primals, but they weren’t moving; they just stood as if meditating.


  Sean signaled for Brad and Hasan to stay put as he and Brooks moved forward. Brad watched the two men silently slip ahead. When they were within ten feet of the primal they let their rifles hang from their tactical slings and drew their knives. Taking the last few steps, they dropped into fighter’s stances and stabbed the primals through the backs of the head in perfect timing. They caught the bodies, slowly lowered them to the ground, and made their way back to the team. Brooks gave them a thumbs up and continued toward the supply building.


  The supply warehouse sat at the end of the street where it dead ended— right at a large set of sliding doors that could be opened for trucks making deliveries. In the center of the sliding doors was a smaller steel entry door that currently was hanging open. The team moved slowly to the open entrance. Just feet from the door they all took a knee. Sean gave the signal for them to stack up and they quietly entered the open warehouse.


  Once inside, Sean stopped and turned back to quietly close the door; he then turned the bolt to lock it behind them. “I don’t want nothing sneaking up on us while we’re shopping,” Sean whispered.


  The supply building was really more of a large garage that had been subdivided by cages. The cages were filled with shelves and stocked heavily with supplies. They were hit with the smell of stinking bodies and human waste that always accompanied primals. The room was nearly blacked out, but Sean shook his head at Brad when he went for his flashlight. Instead, they pulled on their night vision goggles. Brad suddenly felt bad for Hasan, who was behind him and blind in the darkness. He grabbed the man’s hand and indicated for him to hold on to the back of his jacket. Brad made a mental note to find Hasan some goggles of his own.


  They crept into the warehouse, stopping frequently to listen. When they reached the first cage door, Brooks went to open it and found it latched from the inside. He let his rifle hang from its sling and gingerly reached far inside the cage. Stretching for the latch and twisting hard, he was just able to reach it. He tugged at the latch and heard the click as it unlocked, then pulled his arm back through the cage and opened the door. They all cringed when it gave a loud screech as it swung open.


  They froze in place and listened. After a moment there was a thump in the back of the cages and a primal came walking from around a large set of shelves. It was blinded in the blacked out room, and several times it bumped into the walls making more noise. Brad watched it in the green glow of his goggles. It was sniffing the air trying to find its prey, but the hunt didn’t last long. Once it got close enough for Sean to have a confident shot with his suppressed MK23, he killed it with a single round to the head. The thing teetered for a second then fell to the floor.


  They listened quietly. Brad hoped that the others couldn’t hear his heartbeat, and wondered how much worse it must be for Hasan with no night vision at all. They heard another tumble of objects and a second primal staggered around the corner. Sean waited and watched as it walked towards the first. Sean took another shot, dropping it to the ground. Before Brad could let out a sigh of relief, a third primal rounded the corner. This one was moving faster and tripped over the second downed primal before Sean could pull the trigger. The primal moaned when it hit the ground and twisted hard, trying to rise. Sean had to fire twice to connect with it. There then came a louder crash of boxes and objects from behind the shelves.


  “I think things are about to get difficult,” Brooks whispered as he signaled for them to back up, closing the cage door and pulling on it until he heard the click of the latch resetting. Brooks took another step back until he was online with Sean, then both of them holstered their suppressed MK23s, lifted their suppressed MP5s, and turned on the weapons lasers. Invisible to the naked eye, Brad saw the IR beam illuminate from the front of the submachine guns through his night vision goggles.


  There was another loud clattering of objects from behind the shelves, then the loud moan the primals used to announce the hunt. At first they came around the corner two at a time, then they seemed to all rush at once, fighting each other for a chance to be first to get at the men. As quickly as they came, the SEALs lined them up with the beam and with quick pulls of the trigger sent the primals tumbling to the ground. Soon there was a pile of bodies at the corner, and the others were falling and tripping trying to get to the team. Sean and Brooks made easy work of putting them all down. As suddenly as it had started, it was over, and again the supply building was quiet; at least was, until the pounding started at the door behind them.


  First it was a thud against the steel door, then another thud followed by the pounding, and finally, the frenzied banging and snarling that let the men know a mob had gathered outside. Brad turned to look and saw to his relief that the door was well built and holding. He looked to the right just as the thunderous pounding started to resonate from the large sliding cargo doors. They were rattling hard but were also holding. Brooks rose to his feet and walked to the doors to ensure they were bolted and tightly secured. He pulled out plastic chemical light sticks and began snapping and shaking them until they glowed a fluorescent yellow, then tossed them around the room. Hasan, relieved by the illumination, relaxed his grip on Brad’s back and stood upright.


  “What do we do now?” Hasan asked.


  “Well, looks like we have gotten ourselves into a bit of a predicament. Brooks, can you get to some high ground and see what we are dealing with outside? I’ll take these guys through the cage and verify it’s clear,” Sean said.


  “On it, Chief.” Brooks dropped his pack and made for a narrow ladder that led high into some storage spaces in the rafters. Sean looked back and spoke to Brad and Hasan, who were still standing in disbelief, looking like scared children.


  “You two ready for this? Let’s move through this mess.”


  “I’m ready,” Brad whispered back, his voice barely audible over the pounding and moaning outside.


  Sean reached through the cage door and undid the latch. He turned on the flashlight attached to his MP5 and Brad did the same, lighting the way. They now could clearly see the mess that was in front of them. Ten to twelve primal bodies lay twisted and contorted at the end of the narrow walkway and the corner to the storage area. Sean quietly walked past them, being careful to keep his feet far away from the pile, ever cautious that one might only be unconscious.


  They wound around the pile and turned the corner into the shelving area. The stench of body odor and human waste hit them hard. They all pulled out scarves and wrapped them tightly around their faces. Creeping down the narrow aisle, they made their way to a void in the storage area where they found tattered cardboard, clothing, and human hair.


  “Looks like we found us a primal nest,” whispered Sean. “This must be where they went to sleep during the day. The warehouse door was open … so there must be another way into this cage.”


  The area was a mess and covered with feces. “Careful not to get any of that on you, it may be contaminated,” Sean called out as they made their way through the void.


  Entering the storage shelves, Sean slung his rifle and reached onto a shelf to turn on a battery-powered lantern, illuminating the space with a soft white light.


  “There,” Brad said, pointing at a locked cabinet marked ‘Sensitive Items’.


  Sean looked at the locked door and pulled out a small jimmy bar he carried in his gear. Slamming the bar into the door, he pulled hard and the door flew open.


  “Jackpot!” he said, pointing to a stack of boxes of brand new satellite phones. “These are the same model as ours; even if they aren’t active we can use the batteries. Hopefully we can power ours up.” Sean ripped a box open and stuffed the phone and accessories into his pack; he then opened two more boxes to grab just the batteries out of them. He also found a set of night vision goggles and three boxes of batteries to go with them. He tossed the goggles to Hasan, who took them with a smile.


  They walked back past the shelves, making note of things they might need. “You know, it would almost be worth the convoy danger for the guys at the compound to come get all of this stuff,” said Brad.


  “Good idea, except this shop is in a bit of a bad neighborhood,” Sean quipped back.


  “Yeah, about that …” Brooks said as he dropped to the ground from the last rung of the ladder. “Looks like we’ll be here for a while. I made it to the rooftop skylight; we’re surrounded. I stopped counting at a hundred and fifty. But, from past experience, they get bored after a couple of days and go back to their nests.”


  “At least we are well provisioned,” noted Hasan. He pointed at stacked cases of bottles of water and MREs.


  The banging on the walls continued; it sounded like being in a small car in the middle of a hail storm. Occasionally it would let up, then the howl would sound and they would go back to the banging.


  “Let’s move these primal bodies out of the cage and against those sliding doors. Then we will pack up everything we want in the duffle bags and have them ready to go,” said Sean. “Bring a couple cases of those MREs and the water in here. We’re going to make all of our noise now and get it out of the way. I want everything packed and ready in the next thirty minutes. We’re going to settle in the cage and wait for these bastards to go home. As long as we don’t make any noise, they should get bored after a day or two.”


  Quickly the team dragged the primal bodies out of the cage and stacked them against the sliding doors. Brad searched the shelves, looking for what he thought he might need. Mostly he packed in MREs, but he also found a good multi tool and a couple of flashlights. He topped off his bag with a stack of first aid kits and some heavy leather work gloves. Brad moved back to the cleanest corner in the shelved-in area where the men had started settling in. Brooks moved back to the front of the building and verified the doors were secure before he pulled and locked the cage door behind them.


  The men sat as quiet as possible for hours, and the moaning continued. It wasn’t until late in the day that it finally began to die down. Even though the moaning had lessened, they could still hear the mass of them fumbling about outside the doors. Occasionally one of them would bang loudly against the steel door and wail in frustration. The team remained as silent as possible. When night came, they opened a box that contained some tarps and quietly spread them out on the floor to try to make the space more comfortable.


  Brad watched Sean dig though his pack and pull out a worn and battered Iridium satellite phone. He pushed the power button but got no joy. He laid the phone on the tarp in front of him. Next to it, he placed the stack of batteries he’d salvaged from the cabinet. He tried the power on the new phone and it came to life with a ding. It showed a 20% power symbol and when Sean held the phone to his ear they could all hear the ‘this phone is not active’ message. Sean quickly shut the phone off and removed the battery, then swapped it with the battery in his old phone. With the new battery now in place, Sean pressed the power button. They all saw the screen flash and the phone began to boot.


  Sean waited for the phone to finish and the ‘ready’ message appear on the LCD screen. He quickly entered the security password and unlocked the phone. All of the men sat up and watched intently as Sean cycled through the menu options. “So who do we call first?” Sean whispered. “How about we phone home in Kabul?” Sean pulled up the menu of stored phone numbers and cycled down. He found what he was looking for and pressed enter. The phone showed it was connected to the satellite and they heard the dialing and the ringing. It rang and rang until it received the automated message that the party they were calling was not available. So he tried Central Command in Bahrain, only to receive same message. Sean cycled through every number stored in the phone with the same result. Dejected, he tossed the phone to the tarp in front of him and sat back.


  “Mind if I give it a try?” Brad asked.


  “Have at it Brad, what’s mine is yours,” Sean replied.


  Brad picked up the phone, dialed his family’s number in Michigan, and pressed send. The phone dialed, connected, and began to ring on the other end. They all held their breath when a voice answered and Brad began to speak, but he was interrupted by an automated message:


  This is the Emergency Broadcast System. The broadcasters in your area, in voluntary cooperation with the FCC and other authorities, have activated the emergency broadcast system. This system is to keep you informed in the event of an emergency. This is not a test, repeat, this is not a test. This is an actual emergency. Martial law has been declared in the greater territories of the United States. A 24-hour curfew has been put into effect. Based on the answering parties’ area code you have been assigned to evacuation zone … Blue 30. Your rally point is the intersection of … Interstate 28 and US 41. Do not, repeat, do not attempt evacuation unless you are in immediate danger. Evacuation rally points will only be manned between the hours of noon and 2 p.m. Eastern Standard Time. Local law enforcement suggests rationing of food and water. Strongly encourage the avoidance of all non-family members. Do not leave your home unless you are attempting evacuation. Food drops will be made as soon as possible. Lethal force is authorized in defense of your dwelling or family members; local law enforcement cannot respond to calls for assistance. Tune to … AM channel 1500 for news and updates.


  As soon as the message finished, the call disconnected. Brad dialed the number again and intently listened to the broadcast a second time. He sat in silence for several minutes and listened to the primals outside milling about, banging into the sides of the building and occasionally letting loose with a moan. The sun had completely set now and there was no light coming in from the cracks in the steel roof. “What do you think, Sean?” Brad asked softly.


  “I don’t know. I mean, we went over the training scenarios before, you know for a U.S. invasion, but we never trained for anything like this. I would expect the martial law order, having people go into lock down; maybe it’s a good thing, bro? Keeps people off the streets, maybe limits infection and the spread. Let’s just keep hoping for the best till we hear otherwise, OK?” Sean answered.


  “You know what, I have a number I want to try,” Brooks said, reaching for the phone. He punched in a long number from memory … the phone connected and dialed. After a moment they heard an answering machine.


  “You have reached the coordinated voicemail message box; please leave your message after the beep.”


  “This is Team Member four zero two zero, team sierra oscar one, authentication number three six nine victor two seven, mission code zulu zulu.” Brooks finished speaking into the phone and ended the call.


  “What was that Brooks? Mind filling me in?” Sean queried.


  “Hmm … yeah … from another life; several years ago working with the agency in the Balkans they gave me that drop number. We used to call in our stats four times a day, some things just stick in your memory, ya know,” Brooks replied.


  “And mission code zulu zulu?” Sean asked.


  “Yeah, that means we are fucked, mission compromised, request immediate extraction. Hopefully they still monitor the box. I was told that it’s processed by a team at Langley.”


  “Well, good thinking either way. Let’s try to get some sleep while those things wander around out there, I’m sure we’ll have another long day of waiting tomorrow.”


  8.


  It was a long night; none of the men got much sleep. All through the evening they would be startled awake by a loud bang or the screeching of metal. Primals crashed against the steel walls and howled in frustration. Several times Brad woke from a dream, alarmed that the primals had breached the doors and were pouring through the cage walls, only to find them alone.


  Brad tried to get comfortable without making too much noise. He found it difficult and he cursed himself for leaving the lucky unfired Sigma pistol back in his rucksack. He wouldn’t make that mistake again. Tomorrow, he pledged to himself, he would find a place on his gear so he would always have it with him. He sat awake, staring at the sleeping men across from him, and wondered how the SEALs never had trouble passing out.


  Morning came with an uneasy silence; the pounding had stopped with the dawn, and it had been hours since they’d heard a moan. Sean sent Brooks back up the ladder to peek outside. In the meantime, they opened MREs and had a cold, silent breakfast. Sean quietly opened a case of water and passed out bottles to the others. After a while, Brooks returned and took his seat back against the cage door. “Most of them are gone, but there’s still about a half-dozen stubborn ones standing out there,” Brooks whispered while opening a chicken fajita MRE. “I would say we’re going to have to wait it out a bit longer; if we creep outside, one of them is sure to sound the alarm.”


  The men agreed and settled back into their rest spots to wait uncomfortably through the day. As morning passed, the temperature in the building went higher and higher. Soon it was over a hundred degrees inside and the heat, mixed with the stench of the dead primals and the mess that they had made in the void, made it a slow torture to sit there. Brad wrapped his scarf tightly around his head and tried to force himself to sleep to speed the time. He closed his eyes and began to dream about home.


  He was at his parents’ home sitting on the porch. The weather was perfect. Brad stepped off the porch into the fallen leaves and just stood there, enjoying the cool night air and the breeze on his face. His mother was at the flimsy screen door telling him to come back inside; his father told him it wasn’t safe on the porch anymore. Brad didn’t listen, the breeze comforted him. He had the Sigma pistol in his hand; he squeezed it, the grip cool against his palm. Brad liked the feel of the weapon. It was a heavy and full-framed pistol, built for war, and it made him feel safe holding it.


  His mother pleaded for him to come back inside the house. Brad looked back at her and said he couldn’t, he had to wait for him. “I can’t leave him behind again,” he said. “I’m sorry Mom, but I won’t leave without him.” Brad stepped onto the stone walkway, then calmly walked closer towards the tree line; looking intently into the shadows, he searched for his friend.


  He heard the branches snapping in the woods that surrounded the house. Brad saw him cutting through the woods. It was dark and he couldn’t make out the face, but he was sure it was him. Brad waved his hand to signal where he was. The man paused and turned towards him. The man waved back, changed direction and moved towards Brad.


  Brad heard the howl of the wolves in the distance. Brad’s father yelled for him to please get back in the house, but Brad ignored him too. He waved for the man in the woods to come closer. The man stepped out of the shadows; it was PFC Ryan! He waved back at Brad and smiled. Ryan was still wearing his full combat gear, and as he walked slowly toward the house, Brad saw Ryan’s arm was covered with bloody bandages and his shoulder was twisted at a grotesque angle.


  Brad’s parents were yelling frantically now, pleading for him to return to the house … but he shut out their voices. Not this close! He wouldn’t leave him again. Brad looked beyond Ryan and saw the mob of primals crashing through the forest. The primal screams drowned out the sounds of everything else; it was all he could hear now. Brad screamed for Ryan to run to the house as he raised the Sigma pistol to fire.


  Brad felt the sting on his cheek and the hand closed over his mouth. “You’re making too much noise, buddy. You okay man?” Sean whispered. Brad woke from the dream and looked into the eyes of his friend; he nodded his head and Sean let go.


  “It was just another bad dream,” said Brad.


  “No shame in that bro, we all got plenty of those coming to us,” Sean whispered back before moving to his spot against the shelves.


  Brad was covered in sweat. He opened his bottle and took a few quick swigs of the warm water. He looked at his watch; it was only 2 p.m., and yes, it was going to be another long day. As late afternoon came, a wind picked up and made the steel shell of the building rattle. Even though it startled the team inside, it didn’t affect the primals outside at all. In no way did they seem to care about the slap of the steel roof or the snapping of tent flaps outside. They had a very ‘in-tune’ filter that knew the difference between what was a natural sound and what was prey.


  Brad whispered to Sean and asked if it would be okay if he took a look out through the roof skylight. When Sean nodded his approval, Brad silently rose and stretched to relieve himself of the cramps in his body. He left his rifle next to his duffle bag full of scavenged goods, walked through the cage door and to the ladder. He stealthily climbed the rungs until he reached the small landing at the top. Easing himself off the ladder, he took a seat next to the skylight, slowly opened the window, and peered outside. As Brooks had said, there were still six of them standing in that meditative state, motionless in the roadway leading to the supply building. Brad looked around as far as he could. From his position on the top of the building, he had a better vantage point of the camp than he had the day before.


  He scanned all around. Off in the distance, he could see the living area where his tent had been. He wondered if his personal belongings were still there: his pictures of family, the letters from home. Even if they are, he thought, I can’t risk my team to go after them.


  The sun was starting to set in the sky and the things standing watch on the road were starting to move again. The primals seemed oblivious to him high up on the roof. Brad watched as others woke and walked out of the tents and bunkers that covered the camp. Just as he had seen in the desert, they would stand and sniff the air, then slowly gather. When they had formed a pack of about a dozen they would wander off in search of prey. He observed them doing this all over the camp. He realized with a sinking feeling that Bremmel must be home to over a thousand of the primals by now.


  As the sun went completely into the horizon and night fell, the howling started and he could hear them moving about. Brad had left his goggles below with his gear, so he could no longer see them clearly. He looked below where he knew the six primals stood watch but he could no longer make out their forms. Brad slowly closed the window and descended the ladder back into the warehouse. Moving silently, he made his way back into the cage and locked it behind him. He sat on his gear and stretched his legs out in front of him. Brad considered eating as he saw his other teammates had begun to do, but he was certain he wouldn’t be able to hold down his food tonight with the overwhelming stench surrounding them. Instead, he again wrapped the scarf tightly around his head and fell into a dreamless sleep.
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  He was startled awake by the sound of Brooks closing the cage door. “All clear,” he said. “There are a couple of them in that Zen state about a hundred meters out, but we should be able to drop them with no problem,” Brooks finished.


  “Okay fellas, I recommend you drain your bladders and take in as much water as you can hold. Let’s be ready to move out in ten minutes,” Sean told the team. “We’re going to make as direct a path as possible toward the gates. If you see personnel on the ground, we’ll stop for quick ammo collection but that’s it.”


  “There are sealed cans of ammo in the guard shack, near the gate,” Brad said.


  Sean gave him a puzzled look.


  “Sorry, I forgot about that earlier,” Brad explained. “But I know where it’s at and I can grab it on the way out,” he added.


  Sean nodded and they lifted their heavy bags of goods to their backs. When they were all stacked on the door, Brooks unbolted and slowly opened it.


  Just as he’d said, the outside was clear of primals. Silently, Brooks moved in a crouched run to the nearest barrier, his footfalls barely making a noise. He lifted his hand to point out the two meditating primals at the end of the street. Calling his men to a halt, they all took a knee while Brooks and Sean, in perfect timing, took synchronized shots that dropped the two. They listened intently to make sure they hadn’t alerted any of the sleeping lions before they got back to their feet and moved toward the gate.


  They moved quickly and silently without stopping until they arrived just short of the exit. Brooks again put his fist in the air, calling the group to a halt. He pointed at Brad and called him to his position up front. “Where’s this guard shack?” Brooks asked.


  “Right there, next to the wall,” Brad pointed to a spot less than a hundred meters away. Alone and against the ‘T’ wall sat a plywood structure with Plexiglas windows. Sandbags covered the walls halfway up, and they were also stacked along the roof. From a distance, the structure appeared empty.


  “Okay, go clean it out, the shack looks empty from here,” Sean whispered, looking through his scope at the guard shack.


  As Brad started to move towards the shack, he looked behind him and saw that Hasan was following. He nodded his approval to the man. Brad stopped just short of the shack and then signaled to Hasan that he was going to open the door and peek inside. Brad walked the last few feet to the door and slowly turned the handle and pushed on the door. When it was opened just a crack he looked inside. He saw a decomposing uniformed soldier crumpled on the floor, his corpse blocking the door. Brad slowly put his weight against the door, pushing and sliding the man’s body out of the way. When he was able to finally enter the shack, he felt a deepening sense of grief as he looked down at the dead soldier. Even though he didn’t recognize the man, the body represented everyone he had lost. He quickly shoved the feelings aside and sucked it up.


  He pushed the door the rest of the way and stepped over the soldier. He found the ammo cans in an unlocked locker, right where he remembered them to be stored from his time on guard duty. Brad lifted all four cans of rifle ammo from the trunk, then another two cans of the pistol ammo. Hasan stepped forward and tied a rope through the handles of three of the cans and lifted them to his back. Brad did the same with the last three cans and they moved back towards the team.


  They linked back up with Brooks and Sean and followed them out through the gate and onto the road. As they put some distance on the gate, Brad felt his levels of anxiety begin to fade. Brooks guided them rapidly down the road and to the large formation of rocks where they had hidden the vehicle. Brad was relieved when he rounded the corner and saw it sitting there just as they had left it. He had been nervous that the primals might have torn it apart or some other survivors may have driven off with it during the night. Wasting no time, they stowed their duffel bags of gear and the thousands of rifle and pistol rounds salvaged from the guard shack. After a last, careful look all the way around, they boarded the Defender and Brooks started the engine. He backed them up and pulled the vehicle onto the road, speeding away from Forward Operating Base Bremmel, the camp that now housed an army of primals. Brad glanced back one last time at his old home, knowing that he’d never see it again.


  The vehicle bounced on the rough road. Brooks kept his speed slow enough so that he could safely navigate the potholes and abandoned vehicles that occasionally blocked his path. They drove silently until they were back at the intersection to the Hairatan road. Brooks stopped the vehicle in the middle of the street and looked at Sean.


  “Well gentlemen, we seem to be at a cross road. Do we continue or head back?” Sean asked.


  “We go forward,” Hasan answered sharply.


  “Bro, if we go back, I don’t think I will ever leave that compound again. Let’s just keep moving until this is over with,” Brad said.


  “I go where you go,” Brooks said, looking at Sean.


  “Well, start it up and let’s get moving,” Sean said as he fastened his seat belt.


  They drove forward and passed the Hairatan road. After a while they passed a sign that indicated “Kholm 40km”. Sean pointed to the sign. “What do you know of this place, Hasan?” he asked as they passed by.


  “Kholm? The town is Tajik, they are farm people, and they keep to themselves,” Hasan said. “They have a good market, but there is little else in the city. I suggest we skip the city and go to Aybak instead. If you will stay on this road, and continue out of the city, it will only be another couple of hours. I know a place we may be able to seek shelter. There is a safe house that is known to me outside the village on the main road,” he finished.


  “Very good. Brooks, you heard the man, follow the road,” Sean said with a smile.


  As the vehicle sped along, Sean reached into his pack and pulled out the satellite phone. Then he pulled out the box the new phone had come in. Digging through the box, he found what he was looking for, grabbing a long twisted cord and a charger for the phone. He plugged one end into the phone, the other into the vehicle, and heard a beep as a green light indicated the battery was charging. “And now as long as we have this ride we can charge our phone,” Sean laughed.


  The vehicle continued on and entered the city of Kholm. They stuck to the main road, being careful to go around abandoned vehicles. To the sides, they could see the same signs of struggle and violence they had witnessed in Hairatan. Many of the storefronts were burned out; there were corpses on the sidewalks. The city was eerily quiet and they had yet to spot a primal in the city limits.


  Brooks drove slowly as he weaved through the idle traffic, braking only if he had to drive over a curb to avoid a downed vehicle or a barrier. Kholm was small and it didn’t take long to clear the city center. As they began to pull away, they heard the crack, crack, crack of automatic gunfire. Alarmed, they all began to look around but saw nothing. A loud metallic impact smacked the vehicle; a hole appeared in the back of the cab, and another pierced the rear window, spiderwebbing it.


  “Floor it!” Sean yelled to Brooks as he lowered his window and readied his rifle. Brooks gunned the vehicle and they raced away down the road, taking no more shots as they left the city behind.


  “What was that, Hasan?” Sean shouted.


  “Kholm is obviously not a friendly place these days. They can be very territorial. If you ask me, that was a warning,” Hasan said. “If they had wanted us dead, they would have ambushed us on the road into the city. Those were warning shots; they let us clear the city and gave warning for us not to return,” he continued.


  “Fair enough, but if they shoot at me again I will park this car and sneak into that shithole in the middle of the night. They will have more to worry about than just the primals!” Sean snapped back.


  They continued down the highway and once again found themselves on open road. The terrain was rockier and more mountainous here than it had been in the north.


  “Where is this hideout of yours?” Sean asked.


  “Soon you will see it, but we still have a ways to drive,” Hasan answered, then leaned back into the seat and lowered his hat to cover his eyes while he drifted to sleep. Brad watched Hasan and liked the idea of sleep. He stared out his side window and watched the terrain go by. Dwellings and ruins were growing closer and closer together as they entered the heart of the country. Soon, he too had drifted to sleep, lulled by the sound of the purring tires on pavement.


  When Brad woke, the Defender was pulled to the shoulder of the road. There were high mountains on both sides and the sun was still shining brightly. Brad lowered his window and called to Sean, who was leaning against the side of the truck.


  “What’s up? Why did we stop?”


  “Nature calls, brother,” Sean answered back, pointing to Brooks perched behind a set of large rocks.


  Brad undid his seat belt and opened his door; he was drenched in sweat from his road nap. He reached into his bag and pulled out a water bottle. After opening it, he drained what was left of the warm liquid. Hasan walked up from the other side of the vehicle, then stopped, took a seat up on the hood, and perched his rifle in his lap.


  “So, how much further to your safe house, Hasan?” Brad questioned.


  “Not much further, just over these hills and on the approach to Aybak,” Hasan replied, not looking up from his rifle.


  Brad took a long look around. They were in a valley; the ground had gotten very hard and this gave him a comfortable feeling knowing there were fewer dunes for the primals to rise out of. He walked to the back of the vehicle and examined the two holes there courtesy of the trip through Kholm. He went back to his bag, grabbed a large roll of green duct tape, and plugged the holes. He placed a large amount on the spiderwebbed hole in the glass to try and keep it from breaking further. When he was finished, he noticed Sean and Brooks had made their way back to their seats in the Defender. Brad took that as an indication that their rest stop had ended and moved back to his position in the vehicle.


  The mountains had grown high and there were even patches of green appearing on both sides of the winding road as they drove further south. They started to come across several stone buildings and even an occasional mosque. But there were no signs of life, or if there was any life, they were hiding it very well. As they passed over a large hill, Hasan signaled for Brooks to move off of the road and onto a small trail that broke east away from the highway. The trail was nothing more than a heavily rutted goat path that wound down and into the boulder-strewn terrain.


  Out of the terrain, smaller homes started to pop up. They were very old and most were crumbled—many without roofs.


  “This village has been abandoned since the Russians came,” Hasan spoke. “Occasionally some families will live here during migrations to the river, but for the most part it is always a ghost town.


  “At the end of this trail, go to the right; our house sits at the top of the hill against the mountain,” Hasan said to Brooks while pointing.


  Brooks eased the vehicle down the winding trail, careful to avoid rocks or large dips in the road. At the top of the hill was a stone-walled home. It was very small, unlike the villa they had stayed at on the Hairatan road. The house settled into a very high mountain slope and faced an open view of the terrain below. It appeared to be carved into the side of the mountain, as were other homes they saw when looking at neighboring dwellings.


  They could see that all of the homes in the area did indeed look uninhabited. Surprisingly, there was grass and vegetation in the area and a mountain stream cut a path down through the back of the empty village. This home had obviously been kept up by someone. Brad was surprised that the coalition forces would miss it, but then again it was far off the trail and you could not see its condition until being on top of it.


  Brooks pulled the vehicle in close to the stone wall and positioned it behind a pile of stacked boulders to hide it from any approaching vehicles. The men stepped out of the Defender, stretched, listened, and tried to remain quiet until they were sure they were alone. After several minutes, Sean readied his rifle and approached the house. Hasan indicated that he would check the home first.


  “It is often left booby trapped. I should go first and clear the way,” Hasan whispered to Sean as he stepped forward and headed to the house.


  The wall here was badly damaged. Although it wrapped all the way around the home until it ended in the face of the mountain, its height varied from one to four feet at its highest point. The door to the home was made of planks, but Hasan did not use it. Instead, he went to the window and moved his hand slowly along the sill. Finding a wire, he traced his hand back to the corner of the windowsill and, from within a carefully carved hole, removed an old Russian-style grenade. He pulled a pin from his shirt collar and attached it to the head of the grenade. He then grabbed a rubber band from his pocket and carefully wrapped it around the spoon, then placed the grenade on the ground at the base of the window. Next, Hasan leaned his rifle against the wall and pulled the 9mm pistol he had found at Bremmel from his pack, then slipped into the home through the window. After countless uncomfortable minutes, the door unlatched and opened outwards. Hasan walked through the open doorway and retrieved his rifle. “This home, as you would say, is clear,” Hasan said with a smile.


  The team gathered their packs and secured the vehicle before moving into the house. They found one large communal room with a fireplace along the back wall which rested against the mountain. Sean went to set his pack down when Hasan grinned at him and said, “Not yet, my friend.” Hasan put on his backpack, dropped to his belly, and crawled into the open mouth of the fireplace. Rising slightly, he disappeared into the back of it.


  Sean just looked at Brooks and Brad with a puzzled expression.


  “Well, what the hell,” Brooks said as he put on his own pack and followed Hasan through the hole. Sean went next, then Brad. After a very tight squeeze thorough the mouth of the fireplace, they also traversed the high step up into the chimney and found the tunnel that Hasan had disappeared into. They had to crawl another fifteen feet directly into the mountain before the tunnel opened into a large cavern. When Brad exited the tunnel, he rolled to his side and Brooks helped pull him to his feet.


  They found Hasan at the center of the cavern, lighting lanterns and tossing stacked wood into a fire pit.


  “What do you think, my friends? Afghan engineering at its best, yes?” he said with a big smile. “You can place your things over there.” Hasan pointed to a large area carved into the wall that was filled with cots.


  “I am very impressed, Hasan,” Brooks said. “This is not the first time I have ventured into one of your caves, but this is the first time I have been a welcome guest.” He walked towards the cots and tossed his heavy bag onto one before moving back to the pit and helping Hasan with building a fire.


  Brad looked around the room, walked to the center and, finding a stool, sat down. “You are full of surprises, Hasan,” he said. “How many places like this are there?”


  “More than I can count, my friend,” Hasan answered.


  With the fire growing hot, Brad watched the smoke lift to the top of the high cavern and drift farther into the mountain.


  “How far does the tunnel go back?” he questioned.


  “I am not sure. I have been deep in the mountain, but never to the end of the passage. There were limits to where I was allowed to venture,” Hasan said.


  He then got to his feet and lifted a large iron pot from a stone shelf. After placing the pot in the coals, he used bottles of water from his pack to fill it. “There is a spring in the back of the cave that flows from the river for water, we can refill these bottles before we leave,” Hasan said while working. He then walked back to the stone shelf and lifted the cover from a large clay vase, from which he removed several heaping bowls full of a rice and bean mixture to add to the iron pot.


  As the water boiled, Hasan added spices and a large bundle of dried meat that he removed from his pack. “After two nights in that steel building, we deserve a hearty meal,” Hasan said to the group.


  “How do you know of this place, Hasan?” Sean asked.


  Hasan smiled and sat on a bench near the pot before telling his story.


  “I first came here when I was a boy; my father used to bring me here. We would come to the village often to trade his livestock for goods. In those days, people lived in the village at the base of the hill, but the Russians changed that because of a disagreement between the elders and the local commander. The village fell quickly out of favor with the Russians and it was burnt. The mujahedeen rebuilt this home and a few others. I don’t know how long the passage to the cavern has existed. My father talked of visiting it when he was a child, so I imagine the house was built around the entrance.


  “After this place was destroyed, the people left. The next village was beyond walking distance from our home, so we lost our ability to safely trade our livestock. My father was angry at the loss of our trade and our friends so he took up arms against the Russians. Weeks later, I walked the road from our home to this now empty village with my father and two older brothers. My father negotiated a trade with the mujahedeen commander. My father gave the best of our flock in exchange for rifles and ammunition. Purchasing our own weapons gave us independence. In those days, if a mujahedeen commander gifted you a weapon, he then owned you, and you were a member of his force. My father, by purchasing weapons of his own, was able to freelance, I believe you would say.


  “We traveled the road often after that. Sometimes the mujahedeen would pay us to do missions for them. Mostly we helped lead foreign fighters to cross the Amu Darya River from the borders of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. And even sometimes your own CIA would come here with our help; business was good for us. When the Russians left, my father retired our small force, and my brothers and I tried to return to the village life. But the peace did not last for long. After the Taliban took control of the government, my father was urged to rejoin the fight. He took all of his sons with him and we traveled to the northeast and joined the Alliance. My father was killed in a skirmish with the Pakistanis soon after. Later, I lost both of my brothers to a suicide bomber.


  “I stayed with the Alliance for many years, even after the death of our leader. I even supported the U.S. invasion, but soon after the U.S. forces arrived the Alliance broke up in the name of a new, weakened government. So I returned to my home in the village. I tried to adapt to the new ways of peace and forced prosperity.


  “The roadside bombings started the spring after I returned home. We had nothing to do with the insurgents in our area; nonetheless, our elders were labeled as collaborators. The helicopters came in the night and left with many of our village leaders. Soon I found myself back in these caverns again, doing what I knew best. I was on a hired mission working for a cell in Hairatan when this new enemy attacked my people.


  “I was far north of the border arranging delivery of rockets to be shipped to the Taliban when word reached me. My first instincts were to get home to my family, but I soon realized that would be impossible. I discovered most of the roads to be impassable, and in the early hours the streets and highways were flooded with the hordes of walking monsters. I fled with others to the hills. We were not armed north of the border, and our primary defense was to become faster than those who traveled with us.


  “I made my way to the banks of the river, and I was able to barter with a boatman for passage across. By sticking to the high ground, I was able to avoid the mobs and make my way back to Hairatan. I met Junayd in a safe house east of the city. We were known to each other by reputation alone, but we do not share the same principles. We agreed to work together only for reasons of self-preservation.” As Hasan finished, he reached forward to stir the boiling contents of the pot.


  “What do you know of your family?” Brad asked.


  “In the first day my cell phone operated, but there was mass chaos. My wife was confused and didn’t know where to go. I was able to negotiate with a cell member in the area who promised to keep them safe. Unfortunately, the phones stopped working before I could confirm that she had been rescued. I have to admit that it is selfish motives that brought me to join you on your venture. My wife and child do not live in this region. I moved them near the main airbase years ago. I joined you in hopes of finding information on their wellbeing,” Hasan answered solemnly. Brad just hung his head in sad thought as Sean stood and extended his hand to Hasan.


  “We are happy to have you on our team, brother; you have already proven yourself useful, thank you,” Sean said.


  “Very good then. Let’s feast tonight on real food. After two nights in the steel building we deserve a good meal, and not the mess that comes from the cans that Brad feeds us,” said Hasan with a grin.
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  After they finished eating, Sean told Brad that they needed to go outside and set up security. The front had been left unattended way longer than it should have been. Because of the tunnel and isolation of the watch station, they had decided the watch would be two men at all times in the home. Brad readied his rifle and followed Sean into the tunnel. The sun had started to go down and the tunnel had grown dark with most of the ambient light from the house gone. Sean exited first and took a knee just outside and waited for Brad to post up next to him. They sat for a few minutes listening to make sure they were alone. Then Sean rose to his feet and moved to the window. Brad came up behind him and they both scanned the horizon. The sky was orange and they probably had less than an hour of daylight left.


  “I need to get some gear out of the Defender before we lose the light,” Sean said.


  “Okay boss, I can observe you from here,” Brad replied.


  Sean walked out through the door and moved to the vehicle. It could be seen easily from the house, but was near invisible from the road or the small trail that approached the home. Brad looked beyond the vehicle and saw that the shadows over the ruins of the village had started to stretch. He hated this time of the day, when the sun seemed to move quickly and the shifting shadows could play tricks on your mind. More than once he thought he spotted a primal staring at him, only to look through his binos and find a boulder or a long ago knocked-over wall.


  Brad turned his attention back to Sean. It looked like he had finished what he was doing and was locking up the Defender. Sean threw a bag over his shoulder and started the walk back to the house. As he entered the doorway, he dropped his bag before securing the old rusty bolts at the top and bottom of the plank door.


  “You get what you needed Sean?” Brad asked.


  “Yeah, grabbed up a couple thousand rounds of ammo from the cans you picked up. I got to thinking how it would suck to get surrounded and have all the ammo sitting out there in the truck,” Sean said.


  “Damn, good thinking! Guess that’s why you’re the chief,” Brad said with a grin.


  Brad found a chair and set it to the back of the window in the shadows, but still in position to where he could see out. Sean began pulling items from his bag and laying them out on a table in the center of the room. He sat his MK11 sniper rifle on the table, and two extra magazines next to it, but kept his suppressed MP5 across his chest where it hung from a tactical sling.


  Brad turned his attention back to the ruins and watched as the orange light began to fade into a deep grey. Far in his peripheral he sensed motion. Brad stood and took a step closer to the window, still being very careful to stay concealed. He lifted his binos and scanned the lower quarter of the village where he thought he had seen something. He watched for a moment.


  “What do you got, Brad?” Sean asked.


  “Nothing yet, but I thought I saw something.”


  “Got to be careful, buddy, these twilight shadows can play tricks on you,” Sean said.


  “I know, but it looked like movement … oh wait, there it is again,” Brad exclaimed.


  With new interest, Sean got to his feet and stepped to the window. Brad, using his hand in a karate chop motion, pointed out the direction where he thought he had seen something.


  “Well, what exactly did you see Brad?” Sean asked.


  “I can’t be sure, but it looked like a group of people running,” Brad answered. “There! See them? By the low wall.” He pointed.


  “I got them, three targets moving left to right,” Sean said, barely above a whisper and reaching for his rifle. “Wait, those aren’t primals. They appear to be one male adult, one female adult, one child,” he continued emotionlessly. “They just dropped into the ruins of that house, third from the left on the trail head, about 550 meters.”


  “What are they doing here?” Brad asked.


  “Oh shit, I got two primals tracking them. I don’t think they have a fix on the friendly position yet; they’re walking, not running. Primals moving left to right 700 meters out,” Sean whispered.


  “You want me to go get Brooks?” Brad asked apprehensively.


  “No, not yet. Get on your scope, fire up the night vision—I need a spotter,” Sean answered. “Do you see the primals? They are just off the trail, moving at a walk.”


  “Okay I got them,” Brad whispered. “Are you going to take the shot?”


  “No, too dangerous,” Sean answered. “If we fire now, we might get every primal this side of the mountain knocking on both of our doors.”


  “Yeah, I guess that wouldn’t be good for anyone,” Brad whispered back.


  The two watched through their scopes as the primals tracked the group. They observed them stalking the trail, stopping every so often to sniff at the air. “They seem to be evolving. Look at how they’re hunting them,” Sean whispered.


  The primals continued to walk down the trail toward the hiding spot. When they got to within fifty feet of the house, one of them dropped back and investigated something on the side of the trail. The lead primal was more aware; he continued down the trail, stopping where it broke to a walkway that led up to the ruined home. It halted in the middle of the path, sniffing at the air and examining the ground. Brad watched the lead primal walk right at the hiding group’s position. Just short of the entryway to the house, he stopped and again put his nose to the air before continuing forward.


  Brad had the dot of his scope on the body of the creature as it crossed the threshold of the ruined home. Without warning, he saw the female rise to her feet just in front of the creature. Brad watched intently, waiting and expecting to hear the primal moan as it called to the other crazy. Brad watched the creature raise its hand and arch its back, preparing to lunge at the female. Brad had his finger on the trigger. Noise or not, he wouldn’t watch another human be taken without a fight. But before a sound left its mouth, the male stepped from a shadow behind the primal and removed its head with a shining blade. As soon as it started, both friendlies had again vanished, and nothing was left but the corpse of the primal.


  “Things just got interesting,” Sean whispered.


  They continued watching as the second primal regained its bearings and turned toward the house. It was moving slowly, occasionally stopping to sniff the air. It eventually found the house and turned to the entryway. Brad again watched this one walk through the doorway and stop when it found the downed primal. With no signs of alarm, it just stopped and put its nose to the air. This only lasted a second as the male again stepped from the shadows and with a quick swing separated the primal from its head.


  “Who the hell are they?” Brad asked.


  “Got me, but they have their shit together for sure,” Sean answered.


  After a short wait, the two men watched the group again break cover. The woman was carrying the child and the man had all of the bags. They moved quickly to a ruin two houses away and disappeared into their surroundings once more. It was now pitch black. Even with a partial moon in a clear sky, you couldn’t make out anything with the naked eye.


  “What do you make of this?” Brad asked.


  “I don’t know, but it just made more work for us,” Sean said. “Make sure you keep an eye on those ruins.”


  “I got them, but do you think we should go down there? Maybe we can help them with something,” Brad said.


  “No way, I like my head, and that man down there seems to be pretty proficient in removing them,” Sean answered. “For now let’s just observe them. If they are still there in the morning we’ll talk it over.”


  Now that it was completely dark, Brad moved his seat forward and rested the handguard of the rifle on the windowsill. He had the binos high to his eyes, and was watching the ruins where he’d seen the group disappear. The trio was very quiet, and Brad and Sean wouldn’t even have known they existed if they hadn’t been on watch to witness the evening’s events. Brad looked to his left and saw that Sean also had his eye on his scope, scanning the horizon. Far away they could see the road; it was very dark, and even through the night vision it was hard to make out any movement. Brad and Sean settled in and watched.


  Just after midnight they heard a noise coming from inside the tunnel. Brad turned to see Brooks crawl out, followed by Hasan. They quietly briefed the men on what had happened earlier and pointed out the location of the group using the IR laser on Sean’s rifle. When they were satisfied their relief was current on the situation, they dropped to their bellies and crawled back through the tunnel and into the cavern.


  The cave still had the lantern burning where Hasan had left it. The fire still smoked, its coals burning a bright orange, eerily lighting the area. Brad moved off to the sleeping area where he had placed his belongings earlier. He opened his bedroll and rolled it out across an old dusty bunk. As he lay down, he noticed writing on the stone walls above him. It looked to be a long list of names. It made him wonder how many young fighters had slept on this bunk, waiting to face the war outside. Brad smiled to himself, then reached into his bag for a sharpie and added his name to the bottom of the list.
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  Sean was already up and messing with the fire when Brad awoke. He’d opened two cans of the Afghan slop and had it simmering in a pot. The stench had already begun to fill the cavern. Sean looked over as he noticed Brad stirring in his bedroll.


  “Good morning, sunshine. I found some tea and there’s hot water if you want some. It’s almost 4 a.m. and I want to get moving soon if you can manage to get your ass up,” he said half-jokingly.


  “I’m up, I’m up. Hell, how could anyone sleep through the smell of that shit?” Brad retorted.


  Sean put on his vest and lifted his rifle. He walked to the tunnel entrance and indicated he was going to relieve Brooks for breakfast, and that Brad should do the same with Hasan when he was ready. Brad took a long drink off of his water bottle, then walked to the kettle on the bench and filled it with the Afghan tea. He found the tea bitter but acceptable, especially with no other source of caffeine nearby. Brooks crawled through the opening of the cavern just as he was getting himself a bowl of the slop. “So any change on our neighbors?” Brad asked.


  “Nope, no movement at all. I didn’t see them slip away during the night, so they must be dug in and hiding good.”


  “Yeah, I guess for them to have survived this long alone, they would have to be good at hiding,” Brad said. “That guy is good with his steel also; I watched him remove those primals’ heads with one swing.”


  “Well let’s hope he’s friendly, I’d hate to have to put him down,” Brooks said, filling a bowl full of the slop.


  Brad finished his breakfast and crawled back through the tunnel opening and into the house. He gave Hasan a pat on the back to let him know he was relieved, then took a seat in the corner. He saw Sean sitting in the window silently observing the ruins of the village. He looked at his watch and figured they still had maybe thirty minutes till dawn.


  “I got movement,” Sean whispered.


  Brad got to his feet and took a spot just over Sean’s shoulder and lifted his binos.


  In the area where the group had disappeared, they could see the flickering glow of a fire and a small trail of smoke going into the sky. “Must be meal time,” Sean whispered.


  There was very little sign of movement other than the smoke. They watched as suddenly the male figure broke cover and climbed out of the ruin. He stood silently looking for danger. They could tell by his movement that he had experience in the wild. He appeared comfortable as he began to move toward the river with the large, empty water bladders.


  The sun was starting to break the horizon and they could easily observe the man now without the aid of night vision. He disappeared from their view as he dropped down to the river, but was back within a few minutes. He had the two water bladders tied end to end and hanging over his neck; they also could see he carried a large sword in a sheath strapped across his back. When he got closer to the ruin, they watched the child run out and greet the man with a hug. Then the woman came from behind the child and took the water bladders from the man.


  “Hmm. They seem friendly enough; let’s keep an eye on them. When Hasan gets back we’ll go talk to them,” Sean whispered.


  They heard a noise behind them. Brad turned and, as if they had been part of the conversation, Hasan and Brooks crawled out of the tunnel carrying all the gear. They lifted their heavy bags and sat them next to the door.


  “The neighbors are up,” Sean said to Brooks in a low voice.


  Brooks stepped to the window and took a peek out. “Looks like a family. What’s the plan, boss?”


  “I was thinking you and Hasan could take a step out to greet them, your Dari is better than mine, and I’m sure Hasan has us both beat,” Sean said with a chuckle.


  “We should leave our weapons; we don’t want to startle them. I’m sure we are more than safe with these gentlemen’s rifles on us,” Hasan said. He stepped to the table and laid his newly found M9 pistol and the worn AK on the wooden face. Brooks looked uneasy, but reluctantly placed his weapons on the table as well. Before stepping away, he turned back and picked up the MK23 pistol, tucking it into his shirt.


  “Sorry Hasan, I can’t go outside buck naked,” he said.


  They went to the door and walked out. Sean and Brad watched them move away from the house and through the small yard. They passed through the gate of the low stone wall and by the Defender.


  “I have the male, you have the female,” Sean whispered.


  Brad cringed and placed the red dot of his scope on the body of the female; she was still blissfully unaware of the approach of Brooks and Hasan. Brad watched her preparing the morning meal; she looked to be removing grains from a bag and adding them to a pot on the fire.


  When Hasan had moved several paces from the Defender, he stopped in the center of the road and raised his hands. Brad could tell that he was saying something just loud enough for the family to hear, but Brad couldn’t tell what from his location. The woman quickly got to her feet and grabbed the child; then she scurried back to the safety of the ruin and disappeared from sight. Brad moved the rifle and changed focus to the male, who now had the sword unsheathed and was pointing it in the direction of Brooks and Hasan. From the man’s body language, Brad could tell he was shouting warnings.


  He watched as Brooks and Hasan closed the distance on the man, the woman still hidden from sight. Both team members held their hands in the air and showed their empty palms to the man. There seemed to be an intense discussion before the man finally lowered his sword. Hasan stepped forward first and continued the conversation with the man. Brad could tell by their movements that the tone had improved. Then Hasan turned and motioned Brooks forward. After a few more minutes and the exchanging of handshakes, Hasan pointed at the house and the man looked in their direction. Brooks looked up and gave them a hand sign that it was clear to come down.


  “We’re up,” Sean said.


  He took his rifle and slung it across his back. Then he lifted the MP5 and clipped it to a ring on the front of his vest. Brad did the same with his rifle and then followed Sean out the door.


  “So what is our plan with these people?” Brad asked.


  “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. For now this is just about gathering intel. Our plans haven’t changed and we’ll be moving out very soon.”


  They walked down the trail and approached the ruins of the house. The woman was back out of her hide now, but stayed back in the ruins and eyed the men suspiciously. Brad saw the child, a small boy, staring at him. Brad made a face at the boy and smiled. The boy laughed and smiled back. The woman took notice of Brad’s gesture and seemed to relax a bit.


  Sean stepped forward and shook hands with the man, then attempted to look relaxed by leaning against the wall of the house. Brad took up a spot just a bit further away where he could still observe the surrounding area, conscious that this was not a safe spot.


  “This is Farid and his wife; the boy is his nephew,” Hasan said. “They fled from a village many miles from here and have been moving for weeks.”


  “What do they know of the south?” Sean asked.


  Hasan asked the man the question, to which he made a sour face as he replied.


  “He says the roads are very dangerous, the cities are to be avoided. Farid says that the south holds many more of the creatures than we have seen here,” Hasan said. “He says there are large armies of the creatures in the south; the roads are choked with them. He says he and his wife only travel by the mountain trails.”


  The man continued speaking and his voice became more desperate. “He is asking for our help. He asked for us to take his nephew with us,” Hasan said.


  Sean smiled at the man and stepped forward, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Hasan, tell Farid about the survivors in Hairatan. Tell him about the cavern behind the house. Tell him we will get them settled in today, but we cannot take him or the boy with us,” said Sean.


  Hasan relayed the message; the man showed a face of concern, and then spoke urgently to Hasan. “He is pleading with us,” Hasan said.


  “Ask them to gather their belongings. We’ll show them the house and its provisions; I’m sure this will ease his worries,” Sean said. “Hasan, you do understand that we do not have room for these people, don’t you?”


  “Yes, I understand my friend, but I also take great pleasure in that being a decision which I do not have to make,” Hasan answered.


  They helped the family gather their belongings after they had finished eating, then led them to the top of the hill towards the house. Apprehensively they entered the small house and Hasan showed them the entrance to the cave. Brooks elected to remain outside and stand watch as the rest of them entered the cavern.


  Hasan showed them the fire pit and the clay vases filled with beans and rice. He showed them the sleeping areas and the small containers of oil for the lamps, and the spot where fresh water flowed into the cave. Lastly, Hasan walked them to a corner of the cavern’s main room and removed some earth from the floor; lifting a panel, he revealed a small hole. In the hole were several objects wrapped in oil cloth. Hasan pulled one out and removed the cloth to reveal an old and worn AK74 rifle. It was a smaller variant of the AK47 designed to fire a lighter round. Hasan handed the rifle to the man, and then kneeling he reached farther into the hole, grabbing three magazines and two large bandoleers of ammunition. Then he closed the wood cover and moved earth back to conceal the hole.


  He set the ammunition on a table next to the man, then asked if he was familiar with the weapon; the man nodded to indicate that he was. Hasan placed his hands on the man’s shoulder and spoke to him reassuringly, then removed some paper from his pocket and wrote the man a note, which the man read and then squeezed in his fist. Looking at Brad and Sean, Hasan said “We should gather our belongings; we should get on the road soon.”


  Brad and Sean gathered the rest of the gear, taking notice that the woman was already rearranging the furniture in the cavern as they prepared to exit. Brad lifted his bag to his shoulder but Farid stepped forward and took the pack from him and then headed for the tunnel exit. Brad turned to smile and wave at the boy who returned the gesture, and then he lowered himself into the exit. They carried their gear to the vehicle and strapped everything down tightly. Farid helped to attach Brad’s bag to the roof racks and made sure it was completely lashed down; then he spoke at Brad in words he didn’t understand, and extended his hand.


  They all shook hands and wished the man luck as they boarded the vehicle. Hasan walked the man back to the house, and Brad observed him showing the man the Russian grenade on the ground and giving an explanation of how to set up the booby trap. He watched the men smile and hug goodbye before Hasan walked back to the Defender. Silently he took his seat and Brooks pulled the Defender out of its hide and back onto the trail.


  They rode in silence until they hit the main road and the Defender picked up speed.


  “What was on the note?” Brad asked Hasan.


  “I wrote him an order, it indicated to all that Farid was a caretaker for the house and cavern. I gave him notice that it would be his responsibility to assist refugees on the road, and to keep the cavern maintained until we returned for them,” Hasan said.


  “And if we don’t return?” asked Brooks.


  “Then that would indicate that I am dead, but at least the family will still be living in the cavern,” Hasan answered.
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  They continued down Route A76 heading south and deeper into Afghanistan. The sun was climbing higher in the sky and they passed more and more homes. The countryside became more populated, which also increased their sightings of wandering primals. Often they would slow to bypass a barrier or a blocked vehicle, only to hear the howling. Brooks would make his way around the blockade and pick up speed just as the primals came into sight.


  “I hope those bastards don’t follow us,” Brad said.


  “Let them follow. They will have a long ass walk ahead of them; we need to make good time today, fellas,” Sean answered back.


  They settled in and Brooks kept the vehicle moving at a good speed, considering the quality of the road. Just as Brad considered nodding off, they heard a buzzing sound.


