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Kursk, Russia.




VASILY ANDROPOV STOOD IN the first line of ten applicants with forty other men and women arrayed behind him in orderly rows.  They had been waiting in the gymnasium for what seemed like an hour.   He glanced around at the crumbling facility.  A huge faded red star marred the concrete of the far wall behind a rusted basketball hoop.  The chipped mural displayed what remained of a golden hammer and sickle, cracked and crumbling like the old empire it represented.

Vasily turned to looked at the two men on either side of him.  Both were of middle height with neatly trimmed brown hair.  Just jeans and a casual shirt, no beards or stubble.  They looked as if they would be comfortable on any city street in Russia.  Vasily frowned.  Their casual clothes were the equal of his best shirt and trousers.  As the son of a poor farmer, Vasily didn't stroll down the streets of any city.

“How much longer will they make us wait for the results?” he asked.  Talking eased his anxiety—securing the job would mean more money than he could ever hope to make on the farm.

The man on his right fixed cold blue eyes on him and turned away with a grunt and a shrug.  The one on his left offered a tight smile.  “I want to know why they have armed guards in here.”

“Sssh!” a woman behind them hissed.  “They said no talking.”

The man on Vasily’s left winked.  “Aleksei.”

They shook hands.  “Vasily.”

“You think we failed?" asked Vasily's new acquaintance under his breath.  "Maybe they’re waiting to dismiss us?”

Vasily eyed the impassive men with AK-47s at the gym's three exits.  They wore uniforms he couldn’t place and stared straight ahead, ready but not staring at any one person in particular.

“I don’t know,” he said.  “Perhaps they’re—”

The main double doors, directly across the gymnasium opened and bright light temporarily blinded the applicants.  More than one hand flew up to shield dark-adapted eyes.

A loud clanging accompanied the return of semi-darkness as the doors closed.  Vasily’s eyes struggled to re-adapt to the dim lighting in the dreary gym but his ears worked just fine: people in heavy boots tromped across the chipped and scuffed wooden floor. 

“Hello and congratulations!” called out a cheerful male voice.  “I am  Igor Voroshilov.”

The speaker stepped closer.  He stood examining the applicants for a moment and nodded to himself.  “They are certified?  All of them?” he called over his shoulder.  A woman in a lab coat flipped through the pages on her clipboard as she stepped forward.

“Yes.  All of them."  She frowned.  "The best candidates available.”

"Will it be enough?” asked a man in the group behind Voroshilov.  His voice echoed in the silence.

“It will have to be, nyet?” Voroshilov replied.

"You don't give us enough time—” the man complained.

"Do not worry,” soothed Voroshilov.  “I am sure they will be fine.”  He focused on the ranks of waiting applicants and smiled.  “Worry not, my friends—everyone in this room has passed the test!  You are all hired!”

Spontaneous cheers erupted but Vasily felt only cautiously optimistic.  He’d been told there were a very limited number of positions available.  He glanced up and down the line of people in the first row, shaking hands and laughing.

“Okay, please calm down everyone.  There are still some things—” Voroshilov began.  He laughed, arms spread wide.  "Settle down, please."

“Will we still be paid the full amount?” someone called out.  

“I thought there were only a few positions…?” another voice added cautiously.  A murmur of agreement followed the question.

Voroshilov raised his voice over the noise: “Yes!  You will all be paid the full amount—$175,000 American.”

More cheering.  Vasily couldn’t believe his luck.  After all the medical tests and the barrage of mental exams, he was sure he’d flunk out of the program.  

“Why do those men have guns?” asked the woman who’d sssshed Vasily a few moments earlier.  The crowd fell silent.

Voroshilov never missed a beat.  His smile never wavered.  “When dealing with the amount of money we are, one learns to take precautions.  Hence meeting in this dreadful place,” he said. “My company requires the highest security in this matter.  The amount of money involved in the overall program is more than you can imagine.  Remember, you are just a small piece.  Onnei is a global corporation—we have programs like this all over Europe and Asia, North America too.”  Voroshilov shifted his attention back to the entire group.  “And this is only the beginning!  When you complete each assigned tasks, the bonuses will increase.”

He turned and waved a hand to the guards by the doors.  A platoon of unarmed men marched in, each carrying two silver briefcases.  The doors on the right side of the gym opened and another group entered wearing surgical scrubs.  They wheeled IV stands and carried bulky equipment bags.

“You are wondering what is happening,” said Voroshilov above the noise of the new arrivals.  “First, you will each receive a series of travel vaccinations administered by our medical staff," he nodded in their direction then gestured toward the men with briefcases.  "Then each of you will then meet with one of our veteran couriers to discuss the details of your first assignments."

“Vaccinations?  What for?” demanded the man on Vasily’s right.

“On your applications, you indicated international travel was acceptable to you—to all of you, yes?” asked Voroshilov.  “The European Union has strict travel restrictions in place to combat the American Flu in Berlin and Cordoba."  He clasped his hands behind his back and smiled.  "You are the lucky ones—you will get the vaccine and a special immune system booster we created to make sure you stay healthy on your travels for Onnei Systems.  I assure you, the vaccine is quite safe—I have had it myself.”

“But why—”

“Do you honestly think Onnei will send you out into the world with a case full of money and corporate secrets, only for you to fall sick in some foreign country?"  He waited until he had every eye in the room trained on him.  "Our rivals would love that.  No—our Directors have spared no expense—after all, you are now part of the Onnei family.”  Voroshilov’s smiled.  “Now—who wants to get paid?”




Vasily smiled in his train seat. He'd just left Brussels en route for Paris.  He was on the next to last leg of his journey from Moscow to London.  He leaned back in his seat and admired the idyllic French countryside as it rolled by his window.  The rhythmic swaying of the train car combined with a belly full of food made him drowsy.  

The green fields outside his window made him miss home.  It was late afternoon—Father would be bringing in the animals soon.  There would only be a few hours of sunlight left to wrap up the daily chores.

He sighed and pulled out his itinerary for the tenth time to rescan the list.  His next stop: Paris, where he’d pick up a reserved ticket on the TGV.  Then came London, where his first call was mid-morning tomorrow at Onnei's British headquarters.   

The train jostled for a moment then settled again.  The metal briefcase between his legs fell against his shin.  He reached down to right it and reassure himself it was still there.  He had stopped at a bank in Moscow before he left to wire his parents a quarter of his new-hire money.  He was a fortunate man indeed.  The bonus he would receive for completing his mission would make him rich.

Even the vaccines the pretty company nurse had injected into his arm had brightened his mood.  At first he had to admit, he hadn’t been happy—he’d always hated needles and his family distrusted doctors and academics in general for generations.  His grandfather—his wise dedushka—always said there were three people never to trust: doctors, Americans, and Party Members.

But now, Vasily thought, I’ll be one of the elite.  A half-million dollar bonus!  On top of the money they already gave me…I don’t even know what to do first.  Get a house?  Party?  Maybe find a girl…maybe a British girl?  Vasily grinned.  Maybe two?  

Vasily had never counted himself among those blessed with good looks.  His body had been bred for manual labor.  He had his father's broad face and thick hands.  Yet as he examined his distorted reflection in the window, he imagined there were more than enough girls in London willing to party with him and his money.

A sudden itch in his throat made him cough.  The smartly dressed babushka next to him leveled a look of mild disdain in his direction and leaned away, pretending to try for better light to read her newspaper.  She ruffled the papers and did her best to ignore the outside world.  Vasily didn’t care.  The nurse had told him he might cough or sneeze a little—it was a common side effect of the travel vaccine.  He would feel better in a day or two.  

The newspaper fluttering indignantly a foot away from him turned out to be the day’s copy of Le Monde.  He glanced at the headlines—there before him was the reason he'd taken a train all the way from Moscow to London rather than just fly.   The lead story lamented Great Britain's decision to block all air travel in an attempt to prevent transmission of the flu across the Atlantic.  The article bemoaned closure of the TGV train line must surely be next.  

Vasily smiled.  He’d seen the skyrocketing prices of train tickets when he’d reached the terminal in Brussels.  Onnei had spared no expense, but had specific language requirements for their couriers.  Vasily spoke passable French—at least that’s what he told them.  In reality, if he worked at it, he could make himself understood to native French-speakers well enough to find a water closet.  He understood written French better, which made his assignment to London confusing since he spoke no English.

Vasily coughed again and as he covered his mouth, his fingers brushed the stubble along his chin.  The first thing I need to do is get a hotel room and shave.  I must not walk into my first assignment looking like a slack-jawed podenshcik.  His leg brushed the expensive silver case again. Ah, but no day laborer would walk off a train carrying such a valuable briefcase!
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The Swiss Alps.

Chalet Tillcott.




REGINALD TILLCOTT, 7th EARL Dunkeith, looked down at the paper in his hands and smiled.  The test results had arrived and proved the serum his scientists had created using blood stolen from Denver had been a success.  According to the results, he was now immune to the weaponized virus.  Antibodies taken from the Source had been injected into his own immune system and successfully replicated.

Reginald smiled and tossed the pages into the crackling fire.  He watched for a moment as the paper curled and turned black before moving back to the cluttered desk.  There was still so much to sort through—so much to destroy—before he left his Swiss residence.  The trip to his fortified ancestral home on the Isle of Skye would not be a long one, but it was an unnecessary complication he laid at Jayne's feet.

If she’d been able to control Barron a little better, things would not have progressed as fast as they had.  He laid equal blame at the feet of the Russians.  If they’d not lost the Source from their base in South Carolina in the first place, everything would still be proceeding according to plan.

Reginald sighed.  If you want something done right…

The intercom on his desk buzzed.  "Apologies, my lord, but your call is ready to go through."

Reginald turned on his camera.  "Very good, Stefan, patch them through."

Reginald cleared his throat, squared his shoulders and waited for the screen to brighten.  When the image resolved itself, the pudgy face of the newest Council representative from China, Yan Liaoping, filled the screen with nervous energy.  The man did not look pleased.

"I assume you've heard?" asked the businessman.

"Heard what?" asked Reginald.  "I'm not here to discuss today's headlines with you—I’m here to conduct a business transaction."

"As am I. I just hope you can deliver.  The World Health Organization found a suspected case of the Korean Flu on the southeast coast."

Reginald arched an eyebrow.  "Already?  My, that was fast.  I wonder, however, how it was possible someone arrived on your shores so quickly…"

The man on the screen narrowed his eyes.  "Do not be coy with me.  Do you have the vaccine or not?"

Reginald smiled.  "I do indeed.  As it happens, the price is going to have to increase slightly–"

“Do not try to swindle me, Dunkeith!”

"I'm not trying anything, Yan.  I’m merely informing you of a price increase.  Are you interested or not?"

The man on the screen frowned, his jaw clenched.  He seemed ready to argue further but ultimately self-preservation won out.  "Very well.  How much?"

"There, there, Yan, I'm not completely heartless.  Look—not only will I give you the doses I promised, I'll also give you the antibody template.  You'll be able to recreate the serum faster than anyone else on the planet.”

Yan regarded Reginald out the corner of his eye.  "And why would you do that?"

Reginald smiled again.  “Let's just say I enjoy gathering friends about me.  If I happened to call upon you for a favor…say after this unpleasantness burns itself out…I expect you would be amenable?”  

He tapped a few keys on his tablet and sent detailed instructions on the money transfer and delivery times.  "That is, of course, if you find everything agreeable?"

The man on the screen received the instructions and quickly skimmed them.  He met Reginald's eye and nodded his assent.  "Agreed.  You drive a hard bargain, Dunkeith.  I shall have the monies transferred in the next few minutes."

"I assure you, Yan Liaoping, the pleasure is all mine," said Reginald in a smooth voice.  

Yan nodded.  He signed off, and the screen went dark.

Reginald dropped his hands and drummed his fingers on the desk.  He hadn't heard from Jayne in more than 24 hours.  It was unsettling.  He’d given her explicit instructions, yet he’d heard nothing but silence. 

He frowned.  If you want something done right…

Reginald shifted back to his computer and pulled up the latest reports on his operation.  Time ran short—the money from China had already appeared in his international accounts.  

That’s an awful lot of zeros.  Pleasure doing business with you, indeed.

He started his laundering algorithm and within moments, the money siphoned into several shell corporations and foreign accounts in countries friendly to the Council.  It would take any investigating authority years to track down where all the digital currency had gone.  Nothing would ever be traced back to him.

Finances squared away, Reginald turned to the screens recording events in the lab.  He watched scientists from all over Europe—some of the best in their fields—move about in containment suits, preparing samples.  

They have no idea their lives are about to end.  Pity.

His hand hovered over an ugly metal box with a large red button containing a wireless transmitter.  Reginald took the key that had been so often around his neck over the past two years and inserted in the box.  When he turned it, the red button glowed from within.    

The intercom buzzed.  

He hesitated, watching the scientists on the screen.

"Yes?"

“My lord, you asked me to inform you the moment we were fully mobilized and ready to depart.”

“Thank you, Stefan.  I shall be at the main entrance momentarily.  Please load my things.”

“At once, my lord.”

“Oh, make sure we have a decent meal on the flight.  I’m famished.”

“Of course, my lord.”

Reginald looked back to the monitor showing the underground lab, buried deep under the Swiss Alps.  He tried to imagine the tons of rock and earth separating the main compound and the lab.  You’re somewhere down there…poor bastards, he thought, staring at the floor.  Ah, well…business is business.

Reginald pushed the button.  The screen flickered with static and the scientists paused in their work, looking at each.  Reginald watched tools and vials tumble from shelves, then watched the shelves tumble from walls as people fell to the floor.  The lights flickered and the transmission died.

He stood as he felt the faintest echo of a tremble through the floor.  “And that is that."  He picked up the two silver suitcases full of serum and strolled from his lavish office.

A guard waiting just outside his door took the proffered suitcases.  “Stay with me, I don’t want those cases out of my sight.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Let’s go,” Reginald said as he strode down the hallway, adjusting his tie.  “I’ve a plane to catch.”

“Business trip, my lord?” asked the guard.

“Not quite,” Reginald smirked.  “I’m going home.”
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The Swiss Alps.




LIEUTENANT COOPER BRAATEN, UNITED States Navy, commanding what remained of SEAL Team 9, stepped up to the open ramp on the modified V-22 Osprey.  Cruising at an altitude of close to 23,000 feet, the twin-engine special ops variant soared high above the Alps.  Safely ensconced in his HAHO suit, Cooper heard only a muffled silence as the Osprey sliced through the thin air.  He checked his wrist screen one more time, depicting a drone's-eye view of their  drop zone.

Somewhere down there on one of the snow-covered, moonlit slopes, Reginald waited.  The man who’d orchestrated the biological weapon attack on the United States, the nuclear assault on Atlanta—the man who’d had Brenda killed. 

Cooper switched modes on his heads-up-display so he saw what the drone saw through his visor.  He would bring justice to Reginald tonight.

He scanned the readouts and switched from optical to thermal displays on the drone’s control pad.  There.  An isolated chalet high in the mountains, protected from ground based assault by a sheer cliff on the northern slope.  The boulder fields to the south and east limited access and provided strong defensive choke points.  The only way in was up a rugged one-lane road—exactly the kind of situation a high altitude combat jump was designed to overcome.

Thermal imaging from the drone showed somebody was inside.  A lot of somebodies, in fact.

"Looks pretty hot for a building that’s supposed to have been empty for the last decade…” said Charlie's voice.

Cooper grunted.  He zoomed in and watched the landscape crawl beneath the drone's unblinking electronic eyes.  Several white pinpricks reflected off the gray snow—they moved in a slow, regular pattern.

"Guards, just like we expected.  She was right on the money."

"I count seventeen,” observed Charlie.

Cooper grunted again.  "Tough odds—almost seems unfair."

"Poor bastards," agreed Charlie.

Cooper had seen enough.  He knew from 13’s briefings the fortress-like chalet bristled  with state-of-the-art defense systems.  Reginald's private army—comprised of some of the most ruthless mercenaries and ex-special forces soldiers on the planet—would not be an easy target.

“All right, listen up ladies," he said, “remember the mission: we're here for one man.  You all know what he looks like.  You've all been to the same briefings I have, the Brass wants him alive.  When we get down there, we’re not taking any other prisoners."

"Sweep and reap," said Charlie.

“Hooyah!"  replied the rest of the SEALs.

Cooper looked over his squad.  Sparky, Jax, Swede, and Charlie were the only survivors of the original Team.  Clutch, Juice, and Maughan rounded out the surviving new guys left over from their raid on San Diego.  Added to their team were seven newly-arrived veterans from overseas, led by Switchplate.  

After President Harris had reactivated the National Command Authority, secure, instant comms returned.  It was only a matter of hours before the special forces community came back online.  Cooper was now in command of 15 combat effective SEALs—the last of the Teams.  

It felt good to be back in the saddle.

He frowned.  If his CO hadn’t died in Los Angeles, Cooper would already be a few weeks into his new job with Oakrock.

Reginald would be his final mission.  Once they eliminated the threat posed by the Council, Cooper could retire with a clear conscience and start his new life.

Without Brenda.

Cooper clenched his jaw as he finished going through the final pre-jump checklists and inspecting the oxygen pack on Charlie's back.  He slapped Charlie on the shoulder and turned around to let him reciprocate.  

Watching the SEALs work, Cooper remembered the way the docs had looked in their bio-hazard suits as they discussed patients back at the Underground.  He never seemed to stray very far from a reminder that Brenda was no longer waiting for him back in Denver.  Thanks to a botched kidnapping attempt by Reginald's forces, Dr. Boatner had been injured, Chad Huntley’s blood had been stolen, and Brenda had been killed.  The only positive outcome of the whole messy situation had been the capture of 13, a double agent.

After a rough start at their first meeting, 13 had decided to provide him enough information about Reginald and the Council to launch an effective counter-attack.  She’d been fairly high up in his covert organization and had seemed to have commanded more than a little respect.  He knew she was an effective operator—Cooper still had a few bruises to prove her worth as a fighter.  Their subsequent sparring matches had gone on for what seemed like hours, drawn crowds of soldiers to the gym, and had proven she was virtually his equal in hand-to-hand fighting.  Her speed balanced out his strength giving neither a competitive advantage.  Not that he didn't try—they'd fought to a draw more times than he'd cared to admit.  He was glad she was on their side.  Whether or not he could fully trust her was still a question.

"Good to go," said Charlie with a slap on Cooper's shoulder.

Cooper blinked.  Back to reality.  "Good to go," replied Cooper as he slapped Charlie’s shoulder.  He looked out over the open ramp onto the glowing mountaintops thousands of feet below. 

He knew the Pentagon had dispatched flights of bombers, soldiers, and Marines around the world to seek out and destroy Council forces wherever they could be found.  The European powers—even Russia and China—had all banded together to stamp out the evil that had spawned the Korean Flu.  13's intelligence had proven to be the key to the global plan.  

It was the largest counter-terror coalition in history.  Cooper and his SEALs were tasked with decapitating Reginald's operation.  At the same time, British SAS were preparing to assault other known Council strongholds across northern Europe in coordination with the German and French Special Forces.  Over the next 24 hours, a coordinated assault with conventional forces would eliminate most of the Council’s influence across the globe.  

It promised to be a long, bloody conflict, and his mission was the opening act.  Cooper knew that the fight would go on, but he would not be part of it.  Not after this mission.  Once Reginald was in custody or dead, Cooper would retire.  He wasn’t sure how much more his knee could take.  The last thing he wanted was to become a liability to his Team.  He couldn’t even think about what would happen, how he would feel, should his weakened knee cause one of them to be injured or worse.

With those heavy thoughts pressing down on his mind, Cooper stepped forward to the edge of the ramp and snugged his gear on his shoulders.  The red jump light turned green, reflecting the sickly light all around the open cavity.

Showtime.  Cooper turned and received the signal from the loadmaster: he pumped his fist in the air and and pointed out the open hatch.  "We’re over the drop zone, you’re cleared to jump!"

"Payback is waiting, ladies.  Let’s get some."  Cooper stepped into the air and tumbled free of the Osprey.

 His body slammed into the wind and he struggled to maintain control as he spread his arms and felt his wing-suit grip the air and cut it like a knife.  He switched his heads-up display to the loadmaster's viewpoint, and watched as one after another his SEALs departed the plane in perfect formation.  He’d expected nothing less.  

Switching back to his own view—darkness and glowing snowcapped mountains many thousands of feet below reflecting the night sky—Cooper concentrated on following the flight path programmed into his helmet's computer.  Angling his arms and legs against the strong currents, the wings that stretched like a duck's webbed feet from his wrists to his ankles captured the wind enough for him to control his direction and speed.  Pulling his legs closer to his chest created more of a parachute shape, slowing his descent.  Straightening his legs and pulling his hands back towards his waist created a pencil profile which sent him slicing forward toward earth.

13 had informed the Brass that Reginald had nearly unlimited funds.  It had to be assumed   he had radar installations set up to protect the chalet, which could detect the heat signature from the dropship.  Any advisers Reginald had down there were surely ex-military—they would be familiar with HAHO and HALO jumps.

So Cooper had invented something different.  The Osprey flew in a normal civilian aviation flightpath.  Cooper and his SEALs would exit the aircraft near the chalet, then loop around upwind to the north of Reginald's complex.  Once they dropped into a middle altitude, they would be detectable by radar installations in theory.  They'd only deploy parachutes and land just below the chalet on the side of the mountain when they were right on top of the target.  

The landing site had recently suffered a landslide—all the more reason for Cooper to select it.  Reginald's guards would hopefully never think an enemy would be crazy enough to parachute down in a landslide zone.  At night.  

Fresh snow covered large, sharp boulders and made for dangerous terrain.  Most people would not choose to hike through it, let alone land a parachute there.  

Cooper watched his altimeter bleed numbers.  He continued to close range to target and felt the tug of the wind.  A particularly strong gust threatened to knock him off course.  Behind him, his SEALs were still in formation, according to the glowing blue dots on his heads-up display.

Cruising through 10,000 feet at breakneck speed, Cooper rapidly approached the terminal stage of their winged descent.  The blip on his helmet turned red—go time.  He stretched his arms, pulled his legs toward his chest, and twisted his torso, letting the wind do the work and sweep him into a large, wide circle.  He rotated his shoulders to make the turn into an S-shaped maneuver,  sweeping him north around the mountain.  

The countdown timer on his HUD dropped under 30 seconds and blinked in red numbers.  Cooper spied the glowing outcrop on the north face of the mountain behind Reginald’s chalet.  That was the target landing zone.  Once he swooped around behind it, he’d be out of visual range of the chalet itself.

13 said Reginald had security outposts all along the base of the mountain, in the towns and villages below.  No one could reach the base of the mountain without being seen.  And if no one could get to the base, they couldn't scale the side of it.

Cooper grinned as he pulled the ring on his chest rig and felt the parachute explode behind him.  His descent slowed with a clean jerk and the howling wind died down to a whistle.  Pulling on the two cords above each shoulder, Cooper guided his parachute to bleed off the last bit of speed until he was directly over the LZ.

He looked into the magnified image in his helmet and grimaced.  Jesus, that’s rough. He spotted several jagged boulders sticking up through the fresh powder, waiting to impale his Team.  He’d count himself lucky if everyone walked away from this one.

Unwilling to break radio silence even to call out a warning to those behind him, Cooper relied on his training and faith in the men who followed that they'd land without breaking any body parts vital to mission success.  It was all he could do.  

The tallest of the snow-kissed boulders raced up to meet him and Cooper bent his knees, preparing for impact.  

Too fast…too fast…
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Skye, Scotland.

Dunkeith Castle.




REGINALD PAUSED IN HIS evening walk to admire the last rays of light glinting off the western slopes of the Cuillin.  He breathed deep of the sea breeze and focused on the gulls wheeling in the sky above him.

“You've no idea how hard it is to run things, do you?"

He sighed and sat on the crumbling crenelation of his family’s castle, which gave the earldom its name: Dunkeith.  On the southern and hotly disputed border of MacLeod lands, the castle ruins had been a pet project of his, passed down from his father, the 6th Earl.  Reginald’s father had spent obscene amounts of money to restore the family seat to its rightful place among the western clans, but there was still plenty of work to be done.

These crenelations need to be repaired immediately.  Should things go south, this rock won’t long survive a direct assault.  He glanced out over the rugged landscape surrounding the castle proper.  Half this island once belonged to us.  When this flu business is concluded, it will be so again. 

Since his father’s death, Reginald had continued the dream of restoring Dunkeith Castle to glory from the inside out.  He turned to glance at the already dark central keep.  It had taken millions of pounds to ensure the structural stability of the massive Norman-style central structure.   He supposed it would take millions more to finish.

The inside—at least parts of it—looked like a luxury hotel: sumptuous carpeting and silk tapestries, the finest hand-carved furniture from Europe, Italian leather accents, priceless artwork and a world-class kitchen.  The staff made his people at the chalet seem like amateurs.  Of his Swiss staff, only Stefan, his steward, had made the trip to Skye. 

From the outside though, Dunkeith was a different animal all together.

Reginald clicked his teeth in exasperation.  “Bloody Urquhart looks better, and it’s nothing more than a crumbling tourist trap.”  He spat over the side of the wall and stared over the well-maintained grounds thirty feet below.  At least the landscaping was immaculate.  He idly supposed artists might pay good money to paint the scene.

Reginald pursed his lips as he stared at the keep.  The gray stones, pitted and weathered by centuries of harsh coastal storms, looked positively ancient.  They would pay good money to see you, wouldn’t they?

Reginald laughed into the wind.  What do I need more money for?  The Chinese just doubled the family fortune in one transaction and what I shall take from the Council will make me a rival of the King himself.

Reginald sighed.  He was wasting time.  A glance at his watch told him he’d spent more than ten minutes loafing about on the castle walk.  He still hadn't inspected the new repairs on the south tower.  He’d only taken three steps when a shout from the castle yard far below brought him up short.  

“My lord!”

Reginald peered over the inner wall.  Stefan stood waiting.  “Didn’t I tell you I wasn’t to be disturbed?”

“Yes, my lord, but I do believe this to be an emergency.  You’ve a priority call from the chalet.”

“Bollocks,” Reginald hissed.  He glanced down the walkway toward the next guard post: a small, five foot opening carved out of the outer wall.  Not much more than space for a short man to huddle by a brazier on a winter’s night, it offered crude shelter from the wind and nothing more.  

Four hundred years ago, that had certainly been the case—now, Reginald had equipped each post with state of the art communications and surveillance equipment.  The guard posts had been reborn as sensor nodes, part of the greater network of early-warning alarms that blanketed the entire estate in concentric rings.

"Put it through,” he yelled, pointing toward the guard post.  He walked quickly along  the uneven walkway, ignoring the response from below.

Out of the sea-breeze, Reginald let his eyes adjust to the darkness and activated the largest of the computer screens.  He keyed the password and was rewarded with the image of his under-steward in Switzerland.

“Rolf, what is it?” he demanded.

“Possible intruders, my lord.  We detected a plane with stealth characteristics as it disappeared to the west.  I plotted its most likely flight path.  Passed very close to us, sir.”

Reginald looked at the map on his screen and the green dots that represented the plane's projected travel near the chalet.  

He’s right.  That was close.

“It appears to have stayed in the commercial flight path…”

“It did, sir, but I still thought it warranted bringing to your attention.”

“That remains to be seen,” Reginald said, fingers tapping his chin.  “Have you discovered anything on the ground?”

“Not as yet, my lord, but I put out extra patrols, per protocol.”

“Good man.”  Reginald thought for a moment.  The silence from Jayne, Harris getting his codes back, now a stealth plane appears near his chalet?  The circumstantial evidence made the hair on the back of his neck stand up.  “I want you to double the usual guard and bring the men close.  Something is going on and until I get it sorted, we must prepare for the worst.”

“Shall I go into lockdown?”

Reginald paused.  “No, I don’t think that will be necessary.  Not yet.  If that plane offloaded anyone, we’d have seen them by now.  You’re sure the radar detected nothing?  No parachutes?”

“Positive, my lord.  We picked up a scattered flock of birds a while ago, but they quickly disappeared.  That was too long after the plane passed—and it was to the north, well off the flight plane's flight path.”

Reginald nodded.  “Good work.  Keep me informed.”

He stared at the blank screen long after Rolf disappeared.  Why couldn’t he move on?  Something tugged at his subconscious and wouldn’t let go.  Reginald worked through all the facts to clear his mind—the tower would have to wait until morning.

Were there any leaks?  No.  He'd destroyed the lab, there could be no survivors.  The staff never knew of its existence—or if they did, they never knew the lab was under their feet.  

Even Stefan thinks it’s in Malaysia.  The British?  They don’t have an obsession with stealth technology—not like the Americans.  And that’s what it would take to approach the chalet undetected.  He thought for a moment.  No one has stealth parachutes as far as I know.  Silly idea.  Why send a man when you can send a drone?  Besides, the Royals aren’t interested in alpine chalets just now.  They’re occupied with the flu.

The Americans?  They'd love to get their hands on me, but they don’t know who I am, let alone where I live.  Even if they did, it’s only been a few days since they reestablished the National Command Authority.  They do nothing in less than a month.  Too much red tape.  The bureaucracy is back in power.

And Svea?  Her mission was a success.  She’s probably rotting in some hole in Denver.  But she got to the Source, got Boatner’s data, and got me the vaccine.  If she’s dead, I’ll drink a toast.  If she’s alive, she’ll escape or die. 

Reginald stepped back out onto the castle walk and braced his naked torso against the North Atlantic wind.  The temperature was dropping.  Far off to the west, storm clouds gathered in the twilight.  An ominous sign if ever there was one.

Where the bloody hell are you, Jayne?
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The Swiss Alps.

Chalet Tillcott.




COOPER WINCED AS HE tightened the knee brace on his right knee.  That had not been the smoothest landing he'd ever performed.  He folded up his parachute and placed a football sized rock on top of the silk to keep it from fluttering downslope and drawing attention.  A quick scan of his HUD showed the rest of the Team had dispersed.

Switchplate, in command of the surviving SEALs returned from Afghanistan, led his squad farther up the very edge of the mountain.  

"Switchplate, how copy?"

After a moment, Cooper heard the other man's voice: "Five by, Hoss.  Ready on your mark."

"Standby one," Cooper said.  He selected Charlie from the available options on his comms menu.  “Two, we ready?"

"Roger that, Actual, everybody in position and parachutes secured.  Let’s get this show on the road…”

“Copy that,” said Cooper.  He suppressed a shiver.  Their HAHO suits were excellent insulators, designed to protect the human body from the high-altitude jet stream, but typically not worn in such a hostile environment for more than half hour or so.  Cooper glanced at his dive watch.  They were already at the outer limits of what the suits could handle.  They needed to get up the mountain and inside the chalet.  

Cooper checked his wrist pad one last time.  A storm front approached from the south.  With high winds and possible snow on the way, he did not want to be exposed on the mountain when the storm hit.  The wind shear was already strong enough to make climbing difficult.

Cooper leaned around a boulder.  His night-vision revealed a rocky, partially snow-covered slope that angled up toward the flattened peak of the mountain at about 60°.  Not a sheer cliff, but not walk in the park either.

He took a step and winced again at the pain that shot up from his right knee.  He definitely torqued something.

Keep moving!

Cooper struggled over and around the boulders and rocks as he moved up the slope.  He had a head start, based on where he’d landed, but could tell from his HUD the others were catching up quickly.

"You okay, Hoss?" asked Switchplate.

Cooper ignored him and climbed over one last rock before catching his breath.  His muscles ached and his knee screamed in pain as he drew within ten feet of the crest.  He paused when he spotted movement ahead.  He slowly lowered himself into the snow, ignoring the cold that seeped through his suit.  At the top of the slope, he saw a head move.  The target paused for a moment, then turned and disappeared.

"Guards 12 o'clock," he whispered.  He flicked his eyes to the corner of his HUD and pulled up the position of each member of his fireteam.  Jax was the closest, just over his right shoulder, about ten yards back.  "Jax, you up for a little tag and bag?"

"Always."

Cooper raised himself from the ground and crawled the last few yards, pushing his hands  into the snow to the rocks below.  “Stay frosty…”

The exterior microphone on his helmet picked up the sound of feet approaching, boots crunching softly through the snow.  The guard was almost back.  Cooper waited in silence and saw the guard appear over the lip.  The man stood at ease, carrying a Sig SG 550 in a single point sling.  He wore a white ski mask and fur-lined parka and stood at ease in the position of a man who sensed no immediate threats.  His hand rested on the grip of the rifle but his finger was nowhere near the trigger.  The other hand lay on top of the 550’s barrel.

The guard stared out over the vastness of the Alpine Valley for a few moments.  Apparently seeing nothing of interest, a large puff of breath appeared and the man turned back toward the chalet.  That was all the opportunity Cooper needed.  

He pulled his legs under him and launched himself straight up into the air over the protestations of his knee.  He extended just high enough to grab a handful of coat at the back of the man's neck.

Cooper let gravity do the rest.  As his body fell back and down, he held on to the guard who tumbled with him right over the edge.  Cooper heard a startled gasp, but no gunshot.

He felt the sickening feeling of zero gravity as he fell.  He imagined tumbling down the mountainside to his death, but a split second later, Cooper saw the lip of the crest rush up to meet him.  He let go of the flailing guard and used his right hand, clutching his climbing pick, to slash into the crest.

The pick caught between a few large rocks.  Cooper flung his left hand into the loose snow as his body swung down and slammed into the face of the embankment, but slid no further.  The guard was not so lucky.

Cooper switched to Charlie’s POV and watched the guard tumble toward Jax.  The big SEAL was ready and before the guard realized he'd stop moving, he found a knife buried in his throat.  It was over in less than three seconds.  

Jax removed the twitching corpse's weapon and tossed the rifle to Charlie.  He pulled a piece of cord from his chest rig and hastily tied the body to one of the larger boulders.

Cooper nodded in agreement.  No sense in letting the body tumble down the side of the mountain and possibly trigger some seismic sensor they couldn’t see.  God forbid the damn thing caused an avalanche.

"Nice work," Cooper said.  He switched back to normal view and pulled himself up to the lip just enough for his external helmet camera to peer over the crest and scan for more guards.  “All units Striker—move up.”

In the distance he saw the silhouette of the chalet, outlined by several large exterior lights.  He zoomed in and the shapes of a few more guards patrolling the exterior came into focus.  Turning his head, Cooper scanned to the right and noticed several large boulders ready to provide decent cover while they worked their way forward.

"Switchplate, how you comin’?”

"Breaching the crest now.  Ready on your signal," grunted the other SEAL.  He was breathing hard—the other side of the mountain had much less forgiving terrain.

"Get into position, we’re ready to move.  Ten seconds."

“Roger that.”

Cooper launched himself up over the cliff and got to his feet.  It felt good to use his legs to stand instead of his hands to climb.  He freed his rifle from its position on his back and sprinted for the boulders.  "On me!" he ordered.  Cooper reached the boulder and put himself behind cover, raising his rifle and scanning straight ahead for guards as the rest of his squad stacked up behind him.

“Switchplate, you ready for the drone?"  Cooper stared over the barrel of his rifle, watching for any movement.  The chalet appeared deserted.  Charlie tapped him on the shoulder, signaling the squad was ready to roll.

"Activating interference sweep now."

"Got a good RF signal," said Charlie.  “They’re blind.  Drone’s shut down all communications.  We’re good to go."

Doubt stirred in Cooper's gut.  He hated relying on Predators—he'd never trusted planes that flew without pilots when his ass was on the line, but Admiral Bennet had insisted.  Cooper was glad he also insisted on backup measures.  "All right, go on my mark.  Three, two…"

A blip appeared on his HUD.  "Standby one!  Standby one!"  he called out.

"What gives?" barked Switchplate.  

“Negative—I got the drone on my HUD!” called out Cooper.

"What?" asked Switchplate.  "That's impossible—”

“If I can see it, they can too.”

“Our cover’s blown, they know we're here,” warned Charlie.

"Missile launch!" announced Sparky.  "Got a SAM—looks like a Stinger!"

"Enough of this bullshit."  Cooper switched frequencies to contact the pilot of the B-2 stealth bomber orbiting a few dozen miles away.  “Reaper, Striker 2-1, Actual, how copy?"

"Actual, this is Reaper.  Go ahead, got you five by five.”

“Things just went tits up–"

“Missile launch!  They're going after the drone,” reported Sparky.  

Exterior lights flicked on and illuminated the snow all around the chalet.  A dozen figures emerged out of hiding spots in snow-covered bunkers between the SEALs and their target.

“Well, this just got harder,” muttered Jax.

“Reaper, be advised, we’re painting the target–" Cooper said, gesturing  at Sparky.

"On it," the sniper replied.  He aimed an infrared targeter at the largest chimney on the chalet.  “Locked.”

“Reaper, Actual—target painted," Cooper said in clipped tones.

"Roger that, Actual, we got a good signal.  Payload is primed and locked on.  Fire on your word.”

“Fire!” ordered Cooper.  He turned to the right.  "Sparky, keep that signal locked on.”  Snow puffed to the left of him on the other side of the boulder.  

"They made us!" called out Charlie.

“Really?  I hadn’t noticed,” shot back Jax.

“Cut the chatter and light ‘em up!” barked Cooper.

"Team 2 moving in,” growled Switchplate.  Cooper watched the blue blips on his screen representing Switchplate’s squad moving across the open snowfield east of the chalet.

"Team 1 moving!" called out Cooper.  "Go!”  His SEALs flanked the boulder and surprised half a dozen guards in the middle of the snowfield.  Cooper's wraiths cut the guards down with silenced weapons before they could raise an alarm.  The SEALs moved past the red snow and continued toward the chalet.

In his mind's eye, he could see the B-2 bomber dropping its 'bunker buster' precision guided bomb with an experimental EMP warhead.  Reginald's men had spotted their drone trying to jam their communications and shot it out of the sky.  But there was more than one way to shut down the chalet without killing everyone on the mountaintop.  

General Rykker had first made him aware of the bunker buster EMP.  The Army's Aberdeen Proving Grounds had come up with a way to attach a small EMP device to smart bombs.  Instead of an explosive warhead, the bomb’s reinforced shell smashed through structures and buried itself deep under an enemy fortification.  When it reached its target depth, the EMP device detonated, sending out an electronic shockwave that fried or disabled everything not hardened against a direct nuclear strike.  

If Reginald found out his chalet was under attack international operations against Council assets around the world could be jeopardized.  Reginald's headquarters had to be taken out first.

Cooper had agreed with general Rykker that dropping a few Daisy cutters on top of the mountain and wiping it clean was the best plan.  Cooler heads prevailed, however and the Brass concluded gathering intelligence or even capturing Reginald himself in the chalet far outweighed its utter destruction.

"Duck and cover, Striker Actual, payload is inbound your location in ten…nine…eight…”

“All units Striker, hit the deck!" Cooper called out.  He dove to the snow as a new group of guards appeared and fired at random into the darkness.  Cooper heard someone shout, then the ground rumbled.  He looked up, half expecting to see a bright flash, but instead saw smoke curl into the sky as part of the chalet’s roof collapse.  Somewhere inside a fire had started, but the bomb did its job well.  The structure remained largely intact.  By the time he got to his feet, every light on the mountain was out.

"It worked!" called out Sparky.  "I'm not getting any signals at all—they’re blind and mute.”

Cooper picked up his rifle from the snow and shot the first surviving guard that ducked his head around the corner of the darkened chalet.  “Go green,” he said switching to night vision.  “Let’s clean house.”
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Skye, Scotland.

Dunkeith Castle.




REGINALD FACED THE COMPUTER terminal and sipped his tea.  He hadn’t received word from the chalet in 42 minutes.  He’d left strict instructions for Rolf to check in every half hour with a simple code.  Rolf was nothing if not punctual—Reginald had to assume there was a logical explanation for the delay in reporting.  For the past 12 hours, Rolf had been signaling all clear every 30 minutes like clockwork.  

Except now.  Reginald frowned and set the delicate teacup on the counter.  

He thought for a moment.  He’d covered all his tracks, disposed of his finances, and had safely transported the vials of vaccine serum out of Switzerland.  He’d gone over every detail countless times to prepare for the big move—he felt positive he had missed nothing.

So—what is it then?  He'd investigated the plane from Rolf's last communication.  It turned out to have civilian markers.  Just a small passenger plane.  Unsatisfied, he drummed his fingers on the marble desktop, watching the blank status display.  A quick glance at his Patek Phillipe Minute Repeater told him it was quarter past the hour.

Forty-five minutes late.  Rolf where are you?

Reginald pressed the button to establish a secure communication link between his castle and the chalet.  He waited for the signal to process the encrypted servers at the chalet and picked up his teacup.  The communications link had never taken so long before.  Reginald hit the intercom button and replaced the teacup without having taken a sip.

"Yes, my lord?" asked Stefan's voice.

"When was the last time we received communication of any kind from the chalet?"

Stefan's answer was instantaneous.  “Forty seven minutes ago, my lord.  I have been trying to reach them for the past seventeen minutes to no avail, sir."

"Have we lost contact with any of the security outposts?"

"No, my lord," replied Stefan.  "We've received regular transmissions from all the outposts.  It's only the chalet that has had difficulties."

"What difficulties?  What was the final transmission?"

"Transmission reads: ‘experiencing radio communication problems with an exterior guard, sending unit three to investigate’.  After that we received nothing, sir."

Reginald tapped his chin.  On its own, radio transmission problems weren’t unheard of—radios can fail, especially when used daily in such a harsh environment.  "Where was the last known location of the guard in question?"

"The north face of the summit, my lord."

The north face.  Reginald relaxed slightly.  Nothing there but a steep incline and a boulder field.  No way someone could climb up that side of the mountain without being noticed by the guards at the base.  It’s impossible.  "There was no sign of any other trouble?"

"No, my lord—in fact, as a precaution I sent two roving patrols from the base of the mountain up to the summit to ascertain the situation."

"When you did you dispatch them?"

"Approximately five minutes after the loss of communication."

Reginald sat in silence for a moment.  Good man, Stefan.  The ascent up the mountain would take time, even using off-roaders and lifts.  They couldn't fly up, that would attract too much attention to the supposedly abandoned chalet.  There was a regular schedule—the chalet had been in use by Reginald as a ‘corporate retreat’ for years.  No one in the Swiss government thought anything amiss when a wealthy English lord purchased property left abandoned after The Pandemic for pennies on the dollar.  Like clockwork, once a month, helicopters arrived to drop off supplies and wealthy executives from around the world.  It really was a corporate retreat—and mostly, it was profitable.  At least the part visible to the outside world.

Unable to think of anything else, Reginald jabbed the intercom button.  "Good.  Keep me informed and let me know the moment communication is reestablished.  I want to know what happened."

"Very well, my lord."

Reginald stared at the blank screen for a few more minutes, considering his options.  Should he flee to his backup safe house outside London?  He had no information to indicate anything other than equipment failure caused the loss of communications.

What if… What if someone out there made a move against him?  Would it be the Council or another world power?  Would it be the Americans or the Russians?  The British?

Sighing, he stood and stretched.  He studied a map of Great Britain tacked to the wall.  “Can’t be the home guard—they're preoccupied with helping the Continent.”

The intercom chirped, interrupting his thoughts.  “Message for you, sir.”

Of course there’s a message, why else would you bother me?  “Patch it through, if you please, Stefan.”  

He expected to see Rolf’s dour expression so when Jayne’s face filled the screen, Reginald couldn’t help but be pleasantly surprised.  
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Denver, Colorado.

Emergency National Reserve Operations Center.




CHAD LOOKED UP FROM his bed as the hatch to his private quarters opened with a soft hiss.  13's head appeared, her golden hair tied back in a long ponytail.  She smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes.  She stepped slowly into the room and crossed her arms as she leaned against back against the wall.  

"So it's true," she said softly.

Chad nodded and went back to packing.  Arrayed before him on the bed were all his worldly possessions.  Everything had been provided to him since his arrival in Denver except for the clothes he wore and his dad's Stetson.  He put a few changes of clothes into a dull green duffel bag and packed a book from Dr. Boatner.

"I aim to get out of here just as fast as I can.  Doc says they'll let me out tomorrow."  He shoved his new shaving kit into the bag.

She sat on the corner of his bed.  "Where will you go?  What will you do?  Everyone's still looking for you."

Chad paused to consider the question.  He turned and looked at her, his heart aching for something he knew he could never have.  "I know," he said.  He picked up a pair of jeans.  "But I figured now that Dr. Boatner has the serum—and it seems to work—they don't need me any more."

13 looked at the floor.  "Someone will always need you."

How come you couldn’t say that before?

"What I mean is—" she began again.

"I know what you mean," Chad said.  He stuffed a pair of jeans into the duffel bag with a little more force than necessary.  Having her sit next to him, be this close—on his own bed no less—was too much.  The sooner he got away from her, the better.  

As much as he wanted to be with her he knew that they would never really be together. She saw him as family and nothing more.  If he was honest with himself, Chad knew deep down that was the right way to look at the situation.  But that didn't stop the way he felt about her.  

He stared at the wall.  "The best thing for me and for everyone else is to disappear."

"You really think it's that easy?" she asked.

Chad picked up the 9mm pistol General Rykker had slipped him.  He pulled back the slide and checked the chamber.  Satisfied, he put it back in the holster and dropped it in the duffel bag.  "They cut the GPS tracker out of me back in Idaho.  The Rangers.  Garza…"

"The doctors say he might have a chance."

Chad cleared his throat.  "I know, it's just not fair.  Those men saved my life.  They saved you.  And every one of them except Captain Alston and Sgt. Garza are dead."  He looked down at his hands.  "I never wanted any of this…"

Before he could blink, 13 wrapped her arms around him and laid her head on his shoulder.  "I know.  None of us did…I don't miss my father so much.  My sister—"

"It's best for everybody if I go.  I can't stay down here any longer anyway.  It's killing me."

13 abruptly sat up.

"What?" asked Chad.

She tilted her head just enough for Chad to see the tiny receiver in her ear.  "They've started the mission.  The SEALs are going after Reginald."

Chad stiffened.  She hadn't told him everything, but what she had revealed about Reginald had been more than scary enough.  "So this is it?  The final mission?"

She inclined her head again and regarded Chad under a raised eyebrow.  "I don't know.  I believe he's too smart to be trapped like this.  I think…" she held up a finger for silence.  Her eyes stared off into the distance, then her face creased in a frown.  "I knew this would happen."

"What?  What is it?"

"They didn't listen."  13's eyes fixed on Chad's.  "Something happened with the drone.  It was supposed to block off communications from Reginald's fortress, but it got shot down.  This is not good…"

Chad frowned and returned to absently packing his bag.  He shook his head.  "I need to get away from all this.  I'm not in the military."

13 nodded and placed a hand on his shoulder.  "When this is over, I'll come find you and we can look for our family together."

Chad smiled for her sake.  It seemed to be the right thing to do.

"Where will you go?" she asked.

Chad rolled a shoulder.  "Dunno.  I want to go back to the GNP–"

"The what?"

"Glacier National Park.  General Rykker thinks the park's been compromised though.  The North Koreans found me once so he's concerned they'll find me again."

Chad fingered the holster and let his hands trace the outline of the pistol it held.  "I may have them take me to Alaska.  I'm sure there's some kind of military base up there where I can go if I get into trouble."

"It's a sound choice," she said, with a nod but she wouldn't meet his eyes.  "They won't look for you that far north.  In fact, they probably won't look for you at all–they think you're still locked away here."

"Hopefully," said Chad, stuffing another shirt in the duffel.

She watched him for a moment.  "How many people know about your plan?"

"You, Gen. Rykker, and me.  And anyone he told, I suppose.  Plus Dr. Boatner."

13 pursed her lips and stared at the pistol.  She produced a long knife from behind her back.  The leather sheath was as long as Chad's forearm.  "Here—take this."

Chad gripped the knife and slid it from the sheath.  The blade gleamed, reflecting onto the the ceiling.  It was beautiful.  He saw the long blade appeared razor sharp save for a few nicks and scratches.  

13's lips compressed into a tight line as her eyes met his.  "That knife holds a lot of sentimental value."  Her accent came out stronger now.  "I don't hold onto many things in this world but this is one of them."

Chad shook his head and tried to hand it back.  "I can't take it then."

She reached out and placed her hand over his, curling his fingers around the smooth leather sheath.  "You can, and you will.  Hold it for me—it will be of no use where I'm going."

"Where are you going?" he asked.

"Nowhere I can tell you."  She flashed a grin.  "I want that back," she said with a wink.  "So this means I have to find you.  It belonged to my father," she said looking down at the handle.  "It's the last thing I have left of my biological family."

Unable to control himself any longer, Chad swung his arms around her shoulders and enveloped her in a warm hug.  At first, she was motionless with her arms at her sides, but ultimately gave in and hugged him back.  Her head rested on his shoulder and he caught a whiff of her lavender shampoo.  

Chad closed his eyes, imagining what it would be like if they didn't have such special blood, if there was no war, if there was no bio-weapon running amok up above.  

Someone cleared their throat at the hatch to Chad's room and rapped on the open metal door.  "Ma'am?  Gen. Rykker requests your presence in Ops."

13 disentangled herself from Chad.  He was satisfied to see her flick away moisture at the corner of her eye as she straightened her top and nodded at the Marine in the doorway.  "I'm on my way."

"Yes, ma'am," said the young Marine, ducking out of the room.

13 looked to Chad.  "I have to go.  My mission's starting."

"You going to help them take down Reginald?" asked Chad.  He placed her knife inside the duffel then changed his mind and slipped the sheath under his belt at the small of his back instead.  "I wish there was something I could do to help."

Fire blazed in her eyes for a split second as she gripped his arm.  "Survive.  The best thing you can do to help defeat them is to survive.  Afterward, we will track down the rest of our family and bring justice to all those who've hunted us."
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Calais, France.

Onboard a RailEurope TGV.




VASILY SMILED AT HIS luck as he opened his newspaper.  Finding a copy of Komsomolskaya Pravda in Paris—even if it was a few days old—was all the proof he needed that his mission had merit.  The corner of his mouth twitched up as he nudged the briefcase between his legs for reassurance.  The man next to him had no idea he sat so close to such a fortune.  

A hundred thousand dollars…how many rubles is that?  I could walk off this train in London and never come back.  The thought quickly vanished from his mind.  Doing so would be a death sentence for Mother and Father.  He clenched his jaw.  Vasily Andropov is no thief—I earn my money.

He skimmed the headlines.  The American Flu dominated every category.  Fears it would spread across the Atlantic ran rampant through Europe.  Muscovite editors lambasted the West and pointed to past heroic Russian efforts that had stopped the spread of historical, yet unnamed contagions.   He was pretty sure those unnamed contagions were fictional, but who was he to second-guess the editors of Pravda?

The article continued, mocking the flight of rich Europeans to supposed safe havens at the far corners of the earth.  Vasily shook his head.  Such problems the rich have!  No one back home fears a little cough.  We have more important things to worry about, like putting away enough food for the winter.

The man next to him muttered something in English and Vasily nodded, offering a half-smile.  He wrinkled his nose and frowned, then buried his face in his book.  Vasily couldn’t read the title—it was in English—but there was a picture of a US dollar on the cover with a fishhook through it.

Money as bait.  Now that is funny!

He stifled a cough with the back of his hand and cast a glance out the window as the bullet train traversed a long curve.  The French countryside at sunset was lovely—at least the parts that weren’t blurred by the fantastic speed the train had reached.  Vasily had been on a plane only once in his life, but this train seemed to go twice as fast.  A cold sweat broke out on his brow as he thought about what might happen should the train derail at such speeds.

He ruffled his newspaper to shake the morbid thought from his mind and settled into his seat.  He had less than an hour to London.  Plenty of time to read and get caught up on world events.  Vasily focused on the largest headline of page 2: America creates super-flu—releases on own people as test.

Vasily suddenly sneezed, the violence of it surprising himself as much as the passengers around him.  He splattered the newspaper with a spray of nastiness. He frowned, while man next to him muttered something louder this time and abruptly left his seat.  Vasily lowered the corner of his paper to see a couple across the aisle staring at him as if he’d produced a bomb under his shirt.  He smiled and pulled the paper back up to block their view.  Heat rose up his neck.

Stay calm.  Remember—act normal.  Nothing is out of the ordinary.  I have to stay calm…I will not collect my fortune if I cause a scene…

A few moments later, a petite conductor led his neighbor back to his seat.  She politely asked something in a quiet voice.  Vasily couldn’t understand her.  He smiled and shrugged.  

She looked over her shoulder at the other passengers—more of whom now paid attention.  The conductor offered an embarrassed smile and tried again in what sounded like German.  Vasily shook his head and smiled.  She tried French.

“Are you feeling okay, messier?  Is there anything I can get you?”

Vasily’s face lit up—finally, he could understand her.  “Oui, mademoiselle, I am fine.  It is…”

I should be cautious—if the vaccine is secret I better not say anything… Vasily scrambled for the right word, something to throw off suspicions—he didn’t want to explain the vaccine.

“Allergies.  Oui—I have allergies.”

The polite smile remained plastered on her face, but never reached her eyes.  Apparently satisfied there was no medical crisis, she glanced at the other passenger spoke gently to him.  The man was not happy, but without any other empty seats, he sat back down.  He tried to lean as far as possible away from Vasily toward the aisle.  

So be it.

Vasily ruffled his paper again and watched the other passenger out of the corner of his eye.  The man affected a casual air, but Vasily knew if the train hadn’t been full, he’d have demanded a new seat by now.

 The next story caught his eye: Flu in Germany brought back from American peacekeeping mission.  Outbreak feared in Berlin.  The article continued with descriptions of measures neighboring countries were taking to secure their borders.  That meshed with his experience at the Paris train depot.  Guards everywhere, long lines, angry travelers.  Rumor had it the French planned to seal their borders in the next 24 hours.

I may be on the last train to London.  Vasily smiled.  His luck still held.  A cough broke through his lips.  Damn it all, I am catching a cold, I can feel it.  He ignored the irritated shuffling of the man next to him.  Let him be mad.  I don’t have the flu.  I’m not used to so much traveling, that’s all.

The world out his window faded into a gray and black blur occasionally broken by bars of light.  They’d entered the Channel Tunnel.  Vasily checked his watch again.  Thirty minutes to London.  He forced himself to think about what he’d see and where he’d go in the British capital.  Anything to take his mind off the millions of tons of water and rock overhead.  

London.  A city as shrouded in history as Moscow itself, powerful and old.  London may as well be Shangri-La to a farmer’s son from the outskirts of Kursk.   He’d been told there was a sizable Russian immigrant community in London and it was his first stop after the meeting at Onnei’s London office.  He checked his watch again.  Maybe I will stop there first.   I will have time later tonight for some shopping and dinner.  It would do me good to eat food from the Motherland.  French food is too greasy.  

He sneezed again and heard someone speak a little too loud in the seat behind him.  He knew the other passengers were getting more upset even if he couldn’t understand their words.  The thought of so many suspicious eyes him made him wish the train were even faster.  Knowing how much cash lay between his feet made him suddenly nervous.  

The sooner I deliver this briefcase the better.

Vasily coughed again, noticing a faint itch in his chest for the first time.  He looked up and frowned—the little conductor moved toward him down aisle again, reassuring passengers on her way.  

Leave me alone…I feel fine!
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The Swiss Alps.

Chalet Tillcott.




COOPER CREPT THROUGH THE snow toward the chalet.  Switchplate's squad waited to breach, stacked up on the exterior doors.  Cooper couldn't shake the itch between his shoulder blades as he approached.  He took a knee and scanned all around him, looking for a target but found nothing—just a blanket of churned-up snow covering the mountaintop.  A dozen bodies–Reginald's homeguard–littered the field, staining the snow red.  Three SEALs had been wounded in the brief exchange, but nothing life threatening.  

The EMP-tipped bunker buster had done its job well.  The chalet sat blind and mute.

So why am I hesitating?

He scanned his heads-up-display, hoping to find something to justify his hesitation.  Nothing appeared on the screen.  Blue dots represented his own squad, surrounding the chalet and closing in on his position.  Switchplate's cluster of blue dots had formed up on the opposite side of the chalet, waiting for the signal to breach.  He zoomed out to the until he could see the entire mountain.  

Six outposts had been identified at the base of the mountain.  Two were marked by pink triangles, the rest yellow—which meant no activity had been recorded on the drone’s previous pass.  Between drones and assets on the ground, all the sites were under surveillance.  No transmissions, no traffic, no soldiers, no lights, no nothing–it was like those four outposts had been abandoned.

“We ready or what?" asked Switchplate.

Cooper shrugged off his bad feeling.  The outposts were empty and the chalet only moments from capture.  They had to move, stay on schedule, and take down this guy once and for all.

"Two, we ready?”

“Good to go,” replied Charlie.

“Copy that.  All units, breach in three…two…one…breach!"

"Go, go, go!"  crackled Switchplate's voice.

Cooper heard two muffled pops before a plume of dark smoke blossomed into the sky on the other side of the chalet.  He ducked under the eave of the south face and watched as Jax turned away from the main door.  The door exploded in a flash of light and disappeared, turning it into shrapnel.

"On me!" called out Charlie as he jumped through the smoke-wreathed opening.  Jax spun on his heel and disappeared behind Charlie, followed by Sparky and Clutch.

Cooper squatted and cupped his hands.  Juice took a running start, placed one boot on Cooper's palms and launched himself up and over the edge of the roof.  Without looking back, he scaled the roof through the snow.  Cooper switched his helmet to night vision and stepped into the chalet.

"Overwatch in position," reported Juice.

Cooper scanned his immediate surroundings and spotted the bodies of three men in business suits surrounded by blood and debris near the far wall.  All three had carried HK sub-machine guns.

Jax stood guard by the room’s only exit.  Cooper hurried past and knelt to investigate the three corpses.  All three sported the same close-cropped haircut and two of them had several scars on their face.  These men were pros.

We caught them off guard—that's something.

"Clear!" called out Charlie from the next room.

"First floor clear!" announced Switchplate.  

Cooper tapped his mapscreen and pulled up the blueprint schematics for the building.  He switched from the first floor to the second floor.  "Switchplate, you head up—I'll take the basement."

"Hooyah," replied Switchplate.

"Jax, Sparky—go!"

Jax stepped away from the door he had been guarding and kicked it open.  Sparky was right behind him and they charged through the door and vanished into the gloomy darkness of the stairwell.

Charlie and Clutch appeared from the other side of the room a few moments later and nodded as they trotted by.  Cooper waited for everyone to enter the stairwell then followed.

"Command, Actual, be advised we are negative on the HVT, repeat Striker is negative on the HVT so far.”

The scratchy reply echoed through his helmet from 3,000 miles away: "Acknowledge Actual, Command copies all."

"Got a few stragglers on the second floor!" called out Switchplate's voice.  In the background, Cooper heard the sound of automatic rifle fire.  Someone screamed before the transmission cut off.

"On your left!"

"I see him—take ‘im out!"

“Switching mag–“

Cooper focused on the transmissions from the other squad as he followed behind his own, heading deeper into the bowels of the chalet.  The staircase looped around one empty landing and descended further into the darkness where pair of glowing lights lit the bottom of the stairwell.

"Hey, I thought that EMP bomb knocked out all the power?" asked Charlie, somewhere down below in the stairwell.

"Yo Coop, these lights aren't electrical–they’re chemical.  Somebody dropped two glow sticks in these bulbs…" announced Jax from the bottom.

Cooper changed frequencies to communicate with Switchplate.  “Switchplate, you okay?"

"Yeah," grunted Switchplate.  "One of these fuckers grazed my leg, but we got ‘em all.  Second floor’s clear."

“Actual, Overwatch—I got movement on the south ridge.  Looks like climbers coming up the side.  Foot mobiles with weapons."

"Fuck me sideways…" muttered Switchplate.  “They sure got reinforcements up here fast.”

“We just walk into a trap?” asked Charlie.

"Take up defensive positions!" ordered Cooper.  He glanced down the last few steps to see the rest of his squad stacked up on the door at the base of the stairs.  "The HVT’s gotta be behind this door.  Think you can handle the climbers?"

"Fuck yeah we can handle these assholes," retorted Switchplate.  "But that don't mean I want you to take your time down there…"

Cooper grinned.  "I love your pillow talk."

Switchplate laughed and signed off.  

Cooper changed frequencies back to his squad.  "Full court press, ladies—breach on three.  I want flash bangs as soon as the doors open.  Ready?"

"Hooyah," replied Charlie.  Cooper watched as he pulled a canister off his chest rig.

"On three…two…one," said Cooper.  "Breach!"

Jax and Charlie kicked the door at the same time and smashed through cloud of splintered word.  They both dropped and rolled out of the line of sight.

"Flash bang out!" called Charlie as he lobbed the stun grenade through the open door.

"Tossing!" announced Jax a split second behind Charlie.  Cooper turned from the door and closed his eyes.  The last thing he saw was the rest of his team averting their vision.  He saw a tremendous flash, even behind his closed eyelids and his HAHO helmet’s auto-opaque visor.  

"Go, go, go!" shouted Charlie.

Gunfire erupted as soon as Charlie and Jax dove into the room.  Jax hit the floor to the left and Charlie to the right, both of them firing at the stumbling shapes on the far side of the room.

Cooper had a hand on Sparky's back as the team sniper stepped in and fired a short burst from his MP-5 before ducking to the left.  Clutch followed Cooper to the right.

The new room had been a guard position.  Fifteen feet from the door, a long, low desk sat surrounded by monitors.  Behind the desk was another door and to the left, a larger one.  Both the metal doors were set in simple cinderblock walls.  

One guard already lay dead across the desk, arms hanging limp and dripping blood on the hardwood floor.  Blood splattered the wall behind the desk, where two other guards been taken out.

"One more behind the desk," warned Charlie.

"Another one disappeared through that door," added Jax.

“They’re going for help!” announced Cooper.

In answer, the surviving guard raised his gun and fired jihadi-style over the desk.

"Draw his attention—I’ll flank him," offered Sparky.

"Firing!" said Charlie as he peppered the left side of the desk.  Cooper trained his own weapon on the desktop, waiting for the guard to appear.  

To the right, Sparky ran a few steps and slid, slamming his body against the wall. He aimed and fired a single three-round burst, sending papers into the air like frightened birds.   He crouched and disappeared behind the desk.  After a moment, he stood, relaxed.

"Clear."

As one, the SEALs rose and took defensive positions around the large steel double doors.

“These may be too thick for the det-cord I have left,” muttered Jax as he ran a hand over the thick, steel door.  "Maughan has he rest."

Cooper examined the exposed hinges.  “Sparky, break out the give glue.”




COOPER LOOKED DOWN THE long, dimly lit hallway at the wreckage in front of him.  His hopes of finding Reginald evaporated.  He decided the mission was a complete failure.

"Damn, what a mess,” said Jax.

Cooper sighed and lowered his rifle.  "Command, you seein’ this?" Cooper called out.

Static interfered with the transmission, but the message was still clear enough to understand: “Looks like a collapsed tunnel—any signs of life?"

"Negative, Command,” Cooper said as he walked down the tunnel, boots crunching on crumbled rock and plaster.  Once-upon-a-time,the walls had been perfectly smooth.  The arched ceiling easily reached up to nine feet high.  

Cooper turned and looked back at Jax.  The tunnel was wide enough for three men to walk abreast.  Regularly spaced fluorescent lights had been embedded in the ceiling.  Cooper reached out and traced his hand along the wall.  The tunnel sloped down at a slight angle, leading deeper into the mountain.

"There's no sign of the medical lab,” observed Jax.  

“Then where does—did—this go?” Cooper asked, staring into the murky, clouded distance.  As far as his night vision could penetrate, all he saw was rubble and debris.

Cooper approached the cave-in that blocked off the hallway.  He knelt and picked up a few of the chunks of rock and concrete, intermingled with broken wire and twisted rebar.  Cursing under his breath, he pulled out a small camera and took several pictures of the damage for the debriefing.

“She said this is the only entrance.  There should've been at least 25 people working down here,” Charlie observed from the tunnel entrance.

Cooper looked around.  "Well, I have to say if anybody's still in there, they aren’t getting out anytime soon…"

“Action’s gettin’ a little stiff topside, Actual," called out Juice from the chalet's roof.

Cooper turned and made his way back from the rubble pile.  "Command, Striker 2-1 Actual.  Be advised, Team 2 is engaging enemy reinforcements that came up the mountain."

“Copy that, Actual, can you gain access to the lab?  The images we’re getting from your helmet-cam look grim.”

Cooper turned and glanced at the pile of rock that blocked the end of the corridor.  "Negative, Command—not without some heavy equipment and a lot more men."

"Copy that, Actual, standby one."

Cooper tilted his head back and looked at the ceiling, hands on his hips.  Typical.  Switchplate's fighting reinforcements topside, the whole reason for the mission is blocked by a pile of rocks, and Command wants me to sit on my thumb.

As Cooper struggled to contain his frustration, he noticed one crack in the ceiling looked wider than the others.  He took a closer look.  Not only was it wider—it was glowing.  He zoomed in and noticed light escape through the crack.

"What the hell is this?”  It was too high for Cooper to reach with his hands, so he drew his dive knife and probed the crack.  Bits of the ceiling trickled down onto his helmet like chalk.  Cooper jumped out of the way, assuming the ceiling was about to cave.  When nothing happened, he reached down and picked up a rock.  It crumbled easily between his fingers—the rock turned to powder.  "That's drywall…" he muttered.

"What you got, Hoss?"

"I don't know,” he said to Jax, “but the ceiling is hollow."  Cooper used the barrel of his rifle to expand the hole.  He quickly exposed thick bundles of insulated wires.  Cooper looked up and down the hallway.  

Well, it makes sense.  If there's a lab further down there, they’d need data and power… 

Cooper reached up and noticed a large trunk of wires branched off from the main line and disappeared into the wall.  Cooper glanced at the sides of the tunnel.  It didn't appear to be any different—solid rock, just like the rest of the corridor.

"Something doesn't add up here…" Cooper rapped his fist along the wall, and heard a hollow sound directly underneath where the wires disappeared into the side of the tunnel.  "Jax—get over here!  We got a hole to make."

"What's the sitrep, Actual?”

Cooper stepped back to allow Jax room to apply a rope of detonation cord along the wall.

"Command, I think I've located a false wall.  Could be a door, but I can't figure out how to open it.  Got a lot of wires in a false ceiling heading off to the side.  Could be something—could be nothing.  We'll know in a few seconds.  Standby one."

Cooper stacked up on the left side of the explosive, Jax turned and leaned against the right side.  "Fire in the hole!" he called out.  Jax flipped a switch on the transmitter in his hand and pushed the red button.

Cooper heard the familiar muffled crump and a cloud of dust enveloped the hallway.  Not for the first time he was glad he wore a self-contained HAHO suit.  Cooper stepped through the hole in the wall before the dust cleared.  Another corridor stretched off into the murky distance.

"Command, I think we got something here."
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London, England.




VASILY ANDROPOV STEPPED THROUGH his hotel’s massive front doors.  He coughed in the stiff breeze that ruffled a few bits of trash down St. Martin’s Lane.  Glancing at his watch, he pulled the well-worn coat a little tighter around his shoulders.  Catching his reflection in the front door, he resolved his first order of business would be to get a new coat before finding a suitable club for the night's entertainment.  He had plenty of money and time to kill before tomorrow morning’s meeting at Onnei’s UK branch.   

Perhaps Mother would like some nice fabric…she could sew a dress or make new curtains or something.  He frowned.  He didn't know the first thing about what his mother would do with a bundle of fabric.  Vasily wanted to get her something, but what?

Another problem troubled him: he had no idea where to find the shopping district.  London was a huge town, easily dwarfing anything he'd ever seen in Russia.  Even Kursk—until today the largest town he’d ever visited—could fit inside a suburb of the British capital.

He’d been so lost in thought he did not notice a black cab approach the curb nearby.  The driver said something unintelligible, so Vasily assumed the man wanted to know if he needed a lift.  Vasily nodded, his fist at his mouth as he coughed.  

"Shopping," Vasily croaked.  He cleared his throat and turned the collar up on his old farm coat.  English…try English.  "If…I wish…shopping."  Was that it?

Comprehension crossed the man's face.  He nodded and spoke again, jerking his thumb to indicate the street.  Vasily frowned and pointed at his jacket.  The driver leaned over the seat as Vasily got in the cab and asked something again.

Vasily looked around, unsure what the man was asking him.  He understood the word ‘shop’, but little else.  He sighed.  If only I’d been assigned Paris.  At least I would have had a chance at understanding what people are saying.

Vasily spotted an attractive woman across the street as she talked with an old man in a sharp suit.  He pointed at her.   "Fancy."

The driver turned, took in the pair and flashed a smile at Vasily.  He rattled off something and put the snug little car in gear.  Vasily nodded his thanks and stifled a sneeze.  Cursed doctors and their vaccines…

Vasily sat in the back of the cab and watched as the gray stone buildings blurred around him.  The driver weaved in and out of traffic, honking his horn when needed to avoid pedestrians and other cars.  More than once, he closed his eyes as a pedestrian stepped out onto the street and narrowly avoided a trip to the hospital.  The driver continued talking to Vasily, but he understood little to nothing.  He nodded along and tried to smile at what he thought were the appropriate times.  As he grunted agreement at the man’s inane rambling, Vasily marveled at the large stone structures and classic architecture of downtown London.  The city seemed to sprawl on forever.  

Is there no end to this place?

At last, the cab driver pulled up to the curb of a street filled with shops—department stores, dressmakers, tailors—all displaying their wares in well-lit windows.  Vasily stared in open-mouthed wonder at the frank display of luxury.  Such wealth was largely unknown back in Kursk, with the exception of the local mafia lords.  

He reluctantly tore his eyes from the happy shoppers outside and thumbed through a stack of British currency.  He examined the numbers on the driver’s fare meter.  Hoping he picked the right brightly-colored bill, Vasily handed the driver his money.  

The man looked between the money in his hand and Vasily with a furrowed brow.  He shook his head and tried to hand the money back.  Vasily insisted and refused to take it back.

“Keep it,” he said in Russian.  “I feel generous tonight!”

The driver tried again to refuse—a bit half-heartedly—but in the end he relented.  Vasily watched as he removed a few of bills before pocketing the rest and handing over the change.

Even through the language barrier, Vasily understood what the man was trying to do.  He smiled—for the first time in his life Vasily was able to be financially generous and enjoyed raising a hand to signal the driver to keep the change.  A wide smile spread across the driver’s face.  He motioned for Vasily to exit the cab and seemed content to wait.

Vasily shook his head.  “I don’t know how long I’ll be…”

The driver looked at him askance, the language barrier palpable.  At length the man nodded.  He pointed at his watch, then pointed at the cab, and finally pointed at the curb.  Vasily watched in silence.  Then he pointed at Vasily.

He wants to know if he should wait for me!  Vasily smiled and nodded.  He glanced at his own watch and adjusted for London time.  I shouldn’t be out late tonight.  I want to make a good impression tomorrow, so that means a good night’s sleep.  An hour for shopping and another for dinner…that should do. He pointed at his own watch, held up two fingers and arched an eyebrow.

The cab driver nodded and flipped the switch on his fare meter.  A yellow light changed to blinking red on the meter.  Vasily exited the vehicle and coughed again.  He shuddered and hurried forward, eager to get inside the warmth of the building.  He continued to cough and sneeze inside the first store, trying not to wince as people took notice.

These British are scared of the flu?  They sit here in the lap of luxury with more resources and bounty than I've ever seen in my entire life and they fear a little sickness?  These weaklings would never survive back home.  Vasily caught a man staring at him.  The taller man nodded stiffly and shuffled past, wrapped in gravitas.  He looked weak.   

In Russia, only the strong survive.

They fear me the flu.  Vasily smiled to himself as he sneezed into his hand before he absently wiped it on his pants.  His eye caught the price tag on a skimpy dress.   That much?  For that?  There's hardly enough fabric there for a scarf, let alone a dress.  Nyet.  He sniffed and cleared his throat as he moved toward the men's department.

An hour and a half later, Vasily emerged from the boutique wearing his new full-length trench coat.  He turned up the collar to protect his neck and spotted the cab driver.  A coughing fit struck him as he approached the little black car and he doubled over in an attempt to pull air into his lungs.  The driver lurched from his car and ran to assist.

"It’s okay," Vasily said through clenched teeth.  A cold sweat broke out over his forehead and he failed to hold back another sudden sneeze.  The cab driver recoiled and wiped at his face as Vasily apologized profusely.  

The cab driver laughed it off and finished cleaning his face with a handkerchief.  He said something to Vasily and the smile on his face said there were no hard feelings.

Upon reentering the cab, Vasily made it clear he was hungry.  The driver nodded and off they sped into the growing twilight.

Time to eat and then maybe it’s off to bed.  My chest feels thick.  A good night’s sleep will help.  And vodka.  Dedushka always said vodka will cure anything that ails a good farmer.

Vasily watched the blurred buildings as exterior lights turned on and London cloaked itself in a sparkling evening gown.  He lost track of the statues and ornate buildings bathed in floodlights as they skimmed around parks.  

At last they pulled up out front of what looked like an old townhouse.  Vasily noticed the people entering the place wore tuxedos and ball gowns.  Mortified he would be under dressed and seen as a foreign simpleton, Vasily shook.  He shook his shoulders as if he were dancing.

The driver's eyebrow climbed his forehead.  He laughed and said something Vasily didn't understand—but the driver did say the word ‘club’, so he nodded enthusiastically.

Almost an hour later, Vasily settled into a comfortable booth at Club Rodina.  He belched and looked at the remains of his steak dinner.  Full and fortified with his third vodka of the night, Vasily felt better than he had since he'd been hired by Onnei.  

He swirled a glass of vodka and surveyed the dance floor.  His table vibrated in time with the loud bass.  He watched with an amused smile on his face as several dozen scantily dressed women gyrated to the music.  All around him, other men and women were watching those on the dance floor. 

Vasily knew dancing was out of the question–what dancing he’d experienced had been common Russian folk dancing.  Hardly something that would garner him the attention he wanted from girls in a place like this.

