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Chapter 1

	Houston, Texas, one month earlier

	 

	Fires burned in the near distance as Houston’s most desperate and starving huddled around the flames in spite of the humid night breeze from the south, as though the light would nourish them or at least lessen the hunger pangs that gnawed at their guts like frenzied rats. Few chose to live on the outskirts of the city, but many had been driven from the center when the cartel had overthrown the Crew, its forces greeting anyone they encountered as a hostile enemy to be put down without question. Now, the periphery of the metropolis was a no-man’s-land where scavengers and surviving gang members preyed on those who eked out their meager existences well away from the area that had been consolidated by the cartel and subjugated under its iron rule.

	A dog barked from down a deserted street, and a young boy stopped in his tracks at the sound, his grip on a woman’s hand forcing her to a halt. The man they had been following, a lever-action rifle in his hand, frowned in the darkness and twisted to where they were standing, his voice a low growl.

	“Alexa, pick up the pace, or we’re worm food,” he snarled.

	Alexa glanced down at the boy. “Peter, you heard Mark. Let’s go.”

	Peter was looking around as though in a daze. “I haven’t heard a dog in…forever.”

	“They’ve mostly been eaten,” Mark grumbled. “Now move.”

	Alexa glared at Mark and tugged at her young son’s hand. “Come on.”

	She led the nine-year-old along the pavement, following her brother’s heavy footsteps. The sawed-off pump shotgun in her free hand swung slightly as she walked, its weight and worn pistol grip a familiar comfort. Alexa felt sorry for her son, no doubt reacting to infantile memories of his beloved pet Oscar, who’d disappeared one day early after the Crew had risen to power, never to be seen again. But she knew from harsh experience not to coddle him or indulge any melancholy, as it was a distraction from survival they couldn’t afford. Even a kid his age had responsibilities in their sad little family unit, and they needed to be able to depend on his alertness, which would be hampered by any trips down memory lane.

	Darkness enveloped them as they trudged toward the junkyard that was their destination. Alexa’s brother had connected with members of a splinter group of ex-Crew who were holed up there, out of the claimed jurisdiction of the cartel and ostensibly safe; or as safe as anywhere in Houston since the collapse. Mark had been a mechanic in the army before the virus had ravaged civilization, and with the world in ruins, his skills were in demand whenever something broke and couldn’t be easily replaced with another working unit – replacement typically being the case, since there was only a thousandth of the population left, but all the goods of the larger population were sitting unused, other than the easily bartered. Fortunately for them, enough couldn’t be swapped that Mark was able to eke out a living, albeit a miserable one.

	They were crossing the city because a purification system that turned the near-toxic well water in the area into a potable life-saver had broken down several days before, and word had gone out that the group needed a fixer. Now, as they approached the yard, the hair on the back of Alexa’s arms stood on end, and she wondered whether the fee that had been offered justified their trek and the associated risk. They normally roamed a neighborhood they knew well, where the survivors looked out for one another and there was nothing worth going to war over. The cartel had left it alone, uninterested for now in a collection of claptrap ranch homes. How much longer that would be the case was anyone’s guess, she knew, and she’d heard rumors of the cartel sending looting and kidnapping patrols into the city’s periphery to find slave labor and women. But so far they had existed in the same uneasy equilibrium that had been the norm when the Crew had run the city, and in many ways the identity of the thugs in control wasn’t meaningful to her or her kin.

	The outline of a tall wall materialized out of the gloom, and Mark slowed as they approached a gated entryway. Two men in the distinctive black leather vests that had been the uniform of the Crew stood at the ready, assault rifles leveled at the newcomers. Mark motioned with his free hand for Alexa to stay back, and made a show of keeping his rifle pointed at the ground by his side.

	“We’re here for the pump,” he said, keeping his voice low.

	Alexa studied the stacked forms of crushed cars that jutted above the top of the fence, and squeezed Peter’s hand reassuringly. The little boy returned the gesture wordlessly.

	The guards looked Mark up and down, and their eyes shifted to Alexa and her son.

	“What we got here?” one of them asked in an ugly tone.

	“My family. You want your pump fixed, they’re off-limits, understand?”

	Alexa could feel the men’s gazes taking her in, and she shuddered. She knew they couldn’t see her any better than she could make them out, but even in near total darkness and clad in baggy clothes, her trim form would invite attention, especially from the miscreants who had run Houston for years, having their way with the locals however they liked, raping, looting, and murdering indiscriminately.

	“You betcha, chief,” one of the guards responded, and walked to the side of the barrier that blocked their way, trailed by his companion. Together they dragged the gate open enough for the family to slip through, and the larger of the men indicated a glow deep in the mammoth yard.

	“Follow the light to find the boss. No way you can get lost.”

	Mark grunted assent and strode off, leaving Alexa and Peter to do their best to catch up. He marched shoulders back with the assurance of a man who’d seen the worst life could throw at him and survived, unafraid and unapologetic, confident in his abilities and his worth. Alexa envied that sense of purpose and direction, because even though outwardly she appeared to be as tough as shoe leather, inside she still grappled with doubts and worry over her son’s well-being in the hellscape that was their present reality.

	They made their way between rusting stacks of wrecked vehicles until they arrived at a clear area where four men, AK-47s hanging from shoulder slings, were standing by a building whose faded office sign was still barely legible. A cooking fire crackled in front of it in a stone pit. The men studied the newcomers as they neared, and Mark called out to them.

	“You got a filtration system that needs fixing?” he asked.

	“That’s right.” One of them, a rough-looking man with a shaved head and a nose that had been flattened from fights, indicated a shack. “In there.”

	“Got word you needed me. You have the payment?” Mark asked.

	The man nodded. “Don’t worry about that. We’re good for it.”

	Mark cleared his throat. “Let’s have a look inside.”

	Mark accompanied one of the others to the shack and returned several minutes later.

	“Need to wait till morning. Can’t see enough to be safe, even with the lantern.”

	The leader frowned. “You sure you can fix it?”

	Mark grunted. “I can fix anything.”

	The leader pointed to an area off to their right where another figure was tending the flames beneath a makeshift still, and then turned to indicate a dark section of the yard behind them. “You and your people can make camp anywhere over there. This side’s off-limits.”

	Mark shrugged. “Fine by me.”

	Mark led Alexa and Peter down one of the aisles that ran between the wreckage piles, and they set down their bedrolls in a flat spot thirty yards from the fire. Alexa eyed the flickering orange that danced on the corroded metal around them, and sat beside Mark.

	“Empty stomachs again tonight, I guess,” she said.

	“Popular dinner these days,” he agreed.

	She grimaced and paused. “You trust them?”

	“We’ll be in and out by noon.”

	Alexa glanced at Peter, who was humming quietly to himself, staring up at the stars. “Hope you’re right,” she said softly.

	“Don’t worry. They need me more than we need them. In the morning I can suggest some mods for their still that’ll improve their product. Probably become regular customers.”

	They unfurled their bedrolls tied atop their backpacks and settled down to sleep, weapons by their sides, and after a restless hour, drifted off as the flames from the office area dimmed to embers. Alexa tossed and turned, plagued by recurring nightmares of the early days of the collapse and the slow death of her husband and parents from the virus, and the violent end of her sister at the hands of a pair of murderous thugs.

	Shots from the office area jarred her awake, and she was groping for her shotgun as Mark leapt to his feet, Winchester in hand. Rifle fire echoed off the wrecks, the staccato chatter of fully automatic weapons answered by the deeper booms of shotguns and the former Crew fighters’ Kalashnikovs. A man screamed in agony from the vicinity of the firepit, and Mark’s expression hardened.

	“What’s happening?” Alexa whispered.

	“Nothing good. Whatever this is, we need to get clear. Not our fight.”

	Peter’s voice called from nearby. “Ma?”

	“Hush,” she said, and regarded Mark. “Where to?”

	“Let me go take a look and see what we’ve got. Stay put, understand?”

	“Mark–”

	“Shut it, Al. I’ll be right back,” he hissed, and took off toward the sound of the gun battle.

	Alexa cursed beneath her breath and pumped her shotgun to chamber a round. She squinted in the darkness, trying to make out anything at the end of the aisle, but couldn’t see much besides muzzle flashes. Another pained scream curdled her blood, and she instinctively crouched in front of Peter, shielding him with her body. She fingered the shotgun’s trigger guard and mentally inventoried her stock of double-aught buckshot cartridges, preparing for the worst as she waited for Mark’s return.

	“Stay down,” she whispered to Peter, whose eyes were wide with fright. Even though he’d grown up in the harshest of conditions, with death around every corner, a gunfight only steps away was frightening, and he’d seen enough corpses in his short time on the planet to understand the permanence of the outcome.

	A flurry of shots from the mouth of the aisle rang out, and Alexa recognized the sound of Mark’s Winchester. She bit back a warning as Peter darted away from her and toward her brother, who was firing with methodical precision, calmly taking aim, shooting, and cocking the rifle again for another shot. Alexa was pushing herself to her feet when the clank of a grenade smacking against a car chassis beside Mark reverberated through the space, and then an explosion rocked the aisle as gravel and metal and chunks of Mark sailed through the air.

	“Nooo–” she wailed, already in motion, her throat on fire from smoke and dust and the realization that her brother had just been vaporized. Halfway to the crater where he’d last been standing, she nearly pitched headfirst, tripping over Peter’s inert form and barely catching herself in time.

	“Oh God, oh God, no…” she cried, her voice strangling on the last word, and she knelt by her son to pick him up. More gunfire from the end of the aisle exploded, and she paused to fire at a figure who appeared through the smoke, rifle sweeping the area. Her shotgun blast caught him in the chest. He staggered backward and dropped the gun, and she scooped up her boy and threw him over her shoulder, pumping the shotgun again before turning and running as fast as she could from the fight.

	More shooting behind her barked from near the dead fighter, and ricochets pinged off the cars as she ran. Her ears rang from the shots, and her vision was blurred from tears. She turned down another aisle and forced herself to greater speed, hoping that any pursuit would be more cautious than her headlong run.

	The sound of the gunfight receded, and when she made it to the perimeter wall, she stopped and lowered Peter to the ground in front of her. Her hands came away slick with blood, and she moaned as she felt for a pulse she never found. She knelt before his body for several long beats, sobbing silently, gasping for breath as her stomach twisted in pained knots, her hand on his cooling forehead, blind with agony and rage. A sound behind her jolted her from her anguish, and she looked up to see a pair of gunmen silhouetted against the flaming backdrop, closing the distance, their Hispanic faces grim, trying to make her out in the darkness.

	Her first shot caught the closest in the chest, and he fell into his companion, buying her the second she needed to pump the shotgun and blow the second man’s head to jelly. It was over in a heartbeat, two men’s lives snuffed out like ants beneath a horse’s hooves, and then she was in motion, instinct and self-preservation forcing her into action. She scooped up one of the rifles and searched the nearest dead man for extra magazines, and after finding and pocketing two, she sprinted away along the base of the wall to where the stacked vehicles were close enough so a desperate woman could climb high enough to leap over, leaving the night’s impossible carnage behind, along with her few remaining hopes and dreams.

	



Chapter 2

	Nuevo Laredo, Mexico, two weeks ago

	 

	Hundreds of heavily armed men encircled what had once been a high-rise hotel in the rough center of the city, lounging in the shade of buildings that had been partially razed to create a perimeter for the tall edifice. Snipers occupied the top floors, their rifles protruding from the windows like branches, and a huge solar array with over a hundred panels glistened in the bright sun.

	Inside the cartel’s headquarters, still more armed men were stationed along the hall leading to the banquet room that was used as the chief’s meeting area. Don Gerardo had come out of retirement to head up the organization when his oldest son, Julio, had gone to Houston, and the responsibilities of running the largest criminal syndicate in the region hadn’t improved his typically dour mood.

	Today, after spending two hours in the heat for Julio’s funeral when his remains had arrived home following the cartel’s complete rout in Texas, his complexion was flushed with grief and rage as he stalked to his chambers with his youngest son, Simon, whose black dress shirt and slacks gleamed in the artificial lights. When they reached the door of the banquet room, they continued past it to Don Gerardo’s suite, and after they disappeared inside, six gunmen took up position outside its entrance, their bronzed skin and chiseled features as unforgiving as inquisitionists.

	Don Gerardo lowered himself into an overstuffed chair in front of a coffee table and poured two brandy snifters a quarter full with tequila. He pointed to a chair across from him and threw a look at his son.

	“Sit,” he said, his voice a rasp.

	Simon took a seat, and Don Gerardo raised his glass in a toast.

	“To Julio. May God rest his soul,” he pronounced, and took a large swallow. Simon did the same and exhaled heavily when he set the snifter down.

	“I can’t believe it. Over a thousand of our men…the refinery…we need to do something,” Simon snarled.

	Don Gerardo nodded in agreement. “Yes, it’s a bad situation. I can’t understand how it could have happened, but it did, and now we must make adjustments.”