  “What is that?” Brad asked as the buzz buzz buzz continued.


  “Oh shit,” Sean yelled, startled as he started ripping at his day pack. “It’s the Sat phone.”


  Brooks hit the brakes and pulled to the side of the road just as Sean found the phone and pressed the green ‘answer’ button.


  “Hello, hello,” Sean said into the receiver. “Oh, yes, just a second.” He pulled the phone from his ear and handed it to Brooks. “It’s for you.”


  Brooks grabbed the phone and put it to his ear. “Yes, this is team member four zero two zero. Oh yeah … my authentication number is three six nine victor two seven. Hell yeah it’s been a long time! Who is this? Hold on, I am here with three others, I’m placing the phone on speaker … I have SEAL team Chief Sean Rogers, Staff Sergeant Brad Thompson, and one local national with me.”


  “Hello? Can you hear me?” came the voice from the phone.


  “Loud and clear. Who is speaking?” Sean asked.


  “This is Lieutenant Colonel James Cloud of the Coordinated National Response Team. What is the status of your party?” asked the colonel.


  “Well, as you were just informed, we are four strong, we are also mobile and well-armed,” Sean answered.


  “We are tracking you by your signal; we show you on Route A76 headed south towards Baghlan. Does that sound correct?” Sean looked over at Hasan who nodded his head ‘yes’.


  “That’s the ballpark. We are on the road south headed toward Bagram or maybe Kabul,” Sean answered.


  “You need to stop and turn around now. The Puli Khumri region is overrun; the valleys have funneled the infected into the two cities and they are being contained by the rivers,” the colonel said. “Thermal images show parts of the mass as close as three miles from your current location. If you stay static in your present position, you will see them in approximately twenty-five to forty minutes. They are moving like a swarm of locusts and taking everything in their path.”


  “No, that’s not right. We haven’t seen that since the outbreak; they aren’t in groups any bigger than ten or twelve now,” Brad snapped.


  “That’s typically correct. When the spaces open, we have seen them disperse into smaller groups, but when confined within geographical boundaries or cities, they are still massing, and they are extremely dangerous. You need to turn around now,” the colonel ordered.


  “What is your suggestion, sir?” Sean asked.


  “You need to put distance on the mass immediately. When you get to thirty point seven miles from your current location, drive due west. You should find a small trail. Follow it up the mountain. The satellite shows the trail, but I cannot verify its condition.”


  “Then what?” Sean asked.


  “Get to high ground, dig in, and hide. This will be your best defense. The mass tends to take the path of least resistance. Wait for the mass to pass you. I will contact you again in four hours. Good luck.”


  “Wait, we have questions, and we have other survivors on the road two hours north of us.” Sean said.


  “I’m sorry, Chief. You are not the only group we are tracking presently. I will contact you again in four hours, please hasten your retreat,” the colonel said, then disconnected the line.


  “Screw that guy Sean! Let’s haul ass back to the cave, we can wait this thing out there,” Brad said.


  “This road empties into a green valley south of here, and there are two very large population centers. The man’s story does make sense,” Hasan said.


  “Well for now we’re going to do what the guy said; he is the only connection we have with the outside world. If we sever that tie, we have nothing. Brooks, turn this thing around and step on it. Reset the trip meter, we go west at thirty point seven,” Sean said


  “On it, Chief,” Brooks answered.
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  Brooks turned the vehicle around and they raced back down the road. Brad kept looking behind them to see the dust cloud of the mass but it didn’t come. Within thirty minutes Brooks called out that they had hit the mark. He dropped the Defender into four wheel drive and cut off the road into the rough terrain. The going was now very slow; the terrain was extremely uneven and jagged rocks would often scrape the sides of the vehicle. Sean and Brad had to get out of the truck and guide the Defender across the broken ground.


  “We are going too slow. If the colonel was right, we should see signs of the mob any time now,” Brad said.


  “I know, just keep pushing … Wait, there’s the trail, looks like a real piece of shit too,” Sean said, pointing. The trail was nothing more than a two-track cut in the terrain; it looked barely wide enough for a donkey. They tried to maneuver the Defender onto the broken path but only somewhat succeeded. Brooks did the best he could maneuvering it up the side of the mountain until the rock walls just got too narrow and he couldn’t squeeze it through.


  “End of the line, guys. Get out and grab as much gear as you can carry; ammo and water have priority. We move in five minutes,” Sean barked. The team grabbed at the gear and started throwing on their heavy packs and attaching rifles. Brad filled all of his pockets with boxes of ammo for his weapons. Anything they couldn’t carry they secured in the vehicle. Brooks locked all of the doors and put the keys in his pocket.


  “Here they come,” said Hasan, pointing at the large dust cloud forming on the horizon. Then they heard the moaning. Sean lifted his rifle to his eye and saw two runners still at least three hundred meters out and closing fast. There were another dozen or so behind them running to catch up.


  “Oh look, it seems they sent some of their faster friends ahead to greet us,” Sean said, settling into a good prone firing position. “I suggest you boys get moving up that trail now. Let me cut down this advance party and I’ll be right with you.”


  He put the cross hairs on the lead runner’s chest and pulled the trigger. The heavy 7.62 round hit the primal’s center mass and knocked it off its feet, severing its spine. Quickly, Sean adjusted his aim to the next crazy in the pack; squeezing the trigger a second time he hit it low, shattering its pelvic bone. The primal went twisting into the dirt. The rest of the pack was still out of a reasonable range for his rifle so he got back to his feet and jogged up the trail. Finding a place where the cavern walls narrowed, he dropped his pack and pulled a claymore mine from a front pocket. Sean carefully placed the mine pointed back toward the charging primals, then connected it to an improvised trip wire.


  When Sean caught up to the group they had just found a place in the mountain that looked climbable. Brooks dropped his pack and pulled out several hundred feet of rope. He tied one end around his waist and the other end to his pack, and then connected his pack to Brad’s. Sean did the same with a rope from his bag and tethered his bag to Hasan’s. They made loops in the lines which they attached together with D-rings. They clipped the rings to the men and Brooks quickly ascended the rock face, with Sean close behind him.


  Brad and Hasan struggled to keep up with the SEALs and soon were falling far behind. When Brad was only a quarter way up the rock face, Brooks pulled himself over the top. Brooks grabbed the rope and started pulling up Brad and the two packs below him. The tension on the rope assisted Brad and his pace quickened. He looked to the left and saw that Sean had also reached the top and was pulling Hasan up just as quickly.


  A loud thunder clap shook the canyon and they saw a blast of smoke and dust shoot up the trail from the claymore. Sean yelled to the men to keep climbing, that the primals were less than a hundred meters away now. Brad pulled on the rope and willed himself up the wall.


  When their packs were nearly twelve feet off the ground the first of the primals found them. Brad heard them moan and scream, and Brooks yelled at him to keep climbing and not look down. Brad struggled the last twenty feet completely exhausted until Brooks was able to reach down a hand and pull him over the rock face. Brad lay back just as Hasan plopped to the ground next to him in a heavy sweat. The crowd of primals below them was growing louder, and Brad peered over the ledge. There were only about six of them down there now, many with obvious wounds from the claymore, but they were screaming at the top of their lungs.


  “Let’s shut these fuckers up, Brooks,” Sean said, lifting his rifle.


  “On it, Chief,” Brooks answered.


  With three quick shots each, the primals at the face of the wall were silenced. The team began to hear the sounds of the larger mass approaching the trail. It was a thunderous roar, reminding Brad of the sound of a freight train. The dust cloud slowly crept up the narrow trail and blinded them from seeing the floor below.


  Brooks turned, put his pack on, and started heading higher up the mountain. The rest got the hint and followed him to higher ground. Soon they were on a very high ledge overlooking the valley that Route A76 cut through. All that could be seen of it now was a cloud of dust. The mass seemed to fill the valley floor like flooding waters filling every crevice within reach. They could hear them rumbling down the trail below. The moaning had stopped with the loss of their prey, or at least they couldn’t hear it over the stampede of the mass.


  Sean stepped near a stone wall with a high rock overhang and dropped his pack, then took a seat next to it. “Hasan, are you familiar with this place?”


  “I am sorry, friend, but I have never been up this mountain. I know a place farther to the west, possibly down the trail below, but it would be more than two days’ walk,” Hasan answered.


  “Fair enough. Well, let’s settle in here. I’m fairly certain these things can’t scale cliffs, so let’s wait for direction from the colonel,” Sean said.
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  They arranged the gear in front of them and took stock of what they had. They evenly divided the ammo, food, and water between the four of them. They built a campsite under the rock overhang but elected not to build a fire; no sense in risking detection with so many primals below them. They leaned back against their packs. Not wanting to waste water on the chemical heaters, they silently ate cold MREs while waiting for the phone call.


  Four hours came and went with no word from the colonel. It was approaching evening and the temperature was dropping. Sean took the phone from his pack and checked it to verify he had a good signal and that the battery was charged. Brad looked out over the valley with his binos, and saw that the cloud had diminished. Most of the mass had passed, but they could easily still make out several groups of a hundred or more moving through the valley.


  Just as Brad was sitting the binos down, the phone buzzed. Sean reached for it and pushed the speaker button.


  “Hello, this is Chief Rogers,” he said.


  “Good, good, I take it that by answering the phone you are still alive. I can triangulate your phone’s location and you seem to be in a fairly decent spot. Unfortunately, the satellite window has closed and I cannot provide you with real-time imagery data until tomorrow morning,” Colonel Cloud said.


  “Okay Colonel, let’s cut the bullshit, what’s the plan?” Sean barked.


  “First things first, Chief. What is your status?”


  “We are four strong, ammo is green, food and water is green,” Sean said.


  “How much water, Chief?” asked Cloud.


  “We have three days; five, if we ration it,” answered Sean.


  “Very good. By our estimates, the main body of the mass should have passed you. You will see remnants of the mass over the next ten to twelve hours. There is a high probability that large percentages of the mass will linger in the area for weeks; not everything about these things can be plotted to certainty,” Cloud said. “You should stay in your current location for at least another ten hours.”


  “No problem there,” Sean said.


  “Colonel, this is Staff Sergeant Brad Thompson, can you answer some questions for us?” asked Brad.


  “Sergeant, I’m sure you have a lot of questions, but I only have limited time available to you; you’re not the only assets I am working right now. I need you and your team to get some rest. Tomorrow I want you to scout to your vehicle, verify it is operational, and wait for my call,” Cloud responded.


  “Hold on, not so fast, Colonel. I appreciate you helping us out today, but if you don’t answer some of our questions, I’m going to end this call and we can go back to surviving. We have done pretty well so far on our own,” Sean said.


  “Okay, I understand your concerns; go quickly, what do you want to know?” Cloud asked.


  “First, there are other survivors, Colonel, close to a dozen soldiers and two hundred civilians are held up at the customs compound in Hairatan. Can you help them?” Brad asked.


  “Son, we are aware of the people at the customs compound. At the moment, we do not have resources to assist them, but we are always looking for a way,” Cloud answered.


  “Colonel, this is Petty Officer Brooks. What’s the situation in the States?” Brooks questioned.


  “Short answer? We are in a fight for our lives. We were given some prior warning about the attacks and we took it more seriously than most of our allies. After the first strikes, all civilian air travel was stopped and borders were closed. That helped. We still had a few people fall into the coma phase on the longer international flights before we could turn them back. Most of those stories didn’t end well. Mexico and Canada both fell quickly. We are not sure why. We did well in the first few days of the outbreak. The fences along the southern borders and the Rio Grande River did a lot to slow the migration. Also the southern border was well monitored and defended; we were able to rally troops from Fort Bliss and Fort Hood to slow most of them. Eventually, there were too many and we had to pull back into hardened areas. Most of the population is living behind walls in safe areas now,” the colonel said.


  “And what are those?” Brad asked.


  “Hmm … well, currently the Midwest is considered a fortress. Michigan is naturally fortified by the Great Lakes, and we have moved many of our resources there. We are confronting the hordes on the passes in the Appalachians. Everything west of the Mississippi, between the river and the Rockies, is holding well. New York and most of the East Coast fell, as did every other state with a high population and stringent gun laws. Most military installations are well defended and we are pushing back as the primal virus extends in duration. We are in a fight for survival, guys, but all is not lost,” Cloud explained.


  The U.S. team members looked silently at each other, their expressions bleak.


  “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but we really are out of time. I will contact you again in twelve hours. Good luck,” the colonel said as he ended the phone call.


  “Shit, I don’t know about you guys, but I still feel like I’m in the dark here,” said Sean.


  “So the plan is to just sit here until morning and wait for another call? This trip isn’t going so well, is it,” Brad replied.
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  They slept lightly that night. It was the first time they had slept in the open since they’d left the safety of the compound. Even though they were well above the primals, they felt very little security in their perch high on the ledge. Brad nodded off several times, but bad dreams made it difficult to stay asleep so he soon gave up and sat staring at the moon in the distance. He heard a grumble from Brooks and watched him sit straight up, gripping his rifle, sharply looking in every direction before lying back down and instantly drifting back to sleep.


  “Night terrors,” Sean said, “one of the many benefits of this job.”


  Brad turned, and seeing that Sean was also awake, said “What happened in Teremez, Chief? How did you lose your team?”


  “Not really a highlight in my career, Brad, it’s not something I enjoy thinking about.”


  “Brooks has never spoken about it either; not since the night we first met.”


  “Getting out of Teremez wasn’t easy; we both left a lot back there. Did you know Brooks was getting out of the Navy? Teremez would have been his last mission. Funny how things work out,” Sean said.


  “No shit! No, Brooks didn’t tell me that. I figured he was a lifer just like you,” Brad said.


  “Ha. Nope, Brooks is a scholar. Don’t get me wrong, he is the best at what he does, but he had plans to leave the Navy and go back to school. Guess that won’t be happening now.”


  “What about you, Chief? What will you do when you grow up?”


  “I don’t know, man, at one time I thought I’d get me some land and a cabin out in Wyoming … raise dogs. You know, something simple, maybe find me a wife. I’ve never been good with women, but who knows?”


  “Well Chief, I think your plans for hiding out in a cabin in the middle of nowhere are still possible in this brave new world,” Brad said, laughing.


  “Yeah maybe you’re right,” Sean smiled. “Try and get some sleep, Brad, going to be a long day tomorrow,” he said, rolling back into his pack and pulling his watch cap over his eyes.


  Brad was wide awake as he watched the sun come up. He opened his pack and grabbed a protein bar for breakfast. He had very few of them left, but felt today he would need it.


  “We have just under an hour before the next phone call,” Sean said.


  “What’s the plan, Chief?” Brooks asked.


  “I’ve been scanning the trail. I haven’t seen any sign of them up here, looks like the valley is mostly cleared too. Let’s make our way back to the rock face and see if we can get a better look,” Sean said as he hoisted his heavy pack to his shoulders. The rest of them strapped on their battle rattle and heavy packs as they joined him for the trek back down the mountain.


  When they reached the rock they had scaled the day before, they cautiously looked over and saw nothing. Slowly, they lowered their bags over the side. Sean quickly rigged a rappelling seat and helped Brooks over the edge and down the face of the rock. When Brooks signaled it was clear, Sean told Brad he was next. Then he helped Hasan down. Finally, by setting the rope over a large boulder, Sean was able to lower himself over the wall and recover the rope behind him.


  Back on the ground they packed and stowed their climbing gear. The team sat silently, listening to ensure they were alone. The trail was very quiet; there were no signs of primals other than the battered tracks in the sand. When they were confident in their security, Sean gave the order to move out. Brooks as usual took point, and they cautiously made their way back to the Defender. Brooks paused them on the trail several times to listen, but they failed to see or hear anything. When they found the vehicle, it had been shifted hard and was sitting pressed against the rock face at an odd angle.


  “Looks like the mass pushed the truck pretty hard,” Brooks said.


  The team moved to the vehicle and, working together, were able to get it back on all four wheels.


  “Check the engine,” Sean said to Brooks. Brooks got in the vehicle and it cranked hard, with poor results, but once the fuel had settled back to its normal spots the engine finally turned over and purred back to life. Sean slid his finger across his throat, giving the signal for Brooks to shut off the engine.


  “So what do you think, Brooks?” Sean asked.


  “Hmm … I think we’ll have to back out of here for a ways, but we should be able to turn around where the trail opens up. If you guys ground guide me we can get back to 76,” Brooks answered.


  “Sounds good. OK guys, let’s get hidden in these rocks until we get the call. Brooks, take Hasan to that ledge; I’ll be with Brad over there,” Sean said, pointing to a large overlook near them. The men split into two parties, moved to their hide positions, and sat silently waiting for the call. Right at the twelve hour mark the phone buzzed. Sean lifted the phone and hit the speaker button.


  “Chief speaking,” Sean said.


  “Good to hear from you, Chief. What is your status?” Cloud asked.


  “Four souls; beans, bullets, and hydro are green; transportation has been secured,” Sean rattled off.


  “Very well, Chief. Imagery satellite is up; if you move quickly you should be able to get through the mountain pass moving south with only light resistance. We are tracking half a dozen masses near the city at the mouth of the valley. We suggest you stick to the west side of the river when the road forks. The larger masses are all congregated to the east. I need you to understand the eastern side is completely overrun, and there are more of them flooding in from up the valley on that side. The Air Force destroyed the bridge across the river in the first days of the withdrawal. So the most dangerous masses will be trapped on the far side of the river, but there will still be resistance on the western side. From the satellite images, most of the primal populations converged on you yesterday, but be on alert as some may have stayed. You will see primals today, Chief, there is no avoiding it.”


  “Where are you leading us, Colonel? Why don’t we just find another route? No disrespect, sir, but this sounds like a great deal of bullshit,” Sean said.


  “HQ wants to get you through the mountain range as quickly as possible. Travel will be more difficult in the range, but for the time being the primals tend to walk downhill and do not seem interested in moving into the higher elevations. I know you have more questions, but we need you to get moving, Chief. We will talk again in four hours,” Cloud said, disconnecting the call.


  “I’m really starting to not like this guy,” Brad said.


  The men moved back to the vehicle and, being cautious, were able to reverse it out of the trail and back into open ground. The sides of the Defender were now heavily dented from its night with the primals, but for the most part it seemed to be holding up well. Hasan boarded the truck with Brooks, while Sean and Brad walked ahead, guiding it over the rough terrain and back to the road.


  When they pulled the truck back onto A76, Sean and Brad boarded the Defender. Brooks picked up speed as he raced down the road to the south.


  “If we make good time, we can be in the heart of the mountains in three hours,” Hasan said.


  “Then that is the plan,” Sean replied.


  It didn’t take long before they saw the first pack of primals. It was only a group of about fifteen, but they were immediately alerted to the presence of the team. They all suddenly stopped in their tracks, made a quick change of direction, and sprinted for the Defender. Brooks intentionally steered the vehicle into them, trying to lure them away from the paved surface of the road. When they were within a hundred feet he cut the wheel hard, raced around them, and back to the highway. They had to do this several times before they got to the higher mountain pass.


  “This pass continues for fifty kilometers before it opens in the river valley,” Hasan said.


  The road had narrowed to no more than twenty-five feet wide with high cliffs on both sides. Brooks drove as quickly and safely as possible. He saw primals just as he passed a curve in the road; they stood blocking the narrow canyon. The primals paused momentarily before they moaned and started their charge. Instead of driving through the primals and destroying the Defender, Brooks cut the wheel hard so the vehicle sat across the road with the passenger side windows facing the mob. Quickly Sean and Brad took aim with their rifles pointed out of the windows.


  Brooks and Hasan exited the truck. Brooks aimed across the hood, while Hasan climbed on the roof and took up a prone position. They started firing together, and the mob quickly fell apart and separated. Hasan’s loud AK echoed off the canyon walls and could easily be heard above the roar of the primals. Brad put the red dot on his targets’ necks and pulled the trigger, watching them fall. He didn’t know how many there were; he just focused on finding the target, squeezing the trigger, and locating the next target.


  Brad was counting the trigger pulls in his head. Nineteen, twenty, twenty-one—he knew it would be time to reload soon. But before his bolt locked to the rear on an empty chamber, he ran out of targets. He opened his door and stepped out into the road. The strong cordite scent of expended rounds hung over the primals’ stench. He could see a hundred-foot path of dead bodies, and had started to walk forward to examine one when he heard Brooks yell.


  “We have another wave approaching! Reload and make ready.” Brad dropped his near-empty magazine and loaded a fresh one before leaping back in the vehicle. He looked up, put the dot on the face of the lead runner, and waited for it to get into range. The primal fell to Sean’s rifle before Brad could pull the trigger. He pivoted to the right, finding another runner. One, two, he said to himself as he pulled the trigger and watched the primal drop. Three, four, five. And another fell.


  This group was larger, and they had gotten to within fifty feet of the Defender when Brooks threw a grenade as hard as he could into the mob.


  “Frag out,” Brooks yelled.


  Brad watched Sean pause in his shooting to duck his head just before the grenade exploded, then he rose back up to continue working his rifle on the mob. The frag grenade hadn’t killed many of them, but it did manage to knock several of them off their feet and tripped up several more. Knocking them down was just the leverage the team needed to gain an edge and finish them off.


  This time when the firing stopped, they rapidly loaded back into the truck and sped down the road around the primals’ corpses. They didn’t see any more in the pass as they made their way onto the road leading to the river valley. When they reached the end of the pass, Brooks pulled the vehicle to the shoulder and Sean stepped out with his binoculars to scout the valley.


  The terrain ahead of them was very green and miles wide. They could see the river and how it flowed through the center of the city. Sean traced the river south with his binoculars through the valley and spotted the fork in the road. Just as the colonel had said, several large masses were on the eastern side, trapped there by destroyed bridges. Scanning further, there appeared to be one main road along the western bank of the river. For the moment the approach looked clear, with only small packs of stragglers in the streets. Sean walked back to the Defender and approached the team.


  “Okay guys, we’re going to roll through town weapons hot. I can see bad things on both sides of the river, but the eastern bank looks the worst. With the condition of the road, we can get through this valley in about ten minutes,” he said.


  “Cloud said to stay away from the eastern side?” Brooks asked.


  “That’s correct, we’re going to hit this fork in the road and stay on the approach running along the west bank until we get out of the city. Brooks, you drive hard, man; no stopping. If we have to hit them, slow down to under thirty so you don’t crush the fenders,” Sean said. “Keep your windows down and armor and gloves on. I don’t want glass getting broken. Remember, controlled shots. Priority targets are those in front or to the sides, we can outrun the rest. Do you have any questions?” he finished.


  “What if they mob the road? Are we going to shoot at them?” Hasan asked.


  “If the road is blocked, then Brooks will hit a side street until he is free to break south again. I’m hoping the weapons fire will draw the crazies to where we have been, instead of where we are going. I realize it’s a risk, but those things will be moaning anyhow, so going silent won’t help us,” Sean said. “If there are no more questions, top off all of your magazines and let’s mount up.”


  Brad didn’t say a word during the brief. He didn’t have a good feeling about this op. It was clear that the colonel wanted them to move through the city, and the intel did appear to be solid. Brad just didn’t get the urgency. Why it was so important for them to get through the valley today? Why couldn’t they wait until things cooled off more? He moved back to his spot in the rear passenger side of the Defender, topped off his M4 magazines, and pulled the spares he kept in his rucksack.


  He sat in the back seat and positioned all of his extra magazines in the pocket attached to the seat in front of him; after that he made sure the twelve magazines in his vest were secure. Brad checked the slide on his M9 to verify a round was chambered; then he pulled the Sigma pistol from his pack and eased it into a strap on his protective vest. Lastly, Brad removed the suppressor from his M4 and placed it in his day bag before putting in his ear plugs. He had a feeling things were going to get noisy.


  Brad looked to his left and saw that Hasan had made many of the same preparations. Hasan looked nervous, which made Brad smile. Brad was sure he looked just as bad; he looked at his outstretched, gloved hand and could see it shaking. Brooks took notice of what Brad was doing and grinned at him.


  “Hey don’t worry about the shakes, bro, that’s just your body getting loaded full of adrenaline,” Brooks said. “Worry when they don’t shake before a fight anymore.”


  Brooks pulled the Defender to the center of the road looking down into the city. He paused there for a moment and looked at Sean.


  “Is everyone ready for this?” Sean asked.


  Brad gave a reluctant thumbs up, and Brooks revved the engine. Sean gave Brooks a nod, and the Defender leapt forward and down the hill toward the city.


  They were making good speed when the first of the primals came into view: a skinny man dressed all in white. It was standing just on the corner of the road as if it was waiting for a bus. When the primal saw the speeding vehicle, it put back its head and let out the moan. At first nothing happened, but after a few long seconds, Brad watched in horror as all down the street primals ran from doorways and out of hidden alleys.


  “Remember gentlemen, head shots will kill them, but any hit that fucks them up counts. Just keep them off of our vehicle,” Sean shouted over the roar of the engine.


  They were beginning to form a mob, but were not very well organized. Instead of running into the street to block the vehicle’s path, they ran directly at the Defender. This was an advantage to the team. Because of the speed at which Brooks was driving, they were able to get past many of them. Brad watched several run from a side street and he raised his rifle. It was next to impossible to get good shots through his optics, so he reverted to his iron sights and attempted to put lead on the target.


  He fired as fast as he could, watching rounds hit them in the chest and sides. Some were knocked down but others kept running. He dropped his empty mag and loaded a fresh one. He saw a group of them just clearing a wall. They were moving fast and on an angle that would meet with the Defender. Brad focused on the lead runner and fired two quick shots. He watched the runner’s neck snap to the side as it veered off the path, tumbling and rolling into others. Brad took sight of another and put on heavy fire, missing several times. He saw the thing stretch out its arms to grab him. Brad flinched back in his seat as the primal flew by and crashed into the rear side of the vehicle.


  Brooks drove on. Keeping a straight track, his speed was approaching fifty miles an hour but he didn’t take it above that; Brad knew he didn’t want to hit a primal at terminal speed and destroy the vehicle. Sean had dropped his heavy rifle, had his MP5 shouldered, and was laying controlled shots into the faces of the advancing crazies. Meticulously, he pulled the trigger and they went down, tripping up others behind them.


  Now they were pouring from the streets like bees from a hive.


  “We have a problem,” Brooks shouted over the barrage. Brad looked up and saw the street ahead was beginning to fill up with the things.


  “Cut right at the next street. We can find a way around,” Sean ordered.


  “Hold on!” Brooks yelled as he hit the brakes and turned the wheel hard to point the Defender down a side street. He hit the gas and plowed through two primals that were able to get in front of the vehicle. Brad was rocked forward into his seat and turned to the side just as one of them crashed into his side of the Defender. He saw the arm of the primal reach past his face, grabbing at anything within reach. Brad pulled back his rifle and pointed at the sternum of the creature. He shoved the rifle forward, listened to the hot barrel sizzle on its naked chest, and fired twice at point blank, knocking the primal back.


  Three more fell in front of the vehicle as Brooks cut the wheel hard to the left and into a southbound street. Brad looked left past Hasan and saw the passing alleys were filled with the creatures that were now changing direction to get back at the team. Brooks drove fast, outrunning several of them. More than once he had to brake hard just as he hit one and launched it out of the way. Brad’s M4 barrel was cherry red from the speed with which he had been firing, and he was down to the last spare magazines that he’d put in the seat pocket.


  “There! That’s the road that leads out of the valley,” Sean pointed. Brooks put the pedal down and aimed for the side street. As he made the turn, he hit the brake hard and slammed the Defender into reverse. Brad bounced off the seat in front of him and quickly determined the reason for Brook’s hasty maneuver. The street was filled with them. Brad looked behind and saw that they were quickly becoming surrounded.


  Brooks raced the vehicle in reverse up a side street and cut down another to try to stay ahead of the mob.


  “Hold on everyone, this is going to get ugly,” he said as he pulled the emergency brake and cut the vehicle hard, spinning them in the opposite direction. Brooks pressed the accelerator all the way to the floor. The Defender roared again and picked up speed as it crashed through waves of primals.


  “We’re not going to make it out,” Sean yelled. “Brooks! Look for a place to hold up.”


  Brad tried to pretend he hadn’t heard the exchange and concentrated on firing out of the jumping, rolling vehicle. He knew his fire wasn’t very effective so he slowed his breathing and tried to aim before taking every shot.


  “Duck!” Brooks screamed just as he cut the wheel hard to the right and crashed the Defender through the front of an open shop. The vehicle exploded through the block-and-glass storefront, coming to a rest against a lunch counter with the ass end of the vehicle sticking through the wall.


  The room was filled with smoke and dust. Brooks and Sean were already out, putting lethal fire on the mob trying to squeeze past the sides of the vehicle. Brad tried to open his door but it was pinched shut. He couldn’t reach the buckle of his seat belt, so he pulled his karambit and cut himself free, then dove through the window. Brad hit the floor hard, head first, and he tried to right his body. The firing was loud and Brad could barely hear Sean and Brooks calling out targets to each other.


  Brad, back on his feet, reached through the vehicle, grabbed Hasan’s arm and dragged him across the seat. Hasan realized what he was doing, turned and rolled through the open window. Brad looked around the room and saw an open stairway leading to the roof. He pointed Hasan in its direction, then went to the base of the stairs and fired over the top of the Defender and into the crowd. Hasan ran past him and called from the top that the roof was clear.


  Sean looked back, nodded, and as he pulled the pins on two grenades, yelled, “Fall back to the roof, frags out!” He tossed the grenades and Brad saw Brooks throw two more. Both men peeled away from the entrance and charged up the stairs to the roof, pushing Brad in front of them.


  They reached the top just as the four grenades exploded in rapid succession. The blast threw a cloud of dust across the street in front of the store. Brad looked over to see Brooks slapping a small, shaped demo charge at the top of the stairs. “Fire in the hole!” Brooks yelled.


  Brad lifted himself up and ran for the far corner of the roof. Just as he reached it and ducked his head, the loud THUMP! and concussion rolled him over and into the wall that lined the roof.


  He must have been knocked unconscious because he found himself laying on his back looking into the sky. His ears were muffled through the ear plugs, but he could still hear the frenzied moans and screaming of the primals. He rolled to his belly, lifted himself to a knee and looked around. There was a large hole in the roof where the stairs had been. Brad resisted the urge to look over the wall, knowing he would find the screaming mass below him. He dropped to his ass and leaned against the wall. Hasan was farther down, sitting in the same position with his rifle across his lap. Sean and Brooks were standing and looking into the hole.


  “Good, you’re awake. Are you hurt?” Sean called out to him.


  “Fuck if I know, I can’t feel shit right now,” Brad yelled back at him.


  “That’s called shock, bro, embrace it, ‘cause when it wears off you’re really going to feel like shit,” Brooks said.


  “What’s going on?” Brad asked.


  “Well, current situation is F.U.B.A.R. (fucked up beyond all recognition). The demo charge on the stairs has stopped them. Unless they learn to fly or make a fifteen-foot primal pyramid, I think we’re safe for the time being. But we ain’t getting off the roof,” Sean said.


  “I’m going to choke the shit out of the colonel, if I ever meet him, for sending us through the city,” Brad said.


  16.


  The battered team sat and listened to the primals below. The creatures’ strategy hadn’t changed; they would just pound against the walls of the building and moan. They paced below like dogs that had treed a scared animal, looking up and howling in frustration at the men they knew were on the roof. The team avoided looking over the edge; if the primals saw them they would become frenzied and more would be drawn in. When they did risk a peek, they found the tops of hundreds of heads pressed against the rear of the Defender, waiting for a turn to squeeze into the broken storefront.


  The hole in the roof was nearly fifteen feet to the floor, and the stairs had been blown clean away. Nothing would be walking up them today. Structurally, the roof was hurting from all of the abuse thrown at it. It creaked and groaned when they walked, but it was still standing and that was all that mattered. The outside walls were made of stone and block, and they were high, too high for the primals to climb and too strong for them to push down. They were secure in their hide as long as the building stood.


  Brad reached in his pack, pulled a bottle of water and took a small sip. He didn’t have a lot and didn’t know how long this would have to last him. He didn’t even want to think about food, knowing all of it was in the vehicle below. He looked at his watch; it was approaching time for the colonel’s call. Brad was pissed at the man and was certain he’d intentionally led them into the dangers of the city. With all of his technology he had to have known the city would be infested.


  The phone buzzed. Sean reached over and pressed the speaker button before sitting it on the roof. The men adjusted their positions to gather around it.


  “Good afternoon gentlemen. From the satellite images and the location of your phone, I can tell that your travels have not gone well,” Cloud said.


  “No disrespect, Colonel, but go fuck yourself!” Sean shouted at the phone.


  “Excuse me Chief, but before we get into formalities, could you please give me your status?” Cloud replied.


  “Roger that SIR! We are four souls, ammo black, food black, water red, transportation fucked,” Sean said sarcastically.


  “I see, and thermals show you are pretty well surrounded. We must have underestimated their numbers. Could you verify that, Chief?”


  “Oh yes SIR! We are positively surrounded. Thank you for the help with that by the way.”


  “Okay Chief, I need you to calm down and listen. In approximately two hours we will have air assets on station. They will be delivering a large number of two-thousand pound bombs to the city in front of you,” said Cloud. “These drops will be danger close and you will need to take cover as best you can.”


  “What the hell! You’re going to blow the shit out of us, Colonel!” Brad exclaimed.


  “This is our best and only option. The lab folks tell me the blast and shockwave should kill, or at least temporarily immobilize, any primals in your immediate area,” Cloud said. “As soon as possible after the last bomb detonates, you will need to beat feet, by vehicle is best. Either way, you need to be gone before the primals rebound. Do you understand?”


  “Hold up, Colonel, thanks for the help and all, but are you telling me you’re pulling air assets away from the States just for us?” Sean said.


  “Don’t flatter yourself, Chief. Unfortunately, we have a high value individual in country that requires your talents, and you are the only ground assets within a thousand miles. We are assisting you, so that you may later assist us. Be prepared for the bomb strike, gentlemen, next contact will be in twelve hours,” Cloud said, disconnecting the call.


  “What the fuck was that?” Brooks said.


  “Assist them? This guy is tasking us! Doesn’t he realize we’re all messed up and stranded on a roof?” Brad said. “I really hate that guy.”


  “Okay fellas, let’s calm down for a minute. All good shit, but let’s worry about that stuff when we’re far gone from here,” Sean said.


  Brad stood and walked to the edge of the roof. It was a little more than a thousand yards from the building to the river, and maybe a mile to the road that left the valley. “Where are they going to squeeze two-thousand pound bombs into here? This entire place is danger close!” he said, looking at the surroundings.


  They were stuck on a strip of the city about three miles long by half a mile wide. It was tucked in between the mountains and the river, the majority of which was on the far side of the river.


  “I don’t know, Brad, but two or three of them would be enough to incinerate this place. I think we need to start making plans for our egress,” Sean answered.


  “I shut off the Defender when I left it, so the engine was running after the impact with the building. No guarantees it will start though, and I don’t know if I can back it out,” Brooks added.


  “From this location, it is less than four kilometers to the pass. If we make it to the opening, we can head into the mountains. There is a mountain trail that bypasses the highway. I think it best to stay off the roads now,” Hasan said.


  “I’m with Hasan, traveling by vehicle is turning out not to be much fun. I know it’s slower but maybe we would be better in the mountains. Even the colonel said they don’t like traveling uphill,” Brad said.


  “Okay, let’s wait till the drop before we finalize plans; we have options and that’s enough for now. We need to fortify something and build a bunker with whatever we’ve got. We’ll take cover in the back corner of the roof, face down. As soon as the bomb run ends, be prepared to drop in and clear the building. If we can make use of the Defender we will. If not, we will have sixty seconds to grab bags and haul ass,” Sean said. “Break down, clean, and inventory your gear. I want an accurate count of what you got and what you need from the Defender. If Cloud is on time, we can expect drops in the next sixty minutes.”


  Brad leaned back against the wall and slowly started placing his gear on the roof in front of him. He still had all of his M4 and M9 magazines minus the ones he’d had in the seat pocket. The Sigma was still stuffed tightly into his body armor. He was carrying no food, and his camel back was almost dry. It would be a long night if he had to move out on what he was carrying. Brad compared notes and the rest of the team was in similar circumstances. They made a list of necessities they would pull from the Defender in case it was immobile. The list was broken down by location. Brad and Hasan would take the grunt work of pulling and carrying gear from the vehicle. Sean and Brooks would be on security and trying to make the Defender roadworthy.


  Brad looked over and saw that Brooks had finished his inventory and was starting to pile the broken pieces of concrete into a shelter against the far corner of the roof wall. Hasan had gotten to his feet and was helping Brooks construct the makeshift bunker.


  Brooks, peering through the hole, said it was a clean drop to the floor and he could see the primals in the store were anxious to get at them on the roof. Brad could hear them fighting with each other as rival packs joined together in the cramped space of the store—screaming and clawing, the ripping of clothing and the snapping of jaws—humanity had really been brought to the level of ravenous animals. It had been over forty minutes since the phone call with the colonel, and the primals were still frenzied below them, not giving up easily on their trapped prey.


  Brad finally spoke up. “Sean, what do you think of this high value person the colonel talked about?”


  “Your guess is as good as mine, but they must be pretty desperate to put us on the mission,” Sean answered. “We are pretty well trashed as it is here. For now, I say we take Cloud’s help, then when we are clear of this mess we will look at our options.”


  Brooks was sitting in the corner cleaning his weapon; he looked up and nodded his approval. “I really would like to know who we are dealing with. I have never heard of this Colonel Cloud, and we work in a very small community.”


  “I know what you’re saying, Brooks, I’ve had some of the same concerns about him. But for now, all we got is him and his bombs so let’s keep rolling with it,” Sean said.


  He was intently studying his map and comparing it to what he saw on the ground in front of him. Brad watched Sean stuff everything in his pack and look at his watch. “Okay boys, less than ten mikes; let’s dig in and wait for the rain,” Sean said.


  The men sat huddled in the hastily-made bunker and waited. It had begun to grow quiet as they lay motionless and out of sight of the primals. The sun was still high in the sky and the temperatures still sat close to a hundred degrees. Brad cautiously peeked out over the walls and saw the swarms of primals moving about in tightly packed clusters. Occasionally two groups would merge, but for the most part they stayed independent and fought with each other when the fringes of a group would meet. Brad wondered if the groups had dominant leaders; they would be interesting to study if they weren’t always trying to kill him.


  His thoughts were interrupted by the sudden buzzing of the phone. “Chief here,” Sean answered as he put the phone on speaker.


  “Roger Chief, this is Thunder Turkey, flight commander for today’s mud mission. This is your brief—you will be getting three total passes: one to mark and draw targets; two with lethal drops. We know where you are based on briefed imagery. Please mark your location with an IR strobe if available. These drops will be danger close. We will try and keep you out of the blast zone and the drops as close to the river as possible, but you know how these things work. Keep your heads down; it’s going to get loud for you. These are two thousand pounders. I recommend you keep your mouth open, breathe shallow, and cover your ears. Gentlemen, do you have any questions?” the voice asked.


  “Uhh … I guess not. Just don’t kill us. Strobes are lit,” Sean answered.


  “Very well then. Good luck gentlemen, you have four birds less than ten minutes out. I recommend you get moving right after the second lethal drop. From experience, these bombings stun the primals but not for very long. Thunder Turkey out,” said the voice as the call ended.


  “Well you heard the man, let’s tighten up,” Sean said.


  Brad was pressed against the back wall of the makeshift bunker watching the sky when he saw the first jet screaming in slow and low; it looked like it was floating in the clouds. “Guess there’s no reason for them to make high fast drops on these guys, not like they can shoot back,” he said.


  They heard the thunder and watched the jet fly a tight line along the team’s side of the riverbank as it started launching flares and metallic decoys that burned a bright white and made a whistling sound as they flew.


  “Never seen those before,” Brad said.


  “Me either, but looks like they seem to be doing the whole ‘mark and draw’ trick the pilot talked about,” Brooks replied.


  Brad watched as the primals lost focus on the store; they started walking at first, then running toward the noise near the river’s bank. The jet finished its run and peeled away, banking high into the sky. Brad watched as three more jets dropped in slow over the mountain. They were a lot higher but still gave the impression of floating. He watched them line up with the river, then their ordnance began to drop and scream in. Brad tucked his chin and covered his ears; he left nothing but the heels of his boots facing the river.


  Brad felt the ground thrust under him as the first bombs hit. The blast wave seemed to levitate him off the surface of the roof. Then the shockwave hit the building with a force that rattled everything and dumped pieces of the makeshift bunker on top of the team’s flattened bodies. The low wall that surrounded the building’s roof held, and helped to somewhat direct the blast up and away from the men. The thunder was horrific, and the dark mushroom clouds blocked out the sun. Brad heard the debris rain down all around him. This wasn’t the first time he had seen a bomb run, but it was the first time he had been this close.


  Brad’s teeth were still rattling in his mouth when he heard the scream of the jets lining up for their next run. Again he tucked his chin, covered his ears, and tried to make himself one with the surface of the roof as the next round of bombs hit. Again the roof shook underneath him and the blast wave pounded and heaved at the sides of the building, knocking the air out of him. Brad froze himself in place until he heard the debris stop raining down, then he slowly got to his knee. The air was filled with dark black smoke. Brooks and Sean were already up, rigging a rope to the roof, and preparing to drop into the building.


  Brad saw that Hasan was still curled in a ball next to him; he reached out and slapped his hip. Hasan slowly rolled to his back and asked him if it was over. Brad nodded and extended a hand to help Hasan to his feet, then they made their way to the hole’s edge. Brooks had already dropped in and cleared the room.


  Sean handed the rope to Brad, who quickly dropped into the hole and watched Sean and Hasan slide down behind him. Sean immediately made his way to the rear of the Defender and took up a security position. Brooks was behind the wheel and eagerly working to start the vehicle.


  Brad made his way to the back door and was trying to wedge the gear out of the cargo space when he heard the Defender roar to life. “Everyone on board!” Sean yelled as he squeezed out through the opening and into the street. Brad stopped what he was doing and crawled through the rear window. Once he was in, he reached back and pulled Hasan in behind him. Hasan was visibly rattled from the bomb drops and just sat forward with his rifle between his legs. Sean slapped the back of the truck and yelled that the street was clear. Brooks stomped on the accelerator and the Defender scraped and crunched backwards out of the store front.


  Brooks turned the vehicle hard to the right when he cleared the opening and Sean jumped into the seat next to him. Brooks again gunned the vehicle and it roared as it crunched over the broken glass and debris that filled the street. Brad looked out of the cracked windshield between Sean and Brooks. The streets were filled with rubble and the bloodied bodies of the primals. He was horrified to see some of them in broken and twisted positions still trying to lift themselves to take chase. The closer they got to the river, the worse damage they found. The road was barely passable where the concrete surface had heaved and buckled.


  “We’re not going to get far in this,” Brooks said. “The engine temp is climbing and I have a Christmas tree of warning lights on the dash.”


  “Well, ride her hard as far as it will go,” Sean answered.


  “I always do,” Brooks retorted.


  He dropped the Defender into four wheel drive and carefully eased the vehicle through the broken and twisted concrete.


  “Eyes up back there fellas, I don’t know how long the shock will keep them down,” Sean said.


  Brad looked out his window; this close to the river, there wasn’t much of anything resembling a human. All he could see was crushed buildings and garbage. Smoke was still thick in the air and fires were burning everywhere. This city of primals has been given back to the earth, he thought. Brooks drove as fast as he dared and soon they had cleared the blast area and the streets started to open up. The flares and decoys must have done their job drawing the primals into the danger zones, because there were still none of them in sight.


  Brooks eased the Defender onto the hard-packed highway. He cautiously dropped back into two wheel drive and accelerated. They made it a good two miles into the valley before they started to hear the engine squeal.


  “I’m sure she’s cooking. I think we punctured the oil pan, and the radiator is trashed. We’re running damn hot,” Brooks said.


  “Understood. Try to find Hasan’s trailhead or at least a break in these mountains before you stop,” Sean replied.


  Brooks continued to nurse the vehicle down the road; it was still screeching and had started to leave a trail of blue smoke. He found a deep cut in the rocks that led to a trail, and pulled the Defender over and ahead to the entrance. Brad watched Brooks reach down and turn the key, shutting off the Defender for the last time.


  “Okay boys, dismount and 360 security. Let’s get eyes on this location right quick,” Sean barked.


  Brad tossed his small pack out of the window and crawled out after it. He took up a hasty security position just to the rear of the vehicle. He looked around and saw that the rest of the men had equally spread out and were searching their sectors.


  “Looks clear here, Chief,” Brad said, and heard simultaneous replies of the same from the rest of the team.


  “Okay, break down this vehicle. We need to be moving into these rocks ASAP!” Sean hollered back and he turned to move towards the vehicle.


  “How well do you know this area, Hasan?” Brad asked.


  “I have traveled this road often, and I have had the misfortune of seeking shelter in these hills before to evade your patrols,” Hasan answered.


  “Good! Then you take point,” Sean said, smiling at Hasan.


  It took them several minutes to break down the Defender. Brad felt the weight of his overstuffed pack when he heaved it to his shoulders. They had evenly distributed all of the food, ammo, and water between their packs. Brad was beginning to feel like a pack mule with the crushing weight of his load. He walked to the rear of the Defender and leaned his pack against the rock wall to try and take some of the weight off of his shoulders. He watched as Sean made a quick pass around the vehicle to make sure everything usable had been removed. Brooks took the keys from his pocket and laid them on the seat of the truck. Then Sean pointed to Hasan and signaled for him to lead the way.


  Hasan went forward with his AK47 cradled in his arms. He moved up the large crack in the rocks to a narrow trail that led steeply up and away from the road. Brooks walked directly behind Hasan, and Sean took up the rear. Brad struggled to walk the steep incline and almost fell several times.


  “Do not lose heart, friends, the path will become easier at the top,” Hasan called back to them. They climbed for several minutes longer, carefully stepping over loose boulders. At the top, as Hasan had said, the path dropped over the face of the rock, then flattened and slowly snaked up the mountain on the other side.


  “I want to get as much distance on this place as possible before nightfall,” Sean said.


  “What about the colonel?” Brad asked.


  “Don’t worry about the colonel right now. Our job is survival, and that means getting as far as possible from that valley,” Sean answered. “Let’s try and make that ridge before we look for a campsite, Hasan,” he said, pointing to a high piece of terrain far in the distance.


  Hasan nodded, stepped off on the trail, and set a quick pace. Moving fast, Brad felt the burning in his shoulders where the weight of the pack’s straps cut into him. His feet were swollen and he could feel every stone on the path through his faded and battered boots. It’s going to be a long day, he thought to himself as he concentrated on just putting one foot in front of the other.


  The trail wound in and out of the face of the mountain. The surface was well worn and dusty, made up of mostly packed gravel and stone. As the elevation increased, the air thinned but it was still just as hot. The trail was quiet and they took several breaks where they would take a knee and listen. So far nothing was following them and the colonel’s advice that the primals avoided traveling uphill seemed to be true. Even though they were exhausted, they made good time and pushed each other down the trail. After several hours, they had finally arrived at the approach to the ridge.


  Hasan stopped on the trail and sat on his rear, leaning back against his pack. He pulled a bottle of water from his pocket and took a long drink. “I wanted to warn you, when we pass the top of this ridge you will see the way is packed with hundreds more ridges just like this one. The trail appears to go on forever, but do not be disappointed, friends, it is less than two days’ journey back to the next pass and to the highway. We will see a village on the way,” he added. The men nodded as they lay back on their packs and drank from their own supplies of water.


  After several minutes, Brooks got to his feet and extended a hand to Hasan, pulling him from the ground. They turned and made their way up the path to the top of the ridge. At the top they found the path widened and twisted into a large rock overhang. Under the overhang they could see remnants of an old campfire, evidence that this place had been occupied before. In the distance, the path wound at a slow downslope away from the ridge before it cut out of sight. As Hasan had said, the ridges stacked up and seemed to go on forever. The next couple days are going to suck, Brad thought. 


  They made camp in the overhang. The men dropped all of their gear and Hasan went off to gather wood for a cooking fire. Sean made his way to the overhang and sat down heavily.


  “We will stand watch tonight in two-hour shifts. Let’s stay in this hide until long after daylight.” Sean pulled the phone from his pack and turned on the power before resting it on a rock. “We’ll have to be careful with the batteries now that we don’t have the Defender to charge them,” he said, then pulled two cans of slop from his pack and tossed them near the fire pit. “Here guys, let me buy you dinner,” he said before he leaned back against his pack.


  Hasan returned with the wood and built a small fire. Brooks stacked rocks around it to conceal the flames from anyone or thing that might be nearby. Then he pulled the cooking pot from his pack and started the evening meal. They sat without talking and watched the fire, mainly due to exhaustion, not from a loss of words. Brad had little appetite but knew he had to eat if he were to have the energy for tomorrow’s hike. He took his portion of the slop and settled back against his pack and ate in silence.


  Just as he was finishing he heard the phone buzz. Sean let out an exaggerated sigh and pressed the speaker button.


  “Go for Chief,” he said.


  “Good evening, Chief, I trust your egress from the city went well. Could I get a status report?” Cloud said.


  “We are four strong. We are packing heavy ammo and rations; probably enough water for two, maybe three days,” Sean said.


  “Well gentlemen, the satellite shows that the river’s bank was nearly leveled by the bombing runs. What primals there are seem to be dead, or dying, based on thermals,” Cloud said.


  “Would have been nice if you could have cleared the city before we went through,” Sean barked.


  “Once again Chief, we have limited air assets and even less fuel. We are running off the strategic oil reserves right now and we have to be very careful with what we’ve got. Your breaching of the city was a risk we had to take; fortunately things worked out well,” Cloud answered.


  “Screw you sir! We almost died out there and now we are on foot and who knows where the hell we are at,” Sean barked again.


  “Let’s calm down. I can see from the last satellite pass that you have drifted from the road that we recommended you stick to. I’m going to need to you make course corrections back in that direction,” Cloud said.


  “Not going to happen Colonel! We are going to stick to these mountains until we hit the next pass. Our guide on the ground is leading this exhibition and he has been more reliable than you at the moment,” Sean said, nodding to Hasan, who nodded back in recognition.


  “Chief, you do understand that you and your men are still members of the armed forces and obligated to follow orders?” Cloud asked.


  “Understood, Colonel, please send out the MPs to make my arrest; I’m ready to go to the brig,” Sean responded sarcastically.


  “Very well, Chief, have it your way. If you stick to the mountain path you will find some very rough terrain. The trail will break near the village of Shurazar,” Cloud said.


  Sean looked to Hasan, who nodded, indicating the colonel was correct.


  “What intel can you give me on the village, Colonel?” Sean asked.


  “The village is very small, not many details in the record. We don’t know the state of infection, but it is somewhat isolated off the main road so you may get lucky. We will run satellite recon on the site during the next window,” Cloud said.


  “And what is your plan for us beyond this march?” Sean asked.


  “We will talk when you reach Shurazar, Chief,” said Cloud, disconnecting the call.


  “Wow, he sounded pissed,” laughed Brooks.


  “Yes, but we have the leverage right now. He needs us for something, that’s the only reason we have him. Probably the same reason they waited so long to call,” Sean said. “Let’s get some sleep, we have a long walk ahead of us tomorrow.” He rose to his feet and grabbed his rifle to take the first watch.


  It was dark now and the temperatures had dropped this high in the mountains. Brad leaned back against his pack and watched the fire; it was burning low but the coals still put out considerable warmth. The men knew it wasn’t a good idea to have a fire out in the open at night, and was completely unheard of in military operations, but they were going by new rules now. Brad pulled his feet close to him and undid his boot laces. He immediately felt relief as he pulled the worn leather from his feet. A hot shower would be nice, but they barely had water to drink, they couldn’t waste any for bathing. Sinking deeper into his pack, he rested and watched the flames lick at the rocks they had placed to conceal the light of the fire.


  He didn’t know how long he had stared at the flames; he couldn’t see past the glow of the fire. He looked to his left and saw Hasan sleeping soundly. Brooks was next to him, out cold with his rifle in his lap. Startled, he saw Sean standing across from the fire, looking out at the mountains.


  “What is it Sean?” Brad asked. He got no answer to the question; Sean just stood there silently. Brad looked harder to see what Sean was doing, but he couldn’t make out his face in the shadows. Brad got to his feet and walked around the fire.


  Sean was still standing in the same spot looking out into the mountains, his face darkened by the shadows.


  “Sean, what is it? Do you see something?” Brad asked again. This time the man turned and Brad found himself looking into the face of PFC Ryan. His face was contorted in a scream and his eyes were nothing more than shriveled black holes. Ryan grabbed at Brad’s jacket and pulled him close to his face, then pulled his head back and let loose the primal moan. Brad screamed and dropped to his back, digging his feet into the ground to try and escape. Ryan fell on top of him and began shaking his arms while making the primal moan into Brad’s face.


  Brad woke to Brooks shaking him awake. He was covered in sweat and his feet were scraped where he had pushed himself back into his pack and against the rock ledge. Brad looked across the fire and saw Sean looking back at him.


  “You okay buddy?” Sean asked.


  “I’m fine, just another bad dream,” Brad said. He looked over at Hasan who was also awake now. Hasan gave him a knowing nod and rolled over and went back to sleep.


  “I’ll take the watch now if you don’t mind Sean, I won’t be sleeping anymore tonight,” said Brad.
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  They woke early the next morning and prepared their packs for the day’s march. They opted for a cold breakfast since none of them were in the mood to build another fire. Brad volunteered the cans from his pack, happy to lighten his load. The sun was just peeking over the mountain and the valley was covered in an orange glow. The temperatures were still cool and Brad was wearing a heavy fleece he always carried with him.