He finished the vodka and put the glass down, then signaled his waitress for another round.  He hoped it would boost his confidence enough to approach one of the unattended women at the bar.  His server walked over with a shy smile on her face and brought him a fresh glass.  Vasily took a sip and decided he had the money, he would no longer drink cheap vodka.  He grimaced and put the glass down.  It was time he drank real vodka.

The waitress asked him a question, and he doubted he would have been able to understand her even if he could hear over the noise.  The alcohol in his system had already begun to affect him, so that didn’t help either.  Vasily smiled and put his hand over the glass.  

"I don't want this Polish horse piss anymore.  Give me some good Russian vodka."

The woman regarded him with half closed eyes.  After a moment, she shook her head and offered an apology by way of shrugged shoulders.  

She doesn't understand me.  Vasily sighed and slowly said, "Russian," as he pointed at the drink.

To help sweeten the deal, he removed his billfold and pulled out a another artistic bank note.  Does this work better?  He slapped it on the table and put the glass of vodka on top of it before sliding both back toward the waitress.

Her face lit up.  She nodded effusively, took the vodka and downed it herself in one gulp before turning the glass over and slapping it on the table.  She picked up the bill,  slipped it into her ample cleavage, and winked.  As she walked away, Vasily couldn't help but appreciate the sway of her hips as she disappeared into the crowd.  

He leaned back into his chair and sighed, watching a redhead on the dance floor.  She has lovely hair…I wonder what it smells like?  Vasily smiled.  With the money he had in his billfold, anything was possible.

And tomorrow I will have ten times as much!

The waitress bounded back to the table and produced a new drink with a proud sweep of one arm.  She put the glass down before Vasily with a flourish, exposing the top of her pillowy breasts.  Vasily smiled at the sight down her shirt.  He rubbed his hands and leaned forward in anticipation, taking a sniff of the clear liquid.  It smelled right.  

He picked it up and examined it as a jeweler might examine a diamond in the light.  Out the corner of his eye he watched the waitress.  She stood next to the table, hands clasped in front of her with a hopeful expression on her slightly plump face. 

Vasily took a healthy swig and let the vodka sting his tongue for a moment.  He closed his eyes and sighed, leaning back into the booth.  Ah, this is the good stuff.  

“Well done.”  He let the unending beat of the music pulse in his chest as the vodka warmed his belly.  “I should reward you.”  He sat up and smiled as he opened his billfold again and thumbed through the various denominations.  He pulled out a 50 pound note and handed it to her.  What is it the Americans always say?  Go big or go home.

The waitress practically squealed with glee and glanced over her shoulder to see if anyone noticed.  She said something to him, but Vasily couldn't understand her–he hardly heard her over the incessant bass.  He wondered if sound could bruise a person’s ribs.

Vasily coughed, then glanced at his hand as he pulled it away from his mouth.  He noticed tiny flecks of phlegm on his palm.  Disgusted, he absently wiped his hand on the tablecloth, happy that the waitress had already disappeared back into the crowd.

He waited through two more songs before his waitress returned with the entire bottle of vodka and flamboyantly placed it on the table.  She had a friend with her.  The other girl looked shy, but sexy.  She was skinny—not anorexic like some runway model, but in a healthy, strong way.  Wiry.  Vasily looked her over from top to bottom as he moved his head in time with the music.  He hated techno, but after a few rounds of vodka, it started to grow on him.  

The girl smiled.  Her hips were a little narrow, but she looked in good health with ruddy cheeks.  If she had a little more weight on her, she’d look perfectly at home on any good Russian farm.  Vasily smiled.  A farmer's daughter—there’s a thought.  I come all the way from Moscow to London to meet a farmer’s daughter in a Russian club.

"I am Zoya," she said in Russian.

Vasily's eyes flew open.  He leaned forward.  "You're Russian?  My name is Vasily.”  The words tumbled out of his mouth, fueled by vodka and excitement.  He shooed away the first waitress and ignored the hurt look on her face. 

“I live in Kursk—where are you from?”  He motioned for her to join him in the booth and refilled the glass with vodka.  “Here, have a drink—it’s excellent.”

The girl smiled and took the glass, draining it.  Vasily smiled and poured her another.  
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The Swiss Alps.

Chalet Tillcott.




COOPER STARED INTO THE smoke-filled hallway.  "Nicely done, Jax."  He peered up toward the smoke-wreathed ceiling.  "Just don't bring the damn mountain down on us, okay?"

"Everybody's a critic.  You wanted a hole, you got one."

Cooper motioned for Jax to head through into the newly discovered tunnel.  "Go on—check it out."

"I got a body!" called out Jax from just inside.  "Right side, 20 yards."

"Cover me," Cooper said.  He stepped over the ragged entrance and into a wall of smoke.  A few steps brought him through the worst of it and his HUD displayed a person laying on the ground just ahead.  As he approached, he saw a long, filthy coat that might have once been white.

"Sir, can you hear me?" asked Cooper.  No response.  After a quick glance down the hallway, Cooper took a knee and turned the man over.  His face was a shredded mess, the skin around his injuries charred black.  The man coughed and shuddered, groping about in the dust and dirt on the floor.  His whole body shuddered then and he let loose with an ear-piercing scream.

"Sir!  I’m not going to hurt you–"

"My face!"  The man moaned in a British accent.  Shaking hands delicately touched the edge of his wounds.  "I can't see…"

Cooper put his hand on the man's shoulder as he tried to sit up.  "It's okay, sir.  I'm here to help—can you tell me what happened?"

"Who—who's there?  I can't see.  My eyes!"

Cooper stared into the melted, charred pits of what used to be the poor bastard's eyes.  "You’ve suffered severe trauma to your face, sir.  We’re going to get you help.  Can you tell me what happened?  It's important."

The man lowered his head back to the floor and let out a ragged breath.  "Bloody cold…"

Jax rushed past on his way to investigate deeper down the tunnel.

“W-what was that?” stuttered the injured man at Cooper’s feet.

Cooper focused on the wounded man.  "Hey, stay with me…"

"Stay with me…that’s what she—she said ‘don't leave’…"

"Who?" demanded Cooper.  "Who said that, sir?"

"All dead…"

"Who?”  

“Sophie!" the man suddenly screamed, his body rigid.

Cooper sighed in frustration as he broke out his first aid kit.  "Who is Sophie?"

The burned man screamed again, feebly clutching at his chest with blackened fingers.  "Fire!" he screamed as Cooper applied topical burn cream and did his best to wrap the man's face.

"Tunnel caved in up here, Hoss.  There's a gap, looks like a bigger room on the other side—no movement.  Hot though.  The fire’s somewhere back there,"  Jax reported.

Cooper stood and glanced at his handiwork.  It wasn't pretty, but if the man survived he supposed that wouldn't matter.  "Any sign of survivors back there?"

"Negative."

"Caved in…the lab…he'll be mad…" the man groaned.  "So cold."

"Who?" hissed Cooper.  "Sir, you're going into shock.  I need you to stay with me," he said, kneeling again and checked the burned man's pulse.   His heart's racing.  

"Dunkeith…"

"Actual—we could use a little help up here—they’re getting frisky," warned Switchplate from the surface.

Damn it!  

The blind man started coughing and clutching at his chest.   "Can't breathe…"

"I can’t get any further—whatever was here is still burning like a—" Jax began.

The walls trembled and Cooper felt the floor shake.  Dust filtered out of the ceiling.  

"I don't think this place is entirely stable," mumbled Jax.

Cooper looked up from his patient.  "Jax, on me!"

“Moving.”

Hands scrabbled at Cooper’s leg.  "Take…take this…" said the blind man.  His charred fingers dug through one of the outer pockets on his lab coat.  The skin on the back of his hand, cracked and bleeding, smeared red on the grimy coat.  

Cooper accepted the little box from the man's trembling hands.  Relieved of his package, the man flopped onto the floor and let out a long, shuddering breath.

"Sir?  What is this?"

"Test results…everything…he said don't let the Americans get it…"  The man coughed and tried to laugh, one blackened hand covering his ruined face.  “He said not to let the Americans get it…doesn't matter now…"  He took a deep, ragged breath and pink foam bubbled around the corners of his lips.  

Cooper leaned over him, his helmet light illuminating the man's last moments.  "Sir, stay with me!"

The air fizzed from the man's cracked lips and his head turned to the side.  The body twitched a few more moments, and Cooper felt the jittery, uneven pulse stutter, then stop.

"Coop, they’re trying to set charges! They—" gunfire interrupted Switchplate's transmission.  "Get out of there!"

Cooper took one last look at the now dead man at his feet.  "Dammit," he muttered.  He ripped the ID badge from the man's charred coat and stuffed it and the little box into his hip pouch.  

Jax skidded to a stop next to him.  “He died?  You should have let me do the first aid man, you suck.”

"What?"

Jax gestured at the body.  "You're patient, Hoss.  He's dead."

"Later,” Cooper growled.  “This tunnel won’t hold much longer."

Another violent tremor nearly knocked them to the ground.  Cooper braced himself against the wall and peered through the shifting dust.  

“You think?” asked Jax.

“Cooper, what the hell’s going on down there?” asked Charlie.  “Feels like an earthquake.”

Jax grabbed Cooper’s shoulder and pointed down the tunnel.  "Go!  Roof’s coming down!" he yelled.  

They sprinted to the main corridor.  Another tremor sent them sprawling to the floor as the side tunnel collapsed.  "Don't stop!"  Cooper got to his feet and shoved Jax forward toward the big double doors that led back into the chalet’s basement guard room.  They bolted past the guards’ bodies and moved toward the main stairwell.  Charlie stood at the doorway, urging them on.

“I sent Sparky up already.  Hurry!”  He turned and led the way up the stairs.

Something hit Cooper in the back and knocked him to the floor with a grunt of pain.  He felt his legs dangle free over open space—part of the stairwell had collapsed underneath him.

Jax hauled him to his feet, and they struggled up the crumbling stairs.   Clouds of smoke and dust rushed up out of the stairwell enveloped and them in blinding nothingness.  Jax slowed, but Cooper pushed forward.  At the top of the stairs, the world turned orange.  

“The whole place is on fire!” warned Charlie, ducking through the door.

Cooper peered through the fire and shapes moving just beyond the flames.  "Almost there—keep going!"  

Jax grabbed Cooper’s arm and pointed through the fire to their left.  "Look—the server room!"

Cooper turned and saw a bullet-riddled door held open by the bodies of Reginald's men.  More holes perforated the wall around where Charlie and Sparky had fought back.  More guards appeared from the right, pouring in from outside.  Incoming rounds buzzed past Cooper’s head like angry hornets.

He ducked, eyes locked on the server room.  "I need suppressing fire."

"Go!" replied Jax.  He turned and cut loose a stream of lead toward the newcomers.  “Charlie, Sparky, help me out!”

Cooper fired blindly toward the guards, unable to see through the flames.  He heard the roar of Jax's M60 somewhere behind him, accompanied by Charlie and Sparky.  

“Now or never, old man,” shouted Jax.  

Cooper dashed across the room during a brief lull in the fight, dropped on his left leg and slid the final few feet to the door.  He slammed his body against the lower half of the door to no avail.  Cooper dropped to his back, raised his rifle and fired on full auto right at the strike plate.  He ended up cutting most of the hardware off the door in the split second he took to pull the trigger.  He kicked the door open and rolled through as rounds tore apart the door frame around him.

"Move—they're on your six!" warned Charlie’s voice.  “They’re trying to work around the room and get to you.”

Cooper grunted and dropped to the floor staying low to avoid the acrid smoke filling the room.  He glanced around and found himself surrounded by dozens of bullet-riddled servers.

Most were scrap metal now.  More than one still smoked—but in the gloom he spotted a handful that looked relatively unscathed.  He raced forward, not sure what he was looking for, but determined to walk away with something.  Cooper ripped out the first rack of undamaged servers he found and removed PCIe blades loaded with solid state hard drives.  He dumped as many as he could into his hip pack and ducked as a chunk of the wall flew past his helmet.  A sudden blast of heat erupted through the hole the wall and everything around him shimmered.

"Coop!  Get out of there!  The fire's spreading—we got to get the hell out of Dodge, man!"

"I need ten seconds," grunted Cooper as he pulled out another hard drive and dropped it into his satchel.

"You got five!" said Charlie’s voice over the noise of the gunfight.

Cooper stood and yanked out one last rack.  He hoped there was something useful in here worth the risk.  He snapped one of the delicate cards as he ripped out the memory banks and tossed them into his bulging satchel.  "Moving!  Give me some cover!"

"Popping smoke!" called out Jax.  

Cooper bolted for the entrance to the server room and spotted a plume of white smoke from Jax's grenade.  He dashed across the room, surprised how fast the fire had spread.  Most of the room was now engulfed in flames and if it weren't for the material built into his HAHO suit, Cooper doubted he would've survived even crossing the burning room.

He raised an arm against the glare of the heat and realized the room was littered with  bodies.  His HUD showed all the SEALs were still alive and moving, so he followed Jax to the closest wall.  "We need a door!" he shouted over the chaos.

Jax lit the charge under the wall.  "Ahead of you, old man.  No time to shape it—fire in the hole!"  

A chunk of plaster erupted just above Jax’s head.  "Do it!" barked Cooper. 

The charge detonated, the shockwave blowing a hole in the wall large enough for them to squeeze through.  Cooper covered Jax's exit with a burst of fire into the inferno on the other side of the room.  Somewhere through there, Reginald's men continued to fight, albeit blindly.

"Clear!" called Jax from outside.

"Charlie, Sparky—go!" ordered Cooper as he fired another burst into the fire.  The last of his team rushed past him to dive through the hole in the wall.

“Team two, heading to the jump off point!” announced Switchplate.

"Frag out!"  Cooper tossed a grenade into the fire and fell through the exit hole, landing on his back next to Jax in the snow.   

They brought their rifles up and held steady on the opening, watching the smoke billow out of the hole.  More shots rang out from inside the building and holes appeared in the wall to the left and right.  The guards had aimed up not down.   The grenade cooked off and sparks shot out the exit hole, sizzling as they impacted the snow.

One…two…get up and move…go..six…move, move, move! Cooper forced the pain in his right knee to the background.  He rolled left, got to his knees, and grabbed Jax.  "Let's go!"

"Actual, where the hell are you?  We can't hold these guys back any longer!" called  Switchplate.

"Striker 2-1, Actual, Ghost Rider.  You got a large group of hostiles moving up the south face of that mountain.  Suggest you hightail it out of there."

Cooper instinctively glanced up at the black sky, as if he could see the tiny shape of the  drone that circled above.  "What I wouldn't give to have Puff the Magic Dragon up there instead of that little tin can," he muttered.  "Charlie, get 'em moving." 

"Fall back to the north face, let's go!" said Charlie, already a dozen yards ahead of Cooper, fighting a running battle toward their escape.

Cooper switched frequencies to contact the drone pilot. “Roger that, Ghost Rider, thanks for the heads-up.”

"Team two, falling back," announced Switchplate.  "Overwatch, move!"

"Already on my way," replied Juice.

Muzzle flashes lit up the night all around them as Cooper glanced at the pillar of smoke and fire  stabbing up into the night sky from the top of the chalet.  Hungry flames engulfed the entire structure.  

Puffs of snow erupted like little geysers around his feet as he ran.  His heads-up display showed at least 15 of Reginald's men approaching from the south, east, and west.  

Cooper dove around the corner of a large, snow-covered rock and took shelter with the rest of his fireteam.  "Everybody good to go?"

"Maughan took a round in the shoulder, and Juice got one in the leg, but we're mostly okay," reported Charlie.

Cooper glanced over the rock at the advancing enemy troops.  "All teams, Actual.  Check your chutes and prep for EVAC.”

"Roger that," replied Switchplate over a burst of automatic weapons fire.

Enemy reinforcements crested the south face of the clearing and worked their way toward the burning chalet.  Small knots of them fanned out, flashlights stabbing into the snow-filled night.

"Coop, we got about 30 seconds before shit gets bad," observed Jax.

"Before it's bad?  What the hell you call this?" asked Maughan.

"This?" Jax laughed.  "This is just a warm-up, Rook."

"You two can grab-ass later!" snarled Cooper.  “Team two, go—we'll cover you.”

"Hooyah," called out Switchplate.

"Suppressing fire!" ordered Cooper.  His team leaned around the rock and laid down a withering hail of fire on the approaching enemy.  It was just enough for Switchplate's team to race to the edge of the mountain and launch themselves into the darkness.  In less than two seconds, half the SEALs had vanished over the edge of the abyss.

"We're away!  Deploying chutes!" said Switchplate's strained, static-filled voice.

"That's our cue, ladies!  Go, go, go!" called out Cooper.

Cooper raced to the edge, watching on his display to make sure Charlie did likewise.  The edge of the mountain raced up to meet him.   Everything below was white—everything above, pure black.  Puffs of snow exploded around his churning feet and Cooper felt excruciating pain flare in his right leg.

No, no, no, not now—just give me two more steps!  

Cooper forced himself to run through the pain although he felt the bones of his knee grinding together with every step.  And then he was at the edge.  He risked a glance at his HUD and made sure the rest of his team were already over.

Last one out.

His heart thundering in his chest, Cooper slung his rifle over his back and launched himself forward through the pain in his leg and swung his arms free.  The ground disappeared behind him as he soared out into the air.  He felt the dizzying sensation of vertigo as blackness surrounded him.  His helmet’s night vision kicked in and illuminated the side of the mountain in greens and grays as it rushed up to crush him.  Cooper ripped the D-ring on his chest and felt the sudden pull from his shoulders as his chute deployed.  

He glanced up and grabbed the guidelines, immediately controlling his descent away from the base of the mountain toward the western rendezvous point.  Another look at the HUD confirmed the rest of his men had made it safely away from the chalet.

"Command, 2-1, Actual.  We are Oscar Mike to the primary RP."
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Salmon Falls, Idaho.




DENOYAN TECUMSEH CAREFULLY PLACED his foot next to the leaves at the base of an ancient gnarled oak tree and paused.  He’d been careful—he hadn’t made much noise at all on his ascent up the hill, but this was his last meat run of the week and people in town depended on him.  The young buck mule deer he stalked had yet to detect him—things had to stay that way for a few more minutes.  He hadn't seen any other hunters out today and hoped he wouldn't—at least not any time soon.

Just a little closer…

Denny let his eyes scan the area without moving his head.  Nothing but bare trees and evergreens.  The buck he stalked slipped casually between two wide pines on the other side of the oak.  He followed the delicate deer track through the tall grass.

He checked the light in the sky.  Only an hour till sunset.  Denny grimaced.  Do I take him now or come back in the morning?  Either way, by the time I make it back to camp it’ll be dark.

Harvest now, eat now, Grandfather’s voice said.  Wait to harvest, wait to eat.

Denny smiled.  It was like Red Eagle stood at his shoulder.  The smile faded as he looked around to make sure the old man wasn’t there. 

Denny slowly exhaled.  He’s right though.  He pulled a hickory arrow from the bottom of his open sided over-the-shoulder quiver and knocked it.  His face a mask of determination, Denny took a breath and crept around the tree, following the buck's track.   Denny closed his eyes and let his other senses take over.  He heard the slow, steady drum of his own heart beating.  In the distance, a scrub jay squawked.  Smaller birds—two titmice—chattered away in the branches above him.  Far off to the left, a squirrel rustled through some leaves.

Then he heard it—a soft snort, like a sigh—pine needles and scrub brush shifting ever so slightly as the deer moved.  Denny opened his eyes.  The sound of the mule deer settling in his bed for the night had come from almost dead ahead.  He was on the other side of the pines and a little to the left.  Denny could almost see the deer in his mind's eye, graceful legs tucked up under a powerful body, the long neck and gentle face looking away, ever cautious but still oblivious to  what stalked him.

He re-examined the possible approaches and imagined the noise he’d make going straight through the pines.  To get a clear shot at the buck, he’d have to be right on top of it.  He frowned and looked left and right.  The pines were too big to slip around quickly.  He’d backed himself into a fine corner—if he moved forward, the buck would see him and bolt deeper into the pines.  If he went left or right to flank, the grass or leaves would surely give away his movement.

Deciding that it would be better to slip away and return tomorrow rather than scare his prey and force it to find another area to bed down, Denny backtracked along his path and rested his back against the big oak again.  He waited a few moments for the adrenaline to fade as the rush of the almost-kill evaporated.  Standing there with his arrow still knocked, he closed his eyes and let out a slow breath.

One day won't make that much of a difference, I guess.  But damn, I was so close.

A dull echoing roar rumbled to his right, the sound bouncing off the wooded hills across the Salmon River valley.  Denny’s eyes snapped open and looked east.  The last time he heard a sound like that was when the Russians had attempted to take control of the town.

Explosions.

The deer crashed through the trees and bolted downhill.  Denny drew back, hoping to get a clear shot but the buck bounced and skipped behind too many trees.  In less than three seconds, it was gone.  He listened to the sound of the buck tearing through the undergrowth in his mad dash to escape the fearsome sound from the east.

Denny sighed and released the tension on his bow.  What the hell is going on back there?

It made little sense—he’d helped the Rangers liberate Salmon Falls weeks ago.  He’d led the effort to hunt down every last surviving Russian as they fled into the hills.  It had taken a handful of hard, cold days, but they’d done it.  Denny glanced over his shoulder.  At least, he thought they’d tracked all the Russians down.  He couldn’t find any sign of survivors.  

Once people began to succumb to the Korean Flu, Denny had taken to the hills along with a handful of others.  With winter fast approaching, self-imposed exile meant a much harder life, but the risk of contracting the deadly virus was practically non-existent up in the hills. 

Denny gripped his bow tight and looked down at the ground.  It wasn’t fair.  So many had died when the Russians attacked.  The survivors had only a day to celebrate before people started getting sick.  A few days later, the first person died from the flu.  He opened his eyes and looked toward town again.  Hidden by hills, valleys and dozens of miles of Bitterroot wilderness, Salmon Falls lay dying in the grip of the Korean Flu.  No word had come from the state or federal government.  He knew TV stations were back on the air—people with satellite dishes had been relaying news trickling in from the outside world for over a week.

The invasion of the west coast had only exacerbated the suffering and death caused by the Flu in the Occupied States.  The biggest cities, true in any pandemic in history, suffered the worst—even those on the east coast.  Denny looked at the ground and frowned.   There wasn't much anyone could do to help—the last news report he'd seen before leaving town had claimed Europe had its own outbreak.  That was over two weeks ago.

Movement downslope caught his attention.  The buck had stopped his wild flight and stood staring away from Denny, ears swiveling non-stop.  The tail twitched, displaying a white rump, flashing like a beacon through the greens and browns of the forest.

Denny's stomach rumbled.  Now that he'd stalked the deer for a while and seen it up close, he was sure it was much bigger than the last one he'd brought back to town.  

You will feed far more people in town than your brother...if I can just catch you.

The buck obliged by not moving.  Whatever it was focused on was in the opposite direction from Denny.  He decided he had a chance of sneaking up on it from above if he picked his path carefully and moved behind cover.  He slowly crouched, making sure he was hidden from view and moved south.  Whatever was happening in the town would have to wait.  The hunt was on.




ALMOST TWO HOURS LATER, Denny dropped the last of the field dressed buck in a tarp-wrapped heap next to his camp fire.  He collapsed next to the withering flames, utterly spent.  He lay there, breathing deeply and staring at the rock ceiling of the old forest ranger station, relishing in the release of weight from his shoulders.  

I made it.  

It'd been a long slog uphill, but the last of the mule deer was now inside, safe from predators.  He groaned as he rolled on his side, pulled two more logs from the stack, and shoved them into the fire.  The red-orange glow lunged at the fresh wood and sparks flew toward the ceiling.  The heat increased and he began to thaw out.  After a few moments, Denny struggled to his elbows and sat up.

His hands were crusted over with the deer's blood.  The coppery smell permeated his clothes.  He wanted to clean up; he wanted to get something to eat; he wanted to sit down, relax, and get warm…but he knew he couldn't.  Denny heard more of the strange popping noises and what had to be explosions coming from the direction of town on the way back to camp.  Before doing anything else, he had to find his radio and contact John.

"Scutalawe, scutalawe, come in…" he said into his little handset.  He wiped his blood-stained hands on his jeans and gripped the plastic transmit button again.  "Scutalawe, this is m'wewa," Denny said.  Wolf calling turtle.

"Thank God you're back," John Anderson's tired voice replied over the radio.  "We were beginning to worry about you.  So many of the others have been rounded up…"

Denny wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his arm.  "What you talking about?"

"Not over the air.  Come in and we'll talk."  The transmission died.

Denny put the radio down.  Come in and we'll talk.  Not once since he had left town had John told him to return.  His neighbors, John and Ruth Anderton, had retreated into their emergency basement shelter when local thugs had torched Denny's own house.  The Anderton home, next door to his own had burned to the foundation.  John and Ruth had been perfectly safe, but found themselves trapped inside.  

It wasn't long after the liberation of the town from the Russians that Denny had gained access to the Anderton home through the emergency exit in the treeline behind his property.  They had been careful to make sure no one had seen him coming and going, so he'd been able to supply the Andertons with fresh meat and water for the last few weeks.  They'd provided him with a safe place to sleep and news as Townsen and his friends consolidated power in town.

John cautioned Denny to be careful and never be seen entering the tunnel.  He also made it clear he didn't want Denny coming and going very frequently.  He wanted Denny to think of their home as an emergency retreat, a last resort.  

Denny mulled over his options as he stepped outside into the night to gather more wood from the stack.  Standing there watching the light fade from the sky, he realized his expedition to gain personal freedom had failed.  Suddenly he felt very foolish.  Looking down at the deer blood on his hands, he realized he'd started down a path he could not turn from.

I killed those Russians.  We hunted them down.  Like…

A rifle barked in the distance echoed across the valley.  

Worry gripped him.  Something was still going on back in town.  Explosions and gunshots were never a good sign.

The echoing gunfire made Danny think about what led him to disappear into the wilderness.  After the occupation, he thought killing the last Russian would've given him some peace.  It left him with more questions than answers.  

He questioned who he was—a killer of men or a teacher of children?  He knew he could not be both.

But the Russians…those men needed to be killed.  They'd done so much harm to so many of his friends and neighbors—they'd irreparably damaged his community through violence.  Someone had to punish them.  The Rangers had taken off in search of Chad Huntley, their Source.  

Denny understood though the townspeople largely hadn't.  Many felt the Rangers should've stayed to help protect the town.  No one knew if more Russians were coming or if the Koreans would break through the Bitterroots from the west.

Denny stepped over a fallen log and slid downslope a few feet.  He came to a stop and let the blanket of silence over him once more.  His instincts told him if he stayed quiet and didn't rush back uphill to camp, he might come across one more deer to bring back to town.  That extra meat might mean the difference between someone starving to death over the winter or living to see the spring thaw.

Denny thought about that for a second.  He supposed the venison he provided might also be the difference between someone having a chance of recovering from the Korean Flu or dying in their bed.  Memories of the horrible deaths his friends and neighbors—his wife—suffered during The Pandemic rushed back.  He forced his heart to stop racing, forced the memory of his beloved Emily away and he clenched his fists until the pain of his fingernails cutting into his palms brought him back to the present. 

Not now.  Not here.  Hold yourself together.

He looked down at his fists and realized he didn't even have his bow with him.  He sighed and walked back to camp.  What the hell am I doing, walking around out here?  I need to eat and sleep.  I can take the buck to John tomorrow.

Before he left town, he'd stopped at the Anderton's for news and supplies.  He knew he'd be gone at least a week, maybe more.  Anytime someone went hunting alone that long, there was always a chance they might never come back.  Accidents happened and there were bears and wolves in the mountains.  Environmental regulations on hunting had lead to a rise in predator species all over the northwest in recent decades.  He'd heard plenty of wolves but had yet to see one.

Tripping and breaking an ankle or being attacked by a bear were the least of his concerns, however.    

Some part of him refused to feel guilty.  He had killed in the name of justice—he had killed to protect others.  Reminding himself of that and staying busy had kept him from descending into a spiral of guilt and self-doubt.  He crested the slope and spotted the ranger station built into the rock wall that surrounded U.P. Lake.

I did nothing my ancestors didn't do hundreds of years ago.  He stood up and defended his town to the best of his ability.  He had not willingly gone out looking for someone to kill.  

But I did.  I hunted those men…after…

No, he told himself for the thousandth time.  The Russians forced the issue—the Russians were the aggressors, not me.

His thoughts drifted back to the first days of the crisis.  The news coming from California before they lost power had not been good at all.  Many of the locals had panicked at word of the Korean invasion of Oregon and Washington.  A good number of people had fled town when they learned that the enemy had not only invaded California, but was marching east.  It was only a matter of time, many feared, before North Korean tanks appeared in Idaho and rumbled through the streets of Salmon Falls.

Denny knew better.  At least, at the time he thought he knew better.  The Army Rangers that appeared with a small fleet of helicopters did not seem to be all that concerned the Koreans would come rolling through the Bitterroot Mountains, so they left on the more important mission: rescuing Chad Huntley.

The Source.

Denny sighed.  Rumor had it the government was using Chad's blood to make a cure for the Korean Flu.  If that were true, he supposed abandoning Salmon Falls to chase the Source was a bigger mission.  He walked past the wooden door to the ranger station and stopped at an overlook peered at the Salmon River Valley through a gap in the trees.  

The landscape surrounding Salmon Falls was definitely not conducive to swift military travel.  If they had helicopters and leapfrogged from mountaintop to mountaintop, he supposed the North Koreans might swoop down on them, but it would be time-consuming and noisy.  

He eyed the main roads through town as they cut across the landscape.  Much easier for an enemy to just load up their troops into trucks and drive the roads.  Denny shook his head.  The fighting had changed him.  Instead of appreciating the beauty before him, bathed in the glow of the waxing moon, he stood there planning strategy.

Denny scratched his chin and worried for Chad.  He truly felt sorry for the young man.  Huntley had been given a great gift and an even greater responsibility to use that gift for the betterment of all mankind.  For his trouble, it sounded as if he'd been abused and used by more people than Denny could count.

No, Denny thought as he scanned the far off vista, I'd much rather be out here, a prisoner of my own thoughts perhaps, but free otherwise.  He glanced over his shoulder.  There's no one out here to tell me what I can and can't do.  The only thing I must do is hunt so I may survive to help others.

Come in and we'll talk.  John's words echoed through his mind again.  Denny stared at the town, suddenly sad that so little in the way of light flickered up from the dark houses and buildings.  Salmon Falls had seen so much suffering lately—after all that, why was John so upset now?

Denny groaned and stretched his aching shoulders.  Whatever it was, it would keep until morning.  The only thing he wanted to contemplate now was his sleeping bag, a belly full of roast venison, and a warm fire and his sleeping bag.
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Washington, D.C.

The White House.

Presidential Emergency Operations Center.




PRESIDENT HAROLD BARRON STARED at the floor as he shuffled along.  Gruber lead the way while a guard on either side of him held his arms in vice-like grips.  He barely had enough strength in his legs to keep moving and every time he stumbled, they lifted him off the ground and propelled him forward.  Gruber laughed and pushed the President inexorably forward.

Barron lifted his head and stared glumly at Gruber's back.  Was he really an agent?  He works for Jayne…and Reginald.  Barron occupied himself with wondering whether Gruber had ever gone through actual Secret Service training—whether he had at one point been a good man, loyal to his country.  

Did you join for all the right reasons and slowly give in to corruption or were you always selfish and greedy for power?  What are you getting out of all this?  What did Reginald promise you? 

Reginald.

Hatred twisted in Barron's gut and for a few seconds, new strength invigorated his body.  I have to get revenge.  For what they did to me—what they made me do to this country.

Memories of his family filled him with regret and his shoulders slumped again.  The last time he'd seen his wife and children they'd all been so happy.  Moving into the Vice President's mansion had been the point at which his life began to unravel.

The floor in front of him was blurry.  Barron blinked and tried to wipe the moisture on one shoulder.

"Stop struggling," grumbled Gruber.  "Walk."

"Keep moving," agreed the other guard.  Barron lifted his head and tried to see past Gruber.  Down the length of the darkened hallway, light seeped around the edge of two doors.  He couldn't remember if this place was a hospital or if they were still in the Bunker.  It had been so long since Jayne had put a gun to his back and betrayed him. 

Me!  The Goddamn President of the United States!  Marched me out of my office at gunpoint like a common criminal…

The first days of his imprisonment were dark.  They threw him in a room with no windows and no lights.  The only sound he heard was the beating of his own heart and the ragged breath in his chest.  The only light appeared when the door opened and a tray of food dropped unceremoniously at his feet.  Three times a day he marched to a small bathroom.  There wasn't even a cot.  He slept on the floor, shivering until he fell asleep.  He never even knew such a room existed in the Bunker.

Barron repressed a shudder and tried to fight back the nightmares that clawed at him in those dark days.  Has it been days or weeks?  Maybe only hours…

He'd had no sense of time at all, but his imprisonment seemed to last an eternity.  Visions of all the death he'd caused—by action or inaction—haunted him and nibbled at his sanity.  He'd screamed, howled, and raged to no end.  When he could scream and pound on the door no more, the President collapsed on the floor and waited for death.

But then the door would open and two rough men would drag him to his feet and down the hall to the toilet.  Someone else would show up and drop off food—just enough to survive.  Scraps of bread and a little cloudy water.  By the time they finally pulled him out and cleaned him up, Barron wasn't entirely sure who he was anymore.

The clothes he wore belonged to a bigger man but mostly fit him across the shoulders.  He looked down and glanced at the suit that hung limp around his bone-thin arm.  I think I remember this suit… What have they done to me?

"I said, are you ready?"

Barron looked up and blinked.  When did we stop walking?  He licked his parched, cracked lips.  "I'm thirsty."  He wanted to swallow but his throat was too dry.

"Shut the fuck up," growled Gruber.  He grabbed the lapels on the President's coat and jerked him forward, bringing Barron's face inches from his own.  

"You better toe the line in there," Gruber said with a jerk of his head toward the door.  "You think things've been bad for you lately?  I'll introduce you to an entire new world of suffering if you fuck this up."

The President wanted to spit in his face, smash his forehead into Gruber's nose.  He wanted to struggle, fight, growl—resist—but he just nodded meekly.  It was easier that way.  You beat me…you win.

"You understand what you're supposed to do?" asked Gruber, one eyebrow raised.

The President stared at him.  Don't make me say it.  Give me that at least…

"I asked you a question."

You bastard.  The President looked away.  "I'll do what you want," he croaked.

Gruber smiled and stepped back, gently smoothing the front of Barron's coat.  "There.  That's much better.  That wasn't so hard, was it?"  Gruber glanced at the guards.  "Let's do this."  He turned and opened the doors, bathing them all in blinding light.  Barron closed his eyes against the pain and felt himself unceremoniously pulled through the doorway.

"Oh my goodness," cried the siren's voice.  

Barron kept his eyes shut.  If I can't see you, you can't see me…

"What have they done to you, love?"  Soft hands enveloped his face.  He smelled her.  The heart-racing perfume permeated his every thought.

Jayne.

Barron's senses pricked up.  The President felt more himself than he had in what seemed like a lifetime.  Strength flowed through his legs once more and he stood fully on his own.  He opened his eyes, and they adjusted faster than he would have thought possible.  He looked around, more alert than he'd been in days…weeks?

The Press room.  They were in the Bunker's Press room.  He took in the familiar sights: the royal blue drapery hanging on the walls, the American flags flanking a mahogany podium emblazoned with the Presidential Seal.  Microphone stands, teleprompters, expensive cameras—it was from another life.

We're still in the Bunker!

"I will have a word with Gruber," Jayne whispered as she stared into his face, her eyebrows creased in concern.  Her fingertips caressed the ridges on his forehead and his now prominent cheekbones.  He wanted to close his eyes and go to sleep.  Her touch promised safety.

Wait—you're the one who did this.  The President stared at her, wanting to be angry but as his eyes devoured the beauty before him, his rage melted under her touch.  She was breathtaking, and it'd been a long time since he'd seen her prepared for a public appearance.  

Her hair lay in long, soft, glossy curls that embraced her as she moved.  Her skin fairly glowed and the gray suit she wore enhanced her graceful curves but made it clear she was in charge.

"There, there, dear—this will all be over soon enough."

"What…" Barron licked his lips.  "What do you want me to do?" he asked quietly.  After the initial adrenaline rush of seeing her, he felt almost weaker than he had before.

"Come over here," said Gruber, dropping a heavy hand on the President's shoulder.

Barron shuddered and almost fell.  Jayne stepped up and wrapped him in an embrace, the softness of her chest pressed to his own.  For a moment, he forgot all of it and only wanted to be alone with her again.

Hold it together.  You will only have one shot at this.  You need to save your strength.   He garnered the strength he had left and tried to appear as weak as possible.

Barron fell into her arms and let her hold him up.  He went over in his mind how he would do it.  Doubt swirled around him like sharks waiting to strike.  Would he be fast enough to put his hands around her throat?  Would she fight back?  Would he be strong enough to squeeze the life out of her before Gruber or a guard put a bullet in the back of his head?  

He looked into Jayne's eyes as she helped steady him back on his feet.  He thought there was genuine concern there—no, not concern—pity.  She won't have time to fight back.  She doesn't believe I can do it.  The pity in her eyes fanned the flames of rage that had only smoldered in his chest.  Jayne was another one now on the long list of people who had lost faith in him.

"Back up!" she snapped at Gruber.  "I gave you specific instructions—this was not what we planned!"  She smoothed Barron's coat and stepped back to look him over.  "He has to be presentable—"

"He is," argued Gruber.  "He looks a little skinny but—"

"Goddamn it," she seethed, causing Gruber to step back.  "He looks like he stumbled out of a concentration camp!"

Barron's eyes opened a fraction.  He'd never seen Jayne lose her temper.  Ever.  That was what made her so dangerous.  What's going on?  Why are we in the Press room?  Something has you on edge… Is it Harris?  He got the National Command Authority up and running didn't he?  The codes worked didn't they?

Jayne paused and the anger in her face vanished as if it had never been there.  Her lips spread into a glistening ruby smile.  "You find something amusing, love?  Perhaps you like it when I get mad, mmm?" she purred, stepping close.

He felt the heat rise in his cheeks.  If she didn't step back something else would rise.  The betrayal by his own body made it even worse.  In the midst of all this, after all she'd done, she still held that power over him.  He hated himself for that.  His anger flared anew and his resolve hardened.

"I missed you," he whispered through cracked lips.

"I know," she replied.  She slipped her slender arm under his and Barron marveled at her strength—or was it his own weakness?  He felt like an octogenarian—weak, frail, and brittle.  His arm was no bigger than hers.  What have you done to me?

"Now the fun begins," she said loud enough for everyone to hear.  She guided him slowly toward the dais and positioned him behind the oak podium.  She pointed at the teleprompter.  "Can you read that?"  

Barron blinked and focused his eyes.  "My fellow Americans—"

"Good!" said Jayne.  She turned and snapped her fingers.  "Get the cameras, he's ready.  You," she said, pointing to another guard.  "Get a glass of water for the President."

"What do you want me to do?" asked Gruber.

Jayne pursed her lips and tapped them with one red-tipped finger.  "Contact Reginald—let him know we're about to begin.  And make sure those IT geeks get the signal and hold it this time."

"I still don't understand why we can't just tape the damn speech and send it when we're ready," began Gruber.

"Because any time now Harris will be able to shut down our transmissions whenever they want.  It's got to go out now—before they realize what we're up to."  Jayne dismissed him with a wave and turned back to the President.  "You know what I want you to do, dear?"

The President gripped the podium with emaciated hands.  "Talk?" he asked with a weak nod toward the teleprompter and the camera beyond.

"Yes, love.  But more than that—I want you to give your finest speech.  Read the words, but put yourself in them.  You need to make America believe again.  Our country is sick, love," she said.  Her eyes pleaded with him to help her fix things. 

Barron reached out and gently wiped at the wetness she'd produced in the corner of her eye.  Oh, you're good, you're real good.  "Don't worry, I'll take care of everything."

Jayne looked at him with eyes full of false adoration.  "You will?"

Barron nodded.  You bitch.  He caressed the side of her warm cheek with his hand and smiled as she closed her eyes and nestled into his touch.  Barron stared at the bones protruding from his skeletal claw of a hand and had to use every ounce of his willpower to keep his anger locked away.  "I'll do it for you, Jayne."

She smiled.  "I knew you could help me, help us all.  That oaf Gruber said we should kill you, but I wouldn't let him.  I knew you would save us."   She leaned in and gave him a long, lingering kiss that promised much more than he knew she would deliver.  As she slowly pulled away, he looked down at her ring as she adjusted her suit.

There it is.  Is that what you're going to dope me up with again?  

Gruber stood up from a laptop on the other side of the room.  "We're ready," he announced.

Jayne nodded and stepped away from the President.  "Good.  Places everyone!  Get the camera rolling."  She turned and gave him a wink.  "Knock 'em dead," she whispered.

The President returned his attention to the teleprompter.  One of the guards handed him a glass of water.  Barron thanked him, but the man merely grunted and walked away.  The cool water quenched his parched throat.  He licked his lips and enjoyed another drink.  He couldn't remember how long  it had been since he'd had a full glass of clean water.

"Are you ready?" asked Jayne from the darkness on the other side of the spotlights.

The President adjusted his vision until he could see the teleprompter again.  He nodded.  I can do this.  Just get through this speech—whatever the hell it is.  And then…

"Did you hear me, love?" called out Jayne.

President Barron stared at the teleprompter.  The words had scrolled to the top of the thin plastic screen and paused waiting for him to speak.  What's your plan?  He stared at Jayne.  Why are you making me do this?  He began to read the words.  This doesn't make any sense.  Jesus, she's making me out to be a monster…

"He's not gonna do it…" muttered Gruber's voice in the distance.

"Go ahead, pull up the picture," Jayne said.  Louder, she spoke to him:  "Mr. President, I'm going to have to ask you to look to your left.  Watch the screen very carefully."

The President turned his head toward the monitor on his left.  It had displayed the Presidential Seal but now went black.  The image was replaced with a picture of his wife.  His heart raced.  His mouth fell open.  "Alice!"  Her name choked in his throat and he nearly collapsed at the foot at the podium.

"Yes, we know you thought she'd been killed while ago.  Your family is perfectly safe.  They're at a secure location.  But they won't be alive for very long if you don't read the script.  Watch," commanded Jayne.

The camera zoomed out and Barron saw with horror his two teenage sons, each held by a couple of guards in black suits and ties.  His boys had a man behind them with a gun pointed straight at the back of their heads.

A choked cry escaped his throat, strangled on the fear.  Barron collapsed to the floor, his arm reaching for his family.  It was one thing to believe his family had been killed.  To see they had been kept alive all this time while he betrayed his country, to know they'd seen the things he did—the things he authorized…the shame of it all was too much.  And now, to see them at the point of death…all because of him.  He turned and stared at Jayne from the floor.  

Not because of me.  Because of you.

"I see the hate in your eyes, love," she said, one hand on her chest.  "It hurts, it really does.  I've done nothing but help you.  You've been a willing partner in everything that we've done."  When she noticed her words had no effect, she frowned.  "Don't look at me like that," she said.  Her voice sharpened, all emotion vanished.  "Get up."

Barron flinched as if struck, but didn't move.

"Clock's ticking.  We're going to get a good signal soon…" muttered someone in the background.

Jayne frowned.  "Do you hear that Mr. President?  You're only going to get one chance.  You need to get to your feet and start reading that speech, now.  If you don't, I'll give the order and your family will be executed while you watch."

"No!" breathed the President.  He staggered slowly to his feet.  He fell heavily against the podium and nearly toppled it off the stage, but managed to remain standing.

"That's good, very good.  Now, compose yourself and begin to read."

The President glanced at the image of his family one more time.  "Don't hurt them…"

"I'm going to count to three," said Jayne, her voice completely serene.  Warning bells went off in the President's mind.  

She's serious!

He snapped his attention back to the teleprompter.  "Okay, okay!" he said, both hands up in surrender.  He slowly lowered them to the podium and cleared his throat.  "Okay.  You win.  I'll do it."  He mustered his last shred of dignity and forced his voice to mimic the commanding tone of a President one last time.  "Roll the cameras, let's do this."

"That's more like it!" said Jayne as she gave a little clap of approval.

The President stared at the teleprompter and swallowed.  I need to figure a way to get a message out.  A message they'll get in Denver…think damn it!

"My fellow Americans…" he began.  A smile threatened to curl up the corner of his lips as he remembered his Secret Service training from after the inauguration.  He read the words on the teleprompter, not bothering to read them.  He was a vessel.  His body was occupied with repeating the words his eyes saw.  His mind turned inward.

When he and Denton had first been elected, a grizzled Secret Service agent had warned them about the possibility of kidnapping one or both of them by terrorists.  President Denton had laughed it off as nonsense.  

The agent was from the old school Secret Service—nothing was assumed, everything was a threat.  And so he insisted they prepare for every possibility.  Barron had been taught if he'd ever been kidnapped and forced to read a hostage statement, to give certain tells Secret Service agents would recognize.  

Barron let his eyes and mouth run the show.  He was on autopilot.  The words scrolled up the teleprompter, and he read them like the good little prisoner.

"… egregious transgressions from the North Koreans, the nuclear strike on Atlanta…"

The word stabbed at his heart.  Atlanta.  At once the President was back in the Bunker staring at the screen, watching the body counts rise.  The red glowing crater in the center of Atlanta that marked the death of thousands.

Focus.  Stay focused.  What the hell was I supposed to do to let whoever is watching know that what I'm saying this under duress…?

"…fully authorize the use of deadly force against the civilian insurrection and…"
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Denver, Colorado

Emergency National Reserve Operations Center.




COOPER SIPPED HIS COFFEE and split his attention between President Harris' news conference on a TV and the digital strategic threat map net to it listing global Council assets.

The information he’d retrieved from the chalet had proved worth the effort so far.  Reginald had operatives in fourteen states and seven countries in Europe.  Cooper frowned.  Those were the ones easily identifiable—the data was mostly still encrypted.   

He put his mug on the table and crossed his arms.  The problem was the assets that hadn’t been identified yet.  The tech guys knew the intel was in there somewhere, they just had to get through all the bogus info and protection systems first.  It would take time.

Cooper glanced back at the TV.  The scrolling text at the bottom read: President Harris reacts to Barron speech, declares flu Wildfire Event—takes emergency measures not seen in ten years…

Time is something we don’t have.  He looked at the map.  The orange dot over Denver bothered him, it represented where one of Reginald’s known operatives had been discovered and neutralized.  He remembered the look on the assassin’s face as he’d driven a broken piece of his knee brace under the man’s chin.  If one of Reginald's spies had wormed his way in to Harris’ new capital complex, how many more had as well?

Damn it, give me a target!  All this cloak and dagger bullshit drives me nuts.

The door to the briefing room opened and Charlie walked in, followed by Jax.  Without a word, Charlie grabbed the remote off the table and changed channels.  Cooper opened his mouth to protest but Charlie pointed at the screen.  “You need to see this.”

“…disastrous, tragic attempt by Vice President Barron to start a civil war.  We will not allow the seeds of bitter hatred he planted to come to fruition—not now, not ever.  We as a nation need to focus everything on surviving this monstrous disease and expelling the North Korean invaders from our western states.  America is and always will be united.”

A reporter off-camera shouted something.  The President turned and pointed toward the camera.  “Can we get her a mic please?”

“Thank you, sir,” said a female voice after a few moments.  

“Now, what were you asking?”

“I asked if cities under martial law would agree with your outlook that America is united, not divided.”

The President’s face darkened.  “Those cities are under lockdown because they embraced the deception offered by the former Vice President—”

“Can you comment on the reports that some towns are still supporting President Barron and refuse to comply with your—”

The President stared down the interrupting reporter.  “I have heard rumors.  Yes.  Vice President Barron caused a lot of trouble lately and we’re working very hard to ease the transition back to normalcy.”  He turned to face the cameras.  “I am granting blanket pardons to any towns or individuals who formerly sided with Vice President Barron to peacefully exchange power with their neighbors and step down from all posts of civic leadership.  No one shall be prosecuted for anything they did during—”

“You’re going to pardon people who’ve committed murder?” barked another voice from the opposite side of the room.

President Harris raised his hands as the reporters shouted over each other again.  “I will not let murderers off the hook.  This pardon is for local leaders or individuals who supported Vice President Barron through actions and carried out—”

“What about the cities where the U.N.—at Congressional invitation—remains in control?  Are they under siege now that you’re the President or will the foreign aid workers be allowed to continue their humanitarian missions?”

Harris’ face paled.  “Madam, I take great offense at what you’re implying.  I am not the leader of some coup.  Vice President Barron illegally took power.  I have received the full support of Congress—”

“With all due respect, Mr. President, so did Vice President Barron.”

The President frowned.  “This discussion is something we can have another day.  I’m here to talk about our response to the flu crisis and timetables for relief shipments.  Our healthcare system has been pushed to and well beyond critical surge capacity.  There are hundreds of thousands of people who have died in the past month.  There are so many dead in our major cities there aren't enough workers to bury them.  There's not enough healthy people left to tackle the job of removing corpses.”  

The President took a breath and gripped the sides of the podium.  "Let's focus on what's important—how to help our fellow Americans through this—"

The crowd of reporters exploded, cameras flashed, questions flew like bullets toward the President.

“Jesus,” muttered Cooper, “they’re like a pack of wolves.”

“You should have been watching earlier.  Admiral Bennet walked off the stage.  I thought he would kill one of them with his bare hands,” replied Charlie.

Jax snorted.  “I woulda’ liked to seen that."

Cooper watched as the President tried to answer questions about the civil chaos flaring to life around the country.  It went on, minute after minute.  

Cooper shook his head.  “Nothing is happening except there’re all wasting time.”  Cooper leaned over the table and stared at a map of the Swiss Alps.  “Turn that shit off.  I need to think.”

Charlie clicked the TV off.  “We almost had him.  He had to be there.”

Brenda's dead because of that man.

“I know,” muttered Jax.  “I think we were close.”  

She's dead and I let him get away.  Cooper slammed a fist down on the table.  “How did that bastard slip out of there so quickly?  How come we didn't spot him?  We had drones, satellites, eyes on the ground…”

“Chartered flight, private jet, you name it—dude with money like he’s got?  He’s probably got contacts over half of Europe ready to cover his movements,” grumbled Jax.  He folded his arms and stood before the global threat map.  “This Council had their people all over the place…”

Cooper walked over to Jax.  “We had a chance to take the head off,” he said, pointing at the Austrian Alps.  "Now they know we're after them, they're hitting back.  You hear about the Senator that got whacked?"

"Yeah.  That's some bullshit right there.  Trying to show no one's safe."  Jax blew air between his teeth.  "Pussies."

"It'll get bloodier.  The Germans aren't taking prisoners," observed Charlie, looking at the briefing notes.  "You see these casualty figures?  Jesus.  Cologne is one big morgue."

"The virus is shifting," Cooper said, remembering Brenda's warning.  He closed his eyes and wished he could remember her face more clearly.  Every time he tried, the details seemed to get a little fuzzier.  So he tried not to think about her, which made him think about her anyway.  He clenched his jaw.  I'm going to kill Reginald, screw orders.

The room was silent for a moment.  At last, Charlie cleared his throat.  “Anyone seen 13?”

“She's not here—don't worry about her,” growled Admiral Bennet behind them.

Cooper turned to see the Admiral storm into the room and drop red briefing folders on the map table.   The three SEALs came to came to parade rest, hands behind their backs, and waited.

“Sink your teeth into that, boys," Bennett said, gesturing at the folders.  "Intel’s been pouring over that laptop you brought back.  They’ve come up with a short list of possible targets.”

Cooper picked up the folder.  “Finally.”

Bennet folded his arms.  “My bet's on Scotland, but the evidence points to Germany or Poland.”

"What evidence?" asked Cooper.

"Intel provided by 13.  The CIA confirmed with MI-6."

Charlie flipped open his folder.  “You let her leave?”

Bennet grimaced.  “Not exactly.”

"So where is she?" asked Cooper, eyes still on the target notes.

"I don't know," replied the Admiral.  His face darkened.  "We agreed it had to look realistic, but I had no idea she was this good."

"What had to look realistic?" asked Charlie.

"Her escape," Cooper said, looking up.  "You let her go back to Reginald."

Bennet nodded.  "Correct.  We ran the psych-evals.  She was telling us the truth.  The shrinks are convinced she's got a major axe to grind with our target.  We figured, why not turn her loose and see what happens?"

Cooper poured over the target data again.  He whistled.  "If this is only half-correct, letting her go was the least we could do.  This is a gold mine!"

"Then it's time for you to dig." 

"Sure hope that super-vaccine works," Jax muttered, rubbing his shoulder.
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London, England.




VASILY STAGGERED TO THE bathroom, trying hard not to cough—he didn't want to wake Zoya.  He doubted that was her real name, but he didn’t care.  She’d shown him a good time last night and introduced him to many new faces from the motherland.  She promised to make sure he found his way around London.  He smirked, looking back toward the bed.  Zoya had been a very willing tour guide.

He leaned against the doorway to the wash closet and smiled, though he felt like throwing up.  Vasily closed the door behind him and staggered to the sink.  He took a deep, ragged breath and felt something flutter in his chest—no, in his lungs.  His eyes flew open, and he looked up at the mirror.

My God, I look terrible!  That vaccine is worse than they said…

Zoya mumbled something about coming back to bed from the other side of the door.  That sounded lovely.  He wanted to rest—well, with her in the bed, he wanted to do other things—but he needed to get ready for his meeting.  Vasily glanced at his watch.  Instead of the cheap Timex he'd had for years, a glittering Rolex clone graced his wrist.   The memories flooded his hungover mind in a rush—faces, music, drinks, girls.  The watch had been a gift from one of his new friends.  

Last night, at the club…what was his name? Aleksei?  Axelei!  Axe…that’s what he said to call him.  Vasily stared at the watch.  He hadn’t wanted to take it, but a few glances from the people at the table warned him not to refuse a present from Axe.

He’s probably Bratva!  Vasily hand his hands through his greasy hair.  God, what am I doing?  I don’t want to get mixed up with the mafia…

Vasily sighed, which set off an uncontrollable coughing spasm.  He spit up a thick, greenish mucus into the sink and gasped for breath.  That flutter in his chest gave him pause.  He pulled his left eyelid down and examined the white of his eye.  Is that yellow?  Maybe I will see a doctor after the meeting…

He gripped the edge of the porcelain sink and looked down at the floor.  For a second, he thought the room had spun.  I don't have time for this.  I must to get to my meeting.  He checked his new watch again.   A little early, but if I don’t get there now, I may not make it.

A soft knock on the bathroom door caused him to jerk upright.  He didn’t want Zoya to see him like this.  They'd joked last night that he was strong, like an ox.  He washed the mess in the sink down the drain and turned to face her.

Zoya had been stunning in her skimpy outfit at the bar—she looked even better naked.  Her flawless skin glowed in the soft light of the early morning sun.  She jiggled in just the right places as she padded across the cold floor.

“What’s wrong?"  She yawned and glanced at Vasily through barely open eyes.  "Hangover?”

Vasily tried to speak, coughed, and tried again.  “Nothing—the travel vaccine they gave me back in Moscow—it's not fun.”

A slow grin spread across her face.  How he loved her lips—so wide, so expressive, so encompassing.  She traced a single finger down his bare chest and tickled his stomach.  She turned and sashayed out of the bathroom in a slow, deliberate gait meant to be watched.  “Wait right here.  I have something for you.”

Vasily stared at the retreating vision in front of him.  He felt a stirring—not in his chest—and looked down.  He smiled around another cough and followed her.  “I’ve got something for you, too…”  




Forty minutes later, Vasily stumbled out into the brisk morning air, ignoring the doorman.  Memories of the previous night's drug and alcohol-induced orgy brought a smile to his cracked lips.  He rubbed a clammy hand across his forehead, confused that it should feel so cold.

Do I have a fever now?  What next?  Damn doctors.  Dedushka was right, they always lie.

A car honked on its way past and Vasily jumped back onto the sidewalk.  He glanced down at the curb and looked to the right before looking once more to the left.  It would do him no good to be killed like a common drunk on his way to making himself a millionaire.  With his other hand he clutched tight the briefcase that held the important documents and the large cash reserve he was to deliver to Onnei's London branch.  

He broke out into a sweat just thinking about the amount of cash in the unassuming briefcase clutched hanging at his side.  His eyes darted to the passerby as they gave him curious glances and a wide berth on the sidewalk.

Anyone of you could try to steal this!  I must be cautious.  

Vasily took a deep, shuddering breath which led him into a vigorous coughing fit.  The hotel doorman appeared at his side and helped him stand up.  Vasily shrugged angrily away from the man's help.

He suppressed another violent cough and stared through watery eyes at the concerned face of the doorman.  The man looked ridiculous in his greatcoat, shiny brass buttons, and little top hat.  

The doorman asked him a question, his eyes flicking to Vasily's briefcase.  

You want to steal my money!  Vasily jerked free of the doorman's hand and stepped back.

"No," Vasily said shaking his head.  He coughed again.  "I'm fine…"  He coughed again and spat a glob of phlegm on the sidewalk.  It glistened pink this time, not yellow-green.  That was new.

The man said something and held his hands up, then muttered to himself and returned to his post.  He clasped his hands behind his back, slipping easily into his role as the hotel's gatekeeper.

Vasily stared at the wet glob of mucus.  Is that blood?    He looked around at the people who passed by, watching him.  It doesn't matter.  I must get to my meeting.  My fortune depends on it.  

Vasily fished a scrap of rumpled paper out of his pocket glared bleary-eyed at the scribbling.  Number 3 Dunning Street. 

One of the ubiquitous black cabs slowed to a stop not ten feet from him.  The passenger door opened and a woman stepped out, followed by a smartly dressed older man.  The man leaned down to the window and shared a laugh with the driver.  

The couple strolled into the hotel and Vasily watched them as the doorman tipped his hat to the lady and opened the door.  Vasily turned back to the cab and stared at the headlights for a second before focusing on the driver's face.  The driver arched an eyebrow and raised a hand in the universal symbol of "Well?"

Vasily nodded and walked to the passenger door.  He collapsed into the back seat and gasped for breath before he could raise the strength to shut the door.

The driver half-turned in his seat and asked him a pointed question.

Vasily muttered something he hoped sounded like an apology, then handed the crumpled paper to the cab driver.  The man hesitated for a second, looking at Vasily's trembling, outstretched hand before he took the damp paper and gingerly opened it by the corners.  He peered intensely at the handwriting for a moment and then recognition crossed his face.  

The driver flipped a switch on his dashboard and the fare meter activated as the driver rambled on in English.  Vasily closed his eyes and let his head fall back against the seat.  He didn't bother buckling in—he struggled too much to breathe, let alone fiddle with a seatbelt.  

He found himself thinking of crawling back in bed with Zoya and sleeping.  The nice warm bed, next to her nice warm body.  Her skin had been so smooth…

He took a deeper breath and froze, a grimace of pain on his face.  His lungs burned, then everything faded and sleep found him.




Vasily jolted awake when the cab came to a stop.  "How long have I been asleep?" he asked, though his throat felt like it had been filled with concrete.  His hand flew to his chest—it still burned when he breathed, but not as much as earlier.

The cab driver turned in the front seat and stared at him quizzically.  He jerked his head toward the large display on the dashboard.  Vasily glanced at the meter and decided he didn't have the time to worry about exact change or tip.  He reached into his wallet, coughing and wheezing, and pulled out a couple large notes.  

Vasily ignored the protestations of the cab driver and threw open the door.  He stood there on the sidewalk for a second, clutching his briefcase and attempting to control his breathing.  His heart raced with fear.  

Every breath was tinged with fire now, not just the deep ones.  He closed his eyes to stop the dizziness that tickled the edge of his vision.  No one said anything about the vaccine making it hurt to breathe.  

Vasily found it difficult to stand up straight.  He looked back at the cab, but the driver had already pulled back in to traffic.  

He turned back to the building and glanced up at the large sign plastered above the main door, proclaiming this to be the London headquarters of the Onnei Corporation.  He'd made it.  He glanced down at his watch.  Twenty minutes early.  

He took two steps and fell flat on his face.
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North of Walden, Colorado.




CHAD FIDGETED WITH THE strap on his seat.  He listened to the endless drone of the Chinook's dual rotors wop-wopping through the cold air north of Denver.  The inside of this helicopter was a little nicer than the Black Hawk the Rangers had flown back at Glacier National Park, but it still lacked a bit in the comfort department.  He shifted his back, trying to find a more comfortable position in the jump seat.

After a few more minutes of chest-numbing noise from the engine, he keyed the microphone on his helmet.  "I'm sorry to bother you—where did you say you were taking me again?"

He had a clear line of sight into the cockpit and saw the pilots turn their heads to face each other.  Finally, one of them replied, "We didn't."

Chad rolled his eyes.  All the secrecy grated on his nerves.  He understood why Admiral Bennet wanted to take no chances regarding his safety.  Most world governments would still love to get their hands on him, even though Dr. Boatner had assured him they had all the blood required and the serum had been completed.  

He'd spent many long hours in the lab and donated more blood than he cared to think about, but as far as Chad was concerned, his service to the United States government was over.  They'd replenished their stockpile, Boatner completed the serum and already administered it to special forces and regular troops.  

Everyone from the President down to the lowest janitor inside the secret government complex under Denver International Airport had been dosed.  A handful had come down with a mild case of the flu, but for most the only side effect had been a runny nose and a light fever.

"Can you give me a hint?  It's not like there's a lot of in-flight reading material back here…" Chad said, hoping to elicit at least a chuckle.

Silence from the cockpit.  One pilot turned and leaned back to look at him through the narrow passageway up front.  The cold reflective visor on his helmet did not give Chad any comfort.  "I'm not at liberty to tell you anything, sir.  Please sit back and enjoy the ride."

"So much for the friendly skies…" muttered Chad.

He glanced to his right and looked at the cargo stacked along the side of the helicopter.  In those crates lay most of the survival gear he would need to eke out a living at one of the hidden bases Admiral Bennet had selected for him.  The only thing he knew for sure was he was heading north—way north.  

Admiral Bennet had made certain Chad had been outfitted with cold-weather survival gear.  Chad had lived the past decade in the upper wilds of Glacier National Park—he knew the temperature ranges there and the gear he'd been supplied with now was for a whole other level of cold.  Chad also knew he was going to a military base, so in his mind, that put the destination somewhere in Alaska.  

He thought about the gear he'd watched soldiers pack into the crates.  Probably near the arctic circle judging by the amount of stuff they loaded.  He hadn't been privy to exactly what was in all the boxes, but he assumed he'd find out sooner or later.  In the meantime, he made a guessing game out of it and tried to figure out what the military code stamped on the side the wooden crates meant.  

The crate upfront—underneath his personal duffel bag—contained food rations.  He heard the cargo masters laughing about it as they wheeled it aboard.  Something about not wanting to subject anybody to so many MREs.  

Chad shifted his eyes to the next crate and tried to decipher the string of stenciled letters and numbers.  Among other things, it was labeled with an 'HG' stamp.  

Does that mean 'hunting gear'?

As he thought about it, he realized the only weapon he had on him was the hunting knife 13 had given him.  They'd searched his bag and confiscated the pistol he'd had from Rykker.  Chad frowned.  

What are they expecting me to hunt with, a bow and arrow?

Suddenly, the lid on the crate he was staring at seemed to jump about an inch.  Chad looked forward to the cockpit, but the pilots hadn't noticed.  He looked cautiously back at the crate.  Had he imagined it?  The lid bumped up again.  Nope.  It definitely moved.

"Hey you guys, just so you know…"

The pilots didn't even bother looking back.  "Please keep this channel clear, sir.  Is there an emergency?"  

Chad frowned toward the cockpit, then looked back at the crate whose lid now jiggled quite vigorously.  He swallowed.  "Um…nooo…" He said, drawing out the word.

"Then please keep this channel clear."

Chad ignored the pilots and stared at the box.  Something was coming through that lid.  He thought about drawing 13's knife—if another one of Reginald's agents popped through that lid, he would at least go down fighting.  Chad reached down and struggled with the chest harness.  His fingers shook as his eyes darted back to the crate's lid.  A gloved hand emerged between the gap and took a good grip on the lid.  Chad's fingers trembled.  Not again!  I will not be captured again!

Before he could open his mouth to warn the pilots, the lid of the box opened partially and 13's face appeared.  Chad's eyes went wide, but he said nothing.  Her blue eyes locked on his and she raised one gloved finger to her lips.  Sssh.

Questions exploded in Chad's mind.  What's she doing here and why is she hiding?  How the hell did she get on board the helicopter?  How did they not know she's in that crate?     

He stayed quiet and gave a slight nod.  He was relieved to have someone with him he knew and trusted.

13 pointed at her eyes and pointed toward the front of the plane, then shrugged.  Chad held up two fingers, pointed at his own eyes and shook his head to let her know the pilots hadn't seen her.  She nodded and disappeared back inside the crate.

Chad sat back in his seat and stared straight ahead, watching the pilots at the front of the aircraft.  Neither one of them bothered to turn or look.  They were focused on the airspace straight ahead, oblivious to what transpired in the cargo area.

Chad smiled.  13 had stowed away to be with him.  While he hadn't been exactly excited about the prospect of living by himself in the wilderness—in winter—anything was better than being trapped like a lab rat down in the belly of that enormous government complex in Denver.  If she'd had a change of heart and decided to come with him, maybe the frozen north wouldn't be so cold after all… 

Chad glanced back toward the crate and watched in surprise as the lid open wide enough for 13 to slither over the side.  She crouched in the aisle next to him.  If one pilot so much as turned his head sideways he'd see her.  She paused only long enough to signal him for quiet again, then moved forward to the bulkhead just aft of the cockpit.  Safely out of sight of the pilots, she smiled and motioned for him to hold on to his seat.

Oh good, I'd almost forgot what it was like to crash… Chad tightened his chest harness and gripped both armrests with white knuckles.  13 was not a girl to give false warnings.  When she said to hold on, Chad figured it was in his best interest to do so.

She stepped around the bulkhead and into the cockpit.  Chad heard jumbled screams over his headset.  The helicopter bucked and weaved.  He forced his eyes to stay open as his stomach heaved.  13's feet momentarily came off the floor, but whatever she was doing was over almost as soon as it started.  

When she turned, he saw a bright red smear on the inside of the windshield and the pilot on the right had slumped over in his seat.  To his horror, Chad watched as 13 unbuckled the pilot on the left and pulled his limp body onto the floor before taking his seat.  She reached up and wiped away a smear of blood from the inside of the cockpit window and took control of the helicopter.

Chad opened his mouth to protest, but felt his stomach attempt to exit between his teeth as the helicopter dropped like a rock.  He closed his eyes and pulled himself tight into the seat throwing his head back against the head rest.  The engines roared in protest and the wind howled outside.  Chad's imagined the helicopter plummeting straight into the snow-covered trees of the Rocky Mountains below.

It didn't last long, but Chad figured they must have lost at least a thousand feet in altitude before the Chinook leveled off.  13 pulled and twisted the helicopter into a punishing maneuver that made Chad feel like he water was circling a drain.  Chad opened his eyes and instantly wished he hadn't.  The gyrations of the helicopter swerving back and forth, up and down, caused the limp body of the pilot to hover off the deck for a few seconds at a time, bouncing into cabinets and bulkheads as it traveled slowly closer to him.  Bits of gear and packing material flung free from 13's crate, now slick with blood, sloshed around at Chad's feet.

At last, her faint accent broke over the headset: "Are you okay?"

Chad swallowed his breakfast for a second time and nodded.  The helicopter leveled out, and when he looked to the cockpit, she had turned her head to glance at him down the aisle.  "I asked, are you okay?"

Chad held up his right thumb and flashed what he hoped was a reassuring smile, though he doubted it.  "Just don't do that again, okay?"  He looked down as the pilot's body twitched and moved in time with the helicopter's vibrations.  A red smear coated the metal floor plates, leaving a trail back to 13.  

"Did you have to kill them?" he whispered.

13 didn't look back, as she scanned the horizon around the helicopter. "They were Reginald's men.  I had no choice."

Chad shook his head.  "That's impossible, Admiral Bennet said—"

"The men Admiral Bennet hand-picked are dead.  These two," 13 said with a flick of her wrist, "killed them and took their uniforms.  I found the bodies myself before I snuck into the cargo."

"Aren't they going to be a little pissed you slipped out of that base?" asked Chad.

13 laughed, the sound scratchy over the intercom, but a relief to his ears.  "I'd say they'd be a lot more pissed if they found out I kidnapped you."

"So, now where are we going?"

"Not to the place they wanted to take you," she said indicating the dead pilots.  "Until I know for sure that the base in Alaska is safe, I'm not taking you there, either."

Chad drummed his fingers on the armrests.  He hated being in the dark.  

13 sensed his frustration.  She turned and looked over her shoulder at him again.  "I don't know where were going, if it makes you feel any better."  She turned her attention back to the controls.  "They know exactly where we are at all times because of the transponder in this thing.  First thing I've got to do is switch it off.  Then I'll drop you and your supplies off before ditching the helicopter somewhere else."

"Let me guess," began Chad, "you don't know where that will be, either?"

13 didn't answer, just shook her helmeted head.  

Chad rolled his eyes.  Of course you don't.
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Denver, Colorado.

Emergency Reserve National Operations Center.




WHAT DO YOU MEAN you don't know where they are?" growled Cooper.  "Every one of our helicopters is tracked by—"

Admiral Bennet held up a hand.  "I'm just as angry as you are about this, son.  And yes, I know about the transponders.  We've already thought of that.  His bird vanished an hour after it left."

"Vanished?  Can't we pick it up on radar?" asked Charlie.  

"Unfortunately, no."  Bennet's face soured.  "It's my fault.  I insisted they take one of the Chinooks we have—they arrived with the other survivors from Spokane."

"A Chinook?  Sir—"

"Yeah, it's a big bird, but I managed to pull some strings and get some pilots from the 160th SOAR to fly one of their MH-47s.  They'll avoid civilian radar."

"Jesus Christ," muttered Cooper.  He turned from the table in disgust, hoping he could hide his relief.  He had to admit, 13 knew her shit.  Taking the transponder out of commission on an MH-47 Chinook—while still flying—was quite a feat.  Cooper put his hands on his hips before he turned back to face Bennet.

"It's her, isn't it?" asked Charlie. 

"Son of a bitch…" muttered Jax.  "She jacked Huntley's ride."

Bennet crossed his arms.  "The truth of it is we don't know when she left.  She turned up missing about the same time the Chinook vanished.  We found the bodies of the pilots—good men I hand-selected for this mission—in the hangar a few moments ago."  Bennet slammed a fist down on the table, spilling Cooper's coffee.  "I knew we shouldn't have trusted that bitch!"

"I should've killed her when I had the chance…" muttered Cooper.

"No," Bennet said through a sigh.  "I'm glad you did what you did, son," Bennet said.  "You got the information we needed to bust open this Council.  This is my fault.  I'm the one that gave the go-ahead."

"So that's it?  She got away?  She might have kidnapped the Source, killed a couple of pilots, taken a helicopter, and slipped off into the night?  And there's nothing we can do about it?" asked Cooper.

The grim set to Bennet's face was his answer.  "We train those SOAR pilots to be the best.  Without the GPS lock in the transponder, no civilian radar will be able to pick it up, or even decipher what they're seeing.  Probably scare the hell out of anyone on the ground.  We'll be able to track it through FAA anomaly reports—but it may take days or weeks, if they're still up and running.  By then who knows where the hell she'll be."  Admiral Bennet sighed.

So far so good.  Guilt twisted in Cooper's stomach.  He didn't want to deceive the Admiral—the man who'd done so much for him and his men—but he and 13 had seen no other way.  She had to get out of this base.  She had to get back into Reginald's good graces.  The only way either one of them could figure out how to do that was to make it look like she had escaped.  She even swiped some of Dr. Boatner's research on her way to the hangar.  She'd promised him she'd get Huntley to a safe location.

The look in her eyes convinced him she was telling the truth.  Whatever else she was, 13 cared for Huntley like family.  Cooper didn't understand why and didn't care.  She wouldn't hurt him.

He stared at the briefing documents on the table.  He'd almost killed her in the prison cell.  They both knew it.  Cooper remembered the look in her eyes—she hated Reginald as much as he did.  He trusted her.

Her plan was as outrageous as it was genius.  He had to give her that.  13 appeared to be holding up her end of the bargain.  Now it was his turn.

He flipped open the briefing folder.  "Doesn't seem like there's much we can do about the Source, so where's Reginald?  I need to blow something up, sir."

Bennet seemed grateful for the change of subject.  He folded his arms across his chest again.  "We traced that little shit back to Great Britain.  He's holed up somewhere in Scotland after all, we think.  Intel's still working to confirm."

"Scotland, huh?  Never been there…" observed Jax as he perused the briefing document.

"The Tillcott family owns several castles along the western coast.  He could be at any of those or none of them.  We're still trying to figure that out.  Once we have a target for you, you'll be wheels up.  In the meantime, I suggest you get as much sack time as you can."

Cooper nodded and coughed.  "That might be a good idea, sir."

The Admiral's gaze moved quickly over each SEAL in turn.  "How are the vaccines treating you?"

Cooper nodded.  "Fair enough, sir.  It's keeping me from dying."  

Charlie sniffed.  "Never better, sir."

Jax nodded.  "Just a little fever.  I'll be all right."

Bennet grunted.  "So you all feel like shit.  In that case, sack time is an order.  I doubt Intel will have anything for us in the next hour, anyway.  Go get some rest—I want you shipshape by the time we find this weasel."

A Marine stepped through the door in full battle rattle.  "Adm. Bennet, sir?  The President wants to speak with you, sir."

Bennet turned back to the SEALs.  "Well, this should be fun."

"Good luck, sir," said Charlie.  The men came to attention.