	“We can march on Houston when you give the word. We have sufficient fuel to carry an army five times as large. Julio will be avenged.”

	Don Gerardo leveled a hard gaze at his son. “You make the mistake of believing the Americans can be overwhelmed with larger numbers. From all reports, they’re a substantial fighting force equipped with military hardware, trained and ready for exactly such an attack. They would cut us to pieces.” He shook his head. “That is not the way. At least, not now.”

	Simon frowned in distaste. “If not now, then when?”

	“My son, I understand the desire to get revenge for Julio, and it will happen. But on our terms and our timing. Right now I have something else I need you for. Something equally important.”

	Simon visibly bristled. “What could be more important than avenging Julio and safeguarding the refinery? I don’t need to tell you its fuel has been the source of much of our expanded power. Already our rivals are circling after hearing of our defeat. We have to do something. They’ll be emboldened if we don’t act swiftly. They’ll think us weakened enough to overwhelm now that we’re cut off from the fuel.”

	The older man sighed heavily and took another deep draught of his drink before speaking. When he did, his words had a dangerous edge to them.

	“Simon, I’ll allow you this one outburst in memory of your brother, but don’t try my patience. You don’t need to tell me anything. So stop acting as though you’ve already stepped into Julio’s shoes and listen; don’t talk. I’ve been contacted by a powerful group that has offered a small fortune for a task to be carried out in Houston. It’s a dangerous one that requires a cool head and considerable skill. Something I can only entrust to one in whom I have total faith.” His tone softened. “That list is considerably smaller with the loss of Julio. Which means it is something you must do for me.”

	Simon’s eyebrows rose. “In Houston?”

	Don Gerardo barely refrained from rolling his eyes. “That’s what I just said.” He sighed. “It will require subterfuge and a certain amount of delicacy. I can’t send one of our captains – they would stand out as cartel the moment they arrived. You, on the other hand, because of those expensive schools you went to, speak English like a native and can pass for one of them. That could prove essential in carrying out the mission.”

	“You want me to go to Texas?”

	Don Gerardo eyed him as though he were addled, and spoke slowly. “I do. You must be successful, and then we will have our revenge.”

	Simon absorbed his father’s words. “What is this mission?”

	“There is a girl. Why this group wants her is unimportant. That they are willing to pay a fortune for her is all that matters, as well as that they will help us retake Houston when we’ve delivered her to them.”

	“How will they do that?”

	“They have eyes and ears everywhere and can advise us on the army’s vulnerabilities. Between their reward for the girl and their intelligence, we could be back in control of Houston within a matter of weeks, with the army in tatters, and us with a more prepared force. No point in speaking ill of the dead, but it’s obvious that Julio, for all his virtues, wasn’t equipped to defend the city. When we retake it, that can never happen again. I will put you in charge, and when we move on Houston, you will go in the company of my most senior advisors – men with military backgrounds who can help you.”

	Simon stared at his father for several long moments. “You’ll put me in charge of Houston?”

	Don Gerardo nodded thoughtfully. “You are all I have left now, and it is your time. But only if you are able to deliver the girl to me. Consider this a final test. I always intended you to have a key role in the organization. With Julio gone, your chance has arrived.”

	Simon swallowed the last of his tequila. “You can depend on me. What exactly do you need me to do? Who is this girl, where is she, what are the obstacles? Do you have a plan?”

	Don Gerardo nodded again and began speaking. He continued for several minutes and, when he was done, sat back and finished his drink as well.

	“You will have any and all resources you think you require,” he said. “But you must be careful not to put the Americans on alert. If you do, it will be impossible to get our hands on her. The group was clear on this. They will provide us with information that is as current as they can manage, but we are not to send a small army to attempt the extraction. It must be small and surgical.”

	“If this group is so powerful, why can’t they do it?”

	“They don’t have the connections in Houston. And they’re aware that we developed support networks while we had control. They’re hoping we can leverage those.”

	“Who is this group?”

	“A faction up there. That’s all you need to know,” Don Gerardo snapped. “That, and that they’ve already delivered half the fee, in gold, with the other half to follow when we hand her over.”

	“Are you sure there is no way this is some sort of trap? A ruse?”

	“No. They need our help. We need theirs. From these sorts of situations can arise profitable partnerships – something worth remembering if you’re to run the cartel one day. The enemy of my enemy is my friend – for as long as convenient. And right now, as we lick our wounds, we need all the friends we can get. As you pointed out, the other cartels will be nipping at our heels as word of our setback spreads, and with it our ability to supply fuel comes to a halt. The gold will help recruit sufficient fighters to wage war against these enemies on our southern flank while we prepare an offensive against the gringos on our northern.”

	Simon drew a deep breath and appeared to consider the order from his father. After a long pause, he stood and matched the Don’s even stare.

	“When do you want me to leave?”

	“As soon as possible. Tomorrow. Let me know what you need, and I shall make it so.” Don Gerardo rose. “Do not disappoint me. Much depends on your success.” He hesitated. “Perhaps everything, in these changing times.”

	Simon squared his shoulders. “Julio’s death will not have been in vain. I won’t let you down.”

	They embraced, and Simon departed.

	Don Gerardo’s gaze followed him out the door, and his eyes narrowed. His son was softer than his older brother; before the collapse, he’d been more of a playboy than a leader. A useless degree in sports administration from an American university that had cost the Don a small fortune had been poor preparation for real life, and his intention had been to keep his offspring out of the business. That had all changed when life had turned upside down as the death plague swept the planet, and he considered himself fortunate that his boys had survived during a time when so many hadn’t. But that had also meant that they’d needed to find a place for themselves in a world gone mad, and with their leisure pastimes gone in favor of a kill-or-be-killed reality, he’d had no other option but to include them in his dealings, grooming them over time to run things after he stepped aside.

	Julio had always been his favorite, which he suspected Simon knew. He understood such a thing was a function of some internal part of himself that was broken, but he wasn’t one for soul-searching, and he apologized for nothing. Now that Julio was dead and buried, the future rested on Simon’s shoulders. He was being offered a chance to prove himself so that his father could turn over the reins to him and his son would be respected for his accomplishment, and not stoke the fires of resentment over apparent nepotism.

	He snorted in disgust. “Politics,” he murmured, and returned to the table, his shoulders sagging and his steps heavy.

	The older man poured himself another drink. He took a long sip and rubbed a tired hand across his deeply lined face as he glared at the door through which his youngest son had left as though he had seen a ghost, his stare vacant and his jaw slack, lower lip trembling as his eyes welled with moisture.

	“Salud,” he toasted to the fireplace at the end of the room, and gulped down the remainder of the glass before hurling it at the hearth, an inadequate tribute to the son he’d never lay eyes on again.

	



Chapter 3

	Houston, Texas, one week earlier

	 

	The night air was heavy with humidity and the fragrance of Mexican lavender trees shimmering in the gentle breeze. Three men moved along the sidewalk, sticking to the shadows. Two of them toted a fiberglass container between them, and a heavy backpack weighed down the third, who led the group toward a towering office building at the end of a long block in the empty downtown business district. All of the men carried assault rifles and were dressed in dark clothing, and the one walking point had a black knit cap pulled low over his brow.

	They approached the building entrance, and the leader held up a hand as he swept the interior with his rifle. The glass doors had long ago been shattered by looters during the time immediately after the collapse, when it hadn’t been obvious that the vast majority of goods valued when there was power and potable water were suddenly worthless. The decline in infrastructure hadn’t been overnight, and a significant portion of the population had believed the collapse was a transient event – a temporary state of affairs brought about by the virus and the financial fallout that would self-correct once things normalized. This had resulted in a period when those who weren’t too sick to venture out had taken to hoarding items of perceived worth, as well as staples, and virtually no buildings had been spared break-ins and stripping of anything that could be easily carried. Only once reality had set in and it had become obvious that the grid was permanently down did the instinct to forego taking electronics and computers abate, by which point there wasn’t much left to steal from the obvious targets.

	The men carrying the crate were obviously ex-Crew, their prison tattoos and demeanors typical of the gang’s street soldiers. They were also better fed and more muscular than the average locals from having been at the top of the food chain for years, eating well while the plebes existed on starvation rations. Their leader was thinner but visibly strong, his movements those of a natural athlete or ex-military.

	When he’d verified there were no obvious threats in the lobby, he signaled to the ex-Crew to follow him inside. Their boots crunched on broken glass and debris as they crossed the cavernous space, skirting mounds of garbage, and made for the stairwell. When it was too dark to see, the leader switched on an LED penlight affixed to the barrel of his rifle and played the beam over the walls until it settled on the steel door with a green sign indicating emergency stairs.

	“This way,” he said, his voice low, and moved to the door.

	The men climbed the stairs, stopping at each level to search it and confirm the building was empty. At the fourth floor, the leader hesitated on the landing and sniffed the air. He leaned into the nearest thug and spoke in a hushed tone.

	“Smell that? Someone’s living here.”

	The men lowered the crate to the floor and swung their weapons into position. The leader eased the landing door open and stepped into the hall and followed his nose until they were outside an office suite that had hosted a law firm, its name emblazoned in gilded letters on the frosted glass doors. He motioned for his companions to frame the doorway, and then pushed the nearest panel open and inched into the foyer in a crouch.

	A pair of scavengers, their hair long and unkempt and their beards greasy, leaned slumbering against the wall at the far end of the room. The area reeked of human waste and rotting food, and the leader’s mouth involuntarily twitched with a frown.

	His suppressed rifle barked twice; the men died without ever having a chance to reach for their weapons. He did a quick search of the rest of the office and then returned to where the ex-Crew were waiting expectantly.

	“Squatters,” he said, and indicated the stairs. “Let’s finish this. I don’t want to be here all night.”

	The rest of the floors were empty, and they were pouring sweat from the exertion of climbing dozens of stories of stairs by the time they reached the penthouse. They paused to catch their breath and took in the surreal panorama of fires blazing across the city, only a few electric lights on in buildings the army had occupied and were operating with solar battery arrays.

	The leader led the others to the stairs that ascended to the roof, and once out in the open, the two ex-Crew set the crate down and looked to him for direction.

	He nodded to them. “Open it and hand me the components. We’ll have it set up in no time.”

	The men complied, and the leader screwed together an antenna array and wedged it where the high area winds wouldn’t dislodge it, and then assembled a transmission unit in a waterproof casing. He screwed the stainless-steel threaded base of the antenna to it, and finished by hooking it up to a solar-powered generator with a deep-cycle battery and built-in inverter. He switched the apparatus on and watched as the transmission unit blinked to life and ran through a self-check before going into standby mode with only a single of its three LEDs lit.

	He straightened and turned to the hired muscle.

	“All right. We’re done. Let’s get out of here.”

	The group retraced its steps to the stairwell and descended to the ground level, which took a full fifteen minutes, even with gravity on their side and no crate to carry. Once out on the street, the leader stopped and faced the men.

	“Good work. I’ll keep that in mind if I have any other jobs.”

	“You know where to find us,” the one closest to him said.

	The leader reached into his pocket and withdrew a black leather bag. He unbound it, counted out four half-ounce gold coins, and held them out in his gloved hand. “Here you go.”

	The closest man took the coins and handed two to his companion, who smiled at their dull gleam in the moonlight.

	“Pleasure doing business with you,” the first said, and beckoned to his partner. “Come on.”

	The leader watched unmoving as they walked away. At the end of the block, the first man’s knees buckled, and he sank to the pavement. His partner tried to help him, but then he collapsed beside him, grabbing at his throat and gasping.

	The leader took his time making his way to where the pair lay, their mouths seeping white froth and their appendages twitching spasmodically. He stood over them and watched as they convulsed, and when they lay still, their dead eyes staring into nothingness, he leaned over and retrieved the coins he’d given them and dropped them back into the satchel.

	A couple of corpses would arouse zero interest in the downtown area, especially tatted up felons who’d for all appearances gotten a bad batch of locally brewed drugs that had been overly contaminated by an unskilled cook. Assuming there was anything left of them by morning, after the rats had gotten done with them. He had no concerns about leaving them where they’d fallen, and he set off in the direction of his temporary quarters, walking slowly and pausing occasionally to listen for sounds of anyone around him, his rifle at the ready in a city that was a war zone where nobody seemed to care what side you were on.

	He knew from his deceased helpers that there were still cartel fighters hiding from the army in Houston, and that there were pockets of Crew who had staked out territories to terrorize, where the army’s patrols didn’t dare venture. He had no interest in any of the parties; he was there to do a simple job, nothing more. The two men had been loose ends, and he’d known from the start that they couldn’t be trusted not to open their mouths, so their acceptance of his job had been their death warrants.

	Collateral damage – a predictably violent end to a senselessly brutal existence, for which he felt no remorse.

	He turned the corner and dared a final look behind him to confirm the street was empty. Then he disappeared into the darkness, the only evidence of his passage the soft thump of his boots on the cracking asphalt.