  “We should reach the village by late day,” Hasan said.


  “What are we going to find there, Hasan?” Brad asked.


  “I have been through this village several times. It is very small, only a few families there, shouldn’t be many more than a hundred,” Hasan answered.


  “Taliban, Al Qaeda?” Brooks asked.


  “Is there such a thing anymore? It is only us and them now,” Hasan laughed. “No friends, these were always peaceful people. They are quiet and keep to themselves; we will have no problems from them. Unless of course they have turned.”


  They finished their conversation and hoisted the heavy packs to their backs. Hasan once again led the way, with Brooks close behind him and Sean in the rear. They walked more slowly today, comfortable that they were not being pursued by the primals. The team skirted a high ridge line that had several cutbacks lowering them deeper into the valley. It would have been a beautiful sight under different circumstances. The sun was all the way above the mountain now, and the light warmed Brad’s face. He frowned, knowing that the sun’s same warmth would later torture him with its heat.


  Sean and Brad walked side-by-side, feeling more relaxed in the deep isolation of the trail. It was impossible to keep up the high mission tempo for days on end, and it would kill them if they tried. Back on base they would go run their missions fueled by adrenaline, but they would always have the safety of the base to return to. Here in this new war they rarely found down time; they were always on edge with no home to return to. They were feeling the burnout, the complacency that could kill a soldier on the front lines.


  They put their trust in Hasan; they were in his playground. The man was a machine. He had grown up fighting wars. He had his rifle slung across his back and he kept a slow but steady pace. He would pause when going around a blind corner, and would halt the small patrol if he felt uneasy and need a closer look. The going was slow but had also been uneventful.


  They walked for hours without seeing any evidence of a primal.


  “So, Sean, I’ve heard all of the theories, but what do you make up these things, really? Are you still sticking to your lion idea?” asked Brad.


  “I don’t know anymore. I thought eventually they would starve or something and die off. You remember all those movies with the zombies? These things don’t act like that; they don’t stagger around asking for brains, and they don’t rot,” Sean said. “They hunt, you’ve seen them. They gather in packs and sniff the air like hyenas.”


  “It’s de-evolution, bro,” added Brooks. “I mean, we evolved from animals, and this shit is just taking us back. The virus backed us up a good ten thousand years of progress, back to the caves, brother.”


  “They are demons. We are being punished for our actions,” Hasan said. “These days will not end until we learn to work together and stop fighting each other.”


  “And if that never happens?” asked Brad.


  “Then we all die,” Hasan answered.


  They walked without speaking after that until Hasan called a halt at the top of a hill that overlooked the trail ahead of them. They all took a knee and sipped at their emptying bottles of water. “Past that bend is the village,” Hasan said, pointing down the road. There wasn’t much to see. The terrain was identical to what they had been following the entire day: a long dusty trail skirted by high walls on both sides. The trail suddenly went to the right at the bottom of the hill. They would be approaching blind.


  “Brooks, you proceed with Hasan, Brad and I will shadow you off the trail to support your move,” Sean ordered.


  “Sounds good, Chief … Let’s go meet your friends,” Brooks answered as he slapped Hasan on the back and started walking out down the hill.


  Sean helped Brad to his feet and they made for the far rock wall. They cut the corner so that they could observe their two men on the road and still see the approaches to the village. They were in the shadows now, nearly invisible to Brooks and Hasan. Sean moved quickly so that they were parallel to the trail, but still out of sight. When they reached the turn in the path, they waited for Brooks and Hasan to clear the wall before, one at a time, they ran the corner to the far wall and again ducked into the shadows.


  They could see the edges of the village now; there was no movement. Sean found a large ledge about eight feet off the ground that overlooked the approach. He used Brad to hoist him up, then reached down and pulled Brad up behind him. Lying flat on the ledge, Sean readied his large scoped rifle and observed the village. Brad took the cue from Sean and pulled his binos from his pack and started scanning the village for targets.


  Brad watched Hasan walk the trail. When he had gotten to within feet of the first home he stopped and raised his hands. Brad could hear Hasan’s words echo off the walls of the canyon, but couldn’t make out what he was saying. Brad saw Brooks standing beside Hasan in a protective but relaxed posture. His rifle was slung and his arms were crossed. Brad continued to scan but saw no movement.


  “You got anything, Sean?” Brad whispered.


  “Nothing, my scope is clear,” Sean said.


  They watched Hasan walk beyond the first house and stop in the street. Brooks followed and again took up a position beside him. From his high location Brad could see the entire village. It wasn’t much. It probably didn’t qualify as a village at all; this was a very remote place. It was more of a ranch or community farm by American standards. Brad counted maybe five homes and just as many out-buildings. If it was a farm, it was suspiciously absent of livestock and crops.


  Hasan continued to call out as he walked further into the square that the houses lined up on. He received no answer. He looked back and spoke to Brooks. After a moment, Brooks turned to face them, put his hands in the air, and waved them forward. Brad helped Sean drop to the surface below before he dropped over the edge himself.


  They met in the square. There were three small homes on the south side of the trail and two larger ones on the north side.


  “The elder lived there,” Hasan said, pointing to one of the large homes. “I have been a guest in that home; I have slept on the roof in the cool night air.”


  “Well, let’s clear that one first then,” Sean said as he walked toward the home’s front door.


  They approached the house and stacked up along the far wall. Brooks was directly in front of the door, waiting to kick it in on Sean’s signal. They all had their rifles at the ready, and Sean held up five fingers and began to drop them one at a time. Before he could drop the last finger, the door handle moved and the door clicked open.


  Brooks took a quick step back and readied his rifle. The door opened a good ten inches but it was dark inside, and they couldn’t see past the shadows. Brooks yelled in his best Dari for whoever was inside to come out. They stopped and listened but heard nothing. Brooks readied a grenade. Hasan raised his hand, stepped in front of Brooks, and quickly entered the house. Sean looked at Brad, shrugged his shoulders, and they followed Hasan inside.


  With the door fully open the light filled the room. It was bare, just a dirt floor with a large rug laid in the center and no other furnishings. There was a small fireplace and just to the left of it was a long hallway that led to the back of the home. Brad went inside and took a position in the corner aiming down the long hallway. Sean and Brooks followed suit in opposite corners. Hasan, with his rifle low, walked down the hallway calling out in Dari. When he reached the end of the hall, they heard a child’s voice.


  Sean lowered his rifle and down the hallway toward Hasan. Brad could hear the two men whispering.


  “Room is clear, come on back, guys,” Sean called out.


  Brad looked over at Brooks who just shrugged at him; Brad turned and walked down the long hallway. At the end, he found a darkened room with beds and chairs along all of the walls. It was filled with women and children and an old man in a corner. Brad counted at least twelve women and just as many children. Hasan was kneeling in front of the old man, holding his hand and whispering in his ear.


  Hasan looked back at Sean and Brad before speaking. “This is the elder, his name is Sayed,” he said. “He says this is all that remains of their village. They live only in this house now, the others are empty,” Hasan finished.


  “Where are the men?” Sean asked. Hasan translated the questions and Sayed spoke slowly in a hushed voice.


  “He says his village stopped receiving visitors one month ago, so his men gathered the stock and took them to market but they never returned,” Hasan said.


  The old man continued speaking. “He says they waited three nights, and then the rest of the men gathered and left to search for the missing, and they also never returned. Now it is only them. He thinks the Americans may have taken them. He says he has seen no soldiers or fighters in weeks, we are his first visitors,” Hasan said.


  The old man stretched out his arms with his palms up and the women began to weep. Hasan grabbed the old man’s hand and softly spoke to him until he put his hands back in his lap. “He said he is ready for you to take him away, he wants to join his sons now,” Hasan said.


  Sean stepped into the hallway and motioned for Brad and Brooks to follow him. “Well this is a real mess,” he said.


  “They think we took their men away. Who wants to be the one to tell them we are the good guys and it was the boogey man that took them all away?” asked Brooks.


  “Or better yet, that they are more than likely all dead or turned,” Brad added.


  Hasan stepped into the hallway and leaned against the wall. He now had his rifle slung over his shoulder. He dug through his pack and took a long drink from his water.


  “The elder remembers me. He believes me when I tell him we are not here to take him away. I told him we did not take his people,” Hasan said. “They have no idea what is going on outside of this canyon.”


  “Hasan, I’m sorry but I am going to leave that work to you. These are your people, I’m sure you will think of something. Can you ask if it’s OK if we hold up in one of the houses here? And where is the water?” Sean asked.


  “I already did. The elder says we may use the house next door, it was his oldest son’s home. The water flows from a spring located behind these homes. Go ahead and prepare yourselves, I will stay with these people for a bit longer.” Hasan frowned and put the cap back on his bottle and walked back into the room.


  Brad followed Sean down the hallway and out into the street. They slowly cleared the large house next door and investigated its spaces. They found the house to be identical to the elder’s. There was a large entry room with a rug on the floor and a hallway leading to two smaller parlors. The stairs led to a large room on the second floor filled with beds. There was an entrance to a balcony that had a ladder leading to the roof. Brad climbed up it and looked out over the small village. He heard a noise and looked to find Sean following him up the ladder.


  “Should we clear the other building?” Brad asked.


  “Normally I would, but I think we’ll be OK. There’s the spring,” Sean said, pointing. “Let’s get some water together and start boiling. It’s probably clean here in the mountains but why take the risk?”
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  Brad lay on a bed in the corner of the second story, his gear on the floor next to him. He was feeling the frustration of their trip and was second guessing himself about coming. They had strayed from their original mission to try and get to the airbase and hitch a ride home, and they weren’t finding anything out here but death and misery. Maybe he should have stayed at the compound. He glanced around. Brooks was on a rack across the room methodically cleaning his weapons. Sean was in a bed in the other corner sleeping.


  “What do you think of the colonel? Do you think he has a plan to get us home?” Brad asked Brooks.


  “I don’t know, man, I’m sure to those folks we are completely expendable. I’ve conditioned myself not to rely on the brass anymore,” Brooks answered.


  They heard the buzzing of the phone. Sean lifted his head and swung his feet into a sitting position. He reached down and answered the phone, placing it on speaker.


  “Good evening, Colonel,” Sean said.


  “I see you have reached the village,” Cloud said. “Can you give me your status, Chief?”


  “We’re good. What’s the word, Colonel?” Sean snapped back.


  “Well gentlemen, your bypass away from the road and the loss of your vehicle has delayed us quite a bit. Anyhow, your team has been selected for an operation,” Cloud said.


  “You have got to be fucking kidding me?! Colonel, I don’t have a team, and we are far from operational!” Sean yelled at the phone.


  “Chief, you just said yourself that you were good! And I know that conditions are not ideal, but you are the only ground assets we have in country,” Cloud snapped back.


  “What’s the op?” Brooks asked, shrugging his shoulders at Sean.


  “Classic snatch and grab,” Cloud replied.


  “Are you fucking kidding me, and who is the target?” Brooks questioned.


  “His name is Aziz, originally from Syria. He was a low level man before the outbreak, but now we have reason to believe he was involved in the planning of these attacks. Aziz may also possess advanced information on the origins of the virus. We also believe he was involved in the weaponization of the virus.”


  “Whiskey Tango Foxtrot!” Brad said.


  “That is correct, Sergeant. We need Aziz. The Centers for Disease Control believe he may be the key to cracking the virus,” Cloud said.


  “Come on Colonel, you know I would need a six-man team at least to attempt a snatch. I have two operators, a grunt, and a local militiaman. You really think we are the best for this job? Can’t you just drop another team in?” Sean argued.


  “I’m going to be honest with you guys; the remaining joint chiefs don’t believe this mission is worth the assets. Months ago they would have given us a team, but now? The CDC has worked hundreds of leads and we are running out of resources. You are all we’ve got.”


  “Now hold up, the joint chiefs? Who are you, Colonel? Who are you working for?” Sean asked.


  “Chief, I already explained my position to you—I am with the Coordinated National Response Team,” Cloud said.


  “Which means?” Sean snapped back.


  “In earlier days, I would have been considered a military liaison to the Central Intelligence Agency,” Cloud answered.


  Brooks stood up and walked closer to the phone sitting on Sean’s bed. “So you are just another spook hanging us out to dry. Does SOCOM even know we are alive?” Brooks asked.


  “Gentlemen, we have strayed off topic. Your status has been reported up, and you are under my operational control. I need you to prepare to copy the mission parameters. I can assure you that if this mission wasn’t of the upmost importance we would not be speaking. If you ever want to make it home you better start following instructions,” Cloud said.


  Sean reached into his cargo pocket and removed a pad of paper. “Ready to copy when you are, SIR!” he said.
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  Brad found himself sitting on the roof with the rest of the team. They were huddled around a map of a small cave complex to the west of them. Hasan said he was familiar with the area but had never personally visited that cave. The colonel had said that Aziz was in a small group, hiding only with his wife and two of his bodyguards. From the colonel’s rainbow-and-puppy-dog description, he should be easy to take down.


  If they successfully captured Aziz, the colonel had promised them transport home. That was Brad’s only motivation for this mission. He didn’t believe that one man in a cave would be the solution to all of this, but if that was the ticket home, he would give it his best.


  Sean had thoroughly inspected their gear. He advised the men that they were not equipped for the mission but would have to make do. The hard part would be in taking Aziz alive. They also didn’t know what the man looked like and he would be with at least two other armed men who would most likely want to kill them. It would be good times all around. Sean ended the brief and suggested the men clean up and get some rest.


  Brad laid his pack and bedroll out on the bed on the second floor; he saw the bundle of letters from his men. He picked them up and felt the weight of the stack before stuffing them back in his pack. He wished he knew how the group was doing at the compound. He wished there was a way to contact them to let them know what was going on. He made a mental note to again ask the colonel more about them.


  He visited the stream. Stripping out of his uniform, he stepped into the water and was finally able to clean the days of dirt and grime from his bruised and tired body. He knew he wasn’t supposed to drink the local water, but after being chased by monsters and eating shit from cans, he barely cared anymore. He dropped his head deep into the cold water and took a long, refreshing drink. He lowered his full body into the clear water and lay against the bank, finally relaxing for the first time in days.


  He heard a noise behind him and quickly stretched across the bank for his Sigma pistol sitting atop his small pack.


  “It is okay friend. It is only me, Hasan,” Hasan said, walking from the shadows.


  “Shit Hasan, I thought you were a primal, buddy,” Brad said.


  “It is okay, I will not disturb you for long. Take these clothes, the women have volunteered to wash our clothing. They will have it back for us in the morning,” Hasan said.


  “Oh, okay,” Brad replied as he saw a woman pick up his clothing from the bank and replace them with a white shirt and pajama pants. Brad blushed at the sight of the woman and sunk deeper into the water.


  “Damn, Hasan! You could have told me she was there,” Brad said.


  “Sorry friend, I was not aware that you were afraid of women. They will have our clothing cleaned and ready for us in the morning. Brooks already retrieved your other uniforms from your pack. You and the others can rest tonight; I will stand watch with the villagers. Good night Brad,” Hasan said, walking away.


  Brad climbed out of the cool water and stood on the bank, letting himself air dry before putting on the clean cotton shirt and pants. The light material felt good against his skin and was a welcome treat from the dusty uniform. He slowly made his way into the house and through the empty room.


  He walked up the stairs and found bowls of rice, vegetables, and dried lamb sitting on a table. Sean was wearing a similar pair of white pajamas and was already digging into the food. “The elder said as welcome guests we were entitled to a good meal,” he said.


  “What happened to that guy?” Brad said, pointing at Brooks snoring away on his rack, also dressed in the pajamas.


  “Looks like a full belly and clean clothes knocked him out,” Sean said laughing.


  The next morning they found, as the women had promised, all of their clothing had been cleaned and folded. Brad found his uniforms in a neat stack at the foot of his bed when he woke up. He sat himself up and also found the food bowls from last night had been replenished with bowls of dates and nuts. There was also a tray of foot bread and a pot of tea. Brad was starting to feel guilty that these people were giving up their valued food stores for them, but he also knew it was the way in their culture and it would be rude to not accept the gesture.


  He found Sean and Brooks already stuffing their faces. “Try the tea, it’s not bad,” said Brooks.


  Brad ate while he dressed. He was overjoyed with the clean uniforms, especially the socks. He repacked his bags and loaded all of his items in the appropriate places. It would be a half-day’s walk to the hiding place of the man they called Aziz, and another two hours to climb up to the cave complex where he was known to be hiding. The colonel said that satellite photos had confirmed that Aziz was still there, so it would be up to them to grab him.


  When Brad finished dressing, he carried his gear down to the large entry room where Brooks and Sean were waiting. “Have you seen Hasan?” Brad asked.


  “No, not all morning, he slept in the main house last night,” Brooks answered.


  They carried their gear outside and into the street. They were dressed in full battle rattle ready for the day’s march. Hasan was outside waiting for them. They went over the plan and Hasan drew them a large map in the sand. He described to them how to reach the base of the mountain, and where the most likely approaches to the cave would be found.


  “Hold up Hasan, are you not going?” Brooks asked.


  “No my friends, I cannot,” Hasan said.


  “What do you mean you can’t? We need you Hasan,” said Brad.


  “Look around you, Brad, these people need me. The elder asked me to stay, to help him protect his family. I fear my family is lost after seeing the dead city in the valley. I will stay and help to protect these people, they are my mission now,” Hasan said.


  “I cannot argue with that Hasan, and I don’t blame you,” Sean said, reaching out to shake the man’s hand. “If we ever have the means, I will contact the compound and give them your location. Maybe one day they will have the ability to come for you. We won’t forget about you, Hasan.”


  “And I wish you all good luck in your travels … Now go before you lose the light,” Hasan said, obviously trying not to choke up on his words.


  The men exchanged hugs and handshakes before lifting their heavy packs to their backs and turning to face the road. They solemnly started their journey without the assistance of their Afghan guide. Brad turned around to look at the small group of homes one more time before they faded from his view. He saw Hasan standing in the middle of the square and he waved to him one last time before turning to walk away. Brad knew Hasan had made the correct decision, but he was still sad at losing a valued friend.


  20.


  It was late in the afternoon when they reached the highway again. The mountain trail, as Hasan promised, had taken them around the dangerous primal-populated valley. The men sat in the shade eating a light lunch as they consulted their map. It was another two miles to the trailhead that led to the mountains, then at least a mile’s climb to make it to the mountain trail that would bring them to the cave. They wanted to reach the caves just before dark. They still had night vision and that would give them the edge over Aziz.


  The team moved along the last two miles of the road in a staggered column. Brooks was in the front taking point and Sean was on rear security. Brad walked in the middle of the column on the opposite side of the road. Now that they were back on a mission, they felt themselves become more tactical again, and with the presence of the caves, who knew if there would be enemy nearby. The colonel had misled them before and they didn’t want to take any chances.


  Brooks put his fist in the air and signaled a halt. They had reached the beginnings of the trail that would lead them to the mountains. It wound up steeply away from the road and cut into the side of the rocky terrain. They still couldn’t see the caves, but they tightened their formation and slowly moved up the path. The trail was very rugged and cut steeply up in several locations. Eventually it leveled out high in a plateau-shaped formation near the base of the mountain.


  They took a knee while Sean scanned the rock face and stone slopes ahead with his binoculars. “I can see the trail leading to the cave, and I believe I can see the mouth of the entrance,” he said. “Let’s hide our heavy gear here. This is a good open spot for a helicopter landing or whatever the colonel sends to extract us.”


  “I was thinking about that. If the colonel could send a helicopter to get Aziz out, then why didn’t he use that to bring a capture team in?” Brad asked.


  “Maybe they have more helicopters than SEALs,” Brooks said. “You know what, bro? We’re already committed, so let’s just keep our heads on mission okay?” he said, smiling over at Brad.


  They hid their heavy rucksacks in a crevice in the rocks and covered the opening with brush. All they carried now were their light day packs filled with ammunition and water, and all of their weapons. Brad missed his armored plates for his vest. It had been a while since he had faced a human foe. He didn’t know what scared him more—a terrorist behind a gun or the primals.


  “Let’s go silent and stay concealed,” Sean said as he indicated for Brooks to move out.


  Brooks again led the way on point, with Brad close behind them. They moved with stealth now, pausing often to just watch for movement and listen for the faintest of sounds.


  The going was slow; even though the distance was short, it took them another two hours to get within view of the cave’s entrance. They pulled up into a hide in a broken rock formation just as the sun was beginning to set. Brad estimated they had less than an hour of daylight left. He looked through his binoculars, scanning the cave entrance while Sean looked through the powerful scope on his rifle. Brooks was a few feet away in charge of rear security making sure someone or something didn’t sneak up on them.


  “There! I have movement,” Sean whispered. From the mouth of the cave they saw a man and woman walking together. They passed the entrance to the cave and kneeled in the late sunlight. Two men came out from behind them and took up a position to the left of the cave entrance. Only one of them was carrying a rifle slung across his back and looked very relaxed. The two men looked to be joking with each other, as one stopped to light a cigarette.


  “Let’s assume the male with the female is Aziz. The other two playing grab ass and catching a smoke are the bodyguards,” Sean whispered. “Male wearing red is our target. Bodyguards are in blue. All three are bearded; this should be fun in the dark. OK, let’s get comfortable, we have confirmed the cave is occupied. We should be getting a call from the colonel just after dark with the go order.”


  Brad adjusted his pack in front of him to pad the rocks that had started to cut into his elbows—it wasn’t perfect, but it helped. He scanned all along the face of the mountain with his binoculars but saw nothing else of interest. The rock face was jagged and worn, but the trail itself looked well-traveled and shouldn’t be very difficult. Brad hated walking on busted trails at night with his night vision; the lack of depth perception always made for a clumsy trip.


  As the sun dropped behind the mountain, the cave entrance was quickly consumed by shadows. They had to switch to night vision to see anything. Brad pulled down the optics on his helmet to look at the cave; it was still too far away to get a clear image. Sean had advanced optics on his rifle, and it was now his responsibility to watch the entrance.


  Right on time the phone buzzed. This time Sean answered with an ear piece to observe noise discipline. “Go for Chief … we are only three, Hasan opted out … we are locked and cocked … yes, we have verified that the cave is occupied. We had a visual on four individuals: one female and three males. I believe I have confirmation of Aziz … Roger that, we will obtain the package and return to flat ground … Roger, we will signal the aircraft with IR strobe … Roger we have sixty minutes … Hooyah, Chief out.” Sean finished the call and stowed the phone back in his pack.


  “Okay let’s move. Brooks, you have point. Brad, you have the rear security now. Keep it tight,” Sean whispered.


  They moved quickly and quietly up the trail. There was a full moon in the sky and the night vision was functioning perfectly. The trail was well-traveled and they could see that it had even been improved with stone steps.


  When they approached the cave entrance, Brooks raised his fist and they took a knee. He tossed up hand signals indicating he was going to scout the entrance and he moved ahead. Brad watched him walk slowly and hunch low near the entrance of the cave. He stepped just inside the mouth and turned on the IR headlight attached to his goggles. He sat and listened patiently before waving the rest of the team forward. Sean and Brad fell in just behind Brooks, then they slowly made their way inside.


  They found themselves in a long tunnel. The ceiling was just high enough that they could stand straight up, even though they were already walking at a crouch. There were benches at the base of the tunnel walls and old and battered ammo crates, probably long empty. They moved cautiously down the corridor until they reached a corner. They saw a dim light coming from around the bend. Brooks again called a halt as he grabbed his goggles and tipped them up and away from his eyes.


  Brad watch Brooks slowly move his way to the edge of the corner and peek around it. He pulled his head back and let his silenced MP5 relax on its sling as he drew his fighting knife. He looked back at Sean. Sean nodded and Brooks rounded the corner. There were no sounds of struggle, but within minutes Brooks came back into view dragging one of the guards behind him.


  Brad moved past the downed bodyguard and fell back in line with the two SEALs. They stacked up on a battered plank door. There was a light coming from inside so they removed their night vision optics. Sean peeked inside between the boards and confirmed that the other three targets were there. Brooks removed a small charge from his pack and placed it on the door. He looked at Sean and Brad and held up ten fingers, then dropped to nine. They moved away from the door and looked away, covering their ears.


  With a thunder clap and a bright flash the door exploded in. Sean and Brooks charged in after the blast before the smoke had cleared. Brad was momentarily stunned but quickly got his bearings and followed them into the dimly lit room. Brooks had already taken down and was flex cuffing the second bodyguard. Sean had Aziz in a headlock. Brad scanned the room and saw the female on her feet running for the bodyguard’s rifle. He dove across the room and caught her in a flying tackle that crushed her into the floor. He lifted himself off her while maintaining pressure and put a knee in her back while he flex cuffed her hands behind her.


  In under a minute it was over. They had Aziz cuffed, blindfolded, gagged, and lying face down on one of the beds. The female and remaining bodyguard sat against the wall with their hands behind their backs. The female was screaming hysterically and there was no calming her down, so Sean put a strip of duct tape across her lips when she refused to be quiet. Brooks lifted Aziz into a fireman’s carry and started heading out the door.


  “Don’t leave us,” the man pleaded in perfect English. Brad stopped and turned back to look at the man. Then he looked at Sean, who shook his head


  “It’s your call, Brad, but they can’t come with us,” Sean said as he followed Brooks out of the room.


  Brad saw a large knife on a table; he took the knife and threw it on the ground a few feet in front of the man. “Wait until morning, then cut yourselves free. If you follow us, I will kill you,” Brad said as he turned to walk away.


  Remembering Hasan’s words about demons, he stopped and turned again. “There are other survivors who can help you, but you have to join our fight against the primals,” he said.


  “Yes … of course … anything,” the man said with tears in his eyes.


  “Take the woman; there is a village: Shurazar,” Brad said.


  “Yes please, I know this place,” the man begged.


  “They have a militia there; go to them in peace and they will help you,” Brad said, walking away. “Do not leave this room until morning or we will kill you.”


  Brad hurried out the door and down the hallway. When the light faded, he put his night vision back on. He caught up with Sean and Brooks near the cave’s entrance. Sean led the way to make sure it was clear, then stepped off at a quick pace. Brooks followed him, carrying Aziz. They followed the path back to where they had left their bags. Going downhill now and at a near jog, the return trip didn’t take long. Brooks dropped Aziz heavily by an outcrop of boulders. He checked Aziz’s bindings, then left him to prepare his own gear.


  Sean told them to turn on their IR strobes—small beacons attached to their gear, which flashed an invisible light that only the extraction team would be able to see through their optics. “It’s been forty-five minutes, prepare for the bird’s arrival,” Sean said.


  They stacked and readied their gear, then took a knee facing out to watch the horizon. They heard it first: the thumping of the blades coming in from far away. The Black Hawk flew over them low and without lights before it circled back and landed with the door facing them. A man dressed in a flight suit and carrying a collapsible field stretcher jumped from the door and ran to them.


  “Where is Chief Rogers?” he asked.


  “I’m here,” Sean said.


  “Good evening, I’m Mr. Douglas. Do you have the package?” the man asked.


  “Right there,” Sean said, pointing at the body on the ground.


  “Okay then, follow me,” Douglas said. Running to Aziz, he dropped the stretcher on the ground and quickly assembled it. Brooks took the hint, dumped Aziz on the stretcher, and assisted in strapping down his arms and legs. Then Brooks put on his pack and grabbed one of the stretcher handles. Brad took one last look behind him in the direction of the cave before he helped Brooks carry the stretcher laden with Aziz to the helicopter.


  They jumped on board, placing Aziz and his stretcher in a rack, then Douglas boarded and closed the door behind him. Douglas squeezed past the crew chief’s seat and fell into the co-pilot’s position. Sean yelled something but no one could hear him over the roar of the now lifting helicopter. The man signaled toward the ceiling, and Sean saw the headset and put it on. Brad and Brooks looked up and did the same.


  “Where is your crew chief?” Sean asked over the intercom.


  “We are running short of those these days,” Douglas said. “We are lucky to even have this bird; it’s one of the last ones in country.”


  “You Army, Mr. Douglas?” Brad asked.


  “No, I wish. I’m just a civilian. I fly … well I guess I flew … for the oil companies, but I’m on an indefinite government contract now. As long as they feed me and keep me alive, I fly. This here is Captain Bradley. He’s retired Air Force,” Douglas said, pointing to Bradley.


  Bradley raised a hand to wave but said nothing.


  “They pulled us out of Bahrain for this mission. Not that there was much worth staying for once the survivors’ camp was overrun. The island has pretty much been written off. Just small pockets of resistance held up in skyscrapers mostly. There isn’t shit left of the place now,” Douglas finished.


  A flashing yellow light and the piercing beep of an alarm started to flash from the console. “Get ready to exit, we will be landing soon,” he said.


  “Landing? Where are we? We haven’t been in the air long enough,” Brooks asked.


  “This flight is only getting us to a refuel point; we don’t have fuel for much else. We made it to you fellas on fumes as it is,” Douglas answered.


  “We will be coming around once to check for screamers, then I’m going to set her down by those rocks near the fuel bladders,” Bradley said.


  “Understood, Bradley,” Douglas answered.


  The Black Hawk banked hard and circled out over the open sand, then came back and set down in a cloud of dust. Bradley and Douglas reached around the cockpit and started flipping switches as the helicopter started to wind down.


  “Chief? Would you and your boys mind stepping outside and setting up security?” Douglas asked.


  Sean reached down and pulled the large bay door open. The three of them stepped into the cool night air. The blades of the helicopter were slowing but still making a good deal of noise. Brad had his night vision back on and was scanning the desert.


  “Looks clear, Mr. Douglas,” Sean said. “Where are we?”


  “We are just south of Kandahar, and we need to hurry. Mr. Aziz’s ride will be here soon,” Douglas said.


  Douglas and Bradley grabbed a large canvas bag from a cargo compartment in the helicopter and ran a distance from the bird. Douglas dumped the contents of the bag onto the ground.


  “Chief, could your team handle this? Headquarters said your men would be familiar with this gear,” Douglas said. “I would offer to help, but the captain and I really have to get the refueling done before the screamers show up.”


  Sean ran to the spot and examined the gear. “You gotta be shitting me,” he said.


  “What is it, Chief?” Brooks asked.


  “It’s a damn Fulton! We don’t use this shit anymore,” Sean said.


  Douglas looked back over his shoulder and yelled, “We do now, Chief. Could you get it set up please? The pickup will be here in under twenty minutes.”


  “I’m not following. Sean, is there another helicopter coming?” Brad asked.


  “No, the Fulton is a big ass balloon. We’re going to strap it to Aziz. An aircraft will fly overhead and catch the balloon, then reel his sorry ass on board. We trained on these but they stopped using this gear years ago,” Sean answered.


  “Well, nothing is too good for our boy Aziz,” Brooks said, gesturing back towards the helicopter. “Let’s get it done, Chief.”


  Set up was fairly straightforward. The kit bag contained a balloon, a gas bottle, a harness and about five hundred feet of heavy line. First, they tightly strapped Aziz into an orange jumpsuit that was connected to a large, heavy-duty harness. Brad stuffed a bundle of letters into the jumpsuit and tightly zipped it shut. Brooks saw him and gave Brad a knowing nod, as he forced Aziz into the harness and tightly strapped him in. Next, they attached the coiled line to the balloon. Finally, the other end of the line was secured to the harness and they waited for the signal from Douglas that it was safe to inflate.


  “Has anyone bothered to explain to Aziz what is about to happen?” Brad asked.


  “Nah, we figured a surprise would be better,” Sean said.


  Douglas called out that the aircraft was near the approach and to inflate the balloon. Sean connected the gas bottle to the balloon and turned on three IR strobes connected to a section of the line. Then he turned the valve and the balloon began to quickly fill with helium. As the balloon filled, Aziz figured out what was going on and he began to panic.


  “Don’t worry pal, you’re going to love this,” Brooks laughed while slapping a heavy pair of goggles over Aziz’s eyes.


  The balloon filled quickly and pulled off the ground, trailing the line behind it. There was no breeze, so it went almost straight up and barely drifted. The line was now taut and all the slack was gone. It was very quiet now; all they could hear was the sobbing of Aziz and the fuel pumps purring away, filling the large tanks on the Black Hawk.


  Douglas called back to them again from the fuel bladders. “The C130 says they are on approach and they have visual. You might want to step away from our guest.”


  “C130? So why didn’t they just land and pick all of us up?” Brad asked.


  “Not so easy, son. All of the airfields near here are overrun; this is the best we got,” Douglas answered.


  They heard the buzzing of the C130 coming in from the east. The moon was now covered in clouds and they could hardly see anything. Aziz increased his panic when he picked up on the sounds of the approaching aircraft. The men stepped away from Aziz and gathered near the helicopter to resume their security watch of looking for primals.


  The aircraft got louder as it got closer and lower to the ground. Soon Sean pointed and they could just barely make it out flying low and slow toward them. A large, V-shaped hook extended from its nose and it was on a direct path for the balloon. The C130 flew directly over them. At first nothing seemed to happen, then they saw the line stretch and Aziz snapped into the air and was gone.


  21.


  The flight crew was finishing up the refueling procedures. They turned heavy wheels and pulled switches to cut off the power to the large pumps. Brad watched them as they disconnected and stored the heavy fuel lines in plywood lockers. Captain Bradley and Mr. Douglas walked back to the Black Hawk, diligently inspecting every detail.


  “We are almost ready to go, Chief. If your boys could continue to pull security until she is warmed up I would appreciate it,” Douglas called.


  “We got it sir, just tell us when to mount up,” Sean called back.


  “You’re going to need to make it quick, sir, I got movement,” Brooks said.


  “What do you see Brooks?” Sean called out.


  “Large mass at your three o’clock and moving fast.”


  “The birds bring them in, for some reason the screamers love helicopters,” Bradley called over his shoulder.


  Brad raised his scope and saw them, a small party out front and another larger group trailing them. Sean snatched up his long rifle and took a prone firing position; Brooks fell to the ground near him with his own scoped rifle.


  “You work the center, I’ll pick up stragglers,” Sean calmly said to Brooks. “Brad, keep an eye on our flanks, I don’t want anything sneaking up on us.”


  Brooks began firing his rifle and methodically knocked down the leaders. Sean followed his lead and started firing in a smooth motion to cut down the runners, but it was doing very little to slow the pack’s progress. Brad ran to the edge of the clearing in a high spot where he could see all the approaches to the landing site. He could see the mass closing on them from Sean’s direction. Brad continued to scan wider, checked the rest of the area, and found it clear.


  The Black Hawk started to wake up; the rotors slowly went into motion, whooping as they sped.


  “Chief, I have the mini-gun up if you and your men would like to retreat to the bird,” Douglas screamed over the increasing whine of the turbines.


  “You heard the man, bound back,” Sean ordered.


  Brad turned around and ran back to the Black Hawk, Just as he arrived from the flank, he could see Sean and Brooks board the bird. The engines were screaming now as Bradley increased the throttle. Sean took up a position behind the large M134 mini gun, flipped the switches powering it up, and readied himself to fire.


  “You’re clear to engage, Chief,” Douglas called back.


  Sean pulled the trigger and a stream of rounds cut through the night; a blinding laser light show ensued. Brad could no longer see the primal mob with his night vision off, but he followed the trail of gunfire and watched the shadows dance as rounds exploded and skipped off of the ground. Sean was decimating the crowded path as he cut left and right, sweeping through the charging primals.


  The Black Hawk slowly lifted with its nose down and began to pick up speed. It turned slightly and headed into the mob that was now far below. They reached out their arms and grappled at the beam of gunfire Sean was pouring down on them. The Black Hawk opened the distance and Sean continued to fire even though the threat was now gone. He cut a wide path through the charging mob, releasing weeks of frustration.


  “Cease fire, Chief, we may need some rounds for later,” Douglas called back.


  Sean shook his head and powered the gun down. Leaning back into the crew chief’s seat, he looked exhausted. He intentionally set down the headset before he closed his eyes.


  The Black Hawk flew smoothly through the night sky speeding south. Brad looked out of the small window but could see nothing but blackness. The desert was dark; there were no lights, no signs of life. He didn’t see a single fire, no headlights on the roads. It was desolate and dead below him. He pressed back against the hard seat and tightened the restraint belt.


  “Where are we going, Mr. Douglas?” Brad asked.


  “South to the Arabian Sea; with all of the tanks full, and if we fly conservatively, we should make it. If not, we will have some walking or possibly swimming to do,” Douglas answered.


  “Well that’s reassuring. We catching a ride on a Navy vessel then? That how we’re getting home?” Brad asked.


  “Wish I could answer your questions for you, son, and as good as a Navy meal sounds right now, unfortunately that’s not where we are headed,” Douglas said.


  “Enough with the riddles! Where the hell are we going?” Brooks asked impatiently.


  “We are scheduled to land on a secured oil platform off the coast; the Navy and Marines have secured a number of them in this area. Land-based facilities are all closed this side of Iran,” Bradley said. “I know it’s not ideal boys. I’m not excited about it myself. But it sure beats the hell out of nesting with screamers.”


  “Then what?” Brooks asked.


  “Then we wait. We were promised a ride home when we took this job. I don’t have the details. I just have to get this crate to the platform,” Bradley said. “I have been told it has power, food, and hot showers, so let’s just take it one day at a time.”


  Brad sat back in his seat, shaking his head, his body finally giving in to the exhaustion. It’s going to be a long ride home, he thought to himself.
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  1.


  “Oasis, this is Talon, Oasis, this is Talon,” the pilot, Captain Bradley, said over the radio, receiving only static as a response.


  The Black Hawk flew low and fast over the dark churning waters of the Arabian Sea. There were flashes of light on the horizon from a developing storm. The helicopter’s console flashed a warning that was audible in their headsets. They had been in the air for what seemed like hours. Brad had watched the co-pilot look at the warning light and reset it several times earlier, but now he was just ignoring it.


  “You boys are going to want to keep those floatation devices handy. You may want to drop some of that body armor too, unless you’re looking to sink to the bottom like a stone,” Mr. Douglas, his co-pilot, said over the beeping of the alarm.


  “Something you’d like to tell us, Sir?” Brooks asked with a sarcastic tone.


  “We’re having a bit of trouble contacting the platform and we’re past bingo fuel; things may get wet here very soon,” Captain Bradley answered over his headset.


  Brad removed his tactical body armor and helmet and put on the inflatable flotation device. Sean and Brooks were making the same preparations. He watched the pilots scan the horizon; although they outwardly appeared very calm, he could see the worry on their faces. When Brad looked out of the window he understood why; he could barely make out the whitecaps of the sea below.


  “Oasis, this is Talon … Oasis, this is Talon,” Bradley again called over the radio, still no response.


  “There she is, at your eleven o’clock,” Mr. Douglas motioned to the pilot.


  Brad looked forward between the pilots seats. Far ahead he could begin to make out the shape of a huge object towering above the water. There was one red flashing beacon at the top of a long antenna; the rest of the platform was completely blacked out The platform columns projecting out of the sea appeared to have a number of vessels moored alongside them.


  “Oasis, this is Talon… Oasis, this is Talon,” Bradley called out again in frustration.


  “We aren’t getting any response from the platform. I’m going to make one pass around the rig and then we’re going to have to land. We don’t have much flight time left in the tanks,” Bradley called out to all of them.


  The helicopter slowed and passed a hundred yards off the starboard side of the platform, then circled around, flying counterclockwise and orbiting the rig. The platform was an impressive sight. It sat high above the water and boasted nearly three football fields of surface space on its large upper deck. Brad could see at least three levels of decks; the top one housed a number of cranes and towers. Three of the corners had distinct rust-colored steel building structures, while the open fourth corner was piled high with crates and industrial equipment. The helicopter landing pad was on piers elevated above the largest of the three building platforms.


  The antenna tower light flashed a red beacon high above the rig, allowing them to see reflections off the window glass on the structure as they flew by them. There were no signs of movement on any of the decks; the rig appeared abandoned.


  “It’s go time. We don’t have fuel to make it back to the coast, and there sure as hell won’t be any water rescue coming for us, so I’m going to set us down,” Bradley told them.


  The helicopter pad was on the southwest corner of the platform. The pilot lined the Black Hawk up for an approach, began to slow it down, and then moved into a controlled hover. Brad looked out of the window and saw the dark landing pad emblazoned with a large letter ‘H’. The landing pad was raised high above the other structures and was connected to the greater platform by a steel walkway. The floodlights on the walkway were all blacked out and the navigation lights that normally ringed the pad were off. The rig itself was silent and absent of movement.


  “I’m bringing her in. Let’s get frosty, guys; you may want to lock and load. I’m getting a bad vibe over this whole deal,” Bradley said over the intercom.


  All of the men had a bad feeling. Brad observed Sean and Brooks ready their weapons and pull down their night vision goggles as the helicopter slowly lowered to the landing pad. The helicopter landing gear made contact heavily with the deck. The pilots ran through checklists and began to power down the aircraft. Soon the turbines were idling down and there was nothing but the whipping sounds of the slowing blades. The pilots removed their headsets and harnesses, climbed over the center console, and moved into the rear part of the now silent helicopter.


  “What are you thinking, Sir?” Sean asked in a low voice.


  “I am really stumped, Chief, bordering on the verge of being very pissed off. I was told this place was manned by a platoon of Marines,” Bradley answered. “Something is very wrong here.”


  “Hell yeah it’s wrong! I wouldn’t have taken this job if I’d known this would be what was waiting for us! I could still be in Bahrain, knee deep in cheap scotch,” Mr. Douglas grumbled.


  Sitting on the elevated landing pad and looking out the windows of the aircraft, they couldn’t make out anything on the rig. In the distance they could see the occasional flash of lightning and hear the sound of thunder, making the current situation worse. The navigational windsocks were starting to blow and whip about at the tops of their poles, and the air had cooled considerably compared to what they had left in Afghanistan hours ago.


  “Looks like we have a storm coming in,” Sean whispered as his eyes studied the horizon.


  “Chief, I’m going to need you and your men to secure the landing pad so Mr. Douglas and I can tie down the bird. We don’t want to lose this aircraft if the winds pick up,” Bradley said.


  “Aye aye, Sir, just give the word,” Sean said, obviously anxious to leave the helicopter and get to work.


  Captain Bradley checked the slide of his M9 pistol to verify its readiness before securing it in its holster. He looked to Mr. Douglas who gave him a thumbs up.


  “Okay, Chief we’ll exit the same side. Mr. Douglas and I will secure the bird with the tie downs while you and your men pull security. Once everything is complete, we can meet up with you over there by the railing,” Bradley said, pointing to a spot near the walk way entrance.


  “Roger that, we are all over it,” Sean said as he reached down and pulled the door open, letting in the cool damp night air.


  Brooks exited first with his MP5 at the ready and turned right towards the tail of the aircraft. Brad came out next, followed by Sean. Brad moved past the nose of the aircraft and continued around it, securing the far side of the landing pad. Sean swept towards the nose and took a knee, scanning everything in his sector. When all of the men felt confident they were alone, one by one they said “clear” in low voices.


  “Deck is clear, Sir,” Sean said just above a whisper towards the Black Hawk’s door.


  The pilots stepped from the interior of the aircraft. Captain Bradley immediately placed chocks under the helicopter’s wheels, while Mr. Douglas grabbed a stack of gear from the crew chief’s position. Then the two men started applying tie downs to secure the helicopter to the deck. After they finished, Captain Bradley made a quick pass around the bird, verifying it was tied down to his satisfaction. When he felt everything was complete he moved to the rally point he had indicated earlier.


  Sean moved to the pilot’s location and took a knee. They were now overlooking the entire platform. They could see down the length of the walkway and to the landing below. The structures were all dark and there were no signs of life. The thunder was growing louder and the wind had begun to pick up. Sean looked to Bradley and whispered “What’s the call, Sir?”


  “There are fuel lines on the deck, but we will need power to use them. With that storm coming we won’t be going anywhere for a while anyhow. I think we need to find shelter and find out what the hell is going on here.”


  “Let’s move in a line down the ladder well. We’ll secure the base, then scout from there,” Sean said, then nodded at Captain Bradley as he continued. “I assume you know how to use that thing strapped to your hip, Sir?”


  “It’s been awhile but I think I’ll figure it out,” Bradley said drily, drawing his weapon. “Ready to move when you are, Chief.”


  “Brooks, take point; you fly boys, stay close behind me; Brad, you have rear security. We’ll leave the heavy bags in the bird and come back for them later,” Sean whispered. “Okay, unless there are any questions, let’s get moving.”


  2.


  Brooks slowly made his way down the long stairwell to the walkway below. Sean stayed in position at the top of the stairs, covering Brook’s descent. The lightning had picked up its intensity and the winds were blowing harder. The team could hear the waves crashing against the structure’s support pylons. Brooks cautiously reached the bottom, took a spot at the base of the stairs, and began searching in all directions. When he was confident it was clear, he signaled for Sean to proceed down.


  Sean moved forward with the pilots behind him while Brad rotated into the over watch position. Sean stepped onto the landing and pivoted in the opposite direction of Brooks, then signaled for Brad to join them below. Brad took one last look at the compound from his elevated position; he saw nothing but the darkened structures and stirring sea waters in the distance. He stepped off quickly, made his way to the base of the stairs to rejoin the group, and took a knee beside Sean.


  Then the sky opened up and the heavy rains came. Within seconds they were all soaked with the chilled water. The walkway at the base of the platform ran in two directions. Right led towards the open storage deck, and the left led down into the large structure under the helicopter pad. Sean signaled for Brooks to move the group toward the building.


  Brooks wiped off his washed-out night vision goggles that were drowning in the torrential rain, and put on a large floppy boonie cap to shield them. Then he stepped off slowly with his MP5 at the ready. Brad stood wet and shivering at the back of the group, turning to look behind them as the team moved out. He had the feeling they were being watched, or that they at least were not alone. He tried to calm himself and turned to follow the rest of the group.


  It was less than fifty feet to the first building. The entrance was barred by two large steel doors mounted on the face of a tall rigid steel wall. Sean moved forward to inspect the doors. Small round windows of wire-reinforced glass mounted in them met him at eye level, but for the time being Sean avoided exposing himself to them. He motioned for the pilots to wait near the wall while he called Brad and Brooks to stack up on the entrance.


  Brooks formed up on the left side of the door with Brad behind him, while Sean stayed to the right. Sean reached forward and tried the door and found it unlocked. He then signaled to Brooks, who nodded in recognition, and then as quietly as he could, Sean eased the door open. When it was just wide enough for a person, Brooks swiftly moved into the room and cut to the right. Brad was right behind him and swept in to the left. Sean was the last one in and he stood in the doorway, scanning the entire length of the dark room.


  They had entered into a large lounge; pool tables and sofas were overturned throughout the room. There was evidence of a battle; spent brass and blood trails were everywhere. The space was lit by low wattage emergency lighting so they could see the back of the room, where another set of large doors stood. Their safety-glass windows were shattered. Brooks moved towards them and checked the handle; finding them locked, he looked back to Sean and shrugged his shoulders.


  “Okay guys, secure this space and get something to block that door. I’ll bring in the officers,” Sean whispered.


  Brad and Brooks worked together to lift a large cabinet and sat it against the door at the back of the room to block themselves in. Sean walked through the entrance, trailed by the two soaking wet officers. He quickly secured the double doors and flipped the bolt locks, securing themselves in. Searching for lights but finding none, Brooks pulled on the emergency lighting lamps and pointed them down so a soft light filled the space.


  Brad moved to a corner of the room and fell onto a large, overstuffed chair. Looking around the space, it appeared that a fight had broken out in the room; furniture was tossed around and the plasma TV screens were destroyed. A refrigerator in the corner had the door ripped open and it was knocked over and onto its face. “So where the hell are the Marines?” Brad asked no one in particular.


  “They were supposed to be here,” Bradley said. “This is really messed up. Do you still have your phone, Chief?”


  “I already tried. I’m not getting a signal down here, probably too much steel in this building. I’ll have to try again up by the helo after the weather clears. No point in us risking moving around in that shit right now,” Sean answered.


  He walked towards the now-barricaded doors. He tried looking through the spider-webbed glass, but found it impossible to see through.


  “Brad? Brooks? You two up for some exploring?” he asked.


  “Sure, why not? I was getting bored anyhow,” Brooks said, getting to his feet and checking the magazine on his MP5.


  Brad worked himself up out of the overstuffed chair and moved to the doors. Quietly, he helped Brooks pull the cabinets away from the entrance and stood behind the SEALs, waiting for direction.


  “We’re just going to check out this building and see if we can find out what’s going on, Sir. You two block this door behind us and don’t let anyone in,” Sean said.


  He pulled the small Jimmy bar and lock pick from his kit and started working the door. It was a heavy fire door designed to protect the space from intense heat, but the locks were not made to stop a determined thief. With a little bit of effort the seam in the door began to split, then the latch gave, popping just enough so that Sean could open the door a crack. There was nothing but darkness on the other side.


  “You two ready?” Sean asked.


  “Let’s get to it,” Brooks answered.


  Sean slowly opened the door and Brooks slipped inside, followed by Sean, then Brad. Once they were through, the pilots quickly closed the doors and could be heard sliding furniture back against the opening.


  Brad’s night vision was powered up, and with his IR flashlight he could make out the greenish hue of a long hallway. Like the lounge they had just left, this hallway was scattered with random furniture and reams of office papers. There were mangled bodies in utility uniforms lying along the passageway, along with weapons and spent rounds to go with them. The space reeked of blood and cordite, and there were bullet holes and broken glass everywhere.


  They took a few steps into the hallway, then knelt down to just listen and observe. All they could hear were the sounds of the storm outside. There was a subtle breeze coming from a broken window at the end of the long hallway, and an occasional lightning strike would briefly light the space, exposing the bodies to its ambient light. The floor was a glossy tile, now covered with blood that made the rubber soles of their boots feel sticky.


  Brooks slowly got to his feet and stepped off, moving deliberately with his feet apart and his weapon at the ready. He lifted his feet high to step over the multitude of bodies and objects that littered the hallway. He moved past the first doorway, then posted up to allow Sean, who was directly behind him, to try the door. Finding it unlocked, Sean looked back and signaled for Brad to enter once the door was opened. Sean quickly opened the door and Brad moved though it to the left. Sean followed Brad, while Brooks held his position in the hallway, covering their backs.


  Brad moved in and quickly checked all of the corners and dead spaces in the room; Sean did the same, working from the opposite direction. When they were confident the room was clear, they whispered to each other in low voices. This room looked untouched. There was a small desk in a corner with an office chair behind it, as well as a book shelf and filing cabinets against one wall. They rummaged through drawers and stacks of paperwork on the desk for information, but it seemed to be routine correspondence from the oil company PAK-PETRO to a middle manager, all of it dated before the outbreak.


  As they moved back into the hallway, Sean placed his hand on Brooks’ shoulder to indicate they were ready to move on. They cleared four more offices along the hallway in the same fashion, but still found nothing of interest. At the end of the hallway, they cautiously stacked up at a set of stairs. The window at the end of the hall was broken and, looking out, they could see the stormy waters of the sea. The rain was still coming down hard, and the broken window had allowed some of the rain to get in to soak the floor.


  Brooks moved to the first step and noted that the stairs went up, then cut to the left at the first landing. When he reached the landing he turned partway, careful not to expose his entire body, then waited for Sean to move to his position, followed by Brad. Once they were all back online together, Brooks moved to the next landing. At the top of the stairs they found another door; this one was also hanging open.


  Brooks again led the way into another long hallway that mirrored the one below them. Like before, once they were positioned in the hallway they all took a knee to listen for danger. Looking down this hallway, they found a tangled mess of bodies. Halfway down the length of the passage, positioned next to a door, lay a uniformed solder. His legs were missing, but the top half identified him as U.S. Marine Corps judging by the uniform jacket. The door itself had several bodies pressed up against its shattered window. Brooks pointed his IR laser at them to make sure the others had seen it.


  Initially the sight made Brad want to turn around and go back down the stairs to the locked doors of the lounge. Before he had time to totally comprehend his circumstances, however, he saw Sean tap Brooks on the shoulder and signal for him to move out.


  Again Brooks stepped past the first doorway and the piled bodies as Sean moved to the door and checked the handle. The lock was broken and had been pried from its frame. One by one, Sean grabbed at the bodies and pulled them aside. They hit the deck with a sickening thud. When the last body fell, a set of battered and broken blinds fell into place, keeping the men from being able to see into the room.


  When Sean went to open the door, it swung inwards and he felt the resistance of furniture barricaded against it. He signaled for Brad to ready himself, then he pushed hard against it, using his leg against the wall for leverage. The door produced a gap just large enough for the two of them to slip into the blacked out room. Quickly they rushed in, and immediately heard the distinctive click, click, click, sound of a hammer falling on an empty chamber. Scanning the room, they saw the crumpled form of a female Marine in the far corner, pointing an empty pistol into the darkness and dry firing vainly.


  Brad covered her while Sean verified the rest of the room was clear. Sean then turned his attention back to the Marine. She appeared uninjured, even though she was tucked back into the corner of the room with her knees drawn in. The room was very dark and it was obvious she couldn’t see them. There was an M4 rifle next to her with a pile of empty magazines.


  “Are you okay, Marine?” Sean asked in a low voice.


  “Who … who’s there? Don’t come near me,” the startled Marine whimpered into the darkness, unable to see without the aid of night vision.


  “It’s okay Marine; we’re not here to hurt you. We just came in a helicopter. We’re here to help you,” Sean lied.


  “I think they’re all dead. I don’t know if there is anyone left … except them,” she said.


  “Slow down, Marine, how long have you been here like this?” Sean asked.


  “Last night … This morning … I don’t know, the platform isn’t safe, we have to leave,” she whispered urgently.


  “Can you walk?”


  “Yes … yeah … I think so … are we leaving?” she asked.