Bennet waved them off with an informal salute.  "Get some rest, Braaten.  All of you—that's an order."  Without waiting for a response, the Admiral turned and followed the Marine out into the hallway.

Cooper sneezed.  "You heard the man."

Charlie turned to look at Cooper and Jax.  "You guys look like shit."

"Yeah well, you wait till your vaccine kicks in—then we'll talk, jackass," muttered Jax.  

Cooper led the way into the hallway toward their quarters.   His thoughts wandered back to 13.  Wherever the hell you are, I hope you're okay.  Get that kid to safety and get your ass back to Reginald.  I don't know how much longer I can wait.

A woman wearing surgical scrubs walked past them and nodded.  She had Brenda's face.  Cooper froze and Charlie ran into him from behind.  

"The fuck, man?" Charlie grunted.

Cooper spun and looked at the nurse as she turned and entered a side room.  She looked back at him.  She had the same auburn hair and shared Brenda's height, but her face looked nothing like Brenda's.  She disappeared and shut the door behind her.

Brenda's dead…

"I know that look…" said Charlie.  He turned Cooper around and shoved him forward down the hallway.  

"I saw—"

"You don't know what the hell you saw, but I do.  Just keep going," Charlie whispered.  "I still think I see Allie sometimes…"

Brenda's dead…

Cooper's hands hardened into fists.  Hurry up, 13…
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Skye, Scotland.

Dunkeith Castle.




IT'S TIME, SIR," DRONED Stefan's voice.

Reginald looked up from his paperwork and nodded.  "Very well, start the transmission.  I'll be there shortly."  He stood and dropped the reports from his Chinese partners back on his desk.  The first case of the weaponized flu had been confirmed in Kai Ho, a port on the southeastern coast.  Understandably, Chinese officials had already locked down the country.  They'd seen what had transpired in Europe.  The infection rate in Germany alone had rocketed higher than in the United States—thanks to what Reginald assumed was the higher population density in cities.  

He shook his head in disgust as he pulled on his suit coat.  And now Harris has the vaccine.  He'd already received reports from his people in Denver that the military was dosing soldiers and preparing to deliver the vaccine to the local civilians.  

Bloody Americans.

He walked away from the ornate desk, hand-carved for one of his distant ancestors.  A guard met him in the hall and shut the door behind him, securing it before resuming his place.  Reginald nodded and strolled briefly through the grand West Hall of Castle Dunkeith.  

His comms room was a replica of the one in the chalet, but on a larger scale.  As he stepped through the door, Stefan stood from his terminal, and pulled back a chair for Reginald.  On the large semicircle desk in front of the chair sat a plate of food and a glass of water with the crystal carafe nearby.  A ring of monitors surrounded the desk.  Each one held the face of a different member of the Council.  

Reginald smiled.  His setup was almost as ornate as the King's own.  He looked around the room, taking in the medieval tapestries and subtle carvings that decorated the otherwise austere room.  For a moment, he allowed himself to fantasize that he was the king, and that this was the Council control room.  He took his seat and waved Stefan away, waiting until he heard the door shut behind him before he focused on the screens.

He cleared his throat and hit the button that activated his cameras.  "Your Majesty," Reginald said.  "I'm afraid I've bad news."

The King nodded.  He looked as if he'd aged five years in the past 24 hours.  Dark circles marred the skin under his eyes.  The regal mane was decidedly less than the normal perfection.  Even kings lost sleep in a crisis.

"We've been intercepting a lot of activity from our friends in China.  Is it…?"

Reginald nodded.  "I'm afraid so, sire."

"Where?" barked Murata-san.

Reginald turned to glance at the Kings Lieutenant.  "Kai Ho."

Murata's face paled.  He turned and said something off camera.  Returning his attention, he said in a grave voice, "Majesty, we must have the vaccine, and we must have it now!  This was never supposed to happen!  If that virus gets loose in China…there'll be no stopping it—"

"I fear Lord Murata is more right than he knows.  I received reports that the local hospital taking care of China's patient zero has been shut down."

"Shut down?" asked the King.

"They put it under quarantine, Majesty."  Reginald shook his head.  "I have it on good authority, however that a few people who might have possibly come in contact with the patient are missing."

More than a few of the assembled Council members groaned and companied.  Opinions flew back and forth on how best to handle the situation and who was to blame.  

"Of all the ineptitude—" began Dame Ainslie.

"One would think the events in Europe would give them plenty of warning…" growled Lord Stirling.  "They had one patient—"

"Easy for you to say, locked away on your island," snapped Hans Baumgartner.  "Have you seen Cologne?" he demanded, red-faced.

"Enough!" roared the King.  "We have precious little time and we need to use it wisely."

Reginald waited.  He noticed two familiar faces on the Council were absent from their screens.  "Majesty if I may?" he asked.

The King nodded, rubbing his temples.

"Where is Don Marcos?"

The King sighed.  "We've been unsuccessful in reaching him.  Valerio  and Lady Katrin are missing."

"I spoke with Lady Katrin just last night.  She informed me she was evacuating her city household and moving to her country estate."  Lady Brun's eyes looked large, her cheeks flushed.  To Reginald, she appeared nervous but beautiful.

"A sound proposition," replied the King.  "I did so myself already.  I recommend every one of you do the same—things will only get worse before long."

"Where are the vaccines?" demanded Murata.  "Dunkeith promised we would have them before any of this occurred!  If you had delivered on your promise, the Chinese government would not be dealing with—"

"My secured production facility has been destroyed," Reginald said.

That got their immediate attention.  The arguing stopped as if he'd announced the King had been born on Mars.

"Explain," said the King.  

Reginald swallowed and spoke.  "Members of a task force—I'm assuming they were from Germany—penetrated my security and destroyed the research and production facility."

"How bad is it?" demanded the King.

Reginald looked down at his hands.  "Nearly a total loss, sire.  They were very thorough in their destruction."

Murata exploded.  "This…is…intolerable!"

"How can this have happened?" snapped the King.

Reginald shook his head.  "At first I thought it had been the Americans.  But my informants are very highly placed.  It was not them.  This was KSK and COS to be sure.  I was lucky to escape with my life."

"I have seen nothing suggesting the Germans and French took action," muttered Lord Stirling.

"Could it have been the SAS?" asked Reginald.

"I can assure you, Dunkeith, the SAS had nothing to do with this alleged raid.  I have sources equally high in the British government—our boys were nowhere near Switzerland."

"Well, whoever it was, they destroyed my production facility, and nearly all the vaccine samples.  We must start all over now."

"God help us," Lady Brunner whispered.  

"I did, however, take precautions," Reginald continued. "Prior to the attack, I prepared enough vaccines for every person on the Council and their spouses.  I have them with me here." 

He held up a vial, filled with an amber liquid.  "This is one of them.  I can access facilities here in Scotland that will allow me to produce this in mass quantities.  Perhaps even faster than what I could've done in Switzerland.  I can use the samples meant for us to reproduce more.  The only thing I lack is the funds to do it here without drawing undue attention."

Here it comes.

"What do you mean funds?  How much more do you need?  We've already given you—" began Lord Stirling.

"The money earmarked for my operating group has already been spent, Lord Stirling: equipment, supplies, payroll, security, and facility management.  When my lab was destroyed, we lost everything."

"How? Don't you have other facilities…?" asked Stirling.

"I do, but we had not yet fully-equipped them up to produce the vaccine.  We needed to perfect the formula first.  I had just made that breakthrough when this attack fouled up everything."

Reginald leaned back in his chair and listened with glee as the Council devolved into a roiling snake-pit of arguments for and against financing him.  Through it all, only the King and Murata remained silent.  

Someone leaned in and whispered something to Murata.  His eyes narrowed, but he said nothing.  The King stared straight ahead and watched.  That was more unnerving to Reginald than anything.  

It was as if the King stared straight through him, reading his lies.  Reginald summoned all his willpower to maintain his facade.  He could not afford to let them detect the truth now.  He'd crossed the Rubicon—deceiving the Council was punishable by death.  A death sentence from the King would guarantee a long visit with pain prior to the final blow.

"You seem to be handling this pretty well," observed Legrand.

"He's telling the truth," said the tight voice of Lady Brunner.  

Reginald's interest piqued.  He turned to look at the monitor that barely contained the gracious loveliness of the junior Councilwoman from Austria.  

"I'm looking at satellite imagery over the last 24 hours," she said, her mesmerizing eyes cast offscreen.  "I'm sending the data to you all now.  From what I can see, Earl Dunkeith left less than an hour before the assault team descended upon the mountain.  It was a total loss, Majesty."  

She locked eyes with him.  Reginald stared back, his face betraying none of his curiosity.  What game are you playing, my dear?

"Yes, I see," said the King with more than a touch of relief in his voice.

The King is reluctant to believe I am a traitor.  Excellent.  And Lady Brunner is protecting me.  Even better.  I wonder what she wants?

"What is your recommendation as to how we should proceed, Earl Dunkeith?" asked Murata in a formal, clipped tone.  "Should you receive the funds, when will you be able to produce the vaccine in large quantities?  My contacts in Beijing believe they will not be able to prevent the virus from reaching Japan."

Despite himself, Reginald felt a twinge of sympathy for Murata-san.  Japan, sitting on a tiny strip of islands off the coast of the great teeming masses of China, the Land of the Rising Sun was no less densely populated.  The virus would decimate Japan.

"I have prepared contingency plans for this.  There are facilities in Germany, here in Scotland, and in southern Spain that will all be able to handle the production loads and discretion we require.  I've ensured over the past few years that the people in charge of these facilities are all loyal to the Council."

"Ensured?"  Murata laughed.  "How can you be so certain of their loyalty now?"  Murata turned to the King.  "Now is not the time, sire, to be relying completely on other's loyalty…" 

"If you must know, several of them have had family members turn up…missing recently.  I assure you, Lord Murata, the people in question are loyal to the Council.  They know the consequences of treachery."

An oil-slick smile spread across the King's face.  "You may spare us the details, Earl Dunkeith.  I have confidence in your abilities and techniques.  If you say you can get us the vaccines, I believe you.  The question remains, however: how much will it cost?"

Reginald nodded, his excitement building.  "To cover security, loyalty incentives, facilities maintenance, and government bribes to keep our operations under the radar—we'd be looking at several hundred million per facility.  In total, I estimate the expenditure at not more than £900,000,000."

"Christ on the Cross!" blurted Lord Stirling.  "You're talking about giving you an entire section's annual budget…again!  Majesty, we cannot afford—"

"What we cannot afford, Lord Stirling, is to let this monster we've released into the world roam free and unchecked.  We must have the vaccines—of that there is no question.  We shall pay, and we shall pay whatever it costs.  Is that understood?"

The Council fell silent.

"Good.  I trust I shall not have to revisit this again?"

"No, Majesty," said Lord Stirling, head bowed.

"Earl Dunkeith, you shall have the money—you shall have whatever it takes to get this vaccine produced.  I want it delivered to the Council as soon as possible.  I'm also instituting our emergency protocols."  The King paused as if unsure he wanted to proceed.  "As of this moment, I want everyone into their secure locations.  You are to eliminate physical contact with the outside world and consider yourselves in quarantine.  Phase 1 is threatening to take us to the limit of our capabilities.  We must not allow this opportunity to pass."  He clasped his hands, the large signet ring of Charles II glittering in the camera lens.  

"Despite the grim outlook before us, I remind you all not to succumb to panic.  We must maintain order.  This is what we have been working toward for hundreds of years.  I believe we are ready to begin Phase 2 of the operation."

Reginald blinked.  You're mad.

"I've nothing new from our operatives.  They contacted his handler a few hours ago," reported Lord Stirling.  "I can confirm that he is in fact carrying the payload.  It's just…"

A concerned frown crossed the King's face.  "It's just what, Lord Stirling?"

Reginald knew right away.  He could see it in the man's eyes.  Lord Stirling was scared.  Whatever he was about to say, would not be good.  

"He was supposed to bring a deployable device containing the virus, Majesty."

"Igor assured me the operative would be adequately prepared for this mission.  Was the device not brought to London?" the King asked in a dangerous tone.

Lord Stirling cleared his throat.  Color crept up his neck.  A thin sheen of sweat glistened off his broad forehead.  "Majesty, the operative is the device."

Reginald ignored the indignant outbursts from the Council.  He sighed and leaned back in his chair, reaching for the glass of water.

Oh Igor, you really torched things this time.  Reginald took a moment to think as he sipped the cool water.  The fool…all he had to do was slip a canister under the skin of some hapless yokel and ship him to London.  A simple timed release would've done it.  

Reginald dabbed at his lips with a silk napkin.  Bloody hell, they could at least have done it like the Koreans and just rigged a device to explode inside the poor bastard.

"How did this happen?" asked the King quietly.  When the others realized he'd spoken, conversations and arguments stopped.  "How?" the King whispered.

"I don't have the details Majesty—but the handler is scared.  It seems the operative passed out on the street just as he was about to meet him."

"Lord Stirling, do we have any idea how many people the operative may have come in contact with upon becoming contagious?" asked Reginald.

"Not yet—I'm getting the information from my people now.  The Crown is naturally quite interested in tracking his movements across Europe.  They shut down access to the Chunnel and closed all airports."

"They think it's that bad, then?" asked Reginald.

Lord Stirling nodded.  "I'm afraid so.  Majesty, the operative has his target and is on his way to deliver the package, however my people are concerned about whether he'll even be able to complete his mission."

"He has been infecting who knows how many British subjects.  These are my people—the people I mean to rule.  It was never supposed to be like this.  Indiscriminate and wanton infection—it was supposed to be controlled."  The King slammed both hands down on his table. His image shook on Reginald's monitor.  

"Will someone not rid me of incompetence?"  As fast as the fury exploded across the King's face, he adjusted his suit and regained his composure.  "This meeting is adjourned.  You all know what to do.  Earl Dunkeith, keep me informed.  Get those vaccines, do whatever it takes."

The screens winked off as the King and his Council exited the conference before Reginald could even acknowledge his last command.  He sat there for a moment, staring at the empty screens and tracing the rim of his glass with the tip of his finger.

"I did it."  A smile spread across his face.  If Igor had been in the room, Reginald wasn't positive he wouldn't kiss the man.  At precisely the moment he needed something to distract the King from his extortion of the Council's money that crazy Russian bastard had delivered in spades.

By tomorrow, no one will care about how much money they've given me.  England will be sick and China will teeter on the edge of collapse.  Reginald stood abruptly and hit the intercom switch on his desk.  

"Stefan!"

"Yes, my lord?"

"Break open a bottle of the best brandy we have on hand and inform the cook I want a feast tonight."

"Is there cause for celebration, my lord?"

One of the screens in front of him blinked, indicating an incoming message from Lady Brunner: I need to talk with you.

Reginald smiled again.  He looked at a digital map on the closest wall, depicting the infection rates worldwide.  "We have much cause for celebration, Stefan.  Much cause."

He switched on the camera system and put on his best face for Lady Brunner.  "Anna-Maria, my dear, what can I do for you?"

She smiled at him.  "I was hoping you'd say that, Earl Dunkeith."
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Chelmsford, England.




VASILY STOOD PATIENTLY IN line.  The new library had been formally christened just a few moments before.  He coughed into his sleeve and hoped the medicine Mr. Snyder administered at Onnei's regional office would help hold off the effects of his vaccination just a bit longer.  A few days of sickness in exchange for immunity against the disease that had already killed millions was a small price to pay, but he didn't want to feel quite so terrible.

He blinked and casually brushed his forehead with the back of his hand.  He'd finally stopped sweating.  That had to be a good sign.  He glanced at the book in his hands as the line shuffled in front of him.  Vasily took a step toward his destiny.  

He had no idea what the book was about—he'd merely snagged it off a shelf on his way to the queue.  He leaned slightly to the right and peered down the line.  There was still a dozen people in front of him.  Seated at a cloth-covered table at the head of the queue, flanked by a pair of imposing guards, sat the Princess of Wales.  

Married to the Crown Prince of England, the Prince of Wales, the Princess of Wales was known for sponsoring community outreach programs.  Fostering literacy in Great Britain was one of her pet projects, despite the growing threat of the Korean Flu, Snyder had told him.  Stiff upper lip and all that.  

Vasily's task was to get close enough to her to whisper a warning.  The trouble was, he didn't understand why.  

According to Snyder, Onnei had discovered certain elements in the British government planned to overthrow the monarchy.  Onnei tried the usual channels, but their warnings fell on deaf ears.  Onnei's board desperately wanted to help, hence the willingness to depart with such a large amount of cash and bring Vasily from outside the country to spread the word of the impending attack.

Vasily shuffled forward another step and cleared his throat.  The message was simple: Be prepared, your time is limited.  The Council will attack soon.  Vasily still didn't understand why they couldn't just tell the government outright.  

He shrugged.  If Onnei wanted to give him a suitcase full of money to walk up to the aristocrat at the front of the line and whisper in her ear…who was he to argue?  

The money he'd been promised for completing his mission would be a godsend.  His mother and father would never have to work at the hardscrabble farm back home in Russia ever again.  

Vasily regarded the thousands of books around him.  London had treated him fairly so far.  Perhaps when this was over, he'd bring his parents to live in England.

Vasily shuffled forward another spot.  He could just make out the low murmuring at the head of the queue and the cultured, soft voice of the Princess.  She spoke little, but she smiled a lot, nodded, and listened intently to whoever spoke to her.  

Vasily took another step forward and thought about how mind-numbingly bored she must be.  Her dress was immaculate, her hair perfectly brushed until it gleamed.  Her face was flawless.  He could see how she was the envy of every woman in England.  One day she would be Queen of England and her children would rule Great Britain.

Vasily shook his head as he took another step forward.  Only a few people remained in front of him now.  He gripped the book in his hands and stared at the cover, trying to look natural.

He risked a quick glance past the shoulder of the woman in front of him and saw the guards paid close attention to everyone, but mostly the people at the head of the queue.  No one had so much as glanced twice at him.  Vasily felt confident no one saw him as a threat.  

He clenched his jaw to avoid coughing.  Snyder warned him that the country was on edge over the epidemic sweeping Europe.  If he coughed or sneezed in the Princess's presence, he would be detained immediately.

Vasily kept the money he'd been promised at the forefront of his mind. His mind wandered back to the excesses of the previous night.  A smile played at the corner of his mouth as he remembered how flexible and talented the young waitress… 

What was her name again?  Vasily frowned in thought.  The queue moved forward again.

Zoya!  That's right, Zoya, with the dimple on her left cheek when she smiled.  Vasily blinked when he heard a man's voice speak to him.

The beefy security guard to the right of the Princess spoke in a polite, but commanding tone.  He gestured for Vasily to step forward.

Vasily bumped the table as he moved.  He muttered an apology and tried and felt his face warm with embarrassment.  One guard grinned, but the Princess's smile wasn't fake.

She said something he couldn't understand in a gentle and caring voice.  A delicate hand reached forward to take his book.  He stared at her hand for a second.  What was he supposed to do?  Why was he at a library?  

He had a message tell her.  But how—just lean in and whisper it?   He couldn't just yell, it was after all a secret message.  Snyder was adamant about not telling anyone the message beforehand.  

The book!  She's waiting for the book!  Vasily blinked and felt a cold sweat break out between his shoulder blades.  He handed the book to the Princess in a slightly trembling hand.  She smiled and took it, flipping to the last page.  Vasily watched, riveted, as her slender arm lifted and paused, while a cameraman snapped the picture.  The flash startled Vasily, and he blinked.  

The message, you fool!

The Princess dropped her hand and stamped the inside rear cover with the library's symbol.  She closed the cover with a flourish, her wide smile displaying perfect teeth.  Vasily leaned forward to accept the book and recited his message.

"Be prepared, your time is limited.  The Council will attack soon."

Before he could finish speaking one guard stepped forward and placed a hand on Vasily's shoulder.   He grunted something.  His body language suggested Vasily needed to move along.

The Princess continued to smile but showed no overt reaction to Vasily's message.  Vasily frowned at the guard and did not immediately step back.  He felt the pressure from the man's hand increase on his shoulder.  

Panic gripped his heart.  Russian.  I said it in Russian!  She doesn't understand me.

Vasily switched to his horrendous English recited Mr. Snyder's warning, verbatim.  The Princess's smile faded, but her eyes were filled with sudden alarm.  Before Vasily could say more the second guard approached, his hand on the grip of a pistol that came out of nowhere.  Another cough fought to escape Vasily's lips and in his effort to repeat the message one more time, it exploded from his mouth splattering pink phlegm on the Princess's face.

She recoiled with a gasp as the two guards shoved Vasily back from the table.  He staggered under the onslaught of shouts before landing unceremoniously on his ass.  

The chaos didn't start, however, until the woman behind him screamed.  

Vasily looked up and saw the woman staring at the Princess.  He followed her gaze and saw flecks of bright red blood on the future queen's porcelain cheek.

You fool!  You were to deliver a message, not cough up blood on her face!  

Worried he'd blown his chance at his bonus, Vasily struggled to his feet only to be tackled from behind by unseen security personnel.  The air rushed out of his lungs and the burning sensation returned with a vengeance.  A thick arm around his throat choked off Vasily's scream as he hit the ground.  

Voices shouted all around him.  The floor trembled as dozens of feet ran past.  He struggled to turn his head and look up at the table in time to see guards physically pull the Princess off of her chair and rush her toward the exit.  They had drawn their weapons, looking for someone to shoot.  

Vasily tried to say something, but the arm around his throat tightened as more and more hands grabbed his arms and legs.  They picked him from the floor like a sack of potatoes.  A coughing fit began deep down in his lungs and Vasily could resist no longer—he choked and coughed and gasped, struggling for air.   Wetness exploded up his throat, clogged his nose and coated his lips.  It was salty.  He tasted iron.

More people screamed and Vasily saw purple spots in his vision.  The arm around his throat slackened, however.  He rolled over, desperate for air.  Through his blurred vision he saw several large men hastily step back as he continued to cough and writhe on the floor.  Vasily brought a shaking hand to his mouth, and it came away sticky and bright red.

"What's happening?" he asked, shocked at the hoarse sound of his own voice.  Vasily Andropov heard not words, but a choked gurgle when he tried to speak.

Panic flooded his system and his heart threatened to burst through his rib cage.  He tried to take a deep breath but his lungs felt full of liquid.  It was as if someone had poured a bottle of glue down his throat.  He tried to scream, but the burning sensation in his lungs proved too powerful and nothing but a squeak escaped his lips.  Vasily's eyes flew wide as his vision clouded.  Surely a doctor would be on the way.  Someone approached with a flashlight, he saw it through the gathering darkness.

That has to be a doctor!  She's a Princess—she'd never be allowed to roam about without a medical staff.

A yellow-clad figured emerged out of the growing shadows and knelt.  Vasily blinked up at the grotesque figure, encased in some sort of space suit.  The man inside the mask looked scared and his voice was muffled. 

Vasily coughed, splattering bloody mucus on the man’s face mask.  He fell back and raised a hand to protect his visor.  A second suited person appeared, looming over Vasily’s face.  This one was a woman.  She shook her head, a sad expression on her long face.  Vasily gasped for breath and saw spots cover the woman’s face.

As Vasily fell into the well of unconsciousness, his last thought before slipping into black nothingness was a weak question:  Did I get the message out?
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Skye, Scotland.

Dunkeith Castle.




MY DEAR, THAT SPEECH was masterful.  I don't think I've ever heard President Barron give a more rousing oration!  Well done," said Reginald, a glass of Glenfiddich held in salute.

Jayne's image beamed on the monitor.  "Why, thank you," she purred.  She casually flipped her hair over a shoulder.  "You don't think it was too much?"

"No, no, not at all," Reginald said over the rim of his tumbler.  "I think it was perfect.  Just the right combination of sincerity and zeal.  The old boy still has fire left in his belly, what?"  Reginald chuckled.  "Quite a waste to throw such talent aside, don't you think?"

Jayne frowned.  "Don't tell me you're having second thoughts?  The plan's already in play."

Reginald stared at the ceiling for a moment.  "No—no change of heart.  Just…wondering what could have been, I suppose," he finished.  "Your plaything held such promise—such potential.  Imagine what we could have done had he reacted differently to the administration of your charms…" Reginald let a corner of his mouth curl.  "Ah well, water under the bridge, eh?"

Jayne was silent for a moment.  "They're not going to like this, you know.  Harris will be annoyed."

"I suppose—the question is how far he'll go."

"You don't think he'd try anything against me, do you?  I'm going to be ridding him of the thorn in his side.  He'll be the sole remaining President."

Reginald nodded, watching the light play off the melting ice cubes in his glass.  "Yes, of course.  I wonder, though…"  He paused for a moment, looking at Jayne.  "How's the progress on your tunnel?"

Jayne sighed.  "I wish you'd stop calling it that.  It sounds…vulgar."

Reginald laughed.  "Oh, that's rich, coming from you!  Vulgar indeed!"  He snapped his fingers and held up the empty glass.  Bare feet padded across the hardwood floor behind him and a soft hand brushed his as the glass disappeared.  His eyes flicked to the mirror above the fireplace and he watched the naked form of his latest plaything saunter to the wet bar.  His eyes lingered on the pale white curves of her buttocks as they glowed in the firelight.

"The tunnel is proceeding as planned, thank you very much.  If this all goes south, I should have a clear path straight to the museum."

Reginald nodded absently, his chin resting on his hand as he watched Vivian float back across the room, her hand gently cradling his refreshed glass.  Reginald crossed his legs at the knee and accepted it with a smile and a wink.  The girl blushed.

"Oh, you're good."

"Thank you, m'lord," she said in a voice soft as silk.

Reginald smiled.  "No wonder the Italian minister fell so quickly for your charms…" He slid a hand up her leg and let his fingertips caress the soft, smooth skin of her upper thigh.  She smiled and sighed, the sultry sound turning his mouth dry.

"If you'd like some privacy, we can talk later…" suggested Jayne with more than a little acid in her voice.

Reginald reluctantly tore his eyes away from the beauty before him and looked at the beauty on the screen.  "Oh, my dear, I have no intention of hanging up.  This is something I definitely want to watch."

The door to his study opened and a shaft of bright light silhouetted a second form as she stood in the doorway.  

"You called for me, sir?" asked Charlotte.  She walked confidently into the room, not waiting to be told to enter.  As the door closed behind her, Reginald saw she wore nothing but a thin silk robe tied at the waist with a gold belt.  The heels of her shoes clicked on the wood floor as she approached.

"Okay," said Jayne in a disgusted voice.  "You may get off on watching, but I don't.  I prefer doing."

Reginald smiled as he looked at his watch.  "Very well, let's begin the final act.  I believe the satellite should pass overhead any minute.  You'll have the best ability to transmit shortly."

Jayne's image turned and the screen went blank.

Charlotte purred and as she reached his side, one hand trailing the leather armrest of his chair.  She stepped in front of him and gracefully dropped to her knees.  One hand landed on his lap—a light, delicate touch—as she arched a sculpted eyebrow.

Reginald's smile widened.  He remembered how well she had cared for him the last time.  "Not tonight, my dear," he whispered.  He placed his hands on top of hers, relishing the softness of her skin, yielding and warm.  He reached with his free hand and brought Vivian closer.

He put their hands together and watched with approval as their fingers intertwined.  Charlotte looked up as Vivian looked downward, sultry smiles spread on both their faces as their eyes met.  Without missing a step, Charlotte rose and slowly embraced Vivian.  Their tenderness would've convinced almost anyone the two women had been deeply in love with each other for years.

I do love to see the result of my training.  Reginald lifted his drink in one hand and rested his chin in the other.  He watched, one finger resting on his pursed lips as his latest operatives kissed.

Movement on the screen drew his attention away from the show in front of him.  Barron's transmission was beginning.  Jayne strolled on camera and stepped behind the podium emblazoned with the Presidential Seal.  She began her speech,  her voice strong and confident, explaining to the citizens of the United States that she had been tireless in her fight to stop Barron's corruption.  

Reginald split his attention.  He knew the speech well—he'd written it.  Jayne would go on for another 3 1/2 minutes, exposing the evils of Barron's reign and her own determination to fight it from the inside.  In a few moments, Reginald knew she would denounce Barron's tactics and condemn the heinous prosecution of anyone loyal to President Harris.  Jayne declared Barron unfit for office, named him a traitor, then proudly announced he'd been taken into custody.  A great victory for the Constitution, justice, and the American people.

As Jayne spoke, Reginald's eyes drank in the sights before him.  Charlotte and Vivian grew more passionate in their kissing and touching.  Vivian untied Charlotte's belt and the thin fabric slid from her graceful shoulders, a whisper of silk on skin, to puddle at her feet.  As Reginald watched, his breath caught in his throat.

One of them—Reginald didn't know which—sighed deliciously as the two naked women pressed their bellies together and snaked their arms around each other.  Their mouths locked together, muffling a conjoined moan.

Reginald shifted his eyes to Jayne as she made her final announcement.  Gruber and another agent dragged President Barron—now in chains like a common thief—to the podium.  He looked bedraggled—the makeup had been removed, his hair had been tussled, and he looked like a fugitive.

Reginald smiled and drank deeply from his glass.  The fire in his throat added fuel to the heat he felt in his groin.  His eyes flicked back to Charlotte and Vivian as their hands went exploring, their breathing quickened, and their soft moans became more urgent.  He marveled at their talents—it was a wonder he had not conquered the world sooner with women such as these.

"… Barron, I name you traitor to the Constitution and people of the United States of America."

The husk of a President jerked his head to the left and glared at Jayne.  Reginald cocked his head and watched.  There was anger behind those eyes—fury even.  He'd hid it well, but Barron was still there, down inside that broken shell on the screen.  At that moment, Reginald was glad this was about to end—he felt hatred radiate through the camera.

I thought you were broken.  Bravo, Mr. President.  You fooled even me…you gave the codes to Harris, sacrificing your only loyal servant.  What more trouble might you have caused if we didn't go forward with this dog and pony show?

"I am not a traitor!  You are!" Barron shrieked.  He turned to the camera, his eyes blazing like a religious zealot.  "My fellow Americans, hear me when I cry out—this woman has drugged me!  Look at me!"  Barron pleaded, raising his manacled hands.  The handcuffs wrapped around his wrists gleamed in the camera lights and his bony wrists appeared childlike under the heavy chains.  "Look what she did to me!  She's been driving me—"

Jayne nodded and Gruber jerked Barron away from the podium, cutting off his ranting.  Jayne stepped back to the podium as Barron struggled against the agents.  He shouted something, but the microphone only picked up Jayne, muffling the indistinct noise behind her.  

"Our great nation has suffered enough.  While there is nothing I can do about the pestilence unleashed upon us by the North Koreans, there is something I can do to rectify the treason and growing in the heart of Washington these past months and years."  Jayne turned and stared at Gruber.  "Do it."

Barron's face twisted in a mask of rage.  He screamed and thrashed, then turned and sunk his teeth into the neck of the taller agent.  The man yowled and let go, swinging a fist that connected with Barron's face.  The erstwhile President staggered under the blow and crashed into the blue drapery behind the stage.  Gruber shouted and dropped into a crouch as he drew his weapon.

"Gun!  He's got a gun!" called an indistinct voice off-camera.  Jayne screamed and a third Secret Service agent rushed on-screen to knock her from the stage.

President Barron turned and pointed the pistol at the taller agent.  The bleeding man threw his hands up.  Reginald saw the empty holster at the agent's side and leaned forward.  This was not part of the script.  

Well done, Barron, well done.  I see the side effect of our little love potion has finally kicked in.  I wonder why such unbridled aggression never manifested itself earlier?  Of all our test subjects, you lasted the longest.  Fascinating.

Barron raised the pistol and aimed it at the bleeding agent.  Two shots rang out and red flowers blossomed on the President's chest.  He staggered back as if punched and dropped to his knees, falling out of view with a clatter.  The image shook and chaos erupted.  

People shouted, suited Secret Service agents swarmed the stage, and Reginald glimpsed blonde hair flash by as Jayne left the area.  The image went dark, replaced with the White House logo over a Presidential Seal on a blue background.

Reginald laughed.  "Not exactly as planned, but I shall take it!"  He turned his attention back to the two lovers next to him.  Charlotte kissed Vivian's neck while her hands caressed her body.  Vivian had one hand intertwined in Charlotte's flame red hair, while her other hand caressed one of Charlotte's exquisite breasts.  Vivian leaned into Charlotte's kiss and placed one naked thigh between Charlotte's.

The monitor displaying the Presidential Seal went black for a split second before Jayne's face appeared, grown larger-than-life.  Out of breath, she blinked, surprise and anger fighting for control.  "Did you see that?"

Reginald kept his eyes on the two women in front of him but spoke to Jayne.  "Yes, dear…I saw everything."  He sighed as Charlotte and Vivian rocked their hips in sensuous rhythm.  Any moment now, he figured the two of them would find their way to the rug in front of the wide fireplace.  

"You performed admirably, Jayne."  He tore his eyes away for a moment and glanced at the screen.  "Really—one for the books.  Tell me, is he dead?"

"What do you think?" Jayne snapped, her eyes on the women next to Reginald.  "He took two to the chest!"  She rubbed her forehead and noticed her arm.  "Oh no," Jayne muttered, "he got blood all over my favorite blouse."  She looked up.  "He really lost it there at the end.  You should have seen his eyes…"

"Yes, I noticed.  That was the kind of result we expected from the get-go.  All the others experienced the side-effects much sooner.  I do hope Dr. Salcotti was taking notes."  Reginald chuckled.  "Well, at any rate, that little performance should buy you some time.  Go and change your shirt, then give President Harris a call.  You don't want to do it now—give the man time to think about the ramifications of what just happened…" He felt his attention drawn back to his two pets.  Charlotte reluctantly pulled temporarily away from Vivian's embrace and led her closer to the fireplace.

I knew it.

Jayne said something, but Reginald couldn't hear it.  He looked to the screen and watched her speak to someone off-camera.  

"What is it?" he asked

Jayne turned back to the camera and smiled, holding up a cell phone.  "Guess who's calling me?"

Reginald sat up straight and momentarily forgot about the two naked women writhing on the rug.  "Really?  Harris is calling you already?  That's soon."

"Well it's not Santa Claus," muttered Jayne as she activated the speaker-phone.  "Speaker Harris, what a pleasant surprise—"

"Cut the bullshit, young lady.  I don't know what sick, twisted game you think you're playing, but your actions tonight will not be tolerated."

Reginald watched as Jayne's brow creased.  "Why, whatever are you talking about, Orren?"

"Don't 'Orren' me, you bitch," hissed the President of the United States.  "You may have wrapped Barron around your finger easily enough, but I think you'll find I'm harder to tame."

"You're welcome, then."

"'You're welcome?'" repeated President Harris. "I didn't call you to thank you.  I called to accept your surrender."

Jayne stared pointedly at the camera and arched an eyebrow.  "Surrender?  For what?  You have a funny way of expressing your gratitude, Mr. President.  I just killed the new Benedict Arnold.  A simple thank you would be enough."

"Thank you?  You really are delusional, aren't you?  You executed the Vice President of the United States on live TV.  You think I'm going to thank you?  You're sick.  Removing you and your associates from existence will be a pleasure.  I'm just sorry I won't be able to put you down myself."

Jayne paled.  "Now, just a second—"

Reginald heard the faint click that signaled President Harris had hung up.  "Well…" he intoned.  "That was…something."

"Shit!" said Jayne as she threw her cell phone on the floor.

Reginald turned and watched as Vivian climaxed loudly.  Charlotte's moans increased in volume.  "I think you better see to your tunnel, Jayne."

"So that's it?  After all this, after all the work, after being trapped in this god-forsaken hole for the past few weeks, that's it?  'See to my tunnel?'"

Reginald stood and unbuttoned his shirt.  "Oh, Jayne, trust me—that's not all.  We're just getting started, my dear."  He paused, the shirt half off his torso.  "Nevertheless,  I think it would be prudent if you came home."  He dropped his shirt to the floor and stared at Jayne's image on the screen.  "Sooner rather than later, I think—don't you agree?"

"I've never bailed on a mission like this before, Reginald."  Jayne frowned at the camera as she watched Reginald and the two women.  "Are you even listening to me?"  She rolled her eyes.  "Fuck."   The screen went black as she hung up.

Reginald unbuckled his belt as Charlotte and Vivian turned their hungry eyes upon him.  He grinned.  "What a marvelous idea…"
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Salmon Falls, Idaho.




DENNY CLICKED HIS RADIO twice and waited.  He peered around the cool, misty, pre-dawn darkness.  Hidden in a small copse of pines, he was sure no one could see him—but he couldn't take any chances.  He remained as still as possible.  Townsen had people looking for holdouts.  Denny would never forgive himself if in their zeal to track him down, he ended up leading them to John and Ruth.

The smell of blood, tangy and sharp in his nose, reminded him of his hunger.  The field dressed mule deer at his feet would feed the three of them for the next month.  He planned to harvest a few more to help out the people in town displaced by the fighting.

Leaves rustled at his feet and the hidden hatch slid away, revealing a dark, narrow stairway.  Five steps down, glow tape illuminated the treads.  One last check of his surroundings and Denny disappeared into the stairwell, hauling the dressed deer on his shoulder.  

He couldn't relax until he heard the muffled clank of the locking mechanism after the secret door had closed.  He dusted off the few leaves that fell in after him and slid the deer carcass down the stairs to the bottom.  A light blinked on in the darkness and illuminated the reinforced-steel door leading into John and Ruth Anderton's bunker.

The door opened and John squeezed through.  "It's about time!" he said, relief written on his face.  "Ruthie was getting real worried about you, son."

Denny grunted.  More like you were worried.

"Here, let me help," said John, reaching for one of the three large sections of deer wrapped in camouflage tarp.

Once the meat had been stored away inside and everyone supplied with a cup of steaming hot coffee, Denny relaxed into his chair.  He relished the furniture for a moment, then wiped the grime off his hands with the damp cloth Ruth provided him.

"I'm afraid you may have to stay with us for a while," announced John abruptly, as if he could no longer contain the words.  "Townsen has stepped up his efforts—they've hunted down just about everybody out there."

"There's a list now," clucked Ruth from the kitchen.  "It's horrible.  They're throwing entire families out of their homes at gunpoint because of rumors and jealousy.  Can you believe it?  They're a bunch of vigilantes and criminals…"

Denny paused, his cup halfway to his mouth.  The silence that descended upon the little room was deafening.  He had known things were bad, and he knew that the unsettled state of national politics after President Barron disappeared would lead nowhere good, but he hadn't thought things could unravel so quickly.  

He took a sip of coffee.  He had to admit, even though Townsen was out of control here, he still had faith the government as a whole was working for the people, not against them.  They were all Americans whether they sided with Harris or Barron.  

True, he told himself, Barron's people gave weapons to Townsen and his band of thugs, but everyone knows Sheriff Bridger will be back soon and things will return to normal.  

Hell, we beat back an entire Russian army.  Half the town lay in smoldering ruins and so many friends and family were dead it would take them a month just to finish burial services.  Denny considered Townsen's power play as a temporary drama, not the new norm.

"She's right," said John.  He wrapped his hands around his own coffee cup.  "Things are moving fast.  I've been trying to contact you, but…"

"Trying to hunt with the radio squawking in your back pocket is kind of counterproductive," said Denny in a flat tone.  "I checked when I could."

"Son, we made the emergency times and frequencies part of our plan…if you had gotten hurt…" John looked at Ruth.  She placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed it gently.

Denny looked at the table.  He could feel his cheeks warming.  "I'm sorry."  He looked up to meet John's eyes.  "I never meant to put anyone in any danger.  I needed time alone.  I needed to think—to figure out what to do next."

John waved off the apology.  "Did you find your path?" he asked over the rim of his coffee mug.

Denny looked down at his own mug.  "I can't be sure.  Things are so…"

"Yeah," agreed John.  He sighed.

Denny leaned back in his chair and stretched, feeling his spine pop. "It was refreshing to get out away from town, to be alone in the woods.  But I'm so tired."  Denny took another sip of his coffee.  "I'm tired of people coming into our town and trying to take over.  First it was the Russians.  Then it was that guy from DHS with all the guns and food.  Now it's Townsen…"

"Will it ever end?" moaned Ruth.

John looked at his wife.  "It will, dear, it will.  When enough good men like Denny stand up –"

"And you," Denny added.

John shook his head.  He smiled sadly and said, "I fought my war, Denny.  This fight belongs to your generation.  I'm too old to be of any use to anybody…"

"Well, I wouldn't say that," chided Ruth as she kissed the top of John's head.  She turned and bustled back into the kitchen.  "You're handy at cleaning the dishes."

Denny frowned, thinking of the emotions that choked Ruth's voice.  His friends hadn't looked so upset since the Russians first arrived in town.  "Is the…sickness still spreading?"

John sighed.  "It's spreading, yes.  And people are dying."  He shook his head.  "The good news is, I heard on the shortwave that President Harris and the real government in Denver have found a cure, or a vaccine, or something to fight it.  They're distributing medicine all over the country.  I hope it gets here soon enough…"

Denny's brow creased.  "What about the guy from the Department of Homeland Security?  What about Townsen?"

John shook his head.  "Something needs to be done about them.  They're not alone.  From what I hear over the HAM net, towns like ours—all over the country—are going through the same thing," muttered John.  "It's crazy out there with people fighting for both sides against friends and neighbors.  It's a civil war, is what it is."

Civil war.  Denny mulled that thought over.  Names, facts, and maps flooded his mind.  As a history teacher, he what civil wars meant for people and what they cost.  On one of his longer overnight field-trips a few years back, he'd taken his AP US History class on a tour of the Shenandoah Valley.  The entire class had spent a week retracing the Wilderness Campaign, the final nail in the coffin of the Confederacy.  

"Those who do not learn history, are doomed to repeat it."

"What's that?" asked John.

"Nothing," said Denny with a shake of his head.  "Just talking to myself."

John nodded.  "It's not like there's armies raging across the country or anything—but you saw how bad it got in town before you left.  Fistfights—even a stabbing. In Salmon Falls!"  John shook his head.  "Now we have two Presidents and one of them is offering food and weapons to fight the other—who's offering a cure for the flu… Things are kind of at a stalemate, but my bet is usually on the people with the guns."

Denny placed his hand on the head of his tomahawk, still strapped to his side.  The memory of the Russian paratrooper attacking him in the forest at the beginning of the invasion came back then.  "Guns don't always mean victory."

"Yeah well," John groused, "Townsen has the guns, the food, and the men.  What do we have?  A few scattered families hiding underground or in the forest?"

Denny frowned.  "I have to believe there's more than just a few of us willing to stand up—"

"Oh, I know there's more," said John.  "The problem will be organizing the volunteers and gathering supplies.  Winter's here, whether we like it or not.  The snow we got the other day is almost gone, but there's more coming, and you can take that to the bank."  John pointed his coffee cup at Denny.  "People will be more worried about getting their next meal than standing up to Townsen and his thugs.  This town barely survived the Russians, and now we're fighting the Korean Flu."  John shrugged.  "I don't know what else there is to do…"

Denny stood.  "The rest of the town can't afford to hide under the ground like scutalawe," Denny said.  "I can't."

John sighed and pushed back his chair.  "Somehow I knew you'd say that."  He glanced over his shoulder.  "Townsen doesn't know we're alive.  I'm sure he was the one—him and that damn kid of his—who burned our house down.  We heard people read the lists over the air.  Our names aren't on them—I'm sure they think we're dead."

Denny understood.  "I will do everything in my power to make sure they still believe that, but I can't stay here and hide.  I've got to do something."  He clenched his fists.  "This is our town.  We fought the Russians—we can't let someone like Townsen take over.  When the sheriff gets back—" Denny paused when John's face fell.  "What is it?"

"That was the reason I called you back Denny," John said.  "We got word yesterday—Sheriff Bridger's dead.  He got the flu and died down in Twin Falls.  Never made it back from that training exercise they all went to."

Denny's shoulders slumped, and he stared down at the half-empty cup of coffee of the table.  "I never thought…I mean he could have stopped…"

"I know.  Kinda took the wind out of all our sails.  That man was the toughest I've ever known.  He wouldn't have stood for this nonsense from Townsen."  John shook his head.  "He would've kicked Barron's stooge to the curb, along with the marshals they brought."

Denny narrowed his eyes.  "Marshals?"

John nodded.  "Townsen declared himself sheriff and got the backing of that guy from DHS.  Said it was an emergency measure."  John snorted his contempt.  

"But there was no election!" cried Denny.

John shrugged.  "That DHS guy promised to hold elections once everything is settled down.  Said it was a Presidential mandate—whatever the hell that means.  Extreme times call for extreme measures," said John.  "Those were Townsen's words, not mine.  At any rate, he has the most men able to fight."  John shrugged.  "Wasn't much anyone could do about it."

Ruth rejoined them then, placing a tray of cold cuts, cheeses, and stale bread on the table.  "It kind of just happened…" she said, wiping her hands on her apron.  "And the longer he stays in power, the harder it will be to get rid of him."

Denny sighed.  "This is worse than the Russians."

John nodded.  "Takes the appetite away doesn't it?"

Denny stared at the plate of food in front of them as Ruth wrung her hands.  His stomach rumbled, but he wasn't hungry.  Trying to force the anger back in its dark place inside his heart, he reached out and made himself a sandwich.  He had to keep up his strength. 

John stared at the plate in front of him, absently picking at his own sandwich.

Denny closed his eyes and savored Ruth's homemade raspberry iced tea.  He didn't realize how much he had missed tasting something—anything—other than water and jerky.  He slowly chewed the sandwich and swallowed.   He looked at John.  "You look like you want to say something."

Denny's neighbor cleared his throat.  He pushed his plate away.  Holding his gnarled hands on the table, John spoke in a quiet tone: "I don't think you fully understand what we're up against, Denny.  Townsen has taken control.  The mayor's just a puppet."  John shook his head.  "They've got guns, they got food, and supplies.  Hell, half the town is on the brink of starvation.  You think those people will want to fight against all that?  Townsen knows it, too—he's giving food to anyone who rats on the holdouts.  The only hope people in town have to survive is to join with Townsen, or at least tolerate him 'til spring."

Denny thought for a moment.  "That's why no one did anything.  They're too desperate or scared to try."

John sighed.  "That about sums it up, yes."

Ruth, hovering behind her husband, untied and re-tied her apron for the fifth time.  "Denny, you don't need to go out there on our account.  We're fine.  They don't even know we're here…"

John reached up and took his wife's hand.  "Ruthie's right, son.  We still have radio contact with our kids, so we know the grandkids are alive and safe.  So far, no one's had any cause to run into Townsen and his goons."

Denny took another bite of the sandwich.  "So far."  Suddenly the food tasted like ash.  His appetite gone, he pushed his own plate away and washed down the last of his aborted meal with more tea.  

"Staying safe is not the point.  None of us will be safe from that man.  We allowed him to bully us in better times.  We excused his behavior because he was the local rabble-rouser.  We excused the violence against his kids because he was a friend of the mayor."  Denny leaned back and instinctively turned south toward the burned-out husk of his house.  

"He burned my house to the ground, John.  His son threatened to kill you, right on your own front porch!  That whole family is nothing but trouble.  If Washington backs him…" Denny clenched his fists on the table.  "Someone has to do something."

"Denny, I'm afraid there's not much to be done.  For all intents and purposes he runs this town now.  What with Bridger dead and all.  He was our last hope for somebody to put the brakes on this train wreck."

Denny stood and paced, thinking.  Someone had to take action.  But what action?  And who?

If most of the town sympathizes with Townsen or at least sides with him, it will be difficult.  One false step, one casual comment and someone would tell him everything.  I have to be careful.  First order of business is recruiting…

"I don't like what you're thinking, son," said John.  "You helped out when those Russians came through—we know what you did, and it's a miracle you survived.  But those Rangers you were with…them army boys are long gone, Denny.  They got bigger fish to fry now."

Denny stop walking and stared at John.  "Why are you so quick to give up?  This is your town, too."

Ruth shook her head and dabbed at the corner of her eye with her apron.  "It's not our town anymore, Denny.  They think were dead, remember?"

Denny pressed on.  "And you're okay with the rest of the town rallying behind your murderers?" he asked, his voice rising in anger.  "Well I'm not.  And I can't stay here."  

He gestured at the Andertons' underground shelter.  "Don't misunderstand me, I'm more than grateful for every kindness you've shown me.  You've allowed me to escape the wilderness and come back to reality.  You probably saved my life…"

"Well, you helped me build this place," said John looking around the bunker with fondness in his eyes.  "Without your help this wouldn't exist, so you saved all our lives.  Between that and fighting the Russians, I say we call it even."  When Denny said nothing, John sighed again.  

"I see you're set on doing something—probably something foolish."  Denny opened his mouth to speak when John smiled.  "I'm not all that ashamed to admit that if I were younger, I'd be tempted to do something foolish myself.  But those days are long past gone, I'm afraid.  I don't know how much use I'd be to anyone right now."

An idea formed in Denny's head.  "You could be of more use than you know.  If we're going to start some kind of resistance, we'll need secure communications.  You can be that link."

John frowned and shot a glance over his shoulder at Ruth, who had moved away to begin cleanup.  "I don't know, Denny…we've been through a lot lately…I'd hate to get involved in something only to have the thunder drop on our heads."

"I'm not talking about sending refugees to you, John.  I'm talking about you being a communications hub.  No one knows you're alive.  So no one knows where you are—we can use you as the link that holds everything together.  To insulate everyone, we pass everything through you.  No names, just a voice."

John leaned back in his chair and rubbed the stubble on his chin.  "It has possibilities…"  He glanced at Ruth again.  "If any of your hypothetical cells get cracked, the only person they'll know to look for would be me.  But unless they have pretty sophisticated equipment, they won't have any idea where I am."

"What are the chances Townsen has that kind of equipment?"

John frowned.  "Well, if he's taken over the town's supplies and what's left of the police station, he'll have some decent rigs.  Will he have something that'll be able to track me down?"  John shook his head.  "No.  I've been active in the HAM community for years—I know what this town has and doesn't have.  We're too small to warrant the sophisticated gear necessary to hunt down pirate broadcasters.  That's something for the FCC."

"And these people you talked about, the ones loyal to President Barron? Did they bring something like that with them?"

John looked up from the table and met Denny's eye.  "I don't see why they would.  There's no threat out here and there's no reason for anybody suspect one.  They walked into this town on a velvet welcome mat.  Sure, they've been hunting down anybody loyal to Harris, but so far all they been doing is marking houses and dragging the loudmouths away."

Denny sat down at the table and poured another glass of iced tea.  Resolution filled the void in his gut with an iron weight.  "Have you heard from Anse?"

John smiled.  "No, but I think that's a good thing.  From what I can tell, nobody's heard hide nor hair of him.  His name's been on every list Townsen has published, so I don't think they got them yet."

Denny nodded.  "That's good—he was never adept at keeping his mouth shut.  If I can find him, I should be able to tap into his network.  He called out a good number of men who rallied to fight the Russians."

John grunted.  "Most of their names are on the lists, too.  But those lists have been getting smaller and smaller."  John's shoulders drooped and he stared down at his hands.  "I'm afraid they've been catching a lot of people."

Denny flashed a grin.  "I know most of Anse's friends.  They're not exactly the type to be caught unawares and taken prisoner by a bunch of drunks led by Townsen.  No, Anse went to ground and took his friends with him.  I have to find them."

Ruth looked at John who returned her solemn gaze.  He cleared his throat again and placed his hands on the table.  He did not raise his eyes to meet Denny's.  "Well… If you're dead set on getting yourself killed, I suppose this is as good a reason as any."

"I never said I wanted to get myself killed—" began Denny.

John smiled sadly.  "I'm afraid that'll be the result if you try this.  But, I can't stand by and let you do it on your own."

"So you'll help?"

John shot another look at Ruth.  After a moment, she slowly nodded and turned back to her work, shoulders tense.  "We'll help," John said.  "We will.  But I need to make one thing clear right now—I will not sacrifice the safety of my wife or my family for anything or anyone.  Even you."

Denny nodded somberly.  "I would never expect or want you to, John.  You're the closest thing I have to family and I would never put you at risk.  I can see you're uncomfortable with this idea, so let's just forget about it—"

"Let's not get hasty.  I said I would do it, but I have to tell you, in all honesty I'm not happy to get involved in this at all.  However, that doesn't mean I want you to go off half cocked and alone."  He rubbed his chin in thought.  "I can at least put you in touch with some of the louder dissenters.  And there's a large network of HAMs that are…" he glanced at Ruth, "survivalist-minded, if you know what I mean…"

"What do you mean?" asked Denny.

"I don't know where your friend Anse is, or most of his friends…but I can point you toward a couple deputies that managed to lie low during all the recent hullabaloo."

"I thought Sheriff Bridger had most of his force down south?"

"Oh he did, but one of his deputies is a friend of my eldest son.  Griswold.  His wife took sick when the first cases of the flu hit town.  Sheriff Bridger gave him permission to stay behind and look after her."

"And he hasn't moved against Townsen?"

"No," said John.  "Frankly, I was surprised to find out he's still alive.  He must not have caught it or he'd be sick or dead by now.  He lives in the section of town destroyed by the Russians.  I didn't think anybody had survived over there…"

Denny stared at the table, reliving the night of the final air strike that sealed the Russians' fate and broke the occupation of Salmon Falls.  He remembered glass and wood and bits of houses in the air.  He remembered the fire, the noise—the roar of the jets as they flew overhead.  Most of all, he remembered the looks on the faces of the people who flooded the streets and tore the Russian survivors to pieces.  

Denny looked up and blinked.  "I think I'd like to talk to this deputy."
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Velten, Germany.

Kommando Spezialkräfte operations center.




COOPER BRAATEN STARED IN disbelief at the screen in front of him—a replay loop of a rogue transmission out of Washington.  He'd been asleep, getting much-needed rest after their trans-Atlantic flight, when the transmission had originally aired.  A call from Admiral Bennet over a secured line was enough to get him out of the sack in a hurry.  Cooper held the phone to his ear.  

"Is this legit, sir?"  He stared at the screen and watched the death of Vice President Barron one more time.  "I mean, the spray pattern from those shots look real.  Could this have been faked?"

The somber voice on the phone echoed Cooper's skepticism.  "I've had half the Pentagon up all night working on this, Lieutenant.  Trust me when I say that this is real.  We haven't gotten actual confirmation, but there's nothing that leads me to believe Vice President Barron is alive."

"What do we do now, sir?" asked Cooper.

"This just threw a wrench in all our plans.  I just got out of a meeting with President Harris—the western offensive is on hold.  The Council is top priority now."

Cooper glanced at Charlie, absorbed in the video, ignorant of the Admiral's news.  Another delay.  He's going to lose it when he finds out they're abandoning California.  

"Where do you need us, sir?"

"I've never seen the President so angry before.  This won't end well for anyone—especially that little harlot at the White House."

The breath caught in Cooper's throat.  On reflex, his body tried to cough.  He held it in, fighting the urge and telling himself for the thousandth time the vaccine was in his body and he was immune.  There was no need to cough anymore.  The long rest crossing the ocean had done wonders to restore his health.  "What time frame are we looking at?" he asked.

Bennet sighed.  "I want you and your men to prepare for immediate transport.  The Germans are loaning us one of their birds.  This gets top priority."

"Sir, we're on the Council's doorstep–"

"President Harris is concerned about that, yes.  We've drawn up plans to take care of this pandemic.  The Europeans are putting the screws to the Council.   President Harris pushed this to the top of the list.  We will take back the White House and bring these murderers to justice."

Cooper stared at the silent image of the Vice President-turned dictator in his final moments.  He ran through the scenarios in his mind, playing out alternate outcomes with the why's and how's of President Harris's actions.  He had to admit it made sense.  

President Harris was holding onto power by the slimmest of threads.  He hadn't been elected, the country was reeling from the bio-weapon attack—all this on top of the invasion of the West Coast.  With Vice President Barron running around calling himself the President and trying to start a civil war, the country had desperately needed stability.  Regaining control of the government infrastructure had to be Harris's number one task.  If America looked weak too long, North Korea would be only the first of the sharks to nibble.  

There's a lot bigger fish out there to worry about than the NKors.

Going after Barron's killers seemed at first glance to be a mistake.  But the more he thought about it, the more Cooper realized it was the only course of action Harris could take.  Allowing someone to get away with executing the duly-elected Vice President of the United States—even if that man went rogue and pissed on the Constitution—would set a dangerous precedent that no politician would want to create. 

"If somebody could knock off Barron—"

"Someone could take out Harris, or the next President, or the next.  Before long, the United States would have a rotating door of dictators, presidents, and civil wars.  If we allow this to stand," replied Bennet.

Cooper tensed. "Sir, jumping out west, going up against North Koreans is one thing…you're telling me we're going to D.C.–"

"That's right, Lieutenant.  You will be fighting Americans.  There are no foreign nationals involved in this shit show, at least none we've been able to discover.  This is all homegrown.  It's disgusting and shameful, but there's no way to avoid it."

Cooper watched President Barron collapse on stage in silence one more time.  He glanced left, his feelings mirrored on the grim faces of his men as they stared at the monitor.  To his right, the German safe house station commander stood with arms crossed across a massive chest and stared at the screen.  He shook his head slowly and muttered something to one of his men.  

"We're ready to go, sir.  Just get me transport."

"I shoved this one past the red tape.  Wheels up in fifteen.  Get your men prepped and ready to jump.  You will rendezvous with a detachment from General Rykker's Marines outside the city and work your way to the White House.  Rykker has assumed personal command in the field.  He'll give you the final briefing and fill you in on any updates when you land.  I'm sending a secured briefing packet.  The Germans should have it in the next few moments."

"Sir, I gotta ask—what kind of ROE are we looking at?  I mean, we'll be inside Washington.  Lot of civvies, sir."

"Civilians are strictly off limits, unless they fire on you.  We expect little resistance from the local population, however.  Most of them were fairly tolerant if not outright supporters of Barron and his policies.  He spread the wealth.  Seeing as how he was so popular, I don't think the people will mind very much if you go in there to root out the people who killed him."  Bennet sighed.   "The big unknown is the Secret Service.  We haven't been able contact anyone since this whole mess began.  We have a list of individuals who we know to be loyal to Barron.  We've also got a list of known individuals in the Service who would likely be sympathizers but weren't open about it."

Cooper cursed under his breath.  "There anybody in Washington that's on our side?"

Bennet snorted.  "Well, you have General Rykker and the Marines with you.  I'd say that's a good start."

Cooper shared a look with Charlie.  "Just to be perfectly clear, sir—am I to assume every individual we encounter on this op to be hostile?"  

There was a long silence from the other in the line.  Finally Bennet returned: "Affirmative, Lieutenant.  I hate to say it, but that's the cold, hard truth.  There's no way around it.  You'll be dropping in to hostile territory.  The Marines are already on their way to set up a perimeter and keep reinforcements from arriving."

"Reinforcements?  Barron's dead—how can there be any reinforcements?"

"When he took over the Federal security agencies, Barron planted a large group of them throughout DC to maintain control.  They're scattered, but we have to assume they will be coalescing under the Deputy Director of Barron's Homeland Security.  He was last seen in D.C., and we're thinking he's next in line to continue Barron's policies."

Cooper shook his head.  "Sir, this is insane, this can't be happening."

"Believe it, sailor.  The beer-battered shit has hit the fan, and it's your job to clean up the mess.  You and your men need to be prepped and ready to jump yesterday.  Your bird is on-site and refueling now."

The line went dead.  Cooper stared at the phone before handing it back to the German station chief.

"I don't know what you talked about, but after watching that video, it cannot be good," said Hans Keilsing.  The mountain of a man slipped the phone into the holster on his belt and crossed his arms again.  "What do you need?" he asked in a clipped, heavily accented voice.

Cooper looked around at the ops room.  Screens on every wall depicted various stages of the global campaign against the Council.  Maps of Germany and other European countries displayed hotspots, conflicts, raids, and outright battles taking place in real time.  It was the largest single coordinated effort in Europe since World War II.  

And it all got kick started with the raid on Reginald's chalet and the data mine they retrieved.  

Cooper watched the faces of the people manning communication stations as they relayed messages back and forth between field agents and headquarters.  In the corner sat the international delegation.  Two Spaniards, an SAS officer, a Russian, and a French GIGN commando all stood in front of screens with headsets to their ears, relaying instructions and information to their respective agencies.  Every face in the room looked strained and tired.  

The Council had ensnared the entire continent and wormed its way through every level of government.  Cooper marveled at their resources.  It must've taken generations to amass that amount of power and influence.  He was confident the remaining governments of Europe could extricate the cancer that had grown in their backyard, but it would be a long, hard fight.  

The small team of German special forces Cooper and his men had linked up with was already pressed to their limits.  He'd seen dozens of German soldiers leave and not come back.

Cooper took in the concern etched on his comrade's face.  He put a hand on Hans' shoulder.  "Just letting us stay here, giving us some chow and rest—that's been more than enough, my friend."

The big German shook his head.  The blond crew cut on the top of his skull looked sharp enough to cut glass.  "Nein, this is not so.  We have a C-160 on the runway.  It will take ten minutes to get to the airfield.  I have a truck waiting topside.  Go."

Cooper shook hands with his counterpart.  "Please give my sincere thanks to your team."

The German commando nodded crisply.  "Moeller will get you to your transport vehicle," he said motioning with a beefy arm toward the young man dressed in all black fatigues.  He stepped forward and stood like a coiled spring behind his commanding officer.

"Gute Jagd."

Good hunting, indeed, thought Cooper.  "Auf Wiedersehen."  Cooper turned to follow the young commando up through the warren of passages that led out of German safe house.  His men filed in behind, carrying gear and weapons.

"So, what's the sit-rep, Coop?" whispered Charlie as they passed through another communications room.  Cooper waited while Jax and Swede passed, following the German officer.  He stared at Charlie.  "We're going to Washington."

"Washington?" whispered Charlie.  "Jesus," he hissed.  "That video was legit?"

Cooper fell in behind Swede.  "Bennet seems to think so.  President Harris is out for blood—that's where we come in."

"What about the west?" asked Charlie.

Cooper paused.  "They've put that on hold."  He watched his XO's face darken.  After a moment, the muscles in his jaw stopped twitching and Charlie brushed past, heading up a final staircase without a word.

God, this has got to be killing him.  Allie's still out there with Charlie and we haven't heard anything yet…

They emerged through the door into a parking garage.  Idling at the mouth of the double wide reinforced garage doors waited a battered army truck.

Jax whistled.  "Well, she ain't much to look at…"

"All right, everybody in!" barked Cooper.  Swede clambered aboard first, and Jax tossed bags of equipment and weapons to him.  Charlie, Juice, Sparky, were next, followed by the others.  Cooper turned to face their German escort.

"Getting rough out there, huh?" he asked in flawless German.

The commando nodded.  "Ja.  Some trouble in larger cities.  This one just returned to us from another cell in Berlin."  The young soldier frowned.  "The riots are out of control.  Things are bad—people are scared…and with this damned Council…"

Cooper clapped Moeller man on the shoulder.  "Just make sure you leave some of them for us, yeah?  We'll take care of business back home, but I want a piece of this Council."

"For Atlanta," the grim-faced young commando said as he saluted.

Cooper returned the salute.  "For Berlin."
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Skye, Scotland.

Dunkeith Castle.




AS YOU WISH, MAJESTY," said Reginald.  He bowed and shut off the camera with an angry flick of his wrist.  He stared at the blank screen for a few moments before slamming a fist on his desk.  "You damned fool!"

The door to the communication room opened and Stefan appeared with a tray of food.  "Trouble, my lord?"

Reginald wrapped a cloak of calm around himself before standing to face his steward.  "Nothing out of the ordinary, Stefan.  The King, in his infinite wisdom, has launched Phase 3 ahead of schedule.  He's demanding that I provide vaccines for the entire Council within 24 hours."

Stefan put the tray on the table and stared at Reginald for a moment.  "But that's not possible, sir."

Reginald sighed and ran a hand through his hair.  "Of course not—and he knows it.  The additional money required to restart the operation has only just now been transferred into the Section accounts."  Reginald pursed his lips and drummed his fingers on the desk, staring at the silver platter.  "The King suspects foul play—that can be the only reason for his behavior."

"That's preposterous!  You've devoted your entire life to Council business–"

Reginald smiled and waved off his most loyal retainer.  "Very kind of you, Stefan, but it's the only obvious conclusion.  The King has allowed someone on the Council to question my loyalty."

"Murata," Stefan said immediately.

Reginald nodded.  "He allowed it, Stefan—he encouraged Murata to whisper in his ear.  That old man has always had it in for me.  This time last year, Murata would never dare utter such nonsense."  

Reginald paced the communications room like a caged animal and peered out the arrow slit over the loch.  The comms room occupied the fourth floor of his castle's south turret.  It provided extraordinary views over Skye's western countryside.  Reginald turned.  "Luncheon shall have to wait, Stefan.  I require fresh air to clear my head."

"Very good, my lord," said Stefan at once, bowing to swoop up the platter of food.  "Will you be going up top?"

Reginald thought for a moment.  "Yes, I believe that will do nicely.  Thank you, Stefan."

Stefan inclined his head graciously and backed out of the room.  "Think nothing of it, my lord."  Reginald waited for the door to quietly shut behind his steward before he exhaled.  The other news the King had relayed from Europe was equally discouraging.  The Korean flu had mutated quicker than anyone could have imagined.  

Nearly three out of five people in Berlin were not only infected, but so sick as to be incapacitated.  The city was all but shut down.  Germany had quarantined itself and walled off its borders, forcing France, Spain, and Austria to follow suit.  Cases had been reported in Poland, Italy, Switzerland, and Austria, as well…but now Lord Stirling had been forced to admit there were infections identified in England.

Reginald picked up the scrap of of paper he had scribbled on.  The Royals have at last been infected.  The Princess of Wales had apparently gone to one too many community events and picked up the flu at a library christening.

The operative is the delivery device. Stirling's words flashed through his mind again.  It had been reasonable to gloss over such reports when they were merely words on paper.  To think those words meant a living, breathing man had walked up to the Princess of Wales and sacrificed himself by coughing on her… 

The thought was both humbling and frightening.  That kind of dedication was hard to find.  He knew the Princess—he'd been to numerous galas and events at Buckingham Palace over the past decade.  He'd watched their entire courtship blossom into a marriage.  Her death was a necessary evil, but it still left a sour taste in Reginald's mouth and a tremulous feeling of guilt—something he was not used to dealing with—weighed heavy on his stomach.  His appetite was gone.

Reginald donned his jacket and opened the wooden door at the rear of the communications room.  He took the narrow stairway of carved stone steps three at a time.  Reaching the roof, he threw open the reinforced hatch and climbed out into the blustery afternoon.

He let his hands soak in the texture of the rough, worn crenelations.  How many wars, how much bloodshed had this castle seen in the centuries of its existence?  He drank deep of the salt-tinged air and let the winds ruffle his hair.  

It's good to be home.  

No matter how he loved the Continent or exotic locales, nothing felt so good as to come home to the sights, sounds, and smells of Skye.  He opened his eyes and stared up at the crystalline blue dome overhead.  Thin, wispy clouds scudded across the horizon, far to the west.  

That way, he mused to himself, lies trouble.  

Jayne hadn't contacted him in over twelve hours.  Normally, that would not concern him in the slightest as Jayne was his most experienced and resourceful field agent.  If anyone could get out of a bad situation, it would be her—more than likely leaving a trail of blood and mayhem in her wake.  The question remained when and where would she reappear—and how much collateral damage she would cause.

The roof hatch opened with a squeak behind him and Stefan's head appeared.  "Shall I bring the luncheon, my lord?"

Reginald nodded absently.  "Thank you, Stefan."  He leaned his hips against one of the crenelations.  Stefan looked not the least bit comfortable to be at such heights on a rickety, collapsing medieval tower, but gamely pressed forward and produced the silver platter with a flourish.  

Reginald tucked the napkin into his shirt and rubbed his hands together.  "You know, I find the air up here most refreshing.  I've quite regained my appetite!  What have you today?"

Stefan removed the silver dome from the platter and bowed.  "Langoustine in feiulle de bric avec basil.  Fresh caught, my lord."

"Excellent," replied Reginald.  He reached for a garishly labeled bottle on the tray.  "Is this…?"

"Irn Bru, my lord.  I realize it is not exactly the traditional beverage paired with such cuisine but I thought you might like—"

"No, it's perfect!"  Reginald took a deep drink from the ice cold bottle of Scottish fizzy pop.  "God, it's just like I remember.  You know how long it's been since I've had one?"  Reginald laughed, looking at the five-star cuisine spread before him and the extremely sweet bottle of pop in his hand.  "Thank you."  

Stefan nervously glanced at the edge of the crenelation to the calm waters of the loch, some 80 feet below.  "You're certain this tower's still structurally stable, my lord?"

Reginald picked up a succulent morsel of 'Norwegian lobster' and took a bite.  He cheerfully replied around the food, "Not at all!"

Stefan's face paled.  "Oh…that's…"

Reginald laughed.  "Of course it's stable, Stefan.  You honestly think that I would be up here risking my life for a good view?"

Stefan arched an eyebrow but said nothing.

Reginald rolled his eyes.  "Very well, I retract the question.  But Dubai doesn't count," said Reginald, pointing a bit of skewered langoustine at Stefan.  The steward merely inclined his head.

Reginald sighed.  "You know me too well, Stefan.  Well, you have me at a disadvantage—you win this round."

"Will my lord be needing anything else?" asked Stefan, already backing toward the hatch.

"No, I will not be needing anything else.  You may go."

Stefan bowed and scrabbled his way down through the open hatch, letting it shut with a soft click.

Reginald chewed and let the ocean breeze carry his worries away.  He needed exercise—yes, that's what he needed.  As soon as he finished lunch he would head down into the practice yard for some calisthenics.  He took a long swig from the Irn Bru and wiped the sweet froth from his lips.  

The hatch opened behind him and Stefan's head reappeared.  "I'm dreadfully sorry to disturb you again, my lord, but you've received an important Class One communique."

Reginald looked over the edge and brushed the crumbs from his lunch into the water far below.  "Class One?  Who is it?"

"I'm afraid the young lady refused to divulge her name.  The only word she said was 'treize'.  I must say, it certainly sounded like Mistress Svea…"  

Reginald felt his pulse quicken.  13—she's alive!  "Don't just stand there gaping about like a shepherd, give me the bloody phone!" snapped Reginald.  

Stefan offered the phone then gracefully disappeared, closing the hatch behind him.  

"Is that you, dear?" asked Reginald when he put the phone to his ear.  "Are you all right?"

The reception was scratchy, the signal bounced halfway around the world and back to avoid detection, but the voice was clear enough for Reginald to confirm.  

"Yes…for now.  I need clearance through British airspace."

Reginald smiled.  "I have a lot of questions for you—chief amongst them is why you decided it was necessary to retire some of my best operatives?"

"Was the package not delivered?"

Reginald thought back to when Darius limped into his private chambers and handed over the USB drive with all of Dr. Boatner's vaccine research.  "Oh yes, the package has been delivered," he replied.

"Then I see no problem," was the terse response.  "If they were some of your best, you need to work on your training program.  Now, are you going to give me clearance or not?"

Reginald stifled a laugh.  "But of course I will give you clearance.  You must return home straight away!"

"Thanks.  ETA in four hours.  Make sure there's a fire going in my room, please—you know how I hate winter in that dreadful chalet of yours," she said.

"Well, you're in for a pleasant surprise, then.  When I say home, I mean home.  The chalet is…closed for the season, shall we say?"

"Closed?  What are you talking about?"

"My dear, you've been out of the loop for too long.  I can see we have a lot of catching up to do.  You have enough fuel in whatever vehicle you've commandeered to make it to the loch?"

"The loch?" asked 13.  "I didn't realize things had gotten that bad."

Reginald sighed as he stared out over the dark, choppy waters.  "Sadly yes.  I'll give you a full debriefing when you arrive, assuming you're up for it."

"Oh, you know me, I'm up for anything." 

Reginald beamed.  "I look forward to the pleasure of your company.  Do be safe and get home soon."

He shut the phone off then pushed a speed dial button.

"Yes, my lord?" asked Stephan.

"Did you hear that conversation?"

"Yes, my lord.  The call was monitored."

Reginald nodded to himself.  "Superb.  Can you authenticate?"

"She's not using her standard communication frequency, but voice analysis confirms, it is our long-lost Mistress Svea."

Reginald closed his eyes and sighed.  The first batch of good news all day.  "Excellent.  Make sure to give her whatever she needs, medical attention, food, clothing—everything but rest.  When she arrives, I want her brought to me immediately."

"Very good, my lord."

Reginald pocketed the phone and stared out over the water into the blue expanse overhead.  Somewhere out there, Svea was on her way.  It remained to be seen whether she was loyal to him or a traitor, but either way, she brought a certain amount of excitement.  It wasn't the same as having Jayne back in his immediate presence, but it would have to do.
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Salmon Falls, Idaho.




DENNY PEERED THROUGH THE pine branches and tried to force his heart to slow.  Despite the snow on the ground, sweat trickled down his spine.  He was taking a huge risk meeting Deputy Griswold like this.  At least Anse would be present.

So why can't I get up and walk out to meet them?

Denny frowned, cursing himself for a fool as he watched Anse and Deputy Griswold shake hands in the little clearing.  Anse carried his hunting rifle, what looked like an old .308, slung over his shoulder.  Dressed in winter camo, he looked more like a yeti then the gym teacher Denny remembered from Salmon Falls High.  

Deputy Griswold, a head shorter than Anse, stood tense in front of his beat up patrol car.  It sported two spare tires and a busted red dome light.  Bullet holes peppered the front right quarter panel and the rear window had been spider-webbed.  

Neither of them kept their eyes still for long.  Anse said something, making the deputy smile, but Denny was too far away to hear.

Something held Denny in place—something warned him.  Of what?  He slowly turned his head to the left and to the right, scanning the forest for any movement.  

Denny held his breath.  He heard nothing—not the graceful muffled silence of a new fallen snow, but an eerie, unnatural silence when nature itself tells you something is wrong.  Denny felt the hairs on his arm raise.  Now he was certain something was amiss.  He had to warn the others.