	



Chapter 4

	Houston, Texas, present day

	 

	Wood-fire smoke blanketed the tents around the Astrodome and NRG Stadium, where the army had set up its field headquarters while in Houston. The troops were camped in the massive parking lots, fencing and barricades forming a protective ring in case any guerilla attacks were mounted by any surviving cartel forces or whatever was left of the Crew. A mess tent had been erected near the stadium, and the outlying Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo hall served as a stable for the army’s thousands of horses, with artillery and heavy machine guns dug in around the perimeter to dissuade any assault on the compound. The air was already muggy in the late morning, and most of the troops were in their tents or beneath the eaves of the buildings in the cool of the shade.

	Lucas and his senior staff were gathered in one of the stadium’s meeting rooms, with Elliot, Duke, and Luis chairing the meeting. The commanders were giving them status reports, while Lucas sat listlessly staring at the far wall, his mind obviously elsewhere.

	“We’re mounting patrols on an expanding basis to root out any cartel, but it’s a needle in a haystack in a city this size,” one of the commanders said. “It could take months to gain the locals’ trust enough so they do the heavy lifting for us. Speaking of which, most of the people we’ve run into are in rough shape. Between years of the Crew abusing them and then the cartel finishing the job, it’s grim.”

	Elliot gave a sad smile in acknowledgment. “The first step is to set up some sort of community outreach program where they can get fed and their health attended to. We need to make it a priority if we ever want the city to be self-governing.”

	Duke rolled his eyes. “That sounds great, except that we’re already low on rations, and we’ll be lucky to be able to support our troops for much longer.”

	Luis cleared his throat. “With the refinery still working, we should be able to forage farther from the city and truck food back. We have almost unlimited fuel, so we should get a fleet organized for that, don’t you think?”

	“That’s an excellent idea,” Elliot said. “What do you say, Lucas?”

	Lucas blinked twice, as though only now hearing him. “Right. Sounds good. How are we doing with the vehicles from the National Guard depots?”

	“We have our mechanics salvaging what they can,” the commander said. “But it’s slow going. Most of the rubber’s degraded to the point it’s garbage, so we’re having to improvise on the engines. As to the trucks, well, all the tires are history now, so we’re searching tire warehouses to see if anything’s held up enough to be any use. Time hasn’t been our friend on this.”

	“Nothing in the National Guard stock is going to work?” Duke asked.

	“Most of it was cannibalized until things ground to a halt. What’s left is in poor shape.”

	“Where does that leave us?” Elliot asked.

	“I suppose we could outfit the tanks and personnel carriers that don’t use tires, but there’s also the problem of the rubber bushings and whatnot on the motors and suspensions.”

	“Maybe you should push the mechanics to get some of them ready,” Lucas suggested.

	“We’re already on it.”

	“OK. Now what about the surviving cartel? Where are we with that?” Duke asked.

	“We know they’re out there, but they’re splintered. Their top brass got wiped out, so it’s just opportunistic predators here and there. We’ve seen no evidence of any coordination. Most of the reports we’ve heard are robberies and property-related murders. Nothing that poses an immediate threat to us.”

	“Obviously we need to put a stop to that and restore order,” Elliot said. “We can’t leave Houston in worse shape than when we arrived.”

	The commander shook his head. “Slim chance of us going anywhere for some time. We don’t have the food stocks to make it far.”

	“How long you figure it’ll take to replenish them?” Luis asked.

	The commander frowned. “Might be months. At least six weeks. Just feeding the men here is a challenge. Coming up with enough to mobilize them anytime soon is an impossibility. Houston’s been picked clean.”

	Duke cleared his throat. “What about the cartel? I know we discussed cooperating with them. Trading oil for resources. There’s got to be plenty of food in Mexico.”

	“Nobody’s approached us,” Elliot said.

	Lucas shook his head. “And if they do, the answer’s no,” he said. “I’ve been running that scenario over and over, and I see nothing good coming from supplying our enemy with the gas it needs to attack us. That’s a nonstarter, even if they came with white flags and olive branches. Don’t want to waste any more time on that idea. It’s a bad one that can only come back to bite us.”

	Elliot nodded. “You make a good point.” When the topic had been floated earlier, Lucas had seemed uninterested in what they did, but he’d apparently had time to mull it over and had rendered his verdict, which had the weight of law with them.

	The meeting continued for another half hour, and when it finished, Elliot pulled Lucas aside.

	“How are you holding up?” he asked, assessing Lucas with a penetrating gaze.

	Lucas’s mouth tightened. “’Bout how you’d expect.”

	“Any help you need with Eve or Tim, just say the word. We’re all here for you.”

	Lucas looked away. “Appreciate the offer.”

	“You don’t seem…present…right now. No offense.”

	“None taken. Got a lot on my mind.”

	“I can imagine. Not to add to your burden, but we should talk about Wink. Now that he’s back in his own stomping grounds, he’s already consolidating power in the southern part of the city. Question is whether that will pose a threat to setting up a local government that has any shot at working. My impression is that it will. Duke brought me up to speed on the situation, and he agrees it’s going to be a problem we’re going to need to deal with, now or later.”

	“Seems like we’re spread pretty thin. Not sure we can bite off fighting on multiple fronts.”

	“Agreed. But we didn’t battle for Houston only to hand it over to the same miscreants who ran roughshod over it for years.”

	Lucas sighed. “We need the oil to get us to DC. We both know that’s the main reason we’re here. Between you and me, there’s only so much we can do for the locals in a place this size. Day we ride off is the day the Winks of the world take over. If it isn’t him, it’ll be his twin. No real way to stop it.”

	Elliot studied Lucas. “That doesn’t sound like the Lucas I know.”

	“Maybe the Lucas you know got lost somewhere out on the trail, along with…so many others.”

	Elliot digested the statement and paused before answering.

	“That may well be, but you’re running things, Lucas. And as the chief, you need to consider what’s best for the city you’ve freed. I can see that isn’t your priority right now, but it should be.”

	“I told you all along this isn’t a job I want.”

	“Yes, we’ve had that discussion numerous times. But you’re it. So cold as it may sound, you need to suck it up, put your personal issues aside, and act like the leader you are. I say that as a friend.”

	Lucas’s expression soured, and he stepped away. “Seems like I’ve paid a high price already. Maybe I’m done sacrificing for the good of the many.”

	Elliot gave a small shrug. “Can’t say as I blame you, and under any other circumstances, I’d be the first to help you pack your bags. But too much is reliant on you, Lucas. I understand it isn’t fair, and you’ve sacrificed much, but it is what it is, and we are where we are because of your leadership.”

	“I’m tired, Elliot. The kids need a father. I’ve carried the ball this far. Somebody else should step up now. I’ve lost…It was easier back when I had nothing. But now…I’m all the kids have. They rely on me. And Sierra and I agreed I’d take care of them if anything happened to her. That was a promise I intend to keep.”

	“I agree.” Elliot paused. “So what kind of world do you want them to live in? Your kids? You have the power to transform their future. You and you alone can make the difference, Lucas. A safe and prosperous one where they have a shot at anything resembling something better, or this hell on earth? Few have the ability to determine the future. I wouldn’t walk away from that. For whatever reason, it’s a gift.”

	Lucas spat by his boots. “More like a curse.”

	“Take some time, Lucas. Duke and I can manage things. It’s obvious we won’t be going anywhere soon, so we can deal with the housekeeping issues. First of which is establishing some sort of rule of law, and figuring out how to deal with Wink. Mark my words, he’s going to be trouble.”

	“No doubt.” Lucas drew a deep breath. “I appreciate it, Elliot. I’m just going through a rough patch. Don’t take everything I say at face value. More like I’m thinking out loud.”

	“No problem. Feel free to use me as a sounding board. God knows how many times I’ve been in the same spot.”

	They shook hands, and Lucas walked away, Elliot’s gaze following him, his brow furrowed and his lips a thin line.

	



Chapter 5

	Houston, Texas

	 

	The night shift of workers filed through the refinery gates, the scores of men gaunt and stooped, their physiques a testament to nearly a decade of chronic malnutrition. The sky was filled with flames from the flares used to burn off impurities in the refining process, and the dank air reeked of chemicals. The ground was hard-packed dirt with an oily texture from the black film that covered every inch of the surroundings – a legacy of innumerable small leaks that had polluted the land and water, every joint and junction and hairline crack a possible source, made worse now by the lack of any inspections or anything but the most necessary maintenance.

	Only a small amount of capacity was being used. The majority of the plant was out of commission for lack of parts and skilled labor to operate it, but even so it required dozens of workers to check the gauges, connections, valves, and all the rest. The duty was hazardous by definition, not only because of the danger of an explosion or blaze but because of the toxins that were an inevitable part of the process. As such, the workers were highly compensated for their aptitude and willingness to put themselves at risk on a daily basis – and it didn’t hurt that they had nothing much to live for and lives came cheap since the collapse.

	A pair of guards at the gate checked each man against a list and then searched them before allowing them through to the main assembly area, where the tasks would be assigned. Within ten minutes, the entire shift had been accounted for and was standing around, waiting for the supervisor to appear. When he did, a silence fell over the men as they listened for what they’d be doing that night.

	The supervisor looked the group over with a weary gaze and then cleared his throat and spoke in a loud voice. “Day crew left the usual list of problems that came up. So, maintenance, you’re going to have your hands full. Operators, see your crew bosses for your assignments. Stay alert, and try not to lose a finger, all right?” he said, and handed out sheets to the more senior workers, who had responsibility for clusters of laborers under their direction.

	The maintenance contingent broke off from the rest and gathered in a corner of the yard to hear the crew’s tasks detailed. A tall man with a hatchet face and a sour expression appeared from the adjacent building, coughing hoarsely as he approached. He stopped in front of the men and waved a wrench like an orchestra conductor’s baton.

	“All right. We’ve got a minor leak somewhere in the C piping. I need two of you on that, checking every connection. We’re losing pressure from the central distillation tower conduit. The frigging main heater is acting up again. Anyone who isn’t necessary for the distillation tower or the heater should take a section of pipe and check to confirm there are no leaks. Doug, you’re in charge of the heater crew. Larry, take the distillation tower. Pick your men and get to work.”

	The workers were divided up based on their acumen, and the crews moved off to spend their night troubleshooting and fixing. Those who hadn’t been chosen for the specialty maintenance followed the other group to the refinery and split up after stopping at the dispensary, where they signed out carts containing an array of tools they’d need to fix virtually anything they came across.

	At midnight a whistle sounded, announcing a twenty-minute break, and the shift returned to the yard for water and whatever rations the refinery was offering. They each received a handful of jerky and a bottle of potable water and retreated to the metal benches at one end of the space to eat.

	“Tastes like ass,” one of the workers complained, chewing on a tough piece with a frown.

	“You’d know what that tastes like better than me,” another chimed in.

	“Shut your piehole, Arliss, or I’ll plug it for you,” the complainer threatened, but his tone indicated he wasn’t serious.

	“Be the only thing you’ve plugged lately. My beard getting you hot again?” Arliss replied, his languorous delivery tinged with a deep Southern twang.

	Everyone laughed and continued to munch at their snack, the offering appreciated no matter how questionable the taste. At a time when a meal a day was a luxury, receiving not only a full one from the refinery halfway through the shift but several snacks to keep their mental acuity up was a luxury by any measure – which helped temper the knowledge that they were inhaling poison that would undoubtedly result in respiratory disorders or worse if they kept at their jobs for any length of time. Still, compared to foraging for pickings out in the world, the risk of a slow death from environmental toxins versus an almost certain one from scavengers, squatters, or thieves was an acceptable one they’d all chosen to endure.

	The night wore on, and as dawn broke, Arliss pushed his cart to the end of a run that led to one of the storage tanks and removed a large wrench. He moved to a junction and looked around, and then went to work loosening the bolts on the pipe that fed into one of the heavy pumps being powered by the refinery’s massive diesel generators. When he was done, he stood back, sniffing the air as liquid seeped from the joint, and then removed some wire from his toolkit and connected it to the pump’s cabling.

	He checked the time on an old mechanical Timex watch and exhaled with relief when the whistle that announced the end of his shift sounded in the distance. He made his way back to the dispensary, returned the cart with the kit, and then hurried to the exit, where the men were lining up to be signed out.

	Once outside the gate, he picked up his pace and practically ran to a shack that sold breakfasts to hungry workers – mainly seafood stew made with fish caught in the oily waters of the bay. He tossed a couple of 9mm rounds on the wooden table, and a waitress brought him a bowl of gruel and a mason jar of water. He spooned the mess into his mouth with a chunk of crusty bread that tasted as though it was a week old.

	Arliss was halfway through his meal when an explosion from the refinery shook the ground and sent everyone rushing to where they could see the plant. A black cloud of smoke belched from the compound, and only Arliss returned to finish his meal before heading towards town.

	He stopped at a dilapidated building whose façade had partially collapsed and called out in a raspy voice, “You here?”

	A man in a grimy black hoodie appeared from inside and spoke softly. “Good job,” he said, and handed Arliss a glass vial filled with crystal methamphetamine – worth a small fortune were he to sell it, which was unlikely given his craving for the drug. “Not a word, all right?”