  “Yeah, we’re leaving, now let’s get you on your feet,” Sean said. “I know you can’t see me, but I’m going to reach out and take your side arm for safe keeping. I promise I’ll give it back, okay?”


  She pulled the pistol in, then reconsidered and pushed it away with her outstretched arms. Sean took the M9 pistol and dropped it into a dump pouch attached to his belt. He then reached down, took the empty M4 from beside her, and passed it back to Brad. Brad pulled open the bolt, verified it was empty, and then slung it across his back.


  “Okay Marine, I’m going to give you my hand and I want you to get to your feet and follow me out of the room, okay? I’m in here with another man and I have a third in the hallway. Don’t be alarmed, we have you, okay?” Sean calmly spoke.


  She nodded her head and Sean reached out his gloved hand. She took it and he pulled her to her feet. He asked her to grab onto the back of his jacket so he could lead her through the darkness. Sean and the Marine then slowly walked out of the room with Brad behind them. When he got outside, he signaled to Brooks that they were going back to the lounge. Sean took point this time and led them back though the hall and down the stairs. Brooks lagged behind, covering them as they moved.


  When Brad made it back to the lounge door he quietly tapped it, then slapped at the door a bit louder when he didn’t get a response. Eventually he heard a rustling from inside.


  “Hey, is that you guys?” he heard Mr. Douglas call out.


  “Yeah, can you open the damn door?” Brad said back.


  He heard the officers drag the furniture out of the way and then they pulled the door open. Brad moved to the side and let Sean move through first, as he was still leading the way for the female. Then Brooks moved forward and into the lounge. Brad took one last look down the hallway before he slipped into the room to secure the door and help Brooks barricade it.


  3.


  They had the female Marine lay down on one of the long sofas that had been pushed against the wall. Once the sense of security finally hit her, she quickly collapsed and fell asleep. She was young, maybe mid-twenties, and she was small, barely over five feet, a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet. Once she had fallen asleep, Brooks gently inspected her for bites or scratches. Her uniform was filthy and torn, but she didn’t appear to have any open wounds.


  “She looks okay Chief, probably dehydrated though,” Brooks said quietly.


  “Okay good, thank you for taking care of that. So what do you think, you want to go back upstairs, continue the recon?” Sean asked.


  “Hell no, Sean! Let’s wait until she wakes up and gives us some info on what’s going on here. It’s a damn murder house up there,” Brad said.


  “I just don’t feel good not knowing what we are sharing a building with. From the outside, it looks like there are no more than three, maybe four floors on this structure. I think it would be better if we could clear it. Especially since nothing or no one appears to know we’re here,” Sean said.


  Captain Bradley stood and walked to the corner of the room to join the discussion. “That assumption makes no sense, Chief. The Black Hawk would have rattled this place coming in, and there's no way nothing heard it. If I had to guess, I’d say there’s a mess of them hiding behind a door someplace, just waiting for you to open it.”


  “No, you can’t go,” the Marine said, struggling to sit up.


  They all stopped and turned to look at her. “Oh, you’re awake. How are you feeling?” Brooks asked.


  “I’m a bit groggy and I feel like I got hit by a truck,” she said. “Do you have any water?”


  Brad walked across the room and reached into his pack, then handed her a bottle of water. She quickly twisted off the cap and guzzled down the entire bottle.


  “Whoa, take it easy! We got to make that stuff last,” Brad told her.


  “Don’t get stingy, Army, there are pallets full of water out on the storage deck,” she spat back.


  “Oh yeah? You want to go walk out there and grab some, Marine?”


  “Oh … well, I guess you have a valid point there. So, ahh … any food?” she said as she put the cap back on the bottle.


  Brad reached back into his pack and started opening his last can of the Afghan slop, which brought a smile to the faces of Sean and Brooks.


  “What is that?” she asked.


  Sean stepped forward and sat on a chair across from her. “Don’t worry about it, you’re going to love it, Corporal Swanson,” he said.


  “How did you know my name?” she demanded.


  “It’s written on your uniform, Corporal. You want to tell us what happened here?” Sean asked.


  Brad finished opening the can, stuck his MRE spoon into the top of the mix, and handed it to her. “Sorry I can’t heat that up for you, but trust me, it won’t improve the taste anyhow.”


  Swanson took the can and scooped a large portion into her mouth before pausing. They thought she was going to turn green and spit it out, but after an uncomfortable silence she began to chew, then grudgingly took more. “This really is horrible, so thank you for sharing it with me,” she said sarcastically.


  Sean gave her an impatient look. “Back to where we left off. What is going on here, Corporal?”


  “They must have gotten in on the PAK-PETRO boats. I don’t know; it was in the middle of the night. I was sleeping in my cell when it started. Sergeant Johnson woke me up, told me to grab my kit because we were leaving.”


  “What do you mean, leaving?”


  “He said the platform was breeched and we needed to fall back to the Edwards,” Swanson said.


  “Edwards?” Sean asked.


  “The USS Edwards,” she explained, “It’s a submarine tender. It’s been tied up here for a couple of weeks. We’d been replenishing it, getting ready to make a cruise back to the States.”


  “Okay, so then what?”


  “I grabbed my gear and joined him in the hall. All of the housing cells are on the third deck; everyone was running around suiting up and heading below. There was a lot of screaming coming from the lower decks. Sergeant Johnson led the way, and when we made it to the first floor it was chaos. That’s where they had gotten in. Our Marines were fighting hard, but most of them had already closed in on us and they were inside …” She paused; a haunted look came across her face. “It was hand-to-hand.”


  “What did you do?” Sean probed.


  “They were already through the lounge and into the hallway. One of the Marines in the middle of it managed to lock the lounge door, but too many of them had already gotten in. Sergeant Johnson and I tried to make it back to the third level but someone had secured the doors at the bottom of the stairs and they wouldn’t open them.”


  “So you got caught in the middle?”


  Nodding, she continued. “We ran back to the second floor stairway … they were pouring in up the stairs … we fell back into the hallway. Johnson was firing at them, knocking them down, but there were just too many,” she said as her voice started to crack. “He shoved me into the office and told me to barricade the door.”


  “And?”


  “I locked the door … I pushed the desk against it and hid. I heard them coming for him. He fought them, and I heard him scream … it took a long time … but they didn’t leave, they started pounding on the office door, they broke the glass and tried to get in. I fired my rifle till it was empty, then I reloaded and fired more. When my rifle was done, I fired the pistol. I ran out of ammo and waited for them to come in after me … but … but something happened … They were distracted. I heard them crash through the doors and go up to the third deck. They never came back.”


  “Do you know where they came from?”


  “No! I told you already! I was asleep. Some of the men were yelling and blaming it on PAK-PETRO, since they own and operate these oil rigs. They had been pulling people back from the other sites all month, consolidating them here … waiting for the main evacuation order.


  “Everyone is supposed to get checked for bites and scratches, but sometimes people get through the cracks. We’ve found primals turned in their cells before, screaming and trying to get out … Plus there are a lot of people in the ships moored below and on the first level; they don’t get checked till they get to the second deck.”


  “Another classic cluster fuck,” Brooks said in frustration. “Who was in charge of security here?”


  “Officially the Marines were, but there were only twenty-five of us. There were over five hundred people on the platform plus I don’t know how many on the ships. And we aren’t grunts; most of us are wrench turners and technicians. We had to trust the locals to do most of the security since we were only in charge of the top deck. PAK-PETRO ran the lower two decks with the Pakistani Navy; they have a few boats down there. Our Navy never left their ships, they just plugged into the platform for shore power.”


  “So to sum it up, we have no idea what’s going on anywhere on this platform, how many infected there are, or how many survivors,” Sean grunted.


  4.


  They sat in silence and tried to digest the bad news. Swanson was asleep again. They still had plenty of questions for her, but Sean didn’t see any point in beating her up all night. They were locked into the lounge, but still felt uneasy when they stared at the door that led into the building, not knowing what waited for them on that third deck.


  Brad had collected his gear and was back in the overstuffed chair in a corner. He had broken down his rifle and was meticulously cleaning it. Brooks distracted himself by doing the same in the opposite corner of the room. Sean lay down to sleep on a pool table; the pilots were already sleeping against the front wall on a pile of sofa cushions that they had bunched together. The emergency lighting was still working, but they had no idea how long the batteries would last.


  Dawn came slowly; the rain was still coming down hard. The grey gloomy light was just beginning to pierce the glass windows in the door when Sean got to his feet and peeked out of the glass. Looking both ways as best he could, he seemed satisfied that the immediate outside was clear.


  “Brooks, Brad, why don’t you two start suiting up,” Sean said.


  “What are you thinking, Boss?” Brooks asked.


  “I want to take a quick look around so we can get our bearings. We also need to pull the gear and ammo from the Black Hawk,” Sean answered. “Captain, you two stay here with Swanson and hold the fort. We won’t be long. Keep an eye on those doors.”


  “Okay, can do, Chief,” Bradley answered.


  The team suited up and gathered at the double doors. Sean pulled the bolt back and slowly opened the right side, slicing his viewpoints until he had a full view of everything to his left. Then Brooks eased open the opposing door and sliced to the right. When they were confident the way was clear, the left door was closed and they slid outside before closing the right door behind them. They heard the officers latching the door locked.


  They stood tight against the wall, looking in all directions. The rain was still coming down hard but the thunder had faded. They could hear the waves crashing against the ships and the pylons below. Normally, the ships would have untied and taken the storm in open waters instead of being thrashed against the platform, but there must not have been anyone to pilot them.


  Sean looked down at the deck and grimaced. “I hope those vessels aren’t doing permanent damage to the structure. We’re in bad enough shape as it is.”


  Brooks lifted his rifle and scouted the area beyond the building with his optics. “I don’t see any movement, Chief, and the far walkway looks clear.”


  “We don’t have the manpower to leave a guard here to cover our six, so we’ll just need to keep our heads on swivel,” Sean warned.


  They turned and slowly patrolled toward the helicopter pad, stopping often to listen and check their back trail. It was hard to hear anything through the pouring rain and the sounds of the water beating off the steel buildings. The floor was made up of rigid steel grates; even so, it was hard to see through the tangle of pipes to the working spaces below.


  The path back to the flight deck was clear; they could just barely see through the rain to the landing. Blowing rain was washing across the metal deck grating. The winds rolled the wash up and blew it across the deck at them. They were already soaked in the chilled water. Brad had removed his goggles and was wearing a fleece watch cap. He held his rifle at the ready and tried to stay in position just behind Brooks as they slowly made their way down the walkway.


  They reached the landing and, after a brief pause, Brooks made the turn around the corner, with Sean and Brad behind him. They found the helicopter just as they had left it. They moved about the landing pad and used the elevated position to survey the platform. Even in the stormy conditions they were able to see a great deal more than they had the night before.


  They could clearly see down onto the storage deck where a large number of crates and plastic containers were neatly stacked in rows. There were obvious signs of a battle on the deck. The dead were scattered about and concentrated near a hasty barricade, close to what appeared to be another staircase leading to the second deck. There were two other metal buildings on the two remaining corners of the platform; one appeared be a control building containing large windows, and the other was only a two-story with no windows.


  The southwest apron of the helicopter pad leaned out over the edges of the platform. By pushing up against the railing, they were able to see hundreds of feet below to the crashing sea. There was no large submarine tender as the Marine had suggested. They could see a couple of Pakistani-flagged fast attack boats, a few tugs labeled with the PAK-PETRO logo, and a larger civilian fishing boat. All of the vessels appeared to be dead in the water and were taking a beating in the storm.


  Sean tried the satellite phone; even though he was pulling a strong signal, he couldn’t get an answer. Frustrated, he powered it down and stowed it back in his assault pack.


  They opened the doors to the helicopter, quickly loaded the large rucks onto their backs, and stacked up to make the return trip to the lounge. Brooks was partway down the stairs to the first landing when his fist shot in the air. Brad struggled to kneel on the uneven surface of the stairs, battling the weight of his pack as he strained to turn his head to see what had alerted Brooks. Far in the distance he spotted it.


  “Oh fuck,” he gasped.


  There was a small pack of ten to fifteen primals gathered below them near the entrance to the lounge. So far they hadn’t been alerted, or they would have been moaning. The team froze on the stairs and watched the pack. The primals had gathered outside of the lounge. One of them seemed to be the leader. It was larger than the rest and wore part of a Marine Corps utility uniform. Its face had been torn open above the cheekbone, and a large portion of its scalp was missing, but it didn’t seem at all bothered by the wounds. It slapped at the steel doors of the building but quickly lost interest and started to make its way closer to the team’s current position. Quickly and quietly they backtracked up the stairs and to the landing pad.


  “Stay quiet. If we start a fight, we have no place to fall back to,” Sean whispered.


  When they returned to the pad, they silently dropped their packs and laid flat on the deck, trying to hide. They could see through the drainage slots in the decking to the walkway below. The primals were still moving slowly along the path, presumably following the leader that had been pounding on the lounge door. The rains were still soaking everything, but the primals seemed unaffected by the downpour. When they made it to the landing they stopped and appeared to contemplate climbing the stairs. The primals stirred back and forth as they decided on a path. The leader lashed out at another member of the pack with a screech, and they moved on towards the storage deck.


  When it was again clear, the three men stacked back up and moved down the stairs. At the landing, they quickly checked for signs of the pack and thankfully found none. The primals seemed to have moved on beyond the storage deck. The team quickly rounded the landing, headed down the final steps, and back to the lounge. They moved past the double doors and waited. Sean tapped a pre-arranged code at the steel door and waited for a response from inside. Brad had moved past the entrance and was covering forward, while Brooks was still looking through his rifle back toward the stairs to the landing pad.


  Brad stepped away from the wall and turned to look back at Sean. Sean was visibly frustrated, tapping at the door in the code and waiting for the officers to unlock it. He paused, and hearing no response, tapped again. Brad shook his head, then turned back to the front … and gasped in shock.


  He found himself face to face with one of the largest primals he had ever seen. Before Brad could raise his rifle to fire, the primal lunged at him. The impact of the thing and the weight of his pack threw Brad hard to the ground.


  They landed awkwardly on the deck. Brad fell crunched against his large rucksack in a half sitting position, with the primal grabbing at his clothes. Brad grabbed its neck; pushing it away with his right gloved hand, he buried his thumb into the soft tissue of its chin while his fingers gripped its throat. His free left hand was battling with the primal for wrist control as he wrapped his legs around the creature and tried to pull it tightly into his guard; locking his legs, he then held on for dear life.


  At the sound of the commotion, Sean turned. Afraid to fire a shot and risk hitting Brad, he leapt past them and threw himself onto the back of the creature, placing it into a strong rear choke hold. Sean had the choke in deep and was pushing the thing’s head forward for all he was worth. With the down and forward pressure relieved from him, Brad was able to dig a heel in to the creature as he maintained control of the primal’s left arm. He rolled hard and pulled himself into a sloppy arm bar. Not waiting for a tap, he applied maximum pressure and felt the elbow joint break and dislocate.


  Without the strength of both arms, the primal fell flat on its face with Sean still securely on its back, its last good arm wildly flailing. Brooks grabbed Brad by the straps at the top of his pack and pulled him away from the beast. With the tight choke applied, the primal was unable to scream or moan. Sean applied more and more pressure but the creature failed to die. Finally, Sean crushed its wind pipe and rolled hard; the creature’s neck made an audible crack as its spine was broken. Sean held tight as the primal’s body stiffened violently, then went slack.


  Sean slowly released his grip from the primal and rolled away from it. He looked down and saw that its eyes were still following him with a hateful glare. Even with its windpipe crushed and its neck and spine snapped, the primal still was looking to fight. Brooks pulled a small suppressed MKII pistol from his pack and placed it against the creature’s head, then fired a single shot.


  Suddenly the door opened and Captain Bradley looked out. “What the hell are you guys doing out here making all of that noise?” He stopped and looked down at the dead primal, and both Brad and Sean still sitting on the deck. “Oh! Well hey, come on guys, get back inside before more of them come.”


  5.


  The men hurried into the room, the Captain quickly locking the doors behind them. Shivering from the cold and soaked to the bone, they began stripping off their uniforms.


  “Err, ah, excuse me! There is a lady present,” Swanson snarled.


  “Oh, please feel free to wait outside while we avoid hypothermia,” Sean barked back.


  Swanson had no reply and instead pulled a heavy chair and turned it so that it faced the wall, then sat down. Mr. Douglas stepped forward and retrieved the wet uniforms from the floor and started hanging them to dry, while Captain Bradley handed the men some folded linens that he had found in a cabinet. The room was still dimly lit by the emergency lighting and the winds were howling outside.


  “When will this damn rain end?” Brad said, mostly to himself while wrapping a sheet around his naked body.


  “What? This rain won’t be over for a while, few days maybe … That’s a tropical cyclone out there, and just the beginning of it. They were predicting a Category 3 at least. That’s why the squids were prepping the tender to get us the hell out of here,” Swanson answered, still facing the wall.


  Captain Bradley rolled his eyes and looked her way “Bullshit! Cyclone? Colonel Cloud didn’t say anything about a cyclone when he briefed me on our exfiltration plan.”


  “Of course he didn’t … once we delivered Aziz, we weren’t his concern anymore. So when was the tender supposed to leave? Where did it go?” Brooks said.


  “I’m not sure. I know the sailors were anxious to get out ahead of the storm. I already told you PAK-PETRO’s been moving survivors from the other rigs to here over the last couple days. We were just waiting on the word to get going … but then the attack … I don’t know what happened. Maybe they’re still down there waiting for us; we need to get down to the dock level!”


  “Don’t worry about it. The tender is gone. All I saw in the water were Pakistani boats,” Sean said as he fell onto the end of a sofa.


  “So what now then?” asked Mr. Douglas.


  “Now I say we need to clear this damn building. I’m not spending another night in here not knowing what’s up on that third deck,” Sean said.


  “How do you plan to do that?” asked Mr. Douglas.


  “Well, I figured I’d take a quick break; then we’ll go out that there hallway and up those stairs and kill everything that doesn’t look friendly,” Sean said, pointing at the doors leading from the lounge and into the building.


  “What the hell? Are you serious?” Swanson argued.


  “I’m not willing to just sit here until we starve … From my last count, Brooks, Brad, and I are the only ones with any gear or food. We’re cut off from the supplies on the deck, and our current position is occupied. Unless anyone has any better ideas, everybody be prepared to assault through this building in two hours, and I mean everybody!” Sean gritted, looking in the direction of the two officers.


  “Excuse me Chief, but we aren’t trained for this,” Mr. Douglas said, stepping forward.


  “Doesn’t matter anymore; we’re all in this together now. We’re all going to pull our weight until we get out of here. Swanson, tell me more about the platform, how many were on board?” Sean asked.


  Captain Bradley got to his feet and took a step towards Sean, holding his hand up towards Swanson. “Hold up Chief, I know you are not happy, but rushing to decisions and pushing us forward isn’t going to solve anything right now.”


  Completely ignoring the Captain’s words, Sean said, “Sir, with all due respect, the next time I knock on a door you better move your ass and answer it! You almost got Brad and I killed out there while you took your sweet ass time unlocking that door. Consider this fair warning. I suggest you ready your weapons; we will be taking this building back in two hours. Now Swanson, what do we know about the platform?”


  Captain Bradley moved back to his seat and sat heavily without saying a word. Swanson looked around the room, but realizing there would be no support if she continued the argument, she began to explain what she knew to Sean.


  “Well, this is the housing and business block; it used to house the trades guys, pipe fitters, welders, rough necks, stuff like that. We moved all of the military in here. There were only about fifty of us in total. There are three floors; first two are offices, and the top floor is housing cells. Twelve rooms and an open lounge. The helipad is on the roof.”


  “Food? Water?”


  “Yeah, there’s a stocked galley upstairs, but the water is off until we get the lights back on.”


  “And next door?” Sean questioned.


  “The next building over is the controls unit. It houses the radio tower and most of the switches for the platform’s equipment. The far corner facility is the power station; it has generators and such. That’s where I worked. We kept the power plant running and it must be abandoned now. I’m sure that’s why the lights are out,” Swanson finished.


  “Can you get the power back on?”


  “Yeah sure, easy, I’m sure the tanks just ran dry. I’ll just need some help switching over the barrels … this place has plenty of fuel on hand,” Swanson said.


  “What’s below us?” Sean asked.


  “That’s the industrial deck. We didn’t go down there much, since PAK-PETROL was in charge of that space. They’ve been housing all of their people there. The very bottom deck was where they were loading and offloading crews from the ships.”


  “Okay, clear as mud then. Alright everyone, get your gear together. Be ready to move out in two hours,” Sean said as he started to break down his MP5 for another round of cleaning.


  Brad leaned back in his chair. He was extremely frustrated and sore from his battle on the deck with the primal. He had no interest in Sean’s plan to clear the building, yet he understood completely the importance of the mission. If they were going to survive, they would have to regain their ground. He wouldn’t argue the decision. Brad knew it was the right thing to do, even if it wasn’t the easiest.


  He dug through his bag, pulled out a fresh set of MultiCams and got dressed. He grabbed his rifle and inspected it. He hadn’t fired it in a few days, but still he removed the bolt and oiled all of its components. He checked and double-checked his magazines. He still had close to a combat load’s worth of ammo, and there were still hundreds of rounds in his rucksack. Grabbing his vest, he made sure everything was secure and then placed his last fresh set of batteries into his night vision goggles.


  Once Brad was confident he would be ready for the coming mission, he leaned his head back deep into the chair and pulled his patrol cap over his eyes.
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  When he opened his eyes, Brad saw Sean trying to look through the glass of the doors leading into the hallway. Brooks was standing behind him, readying his weapons and attaching gear to his chest harness. Swanson was leaning over her boots, tucking in the laces; her M4 was sitting beside her. Both officers were also up digging through their small flight bags.


  Even though Brad was far from his normal routine, he still followed a mental checklist when he prepped for a mission. He went through his checklist, physically touching each item. He tightened all of his loose straps and checked to make sure his spare magazines were loaded and snapped in place. His fighting knife was hanging just below his left shoulder, with the handle down. A tourniquet was on his right shoulder, a first aid pouch on his belt. He wore his M9 on his hip, and the holster held two spare magazines.


  Brad finished his prep work, drank down an entire bottle of water (never knowing when the next chance to hydrate would come), then relieved himself into the empty bottle and tossed it into a trash can. He was ready to go, so he made his way to Sean and Brooks and leaned against the wall. Sean pulled four small cardboard boxes of 5.56 NATO rounds from his backpack and tossed them to Swanson.


  “Load these up, Corporal; you may need them,” Sean said.


  He then turned and faced the group. “We’re going to move out in two groups. Brooks, Brad, and I will push forward on the assault team. I want you three to wait until we make the first landing, then move in behind us as support. I want separation in the teams. Only one team at a time on a floor or in a ladder well. We will assault forward; you three will lag back and be prepared to reinforce us if we need to fall back in a hurry or get blocked. Corporal, you are in charge of the support team. Any questions?”


  “So we’re supposed to just stand around in the hallway and wait for you to do something?” Mr. Douglas asked.


  “Sir, I would recommend you get into defensive positions at every stop. Odds are, if we fall back, we’ll be moving in a hurry. Just please try very hard not to shoot us,” Sean answered.


  Captain Bradley moved towards the door and unholstered his M9. “Okay Chief, let’s get this over with.”


  Sean looked at Brooks and signaled for him to move out. Brooks slowly opened the door, clearing everything in his vision as it slowly revealed the interior of the hallway. Brad moved forward and took a position inside the hallway and on the left wall. Brooks moved a step ahead and took the right wall, with Sean holding the center of the hallway.


  With the door now fully open and the light of the lounge bleeding into the hall, they knelt down and listened for any movement. The hallway was as they had left it, covered with trash and bodies and stinking of death. The assault team moved forward and stacked up on the first office door. Swanson’s support team stepped to the lounge’s doorframe and took a knee to watch Sean’s team work.


  Even though the first floor offices had been cleared the day before, they were cautious and had decided beforehand that they would do a one hundred percent sweep of everything. The assault group would clear the room and push forward, while the support team would occupy their previous position to make sure nothing got past them. Slowly they cleared the first floor and stacked on the ladder well at the end of the hall.


  Brooks cracked a chemical light and dropped it at the base of the stairs. None of the support team wore night vision, and he didn’t want them to get spooked and pop off a round in the dark. Brooks waited for Sean and Brad to stack behind him. A single tap on his shoulder indicated they were ready, so he crept up the dark stairs. His night vision goggles painted the space a creepy digital green. He paused often to listen for movement, but all he could hear was the creaking of the metal structure and the storm blowing outside.


  He reached the top and looked down the long, dark corridor. It looked the same as they had left it; the dismembered Marine still lay in the center of the hallway. The stack of primal bodies was still piled in front of the open office door. He slowly led them forward, trying to be quiet, although their boots slipped and squeaked on the sticky, blood-covered floor; occasionally they kicked spent brass and heard the clinking of metal on metal.


  Again they cleared the rooms. The trio made it past the point where they had found Swanson. They moved to the end of the hall and stacked on the door leading up to the unknown third floor. They held up and waited, hearing the rustling of the support team moving up the stairs and taking positions at the far end of the hallway. Brad turned to look at them, barely making out their facial expressions in the hue of the night vision goggles.


  He could see the silhouettes of Swanson and Mr. Douglas as the two of them peeked out and down the hallway toward him. The captain must have held back to cover their six. He watched Swanson take a step out of the ladder well and take a knee with her M4 held at the ready, while Mr. Douglas stood at a crouch just over her shoulder.


  Brad felt the pat coming from Sean to his front and knew it was time to move again. He tapped Sean back to indicate he was ready, and they moved forward to the doors leading to the third floor. Brad watched Brooks reach for the handle of the door. Unlike the others, this one was in a locked position but it had been bashed in, twisted at its hinges, allowing one of the sections to be forced inward off of its frame. There was an imploded gap where the creatures had breached the doorway, and the metal edges were covered with ripped pieces of clothing and skin.


  Brooks wrapped his gloved fingers over the edge of the door and applied pressure to open it. The door started to screech as the twisted steel pieces pulled against each other. He immediately stopped and stepped back. He moved back to Sean and whispered, “The door is completely jammed up. I can open it, but it’s going to be loud.”


  “Okay. We’ll rip it open, but use the rope and give us some standoff distance,” Sean whispered back.


  Brooks reached into his butt pack and pulled out a length of heavy corded rope. He lashed it around the handle of the door, then they backtracked down the hall, letting the length of the rope out behind them as they went. They stopped just in front of the support team. Sean and Brad took a knee on opposite sides of the hall and aimed the IR lasers of their weapons at the battered doors. Sean nodded to Brooks to pull the rope.


  Brooks yanked the rope and the door let out a wailing screech of twisted sheet metal, but the door didn’t give. He pulled again, making a lot of noise but no better results. Without instruction, Bradley moved forward from the ladder well and grabbed a section of the rope from Brooks. Together they strained and pulled, the door screeching all the more. Brad watched as the door began to give under the weight of the rope, but the handle section buckled and the rope sprang free.


  Brooks shook his head and pulled the rope back towards him, coiling it as he reeled it in. “Hold position and cover me, I’ll tie it back on,” Brooks whispered. Sean nodded his acknowledgement and Brooks started to slowly make his way back to the door. Only two steps into the walk they heard a crash coming from the third deck’s ladder well. Brooks froze in place, dropping the rope and readying his weapon. Then they heard the first of many moans …


  “Ahhh shit, there goes the neighborhood,” Brooks said as he stepped back and returned to the assault team’s formation.


  “Captain, get back to your team,” Sean said.


  Just as Bradley turned to move, the first primal crashed into the set of battered doors. Brad raised his rifle and watched the doors heave. Sean fired carefully placed rounds that pierced the metal doors, but the commotion on the far side continued.


  “Concentrate your fire on the doors! Let’s kill these fucks while they’re trapped on the landing,” Sean said.


  Brooks and Brad acknowledged the order by firing shots in groups of two into the doors at shoulder height. They saw more rounds pierce the door, but the pounding continued and the intensity of the moaning grew. Soon the hall was filled with smoke and the visibility had dropped. They continued to fire straight down the hallway into the moans, filling the doors and landing with a wall of lead.


  Brad felt the bolt in his rifle lock to the rear and called out, “Reloading!”


  He quickly dropped his magazine and fished a fresh one from his vest. Brad pushed the bolt release and slammed the forward assist with the palm of his hand. Before he could tell the others he was back online, they heard the crunch of the doors giving way and the frenzied charge of the primals.


  They broke from the smoke and quickly closed the distance, rushing at them in a thick pack, filling the hallway and moving fast. The assault team fired at them, knocking down the first rank and slowing the charge as the falling primal bodies impeded the mass. Without being asked, Swanson moved her support team forward. They took up a standing position behind Brad. He could hear the officers’ 9mm pistols join the fight and he could feel the brass from Swanson’s rifle bounce off his shoulder as she fired into the mob.


  One of the creatures broke through and dove at the men, landing on top of Brooks. Brooks pushed up his forearm and pressed the creature’s face against the wall as he was forced over and onto his side. Captain Bradley stepped forward and gripped the primal by the back of its collar to pull it away from Brooks. With Brook’s forearm still pressing it tightly against the wall, Bradley shoved his pistol against the primal’s temple and fired.


  Brooks rolled from under the creature and forced himself back into a firing position, returning his weapon to action. Brad focused his attention forward as another wave moved at them en masse. He fired nearly point-blank into the mob, smoke and the flash of the weapons washing out his night vision.


  Sean yelled “Weapon dry!” and seamlessly pulled his sidearm, pumping heavy .45 caliber rounds into the charging primals. The front rank’s heads exploded as more pushed them forward and into the team. Then the fight fell apart. Swanson screamed that she was out of ammo and she started backpedaling into the stairway. A primal leaped from the mob’s ranks, hitting Brad square. Another jumped against the wall, skirted the fire and bounced into Sean’s blind spot.


  Both men were knocked off of their feet and began fighting for their lives in the confined space. Swanson and Douglas had both pulled back. Bradley leapt forward to help Sean while Brooks focused his fire forward, trusting his brothers to regain their position and knowing if he stopped firing to help them they would be completely overrun.


  Brad was crushed against the floor and could feel the primal gnawing at the sides of his helmet. Brad released the grip on his rifle and strained for his pistol with his right hand but it was jammed under his thigh. He forced his left arm between the creature and his chest and pulled his fighting knife, then forced it into the primal’s arm pit.


  He shoved the blade all the way to the hilt, feeling it grind against the bone. The creature continued to fight, so Brad reversed his grip on the blade and pushed the knife deeper, twisting the handle as he shoved through muscle and bone. He felt the primal’s grip weaken. Brad took advantage of the opportunity and forced his right arm up, rolling the primal off of him and to the side. He drew back the knife and shoved it forward at a deep angle into the primal’s neck, piercing its brain stem and skull.


  With the primal down, Brad looked forward and saw two more closing on him fast. He regained control of his rifle and fired quick shots to knock them down. He turned just in time to see Sean finish the creature he was wrestling with two rapid shots to the skull, the heavy rounds blowing chunks of bone and blood into the wall beside him. Bradley dropped back against the wall into a sitting position, breathing hard.


  Then it was quiet; nothing but the sounds of post-firefight breathing and sizzling brass on the bloody floors. Brooks reloaded his weapon before reaching down and pulling Brad back into a kneeling position. Sean climbed to his feet and looked down the hallway, using the beam of his laser to probe the fallen pile of primals. The sound of boots behind them indicated that the support team was moving back to the hallway.


  Brad was breathing hard; his hands and knees were shaking from the rush of adrenalin. He was still feeling the high of the fight when he heard the sounds of boot treads on the stairs. He turned just in time to see the support team getting back into position behind them. Sean looked back and asked Captain Bradley if he was okay. The captain gave a nod and climbed back to his feet.


  Sean stared at Swanson and Mr. Douglas. “Captain Bradley, I appreciate you coming forward in the middle of that for me; I saw you help Brooks as well. Thank you.”


  “I’m just trying to show you my old ass isn’t completely useless when it’s not strapped to a helicopter.”


  “Everyone check yourselves and get me a thumbs up,” Sean said.


  Brad looked himself over, finding his armor was covered with blood and gore. He had burnt through half his ammo in the small engagement and he knew they wouldn’t be able to keep up this tempo without resupply. He pushed himself to his feet and stretched, noting he wasn’t injured, just sore. He looked over at Sean and gave him a thumbs up.


  The hallway ahead now had a mound of bodies covering it; the dead were everywhere and the stench of blood and cordite was still heavy in the air. It was dark again, and the only sound was that of the storm outside breaking the silence. Sean started to push forward with Brooks on the opposite side of the hallway; they were both stepping carefully over the dead primal bodies. Brad fell in behind them, carefully watching where he placed his feet, still wary of the creatures covering the floor.


  The double doors leading to the third floor stairway were now completely opened. Broken, bent, and twisted from their frame, but open. Brooks approached the landing and peeked inside. He signaled back that the first approach was clear, and Sean signaled for him to proceed. Sean fell in behind him with Brad taking the rear position.


  The stench in the stairway was overwhelming. Brad pulled his shemagh up over his face but it did little to filter the smell of death and human waste. Brooks made his way to the top of the stairs and cut the angle, carefully making the turn to the next set of stairs. The team stayed tight, following him to the top. At the landing to the third floor they found another set of doors. It was no surprise that they had also been pushed in off their frame.


  The room beyond the doors was lit in low light from the emergency floodlight box hanging on the wall. Sean gave a signal and they moved into the room, dividing it into sectors, and verifying it was clear. They found themselves in a lounge identical to the one downstairs, except this room had been torn apart. The walls were covered in gore; pool tables and furniture were overturned and piled as if they had been used in a hasty barricade. There was just the one emergency light left, located high up on the wall; the rest had been torn from their boxes


  “What in the hell happened here?” Brad whispered.


  “Looks like they made a last stand before they were overtaken,” Sean said.


  Brooks made his way to the back wall where the double doors exiting the lounge at the far end of the room were still secured. “Maybe not,” he said. “These doors are still locked.”


  Sean and Brad stepped forward and examined the solidly locked doors. They discovered that these doors were the same as the ones on the first floor: two heavy steel fire doors designed to contain three thousand degree fires for hours, not just to divide spaces like the other flimsy sheet-metal doors. The wire-reinforced safety glass was shattered and impossible to see through.


  The support team crept up the stairs and made their way into the low glow of the emergency lighting. Swanson moved forward into the room. “They locked us out. This is where we tried to fall back to before …. The bastards locked us out and left us to die.”


  Sean looked away from her and back to the sealed fire doors. He pounded a fist against them and heard nothing. He picked up a piece of broken metal from a table leg and began tapping against the steel frame of the door. He tapped a rhythmic beat that in no way would be confused with the pawing of a primal. Sean paused, then shook his head. “Fuck it.” He pounded on the doors. “Hey assholes, open the damn doors!” he yelled.
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  There was a rustling of noise on the other side. Sean pounded and yelled again, “I can hear you in there, now open this door!”


  “Get away from here or we’ll open fire,” came a frightened voice on the other side of the door.


  “The hell you will! Now open this door before I place a charge on it and blow it off of its hinges!”


  “We aren’t letting anyone in. You’re all infected.”


  “No, we came in on the helicopter; you had to have heard it. We landed on the helipad above the building. Now open this door! That’s an order!” Sean roared.


  “No, it’s impossible, everyone’s dead, there’s nothing left outside, and you’re … you’re all infected!”


  Swanson stepped forward and stood next to the door. “Wilson? Is that you? This is Corporal Swanson … it’s true … these guys came in on a helicopter. They killed them all and they rescued me.”


  “Swanson? How … you were with the group that was attacked downstairs. How are you even alive?”


  “I’ll explain later. Can you just open the door? You can inspect us if you want, check us for bites. We’re all clear, Wilson, please just let us in.”


  There was a long pause followed by muffled voices and arguing going on inside. After a few long painful moments they finally heard furniture moving and bolts clicking and snapping on the other side. The handle turned and the door opened in.


  When the door opened they saw the face of a young, red-haired Marine. There was another Marine right beside him pointing a rifle at Sean. “Okay, we opened the door, but you ain’t coming in without an inspection,” the red-haired Marine said.


  “Okay son, you can look us over, but if your buddy doesn’t lower his weapon you’ll be helping him extract pieces of it from his ass for the next week,” Sean said in a calm voice.


  The Marine looked back to his buddy with the rifle. “It's okay Ben, you can lower your weapon.” Turning back to Sean he said, “Okay, you first then, put your arms up and turn around.”


  Sean followed his instructions and, after a quick rundown, they had all passed the Marine’s cursory inspection. He told them they could come into the room and waited for all of them to pass through the doorway before he closed the double doors and bolted them shut.


  They found themselves standing in a hallway twice the width of the ones below. The walls had evenly spaced doors going down both sides and two latrines located at the end of the hallway. Brad made his way into the dark hallway and leaned against the wall as he watched Sean walk in behind him. Sean moved past Brad and stopped, turning to face the red-haired Marine again.


  “Alright Marine, who’s in charge up here?” Sean asked


  “Well, nobody I guess. I’m Private Harry Wilson. This is Private Ben Walkens,” the red-haired Marine said, pointing to the man beside him. “Those two over there are Private Craig and Private Nelson, the civilians are Bill and Tony.”


  The men in the room all nodded as they were introduced. Two of the men were older and dressed in civilian clothes (obviously Bill and Tony). Sean made similar introductions of his team.


  “So how is it you managed to get yourself barricaded behind these doors?” Sean asked.


  Swanson stepped forward and got in Wilson’s face. “Yeah, explain to me why the fuck you didn’t open the doors! You killed us; you got Sergeant Johnson killed!” she screamed.


  “Hey! That’s not our fault!” Wilson yelled. “The lieutenant ordered us to barricade those doors when the rest of you assaulted down the stairs. He said we had to hold this position. He told us to lock the doors and we weren’t to open them for anybody except him. He said you might all be infected and we couldn’t trust anyone.”


  Private Walkens added, “It’s true, Corporal, we thought you had all left us to die. We didn’t want to lock y’all out; honest, we were just following orders.”


  Sean looked at him, shaking his head. “Just following orders? Okay, whatever, so what have you been doing to improve your situation over the last three days?”


  Wilson looked around, but nobody seemed eager to speak. “Well, uhh, we’ve kinda just been hanging back. We figured someone would come for us eventually, guess we were right. When are we leaving, Sir?”


  “First of all, I’m not a sir; I’m a chief. Second, I’m not your savior, and I’m half-tempted to leave your asses where I found you. From now on I’m in charge. No more ‘hanging back.’ Are we all on the same page?”


  The room was silent; the men in the back sat with their heads down. Walkens and Wilson just looked dazed, as though they had zero interest in the conversation. Brook stepped past them and looked at the men in the back.


  “The chief just asked you a question! Are you going to give him an answer?” Brooks shouted.


  The men in the back looked up, then back down again. Walkens and Wilson shuffled back against the wall.


  “Let’s go, Chief, there’s nobody left alive up here; nothing worth saving,” Brooks said, shouldering his rifle and walking toward the lounge doors.


  “No wait! We’re not bad guys … everyone is just in shock. We thought everyone was gone. We’re with you, Chief; whatever you need. Don’t leave us,” Bill said.


  “Okay, well good then, but I’m going to need a spark of motivation out of you all if you want to get out of here. So everybody up off your asses, I want all of the supplies laid out in this hallway in twenty minutes and no holding back,” Sean barked.


  “What the hell are you waiting for? The chief just said get your shit and get it laid out in the hallway. Now move!” Brooks yelled.


  The newly-found survivors jumped to their feet and disappeared into the living cells and started dragging gear into the hallway. Mr. Douglas and Swanson helped them organize it into piles. They had cases of MREs, several more cases of water, and close to four and a half cans of small arms ammunition. The men from the third floor were at least well stocked.


  When all the gear had been organized, the men fell back out into the hallway. Sean was walking amongst the stacks of food and supplies taking notes. Their stores had grown but so had their numbers. The group now totaled twelve people. If he could organize them, it would give them a much better chance of getting off of the oil platform.


  Sean put everyone to work. First they needed to clean out the area, since they couldn’t live in this filth. Brad and Brooks organized working parties. They dragged the dead down to the second floor and pushed the bodies out office windows and into the still raging sea. They left the windows open, letting the sea air purge the smells of the primal stench from the building.


  Everyone pitched in. It took the rest of the day, but by the end they had cleaned and organized the building. The Marines were slowly falling back into line seemingly happy to be back under leadership and working towards a goal. Brad posted guards in the first floor lounge and they put together a watch rotation. The building was secure.
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  Brad found Sean sitting in one of the second floor offices looking out of the window towards the sea. The rain was still coming down hard but the winds had died down. It had been two days since they’d locked down the building. The area had been cleaned top to bottom and, other than the bullet holes and ripped down doors, most signs of the primals had been removed. Sean had organized them back into a fighting force, even if they didn’t all agree on everything.


  “So what are you thinking, Sean?”


  “Trying to figure out how to get us out of this mess. I have been trying the phone; signal is good, but no answer. I guess the Colonel is done with us.”


  “Sean, the men are getting tired of all of the cleaning; they’re getting anxious.”


  Sean turned in his chair and smiled at Brad. “Brad, how long have you been pushing troops?”


  “Long enough I guess, why?”


  “You should know then, all the yelling I have been doing about cleaning this shithole up wasn’t about my OCD, it was about order. Think about it … If I had busted in here on day one and told those guys to suit up, we’re going zombie hunting, they would have shut down on me. Instead I got them started on busy work for the last two days, so now they are so damn bored they can’t wait to get back into the fight.”


  Brad smiled, shaking his head. He walked into the office, found a chair in the corner, and sat down. “Guess that’s why you’re the Chief. I hope it works.”


  “Brad, if we can’t pull these guys back into a cohesive unit, we’re all screwed. We need to keep them busy and tied down. Yeah, sure they are going to bitch, but the more work we toss at them, the more it keeps them focused on something else. Don’t worry, it will all come together.”


  “So what’s the plan then Chief? Where does this all go? How the hell we gonna get off this damn thing?”


  “I don’t know, man. We could get on that Black Hawk, try to assault an airfield and get us a fixed wing … try and fly home. But sounds kind of John Wayne to me, too many moving parts to make it work. I’m starting to think our best bet may be to grab us one of the attack boats moored below. Take us awhile longer, but I think we could make it home.”


  “The bottom deck with the docks? How do you plan on getting us down there?”


  “I’ve got some ideas; can you get the men together for me in the upstairs lounge in about thirty minutes? I think it’s time to have a strategy session.”


  Brad gathered everyone in the upstairs lounge. It was a far sight from the room they had entered two days ago. All of the damaged and soiled furniture had been removed and tossed into the sea. Instead of the stench of primal, there was a strong scent of pine oil and bleach. All of the team had gathered around the room, sitting in chairs salvaged from the lower offices. The emergency lighting had been restored and gray daylight was coming in through a broken shatterproof window.


  Sean entered the room and grabbed for a bottle of water sitting on a shelf. He opened the top and poured in a tube of instant coffee, shaking the bottle and taking a swig of the room temperature liquid. He walked across the room and glanced at the floor; it had been freshly mopped and the trash cans were empty. He smiled, knowing that his team was following his orders down to the most mundane detail. It was time. He sat in a chair across from them.


  “Gentlemen … and lady … it’s time we take back this platform. We need a way out of here and we can’t do that unless we are in control of this facility. We have a helicopter but we can’t fly it without fuel; there are ships below but we can’t get to them. It’s time to take back what is ours.”


  “Chief, how we gonna do that?” Ben asked.


  “We are going to kill them all.”


  Sean explained his plan. Over the last two days, the primals outside had begun to detect the presence of the men inside the building. They had been slowly gathering outside the first floor doors. Every night they pounded on the steel fire doors, trying to gain entry. Brooks had found an entry way onto the building’s roof, and they were able to look down onto the crowd outside the entrance.


  The plan was simple. The Marines would go into the lounge, reinforce the doors, and make as much noise as possible, luring the mob to them. Sean, Brad, and Brooks would shoot them from their elevated position on the roof. The upside—they should be able to put them down and stay relatively safe; the downside—they would deplete most of their ammo for the sniper rifles.


  Sean told the men to prepare themselves; they would start the purge as soon as it got dark and the creatures were most active. The men left the room excited—glad to be back on mission and ready to take back the platform.
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  Brad was in the first floor lounge helping the Marines pile furniture against the doors. They had slid the heavy pool table against them and piled chairs (and anything else they could lift) on top of it. They didn’t think the primals could breach the fire doors, but why take risks if they didn’t have to? Swanson was getting the men into position. Sean had put the corporal in charge of the Marine privates, and she had excelled at the position.


  “You ready, Swanson?”


  “Yeah Sergeant, we got this, you just tell us when and we’ll make a heck of a racket. You guys just make sure and kill all of them.”


  Brad pulled her aside, away from the other Marines. “It won’t happen, but if they somehow breach, make sure you get all of your people pulled back into the hallway before you seal the second doors. I know you of all people understand that.”


  “Yeah, understood Sergeant; and you’re right, that’s not going to happen.”


  “Okay, we got a deal. I’m going to take Walkens up with me. When we’re in position, I’ll send him back down to indicate it’s time to party.”


  Brad looked around the room one last time. The Marines had done well with the barricades; they had cut pipes to bang together as noise makers. He saw a large radio sitting on a bench.


  “Hey, where did you all find that?”


  Wilson grinned, holding up the old boom box. “I found this old piece of junk in the janitor’s closet. Has a cassette tape in it, figured if the batteries work, we can turn it up as loud as it’ll go. Worth a shot, right?”


  “Good thinking Wilson! Alright Devil Dogs, if everyone is feeling hooah, hooah, I’m going to head up top and get ready to kick this thing off.”


  “Ooorah! Sergeant!” the Marines shouted.


  “Damn, y’all are about as hard as woodpecker lips.” Brad laughed as he made his way up to the roof being tailed by Walkens.


  Brad found the ladder to the roof maintenance hatch and climbed his way to the platform that rested below the helipad. He found Brooks and Sean perched on an overlook. There were safety lines tied off to piping, and Brad clipped himself in. He approached Sean at the edge of the roof and took a knee.


  “Okay Brad, I want you to engage the targets in front of the door. Keep an eye on those stairs leading to the helipad. We don’t want them getting above us. Make sure nothing gets in. I’m going to take long shots of opportunity anywhere they pop up. Brooks is on the other side of the roof. He will clear out the storage deck and concentrate his fire on the stairs going down to the second deck.”


  “Okay, I think I can handle that,” Brad said.


  “And another thing … be damn sure of what you are shooting at. We are on an oil rig; I don’t want to light this thing up and become a crispy critter,” Sean finished.


  When everyone was in position, Brad yelled to Walken to get back downstairs and tell Swanson that it was ‘go time’. They heard him running through the hallway below. Brad pulled his rifle into his shoulder and started searching the darkness. He took deep breaths to relax himself as he ran through his pre-combat checks.


  The sun had just set; he could just make out a few figures walking the decks with his naked eye. His night vision was powered up and working perfectly. He pulled them down, and watched the deck light up into green and blacks. The rain was still coming down, but the lightning was far off and the winds had subsided.


  Brad was sitting in a good firing position when he started hearing the clanging of bars and pounding against the walls downstairs. Then they heard a loud DONNNNNG! DONNNNNG! DONNNNNG! “What the hell is that?” Sean asked.


  “I don’t know, man, but the primals are waking up … I see them climbing the stairs,” Brooks called out.


  The DONNNNNG! DONNNNNG! continued and was now joined by an electric guitar solo. Brad smiled. “Oh, shit! I think Wilson’s boom box works; sounds like he’s playing us some AC/DC tonight!”


  They could just make out the lyrics of ‘Hells Bells’ as the first of the primals began moaning. Soon the platform was thundering with the sounds of primals and AC/DC.


  “I'm rolling thunder, pouring rain”


  “I have heavy contacts … They’re rushing up the steps. I won’t be able to hold them all!” Brooks shouted.


  “I’m coming on like a hurricane”


  Brad heard the report of Brook’s M14 rifle launching the heavy 7.62 rounds. The primals were charging down the walkway. Sean’s rifle joined the chorus and Brad watched the numbers thin as the mass moved towards the doors. He pulled the rifle tight, and just before they got to the entrance, he took a deep breath and fired.


  “I won't take no prisoners, won't spare no lives”


  Brad watched one of the primals flinch and snap back, but another quickly took its place. He had been cautioned early by Sean to not ‘double tap’ and to stay away from the three-round burst. Ammo was now a precious commodity, so one shot/one kill was the rule for this hunt. Brad tried to calm his nerves and make every shot count.


  He put his dot on another creature, pulled back on the trigger, and felt the recoil. The creature moved at the last second and the round impacted it high in the shoulder. Brad cursed himself for the miss. He closed his eyes tight and then relaxed his eye back on the scope. He found another target and put the dot at the base of its neck, pulled the trigger, and watched it drop.


  “I got my bell I’m gonna take you to Hell; I’m gonna get ya Satan get ya”


  They were now massed heavily on the doors, pounding and screaming. Brad was picking out targets and firing calmly as he tried to make every round count. Sean’s and Brooks’ rifles barked in the target-rich environment. Brass was piling up around all of them. Brad reached into his pack for a fresh magazine, let the bolt go forward, and took up aim again.


  He found one that was pulling hard on the door’s handle, and dropped him quickly. He searched for a new target and saw motion in his peripheral vision. A group of them were now charging up the stairs to the helipad. He switched his position and turned, firing rapidly to stop the creatures’ crude attempts at a flanking maneuver. He knocked down the leaders who fell backwards, taking the others with them.


  “Hell’s bells, you got me ringing, Hell’s bells”


  Brad brought his attention back to the door. The primals had forced a corner of the door back and were pulling on it. There was a massive pile of dead in front of the entrance that partially prevented them from being able to pull it open. Brad saw sparks below that indicated the Marines were now firing through the door, joining the fight.


  “I’ll give you black sensations up and down your spine”


  The mass withered. Sean’s rifle went silent; soon after Brooks halted as well. Brad searched and scanned the pile below. Sean sounded off that his sector was clear, and Brooks followed suit. Brad made another pass and was about to speak when he saw movement at a corner. He focused his vision and saw the Alpha leader they had spotted days earlier on the platform. Brad tried to pick up a sight picture just as the Alpha disappeared.


  “I’m clear but I think one got away!” Brad shouted.


  Sean made his way to Brad’s position. “What do you mean … got away?”


  “I don’t know Sean, it’s like he … like he fell back … he … ahh … retreated,” Brad sputtered in disbelief.


  “What? They don’t do that. These things are lemmings; they always rush to their death.”


  “I’m telling you Chief, it was the big leader from a few days ago! He was watching from around that corner right there. Just as I got a bead on him, he tucked and disappeared.”


  “Shit, well if that’s true, it makes things a bit more interesting.” Sean paused for a moment. “Okay, nothing we can do about it now. Let’s get downstairs and check on the kids,” he said as he started packing up his gear.
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  Brad and Sean made the walk downstairs together in search of the Marines. They found them in the lounge. They were cheering and patting each other on the back. This was the first victory they had achieved against the primals.


  “We whooped them good, Chief,” Walkens called out.


  “Calm down hero, we just shot a bunch a fish in a barrel, but yeah, you all did well.”


  “Nahh Chief, you don’t understand; those things chased our asses all the way out of Afghanistan. We always been on the run from them. This is the first time we kicked their asses.”


  The Marines in the room burst into cheers.


  “What’s next Chief, we going to assault the next deck?” Swanson asked.


  “Alright, everyone calm down. You guys kicked ass, I get that, and yeah, we took back this deck … maybe. Let’s wait till first light. Once the sun comes up we’ll run some recons and make sure we secured the deck,” Sean said.


  “Screw that, Chief, let’s do it now!” Wilson yelled.


  Brooks walked out of the hallway and took a seat on the pool table stacked against the doors. “Y’all do realize we only dropped about seventy-five to a hundred of those things just now, don’t ya? From what I understand there were five hundred stationed here. Yeah, maybe the rest were able to evacuate, but I think I’d rather wait until daylight to figure that out,” he said.


  “Okay, okay, so what we going to do till tomorrow, I’m all ramped up,” Walkens asked.


  “Uhhh, I got an idea,” Tony the civilian said as he walked into the room from the hallway.


  “You do, huh?” Sean asked.


  Tony reached into a small knapsack and pulled out a full bottle of bourbon. “How ‘bout a bit of Kentucky windage to celebrate and calm our nerves, Chief?”


  “Shit,” Sean said, looking at the bottle. Then he looked around the room and saw the men’s faces light up. “Well, seein' as you got one bottle to split twelve ways, I’d say what the hell, break out some glasses. And Tony, you better not be sneaking open another bottle. When this one’s gone, that’s it.”


  The men clamored to pull down glasses from a cabinet, and they grouped around Tony, slapping him on the back as he careful divided the precious liquid between them. Brad hesitated, then walked towards the corner of the room to sit in a chair.


  “Shoot, get over here and get your share, Army,” Swanson called out.


  Brad started to say no, until the rest of the Marines cheered for him to join in. He grinned and walked across the room to take a cup. He sniffed the liquid; Tony apparently was not a connoisseur of fine bourbons. Brad took a sip of the brown stuff and felt it burn as it went down. He made a face, which again caused the men to cheer.


  Brad smiled back at the men and steadied the glass, then picked up his gear with his free hand. He turned and moved into the hallway, walking slowly on the clean vinyl tile. He walked until he found an office with intact furniture and moved in, dumping his gear to the floor with a thud. The office held a sofa and a large steel desk with an old, high back chair behind it.