Denny slowly moved forward without brushing snow off the pine tree in front of him and emerged into the clearing.  His eyes scanned the treeline.  There's got to be someone out there.

"Jesus!" gasped Anse, "you scared the hell out of me!"

Denny shook off the feeling he was being watched and trotted over to Anse.  He glanced behind the deputy.  "Something's wrong.  I don't like this."

"Ah, you're just jittery, Denny.  This here's Deputy Griswold.  Mark, this is Denny Tecumseh.  Our history teacher."

The Deputy stepped forward and offered a gloved hand.  Denny shook it, looking into the man's eyes.  Griswold had gray eyes and a young face.  A hard face, but one that held no deceit, Denny was certain of it.  His handshake was firm and his eyes remained locked on Denny's.  A good sign.

"Mr. Tecumseh, I heard a lot about you.  It's pleasure to meet you, sir."

"Likewise, Deputy.  Thank you for coming, both of you," began Denny.  "I have many things to discuss with you, but something doesn't feel right.  I think we better try again later."

Anse spoke in a quiet tone, trying to placate Denny, but he wasn't paying attention.  Denny looked over his shoulder.  His ears had picked up the faintest sound…a whisper.

Little Spear…

Denny abruptly turned the other way.  The wind that rustled the pines behind him…he swore it sounded like Grandfather Red Eagle.

Little spear.  You're not alone.

Denny drew his tomahawk from it's frog on his belt.  "I'm serious, Anse.  We need to get out of here.  Now."

Anse looked around, and his face betrayed skepticism, but Denny noticed with satisfaction that his hands shifted to get a better grip on his rifle.

Griswold turned and pulled out his service revolver.  "I think Mr. Tecumseh may be right.  Something don't feel right about this, boys.  Listen, we'll try again—"

A rifle shot scattered the silent birds in the trees.  The windshield on Griswold's patrol car sported a new hole.  The deputy dropped to the ground and rolled to place himself behind the left side of his car.

Without a word, Anse dove to the right but came up short when a man stepped around the tree and drew a pistol on him.

Ignoring the shout of warning from Deputy Griswold and the bark of surprise from Anse, Denny spun and crouched.  As he turned, he spotted movement between two pine trees.  There—the shooter.  Denny sent his tomahawk sailing across the open distance.  

Behind him, Griswold's revolver belched noise and fire.  Denny threw himself to the snow-crusted ground and rolled left, trying to get clear of the crossfire.  

Denny hit the ground and heard a shriek of pain from the woods in the direction he had thrown his 'hawk.  Branches snapped, the pine tree quivered, and snow cascaded from its boughs as his target went down.

Behind him Anse and the stranger struggled, rolling in the snow, snapping and growling at each other as they threw punches and kicks.  Another shot rang out, and Anse yelped in pain.  Denny watched in horror as the stranger scrambled to his feet and aimed the gun at Anse's head.

Deputy Griswold fired his weapon and the stranger's coat rippled at the shoulder as he spun around and staggered into a tree.  He grunted, then without looking back, pushed into the forest and disappeared into the pine trees.  Griswold unloaded his revolver into the forest and yelled for Denny to get to Anse.

Denny scrambled through the snow on the ground to reach Anse.  "You okay?" asked Denny as he rolled his friend over.  The snow had already turned red.  Denny feared the worst.

"Reloading!" Deputy Griswold called out as he flipped open the cylinder of his revolver with shaking fingers.  He dropped in a moon clip and snapped the revolver shut, then crouched next to a tree, his weapon extended with both hands toward the forest.

"I don't see him… I think I winged 'im, but I don't know…"

"God damn it—that burns!" growled Anse as he gripped his side, his face clenched in pain.  "Is it bad?  Oh God, it hurts!  It's bad, ain't it?  Shit—I knew I shouldn't have come out here…God damn it!"

Denny ignored Anse's swearing and pulled his knife free.  He cut away the blood-soaked jacket plastered to Anse's side.  Blood had liberally smeared the snow, making Denny's gloves slick and hard to grip.  In frustration he dropped the knife and ripped his gloves off to better examine the wound.

Anse continued to pepper Denny with questions about whether he would live or not and if the attackers were dead.  At last, satisfied Anse would not expire in the next five minutes, Denny sat back on his heels and looked at the blood covered hands in front of him.  He laughed.

"What the fuck is so funny?" demanded Anse.  He groaned, "I've been shot and you're laughing?"

"It's just a scratch," said Denny as he got to his feet.  He bent and scooped a clump of snow to wash the blood from his hands.  Retrieving his knife and gloves, he trotted across the clearing toward where he'd thrown his tomahawk.  

"I thought you were dying!" said Deputy Griswold in the distance.  "Yeah, looks like he nicked ya.  You're one lucky son of a bitch…"

Anse tried to sit up and yelled again.  "Feels like I've been shot in the gut!"  Denny blocked out their banter as he entered the pine trees where his tomahawk had disappeared.  He immediately spotted a patch of red snow between two of the thicker trees.  He found a rifle half-buried in a snow bank—a nice bolt action.  

Denny held his knife in front of him like a dagger and inched around the next tree, following the trail of blood on the ground.  It started out as a few drops, but by the time he rounded the next tree it became a river of red.

Denny found the body face down in the snow, his tomahawk clutched in the man's hand.  The fool had pulled it out of his chest, creating a geyser of blood.  He knelt to check for a pulse, the knife angled up behind the man's neck in case he tried anything.  Satisfied he was watching a corpse, Denny pried the tomahawk from the man's grip.  He scrubbed snow on the blade and wiped off most of the blood, then dried it on the attacker's jacket.

He sat back and sighed, trying to calm his shaking hands.  A small part of him was alarmed that he was more concerned with getting Anse's blood off his hands.  He took three deep breaths through his nose and exhaled through his mouth, hoping for calm.

"Time to see who you are."  Denny rolled the corpse over.  It was harder to do than he'd figured.  When he'd hunted down the Russians, he'd left them for the scavengers, not bothering to bury them.  Mostly, they fell where they'd been shot and that was that.  They were strangers, invaders.  He'd felt nothing but recoil when he pulled the trigger.

But this…  He stared down at the body.  "Why did you do this?" he whispered.  He closed his eyes and tried to calm his nerves.  The entire world felt as if it were pushing down on his shoulders.  He struggled to keep his breathing from matching the pace of his racing heart.

Denny heard footsteps and spun, bringing the tomahawk up to throw.  Deputy Griswold pushed back a bough from the nearest pine and stepped through the resulting shower of snow.  He ignored the powder on his campaign hat and looked down, still holding his service revolver in one hand.  "Nice throws, Mr. Tecumseh."

Denny stood and holstered his tomahawk.  His hands shook even more now.  "It's Denny.  And thanks."  

Anse called out to them from the clearing to hurry.  "The one that shot me got away, remember?  I don't want to be here when he gets back with his friends!"

Deputy Griswold sucked air between his teeth.  "If half the town didn't hear that gunfight, the other half could probably hear him yelling his fool head off.  I don't think we have much time."

Denny knelt again and carefully searched through the dead man's pockets.  "You know who he is?"

"Nah," Griswold said after a moment of inspection.  "I've seen him before around town, but I can't say that I ever got his name."

Denny pulled out the man's wallet and keys, a few granola bars and a glow stick, then pocketed it all.  He stood and looked at the Sheriff's Deputy.  "This is Greg Abbott.  He's the father of the smartest girl in my history class.  Felicia.  She was on her way to a 4.0 her senior year when everything around us went to hell."  He sniffed and rubbed at his face.  All he wanted to do was sleep.  

"She had full rides waiting for her at BYU and USC—she just had to pick."  He looked down at the body of the man at his feet.  "He and his wife, Rebecca..."  Denny glanced back at Deputy Griswold.  "They had me over for dinner back in September when she got the acceptance letters.  They wanted to discuss Felicia's decision to attend USC.  They wanted me to convince her to stay closer to home and pick BYU…"

Anse pushed his way through the pine trees like a drunken bear.  "What the hell are you guys doing…damn!"

Denny shivered as if stepping from a hot shower into a cold room, then stepped over the body to retrieve the buried rifle.  He dusted the snow off and slung the long gun over his shoulder.  A small strap attached to the stock held four more rounds.  "As far as I know, Greg here never fired a weapon in his whole life."

"Probably why he missed," muttered Griswold.

"Jesus, Denny," exclaimed Anse, "you killed Greg Abbott."

Denny shot a withering glare at Anse.  "You realize he came within a few inches of blowing Deputy Griswold's head off his shoulders, right?"  Denny shook his head.  He glanced around the snowy landscape, a familiar tickle between his shoulder blades.  "If Townsen can get good, upstanding men like Greg Abbott on his side, we'll have a harder fight than I thought."

"So you want to fight," said Griswold as he holstered his weapon.

"I got a score to settle of those sons of bitches now," muttered Anse, gingerly checking his side.

"I wasn't talking about you," spat the Deputy.  "I know you do—you'd pick a fight with a honey badger."

"He's right, though," said Denny.  "Something has got to be done.  If Townsen can get men like Greg Abbott to hunt people like me—there's no telling what he can do.  He needs to be stopped and fast."

"I'm mighty glad to hear you say that, sir.  Me and a few of the others feel the same way, only we don't have a lot of experience in this kind of thing.  But with you and the Russians…"

Denny closed his eyes and took a deep breath through his nose.  Again with the Russians.  Is that all anyone thinks of me anymore?  

"I don't like to think about that,"  he muttered.  He opened his eyes and looked at the lawman.  "I did what needed to be done, but I'm not proud of it."

"Well, looks like you got more things that need doing…" observed Anse.  "What do we do with Greggie-boy?"

"What do we do about the guy who got away?" asked Griswold.

Denny looked at Anse.  "First, we need to get out of here.  Did you get a good look at your attacker?"

"Hell yes, it's Billy Vassal.  He's been tight with Townsen since high school."  Anse spit a glob of saliva into the red snow at his feet.

"Deputy Griswold—"

"Mark, please."

Denny nodded.  "Mark—you need to get back your family and—"

Griswold's face hardened.  "Townsen made sure I don't have to worry about my family ever again," he said through clenched teeth.

Denny looked at Anse.  His large, bloodied friend slowly shook his head and looked away.  Denny looked at the ground.  "I'm sorry.  I didn't know."

"It's all right, it's not your fault.  When Townsen took supplies from those Federal assholes, he specifically prohibited law enforcement personnel from getting medical attention unless we turn over our weapons and swore loyalty to President Barron.  I didn't know if Sheriff Bridger was still alive or not, so I refused.  Maggie died two days later."

Denny put his hands on his hips and looked away.  "Dammit."  He looked back at the two men.  "Look, you guys need to go into hiding.  Find a place to hole up—Anse, you can't go home.  They know where you live, and they know—"

Anse laughed.  "Denny, I haven't been home since you disappeared.  Those jackasses probably looted my place five ways from Sunday by now.  I'm just glad I stored most my toys out in the woods.  Me and the boys got a camp up north of town, on the east face of the mountain.  Ain't nobody can get up there without us seeing 'em.  I'll be fine."

Denny pondered this for a moment.  "How many men can you trust?"

Anse puffed his chest out.  "Only ten, but I trust every one of them with my life.  They all fought the Russians—most of 'em lost family to those Red bastards.  They'll fight Townsen."

Denny looked at his friend for a moment.  Anse gave the impression that if his hunting buddies didn't join the fight, he would make them sorry.  A smile split his face.  "All right then, we got ourselves a start."

"The other deputies are with you," said Griswold.  "Townsen took over the patrol station and  got the armory, ammo, and supplies.  But Sheriff Bridger always had us keep a small cache at home, in case of emergency.  We each got a couple shotguns, our sidearms, some vests, and ammo.  It ain't much, but if it helps, it's yours."

Denny put a hand on the shoulders of both men.  "All right then.  Get back to your friends—let's meet at Anse's camp in two days.  We need to let this little incident blow over."

Anse kicked Greg Abbott's foot.  "What we do about him?  His family would want to know…"

The image of Felicia, sitting in his class raising her hand to answer questions, flashed through his mind.  She was always so eager to learn and help her classmates.  A future life spoiled—wasted.  He hardened his heart against the grief.  Poor girl never had a chance.  

Denny glanced down at the body of her father.  "Leave him.  No matter what we do, Townsen will make us out like the bad guys.  They'll be back soon enough—better they find the bodies than think we kidnapped someone.  Maybe it'll go easier on Rebecca and Felicia that way."

Deputy Griswold was about to say something when Denny held up his hand.  In the distance he heard a squirrel bark.  It was the first sound of nature he'd heard since arriving at the meeting site.  

"Something's not right.  You hear that squirrel?"  he whispered.

Anse nodded.  "I think someone's coming."

"Your friend might have come back," Griswold said with a nod toward Anse.

"I'm ready for 'im this time," growled Anse as he clutched his rifle. 

"No," said Denny.  "We need to get out of here—we don't know how many there are.  Now go!"

"What about you?" asked Griswold as he fished out his car keys.

"I'll be fine, trust me."  He flashed a grin and pushed his way through the pines.  Ignoring the snow that trickled down the back of his neck, he pulled Greg Abbott's rifle behind him.  

He didn't bother to look back.  He knew Anse would already be well on his way into cover.  Denny paused and waited about 20 yards out until the sound of the patrol car's engine receded into the distance.  

Denny slid his way down a shallow ravine and walked southwest, taking him away from his own camp set up just west of town.  If anyone tried following him, he'd lead them nowhere fast.

After a hard 15 minutes slogging through the snow, Denny paused behind a tree and let his heart rate to fall back to normal.  He pulled a small canteen from the hip pocket on his snow pants and took a sip of ice cold water.  

No good.  Cold water like this will do more harm than good.

He closed his eyes and stretched out his senses, listening for any noise out of the ordinary.  The only thing he heard were the various sounds of nature: jays calling to each other in the snow-capped canopy overhead, and squirrels skittering on branches ahead of him upslope.  In the distance, a crow cawed and was answered by a handful more, the lonely sound echoing through the woods.

Risking a glance around the corner of the tree, he peered back through the hazy light and saw nothing but his own footprints.  A quick glance above told him the sky was ready to birth another snowstorm.

Denny smiled.  By nightfall, his tracks would be erased.  The smile faded when he imagined the snow covering the body of Greg Abbott.  The people desperate enough to gather around Townsen were no trackers.  He doubted if anyone would find Greg Abbott's body before spring.  Wolves maybe…and coyotes, but not man.

The thought of Felicia sitting at home, wondering where her father was—when he would come home—never knowing for sure that he'd died alone and cold…

Denny shook.  The adrenaline from the fight had left him drained and spent.  His hands fumbled to wipe the cold tears from his face.  If not for the snow-blasted tree holding him up, he would have collapsed into the cold at his feet.

What's happening to me?  I killed men…I killed a dozen Russians… I…

In the distance, carried on the wind he heard the calm, reassuring voice of Red Eagle: You never killed a friend before.  You never killed a good man.

Denny opened his mouth, dropped his head into his hands and wept in silence.
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Washington, D.C.

The White House.




COOPER STIFLED A YAWN as he rested his elbows on the roof of his command vehicle and put down his night vision binoculars.  It was almost midnight and if he hadn't just got a few hours sleep on the trans-atlantic flight from Germany, he swore it was all a dream.  He stared again at the darkened White House in disbelief.  

I can't believe it's come to this.

He turned left to face Jax, Swede, Juice, Maughan, and Charlie waiting behind a Stryker armored fighting vehicle.  His SEALs stood dressed out in the best battle rattle the Marines could provide.

Other than Sparky, his men were ready to roll.  Cooper stepped down from the lead Stryker.  To the east, around the corner of the Ellipse Visitor Center toward Pershing Park, a large group of Marines under General Rykker had set up command headquarters.  Sparky had set up on the visitor's center roof southwest of Pershing Park.

The Marines had completely encircled the White House, the Eisenhower Executive Office building, and the Treasury.  Facing them across the expansive White House lawn, were the dozens of armed Secret Service agents still loyal to President Barron.  

The entire scenario boggled the mind.  Assaulting the White House in the middle of the night?  Cooper shook his head as he handed the binoculars to Charlie.

"Go ahead, take a look.  I doubt you'll believe it any more than me."

Charlie took the binoculars and leaned around the side of the quiet Stryker.  "Jesus…"

"Yeah," replied Cooper.  "You see the weapons platforms on the roof?"

"Yeah… Looks like they got a couple gats up there, some MGs and a few Stingers.  What the hell are those things out on the Wings?"

Cooper shook his head.  "Don't know.  But they sure as hell look like those LAWS the South Koreans have."

"The fuck is a LAWS?" asked Swede.

"Lethal Autonomous Weapons System," replied Charlie, eyes still glued to the glass.  "They're supposed to be illegal by international treaty.  Never seen one deployed before…"

"Why am I not surprised Barron had something like that installed on the White House?" sighed Cooper.  

"Even with all the hardware the Marines brought, this ain't gonna be easy," muttered Charlie.  He adjusted his view and aimed at the Eisenhower Executive Office Building.  "Got a lot of rooftop tangos up on the Ike.  I see 17… No, make that 23 with weapons."

"I got a funny feeling there's a shit load of snipers in those two buildings there," added Jax, gesturing across the lawn.

"No shit…" muttered Swede.  "I say we get inside the Stryker, roll right to the gates and smash through 'em."

"Yeah," said Jax.  "Let's make our own front door to the big house and then we pop out inside and start the party."

Cooper frowned.  "President Harris wants the White House back—he doesn't want us to destroy it."

"What the hell do you think they're going to do?" asked Swede with a nod toward the Marines at Pershing Park.  Three LAV-25A2 armored recon vehicles sat parked along East Executive Avenue.  

"The only good thing I'm getting out of all this is nobody seems itching to kill each other just yet…" said Cooper.    

"That's actually pretty impressive for a bunch of Marines," observed Jax.

The Marines looked weary.  Cooper checked his watch: 12:14am.  Most of them, Cooper mused, had only arrived on scene a few hours earlier.  General Rykker pushed his men hard and spearheaded the task force to surround the White House.  To him it was a point of honor.

"Whatever we do, we do it quick," muttered Charlie, eyes glued to the binoculars.  "They got some pretty big comms gear, too.  I'll bet you a goat those bastards are calling in reinforcements."

Cooper thought back to the conversation he'd with Admiral Bennet.  "Far as we know, the loyal groups are scattered around in the suburbs.  It'll take time for them to organize and mount a counterattack."

"How long is 'some time'?" asked Swede.  "Marines been here since sundown."  

Cooper glanced back toward Pershing Park.  "I just hope General Rykker doesn't try anything rash before—"

The air around them shuddered with unified explosions from the main guns on the LAVs.  Before the thunderclap receded, the east wall of the Eisenhower Building crumbled in an explosion of smoke and stone.

"Like that?" asked Jax.  "Man, when the General wants to get something done, he doesn't screw around does he?"

Cooper's command frequency broke squelch in his ear.  "All Cutter elements, this is Cutter, Actual.  Commence your attack!  We are taking back the White House!"

"Shit," whispered Cooper.  "All right, mount up!  They're going in and we're gonna hitch a ride on this bitch," he said, slapping the side of the Stryker.

The big machine rumbled to life.  "All aboard!" called out a Marine from inside.

Three Marines marched past and went up the ramp, loaded down with weapons and rucksacks.  Cooper's SEALs loaded up last and waited for the ramp to close.

Cooper adjusted the helmet strap under his chin and locked his night vision up.  "Listen up—we ride in with the Marines in the general assault.  We've been tasked with breaching the EOC—"

"The Bunker?" whistled Jax.  "Goin' deep, baby."

Cooper continued, "By whatever means necessary and however possible," Cooper shouted over the Stryker's big engine as it rumbled forward.  "Once we get through the gates, this vehicle will head for the West Wing—that's our breach point."

"Taking small arms fire!" announced Swede as incoming rounds bounced and pinged off the exterior armor.

Cooper checked his forearm map screen and noticed the circle of blue dots and triangles designating Marine units and Strykers.  They moved forward on all sides of the besieged buildings.  The noose tightened.  Air units swooped in from the northwest.  

"This is going to get hairy real quick," warned Cooper.  "Check your fire—we don't need any blue on blue's here.  That goes double for you Marines!"  He had to shout to be heard over the sound of the incoming fire.

The Marines spat back a few insults—Cooper couldn't hear most, but he did pick up something about the mating habits of harbor seals.  The good-natured banter was cut short when the Stryker rocked with an explosion just outside the hull.

"That was close!" yelled Jax.

"No shit!" retorted Juice, arms braced on the cabin ceiling.  "We need to get out of this tin can!"  

"Sparky, what you got?" asked Cooper.

"You boys better hang on, looks like multiple tangos with shoulder-fired missiles on the White House roof," replied Sparky from the top of the White House Visitor Center.  From his perch, he had an unobstructed view down the South Lawn and President's Park.  

Cooper leaned forward "Driver!  You got missiles on the rooftops!"

"Incoming!" screamed Sparky.  "It's a trap, spider holes full of bad guys all over the lawn!"

"Brace for impact!" called out Cooper.  He reached for the nearest handhold and closed his eyes.

His world exploded with light and noise.  Cooper slammed into Charlie and his world cascaded into darkness for a moment.  

He landed hard on his shoulder and struggled to get up through the mass of legs and arms as the Marines and SEALs fell on top of each other.  

Cooper pushed a smoking panel from his chest and peered in the dim glow of the fire from the front of the Stryker.  "Head count."

"Two," grunted Charlie's voice to his right.

"Four," replied Swede.

"Three,"grunted Jax.

Someone coughed.  "Six," muttered Juice.

"Five," gasped Maughan.

Cooper struggled to his feet and helped the closest Marine get up.  "We gotta get the hell out of this thing."  The sound of explosions in the distance competed against incoming rounds ricocheting off the disabled Stryker.  

Cooper's mood worsened when the Marines were forced to manually lower the rear hatch.  The longer they spent trapped inside the crippled Stryker, the greater the chance someone would get a lucky shot and take them all out.  

Finally, after a lot of cursing and with a creak of groaning metal and the squeal of damaged hydraulics, the hatch opened and fell to the ground at a crazy angle.  Thick, acrid smoke swirled around the opening.  Tracers lit up the night around them like a holiday light show.  

"Everybody out!" Cooper bellowed.  He grabbed his M4 and charge down the ramp.  A string of shots stitched the freshly disturbed dirt at his feet.  Cooper turned and dove around the rear of the smoking Stryker.  

The front half of the Stryker, a twisted, smoking ruin, was engulfed in flames.  Cooper doubted the driver survived.

Charlie slammed his back against the shell of the vehicle next to Cooper.  "Looks like they got us with more than one rocket."

"Actual, you got enemy foot mobiles pouring out of the White House at your 12 o'clock."

"Copy that, Overwatch."  A bullet ricocheted off the top of the Stryker.  Cooper ducked and called out, "Think you can thin the herd a little?"

"You got about six less…" Sparky replied.  A loud boom echoed off in the distance over the melee.  "Make that seven bad guys you don't have to worry about."

"Marines, on me—we'll shadow that Stryker over there," said the young lieutenant in charge of the detachment of Marines.  He charged off through the smoke ignoring incoming rounds and deployed his men to the nearest Stryker.  They followed it like ducklings as it rumbled forward, belching a thick white screen of smoke.

Cooper held his hand up to hold Charlie and Jax in place.  He turned  to Swede.  "Go green, then let them get a little separation."

He dropped his night vision in place and the world turned shades of green, gray, and black.  He peered around the back of the dead Stryker and picked up the pops and flares of snipers operating inside what was left of the Eisenhower.  He turned right and noticed they were positioned just west of center on the track toward the White House.  

Trying to race across the South Lawn to reach the relative cover of the Treasury building would be suicide.  He turned his attention back to the Eisenhower.  "Sparky, lay down covering fire on the snipers in the Ike.  We're too damn exposed out here in the middle of no-man's-land."

"Copy that, Actual.  Move when you're ready, I'll clear the road."

"We're about 50 feet south of the fence line.  Charlie, you see that hole those Marines just made for us?" asked Cooper.

Charlie leaned around the corner of the Stryker.  "Yep.  Looks like they're getting pinned down just on the other side."

Cooper checked his map screen.  Charlie was right, the assault wave had stalled after just breaching the south fence.  They needed air support or more artillery, and they needed it now.  He keyed his mic: "Cutter, Actual, Striker, Actual, how copy?"

"Actual copies all, Striker, go ahead," replied General Rykker's voice.

"I got movement in the Eisenhower building, they're preparing to launch a counterattack from the west.  Those Marines are getting boxed in."

"Good eyes, Striker, I have air units inbound.  We'll vector them to your position."

"Roger that Actual, Striker 2-1 moving into position."

"I'll direct artillery fire to give you cover, go on my mark, Striker 2-1."

Cooper crouched and waited. The crashing thunder of the LAVs in Pershing Park competed with rolling reports from the firefight on the South Lawn.  Another three segments of the Eisenhower building exploded into smoke and fire.

"Go, go, go!" called out General Rykker.

Cooper stood and slapped Jax on the back.  "Let's move!"

The smoke from the Eisenhower building partially obscured their movements, but the occasional stray bullet still slapped at the pavement too close for comfort.  Cooper led his Team past burned-out cars and wounded Marines.  He couldn't stop to render aid—it would have been a death wish.  He pushed himself as fast as he could run,  jumping through the last hedge and only stopping when he slammed his back against the crumbled south side of the Eisenhower building.  With his Team in place, Cooper took a moment to catch his breath and listened to the enemy call out positions above them.  

"It worked," he whispered into his throat mic.  "They're focused on the east."

"Striker Actual, Overwatch—you got a sniper team setting up perch immediately north of your position.  Don't look up.  They're behind some rubble—I don't have a shot."

"Sniper, sniper!  Somebody get that son of a bitch!" called out a new voice on the net.  "Hammer 3-2 is pinned down by enemy sniper fire.  Request immediate assistance!"

The radio in Cooper's ear continued to squawk as more and more Marines called out injuries and wounded.  Cooper scanned the battlefield with his night vision and spotted  many more enemy combatants than he'd first estimated.  "We walked into a goddamn trap."

"Well, then I guess it's time to unfuck ourselves," muttered Charlie.

Cooper nodded.  "Roger that.  Listen up—I want a four-man spread.  Jax you and Swede on the left, Charlie you're with me on the right.  Juice, you and Maughan follow us.  Overwatch, gimme whatever cover you can provide, we're moving."

Cooper scrambled over the corner of the rubble pile and found himself inside the burning inferno of what was left of the Eisenhower Executive Office Building.  The long corridor lay in shambles—furniture and walls collapsed into piles of flaming, well-appointed wreckage.  Cooper turned right, facing north, and moved down the hallway, motioning with his left hand for Jax and Swede to flank left.  

"Find me some stairs!" Cooper said, stepping over a body, partially obscured by debris.  The more he looked, the more he found—all of them armed.  "Stay frosty, Striker.  This place was crawling with bad guys."

"There ain't nobody on the ground floor," Jax's voice announced from down the hall.  "We gotta go up."

"Actual, Overwatch.  You got a possible stairwell 20 yards your 12 o'clock."

Cooper rushed forward, ignoring the explosions outside that lit up the partially exposed hallway.  Tracers zipped back and forth across the South Lawn as the battle to retake the White House raged on.  Above him, someone screamed and fell through a hole in the ceiling.  He stopped short of stepping on the body, took a knee and checked for signs of life.  No pulse.  He flipped the corpse over and saw a messy hole straight through the center of the man's chest.  Cooper examined the filthy uniform badge: EPA Security.

"You're welcome," muttered Sparky.

"Nice shooting—keep it up."  Cooper stood and motioned for the fireteam to move forward.  They raced down the hallway and found the stairwell partially blocked by rubble.  Smoke poured toward them down the hallway to the left and obscured everything in that direction.  To the right the outer wall had collapsed under the artillery barrage.  Cooper watched tracers arc down from the floors above them into the streaming mass of Marines as they pushed forward toward the White House.  

He held cover while the others scrambled over the rubble pile and headed up into the stairs.  When Charlie gave him the all clear signal, Cooper turned and followed them up into the darkened stairwell.

The SEALs emerged on the second floor of the collapsed wing to find a three-man fire team of Federal agents shooting down into the Marines.  They had no idea Cooper and his men had arrived on the scene.  Jax brought his M60 to bear and with a long burst cut down all three traitors.  Cooper charged forward without hesitation and jogged down the hallway, Charlie on his heels.  They took out two more men, attracted to the noise of the M60.  

Cooper took a knee and covered the door from which the last two had emerged.  "Charlie—they're setting up a sniper team in the next room.  Take 'em out!" he hissed.

"Roger."  Charlie stepped up to the door and took a quick glance inside.  A flash lit up the interior of the room and a bullet hole appeared in the drywall next to Charlie's head.  He dropped and tossed a grenade through the door.  "Frag out!"

A dull crump signaled the end of the sniper team.  Jax and Swede ran through the smoke and cleared the next room.  Juice and Maughan leap-frogged them and moved further down the hallway. The SEALs moved efficiently down the hallway, picking off defenders one by one.  By the time they reached the far end of the floor, Cooper had to pause and switch magazines for his M4.

"Got more stairs," said Swede as he wiped dust and blood from his forehead.  He took a peak around the corner and swung back, weapon up.  "Three bad guys set up blocking the stairs.  Looks like they're using the rubble as cover for an MG."

"Sparky, you see the group at the south end of the 2nd floor?" called out Cooper.

"I got two.  Wait one."

Cooper waited for the back-to-back thwacks before he signaled Swede.  A moment later, the third defender lay in a rapidly expanding pool of his own blood.

"Stairs clear," reported Swede.

"Be advised, the defenders on the third floor appear to be moving north.  They're on to you."

"Copy that, Overwatch," replied Cooper.  "Thanks for the assist."

Jax tapped Swede on the shoulder as he brushed past.  "Moving on up!" he called out.  Jax  took the stairs two at a time, Swede right behind him.  Cooper, Juice and Maughan followed Swede and Jax up to the third floor while Charlie provided cover.

 Their luck ran out on the third floor landing.  Cooper cracked the door, but the movement drew the attention of an agent on the other side.  A bullet shattered the window above Cooper and the men in the stairwell dove for cover.  

"Frag out!" Cooper warned.  He pulled the pin on his last grenade and tossed it through the shattered window.  The grenade blew the doors down on top of the SEALs, but when they stood through the wreckage they discovered only bits and pieces of the enemy remained.  

Muzzle flashes sparked to life down at the other end of the third floor. Bullets splintered the wall on Cooper's right.  He dove for cover behind a partially collapsed interior wall and motioned for the Team to spread out.

"I think they know we're here!" said Jax.

The constant roar from a machine gun at the far end of the hallway made Cooper cringe.  Every time it rattled off a blast of fire, he heard screams and cries for help and extraction over the net.  That machine gun was mowing down Marines almost as fast as the gunner could reload.

"All units, we have taken the Treasury Building!  Concentrate all fire on Whiskey Hotel and Eisenhower Executive Office Building!"

Cooper heard the whine of a Bell AH-1 Cobra overhead as its 7.62mm Mini-gun cut loose with a long burst.  The building shook with the impact of another artillery round behind them.

"For God's sake, somebody take out that machine gun!" called out a Marine over the net.  "They're tearing us to pieces!"

"We're pinned down!  Left flank is faltering—Cutter Actual, we need reinforcements and–" an explosion down in the South Lawn cut off the transmission

Cooper rolled around the wall and fired a burst down the hallway, temporarily silencing the machine gun crew.

"Leapfrog—go!" he barked.  He fired another burst to cover Charlie as the rest rushed past into the next open room and dove behind the office furniture.  Without pausing, Charlie popped up and fired another burst while Jax and Swede rushed past Cooper.  Cooper stood and fired a burst from his rifle downrange and grunted in satisfaction as a dark shape fell to the ground.  

He waited while Juice and Maughan rushed forward, then he followed to the ground as two more attackers appeared through a doorway at the far end of the hallway.  The machine gun lit up the night again on the other side of that door.  The noise and fire were tremendous.

"I got eyes on two tangos, the just came out of the VP's office," warned Sparky.

"It's his ceremonial office," corrected Jax.

"Shut the fuck up and shoot!" snapped Swede.

Cooper glimpsed movement in the sky through a hole in the wall.  A light in the sky turned, the beam probing the ground as it moved toward the Ike.  Cooper felt a chill ripple through his body.  "Cutter Actual!  Striker 2-1 is on scene with that MG in the Ike, call off that helo!  Call off that—"

It was too late.  Cooper watched in horror as a salvo of rockets ejected from the pods under the Cobra's stubby little wings and streaked over the battlefield.  He barely had time to shout a warning to his Team before the first rocket impacted not thirty feet from where he crouched.
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Salmon Falls, Idaho.




DENNY PEERED AROUND THE corner of the smoldering remains of a house.  The smell of soot burned his nostrils.  Standing in the ankle-deep snow, his feet felt like solid ice.  He clenched his hands over and over trying to get circulation flowing as he stared at the gathering of men across the street.  Two were armed, the other four wore bulky winter coats that could hide weapons but Denny didn't think so—one of them was an English teacher at Salmon Falls High.  

They're not going to hurt anyone…

Denny looked at the snow at his feet.  He'd thought the same thing of Greg Abbott.  He leaned back around the corner of the rubble and adjusted the gloves on his hands.  It was nearly nightfall—there was no reason for this number of men to be gathered in front of George McDonnell's house.  McDonnell was a threat to no one—he seemed to be a recluse and wanted nothing to do with the goings-on in town.  Especially after the Russians.

True, he'd actively helped Denny and the Rangers fight them off but after that, McDonnell disappeared.  He completely retreated into his house and garden.

Denny had been on his way to meet McDonnell and see if he would join the resistance.  He'd already made the rounds on the outskirts of town and brought in six men, all of them willing to sacrifice everything to take back the town.

He was due to receive a message from John in the next ten minutes and slipped his hand in his pocket to shut off his little two-way radio.  No surprise interruption this time, John.

Agitated voices echoed down the street.  Denny leaned around the corner once more, peering through the growing twilight at the group of men in front of McDonnell's house.  One of them walked up to stand in the flower bed and pulled out a flashlight before peering through the front window.  That, evidently, had been the last straw.  

The front door flung open and McDonnell stepped out onto his porch brandishing a shotgun.  The men arrayed before him immediately shrank back, but Denny noticed the two with weapons drew them, although no one pointed anything at anyone yet.

"Go on!  Clear out here!  I don't want none of what you're sellin'!"  A blanket fell from McDonnell's shoulders to the porch at his feet.  Underneath, Denny wasn't surprised the old veteran wore his stained and faded desert BDUs.

"Now we don't want any trouble, Mr. McDonnell," a voice floated on the wind.  

Denny heard mumbling, but he hid too far away to make out what was said next.  Whatever it was, McDonnell didn't like it much.

He fired a blast in the air that echoed through town and scared birds across the river from roofs and trees, then quickly clack-clacked another shell in the chamber.  Denny turned his attention back to the front porch.  Two of the group turned and ran down the street.  A third looked like he wanted to flee.  He fidgeted and glanced between the angry old man and the two others.  They did not move at all.  Instead, they put their heads together and whispered while McDonnell shouted at them to leave once more.

"I said, get off my property!"

One of the men with a pistol shouldered the unarmed man forward.  He held up a sheet of paper in a shaking hand.  His voice shook and cracked.  The wind carried his words to Denny:  "By order of Mayor Wills and his chief lieutenant, John Townsen, this property is hereby confiscated for the greater good of the population of Salmon Falls!"

"Bullshit!" spat McDonnell.  

"George McDonnell," continued the speaker, "you are hereby ordered to vacate the premises, effective immediately.  If you cannot or will not do so under your own power, we have been authorized by—"

McDonnell pointed the barrel of his shotgun toward the speaker's face.  Both men with pistols aimed at McDonnell.

"Drop your weapon!" screamed one.

"Fuck you!" shouted McDonnell.  "Ain't nobody tellin' me I can't live in my own home!  I fought two wars for this country, I paid for this house, and nobody owns this house but me!  You see the mayor's name on the title to this property?  Hell no!  It's mine!  And I will God damn kill any man who says otherwise!"

Despite the severity of the situation, Denny smiled.  Old man McDonnell would never back down to threats.  He was exactly the man Denny needed for the resistance.  It was high time to diffuse the situation.  

Denny took stock of what he carried.  His Tomahawk wouldn't be much good at this distance.  He thought back to the meeting with Anse and Deputy Griswold.  That was kind of a lucky throw.  It'd been foolish and stupid of him to throw his only weapon like that.  He'd never make that mistake again, regardless of how it turned out the first time.  

He had his bow and some hickory arrows with him on the off chance he spotted game while on his way to town on his recruiting mission.  Denny judged the distance to McDonnell's house.  He was sure he could take at least one of the armed men, but both of them aimed their weapons at George.  If he got one, the other would get McDonnell.

Denny looked down at his feet as the shouting continued across the street. He scraped away some of the snow and found a chunk of brick, charred black from the fire that had gutted the house he now hid behind.  He picked up the brick, turned and threw it up the street a ways, aiming for a neighboring house.  The brick clattered against the front door and fell with the plop into the slushy snow on the front step.  

Both the armed men turned to look, and Denny saw their guns waiver off target.  McDonnell saw it too—he swung the shotgun and pulled the trigger.  Fire and smoke belched straight at Townsen's representative.  The man crumpled into the snow as his partner tripped and fell sideways.  Before he could point his gun at McDonnell, the old man pumped the scattergun and took aim.  

The man froze, his pistol in the snow and useless.  

Denny stepped out from behind the house and knocked an arrow.  He took two steps into the street before he announced his presence.  "All right, everybody stop it, right now!" he called out.  All three men turned to face Denny.

"Denny?" asked McDonnell, his shotgun still pointed at the man in the snow.

"Oh, shit," muttered the man in the snow.  Recognition flashed across his face.

"You!" Denny said.  He recognized the face—the man who'd shot Anse and slipped away back at the clearing.  Denny drew back on the arrow and took aim.  He held it at the corner of his lip and debated what to do.

"You really gonna shoot me with a bow and arrow?  Really?" asked the man laying on the ground as he aimed his pistol at Denny's chest.  "Didn't anybody ever tell you not to bring a bow to a gunfight?"

"I'm pretty sure at this distance you can kill me with that gun of yours…" Denny said as he took another step forward in the street.  "But I'm definitely sure this arrow here can pin you to the ground before you can move."

The smile faded from the man's face.  

"He won't have to fire that arrow once I excavate your cranium," growled old man McDonnell.  The man with the pistol turned and noticed the open-ended maw of McDonnell's shotgun pointed at the back of his head.  He quickly raised both hands and dropped the pistol.

Denny released the tension on his bowstring as he trotted across the street.  He reached down and picked up the pistol, dusted off the snow, and slipped it into his coat pocket.  "Who are you?  What's your name?"

The man in the snow smiled at him.

"Man asked you a question, boy."  McDonnell took one wobbly step down from his porch and rested the edge of his shotgun against the back of the man's head.

Denny squatted in front of the prisoner and stared into his blue eyes.  "I've never seen you around here before.  Where'd you come from?"

"You know what you are?  You're nothing but a vigilante," the man said in a quiet voice.  "And you will have an entire shit ton of trouble dropped on your heads if anything happens to me."

Denny looked up and down the deserted, snow-covered street.  "Really?  And why is that?"

The man slowly moved his left hand to his jacket and pulled it open.  Underneath was a bright gold star imprinted with the words: US Marshal.  

"Because that right there is my ticket out of jail.  That's right, you crazy son of a bitch," he said with a smirk for McDonnell, "I'm a Federal Marshal.  I've been tasked with bringing law and order to the loyal citizens of Salmon Falls."

"Loyal to who?" snapped McDonnell.  He jerked the barrel of his shotgun forward to put emphasis on his words.

The law man winced and glanced over his shoulder at McDonnell.  "You're just digging yourself a deeper grave, old timer.  When the mayor finds out about this—"

"Who do you work for?" asked Denny.

"The President."

"Which one?" demanded McDonnell.  He shuffled sideways through the snow and stood next to Denny.  The shotgun wobbled slightly.  Denny shot a sideways glance at McDonnell and saw sweat bead on his forehead.  

The marshal saw it too.  "That shotgun gettin' heavy for you, old man?"  

Denny stared at him and noticed his left hand inch its way toward his leg, half-buried in the snow.  He reached under his coat and pulled out his tomahawk, allowing the dim sun to flash across the razor-sharp edge.  The marshal's eyes went wide as the blade came to rest on his neck.  "Why don't you move your hand a little further away from your ankle."

"Okay…okay," the marshal intoned as he lifted both hands back in the air.  "No need to go all native on me or anything," he muttered.  "I got a small pistol strapped to my leg, that's the only other weapon I'm carrying.  Honest."

Denny nodded and removed his tomahawk from the man's throat.  He lifted the marshal's pant cuff and found the small pistol strapped to his boot.  Denny stuck it in his pocket.  He stood and sheathed this tomahawk.  

"Why are you trying to take Mr. McDonnell's house?"

The marshal shrugged, an awkward gesture with both hands in the air.  "Hell if I know.  The mayor said had to be done and I'm here to support the mayor—whatever he does—since he proclaimed loyalty to President Barron.  It's nothing personal, sir," he said with a glance towards McDonnell.  "I'm just doing my duty."

McDonnell gripped the shotgun tighter.  "Said every guard at Auschwitz," he spat.  "Don't mean you're any less evil for doing it."

Denny stepped closer to the boomstick wielding vet.  "George, what do we do with this guy?"

A police siren wailed in the distance.

McDonnell cursed and spat in the snow.  "Don't know, but whatever it is, we better do it quick."

"I will not kill this man," Denny breathed.

"Thank you," breathed the marshal.  The man looked visibly shaken and a good deal paler than when he'd been holding his own weapon.

Denny ignored him.  "We need to get out of here."

McDonnell chuckled.  "I'm too damn old to run off."  He adjusted the grip on his shotgun.  "Ain't going anywhere—besides, I ain't got nowhere to go."  

Denny looked down at the bow in his hands. "George, you can't stay here—not with him…"

"Well," said McDonnell as he cocked his head to listen to the approaching siren.  "I can't go anywhere else, either—and I sure as hell ain't lettin' him go," he said at their prisoner.  "Go on, Denny, get out of here.  I ain't going down without a fight—don't worry about that."

"George," hissed Denny.  "You can't fight Townsen by yourself."

"I've lived long enough to know what freedom really is, Denny.  I ain't about to give that up now.  The good Lord has given me an opportunity to go out on my feet, fighting like a man.  I can't pass on that, son."  

The old man smiled.  "You get to be my age, you'll understand.  Dying in your bed, covered in your own piss and shit…"  He shook his head. "That ain't something I'm looking forward to."  He took a deep breath as if settling himself.  "Go on, now, get!"

Denny hesitated a moment in the gathering darkness.  He could just make out the form of a car as it flashed by the cross street in the distance.

"Stupid sons of bitches picked the wrong road," said McDonnell.  "Mailman's been screwing up my mail for 20 years.  Looks like the Townsen's boys aren't any better…" He turned to face Denny.  "Please.  Go—spread the word.  There's more people in town that know what you're doing than you think.  We want to fight."

"Don't listen to him, sir," said the marshal.  "The only thing you'll end up doing is getting yourself killed."  He took a breath and stared at Denny.  "If you turn yourself in, I can guarantee your safety.  I'll take you into Federal custody myself and Townsen and his slack-jawed yokels won't be able to touch you.  Please, sir, think about it.  I've seen too much bloodshed between Americans since everything went crazy—I don't want to see this town destroyed any more than it has been already."  

Denny stepped back from the two men.  "I can't go with you," he said to the marshal.  "I can't."  He turned to McDonnell.  "May mishe moneto guide you and protect you, George.  Your spirit is strong."

McDonnell laughed.  "You remember to tell stories about me when I'm gone, you hear?  When it gets cold and dark and people question what the hell they're fighting for, you tell 'em 'bout old George McDonnell and how he stood up and flipped Townsen the bird."

Denny put a hand on McDonnell's shoulder.  "I will, George.  I surely will."

The old man laughed.  "Now go, before they come back here and skin your red ass!"  His shotgun steadied on the marshal's chest.  "As for you…"

"Hey!  No, n-n-n-no…" the man blubbered.  "Don't do this, sir!"

"George, no!" pleaded Denny.

The shotgun wavered.  McDonnell grimaced.  Finally, he closed his eyes and lowered the shotgun.  "Ah hell, I never killed an unarmed man yet."  He exhaled.  "Don't guess I'll start now."

Denny turned to leave. "What about him," he said pointing at the mayor's representative, laying on his back in a pool of blood-covered snow.  

McDonnell spat.  "This is my house…" He turned back to the marshal.  "Well, what you waitin' for, a formal invite?  Get your worthless ass off my property.  Go run back to your masters.  You tell 'em George McDonnell ain't leaving—and there ain't no force on earth that can make me leave."

The marshal didn't hesitate.  He scrambled to his feet in a flurry of snow then ran, twice looking over his shoulder as he bolted down the street.  

McDonnell lowered the shotgun.  "I…I couldn't kill him."

"That was a good decision, George.  You're a good man."

McDonnell sighed.  "God damn thing was gettin' heavy.  Didn't know if I could even hold it on him anymore.  Besides," he said with a crooked grin, "I was out of ammo."  He racked the slide exposing an empty chamber.  "Only had two shells in it—bastards caught me cleaning it."

Denny blinked and stared at the old man.

"Now go, Denny!  It won't take those fools long to realize they turned down the wrong street."  The low, wailing sirens grew louder.  "The one what ran off when you first showed up must've reached them by now.  And that one," McDonnell said with a jerk of his head toward the marshal's receding form, "is gonna find 'em soon enough.  You better be gone by the time they get back."

Denny looked at the old man.  "What are you going to do?"

McDonnell grinned.  "I aim to teach Townsen a thing or two about defending a fortified position."

"What?"

McDonnell retreated up his front porch and stepped into the house.  "You think I've just been hiding all this time since the Russians left?"  The old man cackled.  "I found all kinds of goodies after they left.  Townsen's gonna have quite the surprise when he knocks on my door.  Now get out of here!"  The door slammed shut.  

Denny slipped around the corner of the house and heard tires squealing in the distance on bare pavement.  Too close…they're too close!  He worked his way behind McDonnell's house.

The river was one street over.  He glanced back and forth in the gathering twilight realized what had to be done.  Denny sprinted through the snow as fast as he could across the yard behind McDonnell's house and then across the next street.  He took a glance north and spotted fresh tire tracks where Townsen's men had turned down the wrong road and retreated.  Denny knew anyone who looked could follow his tracks in this snow, but pressed on.

If I can make it to the river…

He caught his breath at the corner of the closest house to the river.  Someone opened up on a bullhorn and their echoing voice demanded McDonnell surrender.  He listened for a moment—the speaker announced he knew McDonnell had another person with him.  Denny felt relief wash over him.  They think I'm in the house with George.  

Another thought struck him: What if that's just a diversion?

Denny stared at the cold water gurgling past the riverbank.  Wading through the waist-high river in winter was not something he'd planned to do.  He was traveling in the opposite direction of his camp on the west side of town.  He'd have to wade through the river, find a place to hole up for the night and dry off before making his way back to camp tomorrow.  

He turned back to the sound of the bullhorn behind him.  If he tried fighting his way back through the river to get back to camp tonight he was sure to get hypothermia.  McDonnell's voice cut through the night air, shouting about the Constitution.

Denny glanced upriver to the north.  No boats, no rafts, no logs, no crossing at all—except for the North Bridge, about a mile in the distance.  Townsen had set a roadblock there—Denny easily spotted the bright lights set up at the checkpoint.  

Small arms fire crackled from the direction of McDonnell's house.  Denny spun back to look.  "George…" he whispered.  "You old fool."

He took one step back toward McDonnell's house, then froze when he heard a booming sound like thunder echo from the same direction.  The man on the bullhorn screamed for a cease-fire.

Denny smiled.  George had been busy—that sounded like a bomb went off.  Evidently George could take care of himself after all.  

Denny turned his mind back to the problem at hand.  If anyone was following him, they'd soon be upon him, just by following his tracks.  He glanced over his shoulder and spotted a flashlight in the distance.  

Shit!  

Denny turned south and followed the riverbank with his eyes.  Nothing but sand, rocks, and snow as far as he could see into the gathering dusk.  Trying to cross the river now would leave him soaking wet and cold—possibly with a twisted ankle.  He didn't want to think what would happen if he slipped and fell in the water out there.  

He looked north again, toward the bridge illuminated in the distance.  Can't go that way, they'll spot me a long ways off.  

He turned south.  Denny stepped into the water and felt the cold grip his ankles and claw at his boots.  Within seconds his feet were soaked.  His ankle-high boots only protected him about a foot offshore.  The water quickly rose and Denny winced at the intense cold that enveloped his legs.

He worked his way carefully downstream, going slower than he wanted to, afraid to twist an ankle or slip in the quickly moving water.  After a hundred yards or so, he noticed a clump of bushes along the riverbank that had been planted as a dividing line between the last two houses on the street.  He glanced over his shoulder and saw the flashlight approaching the place where he'd entered the water.  

Please let them think I crossed the river…

He slipped and stumbled up the bank and disappeared behind the snow-covered bushes.  He crept his way along the hedgerow and slipped behind the last house on the street.  Denny squinted into the darkness.  The snow glowed with natural reflected light.  

I can't go anywhere without leaving tracks.

He had no choice but to stay inside the house.  Denny looked around again.  The open expanse south of town invited him to the treeline at the base of the foothills about 300 yards away.  He clenched his jaw to keep his teeth from chattering.  There was no way he could make it if someone spotted him.  The snow in the field was too deep to run and his feet already felt like they were on fire.

I've got to get inside and warm up.  

Denny propped his bow against the house underneath a window and took off his jacket.  He unsheathed his tomahawk, wrapped the blade in the jacket and after a quick prayer, smashed the window.  He used the tomahawk to quickly scrape away the remains from the frame and reached in to unlock the window.  Denny quickly climbed through and drew the curtains, hoping no one still lived in the house.  He reached outside and retrieved his bow, taking one final look around—still no movement.

Many people had died or moved out of town since The Pandemic years, so Denny felt confident the house might be deserted.  He crouched just inside the window and listened, just the same.  Silence enveloped him.  Only the sound of the river at the other end of the backyard reached his ears.  

He couldn't be sure no one was out there, but hadn't heard anyone slogging through the water or crunching along the riverbank, so he hoped his luck still held.  He took a deep breath and inhaled nothing but dust and the stale air of a house that hopefully hand't been lived in for years.  

Denny stood and cringed as the breeze outside sucked one curtain out the window to slap at the side of the house. He cursed and pulled it back inside, pinning it to the interior wall with his leg as he scanned the room.  A coffee table, covered in dust, sat in the middle of the room a few feet away.  Denny moved quietly across the room, ignoring the muddy stains he left in his wake and carefully dragged the table over to the side wall.  He pinned the curtains tight against the wall, then pushed the coffee table snug.  He hoped it would be enough to convince the casual observer  there was nothing amiss.

He moved to the opposite side of the house and found a window facing up the street toward  McDonnell's house.  He pushed the curtain back just enough to see, like the Rangers had showed him.  Flashlights immediately caught his eye, swinging to and fro down the street.  His heart raced.

They found my tracks.    

He let the curtain slip back into place very slowly and raced to the rear of the house.  If someone had followed him downriver, they'd appear straight out the door, along the hedgerow.  He unlocked the door and knocked an arrow.  After a few tense minutes of quiet stillness, his shoulders relaxed and the tension in his body melted.  No one was coming.

He slumped down, his back against the door, and shivered.  The cold in his legs and feet seemed to leech up through his body with every heartbeat.

I have to get warm.  Denny struggled to his feet and moved to the front of the house.  All the curtains had been drawn and the front door locked.  The dust that covered every horizontal surface had not been disturbed in a long time.  

No footprints.  

He saw a glint of metal on the front door that didn't belong.  Upon closer inspection, he found more than a dozen little spikes sticking up through the door.

  Denny touched one.  "What is this?"  It was pointed, but blunt.  There was a fine coating of rust on it.  A nail.

The horror of realization struck him like a baseball bat to the gut.  He was in a plague house.  After he'd recovered from the Blue Flu, he'd been told about bands of survivors who'd gone around the neighborhood boarding up houses that contained corpses.  Most everyone in town who survived knew not to go in those houses, but the survivors too no chances. 

In those days, scavenging had become about the only way to survive the first few months.  When things returned to normal, most of the houses were cleaned and sold.  More than a few remained vacant while banks and next of kin worked through the paperwork.

Denny ran his fingertips over the nails.  This one still bore scars of those dark times.  Denny turned and looked up the darkened stairs.  The last thing he wanted to do was climb into a bed and find a decade-old mummified corpse.

Yeah…I think I'll spend the night down here.  

His radio chirped.  Denny flinched at the loudness of the small sound in the enclosed space of the house.  He fumbled through his pockets as the radio chirped again and again.  "Dammit John, gimme a second…"  

Finally pulling the radio free, he clicked the transmit button and whispered, "What is it?"

"That you m'wewa?" asked John's voice.  

Denny turned the volume lower.  "Yes, it is me—what's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong.  It's time for me to check, that's all.  I catch you at a bad time?"

Denny quietly relayed the events at McDonnell's house over the radio.

"That's hard news.  George is a good friend of ours—I wish there was something we could do."

"He's not going down without a fight."  Denny stripped off his boots, socks, and wet pants.  He found a dust covered throw blanket on the back of the couch and dried off.  He stretched out his wet clothing over whatever furniture he could find in a hopes they would dry throughout the night.  

"I can still hear gunfire over at his place."  Relaxing for the first time since leaving his camp that morning, Denny slid down the closest wall and took a sip from his canteen.  

"Is that what that is?" asked John.  "We heard something, but couldn't tell…"

Denny smiled, remembering McDonnell's admonition to tell his story.  "You think we'll find enough people to have cause to remember him?"  

"I'd like to think so…"

Denny sighed.  "This is my third trip into town and I only found six people so far…"

A muffled explosion sounded in the distance.  More gunfire crackled.  McDonnell was giving them hell.

"Well, you haven't met up with your friends again, have you?"

Denny thought about the meeting scheduled for the next night with Anse and Deputy Griswold.  "No, not yet.  Hopefully they'll be able to bring a lot more than I have."

"Son…you sure you're okay?"

Denny nodded in the darkness.  "Yes.  I'm just cold and tired.  I'll be okay tonight—I think.  They're still occupied with George."

"Well, I got news that might cheer you up: I got a hold of some of my HAM buddies.  The call went out."

Denny felt a spark of hope flare to life in his chest.  "What do you mean?"

"I mean, I put the word out you're raising Old Glory in rebellion against Barron's tyranny.  There's a lot of people up here in the hills that don't like what he did to this country.  I think we're liable to have help coming before long."

Denny rested his head against the wall closed his eyes.  He sighed, then winced when another explosion echoed down the street.  

Help.  What a wonderful idea.  If only they get here soon enough.
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Washington, D.C.

The White House.




COOPER WOKE UP COUGHING.  He rolled to his side, hacked again, and expected to see a glob of bloody phlegm on the ground.  He still didn't quite trust the docs when they assured him Boatner's vaccine made him immune to the flu.

Instead of nasal discharge, he saw his gloved hand encased in a gray dust and bits of rubble.  He rolled to his other side and stared in the face of a dead man.  Slowly his hearing came back to him in the form of an incessant, distant ringing.  The ground vibrated and hands grabbed his shoulders then hauled him to his feet.  Cooper blinked and looked up at the ruins of a collapsed building, billowing smoke and fire.  The smell of death and battle and fire assaulted his nostrils.

Everything snapped back.  Cooper blinked and saw Jax, covered in the same fine gray powder.  He looked like a ghost.  Cooper saw his lips move but only heard the damn ringing.  He shook his head, creating a cloud of dust and pointed to his ear.  Jax nodded and shoved a dust-covered M4 at Cooper's chest.  

Charlie slapped him on the shoulder and pointed.  Cooper turned and found their target: The White House.  The southwest corner of the West Wing had partially collapsed and rubble from the Eisenhower had spread across the parking lot to pile up against the West Wing.   

In between the rebar and twisted steel that stuck up out of the rubble lay the broken bodies of men in jackets that read FBI, DEA, ICE, EPA and a host of other alphabet soup agencies.  Every now and then Cooper saw the body of a Marine.  Through the smoke and tracers on the South Lawn, he spotted a lot more bodies.  The Marines continued the advance, breaking wave after wave against the entrenched positions before the White House.

The Cobra circled overhead, picking targets and cutting enemy forces down with its whining turret gun.  On the far side of the White House, its twin performed the same grisly task, dodging fire from the ground.  As he watched, a point of light emerged from the roof of the White House and streaked across the night sky like a falling star.  The Cobra never had a chance.  It rained down in pieces on the north side of the White House.

Cooper turned and caught Charlie's attention.  Charlie's headset was gone and the left side of his head had been coated in blood and dust.  He had a grim set to his face.  He nodded at Cooper, pointed at his eyes, then up, holding up four fingers.  Four targets on the roof.  

Cooper nodded and crouched behind a block of granite facade laying in the parking lot.  The usual throbbing in his knee blossomed into a full-blown raging inferno of pain at the simple movement.

Only Jax and Charlie were with him.  Where the hell are the rest?  

He pointed at himself and raised a finger.  He pointed at Charlie and raised two fingers, and three at Jax.  Jax and Charlie looked at each other, then turned back to Cooper.  Jax shook his head slowly and looked down, his shoulders hunched, gripping his big M60 like he would snap it in two.  Charlie shook his head slowly and drew a line across his neck, then flashed four fingers again.

Swede's dead.

Charlie flashed "5" and "6" with his fingers, then shrugged.

Juice and Maughan are MIA.

Cooper leaned his head back against the granite block and closed his eyes.  Brenda's dead.  Swede's dead.  LT's dead.  Tank.  My team's dead, Mike's in a coma.  Atlanta…how many more are we going to lose?

Brenda.

Cooper took a moment to remember Brenda.  The way the light in the Underground reflected off of her auburn hair made it shine like bronze. He held tightly to the way her green eyes lit up whenever she saw him.

Anger welled up in Cooper's stomach.  All of this—everything—the fall of his country, the deaths of his comrades, the deaths of so many brothers in arms and so many senseless deaths of civilians…all of it the Council's fault.  And Barron was a part of it.  The men who shot at him right now—the men who caused Swede's death were part of it.

The ringleaders were down in the President's secret Bunker under the White House.  He dropped the magazine from his M4 and slapped home a fresh one.  Cooper ripped back the charging handle and caught Charlie's eye.  It was time to root them out.  

Cooper turned his face and peered over the top of his cover.  Almost immediately a chunk of granite exploded just left of his face.  He pulled back and cursed, surprised he could hear his own voice again.

"If you got smoke, now's the time to pop it," he said.

Cooper's voice sounded distant, as if he were on the other side of a gym.  Charlie nodded and pulled a smoke grenade from his kit.  Without any fanfare, he pulled the pin and tossed it over the top of Cooper's granite block.  He counted down from three, then nodded.  

On cue, a thick billowing plume of white smoke roiled over the top of the rubble and enveloped them like a dense fog.  Cooper reached up to turn on his night vision and realized his helmet was gone.  His gloved hands brushed damp hair.  When he pulled his hand back, the dust was streaked with blood.  He frowned, then stood and vaulted over the rubble, leading his men into the West Wing.  

They rushed through the breach and into the Chief of Staff's office.  The blonde—the one from the video where Barron died—it was her office.  He immediately turned left upon entering the room and dropped the man in a suit and tie who appeared behind the executive desk.  

Charlie rushed over and dropped to a knee, checking for a pulse.  Jax moved past Cooper to the door and secured it.  Charlie stood and shook his head.  

Cooper took up a covering position just left of the breach hole and cued his throat mic.  "Cutter Actual,  Striker Actual.  We have gained access to the target, repeat we've gained access to the target."

General Rykker's voice cut through the screams for reinforcements and EVAC.  "Copy that Actual, push forward—don't know how much longer we can hold out.  The rogue cells throughout the city are lighting up what's left of our flank.  I'm redistributing force allocation to that sector, but I can't guarantee you much more cover.  Alpha will breach the East Wing momentarily.  You'll have friendlies in the target.  Repeat, friendlies in the target."

Cooper nodded, relieved his hearing had returned enough for him to make out what the General had said.  He was sure he wasn't up to full speed, but it would have to do.  "Copy that, Actual."

Cooper turned to look at Jax.  "We good to go?"

Jax nodded.  "It's time to get shit done."

Charlie took up position opposite Jax at the door.  "On three…two…one, breach!"  

Jax pulled the door open and Cooper rushed between the two of them, stepping out into the reception area and turning left.  Across the hallway, the nameplate on the door showed the next office belonged to the Deputy Chief of Staff.  Cooper waved Jax to the right.  The big SEAL kicked in the door to the Presidential Counselor's office and cleared the room.  

Charlie then leapfrogged past Cooper and checked the first door on the left.  It turned out to be a small storeroom full of electronics gear, but otherwise empty.  

"First floor of the East wing secure!" called out Alpha's leader.

Cooper ignored the chatter between General Rykker and another squad of Marines about to breach the front door of the White House.  He could tell resistance had faltered and felt confident it would only be a matter of time before they took the entire structure.  That also meant time was running out to capture the traitors alive.  

They were in the Bunker and it was time to be a tunnel rat.  Cooper had been briefed that two elevators led to the President's nuclear shelter and emergency operations center under the White House.  One of which was just down the corridor to the left of his current position, according to his dust-covered forearm screen.  The other, smaller one, was in the Oval Office.  

"Jax, watch that elevator—Charlie with me," Cooper called out.  

Jax took a position across the hallway from the elevator and covered the north side of the hallway toward the offices of the National Security Advisor and the Vice President.  Someone poked their head out of the Vice President's office and was rewarded with a burst from Jax's M60.  A hand appeared and fired a pistol blindly.  

Never taking his weapon off target, Jax waited.  Charlie and Cooper crouched, watching.  When the shooter stepped out into the corridor a moment later, Jax cut him down.  

Charlie and Cooper took up positions behind and to the left of Jax, aiming at the elevator.  The thick steel door was partially cracked and a thin stream of smoke trickled out at the top.  Charlie frowned.  "Don't think we're going anywhere in that…"

Cooper moved forward and clicked on his rifle's barrel-mounted flashlight.  He aimed down into the gloom of the elevator shaft.  Only a few feet below the floor, he saw the top of the elevator covered in debris and wires.  

"Contact north!" called out Jax before letting loose with a long string of lead.

Charlie added his rifle to the mix and Cooper brought his own weapon to bear on four Secret Service agents in tactical gear who had exited the National Security Advisor's office.  They worked their way south down the corridor toward his fireteam.  Cooper ignored the rounds impacting the elevator door behind him and zeroed in on the first man to appear through the hazy smoke.  He squeezed the trigger and brought another traitor to his knees with a three-round burst.  The agent fell forward and his partner stepped over the body without even blinking.

"Drop your weapons!" called out Charlie

"US Navy SEALs!  Drop your weapons!" added Cooper.

The Secret Service agents continued forward, laying down a withering fire.

"Go for the knees!" called Cooper as they scattered for cover.  All three SEALs opened up at the same time and two of the three remaining agents screamed in pain and fell to the floor.  The last man got tangled up with one of his comrades and fired an errant shot from his pistol.  Charlie grunted and dropped to the floor.

Cooper stood and fired a three-round burst into the remaining agent's chest, stitching him from crotch to chin.  He hit the ground and didn't move.  

"God damn it," screamed Cooper, "drop your fucking weapons!"

"Drop your weapon!" replied one of the wounded, defiant agents.  A few poorly aimed rounds spackled the corridor.

Charlie cursed.   "Movement, 3 o'clock!"

Cooper spun to the right, down the hallway that led to the Oval Office.  Three more tactical-clad agents appeared through the smoke that snaked down the corridor.

"Jax!  Cover us!" Cooper said.  In one smooth motion, he spun right, facing  north down the long hallway toward the wounded agents and sent three-round bursts into them.  Behind him, Cooper heard the roar of Jax's M60 as he fired toward the Oval Office.

"Reloading!" Jax called out as he dropped back around the corner.  Charlie grunted and rolled until he could bring his own rifle to bear down.  "Covering!"

"North clear!" called out Cooper.  His stomach rebelled at what he'd just done, but Cooper clenched his jaw shut.  The men he'd just killed were traitors.  He had to keep telling himself that as he looked at the bodies.  A cold sweat broke out over his forehead as he fought to block the searing pain in his leg.

"Ready!" cried Jax as he pulled the charging handle on his machine gun.  

Cooper waited three heartbeats, staring into the swirling smoke at the end of the north hallway.  He expected more targets to appear, more Americans blinded by their loyalty to a false President.  Come on…if you're coming…do it now…

"Clock's ticking, Actual," said Sparky's voice.  "I'm seeing movement out here…lots of it.  We're fixin' to have company."

When no one appeared through the smoke Cooper keyed his mic.  "Get to the Oval Office!  Go, go, go!"

He heard movement behind him as Jax disappeared down the east hallway.  Charlie got to his feet, holding his arm at an odd angle, but slapped Cooper on the shoulder as he ran past.  Sure his men were now safely behind him, Cooper raised his rifle and rolled around the corner himself.  Ahead of him, down the hallway toward the Oval Office, Jax had already reached the corner.  Cooper followed Charlie past the Roosevelt Room and glanced through the windows.  Empty.

"East wing second floor is clear!"  reported Alpha team's leader.

"First floor, main building clear!" called out a second voice.  "We got 'em on the run, boys!"

"Striker 2-1 encountering resistance in the West Wing.  Be advised we are outside the Oval Office, preparing breach," Cooper responded.

"Roger that Striker, Alpha and Bravo will provide support and take care of the second floor."

General Rykker's voice cut in.  "All units, we are engaging reinforcements from the south and east.  Get to your primary targets.  The line will fall back to the White House perimeter.  Execute defensive plan Delta!"

Jax kept his focus down the long hallway past the President's Cabinet Room and the White House Communications Office.   "Sounds fun."

Charlie glanced at Cooper, his face a mask of pain.  "He went to Delta already?  That's not good, man," he said through gritted teeth.

Cooper ignored the comment.  The Marines were big boys, they could take care of themselves.  "You hit?"

Charlie glanced down at his shoulder and half shrugged.  "I've had worse."

Cooper nodded.  "Jax cover us, we're breaching."

"Copy that," said Jax as he took a knee, peering around the corner.  "All clear for the moment, but I don't know how long that'll last.  We got a lot of doors down here…and they've got to have an idea what we're doing."

Charlie gripped the doorknob and waited, watching Cooper.  Cooper nodded and his XO swung the door open.  Cooper rolled a grenade through.   

"Frag out!"  

Cooper backpedaled and grabbed Charlie's arm, both of them pulling the door shut.  They spun away from either side of the door and hit the deck as a muffled boom rattled the hallway.  Plaster fell from the ceiling near Jax and smoke curled under the door.  Cooper, still on the ground, kicked the door open again and immediately heard screams.  

One agent stood, clutching his bloody face in one hand and blindly firing his pistol in the general direction of the door.  Cooper shot him once in the left knee and the man went down, losing his weapon.  

"One down!"  

Charlie stepped over Cooper's prone body and sprayed a burst from his rifle into the iconic office.  "Two and three down!"  Charlie stepped into the smoke and turned right, toward the President's study.  

Cooper painfully got to his knees and noticed his knee brace was broken.  A sharp pain dug into his right thigh.  He cursed and ignored it, limping into the office looking for the last man. He scanned around, rifle at his shoulder but still only counted three bodies.  

"Three," he whispered.  "Where's the fourth one?"

Further to the right, Charlie turned around.  "I got three…"  

Cooper and Charlie turned their attention to the large famous desk at the far side of the room.  Cooper pointed down.  Charlie nodded and moved right while Cooper worked his way left over the bodies of the other agents.  He winced as his right foot slipped on the blood-soaked carpet, torquing his knee.  He'd have to check his injury later—for now, he had one more agent to dispatch.  

His headset echoed with Marines calling out shots and orders.  Cooper angrily ripped the bone phone from his ear—now was not the time to be distracted.  He caught Charlie's eye through the smoky gloom and nodded.  

Cooper crouched by the floor, his leg on fire, and covered the left side of the desk.  Charlie kicked the right side of the desk and crouched.  As Charlie contacted the desk, the last Secret Service agent stood behind the desk and fired where Charlie had been.  Before the man got a second shot off, Cooper put three into the back of his helmeted head.  The man fell forward on the  President's desk, his blood painted on the far curved wall.  

He put the bone phone back in his ear.  "Cutter Actual, Striker 2-1 has secured the Oval Office.  Oval Office is secure."

"Nice work, Striker.  The rest of the White House is locked down—I'm sending in two extra squads to help with cleanup.  The rest of the defenders are surrendering but the reinforcements keep coming.  Be advised we are falling back on your position.  Best pick up the pace."

"We gotta secure that elevator," Cooper said.  

"You boys better get with the securing then," replied Jax from the corridor.  "I got a large group of foot mobiles at the far end of the hallway. They haven't spotted me yet, but they're working their way through the rooms."

"Friendlies?" asked Charlie, rummaging through his pack.

"Negative, no IR markers with night vision."

Charlie cursed.  "It's gotta be the last of the defenders—they know about this elevator.  Think they can beat us to the Bunker."

"Cutter Actual, Striker Actual.  We have a large group of enemy foot mobiles approaching our position.  Request immediate assistance!"

"Actual copies all, Striker—I'm sending Alpha and Bravo to you.  Whatever you do, hold that elevator!"

"Roger that," replied Cooper.

"Coop, the desk!  Help me," called out Charlie.

Cooper turned to see Charlie had dropped his weapon and was trying to lift the corner of the President's desk.  Cooper let his rifle hang by its tactical sling and went to the other side of the massive slab of a desk.  

"On three," he said.  "One, two, three!"  Both men strained, and the desk tilted forward and  slammed on its face, creating an effective barrier.  "It won't stop Jax's M 60," Cooper grunted.  "But I think it'll do until the Marines get here."  He pulled his rifle up and crouched, wincing in pain.  "Jax!  Fall back, reinforcements are on the way."

"Moving," was the terse response.  Jax threw himself into the Oval Office and slammed the bullet riddled door behind him as gunfire exploded down the north hallway.  Holes appeared in the wall and door as Jax rushed around the desk and took a position between Cooper and Charlie.  "I think they know we're here…" Jax said with a grin.

Cooper spotted lights and shadows in the corridor through the bullet holes.  "How many?" he whispered.

"I spotted at least seven…" replied Jax, propping the barrel of his M60 on the upturned desk.

"Down to two mags," reported Charlie.

Cooper checked his own ammunition.  He switched out the half empty magazine from his M4 and slipped it into a pouch on his vest.  He slapped home a fresh one.  "I got one."

A voice shouted something indistinct out of the hallway.  "…surrender!"

Cooper stretched his hearing, trying to pinpoint where the speaker was.  As trained Secret Service agents, he knew they wouldn't be stupid enough to stand right on the other side of the door.  "Left or right?" he whispered.  

"Left…I think," said Charlie.

"Left," said Jax.

"Striker One, Alpha team is inbound, 30 seconds."

The voice in the hallway piped up.  "I said, throw down your weapons and surrender!  We have you surrounded!"

"Light 'em up," said Cooper in a calm voice.   Charlie put three-round bursts to the left of the door at the same time Jax redecorated the Oval Office with a hot stream of 7.62mm rounds.  Hedging his bets, Cooper turned his barrel right and put three-round bursts through the wall.

"Alpha team engaging!" called out the Marine detachment leader in Cooper's headset.  The gunfight noise tripled in volume.  The Marines had caught the Secret Service agents from behind—it was over in seconds.

"Cease-fire, cease-fire, cease fire!" called out a new voice over Cooper's headset.  "Striker 2-1, hallway is secure."

Cooper looked at Jax and Charlie.  Charlie shook his head slightly.  "Oval Office is secure, Alpha, come on in."

All three SEALs aimed at the door on the off chance it was a trap.  The shredded portal opened and a camo-clad Marine moved in with his rifle in at the low-ready.  Cooper saw at least six other Marines in the hallway taking up defensive positions.  The SEALs pointed their weapons at the ceiling and stood behind the desk.  

Cooper limped over to the Marine shook hands.  "Thanks for the assist."

He looked the SEALs up and down.  "Gunnery Sergeant Morrin.  Jesus, you guys look like worse than the only goat in an ISIS camp…"

"Yeah about that…I need to talk to some of your pilots..." began Jax.

"Stow it," snapped Cooper.  "Gunny, I need your men to set up a perimeter and protect the office.  How's it look outside—we got time for this?"

The Marine nodded.  "Hell yes, we got an entire expeditionary unit closing in on our position.  They're going to catch all kinds of hell from the people out in the streets, but we'll hold.  We got an air wing on its way.  That'll give us some cover."

"Good," Cooper said.  He walked over to the curve of the Oval Office where the door to the President's study had been left ajar.  "My men and I will secure the elevator.  We need to get down to the Bunker."

"I'll hang a 'do not disturb sign' on the door for you," said Gunny Morrin as he turned back to his men.  Before Cooper could respond, the Marine barked orders to his men and disappeared back into the smoke-filled hallway.

Cooper pushed open the study's door with the end of his rifle. Books had been knocked off their shelves and the wooden door had been riddled with bullets. A fine dust had settled over the expensive-looking furniture, but the room was empty.   

Cooper spied a wood panel that had broken loose, revealing a metal door.  He stepped over and ripped the panel down.  A biometric keypad next to the door glowed green.

"I'm on it," said Charlie.  He put his rifle on the floor and took a knee next to the keypad.  As Charlie connected his computer equipment to the keypad, Cooper keyed his throat mic.  