	“Of course,” Arliss said, his eyes glittering at the sight of the meth. “You think I’m nuts?”

	“No. But sometimes it’s hard to keep track of what you’re saying when you’re high.”

	“I don’t have a death wish.”

	“That’s good to know.”

	The dealer disappeared back into the building, and Arliss pocketed the vial, eager to get home to the apartment where he’d been squatting for a month for a taste of the meth. Its color and appearance promised a hell of a ride, and it had been days since he’d gotten his last hit, so he was vastly overdue. He momentarily considered selling half and pocketing the profits, but dismissed the idea – he could always do it if he ran into money trouble later, he reasoned, which was likely since the refinery would be out of commission for a decent while. But for now it was celebration time, and he didn’t want to delay the seductive rush of the drug and the feeling of euphoria and omnipotence it brought.

	When he reached his place, he could barely keep his hands steady to load a particularly appealing crystal into the glass pipe he used. Readying the butane lighter, he cooked the rock while inhaling deeply. He closed his eyes as the rush started in his throat and then the center of his chest and spread to his extremities.

	He was fumbling with the lighter for another hit when his eyes bugged out, and he blurted a strangled scream. His mouth worked like a beached fish, and he stiffened and collapsed. The pipe shattered when it hit the floor. He gasped several times and then twitched and lay still, his lips cyanotic and his skin already starting to lose color as his heart stopped pumping blood.

	The man in the hoodie entered the hovel a half hour later and reclaimed the vial, his expression impassive, wrinkling his brow in distaste at the squalor of Arliss’s final resting place. He slipped away along the empty street and tossed the drugs well into an overgrown vacant lot, their purpose served, and followed with the hoodie, his need for that subterfuge now done. When the filthy garment landed in the tall grass, he drew a long, relieved breath, satisfied with his night’s work, and made for the downtown area, one hand on the semiautomatic .45-caliber pistol at his hip, his gaze roaming his surroundings in case any early morning miscreants were on the loose and looking for an easy score.

	



Chapter 6

	Ruby looked up when Lucas entered the hotel room the senior army staff was using for housing, located across the street from the Astrodome parking lot and ringed with heavily armed troops. Eve, her hair matted with sweat and her skin pasty, was sitting beside her, eyes half closed. Tim was off in a corner, reading a book, his lips moving silently. The windows were open, and a warm breeze was blowing through the suite, but even so it was stifling, and Lucas frowned as he approached them.

	“How’s she doing?” he asked.

	Ruby offered a tight smile. “Still running a fever. I hoped it might break today, but it hasn’t.”

	Lucas knelt in front of her. “How you feeling?”

	Eve fixed her blue eyes on him. “Not so great.”

	“Sucks being sick,” Lucas said. “The aspirin help?”

	“Not really. I just want to lie down.”

	“No reason not to,” he said.

	When Eve was in the other room, Lucas gestured for Ruby to accompany him outside so Tim wouldn’t hear them. In the hall, he faced her and spoke in a quiet voice.

	“She isn’t getting any better, is she? She looks like hell.”

	Ruby shook her head. “No, Lucas, she isn’t. And it breaks my heart. She’s been getting steadily worse for the last week. And the doctors haven’t been able to do anything.” She paused. “I’m really worried, Lucas. She’s never been close to this bad before.”

	“They still have no idea what’s wrong? I mean, how can they treat something they can’t diagnose?”

	“Good question. They’re good men, but I get the sense they’re just trying to manage the symptoms.”

	“Which clearly isn’t working,” he spat.

	Ruby looked away. “No.”

	Lucas began pacing, his eyes blazing. “We need to do something different. She’ll die if this keeps up. Don’t need a medical degree to see that.”

	“You’re not wrong. But what? All we can do is hope the fever breaks. Poor thing hasn’t wanted to eat, and she’s shaky as a leaf. I’ve been putting cool, wet towels on her head, but that isn’t doing any good. I’m at my wit’s end.”

	Lucas stopped pacing. “You’ve gone above and beyond, Ruby. As always. Nobody’s holding you to blame.”

	“I wouldn’t care if they were, if she’d just get better. Oh, Lucas…I have no idea how to help her. I’ve never felt so useless.”

	Lucas embraced Ruby and then stepped back and met her eyes. “I haven’t been around much, and you stepped in to fill the gap. I owe you more than I can say for doing that.”

	“You’d have done the same. Besides…Eve’s like family to me. I couldn’t just watch her suffer.”

	Elliot’s voice rang out in the hallway, and they turned as he approached, worry creasing his brow.

	“How is she?” he asked.

	“Not good,” Lucas said.

	“She’s getting worse,” Ruby affirmed.

	“Let me have a look at her,” Elliot said.

	“By all means,” Ruby said, and moved to open the door for him.

	Elliot examined the little girl for several minutes, taking her pulse and her temperature and performing several neurological tests, and smiled at her before leading Lucas and Ruby back into the hall.

	“So what do we do?” Ruby asked, her voice brittle.

	“I…the doctors are doing everything they should. But she’s worse than the last time I checked in, and you can see her responses aren’t normal.” He hesitated. “I want to try something.”

	“What?”

	“I want to take her over to the hospital on the other side of the parking lot.”

	“Why? You don’t have power or water there. What good will that do?” Ruby asked.

	“I want to test a theory. But to do that she needs to be in radiology.”

	Lucas exhaled in exasperation. “Ruby’s right. Without power for X-rays or whatever you want to do, how do you figure that will change anything?”

	Elliot held his stare. “Humor me, Lucas. You know I’d never do anything to hurt her.”

	“Houston’s still out of control. We’ve got reports of killings, gangs of ex-Crew and cartel, dwindling supplies, and troops who are getting restless. You really want to waste our time with something that can’t possibly work?” Lucas demanded.

	Elliot’s voice remained steady, his tone reasonable. “It isn’t a waste of time. It’s a test, for which I need Eve in the hospital, power or no. So as I said – humor me. The radiology vaults will be far cooler than these rooms, so she’ll be more comfortable, and there’s a lot of specialized equipment in a hospital that I don’t require power to put to use. Don’t forget I’m a physician, Lucas. I don’t make suggestions lightly.”

	Lucas eyed him wordlessly and then shrugged. “Just don’t hurt her. Promise me that.”

	“Of course. You should know she’ll be completely safe with me. Now help me get her ready to leave. She’ll feel better about it if she sees that you approve.”

	They returned to the room and explained to Eve that Elliot was going to take her to the hospital for some testing, and she nodded in silence, her normally expressive, luminescent eyes flat and dull. Elliot bundled her in a blanket and carried her down the hall, where he handed her off to one of the guards manning the stairway door. Together they left, leaving Ruby and Lucas alone with Tim, who seemed uninterested in anything but his book.

	Lucas glanced at him and then led Ruby back into the hall.

	“Good that Tim hasn’t caught it.”

	“Maybe it isn’t contagious.” She paused. “I feel fine. I mean other than old age. How about you?”

	Lucas gave her a sad smile. “I wouldn’t say I feel great, but that doesn’t have anything to do with a fever.”

	“No, I suppose it doesn’t.” Ruby leaned against the wall. “Now tell me about the killings and the cartel and Crew gangs. I’ve been holed up in here all week, and that’s the first I’ve heard of it.”

	Lucas sighed. “Some of the surviving Crew have been extorting the locals, and they’ve been killing folks who refuse to cooperate. And there are still cartel in town. Not that many, and they seem to be acting on their own, but they’re doing the same thing, when not outright murdering for whatever they need. One of our first orders of business is to shut that down. People need to know we’re policing more than just this parking lot, and that our presence means safety and accountability.”

	“It should. But Houston is huge. You’ve got your work cut out for you.”

	“No question. But we have to start somewhere. I’ve authorized patrols in the surrounding area, and as we bring those under control, we’ll spread out. Besides, it will give the men something to do. A fighting force gets restless if all it has to do all day is grumble about empty stomachs.”

	“Good thinking.”

	“Wasn’t my idea, so I can’t take credit for it. Elliot suggested it.”

	“Of course he did. He’s a skilled manager, and he’s been doing this for a long time.”

	“That he has. I just hope he can figure out what’s wrong with Eve. She’s been through enough to last ten lifetimes.”

	“Poor thing. That she has.” Ruby pursed her lips. “I’ll get back to keeping Tim company. Will we see you tonight?”

	“Hope so. But the machine never seems to sleep, and it’s a new crisis every minute.”

	“Do your best. In the meantime, I’m here.”

	“Thank you, Ruby. You’re a godsend.”

	“I’ll add in an extra prayer for Eve, since you’re so convinced I have a line to the big guy.”

	He shrugged and smiled sheepishly. “Worth a try.”

	“You could do worse than to do so yourself.”

	Lucas didn’t respond, but merely turned and waved at her over his shoulder as he made his way back down the hall.

	



Chapter 7

	Alexa made her way along a deserted street, wending her way between the hulks of abandoned cars in the middle of the road, their chassis rusted to pieces and robbed of anything of utilitarian value. Since Mark’s and Peter’s deaths, she moved only at night, an obvious target for predators as a single female if she showed her face during the day. She was so accustomed to her hours that she hardly gave her now entirely nocturnal existence a second thought.

	It had taken weeks for her to overcome the sense of paralysis she’d felt at the loss of her family, and she’d dropped several pounds she couldn’t afford to lose, as she’d been unable to keep food down. Everything tasted rancid and wooden, as though the death of her brother and son had spoiled anything she encountered, even her nourishment. She’d lain inert for days with the pain of her loss consuming her, until it had gradually been replaced by a cold rage. With that fury had come a sense of purpose, a reason for existing, and she’d driven herself to recover from her funk in order to carry that purpose out.

	Which was what had brought her to this neighborhood tonight.

	She’d heard that some cartel thugs were holed up in one of the buildings and were strong-arming the residents, as though they hadn’t been recently routed by the army. That these were probably completely different cartel scum than the ones who’d attacked the junkyard and killed her brother and son made little difference to her. Cockroaches were cockroaches, and pest control didn’t really care about naming the vermin. And that was precisely how she saw herself – a human fumigator, with the ambition to eradicate any and all of the lowlifes she came across.

	Her dark clothes blended into the gloom so she was little more than a shadow on the pavement, flitting through the detritus with her confiscated Kalashnikov and a Sig Sauer 9mm pistol. This would be her first effort at penetrating a cartel stronghold, but her one encounter with a cartel killer since the junkyard had resulted in him dying with her knife in his heart, as well as her acquisition of the pistol, which had convinced her that the scum weren’t as impervious as they thought.

	Alexa arrived at the block where she’d heard they were holed up and paused to study the surroundings. There were several ways she could play this, depending on how many were inside. She could launch a surprise attack and simply mow them down with the rifle on full auto – assuming there were only a couple – or she could try subterfuge and pretend that she was a desperate prostitute who’d heard they had barter.

	The layout and the number of men would determine which route she took.

	Alexa squinted to better make out the three-story walkup where the cartel killers were squatting. Outwardly it was nothing unusual, just the usual boarded-up windows covered with graffiti. The doorway was black as pitch, and there was almost no starlight as low clouds drifted across the sky, which both complicated her approach as well as helped conceal it. She crept to the door and hesitated outside, listening intently for any sounds from within.

	Nothing.

	She sniffed the air, confirming that the building was inhabited, and stepped across the threshold, the fire selector of the AK-47 in the fully down position for single shot. She took cautious steps through the trashed entry and stopped again to listen. She heard a scrape upstairs, but whether it was from the second or third story, she couldn’t be sure. She’d hoped it was late enough that the miscreants would be asleep and she could catch them unawares, but something was making the noise, and it had to be at least one of them moving around.

	Alexa took the stairs with painstaking caution, and when she arrived at the second-story landing, waited for her eyes to further adjust to the darkness. A faint glow of moonlight was entering through a broken window at the end of the hall, but it was barely enough to make out the doors of the rooms that lined it, all of which were open.

	She was closing the distance to the first doorway when the unmistakable sound of a snore reached her from the stairs.

	They had to be on the top floor.

	Alexa moved from doorway to doorway to confirm she was right, almost gagging at the stench from the last room the men had been using as their toilet, and quietly retraced her steps to the stairway, her jaw clenched in determination. When she reached the stairs, she froze as the scraping sound reached her again.

	Definitely from the floor above.

	She ascended the steps and, when she could see onto the third-floor landing, swept the area with the rifle. Seeing nothing, she held her breath and waited.

	More snoring from the second-to-last room on the right. Which made sense. It faced onto the street, which would give them the ability to watch it for any intruders.

	Except for the early hours of the morning, she hoped.

	Alexa inched along the corridor and peered around the first doorway. She didn’t sense anyone in the room, so she continued along to the second one, this on her left, and did the same, her senses hypersensitive.

	Nothing.