  He went behind the desk and took a seat in the chair. Unbuckling holsters, he placed his M9 and S&W Sigma pistols on the desk, then leaned back and put up his feet. He took another sip of the whiskey and felt the burn, this time enjoying it a bit more. He pulled a water bottle from his cargo pocket and added water to the glass. Not so much to water it down, but to make it last just a bit longer.


  Brad could hear the men joking in the lounge; the mood lifted with the sudden feelings of security now that the deck was presumed clear. Brad looked over his shoulder, opened the blinds behind him, and some light spilled into the room. Looking out, he was surprised to see the rains had finally stopped and he could see the moon.


  “Looks like the weather finally broke,” Swanson said, breaking the silence.


  Brad looked up and saw her standing in the doorway. “Yeah, looking that way. What can I help you with, Corporal?”


  “Please, call me Chelsea,” she answered.


  “Okay … Chelsea … What’s up?”


  “Mind if I take a seat?” she asked as she looked at the sofa across the room from Brad.


  “Sure, take a load off,” he answered, lifting his glass in a mock salute.


  Chelsea leaned her rifle against the wall, plopped onto the sofa, leaned back and took a sip from her half empty glass before making a foul face.


  “Here, add some water, it mellows it a bit,” Brad said, tossing her the water bottle.


  Chelsea smiled and filled her glass back to the top with water, then took another sip, making the same face. “I don’t think it helped much. I’d kill for a Coke right now.”


  “So what brings you to my office, Chelsea?’ Brad asked just before he took another sip of his bourbon.


  “Just looking for some company,” she smiled back.


  “What, the privates don’t entertain you?” Brad chuckled.


  “Yeah, turns out that crude jokes and ball scratching get old after a while,” she laughed.


  “Let me ask you Chelsea, how did you find your way onto this rig? Why weren’t you sent back to the States?”


  “The States, I wish … I mean, what’s left of them, anyway. I haven’t heard anything from them in weeks. After the fall, this is where we were dropped. But it’s still better than on the ground. We were cornered against the walls of the airfield and we had been holding up for days hiding in the bunkers. With the armor, we were holding the lines, doing the best we could. Some officers were trying to get everyone out, but there weren’t enough planes on the ground to move everyone.”


  “I’d heard they recalled everyone back to the States and closed the bases. My unit never got a warning; my company was lost in the field. At least you had the evac order,” Brad said.


  “Oh, they tried, I’ll give them that … the first days of the evacuation were impressive; huge airlift flights leaving the ground and landing every few minutes. The Cobras and Apaches were tearing up wave after wave of primals, trying to cover the withdrawal. After a couple of days, the flights dwindled with the fuel supplies. Combat troops and those with special skills were getting priority to be sent back to the States. I was in a maintenance unit and kept getting passed over.


  “Eventually, they asked for techs and mechanical types to volunteer to help get these rigs online as staging areas. Our commander jumped at the chance to get us out of that place. A Chinook helicopter picked up my team and dropped us here. It was good duty, considering … and they said once the Navy ship was replenished they would be getting us home.”


  “Yeah, shitty luck I guess … what’d you know about the attacks? How did we lose Leatherneck? All that muscle and advanced warning, I’d figure they would hold forever.”


  Chelsea took a long pull on her glass and spoke quietly, “We heard the rumors and were briefed about the ‘zombie’ attacks, or whatever they were, but nobody believed it. The camp was put on lock down, and nobody was allowed in or out. We had a hundred percent up on the walls but nothing happened. We joked about it, but folks were getting pissed off about pulling twelve hour shifts out on the wire.


  “We heard stories of camps in the north getting overrun and about Bagram falling. Comms started failing, we lost Internet access … then the sirens blared in the middle of the second night. At first they came in ones and twos. Even though we were warned, the sergeants of the guard still hesitated; they didn’t want to shoot unarmed civilians. But that didn’t last long. Not after we saw the damage they could do.


  “Eventually our gate was hit by a wave of thousands. The machine guns fired until their barrels warped. Airstrikes and gunships pounded them. It didn’t take long before the base was surrounded and they were in so close that we couldn’t get effective support from the artillery guns. The main gates fell; they swarmed and pushed in.


  “The armor saved us; the Bradleys and Abrams tanks rushed forward and plugged the break in the wall. We thought we stopped them. The mass had been beaten back, their numbers dwindled, but we screwed up. It was the ‘No man gets left behind’ and the whole ‘brothers in arms’ thing that screwed us.”


  “What do you mean by that?” Brad asked.


  “We didn’t understand then how it spread. Some of our guys were really kicking the shit out of those things. But they got scratched and bit. Their buddies carried them back to base and took them to the medics. Hell, we didn’t know they would all turn; nobody told us that part. The hospital fell; units were torn apart from the inside. Segregation orders for the wounded finally came down, but too much damage had already been done.


  “It was bad. We were pulled back and we fortified the airfield in final defensive positions. The armor formed a wall of steel and the Air Force dropped in ammo and supplies around the clock. Our guys on the line were holding them back, but they just kept coming. They are attracted to noise, you know … so the more we fought, the more were drawn in; a never-ending loop. When the captain told us we had been tasked to the oil rigs, I felt such relief to be leaving. Everyone knew they were fighting a losing battle.”


  “What happened to the guys on the ground? Did you hear anything from them?” Brad asked.


  “I don’t know. We left for the rig seven days after the first attack, and we stopped getting reports from the airfield on day ten. Maybe they all got out.”


  “Yeah, I’m sure they all got out,” Brad said slowly.


  “Are we ever getting off of this platform, Army?”


  “You know what, call me Brad, and yeah, I think we will. We didn’t last this long to die out at sea. Why don’t you get some rest, Chelsea? It’s going to be a long day tomorrow.”


  “Okay. Brad? Thanks for listening, I appreciate it. Goodnight,” she said, placing the empty glass on the desk and walking from the room.


  Brad drained the rest of his glass and left it on the desk next to Chelsea’s. He stood to stretch out the cramps and was surprised at the whiskey’s effect on him. His tolerance must have slipped quite a bit after all of those months in the desert. Taking his own advice, he picked up his weapons and gear, then made his way to the third floor sleeping quarters.
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  The morning came with a brightness that Brad had forgotten existed in this part of the world. He had gotten used to the cool, long rainy days and cloudy skies. It was all they had seen since they’d arrived on the platform. Now the sun was shining brightly through his cell’s windows. The steel roof above him was radiating the heat.


  He sat up in his bunk and rested his feet on the cool tile floor. The living cell he now occupied was far from luxurious, but it beat the hell out of anything he had stayed in since the first of the attacks. There wasn’t much to it; a large wardrobe locker and a desk sat on the wall opposite his tiny bunk. His gear was piled in front of him, taking up much of the floor space.


  Brad heard a commotion in the hall. He stood, stretching and yawning, then pulled on a pair of MultiCam trousers before he opened the door and walked out. The men were moving about, strapping on their armor and prepping their weapons.


  “What’s going on guys?” Brad asked.


  “We're going outside. Chief said we’re going to take back the top deck. Good shit, right Sergeant?” Private Craig quickly answered.


  Brad moved across the hall and into the lounge. He found Brooks drinking down a bottle of instant coffee.


  “You have any more of that?”


  “Sure, help yourself,” Brooks answered, sliding a couple of packets of the instant coffee across the table.


  Brad twisted the cap off a bottle of water and emptied the packets in. Shaking the bottle, he watched the liquid change color. “So the guys tell me we’re moving outside today.”


  “Yup. Chief wants the deck secured as soon as possible; with the sun shining bright it’s the best time to take advantage of the momentum we built last night.”


  Brad took a swig of the bitter, barely warm coffee just as Sean walked in the door from downstairs.


  “Good morning sunshine! I see someone decide to sleep in today,” Sean said, moving to take a seat at the table. “I assume Brooks filled you in on this morning’s mission?”


  Brad nodded as he yawned and took another long sip from the bottle.


  “You think you’re up to taking Swanson and a couple of the new guys out on your own? Brooks and I will pull the other two along. Probably best to leave the fly boys and civilians to hold the fort.”


  “Works for me; better if we move as fire teams out on the deck anyhow. When do you want to get started?”


  “Get your stuff together. We all meet below in fifteen.” Sean said, smiling.


  Brad tossed his empty bottle into the trash can and moved back to his cell to prep his gear. The Marines were up, slapping each other on the backs and getting fired up for today’s operation. The bravado and camaraderie gave Brad flashbacks to a time before all of this shit—back to a time when he was running patrols with his own men. When Brad would get the pre-mission jitters and share in the excitement of going out.


  Brad suited up and stepped into the hall just as the last of the men were making their way down the stairs. He found them assembled in the first floor lounge around the pool table. Sean had a fire emergency escape map of the platform laid out on the table. He had the three exits to the lower decks circled in red, and big X’s drawn through the doorways leading into the other two structures.


  Sean looked across the table at Swanson and the group of Marines. “We’re going to sweep and clear the outside. Corporal, I want you to pick two of your Marines and join Sergeant Thompson,” Sean said.


  “No problem, Chief,” she quickly replied back. “Wilson? You and Craig are with me.”


  “Okay good. Captain, I want you and the civilians to hold this position. Nobody gets in or out while we are outside. Be ready to open the doors in a hurry.”


  “Understood, Chief,” Bradley answered.


  “Brooks and I will form the second fire team with you two then,” Sean said, pointing across at Walkens and Nelson, who nodded back in acknowledgement. “Gentleman, this is going to take a while but we’re not going to be rushed. Time is one thing we have plenty of.”


  Sean broke down the rest of the plan to secure the third deck. They needed to first barricade the main stairway going down to the second deck. Then they would cut the remaining two ladders that led below to ensure that nothing could sneak up them. When they were sure that all ingress and egress routes were secured, they would work on clearing the final two structures.


  “If everything goes as planned, maybe we’ll have lights and running water tonight,” Sean joked. “Let’s gear up and be ready to step out in five mikes.”


  
    ***

  


  Brad was stacked against the exit door, looking at his team. “Let keep this simple, guys. Maintain eye contact with one another and cover your sectors. Don’t go pointing your weapons at your buddies. If we make contact, listen to the sound of my voice, I’ll tell you where I want you. Too easy, right?”


  “Too easy, Sergeant, we got this,” Swanson answered for the others.


  Brad looked up and nodded to Brooks, who unlocked the doors. Bill and Tony helped him push hard on the doors to ease the pile of broken and twisted bodies piled against it from the previous night’s battle. The right side opened just enough to allow the teams to exit. Brooks moved out with his team in tow and cut right; Brad, moving at the same time, took his team to the left.


  Once outside, Brad moved just beyond the blind corner where he had been surprised by the giant primal days earlier and took a knee. The walkway was covered with corpses and the smell was horrible. They had been living with it for weeks now, so it didn’t hit him as hard as it had in the past. Swanson took a knee across from him, the two Marines just behind and facing in the opposite direction.


  Sean’s team moved down the walkway towards the helipad stairs. Brad waited for them to get to their location and set in position. He sent Swanson and Wilson forward and then followed behind with Craig. Each team moved in concert, leapfrogging each other so that at all times six of the eight fighters were covering while two moved. Moving slowly, they overlapped their sectors, bounding and covering each other’s movements, until they reached the storage deck.


  Brad’s team was on line just off the walkway looking down the right side of the storage deck. Sean’s group had taken up positions to the left. The deck appeared clear other than some tossed-about crates and torn tarps flapping in the subtle ocean breeze. The sun was in full effect, heating everything up. Brad could see bodies lying on the ground in various states of decay, but so far there was no movement.


  Brad looked to Sean, who pointed at his own shirt collar indicating he wanted Brad to move to his position. He told Swanson to take charge and keep her eyes on the surroundings, then ran at a low hunch to Sean’s position and took a knee.


  “What’s up boss?” he asked.


  “Okay, let’s clear this deck in line. Eyes on everyone at all times. It’s pretty hot and bright out here so I don’t suspect we have any hiders, but let’s not take any chances. If anything, we can at least work out the kinks with the new guys. You take the right side, we got left, don’t get in front of us, keep the firing lanes open, and we’ll meet at the stairway,” Sean whispered.


  “Got it, Chief,” Brad answered and turned to return to his group.


  Brad’s people moved slowly, clearing every corner and obstacle as they moved on line with each other. The deck held pallet after pallet of MREs, cases of water, ammunition, and fifty-gallon barrels of different assortments of fuel. Most of the heavy stacks appeared undamaged. The most they found was sheathes of ripped plastic, flapping from crates, that had probably been blown loose in the storm.


  They stepped over downed bodies while taking note of the weapons on the ground. Slowly they navigated the piles until the stairway came into view. Pallets and crates had been hastily pushed in front of the stairs in a worthy, although unsuccessful, attempt to barricade the entrance. The stairs opened up to a double-wide mouth, reminding Brad of the entrances to a subway tunnel.


  Brad’s group found cover to the right of the stairs just as Sean’s team was dropping into position on the left. Sean signaled for Brad to get eyes on the target while Brooks and one of his Marines crept forward toward the barricade. After several tense minutes, Brooks came to his feet and indicated the area was secure.


  Brad brought his team forward and they moved to the stairs to gather near Sean. Sean quickly put them to work re-enforcing the barricade. The Marines dropped cases of spare parts and anything else they could lift into the stairwell until it was completely congested. It wouldn’t keep out a raging mob, but they also wouldn’t be able to break through without notice. Before moving on, Sean reached into his dump sack and handed Brad a handful of ties and some rubber wedges he had prepared earlier.


  “We are going to move out along the walkway toward the support buildings, same as before. If you come up on any entrances to the buildings, don’t worry about clearing them. Just secure the doors as best you can, zip tie the latches, and pile shit against them or wedge these blocks into the doors. When the deck is secured we’ll begin moving into the structures,” Sean said.


  Brad nodded his understanding and they moved out just as before. Brad’s team moved down the long walkway leading to the first of two support buildings. “That’s the power station,” Swanson whispered to Brad.


  Brad just nodded in acknowledgement as they continued to move forward, covering Sean’s team’s movements as they covered his. Brad’s team was skirting the seaside railing while Sean’s team was looking into the platform on the other side of the walkway. Wilson raised his hand and pointed at the tip of a ladder that reached over the side of the platform from the lower deck.


  Brad approached the ladder and looked down; he could see the empty deck below. He pulled a heavy wrench from his pack. The wrench fit the ladder bolts perfectly just as Tony had told them it would. With some heavy pulling and kicking, the first bolt broke its lock and started turning. They hadn’t ever seen a primal climb a vertical ladder, but he would sleep better knowing that the ladders were gone. After some heavy turning, all of the bolts had been removed and Brad kicked the ladder. It fell free and tumbled to the bottom deck with a loud clatter.


  Brad waved Sean’s team forward and they moved to the power station where they found the doors hanging open. Brad peeked inside and could see the open engineering spaces. The one-story building’s large open bay appeared to be empty, so they closed the door and sealed it shut as best they could. Moving forward, they watched as Sean’s team removed the second ladder and secured the doors of the controls building.


  They gathered in shade near the open walkway in front of the power station. Brad dropped to the ground and drank from a bottle. He guzzled it halfway down before tossing the other half to Sean, who finished it before sticking the empty in his pocket. It had only taken two hours to clear the deck, but those two hours in the sun had exhausted them.


  Sean sent two of the Marines back to inform the others that the decks were clear and to begin the process of removing the dead. The rest of them would get to work on clearing the two remaining buildings. It had already been a long day, but it was far from over.
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  The rest of the team stacked up on the door to the power station. Brad pulled the wedge from under the door, and at the count of three he yanked it open. They held a small firing line just outside the entrance, waiting for a rush of primals that never came. After some uncomfortable minutes, Brad moved in front of the doorway and cut inside, with Brooks close behind him.


  They found themselves in a large, steel-clad building with one long open bay. The room was dark, hot, and stank of burnt oil and weld dust. There was a small workspace in the corner with an instrument panel and a bank of switches. The far wall was lined with huge generators. The opposing wall held a number of machines and tool and die equipment. Brad and Brooks carefully walked the room and searched the shadows.


  “Room’s clear,” Brooks called out.


  The rest of the team entered the building and began to look around. Sean went to the workspace and searched through piles of papers and engineering drawings, but found nothing useful. “Swanson, what do you need to get the lights back on?” he asked.


  “I’ll need some help getting fuel drums swapped out, and then it should be as simple as kicking the gennies back up and bringing the breakers online. Bill and Tony would be a lot of help. They are the platform engineers, so this is their expertise.”


  “Very well. Take Wilson and Craig back to the lounge and grab Bill and Tony. Let’s get this place powered up,” Sean said.


  He walked outside and away from the building, followed by Brooks and Brad. They stood against the railing looking down at the sea. The seas were still choppy but the clouds had all but disappeared. Looking down, they could see that a number of the vessels that had been there earlier were now gone; they’d probably been destroyed from being smashed against the platform’s pylons in the storm, or came loose from their moorings and drifted away.


  A large Pakistani-flagged fast attack craft and another smaller military ship still sat tied side by side below them. The smaller of the military ships showed a great deal of hull damage, but the other looked to be in good condition. Farther off, a large fishing boat sat, drifting away from the platform but still connected by a long length of stretched heavy rope. There was no sign of life on any of the ships; they looked dead in the water.


  “What are your thoughts on the FAC?” Sean asked Brooks.


  “Hmmm, looks like a MRTP-33. Hull looks okay from here, but I’d have to get in the water to really check it out. I don’t know; guess if we followed the coastline we’d be okay. We could always trade up later,” Brooks answered.


  “You really thinking on driving that thing eight thousand miles?” Brad asked, looking to Sean.


  “Well, sailing actually. Those ships are pretty reliable; would make a good platform for raiding ports as we make our way home. Nothing says we can’t find a better method along the way, though.”


  “Okay, but how the hell are we going to get all the way down there?” Brad asked.


  “Guess we fight our way down,” Sean replied.


  Tony and Bill came up behind the trio talking at the rail. Tony looked down at the ship. “Chief, I didn’t mean to listen in but we don’t have to take the lower decks at all.”


  “How’s that, Tony? You care to explain?”


  “Well shit, Chief, if you plan on taking that there boat, you would have to resupply it with the crane anyhow; I mean to lower down fuel and such. The crane and operator’s station are up here. I could drop you and your men right on top of that thing without ever going downstairs.”


  “Son of a bitch, now that’s a good idea, Tony!”


  “Yeah, you’d still have to get down there and secure it though—make sure none of them things are on board and keep them from jumping on it from the docks. I figure you could sneak on, untie it, and then attach it to one of the pylons farther out. That should keep them off ya.”


  “That’s good thinking, Tony. How are we coming with the power?”


  “Should be on shortly, Chief. The kids are bringing over more fuel right now, so guess I should get back over there.”


  “Good work. And thanks, Tony. Let me know if you have any problems.”


  Bill and Tony turned to walk away just as the Marines rounded the corner with a cart full of fuel drums headed to the power station.


  “Let’s keep that in mind for a while. I figure it’s time to get back to work. We need to clear the control building before sunset … I don’t expect much trouble, the doors were swung open and the windows were broken out when I sealed it up earlier,” Sean said.


  They gathered up and walked past the power station. Brad peeked in the door and saw a flurry of activity. The Marines were working hard, refueling the power plants. “I think we can handle this on our own, guys,” Sean said. Brooks and Brad nodded in agreement. They had been through far worse without the help of anyone, Brad thought to himself.


  The men finished the walk to the one-story steel building. There was a large tower, not unlike an air traffic control tower, only on a much smaller scale. The tower extended a good seventy-five feet into the air and appeared to be topped by an observation bubble. A radio antenna extended another hundred feet above that.


  Sean and his men stood near the door. As they had discovered earlier, there were several large windows in the face of this building at shoulder height. The windows were all smashed and Brad could easily see inside. The sun was in the perfect location, and light was filling most of the structure. Sean readied his MP5 as Brooks kicked the wedge from the bottom of the door. Sean touched the handle and the door swung open.


  They surrounded the entrance in a half-circle, listening and waiting for anything or anyone. After a few minutes, Brooks swept into the room and cut left. Brad moved in and to the right, closely followed by Sean. The men had become very good at working together. Very little verbal or hand communication was required with the trio; they had become a tight cohesive force.


  Brooks positioned himself at the end of the room at the entrance to the next doorway. The team stacked up and cleared their way through the entire first floor. They found offices filled with banks of computers and control panels that appeared to run the rig’s drilling equipment and life support systems. Fortunately, no primals or bodies were found inside. This building must have had early warning, or was possibly unoccupied during the attacks.


  They found a locked hatch to the observation tower but waited before breeching it. Satisfied that the rest of the building was clear, they relaxed their posture and began looking around. Brad found a large control panel labeled ‘desalinization’. He pointed it out to Sean, who smiled and said he hoped it was still operational.


  “Damn, between the systems in this room and the pallets of food and water on the decks, we could make a home here for quite a while.” Brooks said.


  “Sure as hell seems that way. Let’s just hope all this shit works,” Sean said.


  As if on cue, they heard a rumble from the power station. The noise quickly evened out to a purr, and suddenly the lights in the control room popped on. Several of the control panels started lighting up and the computers began to beep and boot up. The men smiled at each other as they examined the gauges and dials.


  Brad looked back at the desalinization panel; the status lights quickly went from flashing red to solid green. The digital gauge on the fresh water tanks showed full. Another indicated that the boilers were back online and water pressure was nominal.


  “Hell yeah! Look at this,” Brad said, pointing at the gauges.


  “Hot showers tonight guys,” Brooks laughed.


  The celebration was short-lived, however, as the sounds of gunfire and screams erupted from outside.


  “What the fuck is that? Move to contact, let’s go!” Sean yelled.


  Brooks quickly put his game face back on and stepped out at a quick trot towards the source of the firing. Brad was right behind him, moving parallel to Sean. The intensity of the firing had quickened and was now mixed with the sounds of primal moans. Brooks turned a corner and his MP5 barked. He didn’t stop; he kept moving forward, keeping the weapon at his eye, and firing controlled shots as he moved.


  Brad sped to keep up. He had his own weapon at the ready as he saw a mass of figures at the end of the walkway near the cranes. Sean’s weapon began to fire next to him. Brad searched for targets, trying to distinguish friend from foe.


  He finally saw one of the Marines on his back, struggling. A primal was bent over him, clawing and chewing frantically. Brad held his breath and took careful aim, then fired two rounds. His first shots landed in the primal’s hip, spinning the primal away from the Marine. Brad fired again, connecting with its upper chest and head. The beast arched backwards before falling slack against the deck.


  Brad pivoted in search of more targets while leaving his eye against his optics. He scanned from left to right. The firing stopped and was replaced by the screaming of the man still on the ground. It was Ben Walkens, one of the Marines who had been assisting with the cleanup. Brooks ran quickly to his side and dropped down, cutting away Ben’s body armor and clothing.


  Walkens had scratches all over his face, and deep cuts and chunks of flesh missing from his left shoulder and arm. Brooks pulled a small bottle of alcohol from his aid bag and dumped it all over the Marine’s face and onto his wounded arm, then grabbed a gauze pad and began scrubbing the wounds. Walkens screamed frantically in pain. Nelson had moved forward and was trying to hold the injured man so Brooks could work. Brooks gave Walkens a dose of morphine, then stood and walked away. Sean approached him.


  “How’s it look?” Sean asked.


  “You know damn well how it looks, Chief. He’s cut wide the fuck open and you know what that means. I poured as much alcohol as I had in the wounds and cleaned them as best I could. Who the fuck knows? Maybe it will kill the infection. How the fuck did this happen?” Brooks stood, shaking his head. “Chief, I need a minute,” he said with deep frustration in his voice.


  Brooks turned and walked away from the scene. Sean approached Walkens, still on the ground and a bit more calm with the morphine in his system. Nelson was sitting next to him, applying a pressure dressing to his arm. Brad was walking among the dead primals, double checking that they were terminated.


  “How you feeling, pal?” Sean asked Walkens.


  “I’m gonna turn into one of those things, ain’t I, Chief?”


  “We don’t know that. Brooks is a good medic. Let’s just wait and see, okay buddy?”


  “Just don’t let me turn into one of these things, Chief,” Walkens pleaded.


  “Just relax; we’re going to take good care of you.” Sean reached into Brooks’ aid bag and gave Walkens another dose of the morphine. Walkens’ gaze faded and he looked away, talking to himself.


  Sean looked back to Nelson. “What the hell happened, Nelson?”


  “Me and Ben … we was moving things … clearing the deck. We heard the power kick on … we was smiling and … joking about hot food tonight.” Nelson’s voice started to break as he looked down at his friend. The rest of the men had arrived at the scene and started to gather.


  “It’s okay, Nelson. Just tell me where these things came from,” Sean said softly.


  “From there, Chief.” Nelson pointed to a caged lift.


  “How the hell? The lift was secured; it was in the lockout position. Bill and Tony said they checked it,” Sean exclaimed.


  “That’s right, Chief, the engage bar was set to lockout,” Bill confirmed.


  “I don’t know, Chief, we was standing right here. We heard the lift click; then the light turned green and it started to rise. Them things must have engaged it and pressed the operate button,” Nelson said.


  Just then they heard the lift click again; the green light switched from green to red, and it started to drop into the lower deck.


  “What the fuck!” Sean yelled. Brad and Sean ran forward, weapons at the ready, watching the lift drop. “Shut that thing down!” Sean yelled to Bill.


  Bill ran to a control box and started digging through wires. “The breaker is below; I can kill it from here though … I just gotta find and disconnect the ground.” The lift finished its move to the lower deck, making a loud clunk. The red light went out. The lift made another loud clunk, the light turned green, and it started to move up again.


  “Any time now Bill!” Sean yelled.


  “I’m working on it Chief!”


  Tony ran forward, fire axe in his hands, and shoved Bill out of the way. He swung the axe and severed half of the bundle. The lift still moved. Tony quickly adjusted his feet and swung hard again, severing the bundle in a bright spray of sparks. The lift hung dead with a short six inches of the top extending above the deck. The green light went out.


  Brad let out a sigh of relief just as the primals in the lift began to moan. Brad stepped forward angrily and put his rifle into the small gap between the lift and the deck, ready to engage.


  “Hold your fire!” Sean yelled.


  “What?” Brad said, looking back.


  “Save your ammo, they can’t get up here and we don’t want to rupture anything that will burn down there with wild shots,” Sean answered.


  Brad nodded back, but kept a nervous eye on the lift, trying to see the monsters’ faces hiding in the shadows.


  Sean turned back to Tony. “How the hell did the lift come up if it was locked out?” Sean asked.


  “Someone … or something … had to have toggled the override below and pressed the lift button!” Tony stuttered.


  “What the fuck? They’re pushing buttons now?” Sean asked.


  “It’s the only way. Chief, you saw them call it back down! Those things are getting smarter,” Tony gasped.


  “Okay, are there any more lifts?”


  “No Chief, this is the only one.”


  “Okay, listen up. Tony? Clean up that mess; I don’t want those cut wires starting a fire. Swanson? You and Bill back to the power house; get this place online and get the water running. Craig? You and Wilson keep your eyes on this lift. I want the two of you patrolling between here and the stairway. The rest of you help me get Ben back to the lounge,” Sean barked. “Any questions? No? Good, move out!”
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  Ben’s arms had been restrained and his legs bound together, but his head and torso were still free. They’d retrieved a mattress from one of the beds upstairs and laid him out on the lounge pool table to try and make him more comfortable. Sean was standing next to Ben, monitoring his breathing and heart rate. Nelson was asleep on the sofa. The officers had gone back outside to supervise the cleanup and security of the deck.


  They’d hoped that the quick treatment of the wounds would save Ben but, as the clock ticked, they watched the infection take hold. The fever hit and Ben began to sweat profusely. The wounds turned dark then began streaking. Ben was coherent at first but as panic set in they gave him more morphine to relax. He slowly fell asleep, fading in and out of coherence.


  “I’m thirsty, Chief,” Ben’s weakened voice rasped. He had been slipping in and out of consciousness, probably from the fever, but also the morphine.


  “Here you go, buddy,” Sean said, putting a bottle to Ben’s lips.


  Ben eagerly drank from the bottle before coughing and putting his head back down.


  “Did the medicine work, Chief? Am I going to be okay?” he asked.


  Sean looked down at Ben’s battered face. The scratches had begun to turn a deep purple, even though Brooks had soaked them with alcohol and packed antibiotic cream into them. The infection had still taken hold. Ben’s temperature had been rising at least one degree every thirty minutes. Sean looked across the room to Brooks, who was sorting through a box of medical supplies that had been scavenged from the platform’s infirmary.


  “Yeah, you’re going to be fine. You just need some rest, okay?” Sean lied.


  “Okay Chief,” Ben answered before turning his head to the side and closing his eyes.


  Feeling Sean’s stare, Brooks took his attention from the box and frowned at Sean before shaking his head. Brooks went back to his task of sorting through the box, pulling items and stuffing them into his aid bag. Sean turned his attention back to the Marine, adjusting his sheets and trying to make him more comfortable.


  Quickly Ben turned his head back towards him and struggled to sit up. “Chief!”


  “Whoa relax, son. What is it, Ben?” Sean asked.


  “Chief, please make sure I don’t turn into one of those things, please, Chief.”


  “Don’t worry buddy, we’re going to take great care of you. Just get some rest now.”


  Ben relaxed and once again turned his head to the side and closed his eyes.


  “Brad, can you take over? I need to get some air,” Sean asked.


  “Sure, I got it, Chief,” Brad said, leaving his place at the back of the lounge.


  Brad looked Ben over. Ben was unconscious now and sweating profusely. The scratches on his face were darkening, the deep purple outline spreading. The wounds on his arm had been covered, but dark red and blue lines streaked up from the bandaged limb. It was obvious that Ben was now infected. There would be no saving him.


  Sean walked over to Brooks and whispered something to him before he left the room.


  “It’s too bad, bro,” Brad said as he used a damp cloth to cool Ben’s forehead.


  “Too bad my ass! This was completely avoidable,” Brooks said. “No excuse for us losing this kid.”


  “It is what it is, Brooks. We have to just keep moving forward,” Brad replied flatly.


  Brooks shook his head, then pulled a large syringe from his aid bag and a couple of unmarked glass bottles. He drew the fluid from both bottles into the syringe and injected it into a vein on Ben’s good arm. He then secured the syringe in an empty water bottle before tossing it.


  “Can you stay with him, Brad? I’m going to give his buddies an opportunity to say good bye; it won’t be long now … Be careful, I just gave him a dose big enough to kill a horse, but who knows how the virus works,” Brooks said.


  Brad nodded as Brooks left the room. He put his hand on Ben’s chest and felt his labored breathing. It had been almost three hours since he had been attacked.


  Brad heard the door swing open behind him. Swanson entered the room with Wilson and Craig. They were shaken but tried to hide it. There were no tears. The weeks of constant death and attacks had desensitized them to the agony of losing a friend.


  “How is he?” Swanson asked.


  “He only has a short time left. We gave him an overdose of diamorphine. He won’t wake up,” Brad answered.


  “Good, he deserves to die a Marine and not as one of those things,” Wilson said.


  Brad felt the movement of Ben’s chest stop; he slipped a hand to his wrist and couldn’t find a pulse. Cautiously they all stepped back from the table and waited for the reboot.


  Brooks and Sean came into the room and joined them around the table. Wilson woke up from his nap and sat up, feeling the somberness of the room. Brad shook his head at Sean and Brooks. Brooks came forward and also checked Ben for a pulse. When he failed to find one he held his hand to Ben’s chest, then shook his head and moved back against the wall.


  Sean came forward and removed Ben’s dog tags. He handed them to Swanson.


  “This is what happens when we fuck up. We got lazy, we assumed the deck was secure, and we didn’t pay attention to the small details. This doesn’t happen again. Get your friend cleaned up and prepare him for burial. Our work day isn’t finished yet,” Sean said.


  Sean placed his hand on Ben’s chest for a moment, then pulled the sheet gently over his head before stepping away and walking outside. After stopping to pat the sheet, Brad and Brooks followed Sean through the door.
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  Brooks and Brad followed Sean back to the control room, and found him standing below the hatch to the observation tower. The hatch dogs were securely in place, but there didn’t appear to be any physical lock to prevent them from opening it. Sean looked over to Brooks and nodded. Brooks raised his weapon and pointed at the hatch.


  Sean carefully climbed the ladder to the top and began to un-dog the latches. They each freely opened with a slight metallic clang. The final latch clanged free and Sean looked back at Brooks and again nodded. He bent his legs and shoved the hatch up, throwing it open until it locked into place, then dropped back down the ladder and moved to the side to give Brooks a clear shot.


  Brooks kept his weapon pointed at the now open compartment, trying to see inside. After a few tense moments, Sean drew his sidearm and again climbed the ladder. When he reached the top, he disappeared into the tube that led to the compartment. There was a large crash and a bang. The sound echoed down into the space below.


  Brooks quickly jumped forward, grabbed the ladder and began to climb.


  “Calm down … It’s okay … Dammit … I just banged my head. I’m fine, guys.” Sean yelled down.


  Brooks looked down at Brad still standing on the deck. Brad tried to hold back but finally lost it and burst into laughter. Brooks couldn’t contain himself and gave out a large belly laugh.


  “Glad you assholes think that’s funny, now get up here!” Sean yelled down the ladder.


  They found themselves in a small square room. The walls angled up on each side and were topped with large tinted-glass windows. The wall was cased with a desk and workspace, which was topped with an assortment of radios and computers. Located high in the air just above the height of the helicopter pad, they had an expansive view of the platform.


  “Do you know how to use this stuff?” Brad asked, pointing at the radios.


  Sean reached down and picked up a handset. He powered up a radio and hit a scan button. “Looks like a basic setup, shouldn’t be too difficult to use,” he said.


  The radio stopped its scan and they heard static and a broken noise. It was hard to tell if they were hearing just static or a garbled voice. Sean pressed the scan again, but it never stopped and looped back through to the garbled frequency.


  “Mayday, mayday, mayday, any station,” Sean said into the handset. When he released the handset they heard the same garbled static.


  “Sounds like there’s nothing out there, and whatever is on this station is probably high powered and blocking the freq. Let’s set up a radio watch; maybe we’ll get lucky,” Sean said.


  Brad was looking through the drawers of the workspace and found a large, clothbound book. He opened it and looked inside. “Hey check this out. It’s a logbook,” he said as he flipped through the pages.


  Sean and Brooks turned and leaned over the book. All of the entries were handwritten in dark ink. Brad turned through the entries page by page until, more than halfway through, the text changed. Instead of generic entries about dial readings and counters, there were more detailed journal entries.


  “Look at the writing. Instead of operator entries, the platform manager has taken over the log,” Brad said.


  Sean looked at the entry on the page and pointed at the number. “That was over thirty days ago; right about the time of the outbreak,” he said.


  Moving his finger down the page, Brad found the first detailed entry and began reading.


   



  Log Date 214:


  First Officer J.C. Sharif Assumes the Log.


  08:00 - The resupply ferry did not arrive. Men are angry and ready to return home. The satellite television is reporting news of riots and violence on the mainland. PAK-PETROL said they will give us detailed information later and reschedule the ferry.


  17:00 - We were contacted by PAK-PETROL Corporate. Our resupply ferry has been delayed. Problem is at the mainline Karachi ferry station, described as mechanical in nature. They will notify us when the ferry is back online. The men doubt this as family members have relayed news to us of a pandemic hitting the mainland, people are getting sick. We think Corporate is keeping us in the dark so that we will keep working and not abandon the platform.


   



  Log Date 215:


  14:00 - Satellite TV is showing worldwide martial law in effect. People are rioting and attacking anyone. Citizens are warned to stay indoors, stay away from hospitals and avoid city streets. Corporate denies the reports and says news of violence is exaggerated; Corporate promised the ferry will be coming soon.


   



  Log Date 216:


  06:00 - We picked up radio traffic from the cargo ship ‘Chang’ this morning. Chang warned us to turn away any unknown vessels. They had spotted a ship dead in the water and boarded it. The crew of the disabled vessel attacked their boarding party. They sought help from the Coast Guard but were turned away and warned not to approach the coastal waters.


  10:00 - We have halted production as our storage containers are now full.


  12:00 - One of the engineers was able to contact his family with the satellite phone. Family said that hospitals are shut down. The cities are overrun with rioters. The Pakistani Army has been mobilized and is threatening nuclear retaliation against India for inciting violence against the people. This all makes no sense.


   



  Log Date 217:


  08:00 - We have depleted fresh rations, we have thirty plus days of canned goods, desalinization is working normally, the satellite TV is broadcasting on a loop, we have not been able to reach anyone on the satellite phone. The men are panicking.


  14:00 - Message from Corporate received via UHF, the ferry station has been closed. We have been told to hold out and await transport. The men are restless and threatening desertion.


   



  Log Date 218:


  05:00 - Ten men deserted the platform today and fled in the small boat. A note found in the boathouse said they were returning to their families.


  08:00 - Fishing vessel approached the sea deck. They requested permission to dock. The security team met and escorted them onto the first deck. Our doctor inspected the crew; they were hungry and dehydrated but no visible signs of illness. The Captain of the fishing boat said that the mainland ports are all closed. He was forced to seek refuge in blue water. Coast Guard ships are firing on anything that approaches the shore. We have allowed them refuge; we may need their vessel if the ferry does not arrive.


  14:00 - We were approached by a small craft from the Pakistani Navy. The five man crew were injured and seeking medical attention. We brought them to the infirmary for treatment by the doctor. They had visible wounds, cuts and scrapes and were suffering from high fever. During the night the crew became agitated and attacked and killed the doctor and our medic. We locked them in the infirmary. They are contained but cannot be reasoned with.


   



  Log Date 219:


  10:00 - We have been boarded by Pakistani Navy war ship. They have taken control of the platform. When informed about their crew members in the infirmary, a team was dispatched to take care of them. They executed the sick crew members and disposed of the bodies over the rail. Pakistani Navy has commandeered the bottom two decks. All of our team members have been ordered to occupy the top deck only.


   



  Log Date 220:


  12:00 - PAK-PETROL Ferry arrived today with crew members from other platforms. Instead of taking us home they are seeking refuge on the platform. A large United States Navy war ship has attached to the platform. U.S. Military helicopter dropped off American Military to platform. We have been ordered to surrender control of operations to the U.S. Military. We have nowhere to go.


  15:00 - U.S. Military has ordered all non-essential team members to report to lower decks for evacuation processing. Only Engineers and those required to maintain platform life support will be allowed above the second deck. Log closed. J.C. Sharif.


   



  Brad finished reading the handwritten pages and took a step away from the desk. He turned to look out of the observation window that overlooked the platform. The ocean had a calming effect. The hot sun was burning down on the deck outside, and he could see the men working, cleaning the deck, and patrolling. Brad looked back down at the desk and Sean closed the journal.


  “What the hell are we going to do, Chief?” Brad asked.


  “I’m not sure, Brad. Let’s get one of the Marines to sit on this radio. We need to get a planning session together with the officers. This place might start feeling cozy after a couple of days, but we can’t stay here. Our focus has to be on leaving.”


  Brooks stood up from the log book and clipped his MP5 back onto his body armor. “Sounds good, Chief. I’ll get one of the guys trained on these radios and we can all meet up on the helipad in a couple hours. I say the sooner we get out of here the better.”
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  Brad slowly walked around the platform’s rail, following the entire perimeter of the first deck while trying to clear his head. The platform’s systems were all back online; he could hear the hum of the pumps and the rattle of machinery in the power house. Brad turned a corner near the storage deck and found Corporal Swanson directing a couple of the men in breaking down pallets of supplies. She smiled when she saw him and turned to walk in his direction.


  “Hi Brad,” she called out.


  “Hello Chelsea, how is everything coming along? Any problems?”


  “Everything is going great now that we have all of the lights back on and the boilers are cranking out hot water. I was breaking down some of this gear. I thought with the power on we could cook a nice meal tonight.”


  “Sounds great Chelsea, good to hear,” Brad said softly.


  “Really? Then why do you look so down?”


  “It’s just been a long few weeks. I thought I had a goal I was working toward, but now I just want to sit down and rest. You ever get that feeling?”


  “Every day, Brad, but once you allow yourself to quit, it will be hard as hell to keep going. We have to just keep pushing, you know. Doesn’t matter what for, just keep pushing. Don’t quit, okay?”


  “Okay Chelsea,” Brad said, cracking a smile.


  “So where are you headed anyhow? Would you mind some company?” she asked him.


  “I’m going up to the helipad to meet with Chief and the pilots. We’re trying to figure out how to get off this thing. You’re welcome to come along.”


  Brad waited for Chelsea to brief the Marines before she joined him on his path to the helipad. They climbed the stairs to the top, where they found the officers had attached long fuel lines to the Black Hawk and were gassing it up. Sean and Brooks were standing over the apron of the pad looking down at the sea, so Brad and Chelsea moved in to join them.


  They could see all the way to the water. A fishing boat still drifted quiet and lonely at the length of a long line. The small military boat was in bad shape, now listing to one side. The large fast attack craft was still there, attached to the deck by a number of mooring lines. Sean and Brooks were in a deep discussion over the military vessel’s capabilities.


  “Hey Brad, I see you brought a friend,” Sean said, acknowledging the presence of Swanson.


  “Yeah Chief, I figure she has just as much at stake in this as any of us.”


  “Good call. Welcome to the head shed, Swanson,” Sean said smiling.


  “Thanks Chief, so what’s the plan?” Chelsea answered.


  “Well, that’s what we are trying to decipher. Captain Bradley, are you two about finished?” Sean called out across the platform.


  Captain Bradley walked from around the nose of the aircraft, wiping his hands with an oil-stained rag. Mr. Douglas was close behind him. Brad watched as Bill turned a number of fuel cutoff valves and disconnected the fuel lines from the aircraft.


  “All settled here, Chief. We have her completely topped off. With the external tanks full, we have a range of nearly a thousand miles. All we need is a destination,” Captain Bradley said as he walked to the railing and leaned against it. Mr. Douglas came in close and took a seat on the deck, opening a bottle of water.


  “That’s the problem, we have no comms with anyone and nobody is answering the phone, so where in the hell do we go?” Sean said.


  “Socotra,” Bill called out.


  “What? What the hell is a Socotra?” Brooks asked as they all turned to look at Bill, who was now walking in their direction, having finished stowing the fuel lines.


  “Socotra. It’s an island about a thousand miles from here, off the horn of Africa. I did some exploratory drilling near there with the company in the late nineties,” Bill said, unrolling a map.


  He laid the large map out flat on the deck and pointed to the island. “I heard our sailors talking about it. The island is just off the coast of Yemen. Not many folks live there and they said it was infection-free. Well it was anyway.”


  “What exactly did the sailors say ,Bill?” Sean asked.


  “I don’t know a lot. They were pretty quiet about it, but rumor had it that the U.S. military had occupied the island and they were staging things there. The island has a small airport. We even heard a carrier strike group was plugged into the island.”


  Brooks put his hand on the map and drew a line with his finger from the platform to the island. “A thousand miles, that’s a hell of a haul,” Brooks said, looking at the map. “I don’t know if we could take that patrol boat across the open water, but I would be more comfortable hugging the coast.”


  “How old is this information?” Sean asked.


  Bill scratched the side of his head and squinted. “Well, I figure it’s been at least three weeks since I heard it. You kind of lose track of time out here.”


  Mr. Douglas stared at the map. “That’s going to stretch the limits of the chopper. I don’t think we can make it on one hop without getting wet.”


  Swanson leaned over the map and pointed at a small island off the coast of Oman. There was a small airport symbol at its northernmost point. “What’s this, sir? Could you fly here?” she asked.


  Captain Bradley looked at the island. “Masirah Air Base, yeah, that’s about five hundred miles. We could make that, but is it safe? It’s not like we can turn around and go home if it’s not.”


  Brooks looked at the chart and then went to look over the rail at the attack craft. “I would feel a lot better about taking that boat five hundred miles than a thousand. But we don’t know shit about that place; what if we get there and it’s overrun?” he asked.


  Sean took the map and drew a circle around the island. “It looks isolated enough, and it’s within our range. I say we go for it. We may even find a suitable fixed wing there to take us home. But how do we travel: sea, air, or both?”


  Brad sat listening to the conversation, taking it all in. He wasn’t a fan of the ocean, but he had never been very comfortable with flying, either. That’s why he’d joined the Army instead of the Navy or the Air Force. Today though, his options were very limited.


  He chimed in, “Absolutely by air … I mean, if the pilots are comfortable with the distance. We don’t know the condition of the boat yet. But the map shows a port, also, so let’s ready the aircraft while we secure that ship and see if it’s seaworthy.”


  Captain Bradley examined the map again, using his finger to estimate the distance. “Shouldn’t be a problem finding it, but I’m somewhat worried about the aircraft. It’s really overdue for some heavy maintenance. We picked it up off an abandoned airfield weeks ago and, other than fuel and washing the windows, we haven’t done much to it.”


  “It’s your call, sir,” Sean said.


  Bradley smiled and, leaning back against the rail with his hands in his pockets, said, “I’m willing to give it a shot then.”


  Sean took the map and rolled it up before handing it back to Bill. “Okay, we have a short term plan then. Captain Bradley, prep your aircraft for the trip to Masirah. You will take Bill as your crew chief, and one of the Marines as a gunner. I have the rest. Tomorrow … mid-day … we’ll assault the ship and take it back.”


  The helipad cleared out quickly after the meeting. Bill had asked Chelsea to give him a hand refueling the generators, and Brad once again found himself alone. He moved down the stairs and wound his way along the walkway till he reached the center deck facing the disabled lift. The space was clear now; there was no evidence of the small skirmish from earlier in the day when they had lost one of their own.


  Wilson and Nelson were on watch. He greeted them and moved closer to the exposed mouth of the lift, looking into the dark space while keeping his distance.


  There was a mashed bit of flesh and blood at the lip of the deck below the opening. “What happened here?” Brad asked.


  Wilson stepped forward, trying to conceal a grin. “Ahh … well … one of them things kept sticking its hand out every time we got too close to the opening. I guess we kind of smashed its fingers with the sledge. Yeah … it ain’t been doing that anymore.”


  Brad shook his head at them. “Just don’t do anything stupid, okay? Have you noticed any changes out of them?”


  Nelson stepped a bit closer to the lip and shone his flashlight into the space. “No, Sergeant, they just stand there … staring at us.”


  Brad moved closer and squatted to the deck. He peered into the gap and could see the pale face of a man looking back at him. Its eyes were focused and intense. Brad could almost feel the hatred of the thing. It was like looking into the eyes of a vicious dog and knowing there would be no reasoning, no calming it down. Brad made eye contact with the primal and it suddenly bared its teeth and lunged forward.


  Brad flinched heavily, losing his balance and falling over on his backside. The two Marines laughed. Wilson extended a hand to Brad and pulled him back to his feet. “Don’t be ashamed, Sergeant, that son of a bitch got me a couple times too,” he said. “I wish we could just shoot them all; I hate looking at these damn things.”


  “Sergeant, do you really think them things operated the lift?” Nelson asked.


  Brad looked back at him. “No, I don’t. You put a monkey in an elevator long enough and it will eventually start pushing buttons. I think they just got lucky. Either way, don’t worry about that, just keep your head in the game.”


  “Yes Sergeant,” Nelson replied.


  “Looks like you fellas have everything under control out here; I’m going to head back. I’ll send someone to relieve you when chow is ready. Stay safe,” Brad said.


  16.


  The men gathered in the platform’s main galley. With the life support systems powered up, the kitchen was operational. Tony and Mr. Douglas had raided the pantries and stores of supplies on the deck and managed to put together a hell of a pot of chili. Tony had offered up another bottle of his finest Kentucky bourbon, but this time Chief had declined.


  There was a lot of work to be done before they assaulted the attack boat, and he wanted everyone to be sharp. The men feasted on the hot chow until their bellies were full. Casual conversations filled the deck, the war stories and joking that had always accompanied meals back in the world. After dinner, the Marines went about their business of cleaning and maintaining their equipment while the pilots looked over charts, plotting their possible venture to the Masirah airbase.


  Those that weren’t working were relaxing in the lounge or preparing for the night’s watch out on the decks. They had set up guard rotations with three-man teams around the clock: two patrolling the deck and one on the radio. There were only eleven of them now, with the loss of Ben. The rotations were four-hour shifts, with Brad and Brooks filling the holes and taking the extra watches at the radio.


  As the sun went down, the men heard the scurrying of movement on the decks below. The primals were reminding them that they were still there, that they owned the lower decks and the darkness. As the patrols walked the deck grating, they could hear the primals moan and scream below them. The darker and cooler the night got, the bolder the primals became. It was a nerve-racking duty, but a price they had to pay to keep the deck secure.


  Sean and Brooks met in one of the offices and planned out the assault on the vessel. This was their expertise, and Brad trusted them to do the right thing. Brad had grown up on the Great Lakes and had some experience onboard small boats, but nothing like this. His most ambitious voyages were short day trips on a thirty-footer, doing some fishing on Lake Superior. Brad left the SEALs alone and made his way to the control tower to start his shift on the radios.


  Brad sat at the radio slowly turning the dials, switching between UHF and VHF. After he had gone the entire length of the dial with no response, he set the console to ‘scan’. Brooks had managed to get one of the small computers working and found that it had a rudimentary radar application installed. Brad could see the large globe and dish spinning just outside the window, letting him know that the radar hardware was running.


  Brad cycled through the filters while following the notes Brooks had scribbled on a sheet of paper. He could barely make out the coast as a jagged blurred line nearly sixty miles to their north. The radar was set to max scan and he occasionally saw static or surface noise on the screen, but nothing that would obviously identify itself as a ship. Brad cycled from surface to air to weather, noting nothing of interest or anything worth logging.


  He picked up the log book. They had opened it back up and had begun using it again. He scanned the entries of the earlier watches: ‘Nothing to report’ and ‘all conditions normal’. Just as he was beginning to think they were alone, the radio scanner locked on a station. It was garbled and broken, but appeared to be in English. Brad turned up the volume and manually tweaked the tuning knob. He listened intently and struggled to transcribe the broken, static-filled message.


  “Ma…ay, …ayday, …ay. This is the …rench vessel …dupar calling all …ons.


  May… …ay, …day, … Captain … of ves… dupar… ead… water… …irty males …board.


  Locat… is North …45 …st 67… …12.”


  “Last calling station, say again,” Brad yelled into the microphone.


  Silence.


  “Last calling station, say again,” he tried once more.


  The radio had again gone silent. Brad logged the communication and looked at the notes. It was impossible to determine anything from the broken call for help, but he would hand the notes to Sean when he left his shift. Brad checked the radar scope again for any vessel and finally gave up in frustration.


  Private Craig came to relieve him just after midnight. Brad quickly refreshed the private on the use of the console. He told him about the broken radio contact and left word for him to send a runner if he heard anything else from the ship. Then Brad waited for the rest of his patrol to pass by the building so he could join them on his way back to the living quarters. They had set up a strict policy of ‘no one goes outside alone after dark’.


  As they walked the grates, Brad could hear the primals following below; the sounds of footsteps and the labored panting were like being pursued by a pack of wolves. Brad stopped, asking the two Marines to hold up. He pulled a flashlight from his belt and shined it between the gaps in the grating. What he saw spooked him and he quickly turned out the light. He looked to the left and could tell that the Marines had seen it too.


  “Holy shit, Sergeant, there are hundreds of them down there,” Private Nelson muttered with fear in his voice.


  “Well it’s nothing we didn’t know, right? We secured the lift, ladders, and the stairs; they can’t get up here,” Brad tried to reassure the private.


  “I’ll be glad when we leave this damn place,” Nelson whispered.


  “Me too Private … me too.”


  As Brad arrived back at the third floor, he found Sean sitting in the lounge cleaning his equipment. Brad handed him the note and told him about the radio contact. Sean took the note and read it as Brad explained the contact and how the radar scope had been clear.


  “Shit, wish there was something we could do for them. That signal could have bounced for hundreds … even thousands of miles. No telling how far away they are,” Sean said, reading the message.


  “Yeah I know. It just sucks, man. Be nice to get some good news for a change. I put Craig on the frequency and told him to wake me if it comes back,” Brad said.


  “That’s all you can do, Brad, now get some sleep. I’m going to need you to be sharp tomorrow,” Sean said, turning back to his equipment.


  Some of the other men were also still up in the lounge, preparing for their watch, not able to sleep, or just avoiding sleep altogether. Sleeping was not a thing people enjoyed on the platform. Often it ended being awakened by nightmares, sometimes by the screams of your buddy in the cell next door as he relived the events of the past month. They all worked until they were exhausted, until avoiding sleep wasn’t an option, but they rarely got more than four hours before they found themselves back in the lounge.


  Brad used his free time and took advantage of the running water to shower and do laundry. It was a recent luxury to have a functioning laundry room and latrine. With the stores of food and the life support systems, Brad wondered if he might be tempted to stay here if they could somehow remove the primals. At least until the food and fuel ran out.


  His thoughts drifted back to the men in the compound and the promise he had made to them. Brad lay back in his bunk, holding one of PFC Ryan’s dog tags in his hand, knowing the other was buried on the man back in the Afghan sand. It was a stern reminder that it wasn’t his mission to find a safe refuge. It was his job to seek rescue for his men. That he was, and would always be, on the clock until he got them all home.


  Brad placed the dog tag on his night stand, then checked his good luck charm: the unfired S&W pistol. He pulled back the slide to make sure a round was chambered, then placed it within arm’s reach. Brad reached up behind him and cut the light, drifting to sleep with the sounds of the humming generators calming his nerves.


  17.


  It was go time. Tony was in the cab of the crane. A large steel cable had been looped over the ball and hook that extended from the end of the crane’s arm. Brooks had attached another two hundred and fifty feet of heavy rappelling line to the end of the hook. The SEALs sat on the rail with the ball and hook just over their heads. On command, Tony would swing them out over the open water and lower them to the boat below.