"Cutter Actual, be advised Striker 2-1 has secured the President's personal elevator.  Repeat: we have secured the secondary target."

"Get that thing opened, Striker, the package is inbound."

"Roger that," said Cooper.

"What package?" asked Gunny Morrin from the doorway.

 "A little surprise" said Charlie around the alligator clip in his mouth.  He removed the bottom panel on the keypad and attached the clips to the exposed circuitry.   

"I don't like surprises—Im my experience, surprises are thought up by officers, which guarantee they'll be complete clusterfucks."

Cooper looked at the Marine and grinned.  "Gunny, this surprise is our ticket into the Bunker."  Cooper ejected the nearly empty magazine from his rifle and dropped it to the floor.  He switched to his last full magazine and pulled back on the charging handle and turned back to Charlie.  

"Get that door open."
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Skye, Scotland.

Dunkeith Castle.




REGINALD LOOKED AT THE numbers scrolling across the screen and couldn't help but smile.  So far, the Council had transferred over £60,000,000 to his various accounts.  He had already earmarked enough to get vaccine production up and running at the factory he'd acquired in Glasgow.  When the Council traced the money they'd find Reginald Tillcott as good as his word.  At least so far.

His smile widened.  All that money.  The family will finally be reestablished.  The debts paid off; the castle repaired…all father's work completed…

"Pardon the interruption, my lord," Stefan's voice called out over the intercom.  "I believe you wished to be notified when Mistress Svea has arrived."

Reginald sat back in the chair and scratched his chin.  "Yes, Stefan.  Is she here?"

"She is indeed, my lord.  She refused my suggestion of clean clothes and a bit of refreshment–"

Reginald laughed.  "Let me guess, she demands to see me straightaway?"

"Indeed, sir."  The tone of Stefan's voice left no doubt about what he thought of such casual disregard of proper manners.

Reginald stood and adjusted his shirt.  "Very well, send her in!"

"As you wish, my lord."

The electronic lock clicked, and a guard opened the oak door to Reginald's study.  A young woman appeared, her eyes narrow and her chin up as she slowly entered the room.  Reginald's breath caught in his throat.  He'd known his operatives to spend considerable effort on adjusting their appearance to suit their mission, but this was much more than he'd expected or seen before.

Golden hair, stood out in dirty clumps along her head.  Dirt and God knows what else stained her immaculate face.  Reginald arched an eyebrow.  Her bright orange prison overalls, so graciously provided by the American government, were caked in grime.  She stood there, her eyes casting about as if seeing the room for the first time, draped in a coat someone provided her when she'd arrived at the castle.  

Whatever is that dreadful smell?

Reginald spread his arms wide.  "Welcome home, dear."  He stepped forward and moved to embrace her, but she stiffened and leaned back.

"Not like this," she said.  "I stink."

Reginald put his hand under his nose to hide his grin.  He nodded and stepped back.  "Of course, of course.  Why don't you go get cleaned up, I shall have Stefan bring you some new clothes and–"

"No," she sighed.  "I prefer to get the debriefing started—I don't want to forget any details."

Reginald took another look at her.  He first met Svea when she'd been brought to him as a teenager for operative training.  He'd loved her unbridled spirit in the early days.  As he broke her however, Reginald had molded her into one of his best operatives.  Second only to Jayne.

Although she preferred to be called 13—her training designation—Reginald could bring himself to call her something so sterile.  He would forever know her as Svea—the name she assumed on her first assignment.  

He waved graciously to a large leather chair.  "Now," he said as he offered her a crystal tumbler of water.  "Tell me everything."  

For the next 45 minutes, Reginald sat transfixed as Svea recounted everything about her mission, from the moment she met the Source in Kentucky to the last day of her confinement in Denver.  He asked questions every so often to clarify the details of her capture, imprisonment, and escape.  

He admitted to himself that he had an uneasy feeling about Svea ever since Darius had returned bloodied and beaten half to death.  It was not uncommon for one of his operatives to kill a fellow employee for the sake of mission completion.  He saw it as an unpleasant if sometimes unavoidable cost of doing business.  It was largely the reason Reginald insisted his operatives work solo—they were a huge investment in time, training, and resources.

But he'd never had a mission go south like this one had.  Svea had managed to directly or indirectly cause the death of three of his top-tier operatives and gravely injured Darius himself.  The man was still recuperating and the doctors assured him it would take weeks before he could return to the field.

Reginald took a sip of water.  Everything about Evelyn's story checked out, from her intentional capture by Mosby—in Kentucky of all places— to her escape, facilitated by killing the flight crew of a helicopter leaving Denver.  But something seemed…off.  

He couldn't put his finger on it, but there it was.  Something was amiss.  Over the years, he'd learned to trust his instincts—in this situation it didn't change his course of action.  He couldn't afford to alienate her, she knew too much.  As one of his better trained operatives, she would be most difficult to eliminate if needed, but also to replace.  

"How long have you been with me now, dear?" he asked abruptly.

Svea blinked and stopped mid-sentence.  She thought for a moment, her eyes flicking down to the floor.  "Twelve years, sir."

Reginald's eyebrow rose.  "Twelve years?  My goodness, that's almost half your life…"

Svea nodded, but still her eyes did not meet his.  Reginald steepled his fingers and perched his thumbs under his chin.  "You have one of the best track records of any operative I've ever trained.  Twelve years and a perfect record.  Simply incredible."

Svea looked up then, the light from the fire making her skin–where it wasn't covered in filth–glow a healthy orange.  "You don't consider the mission a failure?"

Reginald leaned back in his chair and laughed.  "Why ever would I do that?  You deprived the Americans of the Source and made possible the extraction of a rather large sample of his blood—along with all of Dr. Boatner's research."  He leaned forward and refilled her glass.  "You made it possible for me to complete the vaccine for the Council as promised."  Reginald cocked his head and looked at her.  "How can all that be considered a failure?"

Svea wrapped her fingers around the glass.  "I…I've never lost three…"

Reginald sighed.  "Ah, yes.  Post action guilt—I've seen it before, you know.  It's not all that uncommon when an upper-tier operative is involved in the deaths of co-combatants."  He waved the idea away casually.  "In time you'll get over it.  Every one of you know the risks involved.  Don't be too hard on yourself, my dear."  The men she killed would be difficult to replace, but nearly so difficult as someone of Svea's caliber.  

He smiled to see her sit up a little straighter in her chair and take a long drink of water.  She was a strong one, this child he'd taken from Sweden.  How she'd struggled, how she'd resisted his training.  

Reginald allowed himself the luxury of remembering her disciplinary sessions.  The punishment he meted out to her had been more delicious than most.  He quickly moved his train of thought to another track.  That was a long time ago—the relationship they enjoyed now was purely professional.

"So where is the Source?" Reginald asked to change the subject.  "Can you confirm he's dead?  I've yet to get anything out of Denver.  President Harris has proven quite capable of keeping a tight lid on things."

Svea shook her head.  "The last I saw him, he was in the custody of two of your men."  She shrugged and took another deep drink of water.  "They dragged him out of the exam room while Darius and I took care of Dr. Alston.  They…"  

Reginald nodded and patted her gently on the knee.  "Don't worry about them."

That meshed well with what Darius told him.  The Source had been taken out, but they couldn't escape and he'd been recaptured and wounded in the firefight.  And at that point, the Source disappeared from the narrative.  

"You know, I find it highly unusual so many of my moles have been discovered since President Harris took power…it doesn't normally happen so quickly."

"I wouldn't know anything about that," she said through clenched teeth.  Her knuckles shone white through the dirt on her hands as she gripped her glass.  "Those animals kept me locked in solitary confinement.  I saw eyes, sometimes a face.  Mostly I saw trays of food."

Her words had the ring of truth.  He knew exactly where they'd kept her.  Reginald nodded.  "A pity, that.  You my dear, were born to be seen, not locked away."  He flashed his best smile and was relieved when she returned it.

Reginald stood and clapped his hands.  "Well!  Consider yourself debriefed.  I think it's time you get clean, find some fresh clothes, food, and plenty of rest."  He turned toward the door.  "I'm glad you're home.  We'll very likely need your expertise soon."

Svea winced as she unfolded her long frame from the chair.  "I could easily skip the food and go for a nice hot soak and a year's worth of sleep."

Reginald appraised her figure and decided immediately the one-piece orange jumpsuit did her no justice at all.  Even covered in grime and filth as she was, Svea was striking. 

"Pardon me, my lord, but you're receiving an incoming transmission from Mistress Renolds,"  Stefan's voice echoed out of the intercom system.

"Thank you very much, Stefan," Reginald said, keeping his eyes on Svea.  The change was subtle, but the rivalry between her and Jayne lingered on.  The faint tick in her cheek and the tightness around her eyes when the other woman's name was mentioned gave her feelings away.  Reginald loved getting a rise out of his girls.  

He turned and activated a large monitor on the wall.  Jayne appeared on the screen.  Reginald immediately grew concerned—she was flushed and out of breath.  Her hair had flecks of dirt in it, and her face was smudged with what looked like blood.  She glanced over her shoulder and said something off camera.  Reginald spotted movement behind her and recognized Gruber, one of his Secret Service plants.

"Jayne!  What a surprise–"

"I don't have time for pleasantries, Reginald.  It's all come apart!"

"What's happened?"

"The God damn Marines!  They attacked the White House."

"I'm sure you're perfectly safe in your Bunker," Reginald replied.  "Did you see we have company…?" he said, gesturing toward Svea.

"No I did not see…" Jayne's eyes focused on Svea.  Her lips compressed into a tight line and her nostrils flared—the hate was there, then gone in an instant, slammed down under her usual tight control.  She blinked and returned to professional focus.  "Glad to see you made it out," Jayne said in a flat voice. 

"Thanks," Svea replied in kind.

"Isn't this wonderful?  It's like we're getting the band back together," Reginald said.

"Listen," Jayne blurted, "the White House has fallen.  They're about to breach the Bunker—I barely made it out with Gruber and the supplies."

Reginald grew deadly serious.  "It's that bad?"

"Yes!  You think I'd crawl through this damn tunnel for fun?  Look, I broke two nails!"  She held up a blurry hand and wiggled fingers in front of the camera.

"I'm sure you'll survive.  Were you able to bring the data files–"

"Yes, yes—I got all your precious computer files, including all the banking records you requested.  At great risk to myself and Gruber, I might add…"

Reginald nodded.  "Your sacrifice shall not go unrewarded.  Now—what you need to do is get home."

Jayne's eyes flicked to Svea and back to Reginald.  "Now?"

Reginald forced himself not to smile.  "Of course!  The Council is on the verge of panic.  The flu is crippling Europe and about to devastate China.  No one has heard from the King since yesterday.  They're running scared.  Things will soon get…interesting, I think."  

Reginald looked to Svea and back at Jayne.  "Now is the time for us to come together—to survive.  Come home, Jayne."

She sighed.  "Fine.  Soon as I get out of this godforsaken city, I'll head home.  There better be clean clothes and a hot shower waiting for me when I get there."

The transmission went dead.  Reginald shut the monitor off and turned back to Svea.  "Well… I think that went about as well as could be expected, no?"

The corner of Evelyn's lip twitched.  "Probably."

Reginald ushered her to the door.  "Stefan will see that you get your old room back."  Reginald put his hands on her shoulders and squeezed,.  He had to hide his surprise when her shoulders stiffened momentarily. 

"Thank you," she stammered, pulling away.

"Now take a shower before you drop any more dirt on my floors." He shooed her out the door and watched as she limped down the hall.  "We'll talk later."

Svea flashed a smile over her shoulder and followed the guard.

Reginald stood there in the doorway a moment until she turned the corner and disappeared.  His smile faded.  He stepped back inside the study and shut the door.  

"I shall be keeping my eye on you."
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Washington, D.C.

The White House.




CHARLIE LOOKED UP FROM his computer.  "Don't hang over my shoulder, man.  If you want to do something, try forcing the doors—find something to pry the damned thing open once I bust the lock."

Cooper shifted uncomfortably on his injured leg.  The pain was wearing on him, but he forced it from his mind.  Now was not the time to get sloppy because he was injured and tired.  He let his rifle hang by its tactical sling and searched through the chaos of the President's Study.  

"Not sure there's gonna be anything in here to help us—most of the shit in here looks like it's made of wood.  Can't imagine that'll be much use against a steel blast door."

"Well…" muttered Charlie, "if we're lucky, when I break this the door might pop on its own."

Cooper leaned on a chair as he examined the debris field before him.  "You really think you can break that thing?  Let's just slap some give glue on it and call it a day."

"Now you're talking.  Let's blow something up," added Jax from the Oval Office.

Charlie sighed and looked up from his terminal.  "On any other day, I'd give myself a 30% chance of hacking the pad."  He looked back at the computer screen.  "But not today.  With the intel NSA handed us before we left, I think we've got a damn good shot of breaking the encryption.  It's just going to take a little longer." 

"Striker 2-1, Cutter.  Package is on station.  Standby for delivery," announced General Rykker's control center.

We're out of time.  Cooper looked up at the ceiling out of habit.  "Roger that, Cutter.  We're waiting on you."

"Do you have access to the elevator?"

Cooper glanced at Charlie.  He shrugged, never taking his eyes off his screen.  "I…we're almost through.  Shouldn't be long now," Cooper said.

"Well, make it snappy—the loyalists are stirring up the local population.  We're running out of time."

"Striker 2-1, Actual, Overwatch.  I can confirm that—I got noncoms roaming the streets now.  Seein' more than a few of 'em pick up discarded weapons."

"Copy that, Overwatch, keep me posted."  Cooper put his hands on his hips.  "What's your ETA?"

Charlie looked over his shoulder.  "How's now?"  He tapped a button and a series of bangs and pops echoed through the wall.  The elevator door opened two inches and seized.  

The hiss of escaping air brought a smile to Cooper's face.  He put a hand to his ear.  "Cutter Actual, Striker 2-1.  We have breached the elevator.  Repeat: Striker has access to the elevator."

"Copy that Striker, good work."

"Coop!  Somebody order a pizza?" called out Jax from the Oval Office.  He stepped back as a squad of Marines tromped in, six men cursing and grunting under the weight of the large rectangular box.  They carefully set it down next to the elevator with a solid thump.  Cooper looked at the small cloud of dust that encircled the photocopier-sized object.  

"It's a little bigger than I expected."

"Said no woman ever," muttered Charlie as he packed up his gear.  One of the Marines snickered.

"Yeah well," said one of the Marines, "all that fancy talk about these things being the size of a suitcase is still a decade away."

Cooper stared at the man.  He wore combat fatigues like the rest of the Marines, but he carried neither rifle nor pack.  Cooper kept his hands on his rifle.  

"Who the hell are you?"

"Ari Levinson—I'm with R&D, Fort Meade.  This is my baby."

"Marines!  I need some muscle.  Get this fucking door open so we can shove this thing down their throats," said Charlie as he stood.  He snapped the leads and control wires from the biometric pad and stuffed his gear back into his rucksack.

Charlie supervised the Marines as they grunted and strained to force the elevator door open using nothing but muscle and stubbornness.  He turned his attention to Levinson.

"Here, help me with this–get those latches at the far end," Levinson said pointing at the device.

Cooper nodded and moved to unlatch the large metal straps.  In unison, the two men lifted the heavy metal container off the device.  They put it aside and Levinson set to work powering up the machine.  

"This thing really gonna work?" asked Cooper.  He blinked at Levinson's withering glare.  "Hey, no offense–it's just I've never seen one of these things smaller than a battleship."

Levinson looked back at his work and sighed as he connected wires and threw switches.  "Electromagnetic pulse devices are shrinking all the time.  This one here is one of the smallest ones I've been working on."  The scientist grew muttered to himself as he turned knobs and dials.  

Cooper heard a low warbling hum emanate from the guts of the machine and lights flashed on the outside.  He reflexively took a step back.

Levinson gently laid a hand on top of the machine and gave it an affectionate pat.  "Okay, so she probably won't take down the entire security grid, but if we get her down that elevator shaft, I guarantee you'll get through the door at the bottom."

Cooper looked past Levinson and watched the Marines force the elevator door halfway open.  Charlie urged them on with curses and insults.  Cooper glanced down at the machine.  "No offense, but my first suggestion was to drop a bunch of C4 down the shaft and hit the trigger."

"None taken.  Every four-star out there wanted to do the same thing–find an obstacle and blow it the hell up.  Fine for most things, I guess.  But this is the White House.  We can't just go in here and destroy the place—I mean, more so…"  He shrugged.  "The President may want to come back and live here, right?"

"Won't this thing destroy all the circuitry or…?"

"Oh sure, the circuits on the elevator shaft and the door, the car itself, and probably everything within about 50 feet down the hallway will all be fried to hell.  But it's a lot easier to replace circuits and wires than it is to replace half the Bunker when you're 10 stories underground…" replied Levinson as he threw one final switch.  

The floor trembled and Cooper's teeth rattled.  "Is it…supposed to do that?" asked Cooper is he pointed at the machine.

The noise increased, and the scientist had to shout.  "Oh yeah!  She's almost ready now!"  He turned to face Charlie and the Marines.  "Hurry up!"  

Charlie threw his weight into one final effort so the Marines could clear the elevator door.  It slammed back into the housing with a loud bang and one of the Marines nearly tumbled into the empty shaft.

"We're in business," he said.  Charlie leaned out into the elevator shaft and pointed his flashlight down.  "Looks clear all the way to the bottom," he called over his shoulder.

Cooper turned to Levinson.  "We need to rig up a pulley system or something to lower it down?"  

Levinson shook his head.  "No need!  I know exactly how deep the shaft is—I programmed it for an altitude drop.  I set the altimeter and it'll cook off as soon as it reaches bottom."

Cooper approached the open elevator shaft and leaned over the side.  "We're only gonna get one shot at this—you sure you don't want to use a timer?"

"Don't worry about it!  This thing is instantaneous.  Once it's triggered, the pulse goes out at the speed of light.  It doesn't matter how fast the case is going, as long as the pulse escapes before the entire weight of the device hits the ground, she'll be fine."

Cooper shook his head.  "Hey, man, you're the expert.  What do you need us to do?"

The scientists pulled out a tape measure and checked the width of the elevator door against the width of the machine, then measured the distance from the device to the opening.  He nodded to himself, reached down and flipped a switch on his side of the device.  It shook and rattled to the sound of whining hydraulics.  Cooper watched as the entire thing lifted off the floor by about a half-inch.

"Built-in wheels!" shouted the scientist over the racket coming from the device.  "I'll need your help to push—this girl's heavy!"

"Let's go, everybody push!" said Cooper, circling his hand over his head.  Once the Marines were arrayed around the device, Cooper coordinated with Levinson and they slowly pushed the device forward, inch by inch on its eight squeaky steel wheels.  

Cooper heard a sloshing sound from inside.  "What the hell's in this thing?"

"Heavy water!  Deuterium!  Use it to keep the circuits cool enough until it's triggered—wait at the edge, so I can set it."

They got to the edge of the elevator shaft and the scientist called everyone to halt.  "Time to set it!"  He reached down into the open panel on top and the pitch of the humming increased a few octaves.  One of the Marines turned away and put his hands over his ears.  

"This may get a little uncomfortable!" warned the scientist.  "You and your men can move back—I only need one person to get her over the edge from here," he yelled.  

Cooper turned, signaling the Marines to move into the Oval Office.  "You too," he yelled, pointing at Charlie.  Charlie grabbed his gear and hustled after the Marines.

"Okay, I'm all set!" shouted Levinson.  "Push with me." 

Cooper nodded.

"Now!"

Both men put their shoulders into the device and for a second nothing happened.  Then Cooper felt a subtle shift inside the device and it moved an inch.  Then another squeaky inch.  As the first wheels crossed the edge of the elevator shaft, the entire machine dropped to the floor with an earth-shaking tremble.  At the same time the scientist grabbed Cooper's arm and pulled him back.  

"Back up!"

Cooper couldn't see how something with that much mass could slip over the edge with just 6 inches sticking out over the empty shaft.

"The water!  It'll pull it forward!"  The scientist pointed at the device.  "Watch!"

Cooper watched it jostle forward and slide so that half of it hung over the edge.  In the blink of an eye and with a heinous screech of metal on metal, it flipped up and disappeared down the shaft.

The scientist grinned, like a child opening presents on Christmas morning.  "Hold on to your butts!" he called out.  He turned away from the shaft, squatted and wrapped his arms around his head.  

Cooper heard the device impact the bottom of the elevator shaft with a muted roar.  From the amount of noise it made, he assumed it must've smashed right through the President's armored elevator car.  The room shook with the impact and a few books tumbled to the floor.

The scientist checked his watch and stood.  "Okay, you're good to go."

"Just like that?" asked Cooper.

"Just like that," grinned Levinson.  He wiped the sweat from his forehead.  "My work here is done.  When did they say our ride out of this hell hole is coming?"

"Pardon me for asking," Cooper said, eying the elevator shaft, "but how do you know?  I didn't see any smoke or hear an explosion or anything…"

"Trust me," said Levinson.  "That baby just fried every electronic circuit below us.  I guarantee it.  Might even see some disruption all the way up here."

"Striker 2-1, Overwatch!  Be advised, a large group of noncoms are pushing past the barricades south of the Ellipse.  Looks like at least a couple hundred people.  I don't see any weapons, so I don't know what the Marines will do about it, but we're gonna have to get out of here quick."

"Roger that, Overwatch," Cooper replied.  He turned toward the Oval Office.  "Gunny!"

Morrin appeared in the doorway.  "Yeah?"

"Get these Marines set up with your men—they're yours now."

"Let's go," Morrin said to Levinson's EMP mules.

"Charlie," Cooper called, "let's get the rappelling lines set up."

"On it!"   Charlie pushed past several of the Marines as they dispersed back into the Oval Office.  He dropped his bag on the floor and pulled out bundles of rope.  He put his flashlight in his teeth and reached inside the elevator shaft above the door.  Cooper turned back to the Marines.  

"You wouldn't by chance have a couple sets of green googles we can borrow, would you?" Cooper asked Gunny Morrin.

"Hell yes."  The Marine tucked his chin to his shoulder and activated his radio.  "Parker, Jones—get in here and gimme your night vision gear."   

"Thanks," Cooper said, taking the night vision goggles from the Parker and Jones, two PVCs with wide eyes who'd come running when Morrin called.

"Well don't just stand there with your mouths open, get your asses back on the line," Morrin growled.  Parker and Jones retreated back into the Oval Office as fast as they could navigate the debris field.

"All right, Guns, here's the plan," Cooper began.  "We'll drop and breach, then hold the landing.  You follow down behind us and clear the Bunker.  We got some HVTs to extract."

"Sounds good," said Morrin.  He turned to his men.  "Perkins, Gonzalez, Walker! Get your asses up here—it's tunnel rat time."

"Ready for the housewarming gifts!" called Charlie from the elevator shaft.

Cooper dropped his pack and pulled out two large satchel charges.  He tossed one Charlie.  "Five second fuse," he said as he programmed the timer.  "If we haven't made a hole down there yet, this should do it."

"All set," replied Charlie.   "Everybody hold on to your butts."

"Close your eyes, cover your ears, and open your mouths," barked Gunny Morrin to his assembled strike team.  "Danger close!" 

Cooper stepped up to the elevator shaft.  "On three, one…two…three!"  Both men lobbed their  charges then turned and dove for cover.

Cooper gripped his rifle as the explosion shook the floor and blew hot smoke and fumes up the shaft to flood the study.  Gravel, plaster, and bits of debris rained down on them.  When the ground stopped shaking, Cooper got to his feet and stayed low under the smoke.  

"Toss  the lines!  Jax, on me!" he called.

"Moving!" replied Jax.  

Cooper stepped up behind Charlie and tapped him on the shoulder.  Without a word Charlie clipped the rope hanging from the shaft to his rappelling rig and disappeared into the darkness.  Cooper grabbed the second rope and clipped it onto his own harness, then stepped over the edge and dropped after Charlie.  

Cooper slowed his descent until he landed somewhat gracefully on top of the smoking wreckage of the EMP device at the base of the elevator shaft.  Charlie was already unhooking his rope and brought his rifle to bear through the smoke-filled opening when Cooper landed and unhooked.

"Clear left," Charlie whispered.  "Lights are out."

Cooper moved to the other side of the hole where the exit doors had been and scanned the right side of the hallway.  He stepped through and took a knee just inside the door, gritting his teeth against the pain in his leg.  "Clear right." 

"Which way?" asked Jax as he stepped out into the corridor between Cooper and Charlie.

"Communications room is this way," said Cooper, gesturing down the hallway in front of him.  "Last known position of Barron.  We need the body," he said.

"Striker, Alpha is descending on your six," reported Gunny Morrin.  

Cooper waited until the Marines arrived at the base of the shaft and spilled out into the hallway, taking up defensive positions before he led the SEALs toward the comms room.

"Sweep and reap, Gunny," Cooper whispered into his throat mic.

"Oorah."

Cooper crouch-walked painfully down the corridor, checking every door they passed to see if it was locked.  Most were.  He threw open the ones left unlocked, but they'd all been deserted.  "Where is everybody?" he whispered.

"Probably scared shitless.  This place is scary in the dark…" replied Jax down the hallway.

Cooper stopped and raised a fist.  "I got eyes on the Comms Room.  Charlie left side, Jax right."  He waited for his men to get into position.  Jax gripped the doorknob and looked back.  Cooper nodded and Jax threw the door open.  

Cooper stepped inside and examined the room through his night vision as he moved with his rifle at high-ready.  Before him stood the tangled blue curtains from the video.  They were smeared with Vice President Barron's blood.  He stepped forward and checked the podium.  

"This is it—I got blood on the curtains and floor.  No body."

"Over here!" called Charlie.  Cooper turned and moved to Charlie's position on the far side of the room.  Slumped over behind some overturned chairs and a small table lay the body of the late Vice President of the United States.  Cooper gently turned it over.  "Positive ID."  He stepped back so Jax could take pictures with a small camera.  

"Cutter Actual, Striker 2-1, Actual.  We have positive ID of HVT One.  Repeat: we have located HVT One, positive ID."

"Dead or alive, Striker?"

Cooper looked at the body.  "Dead.  Very dead."

"Roger that Striker, I'll have Alpha extract the body.  Proceed for HVT Two."

"Copy that, Cutter.  Striker is Oscar Mike."

Cooper knelt next to the Vice President.  He pulled out his folding knife, flicked his wrist to snap the blade open, and cut away a section of bloodstained shirt from the President's chest.  He slipped the fabric into one of his plate carrier's external pouches, closed the knife, and stood.  "You got the pictures?"

Jax closed the camera and hit a button on the back.  "Transmitting now."  When it beeped, he popped out the SD card and flicked it to Cooper.  "Here's the backup."

Cooper pocketed the card and brought his rifle up.  "All right, let's go find this blonde bitch."  

They hadn't even made it out of the room before gunfire erupted in the distance, echoing like artillery down the closed corridors.  

"Gunny!  You got contact?"

"Hell yeah!  Five foot mobiles in front of us."  Another burst of gunfire rent the air.  "Make that three…"

Cooper looked back at his Team.  "Stay frosty."  He turned and moved forward again, continuing the process of checking doors.  He reached up and grabbed the door marked 'Office of the President's Chief of Staff'.  His hand hovered over the doorknob.

"That's her office, man," whispered Charlie.

Cooper pulled his hand back from the doorknob.  He nodded.  It was time to be careful.  If the woman could order the death of the Vice President of the United States on live TV, she was capable of anything.  He took a deep breath and reached for the doorknob.  

He coughed.  "You smell that?"

Charlie sniffed the air.  "Smells like perfume…really strong perfume…" Cooper shook his head to clear his eyes.  His vision had gone blurry.  "Yeah…"

"Contact, 12 o'clock!" called out Jax as he stepped out behind Charlie.  "Freeze!" he called out.  

Cooper cleared his eyes and saw three figures at the far end of the corridor, all carrying suitcases and backpacks.  He only got a brief glimpse of them as they disappeared around the corner, but one had unmistakable golden hair.

"Move, move, move!" Cooper said as he stood and rushed past the Chief of Staff's office.  His vision cleared almost immediately.  Whatever he'd smelled through the door was potent, but short-lived.  

The thunder of his own boots rang in his ears as he pounded down the hallway after the fugitives.  He reached the corner first and snapped a look around.  He pulled his head back just in time to avoid a few rounds fired in his direction that embedded themselves in the door to his left.

"Cutter, Actual, Striker has eyes on target!  Repeat: HVT Two has been located!"

"Bring her in alive if possible!" snapped General Rykker's voice.  "Get a move on, son—the natives are getting restless topside."

"Overwatch, what's my time frame?"

"Striker Actual, you're looking at maybe 10 minutes…" replied Sparky.  "They're pushing the Marines hard.  Seeing small arms fire—things are going to get ugly up here real quick.  I got eyes on birds coming in now for EVAC from the northwest."

"Striker, this is Alpha—we're clearing the Bunker.  I'm sending a squad to help in your neck of the woods.  They'll be on your six in a few minutes."

Cooper nodded, listening to the amount of gunfire in the background in Gunny Morrin's transmission.  He focused his attention back around the corner.  Reaching up to his shoulder, he unclipped a stun grenade.  

"Flashbang out!" Cooper gripped the pin in his teeth and pulled it free, then tossed the stun grenade around the corner and closed his eyes.  He heard a muffled pop and the inside of his eyelids went white with the flash.

Charlie leapfrogged Cooper and charged around the corner.  Cooper stepped around behind him, just as his XO fired a three-round burst and dropped a Secret Service agent covering a crude hole in the far wall.  Rubble, baskets filled with dirt, and electrical wires streamed out of the opening.

"Clear!" said Charlie, stepping over the still-twitching body at his feet.  

"The fuck is all this?" asked Cooper.

Jax rushed forward and peered into the opening.  "Not it." 

"Jesus Christ, why can't these people just give up?" muttered Charlie as he adjusted his night vision.

Cooper keyed his throat mic.  "Cutter Actual, Striker Actual.  Be advised, HVT Two as entered an unmapped tunnel heading northwest out of the Bunker.  Striker 2-1 in pursuit."

"Actual copies all, make it quick or you'll be walking home."

"Go!" said Cooper.  Charlie climbed over the dead into the tunnel.  Jax dropped his M60 to the floor, then pulled out his pistol before crouching into the tunnel.  Cooper brought up the rear, first kneeling to make sure the agent was dead.  He closed his eyes for a second to combat the dizziness that suddenly assaulted him with a fresh wave of pain.

Am I bleeding out? 

He clenched his teeth and scrambled into the tunnel.  "See anything up there?" he asked, hoping to keep the pain from making his voice too tight.  

No time for pain.  Mission first.

"Nope," replied Charlie's voice over his radio, "just getting a real good idea what it's like to be a proctologist…"

Cooper ignored Jax's laugh and pressed them forward.  "We gotta catch this bitch before she slips away—come on, move!"

After a few shuffled steps, the fire in his knee consumed his senses.  Every time he placed the wounded joint onto the rough dirt floor, a lance of pain shot up his leg into his spine, making his shoulders stiffened involuntarily.

The knee brace.  He'd forgotten about the damn knee brace.  Cooper paused.  He gingerly touched his thigh where the broken knee brace had embedded itself.  God damn it. 

He clenched his jaw to keep from crying out.  He opened his mouth, panted for a moment to clear his eyes, and looked forward to see Jax's form receding in the distance.  Suddenly everything went white.  The ground all around him shook and a pile of dirt fell from the ceiling onto his face.  Panic gripped his chest at the thought of being buried alive.

"Fuck!  The cave's collapsing—back up, back up!" cried Charlie.  Cooper felt the earth trembled around him and the light vanished ahead.  Smoke enveloped Jax's body and roared down the tunnel like a giant snake chasing him through the hole.

Cooper closed his eyes and held his breath as the wave of gray washed over him and brought the sweltering heat with it.  He coughed as the smoke front passed him and brought his face down close to the bottom of the tunnel to breathe.  Cooper clawed and scrabbled his way back down the tunnel, finally emerging from the ragged hole to collapse on top of the dead Secret Service agent, gasping for air.  Jax emerged shortly thereafter and nearly fell on top of Cooper.  Cooper rolled and staggered to his feet, one hand gripping his now profusely bleeding thigh.

"Charlie?" Cooper said in a hoarse voice.

Jax coughed violently and shook his head.  "Can't see shit in there," he sputtered as he got to his feet.  Charlie emerged from the exit in a cloud of smoke, gasping for air and collapsed on the ground.  His face was covered in dirt and sweat.  

"That was too fucking close," he wheezed.

Cooper leaned against the wall and closed his eyes.  "Cutter Actual," he said around a choking cough.  "Cutter Actual, Striker Actual.  Be advised,  we've lost the HVT.  Repeat: HVT Two sealed the tunnel in front of us.  It's gotta have an exit somewhere northwest of Whiskey Hotel," he said.  Cooper dropped to his knees and grunted in pain, the world spinning around him.

"Coop!" Jax said.  He rushed to Cooper's side and pulled out his emergency first aid kit.  He shoved Cooper to the floor and dressed his wounded leg.  "Fuck, man, your damned knee brace is halfway inside your leg!"

"Just pull it out," Cooper said through gritted teeth, head resting on the cool floor.  Charlie grabbed Cooper's hands to keep them clear so Jax could work.

Cooper screamed in pain when Jax pulled back on the metal and ripped the last inch of bent metal from his flesh.

"Looks clean," Jax reported as he poured a blood clotting agent into the wound, and liberally sprinkled disinfecting powder over the gash before he wrapped it with a bandage.  "Gonna have another scar for the ladies, Hoss."

Cooper gasped for breath and blinked up at the ceiling, watching the acrid smoke curl in the air.  He pulled out his canteen and took a long drink.  "Cutter Actual, Striker Actual.  Did you copy my last?"

"All units, Cutter Actual!  HQ is being overrun.  Get to your EVAC positions, transports are inbound.  ETA two minutes!"

"Shit," Cooper said.  "Let's go!" he got shakily to his feet with help from Charlie and shrugged off further assistance.  "Go, go!" he said, pointing back toward the ruined elevator shaft.  He followed Jax and Charlie as they raced down the dark, smoke-filled corridors.

"Striker, Alpha Actual!  We're at the top.  Grab the ropes, we'll haul you out!"

"Roger that," replied Cooper as they rounded the last corner.  Jax was already at the elevator shaft as Cooper limped up behind Charlie.  He leaned against the wall and sucked wind as Jax and Charlie linked up with the rappelling rope.

Charlie shoved the third line at Cooper.  He barely had time the latch it to his harness before the slack tightened and he felt himself lifted off the ground.  It was an odd sensation, being lifted into the air without climbing.  It only took 15 seconds to ascend to the top of the elevator shaft.  Two sets of hands reached in and pulled him into the Presidential Study.  Gunny Morrin had Marines on the ropes, hauling the SEALs up and out of the Bunker.  

"Let's go," Morrin said, urging his men out of the study.  "Helo's on the South Lawn—they're waitin' on us!" Gunny Morrin said.  Cooper grabbed his arm as the Marine turned for the door to the Oval Office.

"No time!"  Cooper called over his shoulder:  "Jax—make a hole!"

Jax step forward and slapped explosive putty in a rough circle on the wall.  He stepped back and triggered the igniter without warning.  A muffled crump, a puff of smoke, and an entire section of the Oval Office wall fell out.  The Marines piled through the hole and Cooper pushed Jax and Charlie out next.  He struggled across the South Lawn to the waiting pair of Black Hawk helicopters that sat 20 yards from the West Wing.  He glanced past the helicopter to see tracers illuminate the sky.

"Overwatch, you ready for EVAC?"

"I'm still in position.  Don't forget to come pick me up," replied Sparky.

Cooper let Charlie and Jax help him into the Black Hawk and lay flat on the floor, resting his leg.  A medic on board immediately tended to his bandage, which had come loose during his escape from the Bunker.  Cooper relayed instructions to the pilot to swing by and pick up Sparky on the way out.  They hovered for less than a minute over the Ellipse Visitor Center rooftop and dropped a SPI/E Rig.

One of the Marines gave the thumbs-up sign and the pilot carried them away from the battlefield, engines whining.  Cooper didn't relax until he saw Sparky clamber over the side of the Black Hawk and take position on the floor next to him.  He let his head rest against the floor plate of the speeding helicopter and closed his eyes for a moment.  

As the helo turned to the correct course, Charlie poked him in the shoulder and motioned out the side door.  Cooper got a bird's-eye view of the roiling crowd of non-combatants on the South Lawn.  Abandoned LAVs and Stryker's lay smoking and scattered about like a toys.  There were people everywhere.  Some fired captured weapons up at the helicopters, but to little effect.

Sleep.  All Cooper wanted was sleep.  His vision still hadn't come back to normal after getting a whiff of whatever the hell was inside Blondie's office.  He didn't know what was in that perfume, but he knew it was dangerous.  He shouldn't be as tired as he was.  

"Coop!" called out Charlie over the noise of the helicopter.  "It's the sat phone!"  

Cooper turned his head and looked sharply at Charlie.  "Aliana?" he croaked.

Charlie looked like he'd been punched in the gut.  He shook his head slightly and handed the phone to Cooper.  "It's for you."

Cooper put the phone to his ear.  "Hello?" he shouted.  

Who the fuck is calling me?

He barely heard the response.  "Say again?  I can't hear you!"  

I'm being extracted from a battle, you asshole.

"Cooper Braaten?"

Cooper pulled the phone away and looked at in his hands.  It was still in secure mode.  "Yeah!  Who the hell is this?"

"Derek Alston.  I believe you knew my sister…"
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Salmon Falls, Idaho.




DENNY STOOD BEFORE THE assembled hunters in Anse's cabin on the north slope of Morning Glory mountain, just west of town.  A motley collection of seventeen hard, mostly bearded faces stared back at him.  He wasn't surprised to see a few women in the crowd.  

Anse had told him there were plenty of widows in town fired up enough to fight back against Townsen.  They'd managed to convince a married couple—the Winselms—to attend.  Denny hadn't personally met them before tonight, but Anse vouched for them and both sported AR-15s, so he wasn't asking question

Only a few people had balked at meeting this late at night.  Denny glanced out the corner of the nearest window into the inky blackness that surrounded the cabin.  He'd argued successfully that the cover of night would make it easier for them to slip out of town and also harder for Townsen's men to track them.  All but four of the people he'd invited  showed up in the end.

On the left side of the group stood the former Sheriff's Deputies, including Griswold.  All three wore their winter service jackets and campaign hats.  Everyone in attendance came armed.  Those with long guns had propped them along the far wall of the one-room cabin.

Denny himself carried more than his tomahawk under his belt this time.  The weight of the 9mm Glock he'd taken from the US Marshal  was no small comfort.  He knew how to use it but wasn't nearly as proficient as he probably should be.

That somber thought brought him back to the matter at hand.  "Let me begin by saying thank you all for coming here.  Thank you for your patriotism and for your desire to see justice served."

Several people nodded their heads and muttered agreement.  

"Something sure as hell needs to be done about Townsen and his thugs!" a man called out in the back.  More murmurs rippled through the crowd—louder this time.

"I want to say right from the start," Denny said, "I'm not advocating we go in to town guns blazing and kill everyone supporting President Barron."

That drew grumbles of disagreement—especially from those who'd lost someone.  Denny was prepared for this and waited calmly.  He shot a look at Deputy Griswold, who looked around the room and glowered, but held his tongue.

"Then what the hell are we doing here?" asked a hunter in the back.  "I could be out looking for food for my family right now…"

"Food is exactly why we're here," said Denny.  "I'm not proposing we go on some vigilante killing spree in town.  I think Townsen has far too many men in his camp.  He's got the food, weapons, and support from President Barron's men—we have to be smart about this."

"Why don't we just attack and get it over with?" asked Anse.  Several of the men behind him clapped his back and added their agreement.  "As more people start to starve, they'll join him out of desperation."  

"That's true—the longer we sit and do nothing, the stronger Townsen gets," Denny admitted.  He waited for the rumbling to die down again.  "Look, waiting isn't easy me either, okay?  I'm a history teacher.  I hunt, same as you, but that's as far as my desire–"

"Don't give us that bullshit!" said a man in the back.  "I know what you did when the Russians came to town—I was on one of the patrols that hunted 'em down in the woods.  You're just as capable of killing as the rest of us."

Denny looked at his feet.  He knew this topic would have to be addressed before he would get their attention.  He'd been trying to forget the past few weeks.  He'd barely been able to get through each day without remembering the faces of the men he'd killed.

"I think that was a different situation."

"How?" asked Anse.

Denny stared at him.  Anse at least had the decency to look ashamed, but glanced around for support from those nearest him.  

"You're my friend Denny, but how is this any different than when the Russians came to town?"  He looked around, encouraged by the nods of support he received.  

"Armed thugs show up and kill our people, our friends, our neighbors.  Again."  Anse glared at Denny.  "Townsen took over our town, just like the Russians!"  

With every sentence, the grumbling around him grew louder.  "The Russians were worse than Townsen, that's true—but that doesn't mean Townsen hasn't killed whole families."

"He's right," called out a man up front.  "They either shot 'em or took their food for the 'greater good' and let 'em starve.  Saw it happen to my neighbors but I couldn't do a damn thing about it because Townsen had six men with rifles with him," called out a man up front.

"It's worse this time," said Mary Winselm, her higher voice in stark contrast to the harsh sound of the men around her.  She glanced at her husband.  "Townsen's one of us.  At least with the Russians, they weren't neighbors.  Something has to be done.  Now."

Denny reluctantly nodded in agreement.  Mary was right.  "You're right—but there's one major difference.  The Russians were foreign aggressors.  Invaders.  Townsen and every single person on his side, whether they're from the Federal government or from Salmon Falls, are Americans."  Denny let that sink in for a moment.  "You're asking us to raise our hand against our brothers and sisters—our friends and neighbors."

"They ain't no friends of mine, not any more!" a man up front yelled.  "Townsen and his thugs broke into my house and took all the food I've been saving.  Took me years to build up my cache.  All that hard work and money I put into my stockpiles to make sure I could provide for my family when the shit hit the fan—it's all gone!"  Spittle formed at the corners of his mouth.  "They gave me—from my own stash—what they said was enough.  Took everything else at gunpoint."  He shook his head, fire in his eyes.  "I had to explain to my little girl why the bad men came and trashed our house."  

"They burned my house to the ground," said Denny.  The room grew silent.  "They burned my neighbor's house to the ground.  Everything I owned is gone, except for the hunting gear I had in my truck."  Denny looked around, daring anyone to speak.  

"All the pictures of my family, my wife, my friends—everything is gone," Denny said, his voice tight.   He stood before them with his fists clenched and harnessed that rage. 

"If anyone in this room understands what you're going through, it's me!  I have nothing.  They took everything for me—you don't think that I want payback for that?" Denny snarled.  

"You don't think I'd like to walk into that town, wrap my hands around John Townsen's neck and squeeze until his eyes bulged and he gasps his last breath?  You don't think I want to look into his eyes and watch as his spirit leaves his body?  You don't think I want to make him pay for the crimes he's committed against his own neighbors?"

The cabin fell silent as a tomb.  The only sound Denny heard was the blood pounding in his ears.  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, forcing himself to regain control of his emotions.  "Look, there are two ways to go about this.  The first is one I think you all will agree with.  We charge down there and kill everyone who sides with John Townsen.  Barring that, we take out Townsen and his main supporters."

Most of the men loudly agreed.  "I don't see a problem with that," Anse said.

Denny stared at them.  "There are more than 50 men, just from our own town," Denny said, waving his arm toward Salmon Falls.  "That's not including the consultants President Barron sent with supplies and weapons.  How many of us are there?"  Denny looked around and did a quick head count.  

"I see 18, including me.  How many of us you think would survive attacking them like that?"  He looked at Anse.  "They know you—they've already tried to kill you."  He looked at Deputy Griswold.  "And you too, Deputy."

"Yeah, but they didn't, thanks to you," said Anse.

"That's beside the point," snapped Denny.  "We have another option: we change the hearts and minds in town."

More than a few men rolled their eyes.  

"Really?" asked Anse.  "Didn't we try that shit in Vietnam?"

"My old man told me that didn't work out so well for anyone…" muttered someone.

"Let 'im talk," shouted Mary Winselm.

Denny nodded.  "You all represent hundreds of years of hunting experience.  All of us can live off the land and support our families with the meat we can provide."  Heads nodded.  He had their attention.  

"Hunting, trapping, ice fishing—we know how to survive.  From what I can tell of who's joined Townsen, they don't.  So we take what they have.  We raid their supplies, we hunt the land, and we take everything we can find.  We provide for the families in town.  Those that support Townsen but don't actively fight for him are the people we need on our side.  You think they really want to be in debt to that thug?" demanded Denny, pointing toward town.  

"I don't think anyone down there wants to take food from John Townsen in return for support, do you?  What do you think would happen if we could provide food for everyone in town through hunting, trapping, raiding Townsen's supplies?  You think they'd still be loyal to him?"

"What reason would they have," asked Deputy Griswold, "other than fear?  We may provide them with all the food they need, but Townsen still outnumbers us and out-guns us.  Right now he's using peaceful means to get support, leveraging with food and privileges.  If we take that away, he'll use violence."

"More than he already does," added one of the men up front.

"That's probably true," Denny replied.  "But think about this: By the time he reaches the point where he needs to use violence to keep the town in line, most of the population will have swung to our camp.  By then we'll outnumber him.  And then—then we can take the fight to him."

Denny watched the emotions play across the faces arrayed before him.  Please let them agree…there's been enough bloodshed…

"I don't get this reluctance you have to fight," Anse said.  "I've known you for a long time and you've never been an aggressive person, so I'll grant you that," he continued.  "But after what I saw you did to the Russians, I…I can't figure out why you're not more willing to help us stand up to Townsen."

Denny remained silent for a moment and stared at his fellow teacher.  "I'm not a violent person, Anse" said Denny.  "But I won't shy away from it."

"Like when the Russians invaded."

Denny stared at Anse.  Why are you doing this?  Why are you so eager to fight, to kill, to spill blood?  Denny shook his head.  

"That place I was in when…when the Russians…I don't like who I became.  I don't like what I did, I'm not proud of it."  He took a deep breath and sighed.  He didn't want to come to grips with his past this way.  

"Was it necessary?  Yes, I think so—but I don't think it's necessary in this situation," Denny said.  "I am not advocating we start a war in our town.  I'm a teacher, not a soldier."

"I'm a teacher too," said Anse.  "What's that got to do with anything?"  

"I've spent my career teaching American history," said Denny, ignoring the jibe.  "Trust me when I say I am not a fan of the early American government.  My people were slaughtered at the hands of the pioneers."  He clenched his fists.  

"Growing up on the reservation, I was obsessed with fighting and taking back our land.  My land.  My people's land.  This land," he said, sweeping his arms wide to encompass Salmon Falls.  "But I know all about the Civil War and all about the partisan conflict in the Revolution."  He glared at Anse.  "You have no idea what you will unleash upon your families—your children—if you start a war with Townsen.  The violence will not stop at killing the bad man with the gun.  Because that man's friends, Townsen's allies, will find out who did it and go to their house, and kill their family.  Then it spirals out of control."

Denny shook his head.  "I will not unleash that horror upon our town.  When I die and it's my turn to be judged, I will stand proudly and admit what I did against the Russians.  I did that out of necessity—if I'm to be punished for that, so be it.  But I will not be a part of bringing that kind of destruction to innocent children and families.  I can't."  He looked down.  "I won't."

"And what if Townsen brings it to us first?" asked Anse quietly.

Denny shook his head.  "Well, if that–"

"Because it's already happening, brother."  Anse stared around the other faces of the room.  "Allen," Anse said, pointing at someone on the far side of the room.  "You know what I'm talking about." He turned back to Denny.  "When Townsen first took control, Allen was one of the few that stood up and said 'no'.  They burned his house down.  He lost his son in that fire."

Denny looked at the man Anse had singled out.  He glowered at Denny, as if challenging him to dispute Anse's words.

"Whether you like it or not, Denny—whether you want to admit it or not—this is already a civil war.  But we didn't start it.  Barron started it in Washington and people like Townsen ain't gonna stop 'til this whole damn country is split apart or one side is dead."

Denny sighed.  "If I agree to your idea, will you agree to mine?"

Anse looked confused.  "What do you mean?"

Denny crossed his arms.  "Whether this conflict will spill out into the streets—into open warfare—might be out of my control, I'll grant you that.  But would it be so bad to try my methods first?  Would it be so bad to take a chance on depriving Townsen of his supplies?"

"Come on, Denny, it's well past that now.  You know that—it was past that point when Townsen burned your house down and killed your neighbors.  There's no turning back now."

Denny nodded.  "Maybe.  But are you willing to throw out the possibility that he might end this peacefully?  Would you be able to live with yourself in the wake of the aftermath if two thirds of the families in this town died—if all those kids we taught in school are murdered?  I couldn't live that—how can you?"

"Because some men need killing."

Denny stared at Anse like a stranger.  "What's happened to you, Anse?"

Anse looked down at his hands.  "When the Russians came…" he began, eyes still locked on the floor.  "I watched them drag my neighbor and his family out of their house.  I saw the soldiers running in the street with their weapons and thought it was some National Guard drill or something…"  He frowned.   

"I didn't think…I never thought it was an actual invasion…not until I saw Fred and his family lined up in the street and shot like dogs."  Anse looked up at Denny then, his eyes red.  "When I saw the bodies of his kids twitching in the street," he said, his voice choked and strained, "something snapped inside me.  The Russians killed Fred.  When Townsen came to power," he continued, sniffing and wiping his face with rough hands.  "I saw his men pull my other neighbor across the street out of his house.  They didn't shoot anybody, but they held him and his wife at gunpoint while their friends took everything.  My neighbor spoke up and got a rifle stock to the face for his trouble.  They punched his wife in the stomach and left her gasping for air on the street.  That's what happened, Denny.  Townsen is one small step away from doing exactly what the Russians did.  He may be the local troublemaker, but he's not stupid.  He learned from them—he watched 'em."

"But it's time we learned, too," argued Denny.  "We can learn from history.  Anybody ever heard of Robin Hood?"

One man laughed derisively.  "Really?"

Deputy Griswold stepped forward and all eyes in the room turned to him.  "The whole 'rob from the rich and give to the poor' thing makes sense."  Deputy Griswold turned and received a few nods from the crowd.  "It's a good idea Denny, but I'm not sure how well it'll work.  Townsen's pretty well entrenched.  And we don't have a King Richard coming back from the Crusades to help us out on this one.  We don't know who the hell is in Barron got shot.  Nobody knows what the hell's going on in DC.  The whole country might be in the middle of a civil war for all we know."  

"Much as I don't want more violence, I think Anse has it right—we need to strike now before Townsen gets too strong.  I've had a few run-ins with his men and…" Griswold's eyes focused on the floor.  He swallowed audibly, clenched his fists, and carried on.  "I lost my family…"  He looked up and stared at Denny.  "By God, if I'm able to do something about it, I will not let Townsen and his brownshirts make anyone else suffer."

"Damn straight!" yelled someone.

"Somebody needs to make a stand!"   The assembled men and women shouted over each other.

Denny raised his hands to regain order, but he could see he had already lost.  Those who saw themselves as the protectors of Salmon Falls wanted blood.  They needed satisfaction, vengeance.  The town had been through too much in the last month and a half.  They were at the breaking point.

An immense sadness settled over Denny's heart like a heavy cloak, wet with rain.  He knew he'd lost.  Perhaps it was best to throw in with them now and help bring an end to the conflict as quickly as possible rather than drag it out.

Denny was about to say so out loud when suddenly he was back in his classroom, on a sunny September day.  The room was filled with bright minds, more than a few pranksters, but every one of them good kids in their hearts.  How many of them had gotten sick from the flu—how many had died in the last month?  How many had starved to death or been murdered by Russians?  How many had survived Townsen's reign of terror thus far?  In his mind's eye, Denny watched his class dwindle down to a handful.  

Something needs to be done.

As the men argued and shouted, Denny turned to Deputy Griswold.  The senior deputy was accompanied by only one of his fellow officers now.  Denny glanced around the room, looking for the missing campaign hat.  The third deputy was gone.  

Denny's heart raced.  "Where did the other deputy go?" 

That single sentence cut through the shouts and conversations like a knife.  The cabin fell silent again.  All eyes in the room turned toward Deputy Griswold.  The law man flushed and looked at his partner.  "Where the hell did Evans go?"

The other officer looked behind him and turned back to Griswold.  "I don't know, he was right here a second ago…"

"He said something about needing to go take a leak…" muttered one of the men near the door.

Denny shot a worried look at Anse.  "He was one of the last ones to get here.  We've only been inside for 20 minutes.  Why would he need to go the bathroom now?"

"You in the house!"  

The words shot through the wooden walls of the cabin like a missile.  A few men pulled their pistols free of their belts.  The ones in back turned and rushed to grab rifles.  Denny raised his hand for quiet.  

"Listen!" he hissed.

"I say again: you all in the cabin!  Come out with your hands up and leave your weapons inside!"

The voice of authority was unmistakable, but it wasn't one that Denny recognized.  He looked at Griswold, who shrugged.  "That ain't Evans…"

"You have two minutes to comply!  We have you surrounded!  Any attempt to resist will be met with lethal force!  Don't make me hurt anybody!  I want this to end peaceably.  So I say again, put down your weapons and come out with your hands up.  You will be taken into Federal custody–"

"Oh, shit!" said Anse.  He glared at Denny.  "I knew this was a bad idea!  That's the son of a bitch President Barron sent up here."

"He's the one that killed McDonnell!" barked a voice near the door.

"I'm not going down without a fight!" somebody shouted.

"If George McDonnell can stand up to Townsen, so can we!"  Shouts of agreement echoed around the room.
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Skye, Scotland.

Dunkeith Castle.




REGINALD PUT ON HIS most sincere smile for the camera.  "I'm glad to hear you are well, my lady."

"Yes, thanks to your advice, my security forces got me clear of the riots.  I owe you a great debt, Earl Dunkeith."

Reginald nodded.  "Think nothing of it."

"Thank you," the sweet voice said in a soft, low tone.  "Is it bad…where you are?  In Austria things have gotten worse—far quicker than I'd expected."

This was exactly the opening he'd been hoping for.  "My lady, if I may be so bold…" The way she tilted her head and raised her eyebrows encouraged him to continue.  "This may seem forward, but have you considered moving from your current location?"

"No…" she said, then sighed.  "Although Hans, my chief of security, has advised me many times the old landgut is not so easily defended."  The porcelain face turned away for a moment and she ran a well-manicured hand through her honey-blond hair.  "It's just that…this has been my family home for generations.  We lived in seclusion on the country estate.  But here in the city…"

Reginald held up his hand.  "You need say no more, Madame.  I totally understand—it was to my family's estate I retreated when my chalet in the Alps came under attack.  There's nothing like the safety of home."

Lady Brunner offered a weak smile, but it never reached her eyes.  She was worried.  He cleared his throat.   "Perhaps it would be best if you…were to travel somewhere safer…"

Lady Brunner regarded him like a cat watching a mouse.  "Did you have somewhere particular in mind, Earl Dunkeith?"

Reginald cleared his throat again and adjusted his shirt.  "Why not my family estate here in Scotland?  It's a proper castle, built for defense.  This structure," he said with a sweep of his arm, indicating the communications room around him, "is built on a peninsula and surrounded by solid stone walls.  I control the nearest town and my men patrol the forest surrounding the loch as well.  At the moment, it's just me and my security forces."  He looked down.  "I've no family left—the castle is empty."  He lifted his chin, affecting a formal air.  "I would be most honored, if you would relocate to this facility…for your own safety."

She smiled and tucked a lock of hair behind one ear.  "You are so considerate."  The smile faded from her face.  "I am hesitant to leave my family's ancestral home, however."  She looked around the room in which she sat.  

Behind her, Reginald saw gilded picture frames and oil portraits hung on silk damask papered walls.  Lady Brunner lived in the lap of luxury.  He glanced at his communications room and distastefully observed the largely unadorned plastered walls.  It would be quite the change of scenery, but there was no mistaking the strength and security a medieval castle provided over a Victorian manor whose walls were likely more glass than stone.

"I shall take your offer under advisement—it is most generous, my lord," she said, staring into him.  The corner of her blood-red lips ticked up for a split second.  "Significant arrangements might need to be made."

Reginald nodded.  "I understand.  Please know that while I hold sway over a large swath of Western Scotland, and though this offer shall remain open indefinitely, I cannot guarantee your safe arrival much longer.  Things are going poorly in Britain, now that the royal family has been infected.  Should you need me, however, I shall remain your most humble and obedient servant, madame," he said with a bow.

This time the smile on her face reached her eyes.  Reginald's heart ached.  My God, she's radiant.  

"I thank you, Earl Dunkeith.  I shall be in touch."

"I hope so, Lady Brunner," Reginald said as he reluctantly ended the transmission. 

Reginald stepped away from the computer and sighed.  He looked at the map on the wall again, checking the daily updates of flu infections and deaths.  The red global infection rates had skyrocketed in the past 24 hours.  New worries had surfaced in Europe that the flu was mutating again.   

The mortality rates were slightly more frightening.  The shadow of death had fallen across much of the United States.  In Europe, the west was more red with infection than black with death, but the tide was turning as the flu burned through dense population centers.  China had only a few black dots, but they were spreading fast inside the red swath that seemed ready to consume the entire country.  

"My lord?" buzzed Stefan.

Reginald rolled his eyes.  "Yes, what is it?"

"You wished me to inform you when Mistress Svea awakened."

"Yes, of course.  I take it she's ready to start the day?"

"She wishes to go for a run, sir."

Reginald laughed.  Old habits die hard.  He trained his operatives well—they never slacked off, never relaxed, never slipped out of training mode.  To them, spare time was for honing skills and keeping bodies in top physical shape.  

"That's fine, Stefan—she's family, remember?  Let her do what she will and make sure the guards know not to follow her.  She has free rein of the estate—let's see what she does with it."

"Shall I have her watched?"

Reginald paused for a moment.  If she was up to something, tailing her with anyone less than a well-seasoned veteran operative would be futile and likely tip her off to his suspicions.  "No, not just yet.  Make sure she's not left unattended inside the castle, but under no circumstances is anyone to follow her outside.  For now."

"Very good, sir," replied Stefan without emotion.  Not surprising—Stefan had always preferred Jayne.

Reginald stared at the intercom for a moment.  

Even without the guards, I have enough hidden cameras on the grounds to know her every move.  I'll know soon if she's truly loyal or not…
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Washington, D.C.

USMC Forward Operations Center.




COOPER TRACED BRENDA'S PICTURE with his finger.  He closed his eyes and remembered what it felt like to run his hands through her auburn hair, to feel the silky smoothness slip over his rough fingers.  He remembered the way she had smiled at him, exhausted after they had trashed her lab.  He sighed and opened his eyes.

Brenda's dead.

He glanced at the screen in front of him.  There was no sense in putting it off any longer.  He hit the connect button and waited for the computer to cycle through the security protocols and establish a connection with the medical facility in the Underground.

A man's face appeared on the screen.  He looked tired and old—though Cooper knew he was only 35; he looked ten years older.  Sunken cheeks, bags under his eyes, dull hair—clearly a man who'd beaten death, but was worn out by the battle.

Cooper clenched his hands into fists when he met the man's eyes.  Despite his haggard looks, Derek Alston bore a striking resemblance to his sister.  He saw Brenda in the man's face staring back at him on the screen.  The shape of Derek's nose was a larger, more masculine version of his sister's.  His chest tightened, and he felt every thud of his heart.  

"So you're the SEAL that rescued my sister?" the Ranger asked.  His voice sounded strong and healthy despite his appearance.  Those eyes bored straight into Cooper's.

"And you're the big brother she fought to save."

The Ranger clenched his jaw. Cooper watched the muscles working underneath the tightly stretched skin.  

"How are you doing?" Cooper asked.

Derek Alston sighed.  "I feel like shit."  He glanced over his shoulder at a passing technician and leaned conspiratorially into the computer.  "They all treat me like I'm going to relapse any second… They won't let me do anything on my own."  He leaned back in his chair.  "Not like I'm strong enough to do much yet anyway—I feel weak as a kitten."

"Don't be too hard on yourself," said Cooper, "not many people have been through what you have and survived.  If you guys hadn't rescued the Source…there'd be no vaccine.  And one of my men would be in the ground right now.  Thank you."

Derek causally waved a hand.  "I was just doing my job.  You would've done the same thing."

Cooper cracked a crooked grin.  He immediately liked Brenda's brother.  "You know…I see a lot of her in you.  I'm really glad you made it," Cooper said.

Derek's face softened, and he looked down at his hands.  "I never got a chance to tell her goodbye."

"She checked in on you every day," Cooper said.  "She worried about you constantly."  Cooper laughed.  "You should hear some of the stories the nurses told me—she oversaw every detail of your treatment and God forbid her orders weren't followed to the letter."

Derek smiled.  "Yeah," he said sadly, "I've heard that.  They were trying to cheer me up when I first woke…it didn't do any good then, but now…I really appreciate it."

"Look…" Cooper began.  "I know this is awkward for both of us.  This isn't exactly how I'd planned to meet you…"

Derek smiled.  "At least you wanted to meet me.  I wanted to kill you."

Cooper blinked.

"Yeah—it's not exactly how I planned to meet you either," the Ranger continued, not missing a beat, a grin plastered on his face.  "I didn't get the chance to beat the shit out of you for dating my little sister."

Cooper cocked his head at the screen.  "The way you look, I don't think you could take down my lunch order."

The two men shared a laugh across a thousand miles of fiber optic cable.  "Yeah, well, give me a week or two," Derek allowed.

Cooper laughed.

Derek shook his head as he spoke.  "Brenda would've tried to kick my ass if I'd hurt you form what I hear!"

It was Copper's turn to grin.  "Yeah, she probably would have tried."  He remembered how strong Brenda had been, how she'd fought to come up with a solution to the flu.  She was never one to be intimidated easily.  Her indomitable spirit was what he'd admired so much about her.  Cooper blinked and looked away.

"You really loved her, didn't you?" asked Derek.

Cooper cleared his throat and looked back at the screen, clenching his fists to distract himself from the pain.  "Yes."  There.  I said it out loud.  Now it's real.

The emotion between he and Brenda was no longer a secret.  Saying that one word suddenly made it all real.  A sense of peace washed over him as if Brenda herself had suddenly touched the back of his neck.  Cooper resisted the urge to turn and look.

"Thank you."

Cooper arched an eyebrow.  "For what?"

Derek sighed.  "Brenda and I have had a pretty rough time since…for the past ten years."

Cooper nodded.  "She told me about your family.  I know it's not much, but for what it's worth, I'm sorry."

Derek waved off the sentiment again.  "It was long time ago—I'm just upset than Brenda had to go through it alone.  I wasn't there to help—I was too sick to help.  But she's tough."  Derek looked down again.  "She was tough.  She went through a lot to save as many people as she could.  That was her way—always looking for a way to help someone.  She never gave up on anybody."

Cooper thought back to their argument in the corridor outside the ICU where Mike had been in a coma.  He thought back to how she wanted him to stay, how she never gave up on Mike.  He smiled.  "She was a wonderful person."

Derek nodded.  "What I'm trying to say is that I think you were good for her.  From what everyone tells me, after she met you she became a different person, maybe healed a little—I don't know.  She laughed more, she smiled more.  The nurses saw the change, they told me."

Cooper looked down.  There was nothing he could say.

Derek continued.  "Anyway, thanks.  I appreciate you looking after my little sister, even though you are just a Squid."

Cooper snapped his head up.  "Yeah well, somebody had to teach you Army brats how to have a good time."  Cooper regretted the words instantly.  Why the hell did I say that?  "Shit—I mean…"

Derek laughed.  "Hey, it's okay!  She was my little sister, but she was a grown woman."  Derek laughed again.  "I got over the whole 'my sister is having sex' thing back when she was a teenager!"  Derek laughed harder at Cooper's expression.  "Ha!  Got you.  No, seriously," he said, still chuckling, "it's cool.  I have a feeling if things had worked out differently, you and I might've been family."

Cooper felt relief and a sense calm he hadn't known since Brenda was alive.  A weight departed his soul—he finally understood what closure meant.  

"So how long they gotta keep you in there?" he asked with a nod toward Derek's quarantine cell.

Derek rolled his eyes.  "Damn if I know..."  He glanced over his shoulder at one of the nurses who was glancing up at Derek more frequently now.  "They're probably gonna pull me away from here and say I need 'my rest' any minute," he said with air quotes.  "I'm ready to get up and go for a run, but they say I'm not allowed out of bed for another week.  Brenda's treatment worked, so I'm clear of the flu, but I got a lot of work before I'm useful again."

Cooper nodded.  "You'll get there."

The nurse now stepped up to Derek's shoulder and whispered something in his ear.  He frowned and nodded.  "Looks like my times up.  Hey, it was good to meet you, Lieutenant Braaten."

Cooper smiled.  "Likewise, Captain Alston.  I'll be in touch.  But…" Cooper looked around, unsure of how to proceed.

Derek waved the nurse away and focused on the screen "What's up?"

Charlie rushed into the room and leaned down.  "We got a signal from 13: 'Target identified'.  Bennet's sending over the mission details."  Charlie stepped back and met Cooper's eyes.  "We're gonna get this fucker."  He clapped him on the shoulder and left the room.

Cooper looked back at the screen.  He felt the weight of responsibility settle onto his shoulders once more.  "I can't give you any details, but I want you to know something in case I don't come back."

Derek's face grew somber.  "You're going after him, aren't you?  The one that started all this?  I've heard the rumors."

"Reginald," Cooper said.  He gave the barest of nods.  "I will find him."

Derek stared at Cooper for a long moment.  "The brother in me wants to tell you to put a bullet in his head.  The Ranger in me wants to tell you to bring him back alive to face justice.  This son of a bitch has killed hundreds of thousands of people by now.  It'll be in the millions before it's all said and done."

Cooper nodded.  "He'll pay for every one of them."

Derek swallowed.  "Hooah."  The nurse reappeared behind him.  Derek flicked his eyes away from the screen, then focused back on Cooper.  "I know you'll do the right thing."

The transmission ended.  Cooper stood from the desk and stared at the black screen for a moment.  He looked up at the wall—at the global map showing infection and death rates.  

Reginald.  The Council.  They're the ones that started this sick, freak-show train ride.  They're the ones that caused all this death and destruction around the world.  

Cooper looked down at the handwritten note Charlie left on the table:  Definitely Scotland—Skye.  He glanced back to the map and looked at the relatively little island labeled off Scotland's western shores.

I know where you're hiding now, you son of a bitch.  Cooper picked up Brenda's picture and smiled.  He traced the outline of her face with his thumb and closed his eyes, burning the image into his memory.

I'm going into harm's way again, Brenda—I'm doing it for you this time.  The man who…the man who's responsible is going to pay.  I swear I'm not going to fail this time.  I'm coming back with my shield or on it.  

Cooper opened his eyes, picked up a pencil from the desk, and put the picture of Brenda on the map over the British Isles.  He stabbed the pencil into the corner of the picture above Brenda's head with a vicious thrust, pinning it to the map.  He grabbed Charlie's note and slipped it into his pocket as he got up, then very quietly and deliberately closed the door behind him.  and stopped out of the room, black fury on his face.

With my shield or on it.
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Salmon Falls, Idaho.




FURY ERUPTED INSIDE DENNY'S chest.  He'd been so close.  Townsen just couldn't leave well enough alone.  He had to make himself King.

Anse took over leadership of the group in the cabin.  "Listen up!" he said in an urgent whisper.  The room fell silent as all faces turned to him.  "I built this cabin with my own hands out of the timber I cut from these mountains.  The logs on these walls are 10 inches thick.  It might not stop a .50, but we'll have decent protection if we stay inside."  He pointed to the wall on the far side.  "You got one window on two walls, make 'em count.  Stay in the corners, don't present a target to those assholes out there," he said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder.  "We stay near the walls, we stay below the windows, and we take good shots–"

"Better shots than Tommy with that eight-pointer last year," someone said to a few nervous chuckles.

"Those guys out there are just wannabes.  The real hunters in Salmon Falls are right here in this room."

Denny felt his chest tighten.  Anse was more right than he knew.  He ran his hand along the smooth surface of the rough-hewn log next to him.  "Anse, we should find a peaceful way out of this–"

"The time for talk is over, Denny."

"Yeah!" three or four men shouted at once.

"Hey," Mary Winselm said from the far window.  "I see a torch!"

"That son of a bitch aims to kill us!"

"All he has to do is set this place on fire with one of their torches—we're inside a matchbox!" snapped Denny.  "If you're serious about this, then you need to make sure every single person out there who might be prepared to light up this cabin is taken down.  I'm not talking about shooting people in the knees, folks," Denny roared.  "If you're going to do this—you aim for the chest!  You've got to put them down before they set this building on fire or we will all be burned alive."

Anse looked at Denny and smiled.  "That's the Denny I was hopin' would be here tonight."

Denny pulled the pistol from his belt.  "You—"

"If you won't listen to me, listen to your friend!" bellowed a voice from outside.

"Guys, they're serious!  Gris, it's a 213!  Stay low–" the bullhorn went silent with a squeal of feedback.  

One of the men near a window pulled back the curtain just enough to peek around the corner.  "Holy shit…they're beatin' the hell out of that deputy out there…"

Griswold looked at Denny.  "I knew he didn't give us away.  I knew it."

"He didn't," said Anse.  

Denny turned to look at him.  "Why did you betray us?" he asked.  The fight had gone out of him.  It was as if all the air in the room and been sucked out.

Anse smiled sadly.  "Somebody had to do something," he whispered.  "I didn't turn us in, I just tipped them off."

"Why the fuck did you do that?" more than a few men growled.  A couple moved forward to surround Anse.

"I knew if we didn't do something against Townsen right now—at this moment—he'd become too strong for us to stop.  And if that happened," Anse said, talking quickly with both hands in the air, "all of us were as good as dead anyway.  I figured the best shot this town has is to start something right here, right now and finish it.  Tonight.  We do this rough, bloody, hard and fast, and we get it over with."

"You set us up…" said Denny, "to start a fight we hadn't even decided we needed yet…"

Anse rested his rifle on the floor defiantly.  "I did what had to be done.  Somebody had to touch this powder keg off before it got big enough to destroy the whole town when it blew."

"Jesus Christ," said Deputy Griswold.  "We don't have time for this right now—Evans said this is a 213."

"What's a 213?" asked Denny.

"An inside joke.  Sheriff Bridger had us go through tactical training last year.  Counter-terrorism shit.  A '213' is some Federal code they made up for when terrorists have taken hostages and they're prepared to kill everyone."

"They have our families?" a voice called out.

Deputy Griswold raised his hands before the murmuring could turn to shouting.  "I didn't say that—I'm pretty certain Evans is talking about us as the hostages and that the terrorists," he jerked his head towards the window, "out there are willing to execute us."

"Hey!  Hey…hey I got another guy with a torch out there…he's moving closer," muttered a man from the other side of the cabin.

Denny locked eyes with Anse.  

"Come on guys!  Give it up," said a new voice over the bullhorn.  "Y'all may not like me, but I don't have anything personal against you.  Just give up and come on out, we can talk this over like friends and neighbors.  There ain't nothing in town worth dying for."

"Townsen."  Anse said, his face hardening into a block of granite.  He turned to the men stationed at the windows.  "Anybody got a bead on 'im?"

The answers all came back negative.  Townsen stayed in the treeline and it was too dark to see him.  

"Anse, there's a few trucks out there, but it's so dark, I can't hardly see anything, just shadows moving behind trees."

"Got another torch on this side!" somebody warned from the south wall.

"Tell you what—I'll give you 30 seconds to come out that front door.  If you don't, we'll burn you to the ground."

In the silence that followed Townsen's ultimatum, Denny heard maniacal laughter coming from the east.  "That's Jeb," he said.   "Jesus, Townsen brought his kid?"

Anse chambered a round in his rifle and slammed the bolt home.  He walked over to the closest window and punched it out with the tip of his barrel.  "Let's get this party started.  You take one step near my cabin with them torches and it'll be the last one you ever take!"

"Anse!  You ain't the one that makes the rules here!  In case you forgot, you're surrounded!"

"Fuck you!" somebody shouted from another window.

"Hey, he's coming closer!" the lookout on the east wall warned.

"Take 'em down!" shouted Anse.  He pulled the trigger and his rifle echoed like thunder inside the room.  Two more shots fired out in quick succession from the other window.  Denny pushed his way to Anse's window and spotted the sputtering torch as it died in the snow.

"God dammit, Anse!" shouted Townsen.

"It's on, boys!" someone shouted in the distance.

Denny dropped to the floor.  "Get down!"  The battle erupted in a deafening roar and crackle of gunfire that surrounded the little wooden structure.  Two men near the east window screamed and fell over in a spray of blood.  Bullets disintegrated both windows and curtains.  Plates and dishes, utensils, kitchenware pots and pans hanging on the wall—all tumbled to the floor and shattered in a spray of wood.  Men screamed and after a few seconds it stopped, the last echo of gunfire rolling through the hills.

"Now!  Shoot back!" Anse shouted.  The men closest to the windows stood and fired into the woods.  

Denny barely heard the screams of the injured and dying over the gunfire.  He gripped the pistol in his hand with white knuckles and tried to crawl as close as he could to a wall.  The sound of rounds impacting the outside of the cabin reminded him of a heavy rainstorm.  He touched one log and felt it vibrate.  Anse was right—so far the small arms fire outside couldn't penetrate the thick logs.

As he stared at the trembling wood, a small hole appeared in the mud caulking between the two logs, not six inches from his hand.  Behind him one of the men screamed and fell to the floor, clutching his calf.

Not as safe as I thought…

The men inside hunkered down against the walls and shouted when they were low on ammunition.  Soon enough, a fire chain of sorts formed, and they passed spare bags of hunting rounds back and forth.  Denny was amazed at how quickly the ragtag group of hunters coalesced into a unified fighting force.  Those armed with semiautomatic AR-15s, moved into front positions and fired quick shots into the attackers while those with slower bolt-action rifles jumped up and fired at will.