	She was nearly to the last doorway, from which the snoring was emanating, when a floorboard creaked beneath her feet, the sound as loud as a drumroll to her in the narrow space. The snoring abruptly stopped, and she swore silently as she rushed the rest of the way, speed now her only advantage since she’d lost the element of surprise.

	Shots erupted from the room as she reached the door, and she dropped to the floor and fired into the room, targeting the orange muzzle flashes of the cartel’s guns as best she could. Chunks of plaster and sheetrock blasted inches from her head, and a divot of floor tile whined by her face, and she switched the rifle to full automatic and emptied the magazine into the space.

	Some of the rounds hit home, because she was rewarded by screams and an abrupt end to the shooting. Alexa ejected the spent magazine, slapped another into place, and rolled away from the doorway, only rising when she was out of the line of fire. With her hearing temporarily blown from the gun battle, it was pointless to listen for signs of life, so she instead opted to fire another fifteen rounds into the room to increase her odds of having hit everyone.

	Nothing moved, and no more gunfire rang out, but still she waited out of view, just in case. Alexa had survived for years in a violent hellscape and had seen more than her share of armed conflicts, and this wasn’t her first gunfight by any stretch, so she knew that depending on where a target was hit, an adversary could take time to die or lose consciousness from blood loss, during which time they could squeeze off a shot that could take down their attacker. It was always more prudent when she didn’t have a good view of the shooters to assume they were wounded, not dead, and allow time to work in her favor.

	After what she guessed were several minutes, she was about to enter the room when she heard a metallic snick that froze the blood in her veins. She’d heard that sound once before, when her brother had pulled the pin from a grenade, and she’d never forgotten it. A moment later the metal orb bounced against the wall beside her, and she watched it skitter along the hall before coming to a stop ten feet away.

	She threw herself at the grenade, praying that she had time before it detonated, and when her fingers felt it, she grabbed it and hurled it back at the doorway. It barely cleared, smacking the doorjamb as it entered, and a second later the room exploded, sending a shock wave and shrapnel through the doorway and walls, shredding the area where she’d been only moments before.

	Alexa gasped from the pain in her ears, and her hands instinctively flew to them, the rifle forgotten. She rocked back and forth, cradling her head, until the agony diminished enough for her to think. Blood streamed from her nose, and pain shot up her leg from where something had sliced her calf. She winced and reached down to assess the damage, and her fingers came away wet.

	She suspected she was in shock, but she forced herself to her feet, using the rifle as a crutch, to see if she could walk. She could, although with difficulty, and she thanked Providence that at least she wasn’t going to die in a squalid tenement with the bodies of her enemies only footsteps away.

	Alexa made her way back downstairs, taking her time, and once outside, sat on the stoop to evaluate how badly she was hurt. She wiped away the blood on her face and probed her wounded leg, but in the dim light could only make out that her black pants were shredded in two places where shrapnel or debris had cut through them. She leaned back and focused on controlling her shallow breathing, pushing away the dizziness that was the result of the adrenaline crash and blood loss. The last thing she could afford was to pass out in front of a tenement where she’d just killed a rat’s nest of cartel, to be found by their buddies while unconscious. Rape and murder might be the tame version of what they would subject her to, and she had no doubt that her shots would draw any marauders in the area, even if no cartel were in the vicinity. To her there was little difference who found her if she was incapacitated, as the likely outcome would be the same – just a matter of who.

	She winced and tried to ascertain the extent of the damage again, but fared no better than before. The area of the wound was beginning to burn and pulsate with pain, which she knew meant the shock was starting to wear off. If she was going to get out of there, she’d need to do so now, because it would be just a matter of time before her pressure dropped and she blacked out.

	She was struggling to rise when a trio of horsemen rounded the corner at a gallop, guns in hand. Alexa tried to raise her rifle, but her knee buckled, and she fell back against the stoop, and the rifle clattered away down the cement steps. She was trying to free her pistol when a deep male voice called out.

	“Don’t even think about it. Hands where we can see them, or you’re dead.”

	



Chapter 8

	Wink sat behind an ornately carved burled walnut executive desk in the office building he’d commandeered in southern Houston, smoking a fat joint of the locally grown pot. He blew a stream of pungent gray at the ceiling and smiled, relaxing back into his chair, his booted feet up on the desk, and rubbed a hand over the dense stubble along his jaw. He’d been back in Houston for weeks, but the call to arms that he’d broadcast to any surviving Crew had largely gone unanswered, so his grandiose plan of putting the army in its place and taking over the city was still just a fanciful notion rather than anything approaching reality.

	He still had his contingent of men who were mostly loyal to him, but even the most faithful would lose interest if their leader couldn’t execute, and he’d sold them all on the idea of running Houston as they had before the cartel, while using the army’s continued presence as a deterrent to the Mexicans returning and running them out of town again. With the refinery still pumping fuel, Houston was a gold mine for an entrepreneurial type like himself, and he had every expectation he could become one of the most powerful warlords in the country if he could just get enough recruits.

	Which at this point was a major problem given that he had little to offer but promises of future riches. But it was an obstacle he hoped to be able to overcome. He’d discussed with his officers making a bid to try to convince some of the sketchier of the army personnel to desert and join his force, but that hadn’t gone anywhere, which left him with preying on the locals in the vicinity for supplies while scheming to regain his lost glory.

	He took another deep drag and then sat up with a glare as his second-in-command entered.

	“What is it?” Wink demanded.

	“We got word about a stash. A big one.”

	Wink sat forward and set the joint in a glass ashtray that rested on the desktop beside his pistol. “Really? Where? And whose is it?”

	“Down in an industrial park near the airport. Warehouse. Gangbanger the cartel recruited when they took over told us about it. He and a few other cartel survivors were guarding it. Big lab.”

	“You trust him?”

	The second-in-command shrugged. “He’s a teenager. He’s got nobody to turn to and wants to cash in while he can. He’s afraid they’ll come for it and he’ll wind up with nothing. But he’s afraid to try to take it himself. He’s no fighter.”

	“What does he want?”

	“Some of the profit. Whatever we’re willing to offer.”

	Wink considered his subordinate’s words and sat back, staring into space. “Any chance it’s a trap?”

	“Anything’s possible. But I don’t get that from him.”

	Wink stood and stubbed out the joint. “Sounds like a deal, then. Put together a crew. How far from here?”

	“Maybe an hour on horseback.”

	“We’ll want some wagons, too, if it’s that big. What do you think?”

	“Can’t hurt.”

	“Be ready to mount up in ten. And put your new friend riding point so he takes the first bullet if it’s a setup.”

	The man left, and Wink paced the room as he thought through the ramifications of the potential windfall. If it turned out to be real, it could change everything for him. His mind began to race, and it was all he could do to slow it, reminding himself that nothing came easy, and if he got ahead of himself, it could make him careless. He picked up his pistol and checked the magazine reflexively, and then chambered a round and slid it into its holster and strapped it onto his hip. He glanced around the room for his hat, and his gaze settled on the joint. Couldn’t hurt to take a final toke to calm his nerves, he reasoned. He was already high, so there was no point in abstaining. He lit it with a disposable lighter and drew the smoke into his lungs and then exhaled slowly, coughing at the end.

	Anxious to be on his way, Wink made his way to the warehouse his group was using as a stable and ordered the hand to prepare his horse. He shifted from foot to foot, obviously agitated by the time his second-in-command arrived with a score of fighters.

	“Took you long enough,” Wink growled. “Let’s do this.”

	His subordinate nodded and turned to the group. “Mount up!”

	Dusk was darkening the sky when Wink’s group rounded the corner on horseback, a pair of wagons in tow, his twenty heavily armed men with murderous expressions and weapons at the ready. A youth no more than in his late teens, his clothes dirty and hair dreadlocked and unkempt, rode at the head of the procession, and when he twisted towards Wink, the party drew to a halt.

	“It’s the second building there,” the youth said in a quiet voice, pointing at one of the structures behind a chain-link fence. “Two guards inside. They have AKs. They’re older and more experienced, but both ducked actually fighting when the army showed up.”

	“Nothing heavier?” Wink asked.

	The youth shook his head.

	“You sure? How alert are they?”

	“Not very. I took the day off, even though we’re not supposed to leave. We’ve been doing that. Trading turns. Mostly just keeping our heads down.”

	The youth had told them of pallets of crystal meth that the cartel had been manufacturing for local consumption but which had gone undistributed when the army began bearing down on the city and the race for defense preparations had begun. Meth was almost as valuable as bullets for barter in the post-apocalyptic world, and if the boy was telling anything close to the truth, there was a fortune of the drug there for the taking.

	They dismounted, and two of the fighters minded the horses while the rest moved toward the building on foot. The kid showed them a loose section of fence he’d used to breach the barrier, and the men slipped through one by one, their eyes roaming over the grounds.

	The warehouse was large, with dull metal siding, and it was dark by the time they reached the door the youth had indicated was the open entrance. He stepped aside, and Wink whispered to him, “This is either the luckiest day of your life or the last.”

	The youth gave him a frightened glance. “I didn’t lie. I want this as bad as you do.”

	Wink looked to one of the men. “Stay out here. If he set us up for an ambush, gut shoot him so it takes forever for him to die.”

	The man stiffened and adjusted his grip on his rifle, and the youth swallowed hard under Wink’s withering glare.

	Wink indicated the door, and the lead fighter twisted the handle and eased it open. The rest followed him through into a cavernous chamber that the youth had told him was empty – he’d said that the drugs were stockpiled in an office in the back. The men worked their way toward the administrative area and were nearly there when shots exploded through the warehouse, and the Crew gunmen in the lead tumbled to the concrete floor, dead or dying.

	Wink and the others peppered the sheetrock around the doorway with rounds until it looked like it had been sawed to pieces. After emptying his magazine, he called out and snapped another in place.

	“Hold your fire.”

	Silence filled the space, the dull echo of the gunfire reverberating through the building. No more shooting erupted from the offices, and he led the surviving men forward to the darkened doorway.

	Inside the room, two figures lay in pools of blood, hit dozens of times, both clearly dead. A lantern flickered in a corner of the room from atop a file cabinet, and Wink grunted in satisfaction at the sight of dozens of cement-sized bags filled with bluish crystals, some of which littered the floor like diamonds from where bullets had punctured the sacks. Barrels of chemicals stood at the far end of the office, where a lab had been set up, but it was now mostly destroyed from the gun battle, and Wink shook his head in disappointment at the damage.

	“We’re lucky that stuff didn’t explode,” he said, and walked to the bodies. He toed the two corpses without reaction and turned to his men. “Round up some brooms and salvage as much of this as possible. Once you’re done, get the bags to the wagon, and let’s hit it before the shooting draws coyotes.”

	The men snapped into action, and Wink retraced his steps to the exit, tracking dark blood all the way. When he reached it, the youth was waiting and looked at him expectantly.

	Wink sighed. “Okay, kid. You lived up to your end of the bargain,” he said. “You’ll get a cut. Do you have any other secrets you know about? They have anything else stashed somewhere? Might as well get it all.”

	The youth shook his head. “No. That’s it.”

	“All right, then,” said Wink, and then spun with shocking speed, the knife in his hand a blur.

	The youth clutched his slashed throat with both hands, eyes wide in shock, and then sank slowly to his knees before falling to the dirt, his dying breaths burbling from his mangled throat. Wink watched him die and then looked to the guard.

	“Only decent cartel is dead cartel,” he spat, and stooped to wipe his knife on the youth’s shirt before he moved to the wagons, his mind racing over the implications of his newfound windfall. The amount of drug he now commanded was a game changer, and he would easily be able to recruit as many able men as he needed to solidify his hold on southern Houston. Once he was firmly embedded there, the army wouldn’t be able to dislodge him without losing an unacceptable number of troops, so his bargaining ability had just gone from pathetic to holding all the chips.

	He chuckled beneath his breath, and his leathery face twisted with a grin.

	Wink was back, and this time nothing could stop him.

	Not even Lucas.

	



Chapter 9

	Houston, Texas

	 

	Simon rode alone on a swayback horse toward the stadium where the army was camped, his clothes ragged and filthy from trail dust, all of which was artifice, given his men had driven a truck with the horses to within twenty miles of Houston before Simon changed into his anonymous outfit for the final stretch. The highway from the border had been largely cleared of wreckage by the cartel so it could make its fuel delivery runs with greater ease, so they’d made excellent time, to Simon’s relief.

	In the end, he had decided on going into Houston alone instead of with anyone else. Any value to having more than himself in the city was far outweighed by how suspicious anything but a loner would look, and the last thing he wanted to do was raise eyebrows. His entire strategy was to blend in, and the more of his men were around him, the harder that would be to do – especially since none spoke unaccented, fluent English, as he did.

	He’d arrived the day before and met with a cartel loyalist working with the army, and explained that he needed access to the encampment. They’d agreed that they would reunite today, when the man would explain Simon’s options for gaining entry. As Simon neared the grounds, he reminded himself that nobody knew who he was, and he was extremely unlikely to be recognized since he had never been in the limelight with his father or brothers and spoke like a native, albeit absent the Texas twang. The only potential giveaway were his tattoos, which he’d covered with his filthy long-sleeved shirt, and which would look like everyday prison art to the uninitiated if anyone caught a glimpse of them.