  Sean had synced his wireless headset to the radio in the cab. He gave Tony the word to move them. Brad watched as the crane swung out away from the platform, the SEALs dangling beneath it. Sean and Brooks were dressed in bright green dive suits and swim fins that had been salvaged from a locker on the platform. The men had tried to camouflage or at least darken the colors with grease, but the attempt only made them look worse.


  The crane swung out and abruptly jerked to a stop, swinging the men out and away uncontrollably. Sean reached out at the length of his arm and grabbed the steel cable, stabilizing them. He turned back and shot Tony a cold stare. Tony put his hands up apologetically and then gave Sean a thumbs up. Brooks nodded back and unclipped his D-ring, then began a slow descent to the attack craft below.


  Brad changed positions farther down the railing so he could see the boat hundreds of feet below. He held his rifle at the ready but was not confident he would be much good if he needed to fire at such a steep angle. Brad watched as Brooks descended, then slowed and hung barely twenty feet above the surface of the water. Sean slid down the length of the rope, stopped just above Brooks, and placed himself into an over watch position with his suppressed MP5 at the ready.


  Once Sean was in a comfortable position, Brooks continued his decent and cut into the water. Brad watched as Brooks disconnected himself from the line and quietly swam to the side of the attack boat before he slipped under the water. After several seconds, Brad watched him surface near the dock with his dive knife in hand.


  Slowly and quietly he cut the rope holding the smaller boat to the dock, allowing the small damaged military craft to drift free and away from the platform. He then swam closer to the attack boat and, finding the mooring lines too big to cut, pulled himself out of the water and onto the dock. Brad felt his heart race as he tried to get an angle to cover his friend.


  Brad watched the larger ship also begin to slowly drift free and away from the platform. On closer inspection, he could just make out Brooks’ head barely sticking above the surface of the water; he was holding one of the heavy lines and signaling for Tony to lower the hook and cable. The crane swung and came back to life.


  Next, Sean was slowly lowered into the water. He swam the lead line to Brooks and together they pulled it until the end of the steel cable was in their hands. Working together, they attached the cable to one of the heavy mooring lines. Tony took the slack out of the line and carefully guided the boat out away from the dock and close to one of the four large pylons that anchored the rig to the sea bed.


  Brooks swam close to the pylon and tied the attack craft off to a series of pinion hooks embedded in the base of the structure just above the water line. Once the boat was secured to the pylon, Sean reached up and released the cable from the vessel and allowed it to swing free. Tony raised the cable up and away from the boat below while Brooks and Sean pulled themselves onto the dive deck at the rear of the vessel and ducked down, hiding.


  Tony quickly raised the hook back to the third deck and swung it in towards the rail. Bill immediately unhooked the steel cable from the ball and hook, then hurriedly attached a large basket to the end of the ball and motioned to Brad that it was ready. The basket was nothing more than a steel cage the size of a phone booth. Bill opened a gate on the basket and ushered them in. Brad shook his head but willed himself forward and stepped into the basket with Wilson and Craig, weapons at the ready.


  They held on tight as Tony raised them up and swung them out over the water. The crane again stopped quickly, swinging them out hard. They swung back and forth several times before slowing, and Tony began lowering them down toward the vessel. Brad looked out over the edge of the basket as it passed the second deck. It was far worse than he had imagined.


  A series of elevated cat walks surrounded by heavy pipes and drilling equipment covered the second deck. The walkways were littered with the dead. The sun was high in the sky, leaving the deep internal area of the deck shaded and in the dark. Brad squinted in the contrasting lights, trying to search for movement. There was little he could see but he knew they were there, hiding in a maze of walkways.


  The basket continued its descent until it was just above the vessel. As they got closer, Brad was finally able to take in the size of the attack boat. It was over a hundred feet long and painted in a grey camouflage pattern. He could see a turret on the bow – possibly a 30mm, maybe 40mm gun; it reminded him of the Bushmaster he had seen on the Bradley fighting vehicles. There were at least two .50 caliber machine guns on the rear platform.


  The bow was completely covered with metal deck plating. Brad could see a walkway that horseshoed around the large bridge structure and continued beyond onto the rear deck. The bridge held large, tinted windows, but Brad could barely see inside over the reflective glass. The interior looked empty, but the side doors leading to the walkways were open, swinging along with the swells of the sea. A large array of antennas and radar dishes sat motionless along the top of the bridge structure.


  The rear deck of the ship was vacant except for a large rigid hull inflatable strapped to a rack. Brad couldn’t see evidence of a battle or even a struggle on the decks; if there had been one, then the storms of the last week must have washed it away. Looking farther back, Brad could just barely make out the lime green silhouettes of the SEALs crouched low on the dive deck.


  Tony swung them to the left and right, trying to drop them precisely onto a cleared space over the covered bow of the attack boat. They touched the surface of the ship with a metallic crunch; the vessel briefly bobbed away from them, then rose and made a screech as the basket dragged. Tony let out more line, taking the weight of the basket off the crane and putting it onto the bow.


  Craig quickly jumped from the basket and helped to steady it as Wilson and Brad followed him onto the bow of the ship. Once they were clear, Tony began raising it away from the boat. They immediately checked their surroundings, making sure they were alone. Spotting cover, Brad and the Marines walked hunched over and hid behind the bow-mounted gun turret.


  The noise of their landing did not go unnoticed. They heard the screaming moans start from the second deck. Brad looked up just in time to see a primal run at them and leap into the water. He watched the primal fly out and away from the platform before plunging over a hundred feet to the water’s surface. The primal hit the water with a sickening crack.


  Brad then watched the creature begin to slip below the surface before it shuddered awake and tried to swim towards them. Craig raised his rifle and shot it twice in the head, ending the primal’s struggle. Before they could look away they heard three more screaming as they also flew through the air and smacked the water. Craig and Wilson took aimed shots at these creatures as well as they moved and struggled to stay afloat. As fast as they could shoot them, more dropped into the sea, jumping from the high platform.


  Screaming and a rush of feet came from behind them. Brad turned to watch a mad rush of primals fill the bridge windows. They ran and crashed at the glass but failed to break through it. The primals left the bridge, found the walkway, and attempted to make their way out onto the bow to get at Brad and the Marines. Sean and Brooks broke cover from the dive deck and cut them down with their MP5s as they crossed their paths.


  Brad pulled the Marines back into cover to prevent them from being hit by the SEALs’ crossfire. He heard more splashing and the sound of primals impacting the water. Brad grabbed Craig’s shoulder and faced him in the direction of the splashes. He ordered the Marines to concentrate their fire on the primals leaping from the deck while he covered the walkways. Simultaneously he heard more gunfire and rounds hit the water.


  Looking up, he could see that Swanson and the others had joined the fight. They were taking long shots from the top deck, firing at the struggling creatures in the water. Brad heard the SEALs’ fire wither and turned to see the last of the primals crumple at the edge of the walkway. Looking back at the platform, he saw that the primals’ strategy had changed.


  The primals were running down the ladder wells to the bottom deck where they swarmed the docks, howling and screaming at the water’s edge. Occasionally one would step forward and leap into the sea. Brad and the Marines watched the primals struggle in the water. Apparently they were not good swimmers, as most of them sank beneath the surface after only going ten to fifteen feet.


  The attack boat was safety tied off to the pylon at least forty feet from the dock, so Brad ordered his men to cease fire. The primals were no longer a threat, and he didn’t want to expend hundreds of rounds of ammunition on them. The Marines held their kneeling position with their weapons up and closely watched the primals as they howled. There were over a hundred of them massed along the edge of the dock. Looking up, there must have been close to a hundred more looking down from the second level.


  Sean and Brooks moved forward from the dive deck, slowly clearing everything as they moved towards the bow. Sticking to the outside of the boat, Brooks shut and dogged the hatches as he passed them. Finally, they crept up alongside of Brad and the Marines and stood with them. Brooks unzipped the front of his wetsuit and leaned against the turret, looking at the screaming primals on the dock.


  “Look at all of them! I’m glad we didn’t decide to push down to the lower decks,” Brooks said.


  “No shit. I don’t think we would have gotten through them. We would have been overrun for sure,” Brad answered.


  “Nahh, we would have made it, come on, Brad. This was just smarter,” Sean joked.


  “What are we going to do with all of them?” Wilson gasped, his voice cracking.


  “For now, we aren’t going to do anything with them; just keep an eye on them, okay?” Sean said before turning his back and speaking to Tony over his headset.


  Moments later the crane started dropping the basket again with Swanson and Nelson on board. As it got closer, Brooks grabbed it and directed it toward a flat spot on the deck. Nelson jumped out first with a large kit bag in each hand. Once Brooks made sure they were clear and the gear was on the bow, he flashed a thumbs up skyward. Tony again pulled the basket up and away from the boat.


  Quickly Sean and Brooks took the bags from Nelson and opened them. They peeled the wetsuits off and changed back into their combat uniforms and armor. They removed the silencers from their MP5s and attached flashlights and lasers to them. It only took a few minutes and the SEALs were back on their feet and ready for the second leg of this mission.


  “Corporal, I need you and Nelson to watch the decks. Keep an eye on their movement. Call out to us if you see any changes. Try not to fire on them, but don’t be afraid to shoot if you have to. I’m just worried about stray rounds starting a fire if you shoot towards the platform,” Sean said.


  “Got it, Chief,” Swanson said as she and Nelson moved closer to the bow and took up kneeling positions where they could observe the crowds on the docks.


  “Okay Brad, it’s show time. Brooks and I will assault from the engine room hatch and through the hull. I want you three to pop that door and secure the bridge. Like before, watch what you are shooting at. We actually want to be able to drive this boat when we’re done, so don’t go wild shooting shit up. Any questions?” Sean said.


  “Understood. My team is going to assault and secure the bridge. We’re on it, Chief,” Brad answered.


  “Good, give us a minute to set up on the back deck and go on my movement,” Sean said as he slapped Brooks on the back.


  Brad watched the SEALs move back down the platform toward the back deck, then turned and looked Craig and Wilson in the eye. “Wilson, you’re my point man. Craig, back him up. I’ll direct our movements from just behind you. Move slow Wilson, this isn’t a race. Just like in training, guys,” Brad whispered to them as they moved toward the door.


  “Just like training, my ass,” Wilson said. “I’m an equipment mechanic, not a door kicker.”


  “Well then, I guess now is a good time for some on-the-job training,” Brad said.


  They moved forward and stacked up on the port side door leading to the bridge. Brad looked back at Swanson and Nelson, who were intently watching the crazed mobs on the docks. Feeling his stare, Swanson looked back at him and gave him a thumbs up. Brad returned the gesture and took up the six-position on the stack at the door.


  Wilson had his rifle at the ready and waited for the go signal. Craig was just behind Wilson, his left hand on Wilson’s back and his rifle in his shoulder. Brad was staggered just slightly, leaning out with his hand on the door handle ready to launch it in. “I know what Chief said, but if you have to fire, take the shots. I’d rather have damaged equipment than lose one of you guys,” Brad whispered.


  Before the Marines could respond, they heard the clang of the engine room hatch and then the bang as it was thrown open against the deck. “Go!” Brad said as he pulled down on the handle and shoved the door in.


  “Next man in, right!” Wilson yelled as he cleared the doorway.


  “Coming in, right,” Craig called just behind him as he cut through the narrow doorway and took a position aiming down the right side of the bridge.


  Brad pulled in just behind them, aiming down the center. The bridge was about fifteen feet wide and had two large chairs positioned near the steering controls. Brad could see navigation equipment scattered around the large consoles on the far wall. Two dead crew members lay on the floor in solid blue jump suits. A small sub machine gun lay on the deck with an empty magazine lying near it.


  Even with the tinted windows, the sun easily lit the space. Brad gestured for them to move forward online. He could hear the SEALs moving through the bowels of the ship; an occasion muffled gunshot or a shout of instruction reverberated up through the hull. There were two ladders leaving the bridge, one leading aft and the other in and under the bow.


  Both ladder ways had their hatches open. Brad signaled for Craig to dog the aft hatch so they could focus their attention towards the bow. Craig pushed the hatch but failed to close it. On closer inspection, he saw part of a man’s leg blocking the bottom quarter of the door. Brad moved around the door to look down the ladder well and into the darkened interior of the ship.


  Brad couldn’t see anything below, but he could hear the echoes of the SEALs’ movements. He used his boot to kick the man’s leg clear of the hatch, then helped Craig push it shut and secure its latches. Just as they secured the final latch, they heard the rapid firing of Wilson’s rifle. Brad turned just in time to see two crazies already directly in front of Wilson, coming up the ladder and through the hatch.


  Wilson was firing point blank into a uniformed primal’s chest, but the momentum of a second primal pushed it forward and onto the Marine. Wilson tripped and fell onto his back; flailing, he dropped his rifle to the side. Brad lowered his weapon and fired at the second primal that was now lying across Wilson’s hips. At the same time, Craig smacked the head of the uniformed creature with the butt stock of his rifle.


  Brad leapt forward and kicked the second primal hard enough to knock him clear off of Wilson and back down the stairs. Craig had regained control of his rifle and fired three rounds into the head of the other primal. He then grabbed Wilson and dragged him clear of the bow hatch as Brad slammed it shut and locked its latches.


  Wilson was still on the ground flailing about. Brad grabbed him and tried to calm him as he inspected his body for wounds. He stopped cold when he saw a large gash going from Wilson’s right hip and down the side of his leg. Brad ripped the clothing away to get a better look at the wound. It didn’t look good. Brad could see deep into the muscle; blood was oozing out and filling the cut.


  Brad put pressure on the area and ordered Craig to give him a tourniquet. Brad ripped the rest of the clothing away and tried to apply the tourniquet but the location of the wound made it impossible. He grabbed a bundle of pressure dressings off of the Marine’s body armor and started packing them around the long gash. Wilson was still flailing on the deck and screaming.


  “They fucking got me, oh shit they got me, Sergeant they got me,” Wilson screamed.


  “No, it’s okay Wilson. Maybe you cut it on the hatch or when you fell. It’s okay,” Brad said back, trying to calm the Marine.


  “No, he fucking got me, I felt it. I felt its hands rip at me. He got me.”


  “Calm down, Marine, and let us work. Craig, get down here and put pressure on this wound,” Brad ordered.


  Craig switched positions and put both hands on the open cut. Brad used his knife to cut more material from the Marine’s other pant leg. He looked back up at Wilson’s face just in time to see…


  “NO!”


  Wilson had drawn his side arm and had the barrel in his mouth; Brad lunged forward to grab it just as Wilson pulled the trigger.


  Brad punched the deck before dropping on his back side and sitting flat on the floor. Craig released his grip on Wilson’s leg and just stared at him in shock. The bridge was suddenly quiet, the smell of Wilson’s blood and the gunpowder filling the air. Brad got to his feet and began to walk outside just as someone banged on the aft hatch. “It’s us, open the hatch,” he heard Brooks yell.


  Brad stopped and walked to the aft hatch and un-dogged the latches to allow the hatch to open. Without saying a word, Brad turned and walked out of the bridge and back onto the deck of the ship. Sean followed Brad through the doorway and looked at him.


  “Sergeant! Get back on the bridge and cover your man. Brooks and I will clear the bow,” Sean ordered.


  Brad looked at Sean with a scowl, then slowly readied his weapon and followed him back onto the bridge. Brad looked down at the still body of Wilson. Craig and Brooks were busy moving the primals away from the bow hatch, preparing to open the door. Once the way was clear, Brooks leaned against the wall and signaled for Craig to unlock it.


  The door swung out and the two SEALs dropped down the ladder. Moments later he heard them give the ‘all clear’. Brad reached down and grabbed Wilson by the shoulders. He asked Craig to help carry him out onto the deck. Craig nodded and let his rifle hang from the sling as he grabbed Wilson by the ankles and followed Brad through the hatch.


  They sat Wilson’s body just outside the door on the deck. Brad removed his dog tags and put them in his pocket.


  “This isn’t your fault, Sergeant,” Craig said.


  “I shouldn’t have taken my eyes off of that hatch. Wilson was my responsibility,” Brad said quietly.


  “That’s bullshit! Wilson was supposed to be watching the bow hatch; he got caught up on us trying to close the other door. He took his eyes off of his area; it was a mistake and it got him killed. It’s not your fault,” Craig argued.


  “Well thank you for saying so, but it doesn’t matter now; he’s dead and we won’t get him back.”


  Brad walked forward toward the bow of the ship. When he got to the front, he looked Swanson in the eyes, reached out his hand, and gave her the dog tags. She gasped when she read the name. “Where is he?” she asked, just above a whisper.


  “Over there.” Brad said, pointing down the walkway toward the bridge. “I’m sorry.”


  Swanson climbed to her feet and walked in the direction of the bridge.


  18.


  There was no time for mourning. Sean quickly put them all to work preparing the boat for departure. They dumped overboard nearly everything on the craft that wasn’t bolted down. Working through the night, they cleaned every crevice with bleach to remove any contamination that might lurk on a sharp corner. While they decontaminated, Bill and Tony rigged pallets of supplies that they lowered down to the ship.


  Brooks explained that the fast attack boat was normally operated by a crew of twenty, but they would have to make do with six. Tony had turned out to be an expert with the boat’s large diesel engines; he was able to get the ship’s power on and the motors purred to life. The diesel engines allowed them to fully power up the systems on the bridge. Brooks gave the craft a walk down and determined it to be in good working order.


  The sleeping compartment was filled with goods. They stacked cases of MREs in the bunks, and cases of fresh water anyplace they could fit them. One advantage to running on a skeleton crew was that it allowed for more storage space. Brooks estimated they should have enough food for forty-five days on board; fuel would be the problem.


  The boat had a range of approximately eight hundred miles on full tanks. They had lowered two pallets of fuel drums and strapped those to the rear deck. They debated bringing on more fuel drums, but Brooks and Sean feared overloading the vessel. They had to be cautious taking the small boat into blue water, so they wanted it as stable as possible.


  Crews had been selected and assigned responsibilities. Craig would travel in the Black Hawk with Bill. Tony and Swanson were assigned to the boat’s engine room. Nelson had an electrical background, so Sean quickly appointed the private as the ship’s electrician’s mate. Brooks would control the vessel and promised to train Brad on the ship’s weapons systems as they went. Sean, of course, would be the chief/captain of the boat.


  They made plans to depart late the following afternoon. Brooks estimated it would take them close to eighteen hours to complete the five-hundred-mile trip to Masirah Island. If they left on time and sailed through the night, they should reach the island at the hottest part of the next day, when any primals that might occupy the island should hopefully be dormant.


  The air crew made similar preparations. They would hold on station to give the boat a fourteen-hour head start. If everything went according to plan, they would take off early the morning after, and would arrive at the island near the same time as the surface team. Staggering their starts also allowed them to support each other. If the boat was halfway enroute and the air crew ran into problems, the attack boat would be the only hope for a water rescue.


  By the end of the day, all of their gear had been pre-positioned on the boat or the helicopter, leaving only the bare essentials on the platform. Brooks and Tony had decided to stay the night on the vessel to make sure there would be no surprises on the next day’s voyage. Sean was running around making final preparations and plans on how to idle the platform as they left.


  Brad was back in the observation tower. He had been scanning the radio for the last couple of hours, searching for any signal, but so far had come up empty. The radar scope had also been blank. Brad stood and walked towards the windows, where he could see the men making their rounds as they patrolled the decks. After the death of Wilson, Brad had lost the urge to socialize. He had been focusing on work and the coming trip instead.


  Brad sat back in the tower’s chair and began slowly turning the tuning dial, still desperate to find a contact. He heard the door open and shut in the room below. He listened as the person below walked to the ladder and began climbing into the observation tower. Brad looked down into the face of Swanson. She grabbed the top rung of the ladder and pulled herself into the room.


  “I noticed you skipped chow. I brought you some dinner, or at least this place’s version of dinner,” she said as she sat a covered plate on the desk in front of Brad.


  Brad peeled the foil back from the plate. “Looks like maybe … meatloaf? Well thank you Chelsea, I didn’t have much of an appetite earlier.”


  He took the fork and took a large bite of the meat. Chelsea walked across the room and took a seat in an empty chair.


  “You okay, Brad? You’ve been pretty quiet all evening,” she said.


  “I’m fine; I just needed to take a time out. It’s been an exhausting couple of days.”


  Chelsea looked at the radios and reviewed the pages in the log book. “You pick up anything else?” she asked, changing the subject.


  “Nope, scope has been clear and not a peep on the radio. It’s damn quiet out here … I’m so ready to leave this place,” he said with a sigh.


  “Me too, I can’t wait to get going.”


  “So what are your plans? Where is home for you, Chelsea?”


  “Home? I don’t really know any more. I lived with my mom and sister in upstate New York before I joined the Corps, but last I heard New York is gone.”


  “I’m sure your family was evacuated; you’ll find them,” Brad said.


  “Yeah, maybe … What about you Brad, what will you do?”


  “I hadn’t thought much about it. I left a group of people back in Afghanistan. My first priority is to get them home. After that, I don’t know, I’m guessing the Army will have plans for me. I have family in Michigan, but I don’t know where things stand at home; I haven’t been able to reach them since before the outbreak.”


  Their conversation was suddenly interrupted by the sound of gunfire. Brad jumped up to look through the observation window. He could see Craig standing with his rifle at his shoulder, firing rounds into the stairway on the storage deck. Captain Bradley was next to him with his M9 drawn and also firing. Bill had fallen in behind them holding a fire axe.


  “What the hell is going on?” Brad said.


  A siren began to blast.


  “That’s the automated alarm, something is wrong with the platform!” Chelsea exclaimed.


  They heard the radio squawk. Brad grabbed the handset and looked at the channel. It was Brooks on the boat below.


  “This is the tower, go ahead,” Brad said into the handset.


  “What the hell is going on up there? The primals are going nuts down here.” Brooks said over the radio.


  “I don’t know, looks like they are attacking at the stairway. I need to get out there and help,” Brad answered.


  “What the fuck … something is going on; there is oil pouring from the second deck. Tony said he thinks the purge valves must be open.”


  “Okay, I understand. I have to go; I have to find Bill,” Brad said, putting down the handset and picking up his rifle. “Let’s go, Chelsea, we need to get out there.”


  They slid down the ladder and back into the control room, quickly bursting outside and onto the deck. The sun had gone down, and the cool night air was filled with the sounds of gunfire and primal moans. Brad ran the walkway with Chelsea close behind him. When they arrived at the stairway to the second deck, they found Sean and Craig firing directly into it. Captain Bradley and Bill were just behind them, trying to force obstacles back into the barricade.


  Brad ran forward and positioned himself next to Sean. He could see that the barricade below had collapsed onto the second deck. The pallets and crates they had stacked days earlier were harmlessly falling down the stairs, providing the primals a clear path to attack.


  “What’s going on here?” Brad yelled to Sean.


  “They are going to breach, Brad, unless we plug this hole in a hurry. Somehow the sneaky fucks managed to take down the barrier without us knowing,” Sean said.


  Bill came up behind them on a small fork truck. He pressed another crate into the stairwell, temporarily closing the gap. Craig shifted positions and continued to shoot into the mass below them while Brad ran to the fork truck and waved his hands to get Bill’s attention. Bill noticed him and cut the engine so he could hear.


  “Bill, Tony said that the purge valves are open. Oil is pouring out onto the lower decks!” Brad yelled.


  “No fucking way … Chief! We have to get the hell out of here now!” Bill yelled. “If those valves are open, any spark could set this place off.”


  “Any spark?” Sean asked.


  “Yeah any spark; like the ones coming out of your rifles,” Bill replied.


  “Craig! Cease fire!” Sean yelled just as more of the barricade collapsed. They could hear the primals at the bottom of the stack tearing away at the crates and pallets, trying to break through. “Captain Bradley, get your people airborne now. Brad, get Chelsea and Nelson to the boat, I am right behind you,” Sean commanded.


  “Who will operate the crane, Chief?” Chelsea asked.


  “You don’t need the crane, slide down the damn rope! Now hurry, we’re running out of time,” Sean barked.


  Brad grabbed Chelsea by the wrist, dragging her behind him. “Where’s Nelson?” he yelled.


  “He had the late watch; he would have been off to bed early and may still be in the living quarters.”


  “Hurry! Follow me,” Brad said just as they heard another crash and more of the barricade collapsed. They ran to the lounge and swung open the door. They found Nelson running down the hallway towards them.


  “I heard the alarm, what’s going on?” he asked.


  “No time, follow us, we are abandoning the platform!” Brad yelled.


  “Wait … I have to go grab my kit,” Nelson yelled back.


  Chelsea reached forward, grabbed Nelson and shoved him towards the exit doors. “You have your rifle, Marine, that’s all you need, let’s go!”


  Brad led the way, running down the walkway back toward the storage deck. He could hear the whining of the Black Hawk’s engines as it powered up. The primals were screaming and there followed a flurry of activity on the deck below them. Brad rounded the corner and saw a cluster of primals just coming over the top of the barricade. Brad raised his rifle and fired into them.


  He knocked the first two back but more filled the space. He ordered Chelsea and Nelson to run to the rail and get down to the boat. Chelsea hesitated, but turned and ran toward the railing. Brad moved farther away from the stairs in the direction of the railing, firing back as he went. More broke through and Brad took a knee and fired faster into the mass breaking through the stairway. For every one he hit, two more came over the crates searching for a handhold.


  Brad looked to the railing just as Nelson clipped onto the cable and began the descent down. He watched as Chelsea hooked on to the cable and waited her turn to slide down. Another crash at the barricade turned his attention back to the primals. More of the crates had fallen and now there was a clear opening in the stairwell. The primals began filling the void two and three at a time. Brad fired quickly but he wasn’t keeping up with the flood.


  They broke through and charged at him. Brad fired several rounds, knocking many of them back. His bolt locked to the rear and he quickly ejected the magazine, keeping his eye on the sights to watch them bear down on his position. They were too close; he prepared to draw the S&W Sigma pistol. Suddenly Sean was standing over his shoulder; firing in full auto, sweeping the mass and pushing them back.


  Brad re-holstered the Sigma and finished reloading his M4. He raised the rifle and started firing again as the mob rebounded. A full mass was now breaching the stairs. Sean ordered Brad to leave.


  “Nah, I’m not feeling up to running today, Chief,” Brad said as he leaned forward and continued to fire at the closing mass.


  Sean’s MP5 went dry and he pulled his sidearm, continuing to shoot into the closing wave. “It’s been a pleasure to serve with you, Brad!” Sean yelled out as he killed two of them that had closed to within ten meters.


  Brad saw them get closer and readied himself for the impact of the charging creatures. Leaning forward, he steeled his mind for the inevitable. He planned his demise in his own thoughts, everything slowing down. He knew he had ten, maybe twelve rounds left in the M4 and then he would have to draw his pistol. Fifteen shots – they would be on top of him by then. He would draw the karambit, that’s how he would go, slashing and killing with his fists.


  Brad fired the last round in the M4; he let the rifle hang from its sling and reached for his sidearm just as the deck in front of him exploded. Sparks of metal and fire filled his view as the primals were vaporized. He could feel the heat from the flames. Dazed, he realized that he’d been thrown backwards against the deck; looking into the sky, he saw the Black Hawk helicopter floating over his head. The helicopter’s mini-gun was firing at full speed into the stairwell.


  Brad felt suddenly peaceful; he had no strength to run, his legs were too heavy. Although Sean was slapping him, he couldn’t feel the pain. His body was numb. He closed his eyes. When he opened them again he could see the bright orange flames of the fire, the heat warming his body. He closed them again and felt the world spin around him.


  When he forced his eyes open he was falling, no, hanging over the water. He could see the boat below him. Nelson was on the deck holding a rope; his life line. Brad closed his eyes again, and this time he didn’t try to open them.


  He felt himself free falling then stop abruptly, the rope cutting in to his waist. Someone unclipped him from the line and laid him out on the deck. He felt himself being dragged back and propped against what he thought was the bridge.


  Water hit his face and he willed his eyes open. He watched as Sean slid down the rope and hit the deck. The top of the platform was an inferno. The second deck was igniting and slowly starting to catch fire as the flames spread down. Brad rolled to his stomach and tried to stand but fell.


  Chelsea hurried to his side. “Relax! Don’t move.”


  Brad’s body ached, but he forced himself into a sitting position and rested against the bridge. He looked up again and focused on the far away dock. The dock was empty now; the mob had left long ago to attack the stairway. Brooks revved the engines and the boat began to back away as Brad looked at the platform and tried to focus. He was there, the Alpha leader; he was standing at the edge of the dock with the platform burning all around him. They locked eyes just as the rest of the rig was swallowed in flames.


  19.


  Brad came to in a dark space. Where the hell am I? He started to panic and tried to sit up, hitting his head on the ceiling above him. Then he heard the hum of the diesel engines. He slowly began to remember the fight, and lying on the deck of the boat. Brad reached for a flashlight in his hip pocket. What the … Where are my clothes?


  Brad felt his body; he was dressed in nothing but his boxers and a T-shirt. He rolled to the side and reached along the floor. He found his bag and rifled through the front pockets, finding what he was searching for. He pulled the surefire flashlight from the pack’s pocket and clicked it on.


  He shone the light around the space. As he suspected, he was in the berthing compartment, or the barracks of the boat as he liked to think of it. Brad panned the light around the space. He saw Tony and Nelson sleeping on racks across from him. Looking farther down the compartment past a few racks filled with supplies, he saw Chelsea.


  Brad rolled out of the bunk and put his feet on the floor. He felt groggy, but couldn’t find any obvious injuries outside of a bad headache and a burning face. Brad ducked and stood in the center of the compartment. He found his boots next to the bag and slipped them on, then used the light to lead him out of the bow and stepped up the ladder to the bridge.


  He opened the hatch and walked onto the bridge, where he found Brooks sitting in a large chair behind the steering controls. Sean was in a corner with a cup of coffee in his hand. He looked up, saw Brad, and smiled. “How ya feeling buddy?” he asked.


  “Like shit; I have a killer headache and my face feels sunburned,” Brad answered.


  “You probably have a concussion, and you got some decent flash burns to your face, but you’ll live,” Brooks said.


  Brad walked through the bridge and took an empty seat. “How long was I out?” he asked.


  Sean poured Brad a cup of coffee and walked across the bridge to hand it to him. “About four hours. We should be at the island in another twelve.”


  “What about the air crew?” Brad asked.


  “They are probably on the ground about now.”


  “What! Alone and in the dark?” Brad said, a worried look on his face.


  “Well, we didn’t have much of a choice with the platform gone and all. They flew ahead. But they won’t be landing at the airfield. They are going to go in from an isolated corner of the island and try to find a place to hold up.”


  “Good, I was worried. Do we have comms with them?” Brad asked.


  “We did, but they are out of range now. When we get closer I’ll call for them. Everything is under control, Brad,” Sean said.


  Brad stood from the chair with the coffee in his hand. “Is it safe to go outside?”


  “Yeah, have at it; just stay on the back deck. As a matter of fact, I’ll join you,” Sean said.


  Sean walked to the compartment door and opened it, letting in the cool night air. He turned, walked toward the back deck, and sat his coffee cup atop one of the pallets of ammo. Brad followed him and did the same thing, then looked up to marvel at the bright moon and sky full of stars.


  “It’s amazing isn’t it? Nothing better than a star-filled sky when you’re far out to sea,” Sean said.


  “It’s something else. At least that’s one thing that hasn’t changed.”


  “You feel that, Brad?” Sean asked him.


  “Feel what?”


  “That.” Sean paused. “The feeling of security. No primals out here, buddy; those damn things can’t swim. We’re safe at sea.”


  “What happened on the platform seemed like a deliberate attack. They actually opened the purge valves?” Brad asked him.


  “Brad, if you would have told me a week ago they were capable of planning, I would have said you were full of shit. But the evidence is stacking up. I don’t know what to think of it. For starters, we obviously need to step up our game.”


  “I saw the Alpha on the dock as we pulled away; he was staring right at me.”


  “What? I don’t know, man; you were pretty far out of it when we pulled out. Either way though, that goose is cooked.”


  “For sure, we can’t afford to lose anyone else.” Brad shook his head and looked down at his feet. “Chief, I think I’m going to try and grab a few more z’s. If you or Brooks need me to relieve you, wake me up.”


  “Okay buddy, get some rest,” Sean said.


  Brad got to his feet and made his way back inside the bridge. He placed his coffee cup on the console in front of Brooks and repeated his offer to give him a break. Brooks said he was good to go, and that Brad should try to relax a bit after the fall he took. Brad nodded and made his way back into the berthing compartment.


  He shined the light around the space and found everyone still sleeping soundly. Brad kicked off his boots and lay back down on his tiny bunk. He only had maybe a foot of space as the top bunk filled with supplies hung just above his chest, but it still beat sleeping on the ground. He closed his eyes and tried to sleep but his mind wandered to Ryan, Ben, and Wilson. Brad rolled to the side and tried to think of happier days and let the engine’s hum sing him to sleep.


  Brad woke to the calming sounds of water slapping the side of the hull as he slowly opened his eyes. The compartment had heated up quite a bit, and there was light coming down from the ladder well. Brad got to his feet and dug through his bag until he found a clean uniform. He elected to leave the heavy jacket off and instead just wore the T-shirt. Brad climbed up the stairs and saw Tony sitting at the controls.


  “Hey Brad, how are you this morning?” Tony asked.


  “I’m good Tony, where are we?”


  Tony pointed off the port side, far in the distance. “We’re anchored just off the island while they peek around a bit.” Tony changed his gaze toward the front of the ship.


  Brad looked and could see the hazy outline of the island about a mile out. On the bow of the boat, he could see Brooks and Sean lying in the prone position behind their heavy rifles and spotting scopes. Brad nodded and thanked Tony. Seeing the coffee was still on, he poured himself a cup, then walked out toward the back deck. He found Nelson and Chelsea sitting on some benches eating a cold MRE breakfast.


  “Morning, Sergeant. Hey, you want my pound cake? Stuff constipates me something fierce,” Nelson said to Brad while holding up a small tan package.


  “Well damn, Nelson, how could anyone pass it up with that sales pitch?” Brad said, smiling and taking the package from Nelson.


  “How’s your head, Brad?” Chelsea asked.


  “It’s fine. I think I just got my bell rung when the blast took me off my feet. I appreciate you all taking care of me last night,” Brad answered as he peeled open the cake and dunked it into his coffee.


  They heard the clop of boots and the rattle of equipment as the SEALs moved up behind them. Sean explained that there was no movement across the water on the island’s pier. A few broken ships were tied up, apparently battered by the same cyclone that had hit them the week prior. Everything appeared to be good and quiet, at least out in the open.


  “Brad, you up for a recon? We’re looking to take the inflatable in close, possibly to the beach. We will do some quick sneak and peek. If it’s all clear, Tony can bring in the boat,” Sean said.


  “I’m up for it. Have you heard from the air crew?”


  “Talked to them about thirty minutes ago; they’re tucked in to some high terrain south of the airfield, and so far, they haven’t seen anything. Bradley said it’s pretty barren from what they can see.”


  “Sounds like a good time. Give me a few minutes to suit up and I’ll be ready to go.”
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  When Brad climbed back onto the deck, they already had the rigid inflatable sitting in the water with the front pulled up onto the dive deck. Brooks tossed Brad a small self-inflating life vest. “Make sure you wear your floaties. I don’t wanna have to go pullin’ your ass out of the drink,” Brooks said with a smile.


  Brad took the device and strapped it over his gear. He didn’t even try to pretend like he knew how it worked, so Brooks gave him a quick rundown on the mechanics of it. Basically, if he fell out of the raft, it would quickly fill with air from compressed cartridges. “Nice to have when you are wearing seventy pounds of gear in a small rubber boat trying to break the surf,” Brooks halfheartedly joked.


  Sean positioned Brad in the front of the raft and took a position opposite him, while Brooks had the helm. The engine turned over easily and they slowly moved away from the boat’s dive deck to head toward the shore. Sean got on the small radio and checked in with the boat and the Black Hawk crew. If they got into trouble, the Black Hawk could still provide air cover.


  The water was calm and the raft easily cut through the short swells. Brad looked up at the sun, thinking it would be a hot one today. They were just off the coast of Oman and he knew this part of the world could easily hit over a hundred degrees in the daytime. For now it was nice and cool, and the movement of the boat was creating a pleasant ocean breeze. In another time and place, this would have been a relaxing day at the beach.


  As the small raft slid through the water, they began to make out the harbor ahead of them. There were a number of docks farther south, and it appeared to be a civilian shipping port; judging by the ferry tied up and some larger shipping vessels. To the north, and closer to the air base, sat one long pier. A military vessel was positioned at the end of it. A large sandy cove was cut into the beach, with the mouth being next to the military pier.


  Brooks turned the craft slightly and headed towards the cove. As the raft got closer, they could see that the military ship was in a state of disrepair; maybe it had even been salvaged. There were holes cut into the hull; the ship was covered in rust and flaking paint. Brooks slowly cruised the raft past it and turned into the mouth of the cove. The water flattened out and he cut the engine, allowing them to drift and listen for sounds of company.


  The boat glided forward and hit the sand with a soft grinding sound. They sat quietly, listening to sea gulls squawk and the ocean waves lapping against the beach. Quickly dismounting the boat, Brad helped grab the handles as they dragged it ashore and tucked it next to a berm. Sean and Brooks then moved toward a small rise in the sand and dropped into the prone position. Brad followed their movements, staying just a step behind them.


  Sean had his binoculars out and was panning them along the beach and surrounding areas. Just over the berm, they could make out a small Navy shipyard of sorts. There were some heavy lift vehicles, fuel trucks, and several large wet storage containers. The pier next to them also held vehicles and a few small buildings. Sean slowly got to his knees and pointed to the end of the pier. Brooks nodded and stepped off briskly in a light trot.


  They moved parallel to the beach, using the berm as cover to conceal them from the shipyard. Once Brooks reached the pier, Sean and Brad moved in behind him. The pier rose about ten feet above the water and was made entirely of stone and earth, with the surface being poured concrete. Brooks moved towards the top of it and took up a concealed position while Sean and Brad ran past him and farther up the pier.


  They reached the first vehicle: a large fuel truck. The truck’s hoses were dragged out of the back and were hanging over the side of the pier. Brad moved around the truck and saw bullet holes in the windshield. The warm fuzzy feelings were starting to fade.


  “Looks like someone topped off here and got the hell out of Dodge fast,” Sean said.


  “See those bullet holes?” Brad asked.


  “Yup, maybe it was looters stealing fuel. Guards must have shot at them,” Brooks said, slowly walking over.


  “Looters, ha, you mean just like us?” Brad said.


  “Yup, something like that,” Brooks said as he inspected the truck. “This truck’s tank is dry. Chief, you want to clear the entire pier or move inland?”


  “Let’s call up the boat; they can anchor in the cove near the raft while we search for fuel. That should help keep them hidden,” Sean answered.


  Sean called Tony on the radio and gave him direction to the cove. Soon they saw the boat’s profile as it drew closer to the shore. Tony was moving slowly to keep the boat as quiet as possible. It moved around the pier and into the cove before Tony cut the engines. Nelson and Swanson were out on deck, dropping anchor lines and tying them off.


  From Brad’s angle, he was amazed by the image of the attack boat. He’d thought it looked large before, but it really was intimidating as well, with its large, sharp lines and grey, tiger-striped pattern. With the large cannon on the bow and the machine guns on the deck, it was a lot to take in. Too bad the primals couldn’t be scared off.


  Sean conversed with Tony over the radio, letting him know they would be searching for fuel, and planned to be back within the hour. This quick field trip was only to find fuel. The boat was already well provisioned, but they would need diesel for the boat and JP-8 for the Black Hawk to make it to Socotra Island.


  Brooks led the way, with Sean and Brad walking behind him. It felt good to be off of the platform and once again on solid ground. The pier was connected to a road that led farther inland, but also split off toward a gated compound. A sign in both Arabic and English indicated it was the tank farm. They followed the road toward the high fences and found a gate.


  The gates were cracked open, and destroyed padlocks hung from their locks. Brad helped Brooks pull the gates open. The entrance to the tank farm held two small guard shacks, which they cautiously approached and found empty. The small block buildings were intact, but the windows had all been broken out. There were several signs of a struggle in and around the guard shacks.


  Brooks continued forward until he spied a parking lot with a number of vehicles lined up. Toward the back, they found four large fuel trucks and a couple of maintenance vehicles. They patrolled in that direction, moving quietly and wary of any movement. They set up a mini-perimeter around the first fuel truck which had DIESEL painted on its side. Sean opened the cab door carefully and inspected the interior, while Brooks jumped to the back of the truck and opened a hatch to the vehicle’s tank. It was over three-quarters full, plenty to top off the attack boat. Upon inspecting the other three trucks, they found them also full of diesel. Brad had heard that a Black Hawk could fly on diesel, but he was sure Captain Bradley wouldn’t be happy about it. Hoping to find more, Brooks pushed forward toward the tank yard.


  They passed a large fuel point where several pumps and fuel lines were connected to a long string of pipes – exactly what they were looking for. A number of them were labeled as petrol and JP-8. Sean checked out the pumps and found them operational. Although there was no power, an emergency pump on the end appeared to be gravity-fed. It would take longer, but should work for the pilots.


  Brooks spotted a large guard tower and took to the high ground to provide security while they ran the refueling operations. Brad jumped into the cab of the large diesel refueler to start it, but the truck refused to turn over. They tried the other trucks; however, they also had dead batteries. Sean dug though the maintenance tow vehicle and found a starter cart with four, twelve-volt batteries strapped to it.


  Quickly they pulled the cart to the nearest fuel truck, and married the cart’s batteries to the truck’s engine compartment. Brad jumped back in the cab and pushed the start button. The truck clicked, groaned, and then roared to life. Sean pulled the cart out of the way and ran to the back of the truck, jumping onto the bumper. Brad ground the truck into gear and pulled forward out of the gate and headed toward the beach.


  He could see the top of the boat sticking above the berm, and Nelson running across the bow deck, readying the boat for the fuel truck’s arrival. Swanson and Nelson pulled the anchors and Tony guided the boat next to the pier just as Brad eased alongside of it. Sean quickly jumped out and pulled several feet of fuel line from a reel mounted on the rear of the truck.


  Swanson took the other end and connected it to the boat’s tanks. She gave the ready signal and Sean turned a wheel, releasing fuel to the boat. As they waited to top off the boat’s tanks, Sean called the air crew and gave them directions to the tank farm and indicated where they would need to land the bird. They all knew the helicopter would make some noise and possibly bring in unwanted attention, so the timing had to be perfect.


  Sean and Brad jumped out of the truck, leaving Nelson and Swanson to finish the refueling. They ran back to the tank farm and pulled a long hose out and away from the fuel point. Sean connected one end to the JP-8 spout and opened the valve. He watched the hose stiffen and he quickly shut the valve back off.


  “Brooks, how’s it looking up there?” Sean called over his radio.


  “All clear Boss, the airbase is looking like a ghost town,” Brooks answered.


  “Roger that, I’m going to call in the bird and get things refueled. Be ready to move back to the beach as soon as it lifts off,” Sean relayed back.


  Sean radioed the air crew and gave them the go. Within five minutes, they could hear the whooping of its blades. Just as Sean had asked, they came in from over the ocean instead of flying across the island. Bradley flew the helicopter low and fast. Staying low helped conceal the exact location of the helicopter as it approached the tank farm. The bird touched down in a huge cloud of dust. Sean and Brad turned their backs to the helicopter until it was powered down and the blades stopped spinning.


  As soon as it was stopped, Craig and Mr. Douglas jumped out and ran for the fuel nozzles. Mr. Douglas connected the fuel hose and gave Sean the thumbs up. Sean spun the wheel, opening the valve, and watched the hose stiffen as it filled with fuel. Mr. Douglas had told them they should be done in less than ten minutes. Sean received a call from the boat team that they had finished filling the tanks and were anchored back in the cove.


  Brad had moved away and was providing security near the maintenance trucks when Mr. Douglas yelled that all of the tanks were topped off, and for Sean to cut the fuel off. Sean spun the wheel and shut off the fuel feed. He then watched as Mr. Douglas disconnected the nozzle and handed it to Craig, who pulled the hose away from the helicopter.


  “We are all set here, Chief. Get clear and we can get airborne,” Captain Bradley yelled from the cockpit.


  Brooks leaned out of the tower and yelled, “We got company!”


  “Primals? How many?” Sean yelled back.


  “Nope, these look a tad bit more dangerous. I got two vehicles: a jeep and an open-back truck, ten, maybe fifteen men.”


  “Captain, hold off on the engines but be ready to go on my word,” Sean said as he walked past the bird. He met up with Brad and together they slowly walked towards the tank farm’s gate to greet the visitors.
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  As they casually walked toward the gate’s entrance, Sean continued to communicate with Brooks, who was lying prone on the tower’s catwalk. Brooks had hidden himself in the shadows with his suppressed M14, and his radio headset was perfectly synched with Sean’s.


  “Keep eyes on them. Be ready to cover us. You prioritize your targets,” Sean calmly said into the radio.


  “You expecting trouble, Chief?” Brad asked as they walked to the center of the lane and watched the two vehicles drive around the corner.


  “Not expecting, Brad, just preparing for it. Stay frosty and let me do the talking. Be prepared to react.”


  The jeep pulled through the gate and stopped nearly twenty-five feet from where Brad and Sean were standing. The truck drove beyond the jeep and parked on the far side. Both vehicles were clearly marked as Oman military. The vehicles looked to be in good working order. Not combat ready, though. Brad thought they looked like security forces, possibly airport police.


  The soldiers jumped from the back of the open-topped truck and formed up around the side. They were standing in more of a gaggle than a military formation. Brad carefully watched the group of men. They didn’t have the mannerisms of professionals. They joked and held their rifles carelessly; even more alarming, they were not uniformly dressed. Some wore tennis shoes; one soldier was even in sandals. ‘Maybe these men are contract security?’ Brad thought to himself.


  Two men in military uniform climbed out of the jeep, one a tall, dark-skinned man with an African complexion, and the other a smaller, possibly Persian, man. Neither of them, nor the soldiers for that matter, appeared to be of Middle Eastern descent. Brad’s internal warning bells began to chime.


  The African man walked with the swagger that identified him as the one in charge. He spoke privately to the smaller man. The two pretended not to see Brad and Sean as they took their time walking back to the truck and speaking with their men. There was a great deal of laughing as the men nodded their heads in agreement with the man in charge.


  “Looks like we may be dealing with some arrogance, no telling who these fools are,” Sean whispered. “Just stay casual, hands off your weapons.”


  After several minutes, the two presumed officers turned, as if they had just noticed the presence of the uniformed Americans and the large helicopter sitting in front of them. The presumed leader turned and said something to the smaller man and they both laughed. They began strolling towards Brad and Sean. Brad saw that only the shorter man carried a rifle. The tall man had a holstered pistol.


  Brad noticed that the tall man was wearing a mix of uniforms. He had on a Saudi uniform jacket, with American-style MultiCam pants. His cover looked like an airline pilot’s cap, or maybe a ship’s captain’s hat. He was wearing the railroad track insignia that would identify him as an Army captain. The other man’s uniform was better put together, but it was of a completely different pattern and appeared to be an enlisted man’s rank.


  They stopped about eight paces away. They continued speaking to each other as if Brad and Sean were not there. The shorter man belted out an exaggerated laugh. Then the tall man locked eyes with Sean and spoke in a stern voice. Sean calmly shrugged his shoulders and showed the palms of his hands, indicating he did not understand the man’s language.


  The man shook his head. “Of course … Americans. You never bother to learn another language. Is this better for you?” the tall man said.


  “Oh yes, thank you, that’s much better. How can we help you gentleman?” Sean answered.


  At this both men let out another exaggerated laugh. “Help us … You are a funny American. You are stealing from us. You have stolen fuel and who knows what else.”


  “Oh come on, pal. You know what is going on in the world. We are just borrowing some fuel and we will be on our way. I’ll write you a receipt and I’m sure you will receive payment from Uncle Sam.”


  The men laughed again. Brad looked beyond the men and saw that the band of the soldiers had spread out and were holding their rifles nervously.


  The tall man stepped forward and shook his head in disappointment. “I am sorry, but we must place you under arrest; and I will have to confiscate your helicopter, and its crew.”


  “Oh is that so? Damn, this is just turning out to be a horrible day for me. I was hoping we would be able to work this out. So who is it again that’s arresting me?” Sean asked.


  Brad watched the men in the back closely. They had stopped moving and seemed to feel confident that they had the Americans trapped. They began to step closer, then halted again when they were less than fifteen feet away.


  “I am General Osman; I am in command of this entire base and island. Now you will surrender your weapons to me,” the tall man said in a stern voice.


  Sean used his hands to mockingly straighten his uniform, then looked back at the man, smiling. “Oh no way, shucks. My bad, General, the captain’s rank on your pirate uniform threw me for a spin there. I went and got all confused.” Sean stopped speaking for a second, then brought his eyes to the ground and shook his head from side to side. When he looked back up, he gave the general a serious stare.


  “You know what? Fuck it; I’m too tired for this horseshit today. See, I don’t know how you managed to put yourself in command. But I’m going to ask you really nice-like to turn around and go back to where you came from. All we need is a few minutes and you can have this island all to yourselves again.”


  The man was obviously shocked. He spoke rapidly to the short man next to him. Brad didn’t understand the words, but he could tell that the tall man was frustrated and not used to having his orders ignored.


  The general scowled. “I am going to give you a count of five, then my men will execute you. This will be your last warning. You are under arrest,” the tall man again demanded.


  “Well darn. I was really hoping that it wouldn’t come to this …. Brooks you still on? Yeah, this isn’t going well … Go ahead and take the short fat man …” Sean said.


  “Wait … who is this Brooks?” the fake general demanded.


  There was a muffled pop and a zip through the air as a high speed projectile passed between Brad and Sean and smacked the short man in the middle of the forehead. The short man stood with a blank expression for a few seconds, then fell over and onto his back. The fake general was in shock. Brad watched as the man’s arrogance turned to fear. He took a single step backwards, then looked back at Sean.


  “This is an outrage, now my men will …”


  Sean interrupted the man and spoke into the radio.


  “Yeah, Brooks, the tall one next, yeah that’s right … the one with the captain’s bars on his uniform.”


  “No, no, no, wait, wait,” the man pleaded with Sean as he took another step back. “We can negotiate, we can negotiate.”


  “Hmmm, hey Brooks, give me a second, buddy. Sounds like the general wants to negotiate, just hang tight okay?”


  Brad looked back at the armed soldiers … or were they pirates? They all looked confused, as if they didn’t know what to do when they were off their game plan. Brad guessed they hadn’t come across this situation before. They were probably used to robbing civilians and the random merchant that came into port looking for fuel, and had never been challenged before.


  Sean stepped forward and placed his hands on his hips. “So, here’s how this negotiation will work. You and your men will turn around and leave.”


  “Come on friend, you can at least compensate us for the fuel and the death of my man.”


  “Okay … That offer is now off the table. Offer two is this. You drop your weapons now. Turn around and drive through that gate. You have to the count of ten, or we kill all of you,” Sean said, losing patience.


  “You shoot me!” the general shouted. “No, I shoot on you! I have many men with rifles! They will skin you alive! I have many more in the barracks. You have one hidden man with a rifle,” the fake general said, losing his temper.


  “General … Captain, Pirate … or whatever you want to be called today. See that helicopter behind me? That is a chain gun hanging out of that window. If you would care to look behind you in the harbor, that pretty boat there has a mounted 30-millimeter cannon. And yes, let’s not forget my trained friend who just happens to be so good with his rifle he could kill all of your men on his own. Now what’s it going to be, Pirate?” Sean said.


  The general locked eyes with Sean and gave an angry stare. He slowly reached into his holster and pulled a small revolver out. He dropped the small hand gun near the body of the short man. “Very well, you have ten minutes, then I come back,” the fake general said.


  The tall man turned around and faced the other men and began yelling at them. They scrambled, looked confused, dropped their rifles, and ran back to the trucks. The tall man walked back and sat in the jeep as the engines started and they pulled through the gate.


  “We need to hurry. Captain Bradley, get that bird fired up. Brooks, back to the boat now,” Sean yelled.


  The Black Hawk began whining and the blades picked up speed. Soon they were whipping, kicking up a cloud of dust. Sean ran to the pilot’s seat and spoke with Captain Bradley. He closed the cockpit door and ran back to Brad. Brooks pulled up behind them; his MP5 was still slung and he carried the large M14 at the ready.


  They stepped off quickly with Sean leading the way. The Black Hawk lifted off the ground and flared back, intentionally causing a large cloud of dust and sand to screen the back drop of the running men. The helicopter gained altitude and turned, heading out to sea and taking a path directly over the attack boat.


  Sean was the first to reach the top berm. Just as he got there, they heard the first reports of automatic weapons fire coming at them from the base. “Yup, right on time. Guys like that can never leave well enough alone,” Sean said.


  They ran and dove behind the berm as poorly placed shots hit the sand around them. Brad dared to peek over the berm and could see a small armored car and several men moving in their direction. There was a pirate on a 12.7-millimeter gun in the armored car’s turret. The rounds were skipping off the ground and flying over the attack boat. Brooks dropped to his belly and brought up his rifle. A single round discharged and the pirate on the gun dropped back into the vehicle.


  Brooks and Brad ran for the inflatable and dragged it back into the water. Sean was crouched low, walking behind them and talking into the radio as more rounds began to explode into the top of the berm once the armored vehicle’s gunner was replaced.


  The 30-millimeter gun on the fast attack boat’s deck opened up and launched high explosive projectiles at the armored car. Brad heard the crack, crack, crack of the rounds smacking the ground, then the whoomp and secondary explosion of a hit on the armored car.