Denny had an idea.  Only a few had AR's—most of those in the cabin sported bolt actions.  "You've got to set up in teams!" Denny shouted over the din.  A few of the heads in the room turned toward him and nodded.  "Shoot then duck—never stay still long enough to be a target," Denny said, moving quickly along the walls.  "When one of you ducks, the other stands and shoots from a different angle."

He ran from group to group, urging them to organize.  "Keep up a continuous fire—don't give them a chance to rest, but make sure you aim!  

"Make every shot count!" added Anse.  

Denny moved on to the other window and slapped the AR-toting hunter on the shoulder.  She fired four quick shots then ducked.  The man next to her stood under Denny's direction and put his hunting rifle through the window.  He fired once, then spun out of the way to be replaced by a third man.  

"Good!  Keep it up!"  Denny shouted.  The defenders looked scared, but determined and more confident now that they were organized.

"Remember to aim!" Anse shouted.

Denny had to see what was going on outside.  He felt trapped.  The press of bodies against the walls kept him from being able to see through the ragged windows.  The ever present threat of bullets coming through the chinking between the logs was real.  Six men had already gone down squirming on the blood-slick floor.  Those who could helped reload and hand rifles to the shooters.

"I'm running low," called out one of the men with an AR.  "I didn't think I was going to need a lot of ammo!" he explained.

"Me too," replied Mary Winselm from under her window.  "I don't know how much longer I can keep this up."

Denny looked in the far corner.  Two bodies lay slumped over.  He looked back to Mary.  We're down to 16, including me.

He had to do something—he couldn't just stand around and wait to take a lucky hit.  He glanced up at the rafters.  It was an open ceiling—Anse used the beams across the ceiling to hold extra planks of wood and store fishing poles and supplies.

Denny tucked his pistol into his belt and ran to the washbasin, a steel tub attached to the wall near the front door.  Dented from multiple bullet strikes, the big steel tub still looked serviceable.  The mirror on the wall above it had fallen into the basin and shattered.  Denny found a shard as large as his hand and tucked it inside his coat, then jumped up to the closest rafter and pulled himself up.  

The men around him ignored him as they continued to pour fire out into the attackers.  A woman's scream abruptly cut off as a body hit the floor where Denny had just been standing.  He didn't focus on the surrounding chaos—he threw his legs up and around the rafter and pulled himself vertical.  

Once above the rafters, he looked down at the grisly scene below.  A pool of blood spread underneath Freddie Mell's head.  The man who'd lost his family to Townsen now went to join them in the afterlife.  A man next to Freddie picked up his discarded rifle and fired out the window.  

Mary Winselm knelt by her husband, pressing red bandages to his chest.  He clutched feebly at her face as she leaned over him.

Denny turned away from the scene below him and faced the roof.  He didn't hear anything outside over the noise of the men firing below.  He crawled up toward the peak of the roof and examined the wood there.  A spot of mold stained the peak black, and the wood gave when Denny pushed his fingers into it.  

He pushed his fist into the underside of the roof and the plywood sheathing gave way into wet chunks that fell to the floor beneath him.  His fingers touched tar paper and after a few moments of pushing and prying, Denny created a rough hole in the roof.  He pulled the bits of shingles down through the hole so as not to attract any attention from Townsen's group outside.  

The gunfire continued unabated below.  More men screamed in pain and death.  Denny risked a glanced down—between his feet, he saw the body pile in the corner was now up to five.  

Five men dead, a dozen wounded.  I must hurry.  He pulled out the mirror shard with his left hand and stuck it up through the hole up at the peak of the roof.  He angled it down and spotted the reflected muzzle flash of men firing into the cabin.  

He noticed a flashlight in the distance and watched a person moving through the woods tending the wounded.  When the light panned over the ground to the east, Denny counted seven bodies in the snow—three writhing around.  He turned the mirror to face north and saw more of the same.  Every direction he turned the mirror, he spotted at least one body in the snow.  

The amount of gunfire pouring into the structure abated just a bit.  Denny pulled his hand back in before he could be seen.  He looked down into the cabin.  Three more men had been added to the pile.  Eight residents invited to his meeting were now dead.  He glanced around the room.  Only five men were still firing.  Both deputies, Anse and two others.  The rest were dead or wounded and doing their best to reload weapons.

"Keep it up!  There's only a few of them left out there!"  Denny shouted.  Anse looked up from the window and saw Denny in the rafter with the mirror.  He nodded briefly and fired another round.  Deputy Griswold took his place and fired next.

"Unfortunately, there's only a few of us left in here!" Anse said as he chambered another round into his rifle.

Griswold grunted as other deputy fell against him and dropped to the floor.  "No!" he called out.  "Hang on," he said, dropping down to help his fellow officer.

Denny stuck his hand back up through the roof and saw the orange glow of a torch coming through the woods from the north.

"Somebody's got a torch—out the north window!" he called out.

Through a bizarre happenstance, the fighting came to a lull as both sides reloaded and recovered dead and wounded.  In that span of relative silence, Anse called out "Got 'im!", his face pressed to the scope on his .308.  He pulled the trigger, and the rifle thundered.  

Denny watched as the shadowy figure carrying the torch tumbled to the snow and the torch spun off to the left.  It hit the snow and fizzled, extinguished.

"Nice shot!" Denny called out.

"NOOO!" rang out in the distance.

Both sides stopped shooting to listen.  Anguished screams of grief echoed through the woods.  

That's Townsen…

Denny squinted at the mirror shard in his hand, squeezing too hard.  He ignored the warm trickle of blood drip down his left arm.  He picked out three shapes rushing to the man who'd been shot carrying the torch.  Someone shined a flashlight on the body.

"Oh, my God…" Denny muttered.

"What is it?" called out Anse.

Denny stared at the image in the palm of his hand and closed his eyes.  A child lay face down in the snow.  Jeb was just a teenager—not even a man, killed by his own gym teacher.

I can't do this…

"They're falling back!" called out a man from the east window.  "I can see them running through the trees!  There's only a few of 'em left…"

In less than twenty minutes it was over.  The men inside the cabin heard car doors slam and engines start.  No one moved until the sound of the last truck's engine disappeared into the distance and silence descended on the world outside.

"I don't see anyone," Denny said swiveling the mirror around.  "No movement, but there's a lot of bodies out there.  It could be a trick…"

"Why'd they leave?" someone whispered.

Deputy Griswold leaned against the wall, clutching his shoulder with a bloodied towel.  Denny dropped the mirror and lowered himself to the ground.  He ignored the pain in his hand and raced over to Griswold.  

"Just relax, I'll find some supplies and get you patched up."

"Gimme covering fire—I'll check it out," said Anse.  Volunteers hobbled to the windows and took up positions.  Anse looked at Denny.

"Go—I'll see to the wounded," Denny said as he picked up a first aid kit from the floor.

Anse nodded and left, shutting the door behind him.  Denny focused on patching up Griswold's wound as best he could, cleansing it with bottled water and applying liberal amounts of hydrogen peroxide before wrapping the shoulder with gauze and tape.  It was the best he could do until they could find a doctor.

Townsen controlled the town which meant he controlled everything in the town—including the pharmacy and Dr. Granger's office.  He sat back on his heels, satisfied Griswold wouldn't bleed out and wiped the blood from his hands.  Glancing around the room, his eyes came to rest on the pile of bodies in the corner.  Wounded men stretched out on the floor, begging for water and help.  Denny wondered how many of those would be added to the pile in the next few days as infection set in.  The town had been without power and cut off from the outside world for over a month—he had little faith any remaining medical staff would have antibiotics.  He looked at his bleeding hand.  

A scratch might be just as lethal as a bullet any more…

By the time Denny was finished seeing to everyone's wounds, the door opened and Anse staggered back in.  He held his rifle in one hand and his other clutched what looked like a coat.  He leaned his rifle against the wall, shut the door, and slid to the floor, resting his back against it.  

Anse appeared to have aged ten years.  The man's face was speckled with blood and sweat.  He had bits of wood chips in his beard and stuck to his knit hat.  He took the hat off, ran a hand through his sweaty hair, and closed his eyes.

Denny stepped over to him and squatted.  "Anse, you okay?" he asked, putting one hand on his friend's shoulder.  "Is anybody alive out there?"

Anse shook his head and pulled his hands away from his face.  "Dead.  They're all dead.  We made it."

The survivors inside whooped and hollered in victory.

"What is it, then?" asked Denny.

Anse looked up, his face streaked with tears and blood.  "That last runner, the one with the torch you spotted?  The one I took down?"

"Yeah…" said Denny.

"It was Jeb."  Anse held up a varsity jacket, stained with dirt and grime, smeared with a patch of bright crimson on the front.  A large ragged hole over the heart had been cut out by Anse's bullet.  "That's why Townsen packed up and left.  I killed his son…"

Denny squeezed Anse's shoulder as he buried his face in his hands and sobbed.  He looked around at the survivors.  Most of them slumped against walls and stared blankly ahead or looked at shaking hands covered in blood.  The injured lay on the floor moaning, clutching sides or legs.  

Deputy Griswold knelt over the body of his fellow officer and closed the man's eyes.  He glanced down at the bullet hole in the crown of his own campaign hat, laying at his feet.  Griswold sighed and sat heavily, staring at the hat.

Denny wanted to scream at them.  You wanted a war!  You wanted a war and now we've got one!  Is this what you were so hungry for?  Nothing but death and blood…

Denny looked down at the jacket next to Anse.  Nothing but death and blood…
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Skye, Scotland.

Uig Harbor.




THE SMOOTH-PACKED DIRT of the trail along the shallow river felt wonderful.  It'd been too long since she'd been out for a run.  No worries about operations gone awry, no worries about guards, no worries about being recalled for another mission.  No friends, no family, no nothing.  Just the path, her feet, the long muscles of her legs, and the delicious burn of the run.  

She focused on her breathing cycle—two long strides, breathe in.  Two more strides, breathe out—over and over again until her body switched to automatic pilot.  She let her legs lead her along the path north through the pine woods.  

She had to admit, Reginald's private estate still encompassed a lush landscape that made running a sheer joy.  The entire peninsula on the west side of the seagull shaped island belonged to the Tillcott family.  The trees and game grew thick and plentiful, unlike their counterparts on mainland Scotland.

She'd long ago memorized the running trails.  At the fork around the next bend she would take the left path, leading her further north up the long finger-like peninsula toward her target.  Uig Bay.

Stay on target…  Thoughts of the mission at hand reeled her back to reality.  It had been a nice escape while it lasted.  The  five mile run from Reginald's castle up through the tree-capped hills along his private loch had taken her well off his lands.  From there she'd stolen a car from a small bed and breakfast nestled in a picturesque glen and driven the remaining ten miles north through the hills.  She'd parked the car in a stand of pines sheltering a small loch just south of Uig.

She paused at the crest of a hill, hands on her hips, trying to catch her breath as she looked back at the loch in the distance.  She could never get used to calling a loch—to her it was and always would be a sjö. 

She turned and continued down the northern side of the hill.  She was on a strict schedule—there was no choice but to complete the mission and return to the castle before anyone grew suspicious.  The danger would only continue to grow as she completed her day's task.  Setting an explosion to blow using a simple timer was something she could do in her sleep—that wasn't what concerned her.  

What worried her was that she might be found out.  Some hiker could find the stolen car before she returned it.  The owners of the car might notice it missing and involving the law would invariably lead to disaster.  

Everything had to be timed perfectly.  The operation would be the most daring she'd ever pulled off, topping even her last one.  A smile creased her face as she thought back to the look on Reginald's face when she'd first proposed the idea.  Priceless.  She'd allow herself to be captured along with the Source and taken into the heart of Harris's government complex in Denver.  From inside the belly of the beast, she could neutralize the Source and cripple their vaccine program at the same time.  

Reginald had called it a master stroke.  He'd applauded and when Jayne heard the details, her face had turned almost purple.

She forced thoughts of Jayne and Reginald from her mind.  It was time to focus.  She slipped back into her role like putting on a pair of well broken-in jeans.  She was deep within enemy territory now—much deeper than when she'd gone to Denver.  At least there, the Americans could be relied upon to put her in prison and attempt to interrogate her for the rest of her life.  Should she be found out now, Reginald would take great pleasure in executing her in front of his other operatives—after he'd tortured her until she begged him to do it.  Treason was one thing Reginald would never tolerate.

The path rose sharply as she approached the final bend.  She glanced at her watch—45 minutes since she'd left the castle.  It had taken her 28 minutes to traverse the five miles of hills in order to reach the car.  She frowned.  

I used to be able to make that run in 25 minutes. 

She crested the pine-covered hill and a clearing opened up through the trees to the left.  Before her stretched the magnificent vista of Uig Harbor.  

The sleepy little town had wrapped itself around the cone-shaped bay more than a dozen centuries ago.  Tiny cottages lined the water on the south side.  On the north side, most of the buildings were commercial.  It was a working town, a fishing town.  

She descended the hill without pause, her long legs chewing up the distance to her target.  On the far shore of the narrow bay near the edge of town sat a long, squat building painted glaring white.  She wasn't sure what it was, but she knew it was not a residence and figured with the British government's recent quarantine, most people would not be out and about anyway.  

She raced through deserted streets, glancing at darkened shops.  'Closed' signs were plastered on most of the doors. They asked for the prayers of anyone passing by and wished everyone well through the crisis.  

Uig was a close knit little community.  She chose her path well—there were only a few streets—but she tried to avoid any with houses.  It would not do for someone to see a blonde stranger out for a run just before the explosion.

She set her face in grim determination and pushed herself harder to allow extra time at the target.  If she timed everything right, even if someone reported her presence to Reginald, it would be too late.  This was to be her final mission.  She would leave the Council's service forever.

All the years of torture, all the years of punishment, all the years of enslavement to the sadistic Earl Dunkeith would be paid back in spades in the next 24 hours.  This day she would at last have revenge for a stolen childhood, murdered parents, and the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people.  

As she slowed to a stop, she looked around the corner of her target building to catch her breath.  Hands on her knees, out of sight of the casual observer, she smiled.

The ocean gurgled at the base of the boulder-covered slope only a few feet away.  The sounds of nature enveloped her and washed away her fears and worries.  Gulls circled overhead and laughed, aaah aaah.  The waves lapped against the rocks below and she breathed in the salty air, carried by an invigorating cold  breeze off the North Atlantic.  

She cast her eyes out over the gray-green ocean that stretched to the endless horizon.  Somewhere out there, Cooper Braaten and his SEALs waited aboard an American submarine.  Somewhere out there, death waited for Reginald.  She only hoped and prayed she would be there to witness it.

She clenched her fists to control the pent-up emotion which threatened to distract her.  She didn't have time to dwell on the past.  She didn't have time to think about how Reginald had stolen her innocence and forced her to do so many vile things—she'd never be able to repent enough.  

With an iron will, she clamped down hard on her fears and worries about abandoning Chad in the wilderness.  She knew deep down he was perfectly capable of survival in the wild—he'd been doing just fine on his own in Glacier National Park before the North Koreans had found him.  

She took a calming breath, then broke the lock hanging from the front door of the target building and slipped inside. It turned out to be a pottery warehouse.

She stepped inside and the movement brought a swirl of dust to her face.  She sneezed and felt a quick tinge of guilt—while the rest of the world lay waiting for death at the hands of the Korean Flu, she was immune.

The Americans had created a successful vaccine for the flu—they'd already begun mass-producing it and given the formula to their allies.  The flu had a stranglehold on Europe, it was true, but as she peered in the darkness she realized that like the coming of the dawn, the vaccine would arrive soon.  She hoped it was enough.  

She peered through the darkness and silently searched the building to make sure no one was there.  The sign on the door said the shop had closed due to the national health emergency and would reopen as soon as possible.  

A layer of dust lay on the ground and equipment—she assumed the Potter had not been in his shop for more than a week at least.  If he was still alive, it wasn't likely anyone would visit this place at the end of town any time soon.  

To be on the safe side, she peered through the grimy window and double-checked the street one last time.  Deserted.  Not a single soul moved outside—not even a parked car on the street.  She got to work.  

Searching the rear of the long workshop, she discovered what she needed: several large propane tanks, stored together behind a locked cage marked with flammable liquid warning signs.  

She picked the lock and opened the cage, then found a t-valve and connected the hoses so the tanks could be used in tandem.  She peeled up the leggings on her left leg and removed the sliver of sharpened metal she'd affixed into the hollow behind her ankle bone.  She carefully used the tip to pry back the fake nails covering her fingertips.  

The gelatinous glue on the back of the miniature explosives pulled on her real fingernails, but she ignored the discomfort and removed all ten nails.  Holding the little pieces of aluminum-Teflon nano-thermite in her hand, dropped the expedient knife and she examined her real fingernails.  They were discolored and sticky from the special glue she'd used, but she would fix that soon enough.  

Using the glue residue on the back of the nano-thermite slices, she set them up around the propane tanks near the nozzles to cause the maximum damage.  Risking a glance out the window one more time, she stepped back and stripped off her front-zip top.  She carefully shrugged out of her athletic bra and pulled it over her head, shivering as her exposed flesh met the cold air of the unheated shop.  

She looked down and peeled back the inside of the right cup, exposing a tiny electrical circuit.  Removing this circuit, she affixed it to the side of the first propane tank and connected several micro-filament wires to the nano-thermite pieces.  Peeling back the cup from the left side, she pulled out another electrical circuit and touched the miniature buttons with the tip of her knife.  

The transmitter beeped.  She slipped it back into her bra, put the pads where they belonged and pulled the sports bra back overhead.  After readjusting herself, she pulled the half-zip top back on and enjoyed the relative warmth it provided.  Now decent, she repaired her ponytail and retied her shoes.  

Take no chances.

She slipped the knife back in its sheath and tucked her suit leg back down to her running shoes.  She didn't bother to cover her tracks in the dust as she headed for the door.  When the nano-thermite ignited, she expected most of the building would end up in the bay.  One more glance out the dirty windows and she slipped out into the cold.  

Acting as if nothing at all was amiss, she got back in to her running stride within seconds.  Before long, she headed out of town and back up the hill to the south, toward the waiting car.

She smiled as she started the engine.  She wanted to be there to see the look on his face when he realized 13 was the one who brought him down.  13.  She'd always hated that name.  A simple number, signifying her rank in the organization.  

It was a brutally effective psychological tool designed to break her spirit.  She'd allowed them to do so many things to her body and she'd done so many things to others, both pleasurable and revolting—she knew she could never make amends for the sins she'd committed in the name of Reginald and the Council.  

Fifteen minutes later, she parked the just down the road from the owner's home.  Making sure no one was watching, she slipped away into the trees and began the final leg of her run back to the castle.  

From this day forward she would no longer be known as 13.  Nor that despicable name Reginald insisted on calling her, Svea.  She frowned.

Svea—a designation, not a name.

After today, she would be who she always was—the name her parents gave her, the name of her great-grandmother.  A strong woman who'd survived World Wars, famine, and the Spanish Flu…

Danika Hellström ran south toward revenge.   
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Skye, Scotland.

USS Delaware (SSN-791), off the coast of Uig.




COOPER LOOKED AT THE satellite phone and read the message on the screen.  He slapped his hand against the nearest terminal.  The hollow sound caused everyone in Delaware's command and control room to look up. 

"Captain, our mission just got the green light."

Delaware's skipper smiled.  "It's about Goddamn time.  XO, take us to release depth and prep the ASDS."

"Aye, sir."  The XO turned to the driver.  "Release depth, make your dive plane 24°…"

"Blast the green light to the Brits," ordered the commander.

"Conn, Comms, aye, sir.  Transmitting signal now."

Cooper ignored the messages relayed back and forth across the control room.  His mind came to a razor-sharp focus.  It was go time.  He turned Charlie.  "Let's suit up."

Twenty minutes later, Cooper found himself inside the Advanced SEAL Deliver System mini-sub attached to Delaware's rear port.  The ASDS could hold 16 SEALs, their gear, and two drivers.  Cooper regretted he only had three men with him: Jax, Charlie, and Sparky.  

The empty space behind their gear and weapons tolled heavy on his heart.  He told himself one more time he'd have time to grieve for his brothers when the mission was over.

Brenda's dead.  But now you'll get the bastard who's responsible.  Focus.  Mission first.

Cooper sat in the co-pilot's seat and nodded at the officer on loan from Delaware.  "Ready when you are."

"Here we go," the young ensign replied.  He tapped a button on the console in front of him. "Delaware, ASDS ready for detach."

The scratchy voice of Delaware's commander replied "Roger that, ASDS, airlock is secured and flooded.  You're clear for detach."

"ASDS detaching…now."  

Cooper threw the glowing switch and a loud bang-bang-bang echoed through the mini-sub as the latch points on the docking ring below their feet unhooked from the mating surface on Delaware.  For a split second, he felt a nauseating rocking back and forth as the mini-sub caught the ocean current outside Uig Harbor.  

He powered up the sub's electric batteries.  The display screen in front of him showed a diminutive radar field.  The ensign threw a switch on his side of the cockpit and another screen powered up, displaying pictures from the cameras mounted flush with the outer surface.  They saw nothing but a murky blackness.

"Looking good," Cooper noted, watching the channel map that directed them into the harbor.  One of the display screens changed from a black murkiness to a gray-green.  Bits of organic matter floated across the camera's view like dust motes.  In the distance, dark shapes moved—a school of fish.

"ASDS has good separation," announced the ensign.  "See you at the rendezvous point, Delaware."

"Godspeed."  

Through the thin hull of the ASDS, Cooper heard Delaware's massive props spool up as the Virginia-class submarine slipped into deeper water.

Cooper rolled his neck inside his dive suit.  "Okay, let's do this."  He adjusted the throttle and a slight tug of gravity accompanied their forward movement.  

"Nice and steady…" muttered the ensign.

They took almost a half hour to navigate up through Uig Harbor and around some unexpected mines.  Cooper had nearly jumped out of his wetsuit when he saw the first one appear on the screen.

"Mine!  12 o'clock—Jesus, it's big."

"I see it," the ensign had replied, cool as ice.  

At first he thought they might be relics from World War II, when the British attempted to keep German U-boats away from the home front.  But as they approached the first one, it'd been clear the electronic circuitry on the outside was modern in design.  There was only one person in Scotland who'd desire that much security—it had to be Reginald.

"What's going on up there?" called out Charlie's voice from the cabin.

"Looks like our boy Reginald left us a few surprises out here.  Guess he doesn't want anyone snooping around his backyard…"

Cooper and his ensign counterpart maneuvered the mini-sub through the strong ocean currents around the mines, carefully avoiding their electromagnetic sensors.  The mines were top shelf tech, no doubt about it.  

If he can deploy mines without the Brits knowing… Cooper warned himself again to be prepared for anything Reginald might throw his way.  

"Approaching target zone," announced the ensign.  "Twenty yards."

"Dropping speed," said Cooper.  "Rigging for station-keeping."  He threw a series of switches on the panel next to him.  Exterior panels slid back, powered by electric motors whirring away.  The hum filled the cockpit and forced them to speak louder.

"Ten yards," called out the ensign, keeping a close eye on the radar screen.  The video cameras brightened considerably.  "Comin' into some shallow water."

"I got a good signal on the camera," replied Cooper.  The water had shifted from the murky blackness of their drop-off point to a light blue.  Bits and specks floated through the water as a large school of small fish darted in front of the mini-sub.  Submerged boulders appeared out of the depths and Cooper watched the light reflect in a myriad pattern from the setting sun above.

"Five yards," called out the ensign.  "Station keeping activated."

"Let's prep for egress," ordered Cooper.  He shut down his terminals and unstrapped from the co-pilot's seat.

"Roger that," replied Jax.

"Target reached," announced the ensign.  After a few seconds, he killed the throttle and immediately the current tried to pull them back out to sea.  The water thrusters at the bow and stern did their job though, and after a few more seconds the mini-sub swayed, but held steady.  

"Okay, we're parked."

"Thanks for the ride," Cooper said, flashing the thumbs up through the open airlock hatch at the rear of the crew cabin.  

"Good luck, sir," replied the ensign.

Cooper sealed the hatch and flooded the airlock.  After a series of pops announced the outer hatch had opened, they coasted out of the sub and into the harbor.  

He waited until the other SEALs exited the ASDS, then passed up gear and weapons.   "Let's go," he said, his voice muffled by the rebreather mask that encompassed his face.  He adjusted his oxygen flow and followed  the others toward shore.  

Charlie took the lead, followed by Jax and Sparky.  Cooper took one last look at the mini-sub floating a few feet below them.  "We're clear, ASDS," he announced.

"Copy that."  The mini-sub's prop spun up, and it backed away, disappearing into the darkness.

Cooper glanced out into the dark depths of the unknown.  Delaware was out there somewhere, waiting like a mother duck for the ASDS to return safely.  He turned and followed his men to shore.

It was time to go hunting.
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Skye, Scotland.

Dunkeith Castle.




REGINALD LOOKED DOWN AT the water under the castle drawbridge.  He stepped out onto the heavy oak planks and put his hands on his hips, inhaling the sickly-sweet smell of decay and muck that coated the base of the castle and shoreline of the moat.  

I wonder if it needs to be dredged every so often?  Perhaps it's designed that way, to keep people out by sheer smell…

He longed to be on the other side of the castle, facing the pristine loch.  He filed away the thought to build a lake entrance on the far side of the castle.  In the days ahead it might be more convenient to arrive by boat  anyway.  

Raising his eyes, he followed the winding path from the castle, downhill about three quarters of a mile to the small sleepy town of Keith.  Those people owed their allegiance to his family and had done so for generations, going back to the Middle Ages.  It was, in all senses of the word, his town—his security forces, responsible for keeping the estate safe, also protected the little village from crime.  

The sound of an engine reached his ears, and he focused his eyes on a white van emerging from the north side of the Keith.  It drove along the dirt road to the castle, bumping and weaving over the ancient unpaved track.  

At last.  She's home.

Reginald turned to the guards standing at the gate behind him.  "She's here.  Inform Stefan and make sure her accommodations are prepared."

"Yes, m'lord."  The guard disappeared inside the small recess cut into the outer wall.

Reginald turned back to the road.  The little van crested the final hill and rolled across the drawbridge, causing the boards to creak and groan.  He waited inside the castle grounds for the car to roll to a stop, tires crunching on the crushed seashell gravel.  The side door opened and a man wearing Dunkeith livery stepped out to assist his passenger out.  

Jayne stepped down.  She looked tired and worn, but somehow pulled off a graceful dismount.  Gruber got out after her, still wearing his dirt-covered, rumpled suit.  His tie hung loose around his neck and he looked like he hadn't slept in days.

Reginald rushed forward and met Jayne, taking her hands in his.  "It's good you're home.  I'm glad to see you."

She squeezed his hands and tilted her head with a sly smile on her lips.  "Are you?  I wonder."  The false smile faded from her face and she let go of his hands.  "My God, I need a shower like you would not believe.  I've had a terrible 24 hours."

Reginald took her arm, and they strolled across the yard toward the keep.  "I can only imagine.  You must tell me all about it."

"So where's Svea?" asked Jayne offhand.

Reginald detected no trace of vitriol in her voice, but felt the muscles of her arm tighten ever so slightly when she said that name.  Their rivalry was alive and well.  He wondered what sparks would fly at dinner when they reunited.

"Oh, she went for a run," he said.  

"She never was one to rest on her laurels, was she?" asked Jayne.

Aye, there's my little viper.  "No, she wasn't—she took after you.  She looks up to you, you know."

Jayne looked at him askance.  "She does not.  She's trying to replace me."

Reginald stopped and feigned surprise.  "Replace you?  My dear, you are Jayne Renolds.  You are the best operative I ever trained.  Quite frankly, I think you're the best operative the Council ever trained.  There is no replacing you."

Jayne laughed sweetly and patted his hand as they entered the building.  The warmth of the castle's interior enveloped them like a blanket.  

"You always were such a charmer," she purred.

"Good day, Mistress Jayne—I trust you traveled well?" asked Stefan with a deep bow.

Jayne smiled.  "Stefan!  It's so good to see you again.  Yes, thank you, the flight was fast—and bumpy—but we're here in one piece."

"Very good, Mistress.  Would you like me to escort you to your suite?"

"What I would like, Stefan," she said untangling herself from Reginald's arm and stepping close to the servant.  "Is for you to lead me to my bath."

Stefan nodded, the slightest hint of color rising in his neck.  "As you wish, my lady.  I believe you'll find it to your satisfaction."

"Bubbles?  Candles?"

Reginald laughed.  "And champagne—a nice '49.  I selected it myself."

A warm smile spread across her lips.  "Well then, why don't you come open it for me?"

Reginald stepped forward and stopped as Stefan cleared his throat.    "My lord, might I inquire as to whether Mistress Svea will be joining us for luncheon?"

Reginald waved him off as he followed Jayne toward her suite.  "She's a big girl, Stefan.  She likes to run.  If she's not back in time, she can get food for herself.  I've important things to see to just now."




REGINALD SAT AT THE head of the lord's table in the Great Hall.  Stefan ushered an exquisite Jayne into the room.  She wore a red sleeveless dress, high slit up to her waist on the left side.  Silk shimmered under the chandelier as she moved.  Reginald stood as Stefan pulled the seat back for her at the far end of the ancient table.  

Stefan snapped his fingers and servers filled wineglasses and brought hors d'oeuvres.  Reginald had been looking forward to having dinner with Jayne and Svea ever since he realized both would be home at the same time.  

A sudden thought struck him: If Lady Brunner joins me, I shall need to be more circumspect about the girls.  Wouldn't be proper for a married man to carry on with two single young ladies like this.  Pity.

Reginald swirled the wine in his glass and sniffed. He took a sip.  "Delicious.  Is this the '74?"

"'76 Chateau Margaux, my lord," replied Stefan.

"Lovely.  Jayne dear, you really must have some."

"Mmmm," she purred.  "Yes, please."  She held the blood red liquid up to the chandelier light, then took a sip.  "This is marvelous."

"Dinner will be ready shortly," said Stefan after ushering the servers out.

"So," said Jayne, idly twirling her wine glass.  "Where is she?"

Reginald took a sip.  "She said she needed to burn off some extra energy."

"At night?  It's dark out there."

Reginald flashed his most confident smile.  "I rather doubt there's anything out there that can scare Svea.  In fact, it's quite the other way around, I should think."

Jayne put her glass down and nonchalantly examined her place setting.  "Still, don't you think it's kind of odd she's not here?"

Reginald put his own wine down and smiled.  "I believe her exact words were she's 'not ready to deal with you' yet."  He enjoyed the flash of anger that erupted from Jayne's face like a beacon.

"She said that?"

Reginald nodded.  "Indeed.  You know, it's remarkable how similar you two are.  I'm surprised you aren't the best of mates."

Jayne harrumphed from her end of the table and examined the rest of the room.  Reginald watched her take in the carved marble mantel over the fireplace and the rich tapestries along the walls.  

"You've done some redecorating since I left," she asked gesturing with one manicured hand left of the fireplace.  "Are those new?"  

Reginald regarded her over the rim of his glass.  "Quite.  Purchased from the national Gallery—I understand they used to be on display at Stirling Castle.  I think they look much better here, don't you?"

"You know, the Council will not look kindly on you embezzling money from them," she blurted.

Reginald lost all interest in his wine.  "Jayne, what ever are you talking about?"

She leaned forward over the table, exposing her cleavage.  "Don't be coy with me, dear.  I had plenty of time down there in that wretched Bunker to dig around.  I have Barron's access, remember?  I know what you did.  And if I know, the Council knows."

Reginald sat back in his chair and adjusted his tie.  "And that makes you just as vulnerable as I, does it not?"

She frowned.  "I don't…I didn't do anything."

Reginald smiled, but there was no warmth it.  "Of course you didn't.  Jayne my dear, you are a machete.  Svea is a machete.  Both of you are highly polished and quite possibly the prettiest machetes on the planet—but you're still machetes."  He watched her blink.  "A heavy-handed, blunt chopping instrument.  Useful for severing arms and getting many tasks done.  I," he said gesturing with one hand toward his own chest, "am a scalpel.  Exacting, precise, and surgical."

Jayne cocked her head.  "Well…I've never thought of it that way before, but I suppose—"

"Look," said Reginald, a tad sharper than he'd meant.  "Now is not the time to be fretting about such things.  I've got it well in hand.  The Council sealed their own fate and determined my course of action for me."

"Yes," Jayne muttered.  "The Korean Flu is getting out of hand."

"I agree.  I don't think the ends justify the means.  The King is finding that out himself as we speak—not only is the royal family he so desperately wants to exterminate sick, but most of England will be as well before it's all said and done.  He's killing the very people he wishes to rule."

"And what happens when word gets out the Council is responsible for this mess…?" 

Reginald wafted his hand in a dismissive gesture.  "I'm afraid there won't be much left for the King to worry about."

Jayne sat back in her chair and regarded Reginald like a cat watching a mouse, her finger nails tracing a delicate pattern on the polished surface of the table.  "You do realize the Americans are coming for you, right?  They've teamed up with the Germans—"

"I assure you, my dear, I am more than capable of handling myself.  I'm more concerned about what happens to the Council right now.  They haven't finished paying me."

"Is money all you care about?" asked Jayne with a slight pout to her lips.

Reginald smirked.  "I care great deal about many things."

Jayne smiled.  "I know a few things you care about…"

A side door opened and Stefan led the servants carrying covered trays.  He bowed as they distributed the food.  "Apologies, my lord, but Mistress Svea has not returned…"

"Well, isn't that a shame," muttered Jayne, staring down the right side of the table.

Reginald checked his watch.  5:45 pm, mid-November on the Island of Skye.  It'd been dark for almost an hour.  "I wonder where she is?"  Reginald put a finger to his lips.  "Leave her food out, but cover it.  I've a feeling she'll be returning shortly."

Stefan bowed again.  "Very good Sir, enjoy your meal."  He turned and left with the servants, backing out of the room and shutting the doors behind them.

Reginald looked down at his plate.  Seared Scottish salmon, a delicate rabbit roulade, fresh greens, and roasted potatoes.

"I can't remember the last time I had roulade!"

Reginald pushed the gelatinous meat puck to the side of his plate.  "I had the cook make it special for you, dear."   

"It looks lovely," she said, tucking in.

He glanced up at her and smiled.  Yes it does.  
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Skye, Scotland.

North of Dunkeith Castle.




DANIKA LEANED AGAINST A towering pine, staring into the darkness trying to catch her breath.  She'd left the car along the road where its owners would find it in the morning and as night fell, took a different path back to the castle.  

Her eyes moved back to the dimly lit guard shack.  It looked like an unassuming little stone house, only a mile north of Reginald's castle.  To the untrained eye that's exactly what it was.  

The thatched roof and white-painted stone walls screamed 'crofter's cottage'.  A small, hand-painted sign out front proclaimed the proprietors ran a small art store inside.  Perfect cover for one of Reginald's security outposts.  This one happened to be on the main route between the northern half of the island and the castle.  

She knew Cooper and his men were perhaps an hour behind her, traveling quietly with their night vision goggles through the forest, creeping closer to their target.  She checked her watch again.

Shit.  I'm late for dinner.  I need to do this quick.

She ran out of the woods and up to the front door, feigning fatigue.  She called out for help and collapsed to her knees against the door.  

"Help!  Is anybody home?" she called, laying on the accent.

After a moment, light poured out from behind the curtained window to the right of the door.  The hard, angular face of a young man appeared.  He didn't look to be the artistic type.  

She composed herself, listening to several latches and locks disengage on the other side of the thick wooden door.  At last it opened.  Before her stood a tall, athletic man, dressed in the simple clothes of a farmer who stood ramrod straight with wide shoulders.  He looked more like a soldier than a shepherd.   

"What's wrong?" he barked in a soft brogue.

Not very friendly, are we?  Danika smiled.  We'll see about that.  

"It's my leg…" she gasped for breath and made sure her chest heaved.  "I got lost in the woods…I'm trying to find my bed and breakfast.  I went for a run, but…I have no idea where I'm at…"  She forced herself to cry.

It had the desired effect—the man knelt next to her.  "Hey now, no need to cry," he  murmured.  He put one strong arm around her shoulder and helped her stand with a gentle touch.  "Och, there now lassie, dry your eyes…you'll be okay.  Dinna fash yourself."

Her smile was genuine.  She had always loved a good Scottish brogue.  It was a shame this man had to die—he seemed like a nice enough fellow.

He led her into the cottage, taking the first door on the left.  The simple room held a few pieces of amateurish art in rough-hewn frames over a fireplace dark with soot.  The beams overhead were stained black from what she guessed had been generations of use.

"Sit yourself down, now.  I'll no' be a minute.  Let me get ye something to drink and a phone."

She assumed there were cameras in the place watching her every move.  She'd have to be fast.  As he turned to leave, she stood.  She lifted her foot up, drew the thin knife from of her ankle sheath, stepped forward and shoved it into the base of his skull.

She cursed—he was heavier than he looked.  When the knife blade severed his spinal cord, his body crumpled—dead weight.  He fell forward, and she barely caught him before he crashed through the coffee table.  She lowered him to the floor on the off chance he was only one part of a team.  

Danika rolled him over, removed her knife, and cleaned it.  Under his fleece jacket, she found a concealed handgun in a shoulder rig.   She examined the Glock and ejected the magazine, noted it was full and slammed it home.  She racked the slide to put one in the chamber and got to her feet, pistol in her right hand, knife in the left.

Moving back to the front door, she cleared every room as fast as she could,  cornering with the pistol out and her knife in a reverse grip, her left arm under her right wrist to give the pistol extra stability.  

One more door to go—it's got to be in there.  

The house looked as advertised from the road.  Nothing but folksy art, tired furniture, and a few worn books on rickety homemade shelves.  Anyone in Scotland could've claimed it as their grandmother's cottage.

She crept up to the final uncleared door leading out of the kitchen.  It was heavy, made of reinforced steel that opened smoothly on well-oiled hinges with only a gentle push. 

Danika stepped into an elaborate surveillance room.  Another man sat at a desk, his back to the door.  He scribbled away in a notebook, oblivious to the outside world, his hand perched over a newspaper.  She stood still and watched him, pistol aimed at the back of his head.  Before long, she realized the man was looking up words in a dictionary for the newspaper crossword puzzle.

"…e…i…l…" he muttered. 

Her disdain for the two-man surveillance team knew no bounds.  Unprofessional hacks.  A quick glance at the bank of monitors surrounding the man showed only one camera inside the house, aimed at the foyer just inside the door.

Reginald had stations all over the estate, though.  The path she'd taken from the treeline to the front door had been ignored.  She'd hoped coming down the rocky slope would be seen as a long shot and not covered—she didn't like to gamble but it had been a snap decision.  This time she'd gotten lucky.  She frowned.  

I don't like luck.

Danika took two quick steps across the room and tucked the pistol into her belt.  No sense in using the gun here.  If there was any kind of live feed from this room, someone would definitely hear a gunshot.  She walked up behind the man, clamped her left hand over his mouth and as his body stiffened in surprise, she inserted the knife blade at the base of his skull, just like his partner.  

After a few seconds his body stopped twitching, and she laid his head down on the desk and jerked the knife free.  Danika stood there for a second, thinking.  

She only had a few moments.  There was no sense in returning to the castle armed, so she tossed the gun on the floor.  She wiped off the knife on the man's back and replaced it in her ankle sheath.  Now for the fun part.  

Danika shoved the man out of the chair to fall unceremoniously to the floor, then sat in front of the main computer terminal.  Pulling up the software code, she sifted through initialization files until she found one she liked.  She shook her head as she worked—reprogramming was a skill she rarely used.

Reginald's operator training had been extensive.  Among the sessions on how to avoid capture and resist torture, there were elaborate training courses taught by the most pre-eminent hackers in the world.  She and the other operatives in her class learned how to infiltrate computer systems and change security algorithms.  It had never been her strong point, but Danika still had more knowledge than the average IT worker.

Her fingers flew over the keyboard as she rewrote bits of code and changed the initialization file.  She rebooted the system and after a brief flicker, everything came back online.  Her eyes swiveled to the phone on the desk next to the dead man.  If it rang in the next 30 seconds, she had failed.  Everything depended on who monitored the command and control room at the castle.  

If her guess was right, the little cottage out in the middle of nowhere suffered numerous power fluctuations.  That meant the feed from the cottage might be interrupted enough that those back at the castle paid little attention.  

She waited, her heart keeping time.  A clock on the wall continued its doleful ticking as the seconds slipped away.  

No phone call.  I'm in.  

She left the terminal and dragged the body of the first guard into the room with his partner, then shut the door and locked it.  Danika snapped the key in the lock to make sure no one found them anytime soon.  The heavy steel door would have to be cut from the frame for someone to get inside.

She made her way to the front door, slipped out and shut it.  After a quick look around, she saw nothing out of the ordinary.  The pines around the cottage sighed in the quiet evening breeze.  In the distance, a loon cried. 

Now that the cameras had been set to run on an incessant loop showing the last hour of footage, she had nothing to worry about.  She sprinted down the road back to the castle, hoping to make it in time for at least part of dinner.  

A little more than ten minutes later, Stefan met her at the gate, his brow creased in concern.  "Mistress Svea—are you quite all right?"

She put her hands on her knees and bent over.  "Yes…Stefan," she gasped.  He steadied her as she tried to straighten.  "I'm sorry…time got away from me.  I'm not used to having the light fade so quickly.  It just felt so good…to run…"  She tried a weak smile.

"I never understood why anyone would enjoy running…" replied Stefan.

"Did I miss…dinner?" 

Stefan nodded as he helped her down the hall toward her private suite.  "Unfortunately yes, Mistress Svea.  However, the Earl and Mistress Jayne have retired to the sitting room for after-dinner drinks.  He insisted you join them as soon as possible."

"Okay…" she gasped.  "Let me catch my breath and take a shower.  Tell him ten minutes."

Stefan nodded from the hallway.  "Ten minutes—very good, Mistress."

Exactly ten minutes later, she stepped out of her room to find Stefan waiting.  "My goodness, you're prompt," she blurted, smoothing her dress over the small knife she'd just hidden on a silk garter strapped to her thigh.

Stefan sniffed.  "Of course I'm prompt—I'm Austrian.  It's a matter of national pride," he said with a smile.  "This way please."

She finished the final adjustments on her v-neck, ice-blue silk halter dress as she followed Stefan.  She had time for one final check of the quick French braid trailing down to the middle of her exposed back before he opened the door to Reginald's private study with a flourish.  Stefan announced her presence then swept her into the room with a bow.  She held her chin up, squared her shoulders, and marched forward.

Her training kicked in and she swept the room with her eyes, automatically seeking out expedient weapons and tactically advantageous positions.  Immediately before her in the square shaped room, sat the service cart loaded with a crystal brandy decanter, several glasses and a silver platter with small desserts and chocolates.  Further in to the room, nearer the massive stone fireplace built into the far wall, sat a trio of high backed, thickly padded leather chairs that gleamed with age in the fire's warm glow.  

She ignored Jayne's acid gaze and turned her attention briefly to the side walls—both lined with built in bookshelves sagging under the weight of dozens upon dozens of books.  On the left wall, below the books sat a Chippendale accent table, richly carved and holding a notebook and a few pencils.

Her eyes darted across to the other wall as she took her first step into the room but movement from Reginald's chair stopped her evaluation.    He looked up over his glass of amber brandy and smiled.  "My dear, are you quite well?  I was beginning to worry."

"Yes, we were both most concerned," Jayne said under her breath.

Danika smiled at Reginald and shot daggers at Jayne.  Liars, the both of you.   She strolled forward as if she hadn't just been cataloging everything she could use as a weapon against him.  Reginald had trained her well.

"Oh, this will be fun, I can tell…" he said as he handed her a full glass of brandy.  "'56 Royale.  I've been saving it for a special occasion.  The reunion of my best operators fits that bill rather nicely."

Jayne raised her half-empty glass in a lazy salute.  "Skål," she muttered.

Danika raised her glass.  "Cheers," she replied, clicking her glass against Reginald's.  The brandy left a warm trail down her throat and a glow in her stomach, but Reginald did not lie.  It was exquisite.

She closed her eyes and savored the taste as the slightly fruity liquid left her mouth warm and tingling.  Reginald smiled as he took his seat by the fire.

He's trying to get me drunk…she thought, looking at the full glass in her hand.  He knows I missed dinner.

A cold sweat broke out between her uncovered shoulder blades.  What game are you playing?  Her hand itched for the knife strapped to her thigh under her dress but she pushed the impulse away and moved over to a third chair.  

Danika lowered herself into the seat, daintily adjusting silken blue folds of her dress.  Her fingers brushed a little nub of metal woven into one of the pleats.  As she adjusted the dress and crossed her legs, she gave Reginald a peek up her long, slender thigh. 

He's getting suspicious.  It's time.  While his eyes were occupied, she squeezed her fingers together and snapped the little hidden transmitter.

A powerful radio pulse from her transmitter activated the satellite phone back in her room.  She counted down the seconds until the sat phone would send out an automated call to the receiver on the propane tanks she'd rigged in Uig.  

Jayne continued to make snide remarks and Reginald persisted with his witty banter.  Danika said little but maintained an even tone and chatted amicably enough.  A minute passed, then two, three, then four.  She worried that something had gone wrong—there should be an alarm by now if the propane tanks blew on time.

She was calculating how to take out Reginald and Jayne by surprise when Stefan burst into the room.  "A thousand pardons, my lord—"

"What is it?" Reginald asked, already on his feet, his dinner jacket slightly askew.

"There is a matter that requires your immediate attention."

"Is it the Council?" he demanded, adjusting his jacket.  "Have they made a move against me?"

Stefan inclined his head.  "Unknown, sir.  There's been an explosion."

"Where?" asked Jayne.

"Uig," replied Stefan, his eyes still on Reginald.

Reginald paused at the door.  "The mines?" 

Danika didn't hear Stefan's response—he'd already shut the door.  The merrily crackling fire provided the only sound in the room.

"Well, well, well," said Jayne as she rose from her chair.  The flame red dress she wore was slit from the floor to her waist on the left side, revealing a mile of tanned skin.  "I never liked you—and I never trusted you—but I never thought you had the stones to pull off something like this."

Shit.  Danika smiled.  "Why, whatever are you talking about?"

"Cut the bullshit…Svea," Jayne said as she walked casually from the fireplace toward Danika.  "I know what you're doing."  

Danika stood.  At her full height, she was at least a head taller than Jayne.  "I'm sure I don't know what you're talking about."  Fitta.

Jayne sneered.  "Reginald may be too blind to see it, but you can't fool me, you Swedish bitch."

"Takes one to know one, doesn't it?" asked Danika as she took a sip of brandy.  

"It sure does."  Jayne threw her glass at Danika's face and lunged.
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Salmon Falls, Idaho.




DENNY CROUCHED AT THE rear of his hunting camp.  He was using the same park service station the Rangers had taken for temporary refuge when the Russians had attacked.  He was the only one in town that remembered its existence.  He never even told the Andertons where it was.  It was safer for everyone that way.

He stared into the fire, grateful for the fact he didn't need his coat inside.  Outside, the temperature continued to fall.  Winter had finally arrived and punished everything caught outdoors after sunset.  He sighed and checked his watch.  Still another half hour before John called for his evening chat.  

Denny pulled out his tomahawk and sharpened the blade.  The whetstone made a familiar, comforting sound and before long, he'd lapsed into the hypnotic rhythm.

Shnnick, shnnick, shnnick.  Flip the blade over.  Shnnick, shnnick, shnnick in the opposite direction.  Flip the blade over again.

Shnnick, shnnick, shnnick.

As he sharpened, Denny's mind wandered back to the events of the previous night:  The Battle of the Cabin, they were calling it in town.  He closed his eyes and tried to put the memories to rest.  He had to think about what to do next, not wallow in what horrors had already taken place.  That way lied madness. 

Denny paused in his sharpening and stared at the smoky ceiling.  If only they'd listened to reason.  If only Townsen hadn't been such a megalomaniacal fool—power-hungry and greedy.

If, if, if.  Denny sighed and put the tomahawk aside.  He gripped the whetstone and squeezed until his hand burned.  It wasn't right.  It wasn't fair.  

All those lives wasted—and for what?  Townsen was still in control, the people were still starving.  They were still on the cusp of a civil war. 

Well, maybe not anymore.  Maybe we're past the cusp.

The radio chirped and shook Denny from his thoughts.  "Denny?"

Denny sighed and picked up his radio.  You're early.  Again.  "Yes, John."

"That you?"

Denny rolled his eyes.  "Last time I checked."

Denny waited for a moment in silence.  That wasn't fair.  John had nothing to do with the events at the cabin.  He pressed the transmit button again.  "John…look…"  He released the button, trying to think of what to say next.

"Hold your horses, I'll be right there."

Denny stared at the radio for a second.  "What?"

The frequency stayed locked.  He heard nothing.  Denny shook his head.  "John, I'm sorry about that, I didn't mean to be snippy with you."

He waited for John to acknowledge.  Still nothing.  This is strange.  

"John?  Are you there?"

He waited another full minute

"John!  You're making me nervous.   Come in, John."

"That's awful kind of you to care," said a new voice.  Younger, stronger, harsher than John Anderton.  "But you got the wrong John, Denny boy."

Denny felt a chill creep through his body.  "Townsen?"

"The one and only!"  He sounded drunk.

"Where's John?"

"Oh, the greedy little traitor's right here.  Go on, piggy—say something."

"Denny!  Run!"

"John!" Denny shouted.  Townsen had also found out about John's bunker.  "Townsen, listen to me—don't hurt them!  They had nothing to do with the cabin."

There was a moment of silence before Townsen's voice returned.  "Nothing to do with it, huh?"

In the background, Denny heard Ruth crying.  "Don't hurt Ruth, she's innocent…" Denny released the transmit button.  He closed his eyes, sending a prayer heavenward.  He dreaded what he would hear next.

"Whaddya think I am, some kinna monster?  Maybe one that kills boys?"

"John, I'm sorry Jeb got shot, but I didn't do it!"

"You're real funny for an Indian—you know that?" asked John, his words slightly slurred.  "You can't lie—I can smell a liar, cain't I boys?  A mile away!"

"I'm telling you the truth John—I had nothing to do with your son's death."

"That's not what his friends told me!" Townsen raged. "That's right, I know all about when you attacked my boy with your axe!  My boy—you killed him!"

Denny felt the conversation slipping away.  "John, that was a different incident…that wasn't an attack."

"My boy…" Townsen muttered.  In the background Ruth wailed.  "My boy…he died in my arms…you know that?" whispered Townsen.

Denny closed his eyes and put his hands to his forehead.  He'd known when he saw the body on the ground, that Jeb had been shot and killed.  All possibility of ending things peacefully had been killed the same day as that teenaged troublemaker.  

"You ever have kids?"  Townsen asked conversationally.  Denny noticed that Ruth had fallen silent.  "Maybe get a couple half-breeds on that looker you had?"

Denny struggled to keep his voice calm.  "No, my wife died in The Great pandemic," he said through clenched teeth.

There was a moment of silence before Townsen replied.  "Mine too.  Rough times…"

Denny felt a flicker of hope in his chest.  If I can keep him talking, maybe I'll be able to reason with him and make him understand...  "That's right—it was a rough time for all of us.  There's not a day goes by I don't miss her."

"Fuck you," said Townsen with enough venom his voice Denny leaned back from the radio.  "Fuck you and your dead wife!   You killed my boy."

"John! I'm telling you, the Andertons are innocent."

"Is that right?  What you call aiding and abetting the enemy?  Oh yeah—I knew you were alive.  I knew you were out there somewhere.  But you went all native and disappeared into the trees or some mystical shit.  I didn't know how you were getting supplies—now I do.  Them government boys gave me some fancy toys when I told them I'd swear to uphold the law in the name of President Barron.  One of them toys was a thermal imaging camera."

Denny swallowed.  Oh, God…no…

"Yeah…that's right—that's how I saw that door you hid in the woods!  It stood out clear as day—just a little warmer than the surrounding snow.  A big old rectangle on the screen.  And guess what?  All I had to do was knock and old John-boy came right up and opened it for me just now."

Denny felt the bile rise in the back of his throat.  That's what John was talking about.  I told him it was me, waiting by the hidden entrance.  I killed them—I killed them both…

Townsen continued to harangue Denny.  "Your little piggies stored away an awful lot of food here.  There's a bunch of hungry people back in town could've been using it lately.  You know we had a whole family die of starvation just yesterday?  Sure was a shame to see them four little kids wasted away like that.  They wouldn't take my help—they wouldn't swear allegiance to Barron.  So they starved to death.  That had to be awful…"

Denny screamed in rage and threw the whetstone across the room to shatter against the stone wall.

"And now we got two dead piggies and a lot of food to take back to town."

"You killed them?" Denny shouted into the radio.

"Oh, you better believe it.  Hoarding is considered a capital punishment these days.  I know, I know…seems harsh—but these are harsh times we're living in, am I right?  Listen to me ramble on.  I guess when a man loses a son, he tends to get…philosophical."

"What the hell are you talking about?  You killed two innocent people in cold blood!"

"And you killed my son!  You wanted a war—all I wanted was peace!"

Denny yelled in impotent rage.  "You wanted slaves!"

"Yeah, well slaves are alive—rebels die."

Denny stared at the radio in his hands.  They'd saved him.  John and Ruth had pulled him from the ashes of his ruined life.  And how did he repay them?  By dragging them into his little rebellion.  I killed them.  Death by association.

Denny dropped the radio and stumbled to the door of the old ranger station.  Behind him, Townsen continued to shout taunts over the air and warned him he was coming and would find Denny soon enough.  Townsen promised a slow painful death.

Denny ignored the threats and stood in front of the door, numb.  He unlatched the door and pushed it open, letting in a blast of cold air.  Some snow drifted in on the wind.  He closed his eyes and tilted his head back, inhaling the fresh, clean mountain air—cold and crisp.  Cleansing.  He stood there, arms spread wide without his coat and prayed John and Ruth's spirits would find their way, and would forgive him.

Denny had failed.  He could not save them.

He opened his eyes and saw the blackness that faced him on the other side of the open  doorway.  His grandfather's voice echoed inside his mind.  

You've been to the dark place before.  You didn't like what happened.  Men died.  Before you the darkness beckons.  It is your choice.

"It's not a choice, grandfather."  Denny stared into the dark winter night and blinked back frozen tears as the icy wind blasted his face.  "It's all death, no matter what I do."

Denny stepped through the door and drew the hunting knife from his belt.  He walked away from the door until he was completely enveloped by the night.  The wind howled around him, the snow brushed his cheeks as it swirled through the air like the spirits of the dead coming to draw him to the afterlife.  He raised his hands high above his head and in one quick movement, used his left hand to slice open his right.

He ignored the pain and squeezed his hand tight, feeling the heat of his blood as it dribbled down his bare arm.  He held his fist high and screamed with all the strength he could muster into the wind.

"Lenawe nilla!"  Denny gulped down deep breaths of the cold air.  "I am Shawnee!  Ancestors hear me, now!  Grandfather—listen!  Spirits of the wind, brother and sister sky and moon!  I call upon you to witness my vow!  I will not rest until John Townsen is dead and his pestilence has been removed from this town.  I swear by the blood I spill on this sacred land, I will do this thing!"

Denny screamed into the wind, he screamed into the night.  He screamed for the useless waste of human life, he screamed for the Andertons, his wife, even for Jeb.  He screamed until he could scream no more.
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REGINALD LEANED BACK IN his chair, listening to the ancient springs squeak.  The noise was comforting.  He gravitated toward things that reassured him tonight, especially with the way things were unraveling on the continent of late.  His family estate, his father’s study, his father’s chair, they each soothed a part of his soul.  He needed it in the face of growing uncertainty at every turn.

The alarm from Uig troubled him deeply.  He’d sent Stefan to ensure a squad was sent to investigate, which left him free to monitor things from his lair.  He resented the fact he was missing the reunion he’d planned for Jayne and Svea, but he hated uncertainty and wouldn't be able to focus on anything until he knew more about what had happened in Uig.  Uncertainty and disorder rankled his sensibilities. 

That uncertainty seemed to increase by the hour.  First, the bio-weapon released in America had escaped its cage and had been having its way with Europe—as if that weren’t bad enough, the damn thing had found a foothold in China as well.  

Reginald frowned.  China was a nuclear bomb waiting to explode and coat the planet in radioactive ash.  He’d had to scuttle his vaccine operation and the Council was growing suspicious.

Nor could he blame them—over the past decade, he’d taken billions of pounds of the Council’s money and killed countless people to acquire the blood samples, research notes, and ultimately the vaccine itself, now locked away in his castle’s dungeon.  Now that the Council had felt the tender kiss of the Korean Flu, they expected Reginald to wave his hand and save them all.  It was only a matter of time before they struck out at him.

Reginald stared again at the digital map on the wall, depicting the current global infection/mortality rate.  The clashing colors, red and black—sickness and death—swirled around every major population center in America, Europe, and now China.

He glanced at his platinum and gold Patek Phillipe watch.  Within the hour, most of the Council would receive hand-delivered packages containing the long-awaited vaccine.  He'd generously supplied enough for them and their families—or whoever they wished to save.   

Let them see I’m holding up my end of the bargain.  Let them see the truth of my words.  The balking over money had better stop.

His eyes flicked across the left-most screen on his desk.  An email from his contact in Shanghai, begging for vaccines awaited his reply.  They had paid the full price, the contact complained, and now that the flu was on China’s shores, where was the vaccine?

All in due time, old boy.  I've got to puzzle out this explosion in Uig, first.  He checked his watch again.  The men he'd dispatched should be on scene any minute.

Motion alarms blinked red on the right-hand screen.  Reginald shifted his attention and focused on the blinking icon.  Roadside sensors had been tripped on the track leading into the castle town from the south.  He took manual control over the closest camera—built into the roofline of the baker's house—and zoomed in on an unassuming black sedan as it kicked up a cloud of dust.

He keyed the intercom, eyes never leaving the screen.  “Stefan.”

After a moment, his steward’s calm voice replied: “Do you require anything, my lord?”

“Indeed.  It seems we have a visitor to our fair town.  Have we anyone scheduled for arrival?”  

He already knew the answer: “Not today, my lord.  Shall I send the lads to investigate?”

“Please do,” said Reginald.  He locked the camera on the vehicle and leaned back, letting the electronics take over.  “Who do we have here?” he mused.

Before he had sufficiently run through a mental list of enemies—and even fewer friends—who knew the location of his family estate, the intercom buzzed again.  He slapped the button, watching the slow progress of the now dusty luxury car as it crept through Keith's intentionally narrow and winding streets.

“My Lord, you have an incoming transmission.”

“Who is it?”

“Lord Murata, sir.”

Reginald sat up.  Murata?  How odd.  He adjusted his shirt and activated the closest monitor.  The haggard face of the elderly Japanese tycoon filled the screen.  He looked even less pleased than normal, if that were possible.

“Murata-san, to what do I owe this great honor?”

The old man stared at him for a long moment, apparently deciding at the last minute what—if anything—to say.  His face, normally a blank slate of granite, devoid of all emotion, looked cracked and ready to crumble.  Reginald narrowed his eyes.  The old man looked…sad.

“Our gracious monarch, King Charles, is dead,” he stated flatly.

Reginald blinked.  “The King?”  He glanced at the security feed—the car continued to creep toward his castle.  “How?  When?”

Murata lowered his eyes.  “I just received confirmation only a few moments ago.  He died this morning.”  The watery, dark eyes locked Reginald in their gaze.  “Your cursed flu.”

Reginald leaned back in his chair and ignored the jibe, honestly too surprised to do anything else.  He knew he should feel some vindication at the very least.  The old fool finally pushed too far with this insane plan.  

“How?”

“We are not positive, but it appears one of his retainers—the man’s wife or her sister—attended a recent event at a library…”

Reginald thought for a moment, putting the pieces together.  The last he'd heard, the King had taken up residence in his secured estate in rural Cornwall.  If all went according to plan, he'd be ready to claim the soon-to-be vacant British throne.  

It can’t be…

“The Princess of Wales?” Reginald asked.  He closed his eyes and sighed.  Beautiful—oh, that’s rich.

“The irony is not lost on the Council,” Murata said dryly.  “Nor is the fact that your long-overdue vaccine only arrived after the King took his final breath.”

Reginald stared at the screen.  “My God.”

Murata grunted, a sound similar to mmphmm, produced in the back of the throat, peculiar to the Japanese when words might ruin their legendary stoicism.  He stared at Reginald, eyes full of…what?  

“Has the heir been notified?” Reginald asked, his fingers tapping an armrest.  His eyes flicked to the security screen again.  If the King was truly dead, the vehicle on his screen could very well be full of hitmen sent from Murata…or Lord Stirling…or any of a number of Council members who held him low esteem.

Reginald ignored Murata’s clipped response about tracking down the King’s next of kin, a distant cousin in Luxembourg.  The allied powers of Europe were cracking down on Council assets worldwide, with enthusiastic assistance from the Americans.  

Murata explained they’d lost contact with the next two heirs and currently searched for the third-string monarch-to-be.  Whoever the next in line for the Stuart throne was, they'd inherit a doomed and dying crusade and a cursed cause.  Murata’s news very likely signaled the fruitless end of almost a thousand years' work.

Reginald focused on the car again.  Could be a diversion.  The car?  Possibly Murata…maybe both?  He narrowed his eyes and regarded the old man again.  The question is…do you have it in you, Murata-san?

Murata met his gaze with absolutely no emotion.  The old man appeared made of stone.

Reginald quickly decided the old samurai most certainly had it in him and pulled up the castle’s security grid.  He tapped the screen ordering a full lock-down.  A red light blinked on the screen as the message relayed to Stefan and the rest of the personnel inside Dunkeith Castle.

“That’s all very interesting news, Murata-san, but I’m afraid I have some urgent business to attend to.  You understand.”

“As do we all, Earl Dunkeith.”

Reginald regarded the old man.  “Was that a threat, sir?”

For the first time in a long time, a slow smile spread across the ancient, wrinkled visage.  “Haigo ni chui.”  The screen went dark.

Reginald stared at the screen.  Watch your back?  Reginald frowned.  “Kowaku nai,” he spat.   I’m not afraid of you, Murata.

A security guard burst into his study and glanced around, weapon drawn.  “Everything all right in here, sir?”

“Yes, yes,” Reginald said irritably with a wave of his hand.  “See to securing the castle.  I want that car stopped,” he said pointing at the screen.  "Bring whoever is in it to me—immediately.  Do you understand?  I want them alive.”

“Aye, m’lord.”  The beefy knuckle-dragger turned and shut the door, already calling out instructions down the hall.

Reginald turned his attention back to the car as it emerged from the north side of town.  A group of his armed security forces raced in white off-roaders from the checkpoint buildings just south of the castle.  They surrounded black Mercedes, stopping it dead in its tracks.  His men tumbled out and silently aimed automatic rifles at the vehicle.  The driver wisely exited the car slowly, hands over his head.  

“Well dressed,” Reginald mused, watching the drama.  The driver, in a black suit and tie, turned and slowly placed his hands on the hood of the car.  Two guards with rifles approached the right rear passenger door and opened it.  They stepped back in surprise, but only lowered their rifles for a split-second.   Reginald leaned in toward the screen.

"What's this, then?"

A tall, slender female emerged gracefully from the car and said something to the men.  They lowered their weapons and nodded.  The woman looked around at the assembled interdiction force and waved her hand in dismissal as only one born to power and privilege can.  She turned back to the car, still talking, obviously annoyed, but with the calm, polite demeanor of someone used to command and privilege.

Reginald smiled.  Lady Brunner.  He slapped the intercom.

“Stefan!”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Lady Brunner has arrived.  Please see to it that quarters are prepared for her and her men.  I want her escorted to the castle and given anything she desires.  I'll see her once she's recovered from her journey.  She is to be treated with all due respect, understand?”

“Of course, my lord.  Will the Lady be staying for dinner?  I can have another place set…?”

“Yes, I believe she will—we'll eat in the formal dining room,” muttered Reginald, watching the statuesque woman dish out an icy tongue lashing to his guards.  None of them had the testicular fortitude to cross her, but they clearly would not back down, for fear of crossing him.  

Damn.  The girls.  Reginald thought quickly.  “Inform Svea and Jayne I shall not be dining with them tonight in the family rooms.”

“Oh…ah…yes, my lord.  I…forgive me, my lord,” Stefan said, stumbling over his own tongue.  “Will you want the two of them to dine together tonight?  They…ah, seem to not overly enjoy each other’s company.”

Reginald laughed.  “No, they don’t, do they?  Split them up, then.  They’re probably just sitting there staring at each other over their drinks.  Svea may very well go for another run—I’ve never seen someone eat so little.  At any rate, leave them to their own devices, whatever they do.  I shall be occupied with Lady Brunner.”

“Very good, sir.”

Reginald smiled as word of his instructions reached the guards on the screen.  They lowered their weapons and were all bows and nods, waving the car on toward the castle.  Two of the bulky off-roaders took up flanking positions and the guards made a grand show of scanning the surrounding landscape with their weapons as they approached the castle.  The intruder had become the protected.

He stood from behind his desk and donned his suit coat.   The King had been killed by his own hubris and the exquisite Lady Brunner had come to him—willingly.  Despite Murata’s thinly veiled threat, the day looked to have taken a turn for the better, no matter what had transpired in Uig.

"Long live the king," Reginald said as he headed for the door.
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DANIKA JERKED HER HEAD to the right just as Jayne's glass flew past.  She caught some brandy on her cheek, then juked left, spinning her body as she closed with Jayne.  Jayne’s first jab went wide as a result and Danika used the opening to drive her own brandy glass into the back of Jayne's head as she swept by.  Ignoring the pain from her now-lacerated hand, Danika spun the other way and kicked at Jayne’s back, aiming her stiletto heel right at the spine.  

Reginald wasn't there to play referee—this fight had been brewing for years.  Her only regret was now it fell to Cooper to handle Reginald.  Danika was furious—she was supposed to take down Reginald, but Jayne ruined everything.  Typical.  

Jayne hunched and rolled forward, just out of reach of Danika’s kick.  In response, a shapely leg flashed out from under Jayne's high slit red dress and Danika found herself on the floor, staring at the ancient oak beams of the ceiling.

“God damn it!” hissed Jayne as she stepped back.  She clutched her head with one hand, probing through her tangled golden hair.  “You’re going to pay for that, you little bitch,” she muttered, staring at the bright red stain on her hand.

Danika calmly rose to her feet and waited.  Jayne had been wounded, but it was probably only a minor cut to the scalp—nothing to slow her down.  She'd already identified potential weapons when she entered the room: a small coffee table, a dessert service of glasses and small plates on an end table between the high-backed chairs, a notepad and pencil atop an accent table behind Jayne near the door, books on the wall, a fireplace.  Her eyes shifted to the poker—a wrought iron tool gilded in gold—hanging from an equally ostentatious fireplace tool rack.

Jayne's gaze followed to the poker.  Good.  Danika lunged, not at the poker, but at Jayne.  Her ruse failed—Jayne deflected Danika's jab with ease and landed an uppercut on Danika's ribs.

Danika exhaled sharply and tensed her core, absorbing Jayne's next punch with little more than a grunt.  Sacrificing the hit freed her right elbow for a blow to Jayne's face.

The two of them staggered back a step, breathing hard.  A trickle of blood dribbled down Jayne's chin.  Danika ignored the ache from her intercostals and turned sideways to present a smaller target as she gingerly touched her ribs.  Nothing felt broken but she couldn't afford too many more shots like that.  

They slowly circled, each sizing up the other—it had been a long time since they'd last sparred together.  Jayne had been a few years older and more experienced at the time so Danika had never been able to beat her.   They circled the room once, twice, three times before Jayne lunged again.  Danika threw everything she had into batting away the rapid fire punches that rained on her.  Jayne landed a solid hit to Danika's chest, followed up by a quick elbow strike to the stomach that sent the taller woman staggering back.

Jayne sneered and pressed her advantage.  Danika ignored the pain in her gut and ducked the first jab, then pushed forward, negating the energy of the followup strike.  Before Jayne could react, Danika used her superior size to slam her right shoulder into Jayne's chin, forcing her to backpedal.  Danika then swung up hard with her left hand, using her momentum to drive her palm straight into Jayne's sternum.  

The force of her strike had the desired effect—knocking Jayne off balance and gaining some breathing room.  Jayne adjusted the rumpled dress on her hips, flipping open the high slit to free her bare leg up to her hip and quickly transitioned back into a fighting stance.

Danika deliberately removed her high heels while keeping her eyes on Jayne.  She'd always excelled at close quarters combat, but she'd need every advantage she could muster to defeat Jayne.  The woman had a combination of speed, ruthlessness, and reflexes that Danika wasn't entirely sure she could match.

Jayne smiled, removing her own shoes.  "Oh, we're getting serious, are we?"

Danika frowned as a wave of sudden doubt swirled in her stomach.  Could she take Jayne before Reginald returned?  The seconds ticked away.  Danika's eyes narrowed as she watched Jayne shift her weight from foot to foot, hands up in front of her, ready for round three.

I'm not going to be fighting this bitch when he gets back.  Danika took a casual step forward, eyes locked on Jayne.  When the shorter woman moved to attack, Danika knocked the punch aside and swung her right leg up in a roundhouse kick, hoping to knock Jayne to the floor.

Jayne turned with frightening speed and arrested the kick before it landed.  Danika balanced on one leg.  They were at an impasse until her ice-blue silk dress fell back over her straining thigh far enough for her to pull free her concealed knife and slash at Jayne's arm.

Once released, Danika adjusted the grip on her knife and watched Jayne curse as she applied pressure to her bleeding arm.  It was only a superficial wound, but the cut earned Danika some breathing room. 

"I'm disappointed that you felt the need to bring a knife," Jayne pouted.  "Didn't you trust me?"  She ripped her dress aside and drew a knife easily as long as her forearm that gleamed in the firelight.  The length of the blade negated Danika's advantage in reach.  "We're all family here…why would you think you'd need that little butter knife?"

Danika held her ground and said nothing as she waited.  She kept her arms up and forward, her knife held in a reverse grip.  She shifted her legs, her toes sliding across the smooth wooden floor.  She forced her arms and legs to coil and loosen, weight on the balls of her feet.  

Jayne flew at her, feinting left and right.  Danika parried each blow as fast as she could, but Jayne was still faster.  A solid punch spun her around, throwing her own blade off course for a miss.  She stepped back and spat blood onto the floor.

"Oh, did I do that?  I'm sorry," Jayne said, switching her knife from hand to hand.  She rushed in again, forcing Danika to parry and dodge, all the while backpedaling across the room.  Each strike came closer and closer to hitting home.

At last she saw an opening and swung her blade at Jayne's face.    Jayne hopped back but slashed out at the same time.

Danika hissed in pain as her left hand went to her side.  A quick glance told her the wound was shallow, but had already started to bleed.  White skin shown through the sliced silk covering her side.

She lowered her shoulders and charged forward.  Tightly controlled anger propelled her faster and faster, her slashes and punches forcing Jayne back across the room.  After a flurry of parries and blocks, Danika’s knife found purchase and Jayne rewarded her with a shriek. 

Before Danika could make a followup cut, Jayne's hand clamped onto her right elbow, rendering her knife arm useless—her blade was too short to hit Jayne.  Danika knew what was coming next—they'd both been through the same intensive training.  Jayne's knife, still free, would drive straight for Danika's exposed belly.

She had limited options—all bad.  If she threw her free arm down to block the knife, she was likely to loose a lot of blood.  If she used her arm to attack, she'd likely lose her life as that would leave her stomach exposed.  Danika watched the tip of Jayne's blade begin to move forward and decided on brute force: she lunged forward into the attack and rammed her forehead into Jayne's face.

The resulting collision threw Jayne's aim off just enough that her blade only kissed the inside of Danika's forearm, leaving a trail of burning fire in its wake—but it missed her abdomen.

They spun away from each other, bleeding and panting.  Danika flipped her long French braid over her shoulder and checked her arm, grimacing  at the amount of blood seeping from her wounded side.  She knew she needed to stop the bleeding, but she had to finish the fight first.

Jayne gingerly touched her face, her eyes never leaving Danika's.  She glanced at her bloody hand and her eyes narrowed.  She moved in to strike again.  There were no feints or graceful combination punches now—Jayne was out to maim and kill—each strike was powerful, calculated, and vicious.

More than once, their blades sparked as razor edges met in a blur of steel and blood.  At last Danika felt her knife bite and saw the skin on Jayne's shoulder separate.  Maddeningly, Jayne didn't so much as flinch—instead she clapped a hand on Danika's knife hand and twisted hard, causing an exquisite pain that forced her to drop the smaller knife.  She heard it clatter against the floor as she relaxed into Jayne's move, allowing herself to be spun around—there was no fighting her own momentum.

Danika's best course of action was to relax into the throw and brace for the impact as Jayne flung her into a bookcase.  The pain washed over her and she let it—focusing on the pain was a mistake untrained fighters made.  She shoved the screams from her protesting muscles aside as books rained down.  Danika jumped to her feet and used one as a shield to deflect Jayne's next attack.  The thick hardback trapped the blade but the shock traveled up her arms and forced her back into the bookcase again.

Jayne struggled to free her knife, nearly ripping the book from Danika's hands.  Danika pushed forward, her longer arms giving her the space she need to twist the book out of Jayne's grip.  She flung both the book and the embedded knife to the side then dropped to a knee.  Danika came up with another book and drove its spine straight at Jayne's throat.  The thrust was just enough to snap Jayne's teeth together and force her back a step.

Danika launched herself to her feet, pressing her advantage.  She jabbed the book at Jayne's broken nose, eliciting a grunt of pain.   While Jayne tried to turn her head away, Danika struck her again, connecting the cover with Jayne's cheek.  The solid thump sent Jayne reeling to the left, placing her directly in the path of Danika's more powerful backhanded swing.  The blow hit home and propelled Jayne backwards to fall over the books behind her.