	The meet was to take place at a shanty near the arena complex that served as a bar for the army’s workers and any troops authorized to take leave. Simon turned a corner onto the street and dismounted by the bar, opting to tie his horse’s reins to a lamppost rather than hand them to the skinny drifter by the door.

	“You need water for him?” the man asked as Simon approached.

	“No, thanks,” Simon replied, and eyed him. “Just make sure nobody eats him while I’m inside, okay? There’s a round in it for you.”

	“You got it, boss.”

	Simon strolled over to the makeshift bar, which consisted of a scavenged countertop set atop a pair of large stereo speakers, and ordered a shot of rum, which was one of the two choices announced on a faded cardboard sign. The bartender exchanged a glass of the homemade liquor for three 9mm rounds, and Simon carried it to a plastic folding table and sat in a stained camp chair. Ten minutes later, a whippet-thin man with a swarthy complexion entered, looked around, and sat across from Simon.

	Simon glanced at the three other drinkers, none of whom were within earshot, and leaned forward.

	“Well?”

	“The girl’s staying in the hotel with the rest of the bigwigs. There’s no easy way to get to her I’ve been able to see. It’s heavily guarded,” he said in a low voice. “Surrounded by troops.”

	Simon nodded as though expecting the bad news. “What about a way for me to get close?”

	“I spoke to the head of the commissary. I work there. Told him my cousin was looking for work too. He likes me. Said they need dishwashers and crap. I told him I’d come by this evening with you.”

	“Did he seem suspicious?” Simon asked.

	“Not at all. They’ve got their hands full trying to feed thousands of fighters every day.” The man paused. “Besides, it ain’t like it’s a good idea to be trying to sneak into the lion’s den, right?”

	“Put that way, no.” Simon tossed back half his remaining rum and grimaced. “This stuff’s lethal.”

	“Yeah, they make it down the road. Nasty.”

	“I’ll say. Tell me about the layout and anything else you’ve heard.”

	The man spoke for several minutes. When he was done, Simon finished his drink and exhaled slowly. “That it?”

	The man shook his head. “Not completely. A few hours ago, I saw one of the top guys take the girl over to the hospital by the camp. They were still there when I came to get you.”

	Simon considered the information. “Any idea what they’re doing?”

	“Nope. Just telling you the latest.”

	Simon thought for several moments. “What’s the deal on the hospital?”

	“It’s empty, far as I know. Never seen anyone going in or out, but truth is I never paid it much mind until I saw them take her there.”

	“What would they be doing in there for hours?”

	“Beats me. Nobody tells us anything. None of our business, and I didn’t want to seem suspicious by asking.”

	“That’s probably smart. I’ll take it from here. Next shift starting soon?”

	“Yeah. We should get going.”

	They stood and exited the shanty, and the man leaned into Simon. “Can I say what an honor it is to be able to help–”

	Simon cut him off. “No. Shut it and take me to the camp. Then you’re out of this.”

	They walked to Simon’s horse, and he handed the drifter a round for taking care of it. “Gonna be back in a few, or my buddy here will be. Watch him while I’m gone and there’s another round in it for you,” Simon said. When the man had shambled away, Simon eyed his companion. “Come back for him later and tip the guy well. Now let’s find the camp before the shift starts.”

	They covered the three blocks from the bar to the stadium and arrived at the parking lot. Simon took in the thousands of tents and grunted.

	“I’m surprised there isn’t more fortification of the perimeter. There’s really not much to stop anyone from coming or going.”

	“Told you. They aren’t worried. Who’s left to attack them? You’d have to be suicidal to try. Gotta be five thousand men if there’s one.”

	“Where’s the mess tent?”

	The man pointed to a covered area closer to the towering hulk of the coliseum. “Over there. And the hospital’s the big building to its right.”

	They walked through the rows of tents and entered the mess area, which was constructed of beams and a series of tarps to keep any inclement weather at bay. Simon’s contact indicated a short bulldog of a man who was barking instructions at his staff, a scowl etched into his homely features, his face flushed and his pig eyes long suffering at the stupidity of his charges.

	They approached him, and Simon’s contact cleared his throat. The bulldog turned to him like he was going to bite his head off.

	“What?” he snapped.

	“I…I told you about my cousin? This is Simon. Simon, this is Sergeant Cash. He runs the mess.”

	Simon tried a smile. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”

	Cash looked him up and down, taking in his stained clothes and unshaven face, and grimaced in disgust.

	“We need someone to do scut work,” Cash said. “Help with cleanup, dig latrine trenches, haul garbage, shovel the stables. Pays five rounds a day plus meals. You’re responsible for finding your own place to crash. We don’t supply any. And you steal anything or misbehave, I cut your hands off. Any questions?”

	Simon averted his gaze so as not to appear challenging or rebellious. “No, sir. I appreciate the opportunity. When can I start?”

	Cash nodded approvingly, and his hard expression softened minutely. “That’s the spirit. No time like the present. Go over there and check in with the paymaster, and then come back, and I’ll assign you somewhere.” He eyed Simon’s pistol and rifle. “You’ll need to check those in while you’re here, too. Workers aren’t allowed to be armed. But don’t worry – this is the safest place in America right now. That gonna be a problem for you?”

	Simon shook his head. “No, sir. Whatever the rules are works for me.”

	“Okay. Now be quick about it. We’ve got a lot of hungry mouths to feed and never enough time to do it in.”

	Cash stalked off, leaving Simon and his contact alone. Simon inclined his head toward him. “Remember to get my horse. Have it ready for me over by the hardware store we passed. I don’t know when I’ll be back for it, but wait until I am.”

	Simon didn’t wait for a response and hurried to the paymaster’s desk so he could be put on the rolls and he could remain in the camp for the evening.

	The corporal working the books in the payroll tent was a taciturn little man with rodent-like features and beady eyes. His scratched spectacle hinges were held together with wire, and he looked like he hadn’t seen the sun in years. He looked Simon over with obvious disapproval and gave a weary sigh when Simon introduced himself and told him that he was joining the cleaning crew.

	“Be surprised if you last a week. Lousy duty, but somebody’s gotta do it.”

	Simon bit back a barbed retort and tried a weak smile instead. “Got to put food on the table one way or another, right? I’ll do something else if you’re offering.”

	That drew a harsh laugh. “Quite the comedian, huh? See who’s laughing in a week.”

	Simon held his tongue while the venomous little man, humming atonally, scribbled in a ledger, his tongue sticking from between wormy lips as he worked. Simon resisted the overwhelming urge to punch him in the face and stood, relaxed, while he waited.

	The paymaster eventually looked up as though surprised Simon was still there. “Didn’t scare you off?”

	“I had to eat my wife last week. So no, I need a job.”

	They held each other’s blank stares, and the paymaster looked away first, unsure whether Simon was kidding. He handed him a chit and returned to his ledger.

	“Have your boss sign that at the end of each shift. We pay daily. Show it in the mess tent for your meal.” He snickered. “I believe the special tonight is stewed grubs with dandelion salad. And leave your weapons with security. Fifty-fifty they’ll still be there when you get off. Enjoy.”

	Simon departed without saying anything else and made his way to security to drop off his weapons. When he was done there, he navigated toward the mess tent to get fed before his shift began, his eyes roaming over the surroundings as he moved, the shadows cast on the tents from the hospital lengthening in the late afternoon light.

	



Chapter 10

	The afternoon sun glared down on Wink and his bodyguards as they rode through the army’s camp to the Astrodome. They dismounted and secured their horses, acknowledged the four guards at the entrance, and made a show of leaving their rifles in their saddle scabbards and their pistols in their saddlebags. After a cursory frisking, one of the guards led them deep into the bowels of the stadium. When they arrived at their destination, Wink entered the meeting room with his men and nodded to Lucas, Duke, and Luis as he took a seat across from them. His bodyguards remained standing by the door, arms folded, their faces as rigid as carved mahogany. Duke’s expression was neutral, and Lucas’s gave nothing away, but Luis’s lip curled at the sight of the one-eyed Crew boss, which he made no effort to hide.

	Duke stared at Wink for several seconds. “You wanted a pow-wow?”

	“I did. Now that we’ve taken Houston, it’s time to make good on our deal.”

	Luis sat forward. “Care to elaborate?”

	“I want Galveston back. And part of Houston as payback for helping you.”

	Duke whistled. “That’s a big demand, considering you did almost nothing.”

	“I did what was asked of me.”

	“Really? How many of your men did you lose with all your sacrifices?” Luis asked.

	Wink’s frown deepened. “That has nothing to do with anything.”

	“We lost hundreds by the time it was all over. I’m just curious,” Luis pressed.

	“Me too,” Lucas agreed.

	Wink glowered at them. “We have a deal.”

	Lucas shook his head. “We agreed to discuss it. That’s how I remember it.”

	“You would still be in Dallas if it weren’t for me.”

	Lucas shrugged. “We’re not trying to weasel out of our side of it.”

	“Sounds like it.”

	“We also aren’t going to trade off territory so you can terrorize the population like the Crew did. Those days are over. If you’re going to be responsible for an area, you need to play by our rules,” Lucas said.

	“The deal was you give me Galveston, no strings attached.”

	Duke snorted. “Or…what?”

	“You need all the help you can get in Houston. I still know a lot of people and have pull here,” Wink warned.

	Luis smiled coldly. “From what I hear, the cartel ran everyone you know out of town on a rail. So forgive us if we aren’t impressed.”

	“Who the hell is this guy?” Wink snapped, looking to Lucas.

	“Trusted advisor,” Lucas said.

	“Well, advise him to shut his trap. He wasn’t part of our negotiation.” Wink looked around. “Where’s Grandpa?”

	A scowl creased Lucas’s face. “If you’re referring to Elliot, he’s busy.”

	“Too chicken to show up, you mean. He was there. He knows what we agreed to.”

	“Look,” Lucas said, his tone dangerously quiet. “If you think insulting our brass is going to get you what you want, you might want to think long and hard about it. Again, we’re not saying no – we’re saying it’s got to be according to our rules.”

	“My territory, and I run it however I see fit,” Wink said.

	Duke leaned into Lucas and had a murmured discussion with him. When they were done, Duke cleared his throat.

	“Thanks for coming,” he said, his tone professionally insincere. “We’ll take your request under advisement and let you know what we decide.”

	Wink did his best to contain his fury at the dismissal, but barely managed, his face flushing beneath his deep tan. He rose, and Lucas tensed, half expecting him to lunge across the table, but in the end he just muttered a curse and marched to the door, where his men stood glaring at the group.

	“Let’s get out of this shithole,” Wink snarled, and threw the door open, nearly ripping it from its hinges. He stormed through the complex until they reached the exit, and then turned to his men, who had done their best to keep up. “Not a word, understand? I’ll deal with them in my own way and in my own time.”

	The men nodded, and Wink took deep breaths to calm himself as they walked to where their horses were waiting at the edge of the army encampment. When they reached their animals, he threw the pair a black glare.

	“Gonna head over to Milt’s,” he said, naming a notorious bar that had been a Crew favorite before the cartel days. “You two get back to our place.”

	“We ain’t got nothin’ pressing,” one of them said.

	Wink’s stare could have cut steel.

	“I’ll be fine, and I’m not asking. Get out of here and make sure our stash is safe. Anything happens to it and it’s a death sentence, starting with you.”

	The men complied, and Wink mounted up and set off toward the bar, which bordered the dangerous no-man’s-land of downtown, where the army didn’t go except for occasional patrols around its borders. The area was a haven for the surviving Crew who hadn’t been eradicated by the cartel, as well as every other sort of murderous miscreant operating in Texas. Even the cartel hadn’t been interested in trying to fight building by building in endless blocks of guerilla warfare with nothing to gain for their trouble, thus continuing a trend the Crew had begun, leaving the undesirable urban core to the animals, as they referred to the more objectionable who were unwilling to bend a knee to the gang. It had long been a particularly violent and deadly zone even by post-collapse nightmare standards, and Wink had heard that some of the hardest-core Crew members had vanished into its reaches to prey on the district’s predators.

	Milt’s served as a kind of trading post in the last safe neighborhood adjacent to downtown, and Wink figured that for what he was trying to accomplish, it would be a perfect spot for advertising his wares. When he arrived, he swung from the saddle, tossed his reins to a rough-looking man with a white knife scar running along one side of his face, and moved to the bar with his M16 dangling loosely in his hand.

	Milt’s had at one time been a respectable upscale watering hole for busy professionals looking for relief or hookups after busy days in the downtown financial district, but now bore little resemblance. The full-length mirror that used to run along the back of the bar had been broken in a half dozen places from bottles thrown in drunken brawls, and bullet holes pocked the granite surface of the counter and the ceiling from celebratory shooting as well as the occasional settling of differences between disagreeing gunmen.