  Brad leapt into the boat behind Sean just as Brooks started the engine. He held onto the side of the inflatable as Brooks raced it forward and made a quick lap around the attack boat. Brooks cut the boat hard and revved the engine; they drove fast and flew up the dive deck.


  Sean tossed a line to Swanson, who quickly tied the inflatable off to the deck. The large boat’s engine roared and turned in the water. As the attack boat changed direction, the forward-looking deck gun was taken off line; Sean and Brooks stepped up to the fifty caliber machine guns on the back deck and continued to place suppressing fire on the pirates, who were now spread out but still firing.


  The boat picked up speed and quickly raced away from the beach and back into open water. The SEALs stopped firing and focused their attention on strapping down the inflatable. Sean took a headcount and verified everyone was okay before he walked to the raft and lifted out his gear.


  “What a bunch of assholes. The world is falling apart and we still have people wanting to kill us … and for what … a helicopter that those fucktards can’t even fly?” Sean said, shaking his head. “Tony, make our course towards Socotra please, and check in with the bird. Let them know we are enroute.”


  “On it, Chief,” Tony shouted back.
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  The vessel leveled out at a smooth thirty knots; Brad was still on the back deck looking over the side. He had stripped down to his T-shirt and was enjoying the view. They had decided to follow the coast south to the island of Socotra. He could see the shore far in the distance, a tan outline of the desert coast. The sun was shining hot on the deck but the ocean’s spray was cool and comforting.


  Brad moved to a bench near the back dive deck and sat down. He pulled his Oakley’s down over his eyes and laid his head back. Brooks was at the controls now. Brad heard the hatch close and looked up to see Tony make his way back onto the deck. “Mind if I take a seat?” Tony yelled over the roar of the engines.


  Brad nodded to him, and the older man sat at the opposite end of the bench. Tony reached into his pocket and fetched a cigarette. Cupping his hand from the stiff breeze, he lit the end and took a long drag.


  “Best thing about being off of that platform, I can finally smoke in the open again,” Tony said.


  “That’s the best thing? I think I’ll go with not having things trying to attack and eat me twenty-four-seven,” Brad shouted back.


  Tony pulled the cigarette from his mouth and laughed. “Ha ha! Yeah, you’re right; I think I’d like to change my answer.”


  They both laughed together. “You know a fishing pole and a case of beer would make this the perfect trip. I was kind of hoping to have time to track one down back at the last stop; a fishing pole, I mean,” Tony smiled.


  Brad nodded in agreement and settled into the bench, letting the sun’s rays warm his face. “How long is it to Socotra?” he asked.


  “Well if we can maintain thirty, I’d say we should be there in a good fifteen hours.”


  “And the Black Hawk?”


  “It won’t take them long at their speed. We’re already out of radio range with them. This bucket only has a shitty HF radio and we only got about twenty-five miles range. They will be getting to the island in daylight, so hopefully they can find a nice safe place to hide,” Tony explained.


  “Unless the stories are true and the Navy is parked there waiting with welcoming arms,” Brad said, smiling.


  “Yup, unless that happens. Well I’m going to go scrounge up some food in the galley, you take it easy Brad,” Tony said as he snuffed his cigarette and threw it into the breeze.


  Brad sat enjoying the sun for a few minutes longer before he got up and entered the bridge, where he found Brooks sitting at the controls, leaning forward in deep concentration. Brooks looked back and noticed that he was being observed. He slapped the controls again and shook his head.


  “Something wrong?” Brad asked.


  “Nahh, just the damn GPS won’t lock the way I want it to. Nothing to worry about, though. Our destination is a straight shot. We can pretty much follow the coast and run into it,” Brooks answered.


  “You picked up any radio traffic?” Brad asked.


  “Nope, not a thing; I thought maybe closer to the shore we would at least get a radio station but, then again, this isn’t exactly a popular spot on the planet. Maybe as we get closer to the island.”


  Brad took an empty seat next to Brooks and looked through the windscreen at the front of the bow to watch the open ocean of the unchanging scenery. Brad stood to look at a map of the region showing the penciled-in lines of their route that Sean and Brooks had drawn. They had a long way to go just to hit the island. He looked at a cutout on the corner of the map and could see that the region was very small when placed on an overlay of the globe. How would they ever make it home? he thought.


  A number of different panels were bolted to the dash of the bridge. He could identify some of them from his times fishing on the Great Lakes, but others were a mystery to a ground-pounding soldier. Brad moved around looking at them, and saw what appeared to be a radar screen, almost like the emulated one he had seen in the tower. He asked Brooks if he could show him how it worked.


  Brooks poked at the screen, showing how to identify objects and how to distinguish surface anomalies from actual targets. “What’s that there?” Brad asked, pointing at two very small blips on the radar screen.


  Brooks looked closer. He pressed buttons and tuned the radar. Two small green objects were moving on an intercept course with their vessel.


  “You know, I’m not sure, but judging from the speed and because they are in a pair … I would wager a guess that they are military aircraft,” Brooks said, still turning dials. “Brad, would you mind fetching the chief for me?”


  Brad ran below and found Sean passed out in one of the bunks. After rousing him, Brad told him what they had seen on the radar, causing Sean to swing out of bed and quickly join them on the bridge.


  “What do you got, Brooks?” Sean asked.


  “Looks like a couple of aircraft; definitely fast movers. They are on an intercept course with us. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that they are coming right at us.”


  “Change your heading; take us straight out to sea away from the coast. And full speed,” Sean said.


  Brooks moved back to his seat at the controls and turned the ship ninety degrees away from the coast they had been following. Once the turn was complete, he pushed the throttle all the way forward. The diesel engines roared and the bow rose up out of the water as the speed of the boat almost doubled. They quickly sped away and out of view of the coast.


  Brad stood looking at the radar screen, watching the two objects slowly change course and stay on them. The rest of the crew had climbed up from the bow and joined them on the deck to ask what was going on and why the hasty maneuvers.


  “Go ahead and take the speed back down and return to course, Brooks. Whatever they are, we won’t outrun them and they’re obviously tracking us,” Sean ordered.


  Brooks pushed the throttle back down and turned the boat until it was back on the GPS heading before he looked back at the radar.


  “At this speed and heading, Chief, we should have a visual at any minute.”


  Sean opened the door to step out onto the deck just as two jet aircraft flying low and fast blew over them. Two quick blurs, and the roar of their engines filled the bridge.


  “All stop Brooks, see if you can get them on the radio,” Sean yelled.


  The jets flew past at low altitude and banked together, circling around. They were now easily identified as US F\A-18 fighter aircraft. They had slowed in speed and appeared to float in the air as they made another pass. Sean took the radio from Brooks, but before he could speak the speakers came alive.


  “Unidentified vessel, unidentified vessel, this is US Navy Aircraft Echo Two Seven, please identify yourself.”


  With the sound of the radio, everyone on the deck started celebrating and high fiving. They had finally made contact with the outside world, and not only that, but a world that was still capable of putting fighter aircraft into the sky. Sean smiled but put his hand up, asking for silence.


  “This is Chief Petty Officer Rogers of the United States Navy on a commandeered Pakistani-flagged vessel. Requesting assistance,” Sean said into the handset.


  “Roger that Chief, we have been looking for you, we picked up your helicopter crew about an hour ago.”


  “Picked up? Is everyone okay?”


  “Everyone is fine, Chief; Captain Bradley sends you his greetings. Chief … Please adjust your heading twenty degrees east and wait for instructions.”


  “Roger, can do,” Sean called back over the radio as Brooks pulled the controls to make the course corrections.
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  The entire crew was packed on the bridge. Sean had a set of heavy binoculars scanning the horizon. They had just begun to pick up multiple objects on the radar screen. Other than the occasional call on the radio for a course correction, they had not received any new details. Sean directed Brooks to maintain course and speed.


  Slowly a fleet came into view out of the haze. Brad could make out a number of objects on the horizon: large steel bodies topped with huge masts. He was not familiar with Navy vessels, so a ship was still just a ship to him. Brooks, on the other hand, had begun to get excited and started calling out the names and classes of different vessels. Brooks pointed to a carrier, appearing to stand tall and proud over the others.


  As they motored closer the radio came alive again. This time the order was to kill the engines and go dead in the water. Brooks cut the engine and the boat began bobbing in the calm seas. With the large ships on the horizon, the attack boat no longer felt very large to Brad. He opened the bridge door and stepped out onto the bow to take in the view.


  Swanson and Nelson joined him on the front of the ship, marveling at the fleet in front of them. They could just barely make out a small Zodiac headed in their direction. A number of armed sailors were on the boat, along with a man standing behind a mounted machine gun. The sight didn’t give Brad any second thoughts; he knew that was how he would do things if the roles were reversed.


  The rigid-hulled Zodiac pulled up alongside them. The Zodiac’s crew was dressed in digital blue camouflage with orange flotation devices, and the men were armed with M4s and shotguns. Still ten yards away, they called over a bull horn announcing their intentions to board. Sean was on the rear deck and asked them to toss him a line.


  A man tossed Sean a rope and with the help of Nelson, they pulled the small boat in tight and tied it up to the attack craft. A man jumped on board and extended his hand to Sean.


  “I’m Lieutenant Hanson; we’re just going to process you all aboard, Chief. This shouldn’t take long,” the smiling young man said as he shook Sean’s hand.


  With the two boats secured together, the sailors boarded. They had asked for and received permission from Sean to do a quick search of the vessel. A doctor was with the boarding team and set up shop in the berthing compartment of the bow. One at a time he asked the crew of the attack boat to enter the compartment and strip naked. The doctor gave them a thorough inspection to make sure they were not infected.


  When everyone had gone through the inspection process, Lieutenant Hanson asked the crew to have a seat on the aft deck of the attack boat while he called in the status of the crew and said they were ready for departure. Brad could only hear bits and pieces of the conversation, as Hanson was wearing an earpiece and it made it hard to follow what was happening.


  Hanson stepped out of the bridge, smiling. “Okay everyone, looks like the doc has cleared you for arrival to the fleet. I’m sorry we don’t have a lot of room, so I won’t be allowing you to take any belongings onto the Zodiac. But don’t worry, you will get everything back. And we’ll be getting you out of those dirty uniforms.”


  Brad looked at himself for the first time. His uniforms were tired and worn, but still he had spent almost two months in the field with nothing more than a change of clothes. He wasn’t sure if he should take the officer’s comments as good news or an insult. Either way, it didn’t sound like it was a point worth arguing.


  Sean stepped up from his position on the bench and approached the officer. “Sir, you can have my dirty skivvies if that’s what it takes. When will we be leaving?”


  “Oh … Sorry, Chief, you’ll have to leave your weapons also,” Hanson said, pointing to Sean’s sidearms and the MP5 clipped to his gear.


  Sean smiled at Hanson and leaned in close so the rest of the sailors couldn’t hear. “Okay son, now you are just starting to sound stupid. I’m not about to surrender my weapons to you. I think you need to get back on that radio and make some calls,” Sean said just above a whisper.


  Brad watched as the lieutenant’s facial expression changed from a smile to a look of concern. Hanson left the aft deck and casually walked onto the bridge, closing the door behind him. Sean strolled near the Zodiac and made casual conversation with the sailors. Chelsea shot Brad a concerned look and Brad responded with a shrug of his shoulders. He really didn’t know how all of this would play out or how far Sean was willing to take it.


  Hanson walked back out of the bridge, leaving the door open as he walked aft. Sean turned, smiling at him. “What’s the word from the boss?” Sean asked.


  “Good news, Chief. The skipper of the Barry says he will allow you all to bring on weapons and a basic supply of ammo, as long as you have a locker to secure them in.”


  “Great work Hanson, I knew you could do it,” Sean replied.


  Tony came forward and explained that there was a large tool box below that should hold everything. Hanson agreed, so they opened the engine room hatch and the sailors helped them bring the tool box out onto the deck. The crew, one at a time, verified that their weapons were clear as one of the sailors observed and then placed their weapons into the tool box.


  With everything loaded in the box, Tony snapped its hatches shut and they loaded the box onto the Zodiac. Hanson quickly ushered everyone aboard.


  “What happens with the attack boat now?” Brooks asked.


  “Oh, it will become part of the fleet. You have a good amount of supplies on board; they will come in really handy,’ Hanson said. “Don’t worry; my guys will take good care of it.”


  They had all boarded the Zodiac with the exception of two sailors, who stayed on board the attack boat. They untied the line marrying them together before the engines came to life and the boats headed in the direction of the fleet. As they got closer, the attack boat peeled off and went away from the Zodiac.


  Brad sat in the center of the Zodiac with Chelsea beside him. The small boat rode very rough in the water; plowing through swells. Brad bounced along and reached out to steady himself. As they drew closer to the vessel that he assumed would be their destination, Brad saw the number ‘52’ stamped on the hull.


  “52?” Brad asked no one in particular.


  A sailor next to Brad turned around. “She is the DDG-52, the USS Barry,” he said.


  “What is it, some kind of battleship?”


  The sailor laughed. “Nahh man, this is a destroyer!” the sailor said, with obvious pride in his voice.


  The Zodiac pulled in close to the side of the large ship. Many men were on the deck tossing lines and shouting instructions to the Zodiac’s crew, directing them toward the back. The crew quickly secured themselves and they rushed Brad and his friends onboard. Brad watched as a group of men brought the tool box aboard and sat it on the deck near them.


  They found themselves sitting on a large helicopter landing pad, but the helicopter was missing. Brad knew they were on the back of the boat and that was about it. A group of officers also dressed in digital blue uniforms approached the group, but ignored everyone and walked directly to Sean. One of the officers stuck out his hand.


  “Chief Rogers, welcome aboard,” the man said.


  “Thank you sir, good to be here,” Sean answered.


  “Good, good. I’m Commander Shepherd, the Executive Officer of the Barry. I wanted to greet you firsthand. I wish we had more time to talk right now, but we have protocols to follow for new arrivals,” Shepherd said.


  “Protocols?” Sean asked.


  “Yeah, nothing to worry about. You are going to sit in a twenty-four hour quarantine. But don’t sweat it, Chief. Enjoy the downtime, okay? Try and get some rest. I will be down to debrief you about this time tomorrow. Sorry I can’t stay, but I am extremely busy today. Once again, welcome aboard,” Shepherd said smiling, shaking Sean’s hand again before walking away.


  As the officer left, another man stepped forward. He was short and solidly built with a gold anchor on his collar. “I’m Master Chief Swan; I want to welcome you aboard. You have no gear so that will make this easy. I need you to follow the instructions of my masters at arms and follow them below. You will all have an opportunity to shower and clean yourselves up. We will provide you with appropriate rest, gear, and get you a clean rack and some hot chow for your bellies. I know you all have questions, but seriously, the sooner we start the clock on this quarantine, the sooner I can get you all out. So let’s get moving.”


  Quickly a group of younger enlisted sailors stepped forward and ushered them into the ship. They were split into groups. Sean was quickly pulled aside by the master chief while Brad, Brooks, and Nelson were taken away by two men. They watched as Chelsea was led away by two females and Tony was taken in another direction by two other sailors.


  They were led deep into the ship and down various passageways. Brad was quickly lost and didn’t have a clue where he was. They were brought into a small compartment that looked like it might possibly be a workspace. The two sailors guided them into the room and asked them to sit down while they waited outside.


  Brad took a seat across from Brooks and sat quietly. Nelson was sitting in a corner looking nervous and uncomfortable. “Relax brother, this is all part of the game,” Brooks said to him.


  A new face entered the room: a middle-aged tall black man, obviously enlisted by the way he carried himself. He introduced himself as a Navy corpsman and asked the men to remove their shirts. He dropped a small bag on a table and pulled out a number of syringes and vials. He walked up next to Brooks and readied the needle. Brooks quickly snapped up his hand and grabbed the corpsman by the wrist.


  The two masters at arms men looked in the doorway with nervous stares.


  “Would you mind telling me what this is before you just go sticking me with it?” Brooks said in a calm voice.


  “I’m sorry; this is just a batch of antibiotics. The next is a host of antivirals. It will kill any crud you may have picked up and help keep you all from getting sick on the boat,” the man said nervously.


  “Oh cool, thanks for explaining that to me, Doc; proceed,” Brooks said, letting go of the man’s wrist.


  The corpsman went around the room administering drugs. He left, and promptly their two escorts got them back to their feet and ushered them further down the passageway. They walked past a cage door where a female sailor handed them a pillowcase with two sheets, a pillow, a pair of ugly blue shorts, flip flops, and a yellow T-shirt.


  Again they were led down a long passageway, ending up in what looked like a locker room. A man was waiting for them; he sat them in a chair one by one and shaved away the beards and unkempt hair. Then the escorts handed them a number of heavy Ziploc bags. They were instructed to dump all of their belongings into the bags and to strip naked and discard their uniforms into a large, black plastic trash bag.


  Brad placed everything from his pockets into the bag and started to seal it. He stopped, pulled his unit patch and the American flag off his uniform, and added them to the Ziploc. Then he stripped down to his boxers and sat back on the bench. One of the escorts looked at Brad and shook his head. “All the way naked, Sergeant,” he said.


  Brad shook his head and stripped off and tossed his boxers into the bag. “Damn Navy meat gazers,” he joked to Nelson.


  Nelson laughed and stripped down next, then stood and thrust his hips at the sailor. “Am I naked enough for you seamen?” he laughed.


  “Okay, that’s enough,” Brooks said to the two of them, trying not to crack up himself.


  The bag of soiled uniforms was taken away and they were led around a corner and instructed to shower. When finished, they dressed in the Navy athletic uniforms, which made them all, except Brooks, feel very awkward. The two escorts again led them down a hall and into another room.


  This room had two sets of bunk beds and a table in the center. The table held trays of food and a pitcher of water. The escort informed them that they would have to stay in the room for twenty-four hours under observation. If they needed anything they should pound on the door. Then he stepped back into the passage way and closed the door, locking it behind him.
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  Brooks walked across the room and tossed his bag onto a mattress. “I call bottom rack,” he said.


  “Yeah, me too,” said Brad as he tossed his onto the other bottom mattress.


  “Cool, I got top!” Nelson said with fake enthusiasm.


  Brooks sat down at the table and pulled a tray close to him. He took a scoop of the food, slowly tasted it, and feigned a thoughtful expression before he shoveled down the rest. Brad and Nelson followed suit. Soon the food was gone and the pitcher empty.


  Brad walked across the room to fill the pitcher from a faucet. They were lucky to have the rare berthing space equipped with a working head and running water. Almost like a prison cell. There was barely any water pressure, but it was enough. He sat back down and set the pitcher on the table. He saw that Nelson had already climbed onto a top rack and was snoring away on his pillowcase full of bedding.


  “Damn kid didn’t even take the time to make his bed!” Brad laughed, pointing.


  “Yeah, but he’s got the right idea,” Brooks said as he pulled the bedding from his bag and stretched it across the mattress.


  “Where do you think Captain Bradley and the air crew are at?” Brad asked Brooks.


  “Don’t know, man, I’m thinking maybe they made it to the island? Or possibly they landed on one of the boats. Your guess is as good as mine. I’m sure Chief will find out.”


  “Yeah, hopefully we find out a lot more tomorrow. I think it’s strange, you know, finding a fleet just parked here in the middle of nowhere. Shit, you would think they would be hauling ass home.”


  “Yeah maybe. But I’m glad they were here. You mind hitting the lights. I’m ready to check out for a while.”


  Brad nodded and finished making his bed before walking across the room and shutting off the lights. He made his way back to his rack and lay awake, staring at the bunk above him. He could already hear Brooks snoring and Nelson was tossing about but still sleeping heavily.


  They were safe, he should be able to rest now, but something still didn’t feel right. Brad tried to clear his thoughts and make his mind blank so he could sleep, but his mind continued to wander. He thought of the men he’d left behind in the compound. He wondered if Hassan was okay back in the village where they had last seen him. Too many things. He closed his eyes and tried again to clear his thoughts.


   



  There was a clicking at the door as someone used a key on the other side to unlock it. The door lock mechanism clanked and the handle turned. The door squeaked open and someone flipped on the lights. Brad lifted his head from under a heavy green blanket. He saw one of the young escorts had replaced the trays on the table with new trays filled with eggs, while another man placed a fresh pitcher of water on the table.


  Brad rolled over and pulled the blanket over his head. He heard a third man enter the room and water was poured into a drinking glass. The third man dismissed the two guards and asked them to close the door. Brad heard the door close, but he could still hear movement in the room.


  Brad rolled over in his rack and saw a man sitting at the table. He was wearing a blue button-down shirt and black rimmed glasses. He was skinny with a pointy head. The man looked up at Brad.


  “Good morning,” he said.


  “Umm, is it morning already?” Brad said, slowly easing himself out of the rack.


  “Well … actually early afternoon. Almost eleven a.m.,” the man said. “I trust you all slept well. No problems?”


  “No, we’re fine … Who are you?” Brad asked, forcing himself into a sitting position. Brad stood and walked to the latrine. He relieved himself as he waited for the man to answer.


  “My name is Mr. John Smith,” the man answered.


  Brooks lifted himself from the mattress and sat up stretching; he let a big yawn then smiled. “Mr. Smith, aye? Not really original is it?” Brooks said with a grin.


  “Well anyhow, since I’m not going to get your name; why are you here, Mr. Smith?” Brad said as he walked back to the table and sat down.


  Mr. Smith said he was their debrief officer. Brad listened to him explain things as he slid a tray across the table and took in a heaping fork full of eggs. “Damn man, powdered eggs. Not cool,” Brad scowled. “Hey, do you know where Captain Bradley and the rest of our people are at?” Brad asked.


  “They are fine, Sergeant; they landed on the island,” Mr. Smith answered.


  “The island? Then why didn’t we go there?” Brad asked.


  “Just a matter of convenience. We would have directed them here as well, but they made it to the island before we could intercept them.”


  “Intercept, aye … Doesn’t sound too friendly,” Brad said, grinning.


  “Sorry, the island has been designated a safe zone. Under normal conditions, no one is allowed entry until quarantined and debriefed. The admiral spent a lot of resources clearing the island. We would like to keep it that way,” Mr. Smith explained.


  “That’s why you brought us here then?” Brooks asked.


  “That’s correct; your Captain Bradley was flying low and fast over the water. We didn’t pick him up until he was already on approach. And by that time he refused to change heading and landed on the island. No harm though, they’re going through a similar process at the airbase.”


  Nelson woke and jumped from his rack. “Hey, you guys didn’t tell me chow was here. Who is this?” he asked, pointing at the skinny man.


  “He is the man whose name we dare not speak,” Brooks blurted out laughing.


  Nelson laughed along, “Oh cool, well nice to meet ya then.” Nelson took a tray and began eating.


  “Anyhow, each of you will be debriefed by a member of our team. Nothing to be concerned with; just basic information. Where your unit was located. What you remember about the fall. If you know the names and locations of any other survivors,” Mr. Smith said.


  Nelson started to ramble, as he took a bite of rehydrated sausage. Mr. Smith quickly cut him off and said they would be debriefed individually; this now was just an introduction. Mr. Smith stood from the table and stepped toward the door. “Finish your breakfast. Your presence will be requested shortly,” Mr. Smith said as he knocked on the door and was let out by the guards.


  “And the fun begins,” Brooks said as he grabbed the glass of water and drank it down. “Don’t worry about that guy, he’s either a shrink or a spook, nothing to worry about. Just be honest with him and ask a shit ton of questions.”


  There was a quick knock at the door. The female sailor that had issued them the bedding a day earlier entered with three partially-filled sea bags. She sat them on the table and handed each of the men a form that she required they sign. She said very little, and once she received the signatures she left the room.


  “Chatty gal, that one,” Nelson joked.


  The uniforms they were given were Navy issue, but not the blue type. They were of a tan desert pattern. Brad didn’t really care what they looked like as long as the boots fit, and was happy to find that they did. He removed his Ziploc bag and placed the personal items back in his pockets, then he attached the Velcro unit patch and the flag on his sleeve.


  Brad stood to look in the mirror. He laughed. “Damn, I look like shit. Must have lost about twenty pounds.”


  “We all have buddy, we all have,” Brooks answered.


  The door opened again and one of the escorts walked in the room.


  “Sergeant Thompson, Mister Smith is ready for you,” the guard said.


  “Well shucks, don’t want to leave him waiting,” Brad said as he moved towards the door.
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  Brad was led through the passageway, down stairs, and around corners. He felt like he had been brought lower in the ship, but it was hard for him to tell. Eventually they stopped at a stateroom door. The room appeared to be a dorm room of sorts, and the guard pounded on the door before opening it. Mr. Smith was sitting at a desk; Brad was directed to a chair next to the bunk.


  The man quickly asked Brad a list of generic questions: Name, social, home of record. The questions went on and on. He asked where Brad had been stationed during the fall; the names of as many people as he could remember from his unit; the disposition of this unit. The man asked Brad to tell his story in detail. During parts of the story, he would stop Brad to ask questions. He wrote everything down in a spiral note book.


  When Mr. Smith finished, he sat the notebook on a desk and offered Brad a cup of coffee. While Brad sipped at the coffee, Mr. Smith went through the notes, flipping the pages of his notebook while making marks on the paper. After an uncomfortable silence, the questions began again. Often the information was a repeat of earlier answers, asking for more elaboration.


  The time spent in the room was exhausting. Finally the man offered Brad a refill of his cup and asked if he had any questions of his own.


  “Well sir, my mind feels like it is going to explode, but right off the bat, is there a plan to get the rest of my people home?”


  The man looked at Brad seriously before answering. “Sergeant, honestly, we have heard sporadic reports of survivors across the globe. Some we have even verified by satellite or drone. But as of today, recovery missions are very rare. Our resources are scarce, so no. I mean I cannot say for certain that it will not happen. But I wouldn’t count on it.”


  “There has got to be something we can do. All we need is an aircraft and we can get them all here.”


  “I’m sorry, Sergeant; it’s possible it could be done. All of these notes will be sent to the command; ultimately it would be their decision,” Mr. Smith answered.


  “I see. And when will we be rotated home?”


  “Home? You mean back to the United States? Boy, you really have been out of the loop.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean there is no home; the United States as you remembered it doesn’t exist.”


  “What about all of the people? We had heard less than a few weeks ago that there were groups of survivors, that a war was waging,” Brad said.


  “It’s complicated. Yeah, there are people there, but nothing is the way it was. Everything has broken down. Yeah, at first people went back there, but a lot of them didn’t stay. Some of our crew actually fled the States. Shit, nothing is the way it was.”


  “Well what are we doing here, why aren’t we floating off Virginia or something?”


  “You know what, I’m going to try and take the time to explain things to you. It is not my job, and you are not going to like it. I can guarantee you that.”


  “Whatever, Mr. Smith, just tell me what the hell we are doing here.”


  “I was stationed at the embassy in Iraq until this shit went down. We hid in the embassy bunker for two weeks before the Marines finally got me out … and yeah, that was back when we were still evacuating people. Trust me, Sergeant, the first time I heard it, it took me some getting used to,” Mr. Smith explained.


  “I have time; just tell me why we aren’t going home.”


  “You know this was a terror attack? Or at least we are almost certain it was. Earliest reports predicted it. The classified wires warned the embassies that it was coming.”


  Brad nodded. “We heard the same stories, about how it started, about where they came from. We call them primals, after the name of the virus, Primalis Rabia.”


  “The American Continent initially held. Our government thought they had it contained. Slowly though … borders fell. It was the worst along the southern borders. All of Central and South America poured north towards refuge, dragging the infected along with them.


  “Canada was no better; yeah, they fought off the infected better, especially the more isolated parts, but eventually their governments fell. The Canadian Army moved north and inland, bringing survivors with them; they let the big cities fall. The infected … or primal mobs moved south and flooded into New York and the Dakotas all along the land borders.”


  “It only took one or two primals to infect a city. Eventually states pulled away from the government defense plans. You can’t blame them. In the early days, the President was using all of the federal troops to defend the Capitol. Can you imagine? Millions of primals in an open city! He sacrificed hundreds of thousands of troops on an idea. It was like the fall of Berlin. Instead of using resources to evacuate and protect the people … he refused to give up the Capitol.”


  “Governors ordered their national guard troops home. States consolidated, reinforcing their own borders, using the geography to draw battle lines. Regions pooled their resources. Next the military bases began to disobey orders; instead of reinforcing the Capitol, they pledged allegiance to the state governments they were hosted in. Fort Knox was the first to switch sides. The Kentucky governor took up residence in the old gold vault. They barricaded it. Last word we had, the old home of the Armor was still holding their own.”


  “The planes full of troops from Afghanistan, Korea, Kuwait, Asia, and Europe would land at Fort Brag, or Benning. Once they got off the planes, they were quickly refitted and sent to the Capitol’s defense. It was a meat grinder. Like sending soldiers to their deaths at Stalingrad. Except in this battle, every casualty reinforced the enemy. Eventually this stopped. Our men found out what was going on around the country and they deserted, choosing to return to their home bases or their families.”


  “Eventually the joint chiefs abandoned the President. They took the remaining military with them and went their separate ways. The President is presumed dead now. Or at least we think he is; it’s hard to tell. There were reports he was locked away in a bunker, so he may be okay, but they lost contact with D.C. weeks ago; either way he is no longer relevant.”


  Brad rocked back in his chair. He couldn’t believe things could fall apart so quickly.


  “So then … who is in charge?” Brad gasped.


  “That’s the million dollar question. There are at least three, what we would call national entities: The Midwest Alliance, the Greater Colorado Nations, and the United States of Texas. Don’t get me wrong. These groups are not in competition, hell, they aren’t enemies at all. They were just forced by circumstance to pull in their borders and protect their populations.”


  “And what about the joint chiefs?” Brad asked.


  “Well, they are kind of a sub-contract house now. They still hold the banner for the United States government, but they are based out of bunkers in the Rockies. What’s left of the CDC and the CIA report to them, although they’re scattered. Most of the senators and members of Congress went with the joint chiefs. Still though, for the most part they are all that’s collectively left of a national effort to fight this thing. They call themselves the Coordinated National Response Team.”


  Brad smiled.


  “You’ve heard of it?”


  “I have,” Brad said. “Done some work for them, in fact. The Lieutenant Colonel James Cloud I told you about earlier; he said he was an officer with them.”


  “That name doesn’t sound familiar. But for right now, they’re all that is left of a federal government. They still hold most of the national assets. Aircraft, oil reserves, some of the governors will still take requests from them,” Smith said.


  “What about the fleet? I guess I still don’t understand. Why is the fleet out here and not at home?” Brad asked.


  “That’s a complicated question to answer. Some say they never received solid recall orders before the fall. Maybe the joint chiefs are holding us back for another time. I haven’t really been in the loop on why the fleet hasn’t sailed. For now, we’re building a base on the island. We send raiding and resupply teams inland to seek provisions and fuel tankers. I don’t know what the long term plans are. I’m not privileged to that information.”


  “You don’t know why we’re just sitting here, or you don’t want to say?” Brad asked, frustrated.


  “This may surprise you, Sergeant, but I am just a low level analyst sent in here to take your statement. Everything I told you, any sailor on board could have shared with you. I don’t know shit else. I was a glorified courier in Iraq; I’m nobody special,” Mr. Smith said, sitting back in his chair and holding up his hands.


  “I think I’d like to go back to my cell now,” Brad said.
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  Brad was led back to his room and found the space empty. The other bunks had been stripped bare and the sea bags were gone. Brad’s rack was the way he had left it. The bed was still made and the green sea bag still sat next to it. He walked across the room and lay down on the mattress. “Where the hell did they go?” he said aloud.


  There was a knock at the door. The handle turned and the corpsman from the day before entered the room, holding a stack of paperwork. “Afternoon, Sergeant,” he said as he walked to the table and sat down.


  Brad rolled to a sitting position and looked at the corpsman. “Yeah, good afternoon, I guess.”


  “So how are you feeling today,” the corpsman asked, giving Brad a serious look.


  “I’m okay, where is everyone? What’s going on … am I sick?”


  “No, you’re good, Sergeant. Just coming in to tell you that you have been cleared from quarantine. This is your ID badge,” he said, while passing Brad a small identification card and a stuffed envelope.


  “You will need to keep that badge clipped to your pocket. These are your movement papers, keep them handy,” he continued. “And make sure you stick close to your assigned area, if there is anywhere you need to go, your sponsor will take you there.”


  Brad looked down at the white badge with a bold red border in his hand. His name and rank were on the bottom in black letters. RESTRICTED was across the center and GUEST at the top. Under the badge was a yellow envelope labeled MOVEMENT PAPERS.


  “Movement papers?” Brad asked.


  “Yeah Sergeant. You’ve been cleared. Go ahead and gather up all of your belongings. I need you to clear out of my medical hold. You will be moving to the island soon.”


  “Soon?” Brad said as he started to pack his gear.


  “Depends really. There’s no schedule. You just be on your toes and ready to go. They will call for you when a seat is reserved. Should be within a couple days,” the corpsman said. “Someone will be along to take you down to the temporary berthing.”


  As the corpsman finished speaking, a new face entered the room, a jovial young man dressed in the blue navy camouflage. Smiling, he approached Brad and extended his hand. “Sergeant Thompson? I’m Winslow,” he said. “I’ll be taking you to your new berthing; can I help you with your gear?”


  Brad shook the man’s hand before turning to stuff his belongings into the sea bag. “I think I got everything … Where are we going?”


  “Just down the way, you’ll like it there. More people ya know,” Winslow said. “If you’re ready, come on and follow me.”


  Brad slung the bag up over his shoulder and followed the man into the hall. He quickly noticed that the door was left unlocked and the escorts were gone. “So no more guards? You trust me now?” Brad asked as they walked.


  Winslow chuckled. “Dang, Sergeant. Nahh … That was just for infected watch; standard procedure with all the inbounds. Although we haven’t had any in a long time, you know,” Winslow answered.


  “How long you been on this ship, Winslow?” Brad asked as he stepped through a hatch and made his way around a corner.


  “Me? I been here since we sailed out of Norfolk. Shit, since the beginning I guess.”


  “Yeah? That’s cool. So when are we going back to Norfolk?” Brad asked.


  Winslow stopped walking and turned to look at Brad. “Norfolk? Did you hear we were going back?” he asked Brad, his voice suddenly turning serious.


  “Ahhh yeah … I mean … I assumed that’s where we were going,” Brad bluffed.


  “I don’t know about that, Sergeant. Norfolk is gone, nothing there but primals. The admiral is in charge now, and I don’t think he wants to go back to Norfolk. We got the island now.”


  “The admiral?” Brad asked.


  “Yeah … Hayes. He saved us, you know, after everything started. He pulled everything together. You got nothing to worry about, Sergeant. Hayes is real smart.” Winslow looked at Brad’s face as if he was searching for something, then he turned and continued to walk down the passageway.


  “So nobody goes back to the States then? You don’t worry about your family?” Brad questioned


  “Come on, Sergeant just follow me. We’ll get you settled in and you’ll like it here okay,” Winslow said, avoiding the question.


  Nearing the end of the passage, Winslow reached down and pulled open a hatch door. “Well, here we are Sergeant, go ahead and grab yourself a rack; the head is right across from you. I have to make a quick run, then I’ll be back to take you down to chow.”


  Brad thanked Winslow and stepped into the space. There were rows of bunks with worn mattresses, most of which appeared to be empty, so he walked toward the back of the space. He saw Brooks and Nelson sitting at a table along the back wall. The steel table was fixed to the floor and painted an ugly gray, with vinyl green bench seat cushions. Brad walked through the space and tossed his sea bag onto an empty rack as he walked toward the table.


  “So what are you all thinking?” Brad said as he sat at the table.


  Nelson just sat silently, shaking his head. Brooks looked up and leaned back away from the table. He strained his eyebrows as if he was searching for a thought, and then finally spoke.


  “Something isn’t right, Brad. I talked with a couple of the sailors, trying to dig. The fleet is just sitting static, no orders, and no movement. Just sitting at anchor and everyone seems fine with it. Like it’s a blessing,” Brooks said.


  Brad placed his hands in front of him on the table, using his finger to scrape at the chipping paint. “I know what you’re saying. I don’t know whether to be frustrated or creeped out. I get that these guys have been through a lot, but shit, just sitting parked in the middle of the ocean?”


  “So what do we do about it? We mess up and we might find ourselves in the brig,” Brooks asked.


  “You heard from Sean?”


  “No, he’s probably tied up in the Chief’s Mess. I’ll track him down later. You can count on that.”


  There was a clank near the front of the compartment. They heard the hatch swing open and boots slap the deck. Brad looked down the aisle and saw a smiling Winslow walking towards them. “Hey fellas, you all ready to go grab some chow? It isn’t much, but it’s food,” he said.


  Nelson was the first to his feet. He almost leapt towards Winslow. “Heck yeah buddy, just show me the way. I’m hungry enough to eat the ass end out of a buffalo!”


  They followed Winslow back into the passageway and down the hall to the galley. After a short walk, they found themselves at the back of a long, slow moving line. Brad looked down the long line and shook his head. A tall sailor in front of him turned around.


  “You the new guys on board?” he asked.


  “Yeah, we just got here yesterday,” Brad answered.


  “Damn, heard you all had it rough out there.”


  Brad gave the sailor a puzzled look. “Yeah, I guess you could say that.”


  “Word travels fast on this bucket. Sorry about the wait. The ship is at close to twenty percent over-manned right now.”


  “Really, why is that?”


  “Shit, half the fleet is dead in the water with skeleton crews doing basic maintenance. Fuel running out on most of ‘em. Crews have been consolidating to the main ships. But hell, makes the work a lot easier. You know, with so many onboard. Most of us only work three days a week.”


  “Why don’t they move everyone to the island?” Brad asked.


  “Only certain personnel go to the island. Anyone responsible for keeping the ships running and floating stays onboard. You all should be leaving soon.”


  Brooks nudged Brad in the back to get his attention. Down the long line, he could see a number of people walking down the passage. As they got closer, he identified Sean wearing the same uniform he had been issued earlier, walking with the group. Many of the others in the party were dressed in the usual blue camouflage. A few of the men were wearing khaki uniforms.


  Sean locked eyes with Brad and moved closer to him in the line. He slapped Brad briskly on the shoulder and formally asked how he was doing before he moved down to Nelson and gave the same formal greeting. Brad turned and was ready to ask Sean what was going on when he watched him shake hands with Brooks and give him a firm pat on the back. The two SEALs exchanged brief words, then Sean nodded his head and was gone.


  “What the hell was that?” Brad asked, looking back at Brooks.


  Before Brooks could speak, Winslow spoke up. “That’s just ship politics, Sergeant; all the Chiefs and Officers making their rounds. Looks like your guy is fitting right in.”


  “Well, seems messed up to –,” Brad began to say, then caught Brooks’ disapproving glare. Brooks was slowly shaking his head side to side and gave Brad a cold stare.


  “— But yeah, I know how that stuff goes. Chiefs can’t be hanging out with us turds, right?” Brad said with a grin, causing Winslow to chuckle.


  “Yup, even at the end of the world we still can’t get along,” Winslow said, laughing.


  They made their way through the galley line. Unlike any mess hall Brad was accustomed to, this one was a lot smaller. The food wasn’t great either. The mess attendants gave everyone the same thing without asking. The serving sizes were carefully measured and placed on the trays. Brad received a scoop of rice, a cup of black beans, and some sort of unrecognizable soup.


  “Yeah, food isn’t so good lately. We count on the salvage teams to supply us. So it’s been a lot of beans and rice the last few weeks,” Winslow explained.


  They found some empty seats in the galley and sat, quickly eating their meal. Brad looked around the room and saw plenty of smiling faces. They seemed accustomed to this sort of life. You wouldn’t know a war was going on outside. They just appeared to be tired from long shifts and fighting boredom.


  Brad finished his food and pushed away from his tray. He watched Winslow, who was chatting with another sailor seated behind him. Suddenly there was a loud whoomp of an explosion; they could feel the vibration shudder across the steel floor. A claxon horn began to blast. Men calmly jumped to their feet and began pouring out of the galley.


  “What the hell was that?” Brad yelled.


  “Could be a lot of things. I better get you all back to your compartment. Come on, let’s go,” Winslow said, almost pushing them out of the galley.
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  Winslow had quickly rushed them back down the passageway and into the compartment. He said he would be back and promised to explain what was going on later before slamming the door behind him as he left. The horn had stopped blaring but they could hear the commotion in the passageway; men running back and forth, boots on stairs, hatches opening and closing.


  “This your first time on a Navy vessel, Brad?” Brooks asked.


  “Yes it is. So is this kind of thing normal?” Brad answered.


  “Maybe, if that was a drill, but it sure didn’t sound like it; that boom sounded for real.”


  Brooks walked across the room and took a seat across from Brad. He reached out his hand and tossed a pack of cigarettes on Brad’s lap.


  “Ahh, thanks Brooks, but I don’t smoke,” Brad said, picking up the cigarette package.


  “Yeah I get that, just open it up.”


  Brad lifted the lid on the cigarette package and saw it was nearly half full. He looked back at Brooks and shrugged his shoulders.


  “Come on man, look a bit harder,” Brooks protested.


  Brad pulled back the cellophane and foil wrapper and saw a thin slip of paper wrapped around the pack. He looked up and saw Brooks was now smiling in approval. Brad removed the slip of thin paper and quickly unfolded it. It revealed a small, carefully hand-drawn map. Below the map a time was written.


  “So what is this? Where did you get it?” Brad asked.


  “Chief dropped it in my pocket during our brief meet and greet in the galley line,” Brooks explained. “Looks like a map to the aft smoke deck; I’m thinking Chief wants to join us later.”


  “Why?” Nelson asked, suddenly interested in the conversation.


  Brooks looked back at him. “So he can tell us what the fuck is going on. Smoking is still one of the rare acceptable things to do in private on a vessel. And one of the times you can bullshit with a chief without anyone thinking anything of it.”


  Brad gave Brooks a puzzled look. “You’re on his team, Brooks, why haven’t you been pulled out of here? I thought all of you guys stick together.”


  “It has definitely crossed my mind. Maybe we are intentionally being kept apart. We’ll find out soon enough.”


  They waited quietly in their racks. Winslow had been by twice to check on them and he had blamed the loud explosion on a steam pipe bursting below decks. The expression on Brooks’ face clearly showed what the SEAL’s opinions were of the story. Winslow had finally left them alone at just after eight in the evening. Before he left, he said he would see them again at six a.m. to lead them to chow. Winslow also told them to stay in the compartment and try to limit their movements to the head across the hall. The guards often got jumpy at night and nobody wanted to get hurt. The men intentionally kept their plans for an evening smoke from Winslow. They wanted to leave doubts of innocence in anyone’s mind in case they got caught.


  Just after dark, they snuck out of the compartment and into the passageway. They left Nelson behind to play decoy and to stall any visitors that might choose to peek their heads in. If the hatch opened while they were out on their ‘smoke’ break, Nelson would intercept them in the compartment. His job was to distract them with random conversation to delay the discovery of the missing men.


  Brad and Brooks quietly moved down the passageway following the map. Brooks had memorized the path so they wouldn’t look like lost tourists. They crossed paths with a few sailors in the hall, but they walked as if they were on a mission and no one questioned them. Finally they found the exit to the aft smoke deck. Brooks stepped out first, with Brad close behind him.


  The deck was large and located directly on the back of the ship. It wasn’t what Brad had expected to see: no rushing water wake trailing behind them or gusts of wind – the ship rested silently in the water. Brad searched the horizon and could just make out other vessels around them. The drone of equipment and blowers made for ambient noise. The sky was filled with bright stars.


  There were a couple other clusters of men, quietly chatting. It was dark and hard to make out anyone’s face. Brad followed Brooks to an empty section of the rail. Brooks fished out a couple of the cigarettes. Brad used a pack of matches they had acquired and he lit up. They leaned against the rail, making casual conversation about the weather and how bad the food was. No one seemed to notice them, or even care that they were on the deck. The other sailors were preoccupied with their own group’s conversations.


  Brad was halfway through his cigarette and was becoming impatient. He had never been a fan of smoking, and was hoping he wouldn’t have to light another one. He sensed movement at the rail next to him. Sean had finally arrived. He was alone and still wearing the tan uniform from earlier. He calmly stood against the rail and asked if he could bum a smoke.


  Sean took a cigarette from Brooks and shielded the breeze as Brad used a match to light it. Sean inhaled deeply and exhaled a cloud of smoke. He casually changed his position so that he was standing just behind the other two men. To an unknowing observer, they would appear to be strangers who happen to be sharing the same space.


  Sean stepped a bit closer so he was just behind their shoulders. He placed his hands in his pockets and spoke in a low voice. “Looks like you have gotten all settled in,” he said.


  Brad turned to speak, but Sean interrupted him. “Don’t turn around … I’m sure we’re clear out here, but let’s keep this very bland. If anyone notices, this was a chance encounter like in the galley line. I was told specifically not to meet with any of you until we reached the island,” Sean said.


  Brooks leaned out and spit over the rail. “So what’s the story then? Some odd shit is definitely going on here.”


  “Yeah, what’s with that explosion?” Brad asked.


  Sean blew another puff of smoke out over the rail. “There is a lot of shit going on here. I don’t have a lot of time to break everything down. What I can say is there appears to be a large portion of the crew that isn’t happy with this ‘new start’ idea that the admiral has conjured up.”


  “New start? First I’ve heard of that,” Brad said.


  “Well, that is the official code name for this flotilla at sea and the island base. The admiral seems to think that the fleet is better off out here in the middle of nowhere. He plans to make a home of the island and the nuke boats; at least until the good ol’ US of A gets its act together. I don’t know how deep things go. I heard some rumbling that he outright refused recall orders from the Chief of Naval Ops.”


  Sean paused to take another drag on the cigarette before continuing.


  “I’m not ready to judge the man just yet. I heard that he was warned from someone in Washington that returning would be a suicide mission. He declined the orders for the sake of the fleet. I don’t know, and at this point I really don’t care.”


  “So what does this mean for us?” Brooks asked.


  “Just keep playing along, okay? Transportation has been arranged to the island tomorrow. We’ll be placed on different work assignments. All of the fighter types are on salvage and recon teams. Yes Brad, I got you assigned to my group. But the rest of our people have been put on different things. Don’t sweat it right now. There’s already planning going on without us. There’s a plan to get back stateside in the works. Brooks and I have friends here on the recon teams.”


  Brad nodded before speaking. “What do we do now?”


  “Like I said, play along. Don’t cause any problems to prevent you from going to the island and being assigned to my group.”


  “And the explosion?” Brooks asked.


  “Some dumbass tried to steal a boat, thought he could escape to the coast. A jumpy guard dropped a grenade. A lot of stupid shit is going on. Get back to your racks and get some sleep. Act surprised when they tell you we’re leaving,” Sean said before he flicked the cigarette out over the rail.


  After they returned to their quarters, they had a short wait before the compartment door slammed open and the bright lights were turned on. Two new faces entered the compartment, shouting about short notice for an island flight. Winslow dragged in just behind them, apologizing for the short notice while he helped them fold up their bedding and pack their limited belongings in the sea bags. Quickly, they dressed and assembled in the passageway. The two strange men had them standing against the wall, holding their bags to the side, and then they sent Winslow away. He quickly wished them good luck and disappeared down the passage.


  More men started moving towards them. For the first time since they had arrived on board, Brad saw Chelsea and Tony, carrying identical sea bags and being rushed along by their own group of escorts. As the group passed them, Brad saw Sean walking in stride with another chief. Brad’s group fell in behind Sean and they were rushed up to the deck. They followed a walkway around and ended up at a large helipad.


  It was still dark and the morning air was cold. Brad searched the skies and saw nothing. He asked when the helicopter would be there, but was quickly asked to be quiet by his escorts. Then he noticed a pile of gear near the corner of the deck. Brad recognized the large locker that they had placed their weapons in days earlier. He saw his large rucksack and a good portion of his body armor in another pile. Brad tried to move close so that he could inspect his gear, but again he was grabbed and asked to just wait in place.


  They heard the helicopter coming in; Brad recognized it as a Sea Stallion, larger than the Army’s Black Hawk. It moved slowly over the water and lined up with the ship. Quickly it was on the deck, its rotor wash making communication difficult. Again they were being rushed to action. Brad felt the escort’s hand grip his collar as he was somewhat shoved and guided towards the helicopter and into the open bay doors. If Sean hadn’t warned him to play nice, he might have been tempted to turn and knock the pushy man on his ass.


  Brad was shoved through and almost fell to the deck of the Sea Stallion. He caught himself and was guided into a seat by one of the crew. A crew chief assisted with the loading of all of their gear and slid the door shut. He gave the pilots a thumbs up, and the bird climbed up and away from the tail of the ship. Now that they were in the air, Brad could look out of the small porthole window and see the enormity of the fleet. He counted over forty large ships in the water. This was more than what he imagined a carrier strike group would normally be assigned.


  Brad saw Chelsea sitting a few seats down from him. He extended out of his seat so that he could smile at her. Chelsea acknowledged him with a short wave. The helicopter was loud and they hadn’t been given head phones, so verbal communication was impossible. He sat back and watched the ships fade into the distance. The helicopter leveled out and sped towards the island.


  From the Sea Stallion’s view, the island appeared desolate. On the approach, they flew over a teal-colored shallow lagoon before the helicopter increased elevation and covered a range of red rock formations. Brad could see the shapes of a small village in the distance, but nothing resembling an airbase.


  The pilots pitched the helicopter forward and sharp to the right as it flew parallel to a dusty dirt road. The road eventually ran into and was blocked at a hastily-strewn fence. Finally the camp slowly came into view; a virtual tent city. Fixed-wing aircraft had been positioned along the sides of the dirt road, and vehicles of every type were neatly parked in a large gravel lot. The camp reminded Brad of images he had seen of the Sudan rather than a U.S. military installation.
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  When the crew chief slid the door open, the heat hit them straight on like a blast furnace. It felt like it had to be a hundred and twenty degrees, but could have very well been hotter. Brad looked at his watch. It was barely six a.m. and the heat was already unbearable. The pilots calmly began powering down the helicopter. The hurried and rushed tempo of earlier seemed to have been left on the ship.


  The crew chief removed his head gear and goggles and stepped onto the dusty road. He moved to the back of the helicopter, and Brad watched as the ramp was lowered. More men approached from out of Brad’s view. They calmly walked up and started casual conversations with the helicopter’s crew before one of the men walked to the open ramp and introduced himself.


  “Good morning, I am Tech Sergeant Robertson of the U.S. Air Force. Please exit the helicopter from the ramp. Please grab a bag on your way out. Don’t waste my time searching for your own bag; just grab something and exit. We’re all headed to the same place,” the man shouted.


  Brad got to his feet and lined up behind the other passengers. He saw a pile of backpacks and rucksacks, along with the green sea bags. Brad spotted his large MultiCam rucksack in the pile near the large foot locker filled with weapons. He moved near the pile and grabbed the two closest bags as he followed the line out onto the gravel road.


  A group of sailors had formed a work party and were taking the carried bags from the passengers before stacking them in a cart. Brad and the rest of the passengers continued walking. As Brad passed by the cart, he could see that it was harnessed to a pair of donkeys. “Where the hell have we landed?” Brad mumbled to himself.


  The tech sergeant walked them across the road and to a clearing. He instructed them to line up in a formation facing west. Brad watched as their formation was joined by other passengers from helicopters that had just landed. A sailor next to Brad said they were intakes from the other ships. Brad counted close to thirty people. The donkey carts were full, and were slowly led away towards the tent city.


  They were instructed to listen for their names and move to the left or the right. The tech sergeant read names from a clipboard and gave out directions. Brad heard them call Nelson, Tony, and Chelsea to the left. Soon there were only a few of them remaining in the formation. Brad finally heard his name called and was instructed to move to the right. He fell out of the formation and found a group of men gathered around a stocky Marine.


  Brooks and Sean were also in the newly-formed group. The Marine introduced himself and they followed him down the dusty road. There were only six of them out of the original thirty or so that had landed. The Marine explained that they had been separated from the camp support folks and that they would be assigned to security and recon groups. First, all of them would be reunited with their weapons and gear; next, they would be assigned a housing tent.


  Brad walked alongside Brooks as they stepped onto a small wooden deck positioned in front of a green tent. They were quickly briefed and split up into groups. The rest of the men were led away by escorts, while Brad found himself standing with just Brooks and Sean.


  A fourth man walked out of the tent and embraced Sean in a hug, then did the same with Brooks. The man was blonde and leathered, which gave him the appearance of an old surfer dude. He looked much older than the rest of them, but he carried himself like a warrior. The man turned, looking Brad up and down.


  “So who is this?” the stranger asked, pointing to Brad.


  “This is Sergeant Brad Thompson. We picked him up back in the Stan, he’s okay,” Sean said, smiling. “Brad, this is Gunner, a prior military type, retired and gone independent contractor, but currently recalled.”


  “Good, well glad to have you onboard, Brad,” the man said to Brad, extending his hand.


  “Likewise,” Brad answered, returning the handshake. “So what kind of contractor were you?”


  “Mostly security stuff, embassy escorts, some transportation shit. Got stuck in Qatar on my last job. Made my way down here,” Gunner said.


  “And what exactly is this here?” Brad asked.


  Gunner stopped and looked back at Sean. Sean just grinned and shrugged his shoulders. “You know what? You guys make your way to the carts and grab up your gear before it disappears on you. We are in tent six at the end of this row. Charlie Group is our designation. Charlie works and sleeps out of tent six. Go get settled in and then I’ll show you around. We’re off the rotation for a day or two so we have some time to settle in.”