Time was almost up—Danika flung herself at Jayne.  She drove the book down again and again, smashing the smaller woman's head and neck with the bloodied tome.  Jayne's feeble attempts to deflect the blows only drove Danika to hit harder and faster.  Danika found herself astride Jayne's waist, arms raised for the killing blow, but before she could bring the book down, Jayne slammed a knee into her spine.  The knee was quickly followed by a strike to the back of Danika's head.  Her vision blurred as Jayne's tibia connected with her skull and she tumbled to the floor.

Coughing, Danika rolled herself away, desperately trying to clear her vision.  She'd lost her weapon—the book had come out of her hands when Jayne kicked her forward onto the ground.  Half-stunned as she was, Danika knew she'd be easy prey for Jayne if she couldn't get some distance.  She rolled and rolled again, hoping Jayne was seriously wounded and in no condition to pursue her just yet.

Danika felt the heat on her bare back just before she rolled into the massive stone hearth.  She blinked back the lingering spots in her eyes and watched as Jayne slowly rose to her feet.  She adjusted her obscenely slit dress until her tanned leg was revealed up to her waist.

För helvete…I'm running out of time.

Jayne looked around, then pushed aside the book to recover her knife from within the cover.  She carefully tucked a lock of bloody blonde hair  behind her ear, straightened her shoulders, and started slowly forward.  

"It's time to finish this," Jayne muttered.  Gone was the flashing anger in her eyes—it had been replaced with a grim determination that sent a chill down Danika's spine despite the warmth of the fire behind her.

Danika struggled quickly to her feet, wincing at the pain in her side.  Blood smeared the floor, leaving a trail where she'd rolled away from Jayne.  Without taking her eyes off the nightmare in front of her, she reached out her right hand and grasped the handle of the gilded poker.

Jayne paused as Danika pulled the poker free with a short screech of metal on stone and raised it up.  She shifted her weight and grasped the bar in both hands a few inches in from either end, holding it in front of her, parallel to the floor.  

Jayne smirked, the white of her teeth flashing in contrast to the dark crimson smeared across her face and tangled hair.  "Really?  I'm going to gut you like a fish, Svea.  You were never any good at Bataireacht," Jayne taunted. 

Danika held the poker steady in front of her, arms loose and ready.  She'd had more than a few occasions to practice the Irish style of stick fighting since her training days—but no need to tell Jayne that when she could just show her.  It was amazing what a three foot piece of wood could do to the human body if wielded by someone with training.

"My name is Danika, not Svea," she said, stalling for time as the last of the spots disappeared from her vision.  Finally. 

"Whatever," Jayne replied.  She rolled her shoulders and stared at Danika for a moment.  "You'll be dead in a minute, so call yourself whatever you like, dear."  Jayne lunged, teeth bared and knife flaring in the firelight.

Danika didn't have time to be impressed by Jayne's sang froid before the wicked blade sparked off the poker.  She twisted her arms to the side, deflecting the attack, then jabbed with the end of the poker to force Jayne back.

My turn.

Danika threw punch after punch, whipping either end of the poker at Jayne in a constant cycle of whistling metal.  Jayne stepped back, slashing at the iron bar that came ever closer to crushing the side of her head.  Again and again they danced, the blade flashing and falling back as the gilded iron parried and stabbed, end over end, faster and faster.

When Jayne backed into the service cart, she barely blocked Danika's two-handed strike.  The iron clipped her cheek and snapped her head back.  Jayne flung her arm out and let the blade fly.  Danika ducked and sidestepped, holding the poker in front of her, chest heaving.  She grimaced—the pain in her side would not be ignored any longer.  Blood coated her left leg, lending a purple sheen to the blue silk.  Her bare foot slipped on the floor as she stepped back again.  She tossed the loosening French braid over her shoulder again.

“Why are you doing this, Svea?” Jayne panted, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear.  "I mean—"

Danika ignored the stalling tactic and launched another round of rapid-fire strikes with the poker.  Every time Jayne ducked and weaved to avoid the tip, it presented Danika an opportunity to hit her from the other end of the metal bar.  She kept up the relentless attack, moving just fast enough to avoid Jayne's knife.  The blade came close to hitting Danika's hands more than once, but she continued to press her assault.  Her braid began to unravel but she ignored the hair falling across her face.

The more she drove Jayne back, the more Danika felt victory in her reach.  The anger, jealousy, frustration—hatred—she'd nursed for almost half her life pushed her forward.  Every gasp and curse that escaped Jayne's lips add more fuel to the fire that consumed Danika.  Her own injuries faded away into a throbbing background presence as she focused on her next move. 

Only one of them was going to walk out of the room alive.

Jayne cursed as she slipped on a book and the poker's handle bit into her wounded shoulder.  The impact drove her to a knee.  Danika snarled through the sticky, bloody hair hanging across her own face and followed up with an uppercut.  The tip of the poker glanced off Jayne's other shoulder, throwing her back onto the accent table.

Before Jayne hit the ground, Danika lunged, sliding her right hand down the length of the poker to hold it like a sword.  She swung it up over her head in a wide arc and brought the iron rod down with all her strength.

Jayne rolled to the side with wide eyes just as the poker smashed the delicate accent table into jagged pieces.  Roaring in frustration, Danika ripped the poker free of the carnage and swung one handed at Jayne as she stumbled to her feet.  The tip caught Jayne on her left calf and sent her back to the floor in a swirl of fabric, hair, and blood.

Danika stood and adjusted the grip on her poker as Jayne scrambled to her feet and limped out of range.  The lull in the fight allowed the pain in her side to rush back into her thoughts.  She had to treat her wounds before Reginald discovered them or she'd be in no condition to deal with him.  Cooper and his SEALs were about to launch their attack—it was now or never. 

Jayne hobbled away from the fireplace and around the service cart, placing it between her and Danika.  Her eyes glinted as they sized up Danika's injuries and weaknesses.  Unarmed as Jayne was, Danika was still wary—Jayne was up to something.  She could feel herself grow weaker with every heartbeat.  Her body was quickly approaching its absolute limit, she couldn't afford any mistakes now. 

“Care for a drink? C’mon…” said Jayne, lifting the half-empty brandy decanter from the service cart.   “This is nonsense, you know," she said, gesturing at the chaos they'd unleashed in the room.  "We shouldn’t be fighting—we're like…sisters…right?”

Danika glanced at the door, ten feet away over Jayne's shoulder—she heard voices in the hallway.  She couldn't make out what was said, but she caught the word "harbor".  Reginald must have discovered her little surprise in Uig—she tried to calculate how long it would be before he uncovered her handiwork at the security outpost.  Would Cooper and his team slip through before then?

“I’ve waited a long time for this,” muttered Jayne as she fingered the stopper on the crystal decanter.  She struck a graceful pose despite the blood smeared in her hair and on her face, her cut up shoulder, and torn dress. 

“I’m not thirsty,” Danika muttered, the warmth from the fire behind her warming her back.  She shifted the poker back to a two-handed grip.    Jayne, despite her calm demeanor, looked as spent as Danika felt.  It's now or never.

“Oh, but I insist!” shouted Jayne as she flung the decanter in a wide arc.

Time slowed as Danika watched the crystal sail through the air in slow motion.  She calculated the angle and realized in a heartbeat it wouldn't come close to hitting her.   That doesn't…shit!  The fire! 

Danika dove to the floor as the brandy sailed past her and into the open maw of the crackling flames.  The decanter shattered and an explosion of alcohol-fueled flame belched into the room.  Fire licked at the exposed skin between her shoulder blades, forcing her to roll toward Jayne.  She ignored her now-smoldering dress and clambered to her feet, snatching the poker on her way up.

“Damn it.”  The sour odor of burnt hair tickled her nose as she stared at the open door and absently slapped out the fire that threatened to consume what was left of her dress.  Glad Reginald favors expensive silks.  If this had been a cheap synthetic, I'd have gone up like a torch.  

Jayne had escaped.  

Danika rushed forward, her bare feet slapping on the floor.  She was almost to the door when a guard stepped through, his pistol drawn.  She slipped on her own blood and skidded to a stop before him.

“Mistress Svea," he said, recoiling at the sight before him.  His eyes moved past her to the remains of Reginald's study.  "What the bloody hell—?”

Danika lunged across the last few feet of open space between them and swung the poker in a vicious backhanded strike.  The iron bar struck the man's temple with a resounding crack of metal on bone.  His eyes rolled up as he dropped to the floor in a tangle of arms and legs.  As the shock of the impact made her arm temporarily numb, she let the poker clatter to the floor next to him.

She stooped to pick up his pistol and racked the slide, ensuring there was a round in the chamber.  “Thank you,” she said to the dead man.  She adjusted the halter-top front of her dress and hissed at the pain in her side.

Lifting the charred, bloody hem of her dress with her free hand, Danika carefully stepped over the body and went to find Reginald.




















CHAPTER 41

[image: Image]










Skye, Scotland.

Dunkeith Castle.




COOPER GLANCED AT THE picturesque silhouette Dunkeith Castle across the lake.  Loch, he reminded himself.  The Scots call them lochs…

He adjusted his binoculars and scanned the crenelations, picking out the guards in his enhanced night vision optics.  Numbers in the bottom right corner of his field of view indicated he was a little less than 500 yards away. Right where he needed to be.

He moved his head incrementally to the right.  "Any contact with the Brits?" 

"SAS confirms they received our coordinates and are in position.  RAF sent word to Command—they have drones on standby at our disposal.  Two of 'em, loaded with Hellfires.  We got four shots," replied Charlie in the darkness that enveloped the world outside Cooper's glowing optics.

Cooper turned back and peered through the pines along the west bank of the loch.  He raised his binoculars again and checked the range to target one more time.  From studying satellite imagery back onboard Delaware he knew Dunkeith Castle sat on a small peninsula, jutting out from the south end of the lake.  

A small causeway connected the mainland to the peninsula and on this road sat four rectangular buildings that to the casual observer appeared to be tourist attractions and utility sheds.  The heat signatures were way off, however.  A drone overflight the day before had confirmed even at 3 o'clock in the morning, the buildings Cooper thought of as guard shacks were rife with activity and heat—consistent with security installations at high-profile targets he'd visited in the past.

Cooper focused the enhanced binoculars on the closest guard building.  It clocked in at just over 550 yards out.  The stark white exterior and thatched roof stood out like signs.  Probably fake thatch to convince the tourists, he mused.  If it's not, more the better for us.  A Hellfire'll punch through that whole building in one shot.  Unless it's reinforced…

Cooper watched in silence as a side door opened and a figure stepped out to light a cigarette.  He easily spotted the small yet bright flare of light, magnified through his binoculars. 

"Heads up, Striker.  We got live ones in those outer buildings.  Not too smart though, just spotted one lighting up a cancer stick."

"Idiot," muttered Jax's voice over the radio.  "Don't he know he just ruined his night vision?"

"I hear those things'll kill you…" whispered Sparky.  Cooper had positioned the sniper a little further down the shoreline, high on a hill overlooking the loch, surrounded by pine trees.  From this vantage point Sparky sighted in and targeted the entire western half of the castle compound. 

Sparky also had the all-important laser targeting system.  When Cooper gave the word, the sniper would hold that to his eye and paint the guard buildings with a laser.  The RAF drones orbiting above would use the laser to guide their missiles.

"All units reporting in," muttered Charlie in the darkness to Cooper's left.  "Our friends are waiting for your signal."

"Striker, 2-1 Actual, Overwatch," said Sparky.  "Got a small convoy of vehicles leaving the castle town, heading north."

"Shit," muttered Cooper.  He swiveled the binoculars south until the headlights of the lead vehicle came into view.  "Overwatch, I count seven vehicles.  Looks like six cargo vans—how copy?"

After a brief pause, Sparky's voice returned to Cooper's bone phone set in his ear.  "Affirmative, Actual.  Lead vehicle looks like a passenger van, remaining five look like creepers."

In the darkness, Cooper turned to his left.  Charlie's silhouette moved, rustling some brittle pine needles on the forest floor.  "SAS just checked in—they don't know anything about it either, man."

"All units, Actual," Cooper whispered.  "Hold your fire."  He hated giving the command, now that everyone was in place and ready for action, but this was an unexpected complication—he wasn't about to risk the mission over something that could be a trap.

"Coop," Charlie hissed, "signal from Delaware.  Command just offered SIGINT: they believe the convoy could be carrying another Council HVT.  They came from Inverness—assets on the ground spotted several armed men in each.  I think we're looking at some reinforcements."

Cooper clenched his jaw.  "Who's the HVT?" he asked, zooming in on the lead van as it rolled up the long, sinewy gravel driveway to the castle.

"Actual, Overwatch.  I have at least five heat spikes in each of the vans…" reported Sparky.  "Thermal's lit up like Christmas over there, man."

"According to SAS," relayed Charlie, "the HVT is one Anna-Maria Brunner, some aristocrat from Austria.  They're not sure if she arrived earlier or if she's in one of the vans.  Could be looking at an official rendezvous."

"What's the word from Command?" asked Cooper.

"They want us to bag her, too," replied Charlie.

That was good enough for Cooper.  "All units, Actual—prepare to begin the attack on my mark."  He switched frequencies.  "Overwatch—paint the guard buildings, dealer's choice."

"Roger that," was Sparky's response.

Cooper watched through his binoculars as an infrared beam appeared over the calm waters of the loch and reached out to touch the closest guard building.  It held steady.  

The man enjoying his cigarette smoke walked right through the beam, oblivious to the invisible threat it posed.  He strolled along the length of the building, then leaned against the corner, blowing smoke into the air.  

"You're about to have a shitty day…" muttered Cooper.

"Target locked," said Jax.  "I got good tone," he muttered.  "Firing in three, two, one…missile away."

"Holding steady…" announced Sparky.  

Cooper stretched his hearing to pick up the sound of the missile as it streaked down from the heavens through the low cloud deck.  He heard only a faint whoosh a split-second before the entire guard shack disappeared into a ball of fire and flaming debris spreading out over the loch.

"Shifting target," reported Sparky as the muffled explosion reached Cooper's ears.

"Good kill, multiple secondaries," reported Charlie from his position to Cooper's left.  "Hey, you're not gonna believe this…" Charlie laughed.  "That guy with the cigarette made it out!"

"Missile two away," called out Jax.

"Bravo, Actual—stop those vans!" called out Cooper.  "All units, proceed with your attack!"

Cooper ignored the chorus of confirmations that echoed over his headset and focused on Jax as he and Sparky shifted their aim to the third building and let loose another unseen missile from the skies.  The second building exploded much like the first, showering the road and driveway with flaming bits of debris and burning thatch. 

Guess it was real straw…

Cooper frowned as the lead van sped straight into the wreckage despite the withering fire from SAS commandos in the tall grass along the causeway.  

The next missile decapitated the third guard shack in a spectacular fireball.

"Oh damn!  That guard just bought the farm.  You ran into the wrong building, buddy..." laughed Charlie.

"Actual, Bravo Six—be advised: that lead lorry's built like a tank!  Can't bloody stop it!"

"Bravo six, Overwatch.  Painting the lead van now—I got something for it," said Sparky.

"Good tone…hold it steady…missile away!" added Jax.

"Actual, Bravo is moving to target."

Cooper slipped his binoculars inside his waterproof gear bag.  "That's our cue.  Let's go."  He swiveled in position and felt his legs hang out over the embankment that rolled down to the water.  One hand on his rifle, the other on his dive fins, Cooper pulled his arms tight to his chest and slid down the sandy slope.  His feet hit the water's edge with a quiet splash and found purchase among the rocks hidden in the water.  Even through the thick combat dive suit, he felt the chill of the loch's waters envelop him.  Charlie splashed in to his left.

Cooper grunted as the cold sent a lance of pain shooting up through his injured right thigh.  There'd been little time for him to rest since leaving the White House—this mission was too important.  He hoped the expedient sutures held his leg together long enough to swim across the loch and breach the castle.  He slipped on his fins and frowned in the darkness.  A nagging voice whispered in his mind: And if they don't?  

The hell with it—I don't have time to bleed.

"Ready," whispered Charlie.

"Let's go.  Actual and Two are Oscar Mike."  Cooper slipped his rebreather mask over his face and activated the dive system.  The last image Cooper had of the castle across the cold waters of the loch was a third explosion blossoming out over the top of its high walls.

Cooper smiled as he slipped beneath the waters, silent as a ghost.  The guards were having a rough night.

"Good kill!" called out Jax.

Cooper gave his leg a test kick and winced at the pain.  He clenched his jaws and forced the feelings to the back of his mind as he propelled himself through the murky depths toward his target.

He listened to the combat chatter as the SAS commandos emerged from the surrounding woods and hiding places along the causeway to join the fray.  Warnings flew about the rear van as doors opened and defenders poured out, shooting into the darkness.

The SAS moved forward toward their objective cutting down anything in their path with methodical precision.  They took a few casualties, but not enough to slow down the attack.  

To take his mind off the pain in his leg as he swam, Cooper tracked how many effective combatants were still at his disposal. By the time he passed the halfway point across the loch, keeping track of these numbers was all he could do in the face of the flaring burn in his right leg.

"How you doing?" grunted Charlie's muffled voice as he swam.

Cooper checked the heads-up display built inside his dive mask and noticed Charlie was significantly further along their path toward the far shore.  Where Cooper struggled to maintain his speed, Charlie seemed to move faster and faster with every second.  

"Hangin' in there," Cooper grunted.

"Last missile away!" called out Jax.  "Overwatch, I'm on my way," he reported.

"Copy that Three, I'll be ready to move in just a second."

Cooper struggled through the black water, fighting vertigo—he was deep enough now he could no longer tell which way was up or down.  He closed his eyes for a moment and focused on the rhythm of his kicking. 

"Good kill, good kill, good kill!" called out Jax, his voice shaky as he ran.

"Packing up, Three.  Meet you in the water," replied Sparky.

A moment later, Jax's mask-muffled voice broke squelch.  "Actual, be advised: we're en route to the RP."

"Roger that, Three," gasped Cooper.  He clenched his jaw as he swam, struggling to maintain an even strain in his voice.  His whole leg felt like it was on fire now and he worried every time he kicked he'd feel the sensation of flesh or stitches giving way under the dive suit.

"Actual, Two is on the rocks."

Cooper blinked back the sweat dribbling down his face and peered at the blurry HUD.  He was only a few moments away from the shore himself.  He looked again through the murky water and watched a dark shape materialize.  

"I got boulders on the bottom—30 seconds out."

Cooper broke the surface of the water as slowly as possible, letting his legs float limp behind him, relishing the relief in his thigh.  He hoped the cold water would soon numb the pain radiating from his torn quadriceps.  There's at least one good thing in all this, he told himself, I can't feel the God damn knee…

He held his position scanned the shoreline.  A steep, rocky embankment loomed over him.  The glistening rocks ranged in size from basketballs to small cars.  Charlie was ten feet up the slope, wedged between two large boulders, his rifle aimed toward the castle walls.

"No movement on the walls," he reported.

"Roger, coming up on your six."  Cooper put his feet down and pushed, wincing through the pain in his leg as he emerged from the loch's cold embrace.  He reached down and slipped off his dive fins, letting them sink out of sight into the dark depths before peeling off his mask and putting it in the water.  

Won't be needing them again.  

Cooper shouldered his dripping rifle and clambered up the slope as quietly as he could to a position just right of Charlie.  He rested his back against a solid, slick boulder and wiped the sweat from his eyes.

"No lights, no movement, no nothing on the far shore," he reported.  "No reinforcements visible yet.  That's good."  Yet he knew, somewhere out there in the middle of the loch, Sparky and Jax followed in his wake using their rebreathers to stay a good 15 feet below the surface.  

It'd been a complete pain in the ass to drag the heavy dive equipment across Skye over the past 24 hours, but the mission plan had been solid.  Their rebreathers gave them the final element of surprise during their transition from observation to frontal assault.

Cooper peeled back the tight-fitting rubber skin over his neck and felt the cold air kiss his wet hair.  He felt invigorated and turned to look at Charlie.  "Still clear up top?"

In the darkness, Charlie appeared nothing more than a shadow with a long point  sticking up.  He never moved his head from his rifle.  "Clear."

Another explosion rocked the interior of the castle and the sound rolled down on them like a physical presence.  A flash of light lit up the high walls of the keep from inside the main yard.  For a moment, Cooper thought he saw figures perched at the top of the tall keep.

"Let's get the rig ready for Sparky.  I want him up that tower as fast as possible.  We're sitting ducks down here until we get eyes up high."

"Copy that," whispered Charlie.  He turned and exposed his pack as Cooper crawled closer.  Cooper rifled through the outer pockets until he found the appropriate gear: a long length of rappelling line and an explosive bolt grappling hook attachment. 

He turned and Charlie pulled out the heavy rifle adapter from Cooper's pack and attached it to his own rifle.  He loaded the grappling hook rig and slid it down inside the barrel of his rifle, locking the rope in place.

Charlie took aim with the ungainly coil hanging off the end of his rifle.  "Three, two, one…" Cooper heard a muffled pop and the whissh of the rappelling line as it chased the grappling hook up the sheer face of the hundred-foot tall central keep.  In the darkness and without night vision, Cooper could only trust to Charlie's aim.  

Charlie held his position for a moment then abruptly dropped his rifle and pulled on the rope.  "Solid contact, it's locked and ready."

As Charlie busied himself with anchoring the end of the rappelling line, Cooper turned back to the loch.  "Overwatch, we're ready for you."

"Thirty seconds," replied Sparky with barely a hint of strain to his voice.

Cooper heard a faint splash to his left and watched as Jax emerged from the water and slithered up the rocks.  To his right, a duplicate wraith emerged carrying a long gun.  Sparky took position next to Charlie and, after a moment to catch his breath, he grabbed onto the rope and climbed his way up the embankment.  He paused at the base of the castle wall and jerked his thumb up.

Charlie handed the length of the rope to Cooper and Jax as he approached the group.  "He's ready.  Let's do this… haul on three.  One, two, three."

The men grunted in unison and pulled on the line.  As it wound its way through the carabiner attached to the rocks in front of Charlie, the grappling hook acted like a pulley.  Cooper watched Sparky rapidly ascend the outer wall, pause briefly at the top, then disappear over the crenellations. 

Charlie maintained a steady pace and within a few seconds, Cooper spotted Sparky emerge tight against the west face of the keep and ascend to the top.  Every time an explosion touched off inside the castle, the light illuminated Sparky like a spider climbing the side of the proverbial waterspout.

"Looking good, Overwatch," muttered Cooper.  They pulled again and Sparky jerked up the side of the keep another ten feet.

"No one's spotted me—SAS is keeping everyone occupied…" replied the sniper.  Another 30 seconds and it was over.  Sparky reached the top of the keep and disappeared through the crenelations.  Cooper watched in horror as a telltale flash of gunfire erupted in a sharp staccato strobe pattern.  

"Overwatch—Overwatch!"

Cooper gestured for Charlie and Jax to make their way up the slope.  He held his position.  "Overwatch, come in."

"Actual, Overwatch," panted Sparky.  "Good to go.  Ran into a little welcoming party.  Surprised the shit out of them."

"Roger that.  Striker is moving.  Cover us."

"Copy.  There's a helipad up here.  One access door.  Gonna rig it to blow, then I'll start the party."

Cooper made his way up the side of the embankment, falling three times and rising with a string of profanity sure to make Davy Jones blush.  By the time he reached the base of the castle wall itself, Charlie and Jax were already busying themselves with rappelling gear.  Cooper leaned his back against the wall and sucked in a few deep breaths of cold, fresh air.

"How you doing, grandpa?" muttered Charlie.

"Fuck you," gasped Cooper.  His thigh throbbed and his vision turned red every other heartbeat.

He knew he was bleeding, but he couldn't take the time to investigate.  Mission first.

"Okay, doorway up here's rigged to blow if anybody tries to come up after me.  We own the high ground, gentlemen—you may commence your attack."

Charlie shook his head.  "Fuckin' showoff," he muttered.

Jax jumped up against the wall and pulled on his belaying rope, beginning his ascent.  "Come on, ladies, it's only a wall."  

Cooper grunted as he tugged on his own rope.  "Meet you at the top."




















CHAPTER 42

[image: Image]










Salmon Falls, Idaho.




DENNY CAUGHT HIS BREATH, leaning against a snow-blasted pine.  He squinted up at the goose-down clouds, seeking whatever feeble warmth the day might provide.  A general brightness in the in sky told him where the sun hid and that it was nearing mid-morning.  The soft look of the slow moving, low clouds warned him of more snow on the way.

He sighed, looking down at the fresh foot of powder that dragged at his boots and slowed his pace to a heart-thudding crawl.  Not that it mattered though—he was good and lost.

Denny pushed off the tree and slogged up a slight hill, stumbling over buried rocks and roots.  He’d wandered away from camp, pondering how to fulfill his vow to rid Salmon Falls of it’s petty dictator and lost himself in the storm.

No matter how he puzzled it, the facts led Denny to one conclusion: Townsen must die.  The man would never give up his power and would burn the town to the ground to keep it.  To save Salmon Falls, his friends and neighbors—those that still drew breath—had to avenge the Andertons, George McDonnell, and the men who died fighting at the cabin…

Townsen must die.  There was no way around it.

More death…there has been so much already…is there no other way?

And so he wandered through the storm most of the night.  Morning found Denny cold, exhausted, and hungry—no closer to a solution that didn’t take him back to the dark place.  He wanted—needed—to avoid the place he’d gone inside after the Russians came, when he’d hunted down the stragglers.  He’d been successful but merciless and it had cost him.  Denny hadn’t realized just quite how much until that dark night at the cabin when Townsen had ambushed them.  The fear of what he might become had been too powerful and shut down his ability to fight back.  He helped direct the defenders and cared for the wounded…but he couldn’t play an active role in the battle.

Frustrated at himself and weary of taking action that would only lead to more bloodshed and death, Denny stomped through the snow, not caring where he went, driven by the need to move—to do something.  He’d become determined to solve the problem or burn out his anger through exhaustion.  He slapped a snow-laden pine bough out of his way and panted on into a small clearing.

Denny worked his way around a drift and looked down into a slight bowl-shaped depression in the whiteness, surrounded by tall straight pines.  Untouched snow blanketed everything, muffling the world.  As he stood there, his thoughts faded into a background buzz. Gradually his senses returned as he took in the frozen tranquility before him.  

Jays and crows squawked at each other.  Up ahead, a squirrel jumped between trees, creating a small shower of snow.  He took a deep breath and felt peace fill him along with the cold, crisp air.  He closed his eyes and sighed, feeling the tension escape his body, swirling with his breath as it condensed into vapor.

Something wet landed on his nose and he opened his eyes, breaking the spell.  The heavens had opened again, dumping more delicate flakes on an already white landscape.  Denny sighed.  

I’ve got to find shelter.  I won’t do anyone any good if I die of exposure.

His feet, unyielding blocks of ice wrapped in snow-crusted boots, felt like lead weights.  Damn.  He stomped again, hoping to get the circulation in his feet flowing again. A gentle wind rustled the snow-capped pines as he trudged forward into an uncertain day.

Too late…whispered the trees, kissed by the breeze.

Denny froze, listening, but the trees said no more.  Shaking his head, he pushed on, feeling a pang of worry tinged with hunger.  He stopped at the crest of a slight ridge, looking around as he struggled to slow his heart and catch his breath.  The snow came down heavier now, obscuring his view much further than two hundred yards.  It was worse than the night before.

Too late…the trees reminded him.

“It’s not too late,” he growled, immediately feeling the heat in his cheeks.  “Jesus, now I’m talking to the trees.”  He shook his head and focused on his surroundings.  The area looked familiar, like a dream viewed from another person’s mind.  The realization of where he was struck him like a snowball to the face.

The cabin.  

Fresh snow had erased the footprints and violence of two days ago.  The all-enveloping cold had preserved the place as if in hibernation.  Denny pushed all memories aside, ignored the screaming he heard in his ears and the iron smell of blood on wood.  Shelter—the cabin would provide shelter.  He had to reach it.

Each step brought him closer to his goal—an attainable one this time.  Each step reminded him how weak and cold he'd become since venturing out the night before.  Each step sent a new throb of pain into his right hand where he’d deliberately sliced his palm to seal his vow.

Denny looked down.  Snow had so encrusted his boots that every step seemed to slow him down a little more.  It felt like the cabin actively resisted his approach, as if he was not wanted.  Go back, it seemed to say.  Go back and forget this place.  No good will come of it if you stay…

Denny struggled through the pain and fear of the last few steps until he stood sheltered from the storm, his hands on his knees before the front door.  The door had come ajar after the battle, riddled with bullet holes, but still serviceable.  Snow had wormed its way in the crack and sealed the opening as high as Denny’s hip.  He pushed forward into the drift and used both hands to force the uncooperative portal open.  The sound of wood scraping on ice filled his ears as he tumbled through into the darkened cabin.

He collapsed on the frozen floor just inside the door, already feeling a slight increase in warmth compared to outside.   The wind chose that moment to send a blast of snow in after him as a parting gift.  He lay there on his back, letting the snow land on his face and laughed.  

He’d done his best to avoid this place, to avoid the memories and fear wrapped up in the brief time he'd been here.  And where had his wandering taken him?  Exactly to the place that had forced him to confront the darkness dwelling just below his skin, clawing to break free again. He’d failed to meet the challenge a few days ago and had paid the price of watching his friends fall one by one all around him, shot down by Townsen’s henchmen.

What price will you exact today?

Denny stared at the ceiling, watching snow drift down through the hole he’d created.  He’d climbed up to see the battle beyond the cabin walls—to escape the choice he had to make down below, to escape the death and screams.

He sighed, taking a firm grip on the darkness that scrabbled to escape his internal restraints.  It sensed an awakening, a chance.  Denny decided to give in to inevitability.

He rolled to his feet and wiped his face as he stood.  Heat—he needed heat.  He scrounged around in the dim light of the cabin and found the wood stove, dinged by several impacts but plenty serviceable.  Denny opened the cast-iron door on squeaky hinges and pulled some of Anse’s wood pile into the opening. 

He opened a thigh pocket on his pants and pulled out the small deerskin wrapped bundle of survival equipment he always carried on his person.  Impatient with the gloves making his hands useless for fine work, he bit the fingers of his right glove and pulled his hand free.  He grasped the little ferrocerium rod and used the striker to create sparks over a little ball of Vaseline-soaked cotton.  

The third spark caught and the ball ignited.  Using his gloved left hand, he carefully deposited the nascent flame inside the stove and added kindling.  Within a few minutes, he had a robust fire merrily crackling away in the stove.  

Denny closed his eyes as he felt his hands thaw in front of the stove's open belly.  It would take a while longer for the rest of him to thaw out, but it was start.  He turned to the cabin and paused, taking in the dried, wine-dark stains on the floorboards.

That’s not wine.

He blinked and the image of Fred Sanders, the father of one of his students, laying over that stain a few nights ago vanished.  He was one of the lucky ones.  Maybe—a few of the survivors carried Sanders back to town to see Dr. Granger, but with medicine in such short supply and most of the townsfolk sick with the flu, Denny had serious doubts about Fred’s chances.

When he raised his eyes from the blood stain, he sought out one of the rough-hewn cabinets Anse had installed in the cabin.  Upon pulling the creaking pine door open, he found a cache of canned foods, fruit, beans, chili, vegetables, most shot through during the battle. Exploded cans of soups and stews coated the interior of the cabinet and were frozen solid.  There wasn't enough left to survive more than a few days and he'd have to use his knife to chip out what was viable.

Denny’s stomach voiced its enthusiasm thought, so he set to work hacking at the frozen glop to free a can of chili.  After a few minutes of cussing, he pried the can loose from the mess and opened it with the P52 opener from his emergency kit.  Denny placed the open can on the stove and worried a few more loose.  These he set near the stove to thaw, not cook.  While the chili heated, he busied himself with scooping out most of the snow on the floor and shutting the door more firmly in its frame.

The stove didn’t put out much light, but it was enough to see in the near darkness of the abandoned cabin.  Denny poked around, half afraid to find a body in the dark corners, though he knew that morbid work had been handled days ago.  It wasn’t until he sat back and looked upon the pile of supplies he'd scrounged up that he realized he’d done it all on auto-pilot.   

He'd a amassed a small pile of canned goods, a few frozen and near-to-bursting cans of beer, one boot—two sizes too small—a pair of gloves that fit, a blood-stained John Deere hat, a handful of bullets of varying calibers, and what looked like Deputy Griswold's service revolver.  

Denny picked up the wheel gun and fumbled with it a moment until he got the thing to open and looked in the cylinder.  Three shots left.  He snapped it closed and pawed through the bullets on the floor.  He wasn’t sure which ones went into the gun, having never fired one of these before, so decided it would remain half loaded for now.

He blinked and sat back, looking at the pile in front of him.  He’d had no conscious thought to gather supplies.  He’d put no more thought into what he was doing other than it kept him from thinking about what had happened here and what he knew must now be done—and how that might change him.

Haven’t I already changed? 

No…answered Grandfather Red Eagle’s voice.

Denny sighed and looked down at his somewhat warm hands.  He listened to the quiet hiss as his gloves dried near the stove.  A glance at his boots led him to remove them.  He’d need to get the ice and snow off those if he planned on getting out of the cabin before spring.

No use in trying to hide it.  I’m losing my mind, he told himself as he put the boots next to the stove to absorb a little warmth and dry out.  Before Red Eagle could reply—Denny knew he would—he got to his feet and walked over to one of the shattered windows.  A small pile of snow lay scattered below the sill among bits of broken glass.  Wind whistled through the abused opening and carried with it a smattering of snow.

Stepping carefully to avoid any glass on his unprotected feet, Denny peered out into the growing darkness.  Night wouldn’t be too far off.  He clenched his jaw in irritation. 

I know better than to wander off into the darkness.  In winter, no less.  What was I thinking?

Movement at the treeline, perhaps twenty yards away, drew his eye.  A big, dark shape moved awkwardly between the trees, weaving to and fro as if drunk.  

“Is that a bear?” he asked out loud and nearly jumped at the sound of his own voice.  He stole a glance over his shoulder at the pile of supplies and the revolver, glowing in the light of the open stove.  

Not a lot of good that little pea-shooter will do against a bear…

He turned back to the window and noticed the creature had cut the distance to the cabin in half.  Definitely on a path to his doorstep.  Damn.

Denny backed away from the window and toward the stove.  He stooped to pick up the revolver, cradling the now-warm grip in his hand.  Moving to the farthest corner from the door, he waited in the shadows.  He strained to hear over the whistling wind.  

Crunch…crunch…

Whatever it was, it approached the cabin slowly.  Cautiously. 

Crunch…crunch… 

Denny shook his head.  Think.  It’s winter.  Bears hibernate in winter…it’s got to be a man…but who?  The footsteps paused.  Denny adjusted his grip on the revolver and aimed at the door. Go away…go away…  

Without warning the door slammed open and a huge silhouette filled the doorway, framed by the drifted snow and whiteness beyond.  Denny held his breath and struggled to keep his trigger finger from twitching.  He couldn't be sure who it was, and didn't want to shoot an innocent person.

The man strode into the cabin and headed straight for the stove, trailing bits of snow from his coat.  He grunted and dropped a large pack to the floor in a splatter of snow and ice.

“Freeze!” Denny shouted.  The figure whirled to face Denny’s corner and spat a string of obscenities.  “Anse?” 

“Denny?  Jesus,” replied the bear.  “You scared the hell out of me.  What are you doing here?”

Denny exhaled the breath he hadn't realized he’d been holding and lowered the revolver to point at the floor.  “I almost shot you!  You could have knocked or something…Christ!”

Anse laughed, a sound more fit for a medieval banquet hall than a small cabin in the woods of Idaho.  “Hell, it’s my cabin…didn’t think I needed an invitation.  You set that?” he asked, moving to the stove to warm his hands.

Denny sighed and got to his feet.  He left the revolver in the corner.  “Yeah, just now.”

Anse’s eyes, glittering in the stove’s light, peered out from a tangle of black beard and snow.  “What're you doing here?”

Denny stepped up next to his friend and put his hands near the stove.  “I don’t know.  I needed to think some things through.  I just started walking…when I realized it was about to snow again—”

“Again?”

Denny ignored the question.  “I found myself here.”

Anse looked him over.  “How long you been out in the woods?”

Denny shrugged.  “Since last night.”

Anse laughed again.  “You sure you’re not Eskimo?  Shit, Denny—no wonder you look half-frozen.”

Denny grunted and dipped his finger into the can of warming chili on the stove.  It wasn’t hot, but wasn't frozen either.   His stomach reminded him it didn’t particularly care at the moment.  He ate, holding the scalding can in a glove.  Anse rummaged in his pack and produced a spoon.  

“Here, this might help.”

Denny muttered his thanks around a mouthful of meat-filled chili, the source of which he didn’t want to know.  He offered the half-eaten can to Anse, who waved him off.  

“Don’t worry about it, I got more,” he said, motioning to his pack.

“Why are you here?” asked Denny after a few minutes.  He scraped the bottom of the can with his spoon.

Anse sighed.  “Well, with me being public enemy numero uno, it was past time to leave Salmon Falls.  Figured the storm would give me a little cover so I grabbed my go bag and high-tailed it.”  He took in Denny’s look and shrugged.  “Not much left at home anyway—I had some shit squirreled away so when Townsen’s boys raided my house they didn’t get everything..."  He sighed.  "Only option left was to up and leave.  So here I am.”

Denny looked had around the cabin.  The interior appeared decorated by a shipload of drunken sailors.  The battle had done Anse no favors.  “I can help you clean up…”

“You think I’m going to stay here?" Anse asked.  "No way in hell—Townsen knows this is my place and even though he thinks you killed his boy, he knows I gathered everyone here."  Anse shook his head, sending drops of melted snow flying everywhere.  "He won’t take long to figure out he’s going to want my head on a plate right next to yours.  I’ll stay here tonight, but come first light, I’m gone.”

“Where will you go?” asked Denny, suddenly very thirsty.  He looked at the empty can.  It would make a fine cup, so long as he didn’t put his lips too close to the rim.

“South, I think.  Anywhere, really—I just need to get the hell out of Salmon Falls.  This place is too messed up.  Maybe the whole world is too, but I figure there’s got to be somewhere that hasn’t just…you know, fallen apart.”

Denny walked over to the door, took a brief glimpse outside, then scooped up a can of snow and set it on the stove to melt.  "You can come back with me to the old ranger station tomorrow, if you want."

“That where you've been?”  

Denny nodded.  “Next to U.P. Lake.  No one knows about it except me.”

“You sure there’s enough room?” asked Anse.

Denny watched the snow melt as the can heated.  “It’s fine.  I won’t be staying long.”

“Where are you going?” asked Anse, rubbing his hands before the stove.  He stomped his feet, shedding fresh clumps of slush on the floor.

“Back into town."  Denny stared at the stove.  "I have some unfinished business with Townsen.”

“You’re not going to surrender, are you?”

Denny looked at Anse and blinked.  “What are you talking about?”

“You haven’t heard, have you?”  Anse shook his head. “Townsen’s been on every frequency I can get.  He’s saying he’ll stop harassing everyone who refused to swear loyalty to Barron if you give yourself up.  He said he’d pardon everyone involved at the cabin, too.  Sounds like he wants to end this mess.  If you—”

"If I surrender."  Denny frowned, staring at the floor.  Surrender.  Ending the conflict.  Peace.  Denny let his thoughts float away from the cabin.  Could he really give himself up?  That was certainly something he hadn’t thought about before.  Townsen believed Denny shot Jeb and he wasn’t the kind of man to forgive and forget.  

“Townsen was nothing but a redneck troublemaker before all this," Denny whispered.  "Irritating but mostly harmless.  Now though, he thinks he's some kind dictator—you think he’s really going to hand all that power over?”  

“Yeah, I think it’s a trap, too,” muttered Anse.  He shrugged.  "If he asked me to give up a month or two from now, when I'm low on supplies…maybe.  But for now, I’ll take my chances out here.”

Denny frowned.  It would be so easy.  Just turn himself in, hope for mercy—failing that, a quick death.  At least he wouldn’t have to suffer a torn soul anymore or wake up screaming from nightmares about the men he'd killed and what kind of a monster he’d become.  Could become…will become.  Denny closed his eyes.  

No.  It was his thought, but he knew Red Eagle would agree.  To give up would be to insult the memory of John and Ruth Anderton, who’d given their lives trying to protect him.   To give up would shame everyone who’d suffered and died at the hands of John Townsen and his enforcers.  He looked down at his hands, the skin warm and coppery, glowing in the light of the stove.  His hands clenched into fists.  

“I’ll go back into town…” muttered Denny.  “But I’m not going to surrender."

I am Shawnee. 
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SO ALL THIS LAND belongs to your family?”

Reginald smiled, exuding confidence. He regarded the delicate flower before him—Anna-Maria Brunner really was quite lovely, from the graceful curve of her porcelain neck to her marvelously toned bottom.  Of her legs, he could see little, just a hint of snow white skin around her ankles under the shimmering purple dress she wore.

“It’s a remarkable estate,” she said in her slightly accented English.

“I’m quite proud of it, yes,” said Reginald as he stepped up next to her and handed over a crystal tumbler.  "Drambuie.  The recipe was given to my family from the Bonnie Prince himself."

She nodded a gracious thanks.  "I had no idea your clan was so well connected with the Bloodline."  She peered closer at the map on the wall.  It was huge—a little ostentatious, even for him—in a gilded oak frame and hand drawn in 1907 for his 3rd great-grandfather.

He reached out to touch the southernmost border of the earldom.  “Right here, just across the Sound of Sleat—all this used to belong to us.  The MacDonalds sadly took it from us in a moment of weakness during the 18th century.  Clan warfare used to be quite vicious, you see.”  He took a sip of the honeyed whiskey and savored the warmth in his throat.  "I mean to take it back very soon."  

Now that the Korean Flu had a strong foothold in Edinburgh, it would only be a matter of time before all of southern Scotland became infected.  The nearby MacDonald laird would be very willing to part with the annexed land for some vaccines.

The intercom buzzed.  "My lord?"

Reginald smiled at Anna-Maria and made his way to the panel.  "What is it, Stefan?  I thought I made myself clear we were not to be disturbed?"

"Apologies, my lord—but our scouts report several lorries approaching Keith from the south."

"Ah!" said Anna-Maria, "My men have arrived."

"Your men?" asked Reginald, hand still on the intercom button.

"Yes," she replied, "I brought my security detail with me—I hope you don't mind."

"Not at all," he replied.  "More the merrier, I say.  Stefan?"

"I shall pass word to the gatehouse to speed their arrival, my lady."

He hadn’t originally planned on that little acquisition, but Reginald never passed up golden opportunities.

“I noticed—and I hope you’ll forgive me if I’m a little forward—”

Reginald flashed a smile.  “Done—though I daresay I’d find King Tut strolling the streets of Inverness before I found fault with you, Anna-Maria.”

She smiled, a devilish glint in her eye, yet looked innocently on.  Reginald was impressed—the more he got to know Anna-Maria, the more he realized she could be the perfect match for him. 

“It’s just I couldn’t help but notice parts of your estate are…rather…how shall I put it…?”

“Rough around the edges?” suggested Reginald.

“Yes!  Some rooms—like this one—are full of paintings, yet others appear almost…medieval.”

Reginald nodded as he led her over to a tapestry depicting a knight and hounds chasing a woman into the trees.  “Do you see the knight there, pursuing his lady?”

“Yes…she appears to have lost her gown…”

Reginald noted the slight color at the base of Anna-Maria’s neck and smiled.  “Indeed.  I keep this here to remind me of my quest to restore this modest estate to its former glory.  Sadly, like the rather immodest lady here,” he said gesturing with his glass, “my goal is always slightly out of reach.”

She turned to the left and spotted the next tapestry in the series where the knight, surrounded by trees and crude-looking fish at his feet, embraced the naked woman tenderly.  She cleared her throat politely and nodded at the weaving.  “And this?  What does this represent?”

“That is the opportunity that has presented itself.  The realization of my goal—my life’s work, you might say.”

She watched him with the most amazing green eyes flecked with cinnamon over the rim of her glass. 

Reginald cleared his throat.  "Of course, there are other challenges I'm pursuing at the moment as well…"

Anna-Maria arched a sculpted eyebrow.  "Oh?"  She hid a smile behind her glass.  "Do tell."

Reginald turned and paced across the room, his footsteps echoing on the centuries-old hardwood floor as he approached the massive fireplace.  "I'm not…not quite sure how everything will play out."  He stared into the fireplace, hoping she would take the bait.

"The Council.  The flu."

Reginald hid his own smile as he stared into the flames.  Hook, line, and sinker.  "Precisely."  He turned and looked across the room as she gracefully made her way toward him.  "This business with the Council falling ill…"

"Ghastly," she said, crossing her arms.

Reginald nodded.  "If the King possessed just a little more patience…"

"You would've had enough vaccines for all of us—in plenty of time," she said, resting a hand gently on his arm.  "You needn't blame yourself in this, Reginald.  You did the best you could.  You did the best anyone could."

Reginald smiled at her and patted her hand, thrilling to her touch on his arm.  "That's kind of you to say, but I should have done more.  I should have insisted the King listen—"

Anna-Maria sighed.  "The King!  We have listened to him drone on about his precious throne all my life.  I ask you—what good does it do me?  What good does it do Austria?  Or Scotland?  The Council exists to serve the King.  He does nothing for us, other than toss a few lucrative business contracts our way like scraps from the lord's table."

It was Reginald's turned to arch an eyebrow.  "I was unaware you held such strong…opinions."

"Oh God, yes," she said, laughing.  "You should've heard my father!  Or my grandfather.  We've all served Kings in our time and look where it's gotten us?"

"End of the bloody world," muttered Reginald.  He turned from her and looked out the tall casement window into the black night.  "Somewhere out there, just a few hundred miles away, people are falling ill to the sickness we helped unleash upon the world."

"We didn't come up with the plan—the North Koreans approached us…"

Reginald turned back to her and smiled sadly.  "But we enabled them.  We provided them with technology to disperse the weapon, money to get the job done, and political cover.  These things weigh heavily upon my soul as I see my own nation falling under attack—an attack that was never supposed to come."

She nodded.  "I understand.  Austria will not be immune to this either, I fear."

"A few of us will," said Reginald, his eyes sparkling.  Now for the big pitch.  "I've taken delivery of the first batch of vaccines from the local facility," Reginald said, gesturing toward a gleaming silver briefcase on his desk.  "I injected myself some time ago.  Since then, I've had every battery of scientific tests known to modern medicine."

"And?" she asked breathlessly, one hand over her chest.

"I'm immune to every known variant of the influenza virus."

Color crept up Anna-Maria's neck again, yet she maintained a dignified pose.  Her breath came a little faster, her pupils dilated just slightly.  "Even the weaponized flu?"

Reginald nodded.  "Impervious.  I…don't suppose you'd care to consider a proposition I have for you?"

Reginald put his hands in his pockets and cleared his throat, attempting to come across as circumspect.  "That is, I hope you don't consider me too forward when I suggest that we…align ourselves to each other."  The words came faster now as if he were screwing the last of his courage up to make the final push.  "We are the two youngest members on the Council, you and I.  Between our two families, we hold considerable wealth and influence both here in Great Britain and on the Continent…"

Anna-Maria took a step closer to Reginald and stared into his eyes.  "An interesting business arrangement," she observed.

Reginald shrugged one shoulder and appeared nonchalant.  "Well…it sounds different when you put it that way, doesn't it?  I…"   He flicked a glance over his shoulder at the silver briefcase. "If you would agree to stay here—for your own safety—until things blow over on the continent—I should like to offer you the vaccine—"

She stepped even closer to him and gently placed a hand on his chest.  "Stop right there, if you please.  What exactly do you want of me?"

Reginald looked deeply into her eyes.  "You."  The heat in his cheeks and was real.  The desire was real.  "If we're being honest—and I think we should—I want you.  I have since the day I first saw your face among the dour profiles on the Council.  You're intoxicating."  He raised his arms and gently held her, reveling in the luxuriously soft skin he caressed with his fingers.  

"Join me.  Bind your house to mine, and together we shall emerge from this catastrophe more powerful than ever—perhaps the only surviving members of the Council."

Anna-Maria inclined her head and regarded Reginald through half-closed eyes like a cat watching a mouse.  For the first time in his life, Reginald felt like prey.  "Is that what passes for a wedding proposal in Scotland?"

Reginald dropped to one knee, heart thundering in his chest.  "Anna-Maria Brunner, it would give me the greatest honor if you would consent to be my wife, to share my fortune, my estate, my world and power—to stand by my side through these difficult times and rejoice with me when the dust settles."

She smiled then, not the smile of a love-struck woman on the cusp of an emotional roller coaster, but the smile a tiger displays before it pounces.  There was great promise in those luscious red lips as well as great danger.  

Reginald held his breath, wondering just what he was about to get himself into.  Before she could speak, he felt the floor tremble and an ancient oak beam, blackened with age supporting the ceiling groaned and cracked.

He got to his feet and sharply pulled Anna-Maria from the fireplace as a stream of dust from the over-stressed beam trickled to the floor where she had stood a moment before.

"What the bloody hell can that be?" he growled to no one in particular.

She pointed at the window.  "A flash—outside!"

Reginald rushed to the window.  "I don't see anything…where did you—"

"The sky!" she blurted.

Reginald glanced up at the clouds above the Castle, discernible only because they were slightly less dark than the night sky itself.  As he watched, a bright pinpoint of light emerged, looking for all the world like a twinkling star.  The light blinked in and out as it descended and grew in size.  

"That can't be a plane…moving too fast," he mused out loud.

Realization dawned on him.  "Get—" he screamed.  The missile buried itself in a guardhouse outside the castle walls.  The explosion and resultant flash of light lit up the room many times brighter than the fireplace.  The tall window imploded, sending a cascade of thick, leaded glass raining down on them like so many daggers.

Reginald cursed through the ringing in his ears and sputtered in his rage as he struggled to his feet, wiping dust and soot from his face.  His shoes crunched on broken glass as he stood and watched smoke pour in from the ruined window. 

He turned and saw Anna-Maria get unsteadily to her feet, attempting to smooth the torn edge of her soot-covered dress.  She had a slight cut at her temple and a trickle of red shone brilliantly against her white, flawless skin.

Reginald was furious at the thought of someone taking a swipe at his personal estate.  Seeing the tiny line of bright red blood on her skin sent him into a towering rage.  He turned and shot another glance out the window as alarms echoed up from the castle courtyard far below.  

The shouts were silenced when a third guardhouse exploded into a magnificent ball of fire, sending debris flying over the castle walls.  Reginald turned and dove for Anna-Maria as the shockwave of tortured air force itself through the window, carrying more debris and smoke into the room.

Reginald opened his eyes and Anna-Maria lay underneath him, a curious expression on her face.  

Is she smiling or injured?  

She blinked and her lips moved, but Reginald heard nothing save a bell ringing in his ear.  He tried to respond, but his voice sounded as if he were underwater.  A confused look flashed across her face and she shook her head, indicating with a bloodied hand that her ears were damaged as well.

Reginald did not have time to relish the wonderful sensation of laying atop her, his hips pressed into hers.  His survival instinct took over and forced him to his feet, helping her up after.  The two of them stood when the door to the room behind Anna-Maria crashed open.

Reginald shoved her roughly to the side and stepped forward to face whatever threat intruded.  Instead of a rifle toting soldier, he was greeted by a bloodied Jayne, complete with a shredded and partially burned evening dress.  He immediately noticed how much skin was visible—her dress had torn almost to her armpit.

Drinks with Svea was evidently more exciting than I'd anticipated.  

Reginald blinked.  She said something to him, but he couldn't hear anything other than muffled noise and that damnable ringing.

He shook his head, wincing through a small cloud of dust that formed around him like a halo, and pointed at his ears.  Jayne nodded.  

She leaned around Reginald to see Anna-Maria composing herself.  Reginald reached behind him and pulled her forward, attempting introductions.  His hearing had only slightly returned, and he heard his own voice as if from a great distance.

"Stop shouting!" yelled Jayne.  "I hear you fine!"

"Can't hear myself," muttered Reginald.  "I can barely hear you!"

"Then I'll keep this short—that Swedish bitch Svea is a traitor!"

Reginald took a step back.  "What?  How can you be so sure?" he shouted.  He felt numb.  It can't be.  

Jayne stepped forward and thrust the side of her face at him.  She pointed at her cheek where a shallow yet jagged slash perforated her otherwise perfect skin.  "You see this?  She did this with a poker!"

"When?"

"Just before the attack started!" Jayne shouted.  "We need to get out of here—right now."

"You know where the reserves are?"

Jayne considered him for a second.  "Vaccines?  Yeah, they're in the vault."

Reginald turned and pointed at the dust-covered briefcase on his desk.  "We'll take these, you gather the rest, and grab whatever cash you can carry.  Meet me at the south dock in ten minutes."

Jayne stood for a moment and looked at Anna-Maria  "Me, or us?"

Reginald determined his hearing was coming back—he never would've heard the acid in Jayne's voice with that damnable ringing in his head.  He smirked.  "Us.  What's the matter, dear?  Jealous?"

Jayne huffed and turned, gathering the shreds of her dress and pushing out into the hallway, shoving a recently arrived guard out of her way.

"What the bloody hell is going on out there?"  Reginald growled as the man came in limping.  A hastily applied bandage strapped to his left leg had already soaked through with blood.

"Surprise attack, sir—"

"I can bloody well see that, you fool!  Who is attacking us?" Reginald demanded.  He raced to his desk, opened the uppermost drawer and pulled out a 9mm Glock.  Slipping it under the waistband at his back, he grabbed the briefcase and turned, his free hand outstretched for Anna-Maria.

"Don't know, sir," the guard said, panting.  "They came out of nowhere and everywhere.  Lady Brun's security detail was almost to the castle when they ambushed it.  That happened at the same time missiles dropped out of the sky and blew up our—"

"SAS," Reginald said.  "Bloody hell."

Automatic gunfire and another explosion echoed through the window.  Reginald had seen enough.  He pulled Anna-Maria through the doorway and shouted over his shoulder, "Lock down the keep!  Call up the reserves—and send word to our forces in town!"

Reginald did not wait to hear confirmation of his orders as he led Anna-Maria down a side hallway.  Another explosion echoed through the keep's thick walls. The floor trembled and the lights flickered.  Reginald glanced nervously above him at the stone ceiling as bits of dust and stone dropped onto his head.  

"My dear, you may wish to remove your shoes—you'll be able to run faster in bare feet."

Anna-Maria kicked off one Le Bouton and reached down to unstrap the other.  "Where are we going?"

Reginald turned at the sound of shouted voices and tensed, his hand on the grip of the pistol at his back before he recognized his own security forces barrel around the corner to take up positions at exterior doors.  "There are certain delicate files that need to go with us.  We need to meet Jayne."

Anna-Maria adjusted the voluminous dress draped over her.  "Files?  We need to get out of here before this whole castle falls on top of our heads!"

Reginald grimaced, pulling her further down the hallway.  "This place is stronger than it looks."  He glanced over his shoulder.  "Despite not having a woman's touch where the interior decorating is concerned, I assure you, my ancestors built this place to withstand anything."

Another explosion rocked the ancient building and brought them both stumbling to their knees.  Anna-Maria glared at him as she flipped dusty hair off her face.  "I rather doubt your ancestors had modern explosives in mind when they designed the walls."

"Would you care to take your chances back there?" asked Reginald, sweeping his arm back down the hallway.  Gunfire erupted toward his study.  He looked down at her impatiently and extended his hand.  "I don't know about you, but I'd prefer to leave.  Now."

He smiled as her grimy hand tilted itself into his and he pulled her up.  Before he could say anything further, she reached up, grabbed the back of his head and kissed him passionately on the lips.

As they broke for air, the castle shuddering around them, she whispered, "Get me out of this alive, and I'll make it worth your while."

Reginald turned to leave.  "I take it your answer is yes?"

She grabbed her shoes and ran beside him, her bare feet slapping at the smooth stone floor.  "Get me out of here first!" she said with a smile.

"We shall honeymoon in Fiji!" he called, hopping over rubble from a partially collapsed side wall.  "Away from all this—"

Out of the smoke that partially obscured the end of the hallway, a figure clad all in black emerged like a shade escaped from Hell itself.  At a glance, Reginald saw he carried a varied assortment of weapons: a pistol on the hip, a bandoleer of ammunition pouches and grenades, a backpack full of God knows what, and goggles—six tubes of black eyes—strapped to the fellow's face.  A nightmare come to life.  

"Well, I'm glad to see I can still make people smile," said a deep voice with a Texas drawl.

"Who are you?" Anna-Maria snapped imperiously.

"U.S. Navy SEALs—drop your weapon.  You two are coming with me."

God damn bloody SEALs.  I knew I shouldn't have trusted the bloody Koreans.  Incompetent fools certainly bollocksed things in San Diego.   "You're supposed to be dead."

The man laughed.  "Too stubborn to die, I guess.  Now drop the weapon before I drop you." 

Reginald clenched his jaw as the figure moved closer.  No chance of successfully drawing his pistol and getting off a shot before the wraith in front of him pulled his own trigger.  He clenched his fists in frustration.  

In my own home, no less.  The indignity of it all.

Someone screamed down the corridor behind him and a tremendous explosion shook the entire castle.  Reginald had time to see fire brightening the world before his face rushed forward to kiss the harsh stone wall to his left.  Everything descended into a queasy mix of fire and darkness, with  woman screaming over distant gunfire.
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Skye, Scotland.

Dunkeith Castle.




COOPER BLINKED BEFORE BRUSHING the dust off his face.  He blindly reached through the dense smoke, his hands stumbling over rocks and bits of gear.  A sharp, stabbing pain from his right thigh brought his fuzzy senses back into sharp focus.  Cooper groaned as he rolled on his side, gritting his teeth as the fire spread up his leg.

Bits of rubble fall from his back.  "Check in…" he grunted.

Charlie coughed.  "The fuck was that?"

"Jax?" asked Cooper as he struggled to his feet, grimacing in pain.  He blinked again and looked around, but saw no sign of the Texan.  Cooper looked back down the hallway.  Deserted.  The hallway ended in a cavernous blackness.  He, Charlie, and Jax had breached the rear of the keep and emerged into what looked like ruins.  They followed a long corridor lit with sputtering torches before suddenly emerging into a section of the castle that had seen at least something of a restoration.   They'd only had to neutralize three guards along the way.

Before long, they'd passed locked storerooms leading to a fully lit corridor, complete with paintings on the plastered walls.  A dense, red carpet runner lined the floor, trimmed with gold thread.  The doors along this hallway had little brass nameplates nailed to them.

"Jax!" Cooper hissed.  The hallway before him ended in a pile of rubble and crushed rock.  He squinted into the dust and saw the ceiling had caved in at the junction where Jax had disappeared just after spotting the HVT.

Reginald.  He was right there!

Charlie forged ahead climbing through the knee-deep pile of rocks, bricks, and mortar.  "Jax!  Come in!"   He scrambled up the pile and pulled down bits of debris from the top.

Cooper turned and aimed his rifle down the hallway into the darkness.  "Anything?" he asked over his shoulder.

"Negative," said Charlie's clipped voice.  "There's too much debris—I can't get through.  Jax!"  Charlie yelled.  "I can't see anything!  Are you there?  Jax!"

Cooper heard the rubble shift behind him and Charlie scampered down as more debris tumbled down out of the ceiling.  "You got anything?" he asked.

Cooper scanned his wrist pad.  "Damn thing's busted."  Cooper checked his radio.  "Overwatch, how copy?"

After a moment of crackling static, the sniper's voice emerged in Cooper's ear.  "I got you, Hoss.  What the hell is going on down there?"

"Might ask you the same thing.  What was that?"

"One of the drones was just shot down.  It crashed into the base of the keep."

"Well, that explains that…" muttered Charlie.

"Our friends are pressing the home team hard.  Outer walls breached, but the defenders are putting up a fight.  I'm picking off any that step out, but it looks like things are settling into a stalemate for now."

"Roger that," muttered Cooper.  He glanced at Charlie.  "It'll only be a matter of time before the son of a bitch gets more reinforcements.  We're on his turf—we gotta move."

"We can't leave Jax.  Not without knowing."

Cooper cursed and kicked a rock at his feet.  "You know the layout of this place as well as I do.  You go through that door and I'll go through this door.   If 13's maps are accurate, we should meet in the hallway on the other side of this blockage.  Ready?"

Charlie frowned.  "I don't like splitting up."

"I don't either, but we don't have much of a choice.  The clock's ticking."  Cooper checked his rifle and dropped in a fresh magazine.  He yanked back on the charging bolt and slipped the half-empty magazine into a pouch on his chest rig.  "If his history is any indicator, Reginald's gonna be slipping out of here any minute.  I can't let this son of a bitch get away again."

Charlie nodded, his face a ghostly gray under a thin layer of dust.  "Roger that—let's move."

Cooper clapped Charlie on the shoulder, sending up a cloud of dust, then turned him toward the door to the right.  Cooper turned to the left.  "On three.  One, two, three!"

They kicked the doors open at the same time. Cooper charged into a blackened room.  "Going green," he muttered as he snapped down his night vision goggles.  The world flickered and came to life in greens and blacks.  He knew he would lose his depth perception, but with power in the castle unreliable, he hoped it would give him enough of an advantage to find Reginald.

Cooper crept through another empty storeroom, glancing over boxes and crates with labels such as 'Green Room', 'Grand Hall', and 'Study'.  It looked like nothing had been touched in there for a generation.  He crept closer to the far exit and froze when a light appeared on the other side of the heavy wooden door.  

A shadow rushed past, and the light winked off again.  Cooper's hand gripped the doorknob, and he turned it as slow as possible.  When he was sure the bolt had passed the striker plate, he pulled the door open and quickly stepped through, cornering the room beyond.

Cooper found himself in one of the unmarked rooms on 13's map.  She knew they existed, but not what they contained.  He glanced around, his night vision picking up flickers of light flashing off metal all around him.  He let out a low, quiet whistle.  

"Found some sort of antique arms storeroom.  You wouldn't believe the number of swords and shit they got in here…" he muttered.

"I'm in a storeroom—this guy's stocked up for years.  Approaching the door to the hallway."

Cooper looked left and found an open door leading down the dark hallway.  A light flickered at the end of the hallway, causing a flare to spike in Cooper's vision.  

Where did you go?

The hallway ended in a single door, partially blocked by another cave in.  No threat from that quarter.  

He turned and brought his rifle to bear on the door to the right, slightly ajar.  Whoever the hell had been in here had gone through that door.  He approached the door and half-crouched, clenching his teeth at the throb of pain shooting up his leg with every step.  The dive suit was undamaged, but he was afraid to think what his leg must look like underneath.  For the first time, he noticed he was sweating.

Not good.  We gotta get Jax, get the HVT, and get the fuck outta here before I pass out and bleed to death.

Cooper opened the door with his left hand and stepped sideways into a long hallway.  The lights flickered again at the far end.  When the light was out, he saw movement—someone poked a head around the corner down there.

Cursing silently, he stepped out of the doorway and into a shadow on his left.  He flipped the night vision out of his face and blinked.  The light blinded him every time it turned on.  Once his vision cleared, he raised his rifle to his shoulder and took aim at the corner where he'd seen the target.

The light winked on and Cooper saw a helmet for a split second before it disappeared back around the corner.  He didn't see any night-vision apparatus, so when the light winked off again, he scrambled forward and paused.

It took about 15 seconds, but the light came back on.  Cooper waited, sure the defender was getting nervous.  As the light switched off, Cooper crossed the hallway and scrambled another 10 yards.  He stopped just as the light turned on, and the helmet was there again at the end of the hallway.  He heard a muffled shout and saw a shoulder appear.  

The light blinked out, and he dove across the hallway as gunfire rolled toward him like thunder.  Sparks flickered near the spot where he'd just been.  Lying prone on the floor, he fired a three-round burst in the direction where he had last seen the helmeted head.  No one was there, so his rounds ricocheted off the far wall.  More shouting erupted, the voices indistinct.

"Shit," he grunted.  There was definitely more than one down there.  Staggering to his feet, he called out: "Contact!  North hallway!"

"Hang on! I'm almost there," replied Charlie.  "Don't do anything stupid."

"You know me…"  He charged forward as the light winked on again.  A surprised guard in an ill-fitting helmet met him at the corner.  Cooper fired a three-round burst point blank into the guard's chest and neck.  The man went down in a spray of blood.  

Cooper stepped around the body and knelt.  A set a stairs lay before him.  He took the winding stone steps two at a time despite the pain in his leg and emerged onto a wide landing.  The only light nearby came from his left where twenty feet ahead, a large wooden double door lay shattered on the floor.  The doorway beyond opened into what appeared to be the castle's Great Hall.  

Shit…took a wrong turn somewhere…

A jagged hole perforated the ceiling and a pile of rubble burned near the center of the large room.  He crept to the corner of the doorway and noticed that whatever had crashed through the roof had set fire to the biggest wooden table he'd ever seen.  Expensive chairs and what looked like crystal goblets lay shattered on the floor.  Two tapestries on the far side of the room were partially in flames, hanging from threads as they died.  The rest of the room was full of paintings of 18th-century soldiers, statesmen, and wildlife.  A roaring fire in a huge 10 foot long fireplace competed against the blistering hot wreckage in the middle of the room.  Smoke-filled the upper half of the cavernous ceiling—thick, black and roiling like a living creature.

He glanced around, checking bodies to make sure none moved.  It looked like a fancy dinner had been interrupted.  He picked out three liveried men, all prone on the floor near serving platters and silver trays.  Spilled food and drink made the floor slippery, but he swept the room anyway, crouching painfully as he went until he cleared to the other side.

"Actual, be advised, I have movement in the Great Hall.  Part of the drone crashed in there and it looks like somebody's snooping around."

"Overwatch, Actual.  That's me—room's clear."

"I found Jax!" called out Charlie's voice.

"Alive?" asked Cooper, trepidation in his voice as he brought his rifle to bear on the only surviving door in the room.

"Barely—we gotta get him out of here soon or he won't make it.  I got patched 'im up as best I can, but he needs EVAC.  Now."

Cooper crept toward the door and froze as he heard a voice on the other side.

"This way, my dear.  Once we get through the Great Hall, we shall reach the boat dock momentarily."

The door swung away from Cooper's hand before he could react, but his rifle was already on target as Reginald Tillcott, 7th Earl of Dunkeith stepped forward and stopped only when Cooper's rifle pressed against his chest.

"What the bloody hell—"

Jesus Christ, it's him!  Cooper froze.  The moment of his vengeance was at hand.  He was alone, Reginald was right in front of him and his rifle pressed straight into the man's chest.  All I have to do is squeeze…

"Another one!" asked Reginald, his voice full of disdain.  "Let me guess…'I'm coming with you'," he said, mocking a southern accent.

Brenda's dead…because of you.

"You…" Cooper said through clenched teeth.  "You killed her…"

That aristocratic face cracked into a wide smile.  The mirth did not reach his eyes, but the man appeared genuinely amused.  "My good man, I've killed a great many people in my life—but I take pleasure in knowing I have not personally killed a woman."

"Brenda Alston," Cooper said, his voice cracking, "Major, United States Army.  She—" the door opened a fraction of an inch.  His eyes saw the movement too late, focused as he was on Reginald's face.  When he shifted his attention, he noticed the open maw of a semiautomatic pistol aimed straight at his forehead.

Reginald laughed.  He kicked the door open, revealing the pistol attached to the graceful arm of a woman—disheveled and bloody.  She jutted her chin out and raised both eyebrows, looking at him as if he was her pool boy and had skipped out on cleaning the pool.

"I do hope you will allow me to make introductions?" Reginald said.  "May I present to you Lady Anna-Maria Brunner of Austria..."

"Coop!  The fuck is going on?" Charlie squawked.  "Is that him?"

Cooper stared at the woman who held the unwavering gun pointed at his face in a steady hand.  Safety's off, she's not gonna blink.  Finger's on the trigger—she knows what she's doing.  He swiveled his eyes back to Reginald.

"Oh, if you could see your face just now!" he laughed.

"Cooper!" yelled Charlie.  

"Actual, be advised, we got a large group of enemy foot mobiles approaching from the town!"

Between the radio chatter in his ear and shifting his attention between the woman with the gun and Reginald, Cooper had time to see the tip of a taser appear to his left.  A servant Cooper swore was dead, appeared to be anything but.

Shit.
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Salmon Falls, Idaho.




DENNY WALKED THE DESERTED streets of Salmon Falls.  Unarmed, tired, heart-sick of fighting, he walked with a purpose.

I did everything I could.  One man can only do so much, he told himself as he moved past burned, boarded-up shops.  Trash littered the sidewalks.  Cars—many riddled by bullets—blocked side roads at random.  To the south, homes still smoldered.

He accomplished a lot for one man.

Townsen—hapless redneck, blessed by luck to survive the Korean Flu and step into the Russian-caused power vacuum by force of arms, was nothing less than a walking disaster.

Denny clenched his fists as he turned onto Main Street and saw the first spectators.  Townsen had forced the whole town to watch Denny's surrender and humiliation.  The shamed look on the faces of those he passed told him almost everyone who watched had already given up.

If such is the price of peace, I will pay it, Denny reminded himself.  I just need to get close…just for a second.

Surrender he may but give up, he would never. .

"Sorry, Denny…" a voice across the street called out.

Armed men behind the haggard civilians maintained silent order  among the watchers.

"This is sick," muttered someone to his left.  A rifle rose and fell with a wet smack and a few people gasped.  Denny kept walking.

Just let me get close to him…

Tired, hungry faces watched him as he walked toward City Hall.  A knot of people had formed on the steps.  As he approached, a low murmuring rippled through the crowd.

"There he is!"

"My husband died because of you!" shrieked a woman's voice.

"Damn you!" shouted a man.

Denny clenched his jaw and ignored the accusations.  Loyalists surrounded Townsen.  He stared straight ahead, focused on the impromptu stage before him.  Townsen, flanked by his cronies, smirked down at him from the top step.

A sticky glob slapped Denny's cheek.  He wiped his face on his sleeve.  It began—the crowd surged forward, full of angry, twisted faces and clawing hands.  His clothes twitched and jerked as if alive—something hard hit the back of his arm.  Then things rained down on him—rotten fruit, trash, even empty bottles.

Denny ducked the heavier objects he spotted in the air but otherwise ignored the incoming projectiles.  Likewise, he ignored the insult, shouts, and punches.  He pushed forward, eyes locked on Townsen's sneer, stumbling and staggering under the assault.

Just one second.  That's all I ask.  Grant me one moment…

Something heavy hit him in the back of the head and Denny fell to his knees.  Through the spots flitting across his vision, he saw trash and filth all around him.  A booted foot swished past his face and hit his ribs, causing him to cry out in pain.

"Back up!" growled the voice over the crowd.  "Back the fuck up!  Let him get up!  Now!"

Rough hands pulled Denny to his feet.  His vision swirled, accompanied by the sting in his throat of rising bile forced up by the kick.  A line of guards pushed the rowdier people back and shoved him forward.  He stumbled and fell, gasping in pain on City Hall's steps.  

Townsen's loyalists roared approval.  He looked around at the angry faces as he rose and saw a wall of protesters on the other side of men with rifles.  The people who'd silently witnessed his approach and injuries now strained to stop the abuse.

Too little, too late, my friends.

A beer bottle struck his lower back with a hollow thump and caused him to fall to his knees again.  The crowd cheered.

"Stay down, traitor," said Townsen in a strong, clear voice.  The crowd fell silent, watching.  A few hisses and curses echoed off the buildings but they ceased pelting him with trash.  Denny glared up at Townsen through one eye, the other already swollen shut.

He took a deep breath, eye locked on Townsen, and deliberately rose to his feet.  You will not hear me beg.

The crowd let out a collective "oooooooooh" and fell silent.  Townsen's face darkened, but he kept the sneer plastered in place.

"Let him go!" a low voice shouted down the street.  A chorus of rebuke was the only response.

"Hang 'im John!  He killed your boy!" someone shouted.

Townsen paled but was quick to regain control.  "By rights, I should!" he shouted to the crowd.

His supporters roared.  Denny wavered on his feet and begged Mishe Moneto for strength.

Townsen addressed the crowd, arms flung wide.  "He owes us all!"  He waited for the loyalists to quiet again.  "Kept supplies from us, helped traitors conceal hordes of food—"

"My little girl starved to death, you bastard!"

Townsen calmed the crowd with his upturned hands.  "I am not an unreasonable man.  All you people who sided with Denny will no longer be under suspicion—as soon as he admits his guilt.  I aim to bring peace to this town, with help from President Barron—"

"Barron's dead!" echoed behind Denny.

Townsen jerked his head at a guard.  The man turned and forced his way through the crowd.  After a few muffled words and what sounded like a heavy impact of something hard against flesh, Townsen continued.

"It's cold out here and I don't see no need to drag this out any longer.  Denoyan Tecumseh, you have been charged with treason, sedition, and criminal hoarding—along with a host of other violations.  Have you anything to say in your defense?"

Denny glared at Townsen.  Still too far away.  "Has the Constitution been completely abandoned," he asked in a loud voice, "that you have become judge, jury, and executioner?"

Townsen laughed.  "Of course not!  The mayor—as was his right, appointed me acting police chief."  Townsen puffed his chest out.  A few people clapped in the crowd.

"Acting?" asked Denny as he half turned to the crowd to gauge their mood.  "And you're qualified?  You went to the police academy?  You served as an officer?"

Townsen frowned.  "The mayor can appoint anyone he wants—it's a temporary—"

"Where is the mayor, anyway?" someone called out.

"I heard he took sick with the flu three days ago…" a voice responded.

"That's right," someone else replied, "I haven't seen him since."

Denny smirked.  He had his opening.  "Convenient, don't you think?"  he asked the crowd.  More than one head nodded in agreement.