	The place was almost empty at the early hour, with only a few tables hosting drinkers who studiously avoided looking directly at Wink as he crossed the room. He stopped at the bar and surveyed the paltry offerings and, when the bartender approached, indicated a bottle of Mescal behind the man.

	“Three fingers of that rotgut,” Wink ordered. The bartender, his graying beard unkempt and his blue eyes rheumy, hustled to pour a tumbler of the liquor, and Wink laid five 9mm cartridges on the bar.

	“Enjoy,” the man said, and set down the chipped glass in front of Wink.

	“Don’t I know you?” Wink asked, without touching the drink.

	“Don’t reckon so.”

	“What happened to Eddie?” Wink asked, naming the regular bartender he’d known from his prior visits.

	“Caught a cartel bullet.”

	“Too bad. Good dude. What’s your name?”

	“They call me Goob. Short for Goober.”

	Wink smiled. “Well, Goob, this might be your lucky day. I’m looking for someone who can move some product for me. Someone with enough juice to buy some serious weight.”

	Goob’s eyes narrowed. “How serious?”

	“Kilos, not ounces.”

	“That right? You make it?”

	“I have it. That’s the important thing.” Wink regarded the bartender. “You have any idea who I am?”

	The man swallowed dryly. “Can’t say as I do.”

	“Name’s Wink. Used to run Galveston.”

	Goob’s eyes widened. “I’ve heard tell of you. Thought the cartel ran you off.”

	Wink shook his head. “Negative. I decided to save my ammo for another day. Which is now. So I’m back with my men, and I need someone with serious clout downtown, understand?” Wink paused. “You know anyone fits that bill?”

	Goob looked to the side. “I might.”

	“You set us up, and you’ll get a little something to thank you.”

	“Nobody’s around now.”

	Wink looked at the mescal. “I’m not going anywhere.”

	He carried his drink to a nearby table and set his rifle down next to the glass. The first sip burned like kerosene in his parched throat, but the second numbed it, and he swallowed half the glass in an instant before sitting back and surveying the room. The bartender disappeared into the back, and Wink tensed until he reappeared, his nerves on alert for any threats. But he gradually relaxed as the alcohol worked its magic and its warm glow radiated out from his stomach.

	He finished his drink a half hour later and signaled with the glass to the barkeep, who shuffled over with another tumbler of mescal. When Goob put the drink on the scarred table, he spoke in a low voice.

	“I sent one of the cleaning boys to fetch a fella I know. Ex-Crew. Like you.”

	“Yeah? What’s his name?”

	“Skin.”

	Wink nodded at the street moniker, though he’d never heard of the man. Nicknames were common with the gang, and with thousands of members, it was impossible that he would know even a fraction of them, but the bartender didn’t need to know his life story.

	Wink slid eight bullets to the bartender. “A tip. If this pans out, I’ll take care of you.”

	“Sounds all right to me.”

	Wink nursed his drink and waited. When a bald man whose face was entirely covered in prison ink entered with a lanky shorter man in tow, Wink raised a hand to him in greeting, surmising that the nickname referred to his elaborate skin art.

	Skin did a slow prison-yard roll to the table while his companion waited at the doors with his rifle, and sat across from Wink. The bartender rushed over with a glass of rum, and Skin didn’t even look at him as he practically ran back to his station after leaving it on the table.

	“You’re Wink,” he said, the words a statement, not a question.

	Wink dipped his head. “That’s right.”

	“You got a proposition?”

	“I do. I’ve got ten kilos of high-grade crystal, and I need a buyer. Not someone to front it to; someone with the goods to buy them outright.”

	Skin stared at Wink. “Seriously? Where’d you get that kind of weight?”

	“You able to buy them or not?”

	Skin grinned, showing a mouthful of steel teeth. “That’s a matter of price, ain’t it?”

	“Payment on delivery.”

	“When can you get it here?”

	Wink shook his head. “We meet in a neutral place. But only if we agree on a price.”

	Skin threw back his drink with a single swallow and slammed the glass on the table. “So name it.”

	They negotiated for fifteen minutes and eventually came to an agreement, three rums and another glass of smoky mescal later. When Wink left Milt’s, he felt euphoric – the following day he would take possession of a small fortune in ammo, gold, and silver in exchange for the drugs, and would only part with a third of his stash. With the barter, he could put the word out that he was recruiting, with a signing bonus for the first hundred men, and he’d have his pick of the most able-bodied and capable.

	After that, word would spread, and he’d have men lining up to join forces with him. And five hundred more well-armed fighters would give him a completely different bargaining position with Lucas; with that kind of clout, he could dictate terms, not beg for them – something he wasn’t used to doing and wasn’t about to start getting accustomed to.

	He climbed into the saddle and slung his rifle over his shoulder and then wheeled his horse around and took off at a trot, confident that he’d turn the tables on the army and have his choice of territories, whether Lucas and his merry band of quislings liked it or not.

	



Chapter 11

	Duke and Lucas were eating dinner in the command tent when an officer poked his head in and waited for permission to speak. Duke waved him in, and he entered and stood at what passed for attention.

	“Sir, we have a situation we could use your input to resolve.”

	Lucas glanced at his partially eaten meal and then at Duke before sitting back with a sigh.

	“What is it now?”

	“Yesterday we captured a woman on the edge of the downtown district. She was wounded, and we had her at the medical station overnight. She’s okay now, but…we think she’s Crew. And we need guidance on how to deal with her.”

	Duke frowned. “Crew never allowed females, so that’s unlikely as hell. What makes you think that?”

	The officer appeared confused. “Because she killed some cartel hiding out in a building there.”

	Duke’s eyebrows rose. “She did, did she? And it never occurred to you to ask her why?”

	The man swallowed, and his Adam’s apple bobbed like a bouncing Ping-Pong ball. “She isn’t talking.”

	Lucas thought for a moment. “Bring her in. Let’s get a look at this Crew assassin.”

	Duke leaned towards him. “Pretty soon they’re going to be seeing Crew around every corner.”

	“Still. If she really did take out some cartel, she must have some skills.”

	The officer returned a few minutes later with Alexa, her hands bound in front of her and a pair of troops escorting her on either side. She glared at Lucas and Duke defiantly, and Lucas struggled to keep a hint of a smile from playing across his lips.

	The officer cleared his throat. “This woman was captured after the sound of a gun battle and an explosion drew our attention from a routine perimeter patrol. She was wounded in the leg and attended to. She refused to explain how she’d been wounded, but upon searching the building where we discovered her, we found the remains of three Hispanic males – or what was left of them after a grenade turned them to hamburger. The only thing she was willing to offer by way of explanation was that they were cartel.”

	Lucas looked Alexa over, noting the bandaged leg before his stare settled on her face.

	“This true? You shoot it out with the cartel and take three of them out?”

	Alexa held his stare, but didn’t respond.

	The officer frowned at her silence. “According to martial law, she’s got to be tried for murder. She’s offered no explanation or defense.”

	Duke nodded. “That sounds about right.” He shifted his attention to Alexa. “So how about you save us all the drama and tell us what happened? Why were you in that area at night, and how did you happen to be involved with the cartel – assuming you’re telling the truth about them being cartel?”

	Lucas rose. “Let’s start with introductions. I’m Lucas, and this is Duke. We’re the commanders of the army that just drove the cartel out, so we’ve got no sympathy for their kind. That said, we’re also responsible for creating some kind of order, and we can’t have people murdering each other. So talk, or we’re going to have to guess what happened, and that doesn’t sound like it’s going to go your way. This is your chance to explain. I’d get busy telling your story if I were you.”

	She shrugged off the grip of the man on her right. “My name’s Alexa. And I don’t answer to you or anyone else. You have no right to hold me. You don’t own Houston. I was here a long time before you ever showed your faces.”

	Lucas spoke calmly. “Alexa, huh? Fine. That’s progress. And you’re right that we haven’t been here long, but you’re wrong about what we can and cannot do. We’re the new governing body for the city until we can create a council and a police force so you can manage yourselves. So we’re the cops. While there may not have been any here for a long time, there are now, and sounds like you killed a bunch of people. That’s not going to fly in Houston anymore.”

	“You know nothing about what I’ve done.”

	“Definitely true. So how about you tell me?” Lucas said.

	“I’m not Crew, for starters. I’m not part of any gang.”

	“Fair enough,” Duke said. “Let’s skip to you killing a bunch of cartel. Food’s getting cold, and nobody’s getting any younger.”

	“Cartel killed my family. My brother and…and my son. They’re animals, and they should be crushed like cockroaches. You weren’t here when they ran Houston, so you have no idea. They’re butchers. People got killed for looking at them wrong. I have absolutely no guilt at ridding the planet of a few of them. None at all.”

	Lucas studied her. “What happened?”

	“With my family? We were in the wrong place at the wrong time. That’s all. My son was nine.”

	Lucas shook his head. “I meant, what happened yesterday?”

	Alexa held up her bound hands. “I heard about a cartel stronghold where they were extorting the neighborhood. Same scum who killed my family. So I decided to stop them.” She shrugged. “It worked.”

	“You didn’t have any help?”

	That drew a chuckle. “Why would I need help to take down three cartel pukes?”

	Alexa explained the scene and how it had played out. When she was done, Duke exchanged a long look with Lucas.

	“You tossed a live grenade back at them after they threw it at you?” Duke said.

	“It was either that or get blown to pieces.”

	The officer cleared his throat again. “Sir, our rules are clear. She went in search of those men with admitted intent to kill them.”

	“Sounds that way.” Lucas paused. “Also sounds like they needed killing. They’re what we’re trying to eradicate, and Alexa here did us a favor, the way I see it. That said, we should probably keep an eye on her.” He looked hard at Alexa. “If I pardon you, under our rules, are you willing to join our effort and help us clean up Houston?”

	Duke’s face gave no inkling of what he was thinking or feeling before he spoke. “The pay’s lousy, but at least the food sucks.”

	Alexa locked eyes with Lucas. “If it means wiping out those responsible for destroying my life, sign me up.”

	“Then it sounds like we have a deal. No charges will be pressed. How bad are you hurt?”

	Alexa shrugged. “I still can’t hear worth a damn. Blast concussion. But the medic says I’ll live.”

	“That’s reassuring.” Lucas looked to the officer. “Untie her, and see if you can find something for her to do and a place to bunk. She’ll report to you until I come up with something else. Maybe have her offer guidance on the areas we should be patrolling. Sounds like she’s got more intel on the layout than we do.”

	The officer bridled at the instructions. “Sir, with all due respect…”

	Duke looked over at Lucas and then back at the officer. “Any time someone says that to me, they follow with something disrespectful,” he said. “I’d button it if I were you.”

	Lucas held up a hand. “I’ve made my determination. Release her and get her situated.”

	Alexa never looked away when the officer was reluctantly slicing through her bindings. When the rope fell to the ground, her face lit with a small smile.

	“Thanks. But I’m my own woman. Just to be clear.”

	Lucas didn’t blink. “I had yet to meet someone who could toss a grenade back to the enemy without flinching. I’m completely clear on who you are. Welcome to the Freedom Army.”

	The men left with Alexa, and Lucas sat back down to finish his meal. Duke regarded him like a cobra eyes a chick, and speared a piece of mystery meat with his fork.

	“Well, don’t that beat all,” he said.

	“She’s a brave one, I’ll give her that.”

	Duke eyed the morsel before taking a bite. “Not too hard on the eyes, either.”

	“That had nothing to do with anything. I would have made the same call if she’d been male.”

	“Just saying that it makes it a lot easier that she isn’t. Although your man there didn’t seem thrilled.”

	“He’ll get over it. We need more brave, capable fighters after all the ones we lost. I’m not about to start executing them when we come across one.”

	“Rules are made to be broken?”

	“No. But she has a point. We just took over, and we haven’t told everyone what the laws even are. So add that to our agenda. Let’s draw up our equivalent of the Ten Commandments and circulate them so nobody can claim they weren’t warned.”

	“Perfect. Other than ‘Thou shalt not kill anyone but cartel,’ what else should I jot down? No taking Lucas’s name in vain? Don’t give in if you’re feeling rapey?”

	Lucas laughed. “Use your best judgment. I’m sure Elliot will have a few ideas, as will Luis.”

	“Thou shalt not take other people’s shit,” Duke intoned solemnly. “Or covet your murderous prisoners.”

	“I wasn’t coveting anyone.”

	“Better not make lying against the law, or you’re going to be the first casualty.”

	Lucas shook his head. “Still delusional, I see. Might want to have the medics check your head while you’re at it.”

	“Whatever you say, boss. I wouldn’t expect you to notice a beautiful young woman with all you’ve got going on. Especially one who’s as deadly as a striped snake, apparently.”

	“Way off base, amigo. Got no time or interest.”

	Duke stifled a grin and scooped up more gruel. “Whatever you say. I’m just here for moral support and to offer my startling good looks to counterbalance your pessimism.”