  Brad followed Sean and Brooks toward the now nearly empty cart. He found his rucksack on the ground along with the issued sea bag from the ship. His bag had obviously been gone through, but it was hard to tell what was missing. Sean lowered the locker from the cart and opened the lock. Their weapons and ammunition were still there. For now, they reclaimed only their sidearms, and left the rest in the locker.


  Brad grabbed Brooks’ rucksack along with his own, while Brooks hoisted the heavy locker onto his shoulder. Together they followed Sean towards tent six. The tents’ openings were lined up with the road and were stacked west towards the fence. Each tent had a small deck in front and a wooden stake giving it a designation. Tent six was as nondescript as the rest of them. Sean stepped forward and pulled back the flap covering the entrance.


  The sides of the tent had been rolled up to allow for air flow. Normally, in the best of times, air conditioning units would be set up to make the tents livable. In this camp, air conditioners were not an option. The tents were old; the floors were made up of scrap planks and lumber material. Instead of the bunks, there were rows of issue cots lined up along one wall. No lockers or even foot lockers were present. This was Spartan living at its finest.


  Sean headed toward a section of empty cots. Most of them had gear piled on top, and a few contained sleeping men. Brad dropped his heavy rucksack on an empty cot and tossed Brooks’ rucksack on another. Sean selected an empty cot across from them. They opened their rucksacks and took inventory of their gear before Brooks opened the locker and distributed their weapons. They made note to try and get the remaining rifles to the Marines.


  Gunner walked through the tent’s opening and jokingly complimented them on their cot selection. Sean talked to him about the Marines’ weapons and Gunner said he would make sure they got sent to the support side. After getting more instructions on the rules of the tent, as well as the location of the latrines and mess tents, Gunner asked them to finish what they were doing and follow him back outside.


  Brad put on his holster and checked the magazines for his M4. Quickly he closed the straps on his rucksack and left it on top of his cot, then got to his feet and joined the rest of them on the deck. Gunner asked them to follow him down a narrow, roughly-built boardwalk as he talked to them. While they walked, Brad could see that the camp was awake and a bustle of activity was going on near the airfield.


  “Place doesn’t look like much,” Gunner said as he walked. “But trust me, this is a fully functioning camp. We are trying to become self-sufficient. We’ve captured some large fuel tankers from the Gulf, but most of the fuel goes to the fleet and the few aircraft we still have operational.”


  They approached a fork in the boardwalk at the end of the row of tents. The path branched off with one leg moving toward the gate and the other off toward the makeshift airfield. Gunner stepped off the trail here and they followed him up an incline of rocks. Finally they were on a small outcrop that overlooked the camp. Brad could see that the main fence still continued around the rocks, although in some places it was no more than strands of barbed wire. But they were still entirely contained.


  Sean looked down at the tent city., “How many boots on ground?”


  “Close to five grand, not counting those in the fleet. Maybe another five or so in the village. Not sure about those numbers, we haven’t taken time to do a good count.” Gunner answered.


  “The village?” Brooks asked.


  “Yeah, there’s a small village on the shore. Farm people and fisherman. Good folks, a lot of them are already employed by us. They provide a lot of food to the camp.”


  Gunner stepped off and climbed farther up the hill until he found a spot with large flat rocks. He leaned back against one and fished a cigarette from his pocket. He offered one to the rest of them but they declined.


  “So what’s the outlook here, Gunner?” Sean asked.


  “Not good, Brother. I don’t see how things here can end well. The admiral is pushing for a new start. He sent us out on raids to the main land, salvaging goods and supplies. We have had some luck raiding major ports, but the planes are too small to bring back anything substantial.”


  “You finding any survivors out there?” Sean asked.


  “Some, but not many. The ones we do see run or hide from us. There are a lot of bandits on the mainland. Lately we’ve been looking for ghost ships. The fleet will grab them on radar and we’ll take them down. If they have goods worth taking, we bring them back and we take in the crews if they’re healthy. We’ve only had a couple of radar contacts in the last few weeks though.”


  Brad tossed a rock and finally spoke up. “Eventually supplies will run out and this is a desert island. How do they plan to feed everyone when the fuel dries up?”


  “Exactly. This has become a heated discussion. At first the admiral said this was just a rest stop while we waited to see how things played out at home. Now he’s making long term plans. Yes this place is secure, I give him that. But people don’t like it here and the ones that try to escape are dealt with harshly.”


  “What happens to them?” Brad asked.


  “Let me just say we don’t have a prison here. They say they take them back to the fleet. But I have heard rumors they are ditched at sea. No room for troublemakers out here.”


  “Alright, so let’s get down to it. What is our exit strategy, Gunner? I’ve known you long enough to know this isn’t your home,” Sean said, giving Gunner a serious stare.


  “I already know you spoke to Master Chief Swan on board the Barry. He’s the one who called ahead and made sure you got assigned to Charlie Group. Not like that was a lot of trouble,” Gunner smiled. “He also told me your sergeant here can be trusted, so I hope that pans out for us.”


  “Brad is one of us, don’t worry about him. So what’s the plan?” Sean asked again.


  “Charlie Group is mainly responsible for heavy inland recons. In two days, we’re supposed to be hitting Yemen main. A city on the coast. They usually bring us in and drop us off by CH-53. We set up security and gather salvaged supplies in large cargo nets. If we locate any large holds we tag and mark them with a GPS for later recovery. A few hours later, the 53s come back, we sling-load the cargo, and get out of Dodge.”


  “Sounds like a lot of work, but continue,” Sean said.


  “Well, day after tomorrow we’re going to change things up. As soon as we’re dropped, we’re going to beeline for the airport. One of the kids in Bravo Group fought his way through there before being plucked from the embassy. He thinks they still have some heavy lift fixed-wings on the ground.”


  “Not a lot to go on, is it?” Brooks said.


  “No, it’s not. Pilots have flown over the airport in the past few weeks. They have confirmed aircraft on the ground, but who knows if we can get them in the air.”


  “What’s the city look like?” Brooks asked.


  “One hundred percent fucking infested. But hey! Only the dead live forever …” Gunner laughed. “Are we all on board with this or what?”


  Brad stood and took a step towards Gunner. “Gunner, I can fully commit to your plan, but we came with other people. We need to get them out also. Or at least offer them the opportunity.”


  “Yeah, I know. Master Chief told me you all came with more troops.” Gunner sighed before continuing. “Here’s the thing. I’ve done a bit of ground work and requested some mechanics for our next raid. Said we might be looking for operational generators and shit like that. It’s going to be tough to explain why I need the three greenest techs on the camp, but that gets me your Marines. The pilots and two civilians are another problem; I don’t see how I can pull them in without raising red flags.”


  “Just see what you can do, I understand we can’t save everyone,” Sean said.


  “Save everyone? Are you shitting me, Sean? Do you know what’s waiting for us back home? This place is a paradise compared to what’s back there. If anything, we’re all headed to a quick death,” Gunner said.


  He looked Sean in the eyes. “I was stateside when this shit started. I got stuck doing State Department escorts. Running high level-types home from the embassies. Most of the big stuff was busy, we took private jets.”


  “You were back home? What’s it like?” Brad asked.


  “Last time I was there I was taking a family back from Jordan. We landed at Andrews; Reagan had already been overrun. When we flew over we could see that the city was a burning mess; they had road blocks everywhere, but most of them were down. Military was scattered, no command, and no control. The family begged me to take them back to Jordan. But that wasn’t in the works.”


  “What happened to them?”


  “They were taken away by State Department vehicles,” Gunner said, shaking his head. He reached into his pocket for another cigarette. “The jet was refueled and rushed me back to Qatar for another pickup. City was dark when we got there; airport was empty. We damn near crash landed. Runway lights were all off and we clipped a utility vehicle on the ground.


  “My team and I left the pilots on the ground. They were going to try and secure transportation. We grabbed a vehicle and headed to the embassy over land. It was poor decision-making on my part. We only made it two blocks. We fought our way to an apartment roof and held up for three days. Never heard from the pilots again. On the fourth day, a Chinook picked up my distress beacon and got us out of there. We sat at the embassy for two more days before the admiral finally pulled us out.


  “If you are planning to go back to the States because you think it’s better than this … think again. We all have our reasons for going back. Safety won’t be one of them.”


  Sean slapped Gunner on the back. “Understood, Gunner; that just came out wrong. I appreciate the plans you have laid out. Let me track down my Marines. We’ll be ready to roll with you when we get the go.”


  “Brief them on the raid mission only, don’t say shit else. No one outside of us knows the real intentions of tomorrow’s mission. We’ll let them make that choice on the ground. After the CH-53 drops us in the city, we’ll wire up a perimeter. If they decide to not go back with us, the birds will be back to take them home … Long after we are gone,” Gunner said with a grin.


  “Don’t worry, Gunner; they’ll want to go with us. We’ve been through a lot,” Brad said.


  29.


  The trio found the Marines late that night, gathered outside of the chow tents. Chelsea said her group leader had already informed them about the raid. Sean didn’t elaborate on the mission or why they were selected to join Charlie Group, just that he wanted experienced Marines on his raid, people that he could trust, and not a bunch of broke ass sailors with no boots-on-ground time. The Marines were excited to be back working with Sean again.


  Sean gave them a detailed packing list for the mission and left them. Gunner had warned him again about spending a lot of time with people outside of the group. The camp’s cohesiveness had broken down, and rumors spread fast. They didn’t want anyone getting suspicions about the real intentions of the raid. The trio went back to tent six and did their own pre-combat checks and inspected their equipment.


  Brad found that most of his gear was still present. After a good washing, he reverted back to his Army issue MultiCam uniform and stuffed the Navy crap back into his sea bag. He did keep the boots though; his old ones had a lot of miles on them and were starting to fall apart. The only things he noticed missing were his scout binoculars and most of his spare magazines for the M4.


  Sean was pissed when he discovered the satellite phone was gone along with the batteries. Even though it had been useless to them for a while, they had gone through a lot of trouble to get it, and he wasn’t happy to see it missing. Sean and Brooks decided to stay in their familiar Navy uniforms, not because they liked them, but because the civilian gear they had been wearing was a mess and was ripping at the seams.


  Gunner took them to the supply building, one of the few hardened structures on the camp. Each of the trio were issued a new fighting knife, which Brad thought was of far less quality than the karambit he already carried. He figured he would pass the new one off to a Marine.


  They were also given a small pry bar and a tactical tomahawk, along with a bundle of batteries, more spare magazines, and some new gloves. Each of them was given a Kevlar shirt which the supply petty officer called a bite shirt. He explained the shirt was originally designed when working with sharpened sheet metal on aircraft, but had also proven useful in close combat with primals.


  Gunner explained to them that there were not many recon members in the camp and, because of the shortage of gun fighters, they had been stuck doing most of the heavy lifting. This niche status earned them a nice cache of weapons and equipment. The recon groups received better food at chow and they had more freedom of movement on the island.


  Another benefit of being on a recon team was that you did not have to participate in the daily camp duties. No working in the mess hall, filling sand bags, or burning shit. Still though, one or two days a week you were expected to go into the infected cities and face off against the primals. When the mission was over, a twenty-four hour quarantine would be waiting for you.


  The admiral had tried to give his war fighters the best to keep them happy. The security of the camp was held together by the compliance of the recon groups. One thing the admiral didn’t understand was that the same thing that gave them the courage to run down primals, was also what burned at them to return home to their country and their families, even if it meant certain death.


  Morning came hot and fast to the island. Brad woke early, since it was impossible to sleep under the intensity of the sun. He rose from his cot and followed the others to the showers and latrine. He had briefly met the members of Charlie Group the previous night. It had been late though, and there were no lights in the tent, so introductions were brief.


  Charlie Group was made up almost entirely of combat arms soldiers, sailors and Marines. There were seven of them, including Gunner. Most of them had worked together for weeks, since the founding of the island camp. Gunner had joined the group early, and as the senior member had become their leader. He was responsible for the recruiting and training of the members as well as the planning of missions. The rest of Charlie Group referred to Gunner as ‘The Godfather’, which somehow had broken down to just ‘Pops’.


  The only female in the group and exclusive non-combat arms member was Lieutenant Kelli Davis. She had been a competitive shooting champion in high school, and ranked top junior pistol shot in her state for three years. It was said her skills with a rifle were even better. She was raised a country girl, hard as nails, and could hunt and track with the best of them.


  Gunner sent a request through the chain of command for Kelli to join Charlie Group. They resisted at first, but Gunner was a hell of a salesman and eventually they came around. He was in need of a sniper and she would fit the position. The guys in charge signed off on the request, but that’s not why he’d recruited her. She was a naval aviator and had trained on large cargo aircraft. Charlie Group had needed a pilot, and they got one.


  The Villegas brothers were from Southern California. Dark, lean, and mean Marine Corps reservists doing a nine-month tour in Kuwait during the fall, they had managed to escape deep into the desert during the first days. They had survived for weeks on their own before being spotted by a low-flying observation plane. Now they were designated rifleman in Charlie Group. Quiet, tough, and reliable was how they were described.


  The last three members of Charlie Group were plucked from the top of a Bradley fighting vehicle in the dunes of Saudi Arabia. Sergeant Hahn, Corporal Parker, and Specialist Theo had been cavalry scouts assigned to an armored cavalry regiment. The scouts had fought a rolling retreat all the way from central Iraq. Tip of the spear. Lead vehicles in a massive convoy which had been rolling south towards the southern border. During an intense late night engagement, a fuel vehicle had bogged down on a bridge. They had pulled into a defensive perimeter and called the recovery vehicles forward, fighting wave after wave as the combat engineers attempted to clear the route. A lot of people and ammunition were lost in the failed effort. The more the soldiers fought, the more primals were attracted in. Vehicle crews ran out of ammunition and a means to fight back, then their fuel tanks had run dry. In the early morning hours, crews on the south side of the bridge were ordered by the officer in charge to continue the withdrawal and move towards the Saudi border, while vehicles to the north would search for a new route. Vehicles broke out of the defensive formations and scrambled to escape the primal mobs. Hahn’s Bradley was down to a driver and gunner; he had lost all of his dismounts early in the battle. Hahn commanded his vehicle south, fighting his way through the desert. In the chaos, they became separated from the rest. Radios were stormed with panicked traffic. Without the support of the convoy, their vehicle ran out of fuel and they became stranded and alone, lost in the Saudi desert. Sergeant Hahn and his men were rescued two days later.


  The back portion of tent six contained a makeshift ready room: a small table surrounded by cobbled-together benches. When Brad filed into the tent, he found most of Charlie Group already assembled in the briefing area. He was surprised to see Chelsea, Nelson, and Craig occupying a bench near the back of the space. Brooks had followed in behind Brad, and stood next to a pole that supported the weight of the tent.


  Sean and Gunner entered the room through a side door, causing everyone to suddenly cease conversations and take their seats. Gunner took a seat near the table and Sean found a seat near him. Even though they all shared a common goal in getting back to the States, Gunner had decided early on that he would keep everyone in the dark until they reached the drop zone. Operational security had to be tight for everything to succeed.


  Gunner pulled a sheet off the table, uncovering a map underneath. “Hope everyone is rested up, we have a big op planned for tomorrow. I gather everyone has met the new members of Charlie Group. These guys have a lot of experience on the ground with screamers; experience we can use. Also, tomorrow’s mission will be augmented with the Marines.


  “They are mechanics and electricians. We are tasked with trying to locate and recover working generators. The wrench turners will help, so let’s not get them killed right off.”


  Hahn raised his hand and gave Gunner a cold stare, “Excuse me Gunner, but how in the hell are we supposed to kill screamers while we are babysitting these kids?”


  “Fair enough question, Hahn. We’ll split into two, six-man teams for tomorrow. You six will run the same as always, as the Alpha element. Chief Rogers will take his people and the techs as Bravo element. I’ll stay in command.”


  Gunner pointed to a spot on the map overlay.”We’re going to drop in on the roof of this large office structure. From there, we’ll run a standard perimeter and observation post, before we branch out on our search recons. We’ll have approximately one hundred and eighty minutes on the ground. Pickup will be on the same rooftop.”


  Hahn again raised his hand. “Pops, what’s the alternate rally and pickup point in case things go bad?”


  “So glad you asked that, Sergeant Hahn,” Gunner said, as he used his grease marker to circle a section on the far corner of the map. “This is plan B, it’s an airport. If the shit hits the fan, we will roll hard to the alternate pickup point.”


  “Pops, that’s damn near five clicks through open terrain! One hell of a hump if we’re in active retreat,” Hahn said.


  “True story; thank you for recognizing the risk for us. I want all of you to memorize this map and possible routes to plan B. Sergeant Hahn makes a good point about the dangers, so let’s take double ammo and rations tomorrow just in case,” Gunner said to the moans of the others.


  “Damn Pops, double ammo and rations? That’s a lot of gear to hump,” the elder Villegas, Daniel, protested.


  The younger Villegas, Joey, let out a deep laugh, “Shoot, big brother, if it’s too much for your old ass, I’ll carry your shit for you.”


  “Yo shut up man, I’ll carry my own shit!” Daniel snapped back.


  “Okay, okay, that’s enough, get your stuff together. Everyone on the road tomorrow at zero three. That is all.” Gunner said.


  The room fell to silence as Gunner and Sean walked out of the tent. The rest of the members gathered around the table, taking notes and drawing sketches of the objective. Brad decided to avoid the crowd and went outside to grab some fresh air. He went beyond the tents and walked the road toward the large camp.


  Sensing he was being followed, he turned back and saw Chelsea coming up behind him. He stopped to wait up for her. “Can I join you, Sergeant Thompson?” she asked with humor in her voice.


  “You may, Corporal Swanson,” he answered as they continued to walk the road.


  “So Brad, what the hell are we doing here? Do you know what is going on?” Chelsea asked.


  Brad stopped and looked behind him before answering her. “Chelsea, just relax and go with things. We just got here. You’ll get adjusted to the routine.”


  “I don’t care; I didn’t sign up to be making garbage runs into cities. This isn’t my job. I just want to get home. I don’t want to adjust, Brad.”


  “Everyone wants to get home, but for now this is the hand we have been dealt. Get your people together. Inspect their gear and make sure they are ready for tomorrow’s mission.”


  “I’m not interested in the mission, can’t they find someone else?”


  “What did you tell me back on the tower? You said don’t quit. So suck it up, Marine. I don’t want to hear this bullshit out of you again. Do you understand?” Brad said, his frustration growing. Not only with her attitude, but because he couldn’t tell her the true objectives of the mission.


  “Yes Sergeant! Understood,” Chelsea said before she turned to walk away, but not before Brad saw the hurt in her expression.


  30.


  The Sea Stallion’s blades were already turning at high speed. The roar of the engines and the wash of dust made communication impossible. Gunner was just outside the radius of the large rotor blades, speaking to the helicopter’s crew chief. Then he ran back to the edge of the road where the rest of Charlie Group had assembled, and pulled Sergeant Hahn and Sean off to the side.


  Everyone was standing nervously over their gear of overstuffed rucksacks and long rifles, waiting for instructions. Each of them was dressed in their newly-acquired bite shirts under their heavy body armor. Brad and the other three soldiers were in MultiCam while the rest wore the tan, Navy issue uniforms. Brad looked to Chelsea to try and get her attention; she saw his stare and looked away.


  Sean and Hahn ran to the group, yelling for them to move out. Brad grabbed his heavy rucksack and looped the straps over his shoulders. He joined in line behind the rest of Charlie Group running toward the loading ramp of the aircraft. He followed until the line quickly stopped, then dropped into a seat on the port side. When everyone was onboard and set, Gunner flashed a thumbs up to the crew chief.


  Slowly the CH-53 rose into the still dark, early morning sky. The ramp remained down and they could see the dim outlines of the darkened camp as they flew away back out over the Arabian Sea and towards the Gulf of Aden. Quickly they were up and at cruising speed; the two hundred mile trip to the main land would take them just over an hour. The sun was starting to break the horizon and the sky glowed in response.


  Brad tried to relax. He went over the checklists in his head. He didn’t have to worry about forgetting anything; everything he owned was in his pack or on his person. He was carrying food and water for six days, which might seem like a lot, but not for continuous operations. Lately he had trained himself to survive on as little as one meal a day. One high calorie meal a day had done little to prevent the weight loss he had experienced in the last month.


  He had two hundred and ten rounds of 5.56 ammo strapped to his vest and another hundred and forty rounds in his pack. He carried seventy-five rounds of 9mm ammo, not counting the fifteen rounds loaded into his Sigma pistol. The tomahawk was strapped to his hip, his fighting knife on the left breast of his armor. Brad had reluctantly discarded his helmet in exchange for a lightweight boonie cap. He had two changes of uniform and a light poncho liner in a bivy sack. Altogether, his kit was over eighty-five pounds.


  The helicopter flared and changed altitude as they approached the coast line. The CH-53 cut right to approach the city in a slow, sweeping arc, out and away from their true objective. Just as in normal combat operations, the idea was to deceive the enemy of their true landing point. The helicopter neared the edge of the city and several times made false insertions.


  The crew chief gave a five minute warning and everyone gripped onto their rucksacks and weapons. The Sea Stallion made another dry landing nearly two blocks from the target building before it leapfrogged up and sped to the actual drop site. The bird lowered and hovered just over the building as the crew chief yelled for them to get out. Quickly they grabbed their gear and poured out of the helicopter. The Sea Stallion crew members grabbed web and sling load materials and dumped it onto the deck just as the throttles went up and the helicopter roared away.


  Brad watched as it made more false insertions and slowed its speed to lure any hunting primals away from the target building. Charlie Group cleared the area and made a full circle perimeter along the inside of the roof. They had formed a basic perimeter with the Alpha element taking responsibility of covering the two rooftop entrances. Then they dropped and became silent, listening for any movement, and smelling the air for signs of the primals.


  Brad sat uncomfortably; he had unwisely chosen a position amongst broken stone and debris. The sun was now in full force and he could feel the sweltering heat and the sweat rolling down his back. The building they had chosen was three stories high. The roof was constructed of concrete but mainly held together by asphalt. The edges of the roof were skirted by a three-foot wall. Small vents, chimneys, and two roof access structures were almost randomly placed.


  Brad quickly made a visual check of the rest of the Bravo element. Sean was in the middle of the hasty perimeter kneeling next to Hahn and Gunner. Chelsea and the other techs were in a broken line along the east end of the roof. Brooks had taken up a crouched position near the south wall where he could observe both roof access structures.


  After waiting over ten minutes in silence, Gunner stood and called everyone to his position near the center of the roof. Brad got to his feet in the middle of the debris and looked around to make sure everyone had received the message. Brad reached for his rucksack that he had dropped near him just after exiting the helicopter. As he grabbed the top handle and went to lift the bag, he felt a sagging in his knees and heard the creaking sound of splitting wood. He quickly released the handle and stood motionless. For an instance he had felt a sensation of dropping. He relaxed and took a deep breath as he slowly took a step forward.


  Just as he leaned forward the roof gave out from underneath him. He dropped fast as if a trap door had opened. He slipped feet first with no time to outstretch his arms. He slapped his face on a beam as he fell through layers of rotted wood and asphalt. He consciously fought to hold on to his rifle as he slapped into, then through, a large pile of debris. He felt as if he was lying on piles of rotten bodies and skeletons. A hot white flash of pain rushed through his body.


  He couldn’t see. The quick movement from the bright outdoors to the dark interior of the building had blinded him. He quickly checked every inch of his body for injuries. He felt okay, except for the stinging burn on his face and the taste of blood on his lips. He stretched out his arms and felt the cushioned mess around him. Brad went to straighten his legs and felt the searing pain in his thigh. Apprehensively he dropped his arm and felt a large wooden splinter piercing through the top of his leg. He had apparently fallen into a junk room loaded with piles of broken furniture and masses of garbage bags filled with refuse.


  Brad could see light from the hole he had fallen though, a narrow break in the roof maybe ten to twelve feet above him. He tried to stand but found himself tangled in the mass of broken furniture and garbage bags. The pain was unbearable, and made putting weight on his right leg impossible. He heard a voice call his name from above. They were obviously trying to stay away from the break in the roof. He shouted back a quick reply.


  Brad again tried to untangle himself from the debris when he heard the first moan. ‘Oh shit,’ he said to himself as he lay there, silently listening. He concentrated on trying to find the source of the noise. There was a skirmish of activity behind him and the noise sounded muted, possibly through a wall. Brad closed his eyes and slowly opened them again, trying to let the light from the hole in the ceiling bleed into the room.


  He began to make out the far wall, maybe ten feet away. He could see garbage and debris all around him; it was piled thick to the ceiling and pressed against a battered and destroyed door. ‘Oh no,’ he thought again as he realized where he had fallen. He was positioned in the middle of a makeshift barricade. Brad twisted hard in the garbage and was able to make out a larger portion of the room opening up into the darkness.


  ‘Now,’ the question he asked himself. ‘Are there primals in the room? Or are they all on the other side of the barricade?’ Another moan, coming from deep within the dark corners of the room, answered his question. The moan was joined by more screams from the other side of the door. Brad saw a shadow in the light above; he strained his eyes to see Brooks lying flat looking, into the hole.


  “You okay down there?” Brooks yelled.


  “Leg is dicked up, but I’ll live, if that’s what you are asking. I’m also not alone, if you were curious.”


  “Yeah I can hear the bastards, how many?”


  “Hell, I don’t know,” Brad said, shouting over a building chorus of screams and moans. “Sounds like a swarm. I have at least one of them in the room with me; the rest are on the other side of a door.”


  “What did you fall in, buddy? You’re in a rat’s nest of shit down there; can you crawl out?”


  Brad bent his body and strained his arms, trying to get a handle onto something solid. He reached a long, broken board and was able to get a few fingers around it. He began to pull hard to straighten himself; getting his other arm around the board, he pulled with all of his strength. Just as he finished pulling himself to a painful kneeling position, there was a crash into the pile. A primal had hit it at a full on run. It was snarling and thrashing at the barricade, trying to get at Brad.


  Brad was now in complete panic mode, scrambling to get out of reach of the creature, ignoring the pain, and fighting off the shock. With no room to maneuver the M4, he pulled his M9 and tried to get a good angle. Holding the pistol with a bent arm, he fired at the frenzied creature which was moving fast and jumping around the pile. Brad fired again, unsure if he hit it. He fired a third time and saw a portion of the creature’s jaw explode, but it continued to come at him, attacking the barricade from different directions. Brad pressed hard against the obstacles behind him, using his good leg to press back and create a dead space. He brought up the pistol, took careful aim, and finally put down the primal.


  The same gunshots that had killed his immediate threat also sounded the dinner bell for the crazies on the other side of the door. Brad forced his way through the pile, crawling and dragging himself toward the creature he had just killed to get to the inside of the room and out of the barricade. As he crawled, he looked back toward the door and saw the first of many hands grab at the battered wooden door.


  “Talk to me down there, I can’t see shit from up here!” Brooks yelled.


  Brad finally freed himself from the barricade and out of the cluster of garbage. He slipped, rolled to the hard floor, and then rolled back further, falling flat on his back onto a carpet. He looked around and saw more loose refuse and garbage. Brad struggled at his armor and finally located his flashlight. He quickly panned it around the void, relieved to find he was alone. The single primal must have occupied this hide out. It had probably been wounded somehow and turned here alone, or was abandoned here. Either way, it was not his problem.


  “I’m clear, but there are a lot of them trying to get in,” Brad yelled up to Brooks.


  Brad took a look at his leg; a large, broken piece of wood had entered the right side of his thigh, piercing through the top of his leg. It came clean through the top and there was no bleeding, so he hoped it missed the artery. There was no time for self-surgery, so he wrapped and stabilized the splinter as best he could with dressings made from his gear. Another pounding and a sound of ripping wood woke his thoughts again.


  Brad holstered the M9 and swung his suppressed M4 back into action. He watched the break in the door as creatures poured out. The barricade looked like hell, but it seemed to do the job. Everything that poured into it was quickly bogged down in the piles of broken furniture and garbage. At least five of them had breached the door and were piled into the mess now.


  Brad heard the blast of a twelve gauge shotgun come from above, then another crash and the sporadic sounds of suppressed small arms fire.


  “Hold on buddy, Alpha element is on its way down. They just breached the door,” Brooks shouted.


  “No, come on man, I can’t get out through that door. It’s blocked solid by the barricade,” Brad shouted back over the roaring of the primals.


  “Don’t worry about it, just keep yourself safe,” Brooks yelled.


  Brad raised the suppressed rifle to his shoulder and took an aimed shot. He struck one of the tangled creatures square in the top of the head. Slowly, Brad used his hands to right himself and to move farther back into the room against a far wall. He propped himself up and raised his rifle, killing another primal that was burrowing through the barricade. Brooks kept calling down, telling him to hold tight. Alpha was in the hallway and would be on him shortly.


  There was a muffled explosion. Brad saw sparks from outside the destroyed door. The rest of the door was yanked back and off of its hinges. He heard the men outside shouting instructions, and a light shone into the pile. The last three primals were quickly put down. Brad tried to stand; he struggled but made it to his feet. He looked into the blinding light.


  “You okay in there, bro?” he heard the elder Villegas call out to him.


  “I’m good, but I can’t get out that way.”


  “Okay bro, get away from that wall. We fixing to make a new door,” Daniel answered.


  The men left their position outside of the door. Brad heard more gunfire and the shouting of soldiers. Soon there was a pounding at the wall, followed by a muffled yell warning him to get away. There was a loud yell down the hall of “Fire in the hole” just as the room exploded and a sharp crack cut Brad’s hearing. He couldn’t see anything; the room was a cloud of dust and debris, and his ears were ringing. Brad struggled again to stand as the men rushed the room and grabbed him.


  Quickly they dragged him through the breached wall. Two men carried Brad, two more cleared the way out front, and another two took up the rear. They passed through a cluttered apartment and into a trashed hallway. They moved quickly up and over dead primals. They found the stairway, turned the corner, and the lead men stopped to cover the stairs that led down while the men carrying Brad moved him back up to the roof. Brad was moved several feet from the door just as everyone came onto the roof and the door was secured.


  Brad was carefully placed on his back near the wall’s skirt. Quickly, Brooks cut Brad’s uniform away from the wound. He reached in his aid bag; finding what he was looking for, he went to stick Brad. “No … Don’t. There’s no casualty evacuation coming for me, I have to stay sharp,” Brad said.


  Brooks gave Brad a worried look and shook his head, “I don’t think you have a choice, Brad. I can’t fix this. Unless you go back on the return chopper, you won’t get any treatment,” Brooks said.


  Chelsea came forward and kneeled near Brad. “Let him give you the morphine. The helicopter will be back and they can treat you. We can secure the roof until then,” she said.


  Brad looked up at Sean. “Tell them.”


  Gunner stepped forward. He told them about the egress plan; the move to the airport. How they had all needed to be gone when the CH-53 returned for the pickup. Yes, there was an option to stay behind and return on the bird, but he hoped they would choose to attempt the airfield. They needed to make a decision, and quick.


  “Brooks, my leg isn’t broken. Pull this shit out and wrap it tight. I’ll make it with you guys or die trying,” Brad said. “You can leave my gear, I don’t care, but I’m not going back.”


  Brooks looked to Gunner and Sean for an answer. “Get started on the ropes to rappel down. Secure us a vehicle on the ground. I didn’t feel like walking anyhow. We can still do this. Brooks, get him patched up; we’ll come for you when it’s time to move out,” Gunner said.


  The men jumped to their feet, moving back to the wall and preparing ropes. Sean came to Brad’s side. “Brooks is going to work with you; don’t worry, we will get you out of here, Brad. Chelsea, stay and help Brooks, I’m going with your guys to grab us some wheels.”


  Brooks put the morphine injector back in his pack and pulled out a Fentanyl lollipop. “Here, put this in your mouth. I’ll pull that out of your leg but I’m not doing it to you cold.”


  Brad nodded and opened his mouth as Brooks put the medicated stick on his tongue and swabbed the inside of Brad’s mouth. Soon Brad began to feel his pain numb. Brooks ordered Chelsea to try and hold Brad down as best she could while he worked on his leg. Brooks rolled Brad onto his stomach and Chelsea knelt across Brad’s right hip. Brad could feel the weight and he felt Brooks pull on his right knee to straighten his leg.


  There was a searing pain as Brooks tugged and pulled the large splinter out. “Good news! Looks like it just went through your quad. Surprisingly looks pretty clean,” Brooks said as he doused the wound with water and a peroxide solution. Then he quickly covered both sides of the wound with quick-clot bandages and tightly wrapped it with clean dressings. When he was finished, he pulled as much of the uniform pants back over the wound as possible and then wrapped it again with a small roll of electrical tape.


  “This is temporary, Brad. I’m going to have to open it up and clean it as soon as possible. I need you to start taking these right away,” Brooks said, handing Brad a small bottle of antibiotics. “Keep that lollipop handy; you’re going to be in a lot of pain. I still have the morphine stick if you want it later,” Brooks finished.


  “I’m good; just let me catch my breath. I’ll be ready to go when they give the word,” Brad said, sweating and grimacing in pain.


  They carried Brad closer to the building’s wall while they lowered their gear below. Brooks helped Chelsea onto the ropes and she slowly rappelled herself to the ground. Next, Brooks positioned Brad into an under-the-shoulder harness, strapped him in, and lowered him down. Brad landed with his good leg and dropped onto a sunbaked sidewalk next to the building. Brooks dropped beside him and undid the harness.


  The city was empty and void of movement. The sidewalk and road were empty except for the strewn garbage piled at the corners of the streets. Brad leaned against the hot wall, shielding his eyes from the sun. He fished through his pockets and found his tinted goggles – he must have lost his glasses in the fall. Brad put them on to shield his eyes from the bright sun. He could see members of the Alpha element positioned down both sides of the street. Farther down, he could see more men gathered around an abandoned vehicle. It looked like a Volkswagen van from the front. There was a small four-door cab in the front, with a small pickup truck-type bed in the back.


  They had pushed the van out and away from the curb. The Marines had the hood open and were leaning over the engine compartment. Brad watched as Sean jumped in the cab and barked instructions. The Marines got behind the vehicle and pushed it. Sean popped the clutch, the vehicle stuttered and coughed, then backfired loudly before dying. The Marines ran back to the vehicle and tried again.


  The Alpha element was nervously scanning the surroundings, knowing the noise would attract the screamers. Again the van stuttered, but this time it coughed to life. Sean eased in the clutch and revved the engine until he achieved an idle. Sean slowly nursed the van down the narrow street on badly bald tires, while the Marines followed behind him at a jog to keep up. The van pulled up near Brad and rested against the curb.


  Sean shouted instructions from the window. Everyone gathered their gear and threw it into the back of the van. They lifted Brad and placed him in the bed atop all of the gear. Brad crawled so that his back was against the cab of the van and positioned his rifle so that he could cover his side of the vehicle. They dropped the tailgate on the truck and piled in, grabbing onto the sides while the remaining four jumped in the cab. There were thirteen of them packed into a vehicle made for half of that.


  Brad’s pain had greatly subsided, so he took the lollipop from his mouth and placed it into his breast pocket for safe keeping. He could still feel the pressure and tightness in his leg even though the pain had been numbed. He tried straightening and bending his leg in the confined space, and was able to do it with minimal discomfort. He could feel the tightening of the tissue and was careful not to put too much pressure on the wound.


  Brad watched Specialist Theo load his M203 grenade launcher with a 40-millimeter grenade. He aimed high into the sky and popped the round out and into the distance. There was a thump from the 203 as it landed some three hundred meters away before the sharp explosion. Theo loaded another round and again aimed out and over a neighboring building. Another thump was followed by a distant blast. “What the hell is he shooting at?” Brad asked.


  Corporal Parker looked at Brad as the van began to drive up the street toward the airport. “He’s not shooting at anything, Sergeant. We found out a while ago that the forty mike-mikes are more useful at drawing the primals away then they are at fighting them. So whenever we need to make a move in Indian country, we lob a couple off in the distance to get them headed in the wrong direction.”


  “We use flares,” Brad joked.


  “What the fuck? Y’all is crazy, we don’t mess with them at night,” Parker answered.


  The van’s engine smoothed out as it warmed up and picked up speed. Sean guided it down the middle of the street, only slowing to avoid vehicles or obstacles on the road. They made their way through the heaviest parts of the city, only spotting an occasional primal in the distance. The CH-53 false insertions combined with the M203 distraction must have been successful in leading them away.


  Charlie Group quickly reached the outer perimeter of the airport. Instead of driving around and looking for an entrance, Sean pulled up alongside a high chain link fence. A number of men jumped from the vehicle and began quickly cutting a gap in the fence. They pulled a section back, allowing the van to ease through. The men hastily repaired the gap before re-boarding the van. Sean gunned the van and headed toward the runway.


  The runway was scattered with small aircraft. Brad saw several burnt-out hulls of large aircraft, probably abandoned airlines. Some military-type jet aircraft were also on the ground, the frames sticking out like rotting skeletons. They slowly drove down the runways and tarmacs, looking for the best choice. Finally, Sean pulled up to a fat, four-prop plane with Arabic words written on the sides. It was painted in a blue and white pattern. Sean pulled up close to the side, staying away from the wings, and left the van’s engine running.


  The plane reminded Brad of a C-130, but the nose didn’t look right, and it was painted in civilian markings. The wheels and gear looked the same as a military heavy-lift plane, at least the kind Brad was accustomed to, but everything else was different. The plane sat alone on the edge of the tarmac with its cargo ramp down and support vehicles surrounding it. The crew door was swinging open above the wheeled portable walkway.


  “What the hell kind of plane is this?” Nelson asked wearily.


  Brooks jumped from the bed of the van before turning to help Brad out. “It’s an Antonov AN-12, old Russian bird. They are pretty solid though, decent range. Nice choice if it’ll fire up.”


  Kelli, their designated pilot, who had been riding in the cab and pointing out aircraft to Sean, quickly moved to the side of the aircraft and began an inspection. The rest of the men fanned out and began to set up a perimeter. “I think we are in luck, check this out,” Kelli yelled from the back of the Antonov.


  A large fuel truck was parked near the aircrafts’ open rear ramp, and fuel hoses were still attached to the aircraft. A large yellow power unit was parked under the nose with cables running to the aircraft. Brad took his hand off of the side of the van and slowly limped toward the aircraft. He could see bodies scattered around the rear of the plane. “They must have been preparing to get out of Dodge when they were attacked,” Kelli said.


  Gunner looked at the bodies and scanned the horizon. “Certainly looks that way. Everyone stay sharp; I’m sure they are tucked into the shade, but they are here,” Gunner warned. “Villegas, take a couple of men and clear the aircraft, try not to shoot it up too bad either, okay?”


  The Villegas brothers nodded in response and ran up the portable walkway. Sean exited the van and went to the rear of the Antonov where Brad and Kelli had gathered. “Kelli, can you fly this?”


  “I don’t think it will be much of a problem. Obviously I don’t have cert for it, but what the hell, right? I’m sure I can get it in the air, landing will suck though.”


  “How far can we go in this?”


  “With the tanks topped off we can make Europe. I’m most familiar with the bases in Italy, so I’d like to plan for that.”


  “I’m giving you my team of wrenches, use them to get this thing off the ground, and train them to be your flight crew,” Sean said.


  “Roger that, Chief.”


  Brad went back to the van. He could see Kelli taking charge of Chelsea and the other Marines. She had them moving about smartly. Nelson headed to the power cart and began trying to get it operational. Villegas popped his head out of the crew entrance and announced that the plane was clear. Brooks ran to join Corporal Parker, who had slung his SAW over his back. Together they started transferring bags from the van to the cargo bay of the AN-12, being careful to make sure everything was properly secured.


  Gunner and Sean were gathered near Brad looking over maps when Kelli reported to them. “Looks like the tanks are heavy with fuel. They were definitely prepping the aircraft for departure when it went down. Everything is set for takeoff. That is if your guy can get the power cart go–.” The roar of a small engine cut her off midsentence as Nelson started the generator on the power cart.


  “That settles that; I just need to make my way to the cockpit. We’ll be ready to go in another twenty minutes,” Kelli said.


  “Okay, let’s hustle. The CH-53 is due for pick up in less than an hour … I’d like to be gone by then,” Gunner said.


  “What happens when we aren’t there? Will they look for us? I don’t want people to get hurt trying to find us,” Brad asked.


  “No, that won’t happen. The CH-53 will loiter in the area as long as they have fuel. After that, they’ll return to base. They have a no search and rescue order. They figure if a mob was big enough to take out a group, then it’s too dangerous for a rescue,” Gunner answered.


  Brad squinted. “Damn, that’s really messed up.”


  “Yes it is, but it works to our advantage today. How’s that leg? Can you manage to get your ass on board? Or does somebody need to carry you?” Gunner said.


  “I’ll manage,” Brad replied.


  As Brad turned to hobble toward the aircraft’s cargo ramp, they heard the sounds of suppressed gunfire. “Several contacts; north terminal!” Hahn yelled from the far side of the aircraft.


  Sean stopped what he was doing and ran toward Hahn with his rifle in hand. Gunner grabbed the bags and started helping with the cargo transfer. “Lieutenant, we don’t have twenty minutes, we need to go now!”


  Brad stopped and grabbed the last bag from the back of the van. He sucked up the pain and half-jogged to the rear ramp. He tossed the bag into the aircraft and dropped into a prone position across the back of the ramp with his rifle. He could sense the commotion behind him as the others prepared the aircraft for takeoff. Brad pulled the remainder of the painkilling lollipop from his pocket and put it in his mouth. He adjusted his weight to his left side and relaxed into the optics of his rifle as the first wave of primals rounded a corner and came into view.


  There were only ten of them, but they were running fast on a collision course for Sergeant Hahn and Specialist Theo, who had set up an observation post about one hundred meters out. The two men were between Brad and the mob and directly in Brad’s line of fire. The soldiers were firing into the charging creatures. One at a time, a soldier would rapid fire while the other would leapfrog back. They were making good movements but the mob wasn’t slowing down.


  From his peripheral vision, Brad saw Sean take a position under a wing of the aircraft. Sean dropped to the ground and aimed his rifle downrange. He took quick shots, cutting down the lead runners. Sean’s rifle fire allowed the soldiers to quicken their pace. They fell in alongside Sean just as the first of the four engines roared to life.


  Now with the soldiers clear, Brad was able to take aimed shots at the advancing primals. He was surprised to be so focused even under the influence of the lollipop. He was even having a good time, he thought to himself, smiling. He fired rhythmically, knocking the charging crazies down. Not every round was a kill shot, but he did enough to put the primals on the ground and slow the attack.


  A gunshot behind him broke Brad’s focus. He turned to see Brooks firing directly to the rear of the aircraft at another mob that was closing in on them from the terminal. More gunfire started outside near where the van was parked, and Brad feared they were becoming surrounded. Brad adjusted his position to take line with Brooks as he saw Nelson and Craig run up the ramp, shouting that the start cart and ladder were clear.


  Brad aimed and fired into the body of the mass of primals. He hit several of them square, but more filled the gaps. Corporal Parker and Gunner had joined them on the ramp and fired rapidly into the closing mob. Parker’s loud unsuppressed M249 machine gun was sweeping and cutting down the advancing mob. Brad heard Sean shouting, “Three friendlies coming around!” as Sean, Hahn, and Theo climbed the high side of the ramp and rolled into the aircraft.


  The throttles increased with the roar of the engines and the plane began to move forward. Chelsea worked a lever and the ramp began to rise, with the firing men still perched on the end of it. Brad stayed in position next to Brooks, firing until someone grabbed him by the good leg and dragged him into the cargo bay. A wave of primals collided with the ramp just as it closed. They could hear them banging against the aircraft’s body as Kelli slowly taxied the AN-12.


  Brad had been dragged onboard and near the pallet of rucksacks and gear. He grabbed at one and used it to unsteadily get to his feet. He moved forward and found Sean near a portside window. Brad strained for position and looked outside the aircraft. He could see an increasing stream of them pouring from hanger bays and buildings along the runway. Several had already gotten near the props and been chopped to pieces.


  “Good thing this is a propeller job! Jet aircraft might have trouble swallowing all of those body parts,” Sean said casually over the roar of the engines.


  “Won’t that mess up the blades?” Brad asked.


  “I’m sure it’s not good for them, but beats the hell out of the alternative,” Sean said.


  “Alternative?”


  “Going back outside to fight them.”


  Kelli brought the AN-12 onto a cleared section of the runway and rolled to the end. She made a quick maneuver, spinning the plane around so that it faced down the long empty strip. The primals were still rushing from all directions but had stopped launching themselves at the aircraft and its props. They seemed to be confused, unsure of what to do with it, or how to get at the men inside. They had massed in a crowd around the plane but were giving it space to move.


  The AN-12’s engines roared up as they climbed to maximum power. Kelli released the brakes and the plane began to vibrate and speed forward down the runway. Brad suddenly lost his balance and reached out for leverage. “You should probably get strapped in, hero,” Sean said, looking at Brad.


  Brad turned to take a step toward the rows of seats filling the middle of the aircraft and almost fell. Sean caught him and dropped him into a seat. Brooks moved up beside them and took a seat as the plane rapidly rose into the air. They heard the gear come up and lock into place. Brad put his seat back and smiled.


  “Anyone know what the in-flight meal will be?” Brad asked.


  “Not sure about beef or chicken, but I still have that morphine for you,” Brooks said.


  31.


  Burdened by heavy fur clothing, the bearded man wearily walked the trail. He distributed his weight on a walking stick to take pressure off of a nagging back. Jeremiah had followed the boys for more than five miles. His sons had something to show him, something they had found during their morning rounds. They had rushed back to the farm with excitement in their voices, dragging him out and onto the trail.


  Jeremiah was still curious as to why his two teen sons had wandered so far from the pasture. They told him they were searching for a lamb; he had his doubts, but was too tired to argue with them. The previous night’s winter storm had been harsh and scattered the flock, so the story was plausible. He knew they were young men and needed adventure in their lives. Jeremiah tried not to harass them; he knew that was their mother’s job.


  It was dangerous out in the hills away from the farm, especially with the cold of winter drawing in out of the high ground. He told his sons to stay close to the pastures. Still, it had been months since the last of the infected attacks, and the boys had become more complacent as a result of their boredom. He was sure they had wandered the path to visit their old school, now closed and shuttered. They were always in search of a school friend, or news from the outside.


  He saw the boys standing and waiting for him at the top of a hill. They had said they found something; something he needed to see. They refused to tell him what, probably knowing he would refuse to go if he suspected danger. That was why he had followed them all the way out here on this cold fall day, humoring the boys and joining them on their adventure.


  As Jeremiah neared the top of the hill, he could smell the smoke of a wood fire, and his senses went on high alert. Wood smoke could mean a campfire, and camp fires meant people. Not everyone was friendly these days. He checked his coat to make sure his old service pistol was still in his hip pocket as he hastened his pace up the hill. Jeremiah rounded the top, falling alongside his boys, and looked down into the snow-covered valley. He stood in awe at the sight.


  A long, earth-strewn trench was sheared across the pasture. The trench ended at the smoking body of a large, destroyed aircraft. The nose of the plane was badly damaged; a wing and parts of engines lay behind the plane, impaled in the ground. The main body of the plane seemed intact from the distance atop the hill, but it had rolled to one side at an odd angle.


  “See Dad, we told you! What is it?” Jeremiah’s youngest son, Michael, asked.


  The man stood staring at the wreckage. Fear struck him; maybe he should return to the farm, pretend he had never seen it.


  No. There could be supplies on board, or possibly survivors.


  Or infected.


  “Anyone else hear tell of this??”


  “Not a soul, Dad. We came right to ya,” William answered.


  “Stay close behind me boys, and keep those guns ready. Let’s go have us a look,” he said to them, already second-guessing his words. He turned and watched his boys ready the small double barreled, twenty-gauge shotgun and semi-automatic .22 rifle he had given them months earlier. He told them to keep their fingers off the triggers as he led them down toward the crash site.


  Jeremiah thought his days of violence had ended when he left the service. Ten years in the Army, most of it with the 22nd regiment, had been enough for him. He happily left the forces and took over his father’s farm. The Army service pistol had been a retirement gift from his old man. His father had also been a 22nd man. The pistol was the same one his grandfather had given to his father when he returned from Korea.


  His boys were not new to the dangers of the world. They had survived their fair share of attacks by the infected. For the most part, their remote farm sheltered them from the dangers they had witnessed on the television. Thomas, his older boy, had been in the city during the first of the attacks and had barely made it home. He told of the behavior of the infected and warned how they attacked without mercy.


  Days after the first outbreaks, a neighbor had come to him seeking help for his wife. She had been bitten. He tried for town, but the streets were blocked and the infected roamed freely. Jeremiah gave his neighbor all of the medical supplies he had. A day later his neighbor’s family attacked them. They had killed one of his sheep, and had trapped his wife and son in the barn.


  Jeremiah tried to reason with his longtime friend but he received a moan in response. They took their attention from the barn and charged at him. When the neighbor went to attack Jeremiah, he shot his neighbor three times in the chest with his old Army revolver. The man fell, but his neighbor’s wife and daughter carried on with the attack. If Thomas hadn’t been carrying the .22 rifle, they would have killed him.


  Jeremiah approached from the nose of the aircraft. He could clearly see now that the cockpit had been destroyed. The plane listed heavily to the side with the missing wing. The other side of the plane had half a wing pointed up at the sky. The moved close to the plane and walked near the sheared-off half-wing. Fluids still dripped from the wreckage, and not much snow had accumulated on the hull. The wreckage had not been here long.


  Jeremiah positioned his sons on a high embankment and warned them to cover him as he moved down to the rear of the aircraft. He could already see from his current position that the back half of the plane was split open. He was hoping he might be able to see or even enter the fuselage. Jeremiah watched his footing and walked steadily to avoid the crunching of the fresh snow. He had grown up hunting small game, and was familiar with stalking prey.


  He removed the Army pistol from his pocket and felt the weight of it in his gloved hand. Jeremiah slowly moved toward the split in the aircraft’s hull. The break was large, plenty large enough for him to step through if he could get high enough to access it. Jeremiah searched for a foothold but found none. He decided to try and climb to the break, but paused when he heard the sparrow’s call: a warning from his sons.


  Jeremiah turned back to make eye contact with the boys as a man stepped up beside him. Jeremiah was startled, and instinctively went to raise the pistol. Before he could, a second man moved in from behind him and quickly released it from his grip. Jeremiah took a clumsy step backwards, almost falling, before he was grabbed by the man and righted back to his feet.


  He looked up into the bearded, toothy smile of a man in uniform. The man was dressed in tan camouflage and had a small sub machine gun strapped to his chest. Now well balanced, Jeremiah took a step back and turned on the large man standing behind him. He was dressed in the same camouflage pattern and carrying the same type of machine gun. Jeremiah looked up as another uniformed man, dressed in different camouflage, limped from around the tail of the aircraft followed by several others.


  Jeremiah took another step back and put his hands in the air.


  “Lard tunderin Jesus, b’y! Welcome to Newfoundland!”


   



   



  
    Book Four

  


  
    Walking in the Shadow of Death

  


  
    Now Available

  


   



  
    Thank You for Reading

  


   



  
    If you have an opportunity, please leave a review on Amazon.

  


   



  
    W. J. Lundy is a still serving Veteran of the U.S. Military with service in Afghanistan. He has over 14 years of combined service with the Army and Navy in Europe, the Balkans and Southwest Asia. Visit him on Facebook for more.

  


   



  
    OTHER WORKS BY WJ LUNDY

  


  
    [image: ]

  


  
    Walking in the Shadow of Death

  


   



  
    [image: ]

  

  
    Something to Fight For

  


  
    [image: ]

  


   



  
    SIXTH CYCLE

  


  
    Nuclear war has destroyed human civilization.

    Captain Jake Phillips wakes into a dangerous new world, where he finds the remaining fragments of the population living in a series of strongholds, connected across the country. Uneasy alliances have maintained their safety, but things are about to change. — Discovery leads to danger. — Skye Reed, a tracker from the Omega stronghold, uncovers a threat that could spell the end for their fragile society. With friends and enemies revealing truths about the past, she will need to decide who to trust. — Sixth Cycle is a gritty post-apocalyptic story of survival and adventure.

  


  
    Darren Wearmouth ~ Carl Sinclair

  


   



   



  
    INVASION OF THE DEAD SERIES

  


  
    On the east coast of Australia, five friends returning from a month-long camping trip slowly discover that a virus has swept through much of the country. What greets them in a gradual revelation is an enemy beyond compare. Armed with dwindling ammunition, the friends must overcome their disagreements, utilize their individual skills, and face unimaginable horrors as they battle to reach their hometown and make sense of life in the new world.

  


  
    Owen Baillie

  


   



   



  
    DEAD ISLAND: Operation Zulu

  


  
    Ten years after the world was nearly brought to its knees by a zombie Armageddon, there is a race for the antidote! On a remote Caribbean island, surrounded by a horde of hungry living dead, a team of American and Australian commandos must rescue the Antidotes' scientist. Filled with zombies, guns, Russian bad guys, shady government types, serial killers and elevator muzak. Dead Island is an action packed blood soaked horror adventure.

  


  
    Allen Gamboa

  


   



   



  
    SPLINTER

  


  
    For close to a thousand years they waited, waited for the old knowledge to fade away into the mists of myth. They waited for a re-birth of the time of legend for the time when demons ruled and man was the fodder upon which they fed. They waited for the time when the old gods die and something new was anxious to take their place. A young couple was all that stood between humanity and annihilation. Ill equipped and shocked by the horrors thrust upon them they would fight in the only way they knew how, tooth and nail. Would they be enough to prevent the creation of the feasting hordes? Were they alone able to stand against evil banished from hell? Would the horsemen ride when humanity failed? The earth would rue the day a splinter group set up shop in Cold Spring.

  


  
    H. J. Harry
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