"Wherever the mayor is, it doesn't change the fact you're charged with treason—and that means—”

"Treason is a federal crime, John," interrupted Denny.  He turned to the crowd.  "I did not know Salmon Falls had a federal courthouse.  I did not know the police chief in Salmon Falls had authority to prosecute federal offenses.  Did you?"

A low murmur rippled through the crowd—they had expected more action and less legal wrangling.

"Well, that's what he's here for!" said Townsen as he shoved the U.S. Marshal from McDonnell's house forward.  

"What's he got to say?  Son of a bitch served the paperwork that kicked me out of my house!" a voice called.

"That paperwork didn't kick you out—Jimmy Moreland did," shouted another.  A shared chuckle worked its way through the loyalists.

"Anyway you look at it, it's bullshit!" cried the first voice.  "You had no right to throw my family on the street, just because I didn't swear some stupid oath!"

"Yeah!"  

Townsen raised his hands.  "Calm down, folks," he pleaded.  "This here's a U.S. Marshal, sent from Washington to enforce the rule of law—"

"Sounds like he was sent to use the law to enforce your rule," said Denny, seizing the moment.  The crowd laughed.  Townsen flushed red.

"You shut the hell up and let the marshal speak.  You're already in a lot of trouble."

The marshal stepped forward.   He looked around and cleared his throat.  "Look everyone, I'm not in a position to say what this man should be charged with—all right?  I was just sent here to help implement President Barron's directive—"

Denny squared his shoulders.  "Did you not swear an oath to defend the Constitution?"

The lawman glanced around before nodding.  "I did.  I also swore to obey my superiors.  I'm not violating the Constitution by being here.  Who's President is not my concern—I go where I'm told, right?"

Denny ignored Townsen's smirk.  "Were you told to stand by while innocent people are robbed and kicked out of their homes?"

"Hey, as far as I know, they never took the oath—"

"Oath?"  Denny looked around.  "Are you serious?  Are we in medieval Europe?" he shouted.

The marshal shrugged as he frowned.  Color crept up his neck.  "I'm sorry, I'm just doing my job."

Denny looked at the assembled crowd.  "You know, Nazi prison guards said the same thing.  It didn't justify what they did in the Holocaust, and it doesn't justify what we've been through here."

A few nods and a ripple of reluctant agreement from Townsen's loyalists met his statement.  Thus encouraged, Denny continued.  

"It's bad enough we barely survived the Russians—now we've got to deal with the Korean Flu!"  He turned to face Townsen.  "This town does not need any more trouble.  We need to heal."

Townsen laughed.  "I suppose looting and hoarding—keeping the starving folks in Salmon Falls from getting any food…that's what you'd call healing?"

"He gave my family more deer meat than we can eat in a week," said a quiet voice hidden in the crowd.

"Mr. Tecumseh helped bring water to my wife when she was sick…"

"…showed us how to start a fire without matches…"

"…led us to an abandoned house after the Russians burned us out…"

"Now just a minute—" began Townsen.  The crowd grew louder in support of Denny—Townsen grew redder.

"…his friends brought us half a deer…"

"Anse helped just as much…"

Townsen tried calling for order that never came.  Denny held his breath and waited.  The spark had been fanned—there was nothing to do but wait for the kindling to catch.  The voices grew louder, more confident.  The guards looked nervous.  Townsen looked furious.

"Stop it!" he yelled.

"You stop it!" someone shouted back.  The crowd cheered and laughed at the same time.

"We want our town back!"

"Yeah!"

"You—all of you—you're getting dangerously close to treason!"  Townsen shrieked.  "All of you!"  He raised a hand, and the guards stepped back—weapons not leveled, but ready.  

"You're wrong," Denny called out.  "They're dangerous—but only to you and your thugs!"

The crowd roared, echoing off the surrounding buildings.

Now is my chance.  Denny stared at Townsen.  Just a few quick steps and he could wrap his hands around that scrawny neck and squeeze.

No, Little Spear.  That is not your path…

Denny's heart slowed, his vision sharpened, and the noise of the crowd faded into a haze of background noise.  He listened to Red Eagle.

It is not our way…

He clenched his fists.  A bottle sailed past his head, exploding at Townsen's feet, the glass sparkling like a thousand suns in the weak afternoon light.  His eyes bulged and sweat trickled down the side of Townsen's face.

Denny smiled.  It's already over—you've lost control.  He raised his arms and spun back to the crowd, now barely contained by the armed men.

"Stop!" he called out.  "Everyone, listen to me!"  The crowd gradually quieted, despite a few desultory shouts directed Townsen.  "We're better than this," he said.  He pointed at Townsen.  "We're better than him."

The crowd voiced its approval.  

"There doesn't need to be any more violence…"

He smiled as two men wrestled away the rifle from the closest guard.  Another allowed his to be taken and stepped back, hands up.  In seconds, the rest followed suit as the crowd surged outward.

"This is your town," Denny said, turning his back to Townsen.  He spread his hands wide and faced the crowd.  "Take it back."

They bellowed and howled, swarming around Denny and flowing up the steps of City Hall like a flooding river.  Townsen disappeared behind a wall of bodies and fists and shouts.  

"Don't hurt him!" Denny pleaded.  The sea of faces parted and the marshal stepped forward, Townsen before him.  His hands had been secured in zip ties, his face flushed.

"I'll see you dead, you son of a bitch!"

A large fist struck Townsen's jaw.  He recoiled and blinked in surprise.

"No!"  Denny shouted.  "Don't turn us into the monsters he wanted us to be!  We are a nation of laws."

"We used to be, you ignorant savage!  It's every man for himself, now!" hissed Townsen, struggling against his restraints.

Denny's hand flicked toward his tomahawk and clenched air.  He'd come unarmed, per Townsen's ultimatum.

Townsen jerked his hands back and with a plastic snap, they were free.  He lunged at Denny with a speed that took even the marshal off guard.

Denny found himself on his back, Townsen's hands around his throat.  "Don't—" he choked.

"Fuck you!  You killed my boy—you turned them against me," Townsen growled.  He smashed Denny's head against the rough pavement.  "I'm better than you, Indian!"

Angry shouts accompanied strong hands grasping at Townsen, but he only tightened his grip on Denny's throat in the confused scrum.

Spots floated across Denny's vision.  "Don't…" he whispered, tying to pry the vice-like fingers from his throat.  He needed air.  He used a hand to punch at Townsen and brushed something under the man's jacket.  One last chance.

"You think you're so smart, Mister History Teacher…" sneered Townsen, spittle filling the corners of his mouth.  "My boy was twice the man you are! And you killed him!"

Denny pulled the knife from Townsen's belt.  "I am Shawnee!" he hissed and plunged the knife into Townsen's belly, once and again just under the ribcage.  

The grip on his throat finally slackened and Townsen's snarling face changed into a wide grimace as his lips pulled back in pain.  His hands released Denny's throat and fumbled at the blade sunk deep in his chest.  He teetered over Denny as the crowd step back.  

John Townsen, dictator, one of President Barron's small-town enforcers, rolled his eyes, gurgled on his own blood, and collapsed to the ground.

Denny gasped for air and turned his head to stare into Townsen's eyes as the light faded and his body convulsed.  "I'm sorry, John," he whispered.
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Skye, Scotland.

Dunkeith Castle.




COOPER SHIFTED HIS GAZE from the taser-wielding servant to the woman with the pistol.  Options raced through his mind—take the taser, take the gun…go for Reginald…go for the gun and hope the taser misses.… 

Every way he looked at it, his odds didn't look good.

Reginald smiled.  "I see you thinking.  Don't try anything—you are finished, so be a good boy, now.  Drop your weapon and Fergus here will tie you up…"

Cooper hesitated.  His finger tightened on the trigger.  Just a few more ounces of pressure and Reginald would die.

"Don't do it," said a rough voice to his left.  

"Listen to Fergus.  Drop the gun.  You'll thank me later," suggested Reginald.

The radio in Cooper's ear squawked: "Actual, Overwatch.  I got a bead on the tango to your 9 o'clock.  Say when…"

A slow smile spread across Cooper's lips.  He dropped his rifle and raised his hands.  His eyes shifted to the servant, looking for the red dot that would signal Sparky's aim.  He watched it appear just over the man's right ear.

Reginald paused in his monologue.  "I'm sorry…"  He looked at the woman.  "Did I say something amusing?"

Cooper laughed.  "Now!"  He kept his eyes on the woman as Fergus' head exploded in a puff of vaporized blood, brain, and bone.  Cooper snapped his right arm out, blocking her gun.  He pulled hard and twisted, spinning her over his left hip.  The movement caused her to release the pistol and dumped her on the floor at the same time.  

Cooper held the gun now and pointed it Reginald.  The arrogant terrorist ignored the weapon and watched Lady Brunner as she hit the floor in a pile of ruffled silks and German curses.

"Actual?"

Cooper activated his throat mic, eyes locked on Reginald.  "Clear.  Thanks for the assist."  He stooped and recovered his rifle, then slung it over his shoulder, keeping Lady Brun's pistol aimed at Reginald's chest.  

"Hurry up—things are turning into a royal clusterfuck out here!"

"Copy.  Oscar Mike."

Reginald threw his head back and laughed.  "Good show!"  He wiped his eyes, glancing at Fergus' messy remains.  He peered up through the hole in the roof.  "A sniper…on my own roof…oh, that's rich!"  He glanced at Cooper as he helped the woman to her feet.

"Though I might ask you to apologize to Lady Brunner for treating her so…boorishly."

"Shut up—you're coming with me."

"Coop!  Let's go!  We gotta exfil."

Cooper activated his mic again.  "Copy that, I have the HVT plus one."

"This won't work, you know," offered Reginald.  He adjusted his shirt, flicking at his grime-stained sleeve.

"Shut up," Cooper repeated.

"Enemy reinforcements approaching.  Our friends are getting pinned down—they're requesting air support…" reported Sparky.

"Striker 2-1, Actual, Command.  Do you have the HVT?"

"Affirmative, Command."  Cooper glared at Reginald.  "Against the wall—now."

Reginald smirked.  "I shall do no such thing."

Lady Brunner laughed.  "Go ahead, shoot us."  The two of them looked at each other and laughed.

Something didn't fit.  Cooper glanced at the gun in his hand.  What the hell?  Is this thing even loaded?

"The look on your face is priceless," said Reginald.  "My house may be on fire, my staff…"  He looked down at Fergus. "Indisposed…my world in ruins…but you, my friend have positively made my day."

Cooper racked the slide on the pistol and saw it—the odd grip pattern just visible under his thumb.  "God damn fingerprint safety."

"What's going on, Actual?" asked Sparky.  "Get 'em out of there…"

"They're terribly safe, you know," said Lady Brunner.  She blinked demurely as Cooper tossed the useless pistol away.  

"Striker 2-1, Actual, Command.  We have your position—EVAC in route, ETA in seven."

"Roger that, Command," Cooper said, watching Lady Brunner advance like a stalking cat.

Reginald closed in from the left.  Cooper took a step back, mindful of the hot flames consuming the huge table behind him.  His senses sharpened and he blocked the pain in his leg with a ruthless will.  Acrid smoke burned his nose, but he ignored it.  The firefight in the castle courtyard echoed through the Great Hall, but he didn't hear it.  

Sparky advised him he was abandoning his position to help Charlie with Jax.  Charlie shouted he was on his way to help with Reginald, but Cooper didn't listen—too many voices clamored for his attention.  He pulled squawking earpiece from his ear and let it dangle by its curly cord.  The SAS, Command, his Team—they were all talking at once.

Cooper had seven minutes before their ride showed up.  Seven minutes alone with the man who'd orchestrated a global nightmare—the man who was most responsible for Brenda's death.

Charlie's muted voice shouted something about being close, barely audible now that the bone phone had been removed.  Cooper frowned.  

Got to make this fast.

A tremendous crash sent everyone in the room sprawling.  Cooper glanced behind him and watched as the rear wall of the Great Hall collapsed under crumbling stone and shuddering ceiling timbers.  Fire and ash spewed from the new hole in the wall and within seconds, the beams and timbers were alight.  

Cooper frowned.  The fire would race up those timbers and catch the roof in a few moments.  He got to his feet and prepared his attack.

Lady Brunner took one step forward and paused, backing up as she saw the look on Cooper's face.  She glanced sideways at Reginald, held up both her hands and smiled.  "You wouldn't hit a woman, would you?"  

Cooper's eyes darted between Reginald and Lady Brunner as a third form appeared behind them.  13 stepped through the smoke wearing what had probably been a very expensive—and revealing—halter top dress once.  Her face was smeared with blood and soot.  Blood stained the dress on her left side just below the ribs all the way to the floor.  She sported a nasty-looking wound to the inside of her left arm as well.    13 looked like she’d just left a hell of a fight.   She deliberately moved through the sparks and smoke as if the room wasn't on fire, her eyes locked on Lady Brunner, her lips compressed into a thin line. 

"No, he wouldn't.  But I would," she said in her lightly accented English.

Lady Brunner turned to the new threat and met a fist square in the face.  Cooper heard her delicate, shapely nose crack.  Lady Brunner screamed as she crumpled to the floor.  Before 13 could land another hit, the Austrian lashed out with her feet and almost toppled 13 to the ground.  13 cursed and lunged, landing a flurry of punches.

"Looks like it's just you and me, old boy," Reginald said, that sickly grin back in his face.  He unbuttoned his cuffs and calmly rolled his sleeves up, revealing well-sculpted forearms.

Cooper ignored the formalities and rushed him.  The move was unexpected, judging from the look on Reginald's face as the two of them collided.  Cooper pushed Reginald backward and slammed him against the wall.

Reginald's knee flew up and connected with Cooper's stomach.  He staggered back—it didn't hurt much, but it was enough to make him lose his grip on Reginald's shirt.  Without stopping, Reginald dropped to a low crouch and spun his leg around, forcing Cooper to hop back or be knocked off his feet.

"Well, you're just full of surprises, aren't you?" growled Cooper.  

Reginald jumped to his feet and produced a knife from the waistband at his back.  It wasn't long, but the blade flashed a dangerous gleam in the firelight.  Reginald flipped the blade around into a dagger position and curled the four-inch blade along his forearm.  He held his arm up in a defensive posture and smiled.  

"I don't know who you work for, but before this goes any further, I want to make you an offer."

Cooper raised his fists in front of his face and moved forward.  "Not interested."  

Reginald lashed out with the knife, forcing Cooper back as the blade hissed past his face.  He slapped Reginald's arm away and tried to hit him on the back swing, but Reginald was too fast and slipped away.  

He spun around, taking a quick glance at Lady Brunner and 13, still struggling on the floor.  Those soulless eyes came back to Cooper as he danced out into open space like a boxer.  

"I think you may want to hear the terms of my offer," he said.

Cooper estimated he had less than four minutes before the extraction helo arrived.  If Charlie was as good as his word—and he was—he'd be arriving on scene any second.  

He had to move fast.  Cooper pulled his 8-inch dive knife from its sheath on his chest and smiled as Reginald blinked several times.  He glanced at the far doors, his snapping back to Cooper's blade.  

"You have nothing I want except your life, bub," Cooper said.

Reginald blinked again and rolled his shoulders.  "Really?  How's $2 billion sound?"

Cooper paused, he felt slightly dizzy.  He didn’t know if it was because of blood loss or shock that the man who’d orchestrated Brenda’s death could possibly think he’d want to join forces.

Reginald smiled.  "Got your attention, did it?  It's an awful lot of zeros.  Whatever pittance your government pays you, I will make it look like pocket change.  Join me—I could use a man of your…talents."  

Reginald's eyes shifted to 13 again.  Cooper followed his glance and saw Lady Brunner face down on the stone floor, being hog-tied by 13.  The Swedish operative had a knee on the back of the aristocrat's graceful neck.

"Don't listen to him!  Don't trust him!  Kill him!" 13 said as she tore strips of her dress off to finish tying Lady Brunner's feet together.  Cooper fought the sudden lightheaded feeling that hit him and his eyes lingered on the reflected firelight that glimmered on her bare back as the long muscles worked just under the skin.

He swung his eyes back to Reginald a split-second too late.  The man was fast—he had crossed the distance between them and slashed down with his short knife, hitting Cooper in the chest.

Cooper only partially deflected the blade, his tactical vest took most of the damage.  He felt an intense burning as the blade cut through his dive suit and nicked his skin.  He recovered fast, though and smacked Reginald in the side of the head with the pommel of his own knife. 

Reginald staggered a few feet away, his free hand touching the side of his head where a goose egg already formed.  He shook his head angrily and rolled his shoulders, bringing his bloody knife up again. 

Cooper growled, more angry at himself than anything.  Mission first.  Take this asshole down—worry about 13 later.

"I take it that's a no, then?" sneered Reginald.  "Pity."

Cooper stepped inside Reginald's next attack and snagged the Earl's knife hand.  Reginald was just as quick and grabbed Cooper's right arm at the elbow, blocking him from stabbing his exposed midsection.  

Cooper dropped his forehead down and hit Reginald squarely on the nose.  Reginald's nose busted with an audible crack and he reared his head back as blood spurted out.  Cooper felt the grip on his elbow slacken and pressed his advantage.  

As Reginald stepped back, hands to his face, Cooper shifted his hips and swung out with his right foot.   Reginald grunted as he flew off his feet and landed on his back.

Cooper stood over Reginald as the Earl lay on the ground, clutching his ruined face and glaring up with baleful eyes.  The crackling fire behind them cast a sickly orange light over Reginald, making the blood that stained his shirt stand out that much brighter.

13 moved next to him, and when Lady Brunner shouted for help, she turned and kicked the Council member in the stomach, silencing the troublesome woman.

"Coop, I'm here!"

Cooper glanced over his shoulder.  Charlie's hand waved from a gap at the top of the rubble pile blocking the other exit.  "I'm almost through!  Bring the prisoners over here!  Sparky's got Jax—"

Cooper turned back to Reginald, who'd brought himself up to his elbows and spat a glob of blood on the stone floor.  He squinted up through one half-closed eye and snarled at Cooper.  "So this is how it ends, eh?  You plan to drag me in like—"

Cooper stared down at Reginald.  "You killed her."  He dropped the knife at his feet, the blade rattling against the floor.  It sounded loud to him, as if the fire, the battle outside, the explosions—none of it made any noise anymore.  His heart pounded away in his chest as his knife clattered against the stone floor.  He only saw Reginald's face, aristocratic, bloodied, guilty.

"Brenda's dead…because of you," Cooper whispered.

"A lot of people are dead because of me," laughed Reginald.  He spat a tooth out and gingerly fingered the gap in his mouth.  "I don't—"

"What're you doing?" asked 13 as she stepped up next to Cooper.  "Kill him!"  She picked up the knife and held it out to Cooper.

He placed his hand on her chest and pushed.  She staggered back and he ignored her sputtering protest.  His eyes still locked on Reginald's, Cooper clenched his fists, making his knuckles crack.  "Dr. Brenda Alston.  Major, United States Army."

Realization dawned in Reginald's expression along with a new smile, made more menacing by the blood smeared across his aquiline face.  "Oh, so that's what's got your knickers in a twist.  She was the one who cracked Boatner's code…so, she was your wife, then?"  Reginald studied Cooper's face for a second.  "No, not yet…girlfriend then—I can see it in your face.  How quaint."

Cooper's hand moved to his thigh.

"I take it you'll beat me into a bloody pulp now?"  

Cooper unstrapped his sidearm.  His hand felt the cold grip as he pulled the Sig P226 free of its holster.

"Cooper!" warned Charlie.

Reginald's eyes followed the movement as Cooper drew his weapon.  "You know, I never found out if she lived or died.  My operatives told me they shot her—she put up a feeble resistance to stop—"

Cooper took a knee and smashed the pistol against Reginald's head, directly over the goose egg.  Reginald howled and rolled over onto his stomach.  Cooper ignored the pain that screamed from his right leg.  Dropping to his knee had severed whatever remaining sutures were holding his leg together.  He felt the muscle tear under his wetsuit.  

Reginald cursed and dry heaved as he struggled to his side.  Behind him, Cooper heard Charlie yelling at him to stop.  Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Lady Brunner had gone still as she watched.  13 took a hesitant step closer.

"Finish him," she whispered.

"Oh no," coughed Reginald.  "I'm far too valuable to his masters.  He'll be the good dog and drag me in.  Perhaps not unscathed," he said, gingerly touching the bloody welt on his head.  "But I can see it in your eyes—you won't kill me."  He laughed.  "Your woman put up a better fight than you did.  She at least took out one of my operatives."

Cooper's fist clenched the gun aimed straight at Reginald's forehead.  The end of his barrel wavered only half an inch from the blood-slick skin.

Brenda's dead.  Because of you.  Conflicting emotions roared through Cooper's mind.  The rage he felt upon learning of Brenda's death, the loss, the emptiness, the sorrow, it all swirled around.  He remembered Brenda's smile then—her green eyes flashing in the light.

"Go ahead," wheezed Reginald.  "Do it."  He craned his neck up and pressed his forehead against the tip of Cooper's pistol.  "What's the matter?  Don't have the stones?" he taunted.  "I wouldn't have any problem pulling the trigger, you weakling," he snarled.

Cooper felt his finger tighten on the trigger.  Just another ounce of pressure and the trigger would engage and put a hole through Reginald's brain.  God, he wanted that.  

Cooper's body tensed, and every fiber in his arm strained to pull the trigger.  His hand felt like a block of steel.  He could not squeeze the trigger, no matter how much he wanted to.

"Don't do it!  This isn't it you!  Cooper!  We need him alive!"  screamed Charlie.  Cooper could tell by the sounds Charlie made that he was throwing himself against the rubble pile to break through and stop him from making a mistake.  "Don't do it!" he yelled again.

"You can't, can you?" asked Reginald.  He smiled and relaxed, falling away from the pistol.

Cooper tried to move back and got tangled in his own feet before falling on his ass, the gun still aimed at Reginald's face.  His heart threatened to tear itself through his chest.  

Why can't I do this?

The blood roared in his ears, thoughts and images of Brenda flashed across his mind.  The rage that burned inside screamed to just squeeze the goddamn trigger—to open a cavern in Reginald's head.

Do it.  Do it…

Reginald laughed again.   "I hear a helicopter.  Is that my ride?"

Do it!

Cooper clenched his teeth, eyes squinting through sweat and blood.

"Don't do it!" called out Charlie.  He was almost through the rubble pile.  It was now or never.

Cooper saw Brenda, the way he'd seen her when they were last together.  The soft light of the computers in the abandoned lab cast a blue glow across her skin.  She looked up at him and smiled.  It was not just a happy smile, it was a smile of love.

I can't do this.  She wouldn't want it.

Cooper closed his eyes and lowered the pistol, defeated.  Reginald laughed.

"I knew it!  Looks like she was the better man!"  Reginald laughed before clutching his side in pain.

Cooper didn't care.  Charlie would be through the wall in seconds  and take custody of the prisoners.  Reginald would be hauled off to a CIA rendition facility somewhere and never see the light of day again.  He would be interrogated—possibly tortured—and pumped for every ounce of information he had.  

The Council was finished.  A heavy weight lifted off his shoulders as he finally released the rage.  Somewhere, he knew Brenda smiled at him.

In a blur of movement, 13 stepped forward and crouched down next to Cooper in a swirl of blue silk, snatching the pistol out of his hand.

"What—?" he began.

She stood and took one step toward Reginald then paused, the pistol pointed at the floor.

"I knew I could count on you Svea," Reginald said, sitting up.  "Now be a good girl and turn around."

She did.  

"Put a bullet through this git's head so we can get out of here," Reginald said, staring at her back.

Cooper watched 13’s face and waited.  He had traveled halfway across the globe, hunting the man who had caused Brenda's death.  He was injured and lost track of the number of people he'd killed to get here.  He'd faced his moment of truth and hadn't been able to kill someone outside of his orders, no matter how much the bastard deserved it.  He knew Brenda would be proud that he hadn't killed an unarmed civilian in cold blood, but he also knew it would take him a while to be okay with himself.  

Most of his Team had been killed in the pursuit of the madman who sat bleeding before him.  All he'd had to do was pull the trigger and win justice for them all, yet he couldn't do it.  He'd failed.  He'd failed Brenda, his country, his Team.

He looked up at 13, standing before him, still holding the pistol.  Cooper didn't care if she shot him—it was over.  Charlie would bust through the wall behind him any second and the EVAC team would arrive, loaded with British commandos.  It didn't matter anymore. 

13 examined the pistol, then turned back to face Reginald.  "My name is Danika."  Her finger slid onto the trigger, but it still pointed at the floor.

"What?"  Reginald laughed.  "You my dear, are Svea."  Reginald tried to get up, but paused when 13 pressed the gun to his head.  "Enough of your theatrics.  Give me the gun."

“My.  Name.  Is.  Danika.”

"No!" roared Charlie.  Cooper heard his XO struggle against the rock pile.  "Coop, you gotta stop her!"

"Your friend needn't worry," Reginald said calmly, eyes on Cooper.  "Svea here won't shoot me—she's been part of my team since she was a teenager.  Haven't you dear?"

"My name is Danika Hellström,” 13 said, still staring down at Reginald.  “My father's name was Tomas Hellström.  My sister…"

"Coop, he might know about California!" cried Charlie.  "He could tell us about the Koreans—"

Cooper heard Charlie, but couldn't take his eyes off 13.  The gun was still pointed at Reginald’s head.

"That was a long time ago, Svea,” Reginald soothed.  “You were a different person then—you belong to me now.”

"My—”

"Your name is Svea!" yelled Reginald.

"My name is Danika," she said in a cold, toneless voice.  She pushed the tip of the barrel into the skin on his forehead, forcing his head back.

Reginald’s eyes bulged and the cords in his neck stood out as he screamed, "You are who I tell you to be, you filthy little—"

The gunshot rang out and Cooper watched in slow motion as Reginald's body collapsed to the floor in a spray of blood and gristle.  The smooth, unblemished skin of his face was ruined by a perfect circle of charred skin in the middle of his forehead.  

"No!" yelled Charlie.

Embers and sparks drifted down through the swirling smoke like a soft, growing snowfall.  Reginald's sightless eyes stared up, his sneer framed in his own blood.

13 helped Cooper to his feet as his knee threatened to collapse.  "I don't…" he began.

She flashed a tired smile at him.  "You were the better man."  She looked deep into Cooper's eyes and nodded.  "She'd be proud."

"God damn it!" roared Charlie as he raced up and pointed his rifle at Reginald's body.  "Why the fuck did you let her do that?"  He turned and swung the weapon at 13.  "Drop the gun!" he roared.  The pistol clattered to the ground but she didn’t raise her hands.  She held her chin up and stared back at Charlie.

Cooper hobbled in front of Charlie's rifle, placing a hand on the barrel in forcing it down.  "Stand down, sailor."

"What?" 

Cooper kept his grip on Charlie's rifle and turned his head to face 13.  "Go.  This is your only chance."

"Why are you doing this?" she asked.  "You don't owe me anything."

"For her."

Danika Hellström stared at him for a few long seconds, then nodded and disappeared through the smoke without another word.  

Cooper turned back to Charlie.  "You didn't see anything—didn't make it in time."

"What?  I—"

 "I'm taking the heat for this.  You get me?"

Emotions surged across Charlie's face as he tried to gain control.  His eyes flicked from 13's receding form to Cooper to Reginald's body and the growing pool of dark blood that spread out around the back of his head.

"Why?" he whispered, the tension released from his body at last.  He lowered the rifle and stood there, waiting for an answer.

"Because I'm done."  Cooper looked up at the hole in the ceiling and watched the fire as it tickled the roof at the far end of the building.  "This whole place is going to come down soon.  We need to go."

Charlie faced Reginald's body and pulled a small camera out of a pocket on his chest rig.  He snapped a few pictures, replaced the camera and produced a vial, collecting some of Reginald's blood.  He stood and replaced the corked vial back in his pocket.  

"Why?" he asked again.

Cooper shook his head.  "He had to die."

"And what about my family?  What about my son?" Charlie said with a barely contained fury. He paced like a caged animal, staring at Reginald's body.  

Cooper frowned.  "That piece of shit was the one who started all this mess."  

Charlie pointed his rifle at the body.  "He might've known what the Koreans were up to—where they took my family! But we'll never know now, will we?"  He stepped close to Cooper and punched him in the chest.  "Will we?" he shouted.

Cooper staggered back as Charlie hit him again.  He knew Charlie was right.  The secrets that Reginald contained inside the brain now splattered across the wall of his own castle could've saved countless lives.  

He hadn't pulled the trigger—he couldn't do it.  He also couldn't have stopped 13.  

"You let that bitch cap his ass right in front of you!" Charlie fumed.  "Coop—how could you?"

Cooper shook his head.  "Once she had the gun, there was no way I could've stopped her.  Not sure I wanted to, anyway.  I don't expect you to understand—” 

"You're God damn right I don't understand!  This is fucking bullshit!"  Charlie spat.  He turned in a circle, screaming his frustration at the crumbling castle.

Over the noise of the dwindling firefight, Charlie's ranting, and the continuous squawk coming from his disconnected radio, Cooper heard the steady monotonous thuppa-thuppa-thuppa of their exfil helicopter.  He reached down and put the bone phone back in his ear, wincing at the shouted commands for him to answer.

"Command, Striker 2-1, Actual."

"What the hell is going on over there?" shouted a new voice.  General Rykker did not sound pleased.  "Actual, I need a sit-rep, and I need it now!"

Cooper glanced down at Reginald's body.  His eyes swiveled to Lady Brunner, whose own eyes had gone round.  She lay trembling, still hogtied by strips from 13's dress, her face smeared with blood.  13—he couldn't process that she'd called herself 'Danika' just yet—had not gagged her, yet she remained silent.   

Cooper turned back to Reginald and watched a bit of ash float down to land on his chest.  "Command, Striker 2-1, Actual.  HVT is not viable, repeat: HVT is not viable.  Plus one is good to go."

"God damn it!" snarled Rykker.  "Can you confirm ID?"

"Roger that, Command.  Have positive ID and samples.  Plus one is still viable, repeat: plus one is still viable."

"Get your asses outside to the EVAC site.  Command out."

Cooper called Charlie over.  As he stood before him, Cooper put his hand on Charlie's shoulder.  "When this is over, the Team is yours."

Charlie shook his head.  Confusion replaced the anger on his face.  "What the hell are you talking about?"

Cooper reached up to Charlie's headset and snapped the camera off.  He looked at it for a second and dropped it to the ground before crushing it under his boot.

"What the fuck are you doing?"

"Saving your ass.  I lost my camera a while back—during the cave-in.  But everything you recorded would've implicated you in the court martial that's coming.  I told you—you didn't make it here in time.  You were not here.  You get me?"

Charlie shook his head.  "That's not how we roll, Coop.  All for one and one for all, right?  This is a brotherhood,  not something you can walk away from that easy."

"You're going to walk away from this.  I'm not."  He indicated his leg.  "I'm through.  They'll discharge my ass no matter what now."

"Coop!  Charlie!  I need a hand with Jax."

"Sit tight, Overwatch, we're Oscar Mike," replied Cooper.  He stared into Charlie's eyes for a moment.  "You're going to let me take the fall."

Charlie looked down at his feet then glanced up through the smoke at the ceiling.  Cooper shook him, then gripped Charlie's face with his grimy hands and forced him to meet his eyes.

"Promise me.  For the sake of your family—swear to me you will let me take the blame for this."

Cooper saw the muscles in Charlie's cheek clench a split second before he nodded, but his eyes never wavered.  "Fine."  He pulled away from Cooper and looked down at the body.  "You're hurt—you help her," Charlie said jerking his head toward Lady Brunner.  "I'll get this sack of shit."

Cooper looked up and watched the fire eat its way across the roof to the beams directly overhead.  Embers and sparks continued to rain down and the temperature in the Great Hall rose noticeably.  

"No time, Charlie.  You grab her, I'm right behind you.  This whole place is about to fall on our heads."

Charlie took one last look at Reginald's body, then moved to Lady Brunner and hauled her unceremoniously to her feet.  "Come on sweetheart, you're coming with me."  He pulled out his knife and slashed the bits of dress holding her feet together so she could walk.  Charlie reached up and touched the soft skin under her throat.  

"I swear to God, you try to get away from me and I will cut your fucking head off.  I am not in the mood right now."  He brought his face close to hers.  "You understand me?"

She nodded silently, her eyes wide.

Charlie led her away to the open door, down the hallway 13 had vanished.  Cooper hobbled over to Reginald's body and spat on the corpse.  "You're right, she was better than me."  A chunk of flaming debris hit the floor, scattering sparks about six feet away.  Cooper took one last look at the ceiling and hobbled toward the door.
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Salmon Falls, Idaho.




ARE YOU FINISHED?” ASKED Denny, examining the bandage on his forearm.

“Yep,” said Dr. Granger.  “You know,” he added, closing up his medical kit, “what you did out there was remarkable.”

Denny shrugged back into his filthy shirt.  His shoulders ached where a beer bottle hit his back.  The doctor assured him he already had a hell of a bruise.  He was stiff all over and expected it to get worse as the day wore on.  

“I didn’t want to fight him.”

The older man nodded, inspecting his glasses in front of the single large window.  Dr. Granger had picked the town clerk's office as a makeshift exam room.   “I know you didn't."  He sounded tired.  "The people do, too.”

Denny could smell the rot even in here, a faint, sickly-sweet odor.   “Someone should…take care of the mayor.”  He got off the wide desk and sighed as his aching body reminded him it needed rest.  “It’s not right to leave him like that.  He may not have been the best politician in the world, but no one deserves to be…abandoned.”

“Not many people liked that he gave up power to Townsen as quickly as he did,” the doctor observed, polishing his glasses.

Denny tucked his ragged shirt in, wincing at the pain in his right shoulder.  “Still.  It isn’t right.”

Granger put his glasses back on.  “You’re not mad that he sold the town out to stay in office?”

Denny shook his head.  “We all did things we didn’t want to do…”  He remembered the first Russian he killed, the look on the man’s face as his tomahawk cut through flesh and bone.  Memories of the other Russians he’d hunted down and executed with the help of some of the men from town—they’d made sure the town had been safe, yet when they returned, Townsen had already taken control.  Denny shook his head.  “It doesn't matter.  The decent thing to do would be to bury him.”

“Well, you won’t get a lot of volunteers, I’ll tell you that right now.”  The old man said goodbye and left.

Denny followed him into the hallway.  People clustered about, talking among themselves.  He recognized a few faces.  Most of them had lined the streets when he’d made the long walk to surrender.  As they saw him, conversations died and a hushed silence descended on the people gathered there.

They looked like they were waiting for him to say something.  Denny walked toward the waiting area at the far end of the hall.  He limped, his left knee swollen from his tussle on the steps.  His boots made a hollow sound in the empty hallway before him.

“Mr. Tecumseh, what’re you doing?” asked a voice behind him.

He turned and peered at the faces gathered toward the front of the building.  “I’m going to get a shovel so the mayor can have a decent burial.  It’s not right that he's been left to…”  Denny couldn’t bring himself to say ‘rot’.  “It’s not right.”

The crowd murmured and but Denny wasn’t listening.  He turned and continued alone toward the plain wooden door at the end of the hallway, the one with the brass plaque that read ‘Mayor’.  He paused, tears in his eyes from the terrible odor, hand on the doorknob.  Footsteps—one pair at first, then more—echoed behind him as people moved to help.  Without looking behind him, he took a deep breath through his mouth and opened the door.




Denny stood, dusting cold, damp earth from his fingers.  He pulled the filthy red bandanna from his mouth and inhaled the sweet, chilled river breeze.  He closed his eyes, feeling the lingering light of the winter sun impart what little heat it could before dipping behind the mountains west of town.  Rubbing the small of his back, he dreamed of a warm bed and a cold beer.

Burying the mayor—who had not been a small man—had taken over an hour, despite the help of a dozen men and women who’d chosen to assist Denny with his morbid task.  They’d hardly said a word, following Denny’s silent lead without question as they hacked and scrabbled into the frozen ground.  When one grew tired, they stood and handed their shovel or pick off to someone else and climbed out of the hole.  

Finally, Denny decided they’d gone deep enough to protect the mayor’s remains from scavengers and climbed out.  He bowed his head and prayed that Mishe Moneto granted him peace and asked the mayor to watch over the town—wherever he was.

Denny looked down at the fresh mound of black dirt surrounded by the white snow.  He looked up at the sky and spotted another storm front on the horizon.  It wouldn’t be long before the mayor's resting place was protected in a white blanket, with only a crude wooden cross to serve as a marker.  Denny wiped his runny nose with the back of his hand and walked back to City Hall.  The others fell in with him.

Jacob Dahlen, one of his history students lucky enough to survive the flu, ran up from town in his ground-eating cross-country runner's gait.  Denny wondered how the boy had enough energy to run at all—the kid had been nothing more than skin and bones before the flu.

“Mr. Tecumseh!” he shouted right next to Denny. 

Denny grimaced as the burial crew gathered around and waited for the lanky teenager to catch his breath.  “Take it easy, Jake.”  The burial party looked on in silence, glancing at each other with the same question: Now what?

“Strangers…not from town…we don’t know them—”

“That’s what strangers are, yes…” said Denny.

“Said they were here to see Mr. Anderton…they were friends.  They’re looking for you.”

Denny shielded his eyes from the setting sun and peered west, toward City Hall.  Parked in front of the squat building sat six rugged-looking trucks and one camper.  A knot of people swarmed around them.  Whoever they were, they came in force.  “Were they armed?”

The wide-eyed look on Jake’s face told him everything he needed to know, but the boy sputtered on anyway: “Y-yes…lots of…” he sucked in wind and continued, “lots of guns.  People are nervous.”

Denny picked up the pace and sent Jake to spread the word for people to stay clear until they knew what was going on.  The last thing he wanted to see was some sort of gunfight on Main Street.  There’d been enough death for one day.

“You Tecumseh?” asked a tall, skinny man as Denny approached.  He word aviator sunglasses and sported a neatly trimmed beard.

Denny looked him over.  The man wore what looked like SWAT team tactical gear.  Head to toe, he was covered in pockets and bristled with weapons, yet exuded a calm confidence that set Denny on edge at once.  Whoever he was, the man acted like he was in charge.  

“Yes.”  Denny took a look around.  The collection of vehicles looked more like a camping expedition.  He saw a few Ford F-150s, a black Suburban, and a Winnebago that looked like it’d seen better days twenty years ago.  The men all dressed in gear that looked similar but some wore camo—some black and a few tan—like the man who addressed Denny.  

“Who are you?”

“Name's Crenshaw,” he said, extending a gloved hand.  Denny shook it, noticing the man never released his other hand from the rifle held across his chest.  “John Anderton’s been an acquaintance of ours…ever since The Pandemic.  He talked about you all the time.  I can see why.”

Denny looked more closely at the newcomers.  They lowered their guard and began to coalesce near Crenshaw.  A few leaned against their vehicles and smiled at the locals.

“Are you with the army?” asked a woman from the burial party.

Crenshaw smiled.  “No ma’am.  Just private citizens who heard the call for help.  We came up from Rexburg and Pocatello when John called out the cavalry.  Where is he anyway?”

Denny’s face fell.  Everyone had heard about the example Townsen made of his neighbors when they’d been tricked into revealing their hidden location.  Another two victims of Townsen’s madness—another two deaths laid at Denny’s feet.  He looked up at Crenshaw.  The man slowly removed his sunglasses.  He turned away and cursed under his breath.  

“How?”

Denny explained.  He told them how John and Ruth had hidden in the rubble of their house, helping him through the long weeks of Townsen’s reign.  He told them how he’d convinced John to be a radio relay for the resistance movement, how Townsen had tricked him into opening up the Bunker.  His voice choked as he explained how Townsen had killed them both as an example.  

Crenshaw looked at the ground.  “We’re too late then.”  He kicked at a rock.  “I haven’t seen John in years—he was a good man.  Ruth was always kind to my family.”  He looked at Denny.  “John…he said a lot of kind things about you.  He really liked you.”

Denny felt his throat constrict as he whispered, “He was my friend.”

Crenshaw moved forward and put a large gloved hand on Denny’s shoulder.  “What happened isn’t your fault.  John knew the risks—so did Ruth.  He never did anything without making sure she was onboard with it.”  He glanced at City Hall.  “Some of your neighbors have told us about you taking out that Townsen bastard.  He would have found them sooner or later with the toys those traitors brought.”

“Traitors,” Denny mumbled.  Everyone was a traitor to some cause at some point.  He shook his head at the senselessness of it all.  “It was all about politics.  And power.”

Crenshaw sighed.  “That’s human nature in a nutshell, friend.”

A knot of people emerged from the firehouse, across the street.  The group made a beeline for Denny and Crenshaw, their faces grim.  Crenshaw narrowed his eyes, replaced his glasses, and turned to face the delegation of townspeople.

Denny recognized the man at the front of the group, limping from the wounds he suffered at the cabin.  Deputy Griswold stopped and looked around at the men with Crenshaw.  

“Deputy Griswold, this is…” Denny began.  “I’m sorry, I don’t know your first name.”

"Jubal.  Jubal Crenshaw.  Nice to meet you, Deputy,” he said, shaking hands.  

“Can I ask what you’re doing here, Mr. Crenshaw?”

“Well, Deputy, me and the boys got the word from John Anderton that you needed help.  We brought it.  Unfortunately,” he said sadly, “looks like we brought it a little too late.”

“Well, we appreciate any help you and your men can provide, but what we really need is food and medical supplies.  Salmon Falls has been through some tough times lately.”

Crenshaw nodded toward the RV.  “Got a lot of both in there.  There’s more back home.  We didn’t send a lot because we thought you all would need…other kinds of help first,” Crenshaw said, gesturing at his rifle.  “Looks like you all took care of that problem, though,” he added with a nod toward Denny.

Griswold agreed, then turned to Denny.  “We’d…ah, we’d like to talk with you.”

“We?”

“Well, that is, us,” Griswold said, gesturing at the group from the fire station.  “A bunch of us have been talking it over, and we think it’s best if you took over as mayor.  Now before you say no, hear me out—”  Griswold said quickly.  “John Townsen had this place in a death grip for weeks until you showed up.  No one was organizing a resistance until you walked out of the mountains and gathered us at…”

“The cabin,” said Denny.

“Yeah.  That was a nightmare—but you convinced us to stand up for ourselves,” added the man next to Deputy Griswold.  Denny didn’t know his name, but he thought he recognized him as the local pharmacy manager.

Griswold nodded.  “On top of that, there’s a lot of people that wouldn’t be here today if you hadn’t been bringing deer meat around.  And—”

Denny raised his hands.  “I don’t want the job.”

Crenshaw cleared his throat.  “I don’t mean to intrude in this, folks, but as an impartial outsider, Mr. Tecumseh—”

“Denny.”

“Fair enough.  As an outside observer, Denny, it seems to me that you not wanting the job is a good reason for you accept it.”

“You helped Salmon Falls from the beginning, Denny,” said a woman in the back of the group.  She pushed her way forward.  Mary Winselm looked exhausted but the strength behind her eyes was undeniable.  

“My husband Mark died at that cabin," she said to Crenshaw.  "We went to that meeting because we believed in you," she said to Denny.  "And I still do.  My kids might not be here today if you hadn’t helped fight the Russians.   They burned our house down but you…”  a shaking hand went to her mouth and the people around her patted her shoulders.  She shrugged them off and nodded to herself.  “I trust you Denny.  Maybe more than I should given what we've all been through, but I trust you over anyone else to heal our town.”  

A number of voices agreed.  Denny noticed that more and more people had gathered around now, drawn to the strangers and their vehicles.  Some chatted quietly with Crenshaw’s men.  Hands were shaken, greetings and introductions made.

“You should be the one to bring us back, Denny,” said Griswold.

"No," he replied, "you can’t just decide something like this—there has to be an election—” Denny offered, trying to find a way out.

“President Harris already set a date for special elections to replace everyone in Congress who passed from the flu or the fighting,” Crenshaw said.  “Enough of the country is back online—or will be soon enough, I guess.”

“When?” someone called out.

“Two weeks is what I heard,” Crenshaw said.

“That settles it.  In two weeks we’ll hold an election,” said Griswold.

A ripple of excitement passed through the crowd at the mention of elections.  The hope of normalcy flared—elections meant stability and some normalcy.  It meant a return to the world before the war, the flu, and the tyranny of Townsen’s rule.

“What about Barron’s advisers?” asked Denny.

“Who, them?” asked Griswold.  A smile spread across his creased face.

Denny looked to where he pointed and saw a group of armed locals surrounding a dozen men in matching jackets and sunglasses that looked none-too-pleased to be outnumbered.  

“They ain’t going to cause any more trouble around here.  Just got to figure out what to do with ‘em.”

“There’s a good-sized National Guard patrol south of here.  They’re making their way north, checking in on all the smaller towns.  I can send some of my boys down there to let 'em know you got some visitors they might be interested in,” suggested Crenshaw.

“That's the best idea I’ve heard all day,” grinned Griswold.  

“Tommy!  C’mere,” said Crenshaw as he turned from toward his friend.

“That doesn’t resolve anything,” Denny argued.  “I still don’t want to run for mayor.”

“Then run for Congress!” someone shouted.

“What?” asked Denny.  “You’re not listening I—”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Crenshaw said, rejoining the group.  “We’ve heard a lot over the HAM nets.  Lost a good number from the House back east, you know.”

Denny shook his head.  “I’m flattered, really, but I belong in Salmon Falls.”

“Oh, so now you're ready to be mayor?” asked Griswold.

“I didn't say that.”

“After today, I guarantee word’s going to spread about you," said Crenshaw.  “We heard about you through John.  He told everyone listening on the Net about what you were doing for Salmon Falls, about how bad off you folks were.  When word gets out about how you put a stop to Townsen…” 

Denny glared at him.  “You are not helping.”

The man shrugged.  “Just sayin’.  You got a chance.”

Denny rubbed a dirty hand across his face.  Congress.  Politics.  All he really wanted to do was get some hot food, a shower, and lots of sleep.

“We’re going to need someone in D.C. to clean up the mess and make sure this kind of thing never happens again,” said Griswold quietly.

“Someone needs to be there who’s lived through it, to show—to make them see—” a voice called out.

"Do it for Salmon Falls,” someone else said.

“If you won’t be mayor and help heal the town, go to D.C. and be our voice—help heal the country,” said Mary Winselm.  

Congress.  What would Red Eagle think?  Denny shook his head and looked at the sun as it crested the western mountains and through the valley into light shadow.  

Could I really make a difference?

“Good!  You’re thinking about it,” said Griswold.  

“Yeah!” someone called out.  “Just think about it, okay?  No need to make a decision right now.”

“Just think about it,” agreed Mary.  “That’s all we ask.”

Facing the relentless pleas and the press of bodies, Denny succumbed.  He held up his hands and the crowd quieted.  “If you all are that worked up about it, then yes.  I’ll think about it.”

The crowd cheered.

Denny looked at the hope on the faces around him.  Maybe running for office wasn't such a bad idea.  If it gave his friends and neighbors hope for a brighter future, then what did it matter?  They needed hope.  The hard winter remained ahead of them and the town hadn’t fully cleared the flu yet.  But if healing was what was needed in Salmon Falls, Denny figured it was a worthy cause.

“If this is going to happen—”

“It is, Congressman!”

"Senator!" someone else called.

Denny raised his voice to be heard.  “Look, if this really happens, then we need to seriously think about who’s going to be mayor.  And we’ll need a new lawman.”  He looked at Griswold.  “I nominate Deputy Griswold to be the new Chief of Police.”

“I second!” called out Mary.

“Now look, I didn’t hobble out here to get dragged into this,” objected Griswold.

“Then you want to run for Congress?” asked Denny.  The crowd grew quiet.  Griswold looked like he just swallowed a fish bone.

“Well…Chief doesn’t sound so bad.”

As Denny shook hands with what seemed like half the crowd, he couldn’t shake an itch between his shoulder blades.  The western breeze that promised a snowstorm that night whispered in his ear as he endured the slaps on the back.

Red Eagle sang a song of his ancestors.  You have made your people proud, Little Spear.

Denny felt the weight of responsibility descend on his shoulders once more.  The whole town seemed to be behind him, pushing him forward, encouraging him.  You are Salmon Falls, they seemed to say—tell them there in Washington what happened here.  Spread the message of hope that we can all pull through this.

You are Salmon Falls…

Denny smiled.  I am Shawnee.




















CHAPTER 48
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Annapolis, Maryland.

United States Naval Academy.




COOPER STARED AT THE five officers arrayed behind the collapsible table.  Three flags, a captain, and a commander.  Funny how the Admirals looked healthy and hale and a little overweight while the junior officers appeared haggard and worn.  They looked like flu survivors.  Cooper glanced out the bank of windows and looked at the deserted walkways that crisscrossed the Naval Academy. 

When is this going to end?  Feels like my leg is on fire… Sweat dribbled down his spine from the effort to remain on his feet.

He’d expected to be whisked away to some secret part of the Pentagon or something for his court martial.  Instead, they’d taken him straight from the hospital to Annapolis, said something about the Pentagon being disinfected.  He glanced at the junior officers again.  If they worked at the Pentagon that might explain their sallow looks.  

“…Braaten?”

Cooper blinked and focused on the Rear Admiral who’d spoken.  “Sir?”

“I realize you’ve been through a lot in the past week, but please try to stay with us.”

Four hours of standing at ease before the Court Martial and they expected him to still be alert.  “Yes, sir.”  

Like it matters any more.  You’ve made your case—I’ll be lucky to avoid the firing squad.

“Is it your confirmed testimony that Master Chief Petty Officer Charles Marshal was not at the scene to witness the escape of the fugitive known as ‘13’ and the death of Reginald Tillcott?”

Cooper shifted his gaze to the only female flag officer.  You’re Goddamn right I let her get away.  “Yes, ma’am.”

She took off her glasses and placed them on the table.  “Lieutenant, I’ll be frank.  This board—myself included—would like nothing more than to bury this and send you back out there.  Our enemies are legion…as a country, we haven’t even begun to recover from the Korean Flu—but this…” she gestured at the piles of papers and reports in front of her.  “This is too much.   That man was too valuable to overlook his death.”

Cooper stared at her, waiting for that final verdict.  Just get it over with.  Why are you dragging this out?

“As much as it pains me, I feel the final decision of this Court must be—through your own admission—a guilty verdict.”  She looked down at the papers and sighed.  “As much as you are a decorated veteran of the Special Operations Command and one of the highest ranking SEALs we currently have at our disposal, your blatant dereliction of duty—which led to the murder of a high value target and the failure of your mission—cannot be tolerated.  I’m fairly confident we can avoid the charges of treason, but you’re looking at a lifetime sentence in a Federal Penitentiary without the possibility of parole.”

Cooper's mind went blank.  Jesus…so this is how it ends.  He looked down at the thick, steel handcuffs that held his wrists together.  Brenda’s dead, my career’s over.  Life in the brig.  Everything I’ve ever worked for, all I sacrificed for this country…and it’s over.  Just like that.

The admirals continued to talk, but Cooper wasn’t listening anymore.  A deafening silence shrouded him like a tomb.  Reginald had gotten what he deserved though not at his hands and his mission had been completed, but he was hollow inside.  Brenda was still dead—he was still alone.

“…most strenuous objections of Admiral Bennet…”

Cooper forced his attention to sharpen at the mention of Bennet’s name.  His knees felt weak.  He wanted to throw up.  The prospect of prison time didn’t frighten him at all.  He was confident he would survive just fine—it was the shame of it all that burned his core.  He’d expected to be drummed out of the Teams, but sent to Leavenworth to rot for the rest of his life with all the dregs the military produced…

“Did you hear me, Lieutenant?”

Cooper blinked.  “I’m sorry, sir.  What?”

“I said, you are a very lucky man.  Admiral Bennet has provided evidence that…well, it doesn’t exonerate you completely, but provides not insignificant mitigating circumstances which in sum, warrant a less severe punishment.”  

The admirals glanced down the table at the junior officers.  They all looked tired and ready to call it a day.  “We are in agreement then?” asked the rear admiral.  The others nodded.  She looked back at Cooper.  “Lieutenant Cooper James Braaten.”

Cooper snapped to attention, his handcuffs clinking softly.  “Ma’am.”

“It is the judgment of this Court that you be dishonorably discharged from the United States Navy.  Effective immediately, you are hereby stripped of your rank and the privileges thereof.  You are henceforth forever prohibited from service in the Armed Forces of the United States and will lose all benefits—financial and otherwise—you may have been awarded prior to this conviction.”

Cooper blinked.  Her words hit him in the chest like a sledgehammer. A large part of his life evaporated before his eyes.  He would have the memories, nothing more.

"In light of the current situation the country finds itself in, this proceeding will have to be abbreviated.  The Navy doesn't have the time or resources to deal with cases like yours but the White House wants this wrapped up expeditiously," continued the rear admiral.  She motioned to the Marine over Cooper's shoulder.

“Gunnery Sergeant, remove his restraints, please.”

"Ma'am," said the young man who stepped forward with the key.  “For what it’s worth, I heard what you did—not bad for a squid,” he muttered under his breath.

The Marine stepped back into the background, leaving Cooper to face the court alone, unfettered.  He was free of the chains, but he'd never be free of the verdict.  He’d probably have to register as a convicted felon wherever he ended up going—most states didn’t take kindly to someone with a dishonorable discharge.  No way Oakrock would take him on as a private contractor with a DD hanging around his neck.  

Cooper absently rubbed the sore spot on his wrists where the handcuffs had chafed his skin.  “Now what?” he asked.

“You are free to go.  The ensign outside this chamber will have your discharge papers and personal effects.”  She paused as Cooper turned to go.  “For what it’s worth, Mr. Braaten, what you did was…well, you helped put a mad dog down.  Most people will never know about this,” she said tapping the papers in front of her.  “But the world owes a debt to you.”

That and five bucks will get me a cup of coffee.  “Thank you, ma’am.”  Cooper turned to face her and fired off the snappiest salute of his career.  She stood and returned it, her crisp dress whites so sharp he expected them to cut her when she bent her arm.  

“Godspeed, Lieutenant.”




Cooper limped through the metal gate exiting the Naval Academy grounds and found himself on Hanover Street next to The Chapel.  He stared up at the green-topped marble structure, bathed in the evening light.  He'd always dreamed of one day going to the Academy.  Just not like this.

He looked down at the paper in his hands as it rustled in the breeze off the Severn.  Cooper closed his eyes and took a deep, cleansing breath of salt-tinged air.  Freedom.

The cell phone in his pocket buzzed.  He pulled it out in a daze and looked at the screen.  Charlie.  

“Hello?” 

“'Bout time you answered.  Must mean it's over, right?  You need a drink—end of the block.  We’re waiting for you at Squiddy Mack’s.”  Charlie hung up.

Cooper stared south toward the gleaming white cupola of the Maryland State House.  Without thinking, he put one foot in front of the other and limped down the deserted street.  Only as he approached the bar did he notice the complete lack of trash or debris—the streets around the Naval Academy were sterile.  Not even a bum.  

He knew the flu had hit Baltimore hard and the Navy had doubled-down on protecting Annapolis, but he didn’t know they’d gone to such efforts to create a buffer zone outside the Academy.  Every row-house he passed was empty, their windows boarded up at the start of the outbreak weeks ago.  His boots echoed between the buildings on the empty street.  Only the streetlights flickering to life in the distance lent any normalcy to the scene.

He found the seedy looking undergrad bar and stepped through the door, his duffel slung over his shoulder containing everything the Navy let him have—a set of clothes, some pictures, a coat, reams of paperwork and all his medals.  Ten years of sacrifice in a bag.

Squiddy Mack's smoky interior was dimly lit and almost as deserted as the streets outside.  After Cooper’s eyes adjusted he found what was left of his Team waiting for him at the bar.  A smile creased his face as he limped over and dropped the bag to the floor.

Sparky stretched like a tiger and got up off his stool.  Seven empty glasses cluttered the counter where he sat.  “’Bout damn time.  I was worried they'd shoot you and be done with it.”  He stepped up and enveloped Cooper in a crushing bear hug.

“Thanks, Sparky.”

"Where's Jax?"

"Still in surgery—they took him to Landstuhl to get him stabilized.  He took a bullet to the back when we were extracting him from the castle," mumbled the sniper.  "I had him over my shoulder and they shot him…fuckin' cowards."

"It isn't your fault, man. Without you, he would've died over there," said Cooper, a hand on Sparky's shoulder.

Sparky grunted.  "I heard he's doing okay, but they wouldn't let me stay.  Admiral Bennet said he'd be flown back in the next 48 hours to Bethesda."

Cooper stared at the bar.  Jax was alone in Germany, soon to be shipped home and separated from the rest of them again.  Now that he'd been slapped with the DD, Cooper knew he'd never be allowed to even see Jax again.  The big Texan was still part of a covert fighting unit—they couldn't just hang out with civilians whenever they felt like it.  Cooper frowned.  Especially not dishonorably discharged civilians.

“So how bad was the verdict?” asked Charlie as he shoved a beer into Cooper’s hand.

Cooper drained the beer and handed the paper to Charlie.  “No firing squad.”  

“Dishonorable discharge?  Fuckers.”

“Well, look at it this way, at least no one will be shooting at you anymore, right?” asked Sparky.

“Just us!  Get your ass up here and take one,” said Charlie, holding out a shot glass.  “C’mon—unless you're still too injured to drink…?”

"Fuck you."  Cooper took the glass and waited for the bartender to fill the rest.  He raised his hand and the others did likewise.  “To our fallen brothers.  To those who gave all.  To the Teams.”

“Hooyah,” the three SEALs said in somber unison.

Cooper slammed the empty shot glass on the counter.  

“Give us another,” said Charlie, signaling the bartender.  “You know what, just leave the bottle.”

“You trying to get me shit-faced my first day as a civvie?” asked Cooper, feeling the warmth in his belly spread.  He hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast and had spent the better part of the day on his feet in court or on a hospital gurney.  “I need food—the discharging doc wouldn't let me have any earlier.”

“You know, we never got to finish your retirement party,” said Charlie.

Cooper raised his glass.  “To Swede.”

“To Tank,” said Sparky, raising his glass.

“Ell-Tee,” said Cooper.

"Jax and Mike," added Charlie.  "May both of them heal fast, lord knows we're gonna need them now that you're leaving."

“Hooyah,” they said together and drank.

"Any word on Juice or Switchplate?"

Charlie shook his head.  "They're officially MIA…but Bennet thinks that's just wishful thinking.  They're gone."

“Jesus, this is depressing as hell,” said Sparky.  “We need music.”  He stood and shuffled toward the jukebox in the corner.

“So what now?” asked Charlie, pouring Cooper another round.

Cooper sighed, staring at the amber liquid.  “Hell if I know.  Oakrock was the plan, but…” he tapped the discharge papers.  “That ship sailed."  He rubbed his leg.  "I have to register as a convicted felon with the state,” Cooper said in disbelief.

The door behind them opened, letting a blast of cold air into the room.  Everyone turned to look at the newcomer.  

“Officer on deck!” barked Sparky.  Charlie jumped to attention, knocking over a barstool.  

Cooper turned in his seat.  For the first time in ten years, he didn’t give a fuck if an officer appeared unannounced.  Maybe being a civvie isn't so bad…

“As you were,” said Admiral Bennet as he swept into the room.  He removed his cover and handed it to his aide, a wide-eyed ensign who seemed scandalized to be in a bar so early in the day.  

“I was told I’d find you here,” Bennet said.  He opened his coat and pulled out a folded up piece of paper.  “I know you got a raw deal.  The President has been appraised of the situation and despite your lack of enthusiasm for preventing 13 from killing Tillcott, your service record is otherwise impeccable."  Bennet handed over the paper.  "He wanted to make sure you got this.”

Cooper put his drink down and opened the paper.  “A Presidential Pardon?”

“Close—it’s an Executive Order reversing your DD.  Ford used it after Vietnam to allow protesters to come home.  Harris overruled the court martial's verdict with what amounts to a Presidential Pardon.  You still won’t have your pension check coming—”

“But I won’t be a convicted felon either?”

Bennet nodded.  “I have to say, it didn't take much convincing.  He likes you, Braaten.”  The admiral sighed.  “This whole shit storm has gotten way out of control.”  Bennet gestured to the door.  “Notice how empty it is out there?  The whole Eastern Shore got hit hard by the K-Flu.  There’s mass graves over on the west side of town.   Too many people died too fast—they're piled up like a damn landfill.”

“Jesus,” muttered Cooper.  

“At least you got the son of a bitch that started it all.  Probably would have taken The Hague years to hand down judgment,” Bennet said.  He straightened.  “Anyway.  I’ve got to get back to D.C., but I wanted to deliver this in person.  You’ve done a tremendous service to the country, Braaten.  We won’t forget it.”

Cooper gripped the admiral's hand.  “Thank you, sir.”

“I should thank you, lieutenant.  We can’t publicly say it, but the Navy is proud of you, son.  Whether she killed him and you let her or you did it yourself—” Bennet raised his hand.  “I don’t want to know and I don’t care.  He’s dead—that’s all that matters."  He took his cover from the aide.  "Either way, you got a lot of fans out there.”  He turned to leave, then stopped.  “Oh, I made a few  calls and let a few friends of mine know you’re on the market now with a White House-endorsed clean record.”

Cooper stared at the door after Bennet left.  The others gathered around to look at pardon.  He let them have it and turned back to the bar.  Flashing colors on the TV caught his attention.  

“Hey, can you turn that up?” he asked the barkeep.

“—dent of the United States,” a spokesman said behind a gleaming wooden podium sporting the Presidential Seal.  He stepped aside and President Harris came into view and took his position in front of the cameras.

“My fellow Americans.  I want to be the first to relay to you the news that the monster behind the biological weapon attack on our soil, the madman who unleashed war and pestilence on the world has been brought to justice.”  He looked down at his notes.  “Reginald Tillcott, the 7th Earl of Dunkeith—a British subject and member of the international terror organization known as "The Council"—has been killed in a firefight in northwestern Scotland.  He was the mastermind behind the plot to topple governments around the world and reduce the global human population through a mutated, weaponized strain of The Pandemic virus.”

The President removed his reading glasses.  “I know that’s little enough comfort to the millions of Americans out there tonight who are suffering the loss of friends and family, taken too soon by this heinous plague…but it is something.  Individuals part of the organization known as the Council are being rounded up or killed as we speak by our brave fighting men and women and our allies all over the world.  These people have committed the most outrageous atrocities in human history."

Cooper regarded the President over the top of his glass.  The man looked tired.  Old, even.  He hadn’t had any face time with the Commander-in-Chief, but when he'd been named by Denton to take on the mantle of leadership, he’d looked a lot younger.  Cooper thought for a moment, slipping back in time to the bunker at the Los Angeles Air Force Base.  He looked down and almost saw the hand of President Denton in his own again.  He heard the President whisper to him to stay strong and rise.  To never give up, to fight back.

Rise…

Brenda had been so full of life then.  His throat tightened as he remembered her standing on the other side of Denton’s makeshift gurney.  Her hair pulled up, she’d been covered in blood and running on empty for over 24 hours.  They all had.  It had been a close thing, their escape from All Saints’ Memorial.

She was so beautiful…

“…vaccine is putting the virus on the ropes.  This is a momentous time in human history.  Our goal is to inoculate every living person on this planet with the vaccine—much like we did with polio and smallpox.  The threat posed against our species by the influenza virus will soon be a distant memory, thanks to the tireless efforts of scientists both here and abroad.”

The ticker at the bottom of the screen read: U.S. Korean Flu deaths mount: over 2 million confirmed deaths in California alone.  National estimates at 10+ million.  Mass graves in several states on the east coast.  President to declare national curfew…

“I have issued Executive Orders granting the Federal Government powers to create unprecedented partnerships with all private facilities in the United States capable of manufacturing this vaccine to increase our emergency production and distribution as quickly as possible.  To anyone out there who hasn’t caught the flu yet—stay vigilant.  It may be some time before we can find you.  I urge you to shelter in place and only venture outside to find what supplies you absolutely need to survive.

"To those who are infected or caring for sick loved ones, I beg you to stay strong and continue to pray.  Help is coming—we are sending food, medicine, and doctors to every corner of the country utilizing federalized National Guard troops…”

He cleared his throat and took a long look at the camera.  “To further heal our country, I have issued a blanket pardon to any person who supported the late-Vice President Barron and his illegal administration.  This country has been brought to the brink of civil war—it has to end, right here, right now.  We are all Americans and the time has come for us to pull together."

The President straightened his shoulders.  "Anyone who carried out activities—criminal or otherwise—in the name of who they thought was the legitimate President of the United States shall be granted a full and permanent pardon.  Only those people who committed serious felonies under a false color of authority will be prosecuted.  I have directed the Attorney General to form a task force comprised of the FBI and a coalition of state and county officials from around the country to facilitate this process.”

The President shifted his notes and his face darkened.  “And to those Americans who are still behind enemy lines in the Occupied States, know this:  My administration will stop at nothing to liberate you.  We have entered the highest levels of negotiations with the international community and I can assure you, your suffering is almost over.  I have taken drastic steps to isolate North Korea through a United Nations blockade around the Korean Peninsula which is moving into place as I speak…”

“None of that does the people in California any good,” spat Charlie.  “What are you doing to help them?” he shouted at the TV.  “Fucking politicians.”  Charlie pushed off from the bar and walked away.

Cooper tried to pay attention to the rest of Harris’ speech, but he was lost in thought, trying to imagine what it must be like for Charlie.  Knowing the woman you loved was dead…it was hard, but knowing she might still be alive with your son in no-man's-land, surrounded by foreign invaders…  Cooper looked after Charlie.  He was still living the nightmare and now that Cooper had joined the unwashed ranks of civilians, there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot he could do to help.

For the second time in the past hour, his phone buzzed.  Cooper stared at the screen as the President droned on about a bright and promising future.  

Unlisted number.  Who the hell is this?

“Hello?”

“Cooper Braaten?”

“Yeah.  Who’s this?”  Cooper shrugged at Sparky who regarded him with a curious expression.

“My name is Brent Atkins.  I’m with Oakrock Security.”

Cooper laughed.  “Jesus, you guys don’t mess around.  What happened to Josh?”

The line went silent for a moment.  “Josh…” the man’s voice sounded thick.  “He didn’t make it.  The flu.  We lost a lot of good people, I'm sorry to say.”

“I’m sorry,” said Cooper.  Josh had been his headhunter, trying to pull him into the ranks of Oakrock.  

“It wasn’t as bad as it could have been.”  

"What can I do for you, Mr. Atkins?”

The man cleared his throat and got down to business.  “I heard about the dishonorable discharge.  And the EO.”

Cooper blinked.  Wow.  You guys got good contacts—I don’t even think the ink’s even dry on my paperwork.

The man on the phone powered on: “I can’t say we were happy to hear about the DD, but when the Chief of Staff of the Navy calls me on my unlisted private phone at 4 in the morning and says ‘hire this guy’, I listen.  I heard about what you did over there—”

Cooper blinked.  “How?  That’s not exactly public information…” He waved off Sparky's concerned look.

Atkins laughed.  “We have our sources.  Listen, I wanted to let you know the offer still stands.”

The words washed over Cooper like an avalanche.  “It does?”

“Yes.  You’d make an excellent addition to our team, Cooper.  We need more operators of your caliber.  The benefits are—I think you’ll agree—far more than anything the Navy could hope to offer you.  Especially now.  What do you say?”

“I…” Cooper watched Charlie stare out the front windows of the bar.  He looked ready to break.

“You can have your choice of assignments—once you’re integrated.  I see from the paperwork here your leg was re-injured.  That was on this last op, right?”

“Yeah…” Cooper unconsciously rubbed the fresh bandage on his thigh where the shattered knee brace had tried to impale him.  Thirty-two stitches and enough antibiotics for a horse had been his reward.

“Fine,” Brent said as if Cooper’s career-ending injuries were no more important than a grocery list.   “We’ll get you checked out by our medical staff—we got great docs, way better than anything you'll see outside of Bethesda.  I'll make sure you get healed first, then we’ll get you spooled up and in-stream.  I talked it over with the bean counters and we can offer you one fifteen to start.”

Cooper blinked.  One hundred-fifteen thousand dollars a year…holy God.  His eyes met Charlie’s and the pain he saw sent a knife of guilt straight through Cooper’s gut.  He may not be Charlie’s CO anymore but he would always be a brother in arms.  He had to do something.  

As a SEAL, as part of the Navy, there were resources, equipment, and intel available.  As a civilian…he had the clothes on his back, the contents of his duffel, and a cabin in Michigan's Upper Peninsula to his name—that’s it.  

Oakrock represented the only path for him to help Charlie’s family.  Cooper looked down at his leg.  Maybe being on the outside would give him the freedom to move around that being in the Navy never did—there was always another mission or rules of engagement that prevented them from finding Allie and Charlie.  

“I’ll do it.”

“You will?  That’s great!  I knew—”

“On one condition,” Cooper said, steeling himself to be turned down and lose the opportunity of a lifetime.  Charlie turned at the sound of Cooper’s voice.

Silence from the other end of the phone echoed like a bomb in a tunnel.  “And that is…?”

“I need to retrieve some HVTs from behind the lines in California.”  Cooper held Charlie’s eyes as he watched the emotions battle across his XO's face.  “You provide the gear and transport.  I go in, I bring them out alive—then I’m yours.”

“California?” asked Brent.

“California.  They were in Coronado when it all went down.”

Atkins sucked in a breath.  "Christ—that’s ground zero.”

Cooper waited, listening to the sound of his own heartbeat thunder in his ears as Charlie stepped closer.

"Coop, what's going on?" Charlie whispered.  

Cooper held up a hand for silence.

“This is important to you?” 

He nodded.  “My XO’s family—I made a promise.  I’m getting them out.  The Navy made us leave them once, I’m not letting that happen again.”  Charlie stared at Cooper in disbelief.  Cooper saw hope flicker in his eyes for the first time since leaving Coronado.

“Fair enough.”  Atkins paused for a moment.  “All right, Mr. Braaten.  We'll give you the material resources, but we can't spare additional personnel.  If you go, you're going in solo.  Is that clear?"

"Crystal," Cooper replied.

"You’ve got yourself a deal, then.  Can you get to Dulles?”

Cooper thought for a moment.  “I’ll manage.  I didn’t think the airlines were up and running again though?”

“They’re not.  We’ve got a Section 3 exception from DHS.”

Cooper’s eyebrows rose.  “That’s impressive.”

“Just wait—it gets better.  I’m cutting orders now for your flight to our facility in Phoenix.  They’ll get you geared up and you can hammer out the mission details then.  I take it you want to move on this?”

“Immediately,” Cooper said.  He flashed a thumbs up at Charlie.

“What about your injuries?”

Cooper flexed his leg and winced.  “The only easy day was yesterday.”

“Hooyah.”

Cooper paused.  "You in the Teams?"

Atkins chuckled.  "A few lifetimes ago, yeah."

Cooper liked his new employer even more.  “When do you need me at Dulles?”

“That’s up to you.  We have a plane there right now on standby—it was making a drop run to Montana.”

“I’ll be there by 0600 tomorrow morning—I just need to find wheels.”

"Fine.  I’ll have your paperwork and new hire kit with me when we meet in Phoenix.  I take pride in meeting every one of my operators face to face when they’re hired.”

Cooper swallowed his surprise—now he remembered the name Brent Atkins.  President, CEO and founder of Oakrock Securities.  “Thank you, sir.”

“First rule: cut the ‘sir’ bullshit.  We’re all ex’s—there’s no rank at Oakrock.”

“Got it.”

“Except Ms. Sanders, my procurement assistant," Atkins whispered conspiratorially.  "She is considered the Right Hand of God and will be shown the proper respect at all times.”  Atkins laughed.  “Not really, but if I don’t say that, she’ll put something nasty in my coffee.”

Cooper couldn't help but smile at the feminine laughter in the background.

“So we have a deal, Mr. Braaten?”

“We do—and call me Cooper.”

“Done and done, Cooper.  Welcome to Oakrock.”  The line went dead.

Cooper stared at the phone a moment before he put it back in his pocket.  His life seemed to be on a perpetual roller-coaster—not two hours ago, he’d been dishonorably discharged and his career achievements erased over the death of one monster.  Now Oakrock handed him a golden opportunity to get his life back on track—with interest—and help Charlie at the same time.

“Was that Oakrock?” asked Charlie.




“That was Oakrock,” Cooper said, pocketing his phone.  He signaled the bartender.  “Can I get a water?”

“What gives?” asked Sparky.  “They still want your gimpy ass?” 

“Yes, Sparky, they still want my gimpy ass,” Cooper said.  "You cuss a lot when you drink, you know that?" 

"Good thing I don't drink much."

“You’re going after…” Charlie said, his eyes pleading for confirmation.

Cooper slapped Charlie on the shoulder.  “I made a promise.”

“I don’t believe it,” Charlie muttered.

Sparky frowned.  "It isn't gonna be easy, man.  Cali's a suicide run.  The whole west coast is crawling with NKors.”  He jerked a thumb at the TV, where President Harris continued his speech, promising swift action to restore the nation to law and order.  

“Harris won't wait forever," the sniper observed, raising his beer to his mouth.  "Now that the Council’s finished, there'll be hell to pay out west.”

Cooper nodded.  “Reconquista.”

“You really think Harris will start a shooting war with 50 million Americans in the crossfire?” asked Charlie.

“He can’t afford to wait any longer,” replied Sparky.  “Fuckin' NKors are feeling the heat from the Pacific Fleet's blockade.  They’re getting desperate and they’re sick.  We haven’t been able to get the vaccines in to our people, either.”

"It's FUBAR all right," agreed Cooper. 

Charlie gripped Cooper’s shoulder, his eyes burning with hope.  “I have faith in you, Cooper.”  He sniffed and angrily rubbed his face.  Sparky slapped him on the back and kept a hand on Charlie's shoulder.  Charlie nodded.  

“I know you’ll find them, Coop.  I know it.”  

Cooper set his jaw and held Charlie’s desperate gaze.  “With my shield or on it, brother.”
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