	“Not the least of why I keep you around.”

	



Chapter 12

	Lucas entered the hospital, carrying a lantern, and made his way along the hall to the stairs down to the radiology wing, where Elliot had indicated he would be. The halls echoed with the clump of his boots on the slick linoleum tile, the feeble glow of the lantern barely illuminating the corridor. When he reached the stairwell, he pushed the door open and descended into the depths of the hospital basement, where the vaults for the CT, X-ray systems, and linear accelerators lurked below ground.

	A guard was sitting outside a doorway with radiation warning decals on either side, the placards still vivid yellow in spite of years of dust and neglect. He looked up at the sound of Lucas’s footsteps and nodded to him as he approached.

	“Elliot?” Lucas called.

	“Over here,” Elliot’s muffled voice sounded from inside.

	Lucas pushed the heavy steel double doors open and crossed to where the bright light of LED lamps lit another doorway at the end of the wing.

	Inside, Elliot was sitting in a chair beside Eve, who was lying on a gurney beside a large MRI system. They both looked up as he entered, and Lucas was relieved to see that the little girl’s condition appeared improved from earlier that day.

	Lucas walked to her bedside and took her hand. “How are you doing?” he asked.

	“Way better,” Eve said, and offered a wan smile.

	“That’s great,” he said, and looked to Elliot. “What did you do?”

	“I had a theory, and it appears it was correct. But she’s not out of the woods.” Elliot rose and touched Lucas’s arm. “A word?”

	Lucas returned Eve’s smile. “Give us a second, okay?”

	Eve bobbed her head. “Okay.”

	Elliot led him outside the magnetic resonance imaging suite and stopped a few feet from the door. He turned to Lucas, who eyed him in the gloom, his expression serious.

	“So you figured out what’s wrong with her?” Lucas demanded.

	Elliot sighed loudly. “I had my suspicions. Recall she was taken from a lab in Lubbock by Sierra? That was one of the places where research was going on back when I worked with the…with them. I’d heard whispers, but no confirmation. It was classified…they had reach into every corner of the government, so they could dictate policy and where the most specialized resources were directed.”

	“And?”

	“One of the thrusts of their research was into nanotechnology involving vaccines – much like mRNA vaccines, but taken a step further. Where the tech could be manipulated to target a variety of ailments and viruses. I know Texas was one of the places where that work was being done, but I had no idea they might have gotten it to the point where it was being trialed on humans. As far as I knew, it was purely theoretical, in the early stages. The delivery system was a huge problem, as was the fact that the animals in all the experiments wound up dying shortly after getting inoculated.” He looked away. “But if they kept at it after the collapse, it’s possible that they had breakthroughs once they were cleared of any ethical or legal barriers to experimentation.”

	“They had ethics? From everything I’ve heard, they were more like the Nazis or the Japanese in World War II.”

	Elliot nodded. “Not surprisingly, many of the cutting-edge theorists in the US apparatus after the end of the war were former Nazis and Japanese scientists involved in some of the most horrifying human experimentation abuses of modern times. Rather than trying and executing them, we rewarded them by taking them into the administration and giving them powerful positions. The excuse was to keep the Soviets from getting them, but the truth was, we wanted the expertise they’d developed by performing unimaginable atrocities on prisoners in the name of science. It’s one of the most shameful episodes in modern history, and most have never heard of it. It was denied by the government for decades until after the fall of the USSR when transcripts from captured German and Japanese prisoners who testified in military courts about their deeds became public, and the government couldn’t deny the truth any longer.”

	“I knew we’d sheltered some of these monsters, but I didn’t know it was that big.”

	Elliot shook his head slowly. “It was a major effort by the US government, and some of the worst war criminals not only got free passes but wound up rich and powerful. In Japan, many of them went on to be the heads of the major corporations there and made vast fortunes as part of the new government the US set up.”

	“So when we were taught that they lost the war, they meant the populations did, not the prime movers.”

	“Exactly. They stayed in power and grew it while millions suffered and died.” Elliot paused. “Anyhow, I had heard through the scientific grapevine that some of their efforts had continued in the nanotech direction in spite of the problems, but not much more. I pieced together shreds of gossip and rumor from here and there to get a fuller picture, but it was all conjecture.”

	“Not to be rude, but what did you do to help Eve get better?” Lucas asked.

	“Nothing but bring her down here. I had a theory that the tech might be activated by radio frequency. That was one of the mechanisms they’d hinted at – that they could update the nanotech to create immunity via radio waves rather than constant inoculations. That, and track whoever had been stuck. But it was never more than guesswork…until now.”

	“I don’t understand.”

	“Neither do I. Not completely. But I figured that a radiology department would be heavily shielded against anything penetrating it – radiation of any sort, including radio waves. So I brought her down here, and her symptoms began abating.” He hesitated. “It’s too early to say for certain, though. I don’t want to jump the gun.”

	“There’s no denying she seems better.”

	“I’m not. I’m just saying it’s dangerous to assign cause versus something that could just be correlation.”

	“Then how will you know for sure?”

	“I’m still thinking that one through.”

	“And if you’re right, what then?”

	“All fair questions. But understand that I just got weak confirmation my idea may be correct. I don’t have all the answers yet, but Lucas, trust me, I will. I love Eve like she’s my own granddaughter, and if these bastards have done something to her, I’ll figure out a way to undo it or die trying. You have my word.”

	Lucas considered his next question carefully.

	“What would shielding do? Here, in the hospital? Walk me through it like I’m the slow kid in your class.”

	“It would block any transmission that’s activating the tech or modifying it.”

	Lucas absorbed that. “Why would anyone be trying to make Eve sick? To what end?”

	“I don’t know, but I can think of some reasons. If they’re aware of your relationship with her, to slow you down or have a bargaining chip to hang over your head. That seems likeliest.”

	“But she started getting sick back in Colorado and Utah. This makes no sense.”

	“Agreed. But they could have transmitters there. I honestly don’t know. But if she continues to improve where radio frequencies can’t reach her, that’s an important data point, wouldn’t you agree?”

	“You’re the scientist. You tell me.”

	“It’s suspicious, at the very least. Look, the good news is that for whatever reason, she’s doing better. Let me think on this some, okay? I need to consider how to best confirm my hypothesis before I start worrying about how to solve the problem.”

	Lucas frowned. “That’s reasonable. But don’t take too long. She’s still in poor shape.”

	“I know, Lucas, I know. But let’s monitor her a while longer before jumping to conclusions.”

	“Agreed.”

	Lucas and Elliot returned to where Eve was lying, and he leaned over to kiss her lightly on the forehead. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

	“Me too.” She hesitated. “Don’t worry, Lucas. I’ll be fine.”

	“I know you will, Eve. You’re scrappy. And you’ve been through worse.”

	Elliot smiled down at her. “That she has.”

	“I’m going back to work. If you need anything, just ask,” Lucas said.

	“Will do.”

	Lucas retraced his steps, lantern in hand, his thoughts a jumble as he processed Elliot’s revelation. Lucas took the steps two at a time, brow furrowed as he considered the implications of the older man’s words, as well as his feeling of powerlessness to protect the little girl from an invisible threat that looked intent upon, and capable of, killing her.

	



Chapter 13

	Duke and Luis were waiting for Lucas when he returned to the command tent, their expressions somber in the candlelight. Lucas poured himself some water from a metal pitcher on the table and sat at the meeting table.

	“Well? What’s the word?” he asked.

	“The refinery is out of commission, at least for the immediate future,” Luis reported. “But it could have been much worse.”

	“Really?” Lucas asked. “That fuel was the entire reason we even bothered with Houston.”

	“The plant is damaged, but it can be repaired.”

	“Seriously?” Duke spat. “How long will it take?”

	“That’s hard to say, but the engineers claim it could be back in service within a week to ten days.”

	“Was it an accident or sabotage?” Lucas asked.

	“We aren’t done examining the damage, but at first glance it doesn’t look like an accident. But if it was deliberate, what’s weird is that whoever did it chose the exact area where it would only temporarily stop production, not take it offline for good.”

	“So who’s to blame? And why? Any suspects?”

	“We’re conducting a security review,” Luis said.

	Duke looked away. “Lot of barn door closing after the fact.”

	Luis threw up his hands. “I agree, but we have to start somewhere. As to why, obviously it’s to limit our access to fuel. So it could be just about anyone. The cartel could have a cell here that wants to hamstring us. Could be some Crew holdouts who want to do the same. Could be Wink’s group. Could be the Illuminati – we know they’ve been involved with the Crew in the past. But right now it’s all speculation. We don’t have anything solid.”

	Lucas thought for a beat. “How do we select the men who work at the refinery?”

	“At least half of them worked with the cartel and decided they still like getting paid, even if the cartel’s history. The other half are guys with mechanical or engineering experience from our troops. So a mixed bag.”

	Lucas looked disgusted. “So it could be anyone.”

	“I’m afraid so,” Duke agreed.

	“Who do we have heading up the repair effort?”

	Luis mentioned several of the top mechanics. “But they’re learning as they go. An engine or a wagon wheel is a world apart from an oil refinery.” He hesitated. “Still, we have some decent stores of new diesel, so we can move forward on testing the vehicles we’re working on. Assuming they hold together, if we’re careful, we should have enough to mount a defense if the cartel decides they want another shot at us.”

	“I suppose that’s a little good news,” Lucas said. “But whoever did this seriously screwed our ability to trade for the supplies we need.”

	“No question,” Duke said.

	“I want every resource committed to protecting the refinery and getting it back online. There’s no higher priority,” Lucas said.

	Luis left, and Duke rose from the table and walked to the tent entrance. “We have to assume that the cartel has people here. Your Alexa was able to find one cluster. There have to be others.”

	“Not my Alexa.”

	“My point is, we need a plan to ferret them out, or we’re going to be fighting rearguard damage until we leave. Right now we don’t have one. And much as I respect Elliot, patrolling the edge of no-man’s-land downtown is nothing more than a containment exercise. The city is way too big an area to police unless we have cooperation from the locals, and everyone I’ve met is shell-shocked from years of abuse. Except your…except maybe Alexa. But make no mistake, she’s as damaged as any.”

	“I’m all ears, Duke. If you have some approach we’ve overlooked, bring it on. I’m willing to do whatever needs to be done to eliminate the cartel here and to make sure they don’t have any hope of returning. They want to stay in Mexico and run that place into the ground, it isn’t our problem. But not here. Not Texas.”

	“Let me think on it some.” He paused. “Alexa was able to find one group of them, so it’s possible she could get a line on more? Maybe that’s a better approach? More of a pick ’em off one by one strategy than a shotgun?”

	“Sounds as good as anything. But how would that work? That’s the problem.” Lucas finished his water and gave Duke a sour look. “If I were you, I’d create a task force to deal with the cartel problem. But protecting the refinery’s more important, so if you have limited time and manpower, that’s where I would put my effort. You’re right that we can’t find every member who’s gone to ground here, but eventually they’ll show themselves, and then we’ll get them. Until then, let’s try to keep the plant from blowing up, okay? Because that goes sky-high, then we’re just sitting in the middle of nowhere with no advantage and thousands of hungry mouths to feed.”

	“Point taken. I’ll get on that tomorrow.” Duke grinned and looked skyward for a moment before continuing in an innocent voice. “Not saying that Alexa is impressive, but, well, come on. Grenade rebound? Who does that?”

	“You’re like a broken record.”

	“Just trying to cheer you up. Is it working?”

	“Like a brick to the head.”

	“That’s the spirit.”

	



Chapter 14

	Alexa wiped off her hands after her shift tending to the horses and asked the sergeant in charge of the stables whether there was anything left to do before she called it a night. She’d stayed later than the others, brushing a skittish mare who’d given birth only a week earlier and seemed as though she and her colt could use some attention. Sadness had washed over her as she watched the attentive mother nuzzling her colt, and it had been all she’d been able to manage to keep from breaking down in tears, the image of her son writ vividly in her imagination.

	But she’d soldiered on and finished her tasks, and her hands were now red and chapped from the effort, her arms leaden from exertion, and her wounded leg throbbing dully from where the medic had stitched up the gash after extracting two chunks of metal.

	“No, that’s it for now. We start all over again an hour after daybreak,” the sergeant said.

	“See you then.”

	“Make sure you hit the mess tent first, or you’ll starve. We don’t do a break until the sun’s high in the sky.”

	“Got it.”

	Alexa exited the stable and inhaled a deep breath of night air. Wood smoke cast a dusky pall in the humid air, and she found the smell strangely reassuring after having been a virtual hermit for so long. She did her best, though without much success, to brush off the melancholy that lingered like a bad taste as she made her way to the first set of tents nearest the mess area, where she’d parked the bedroll she’d been issued by the supply guys along with a stained two-person shelter that looked like someone had been buried in it. She squinted in the darkness at a presence she sensed paralleling her and saw a man picking his way carefully along the edge of the row, skulking toward the hospital.

	Reassured that he wasn’t shadowing her, she couldn’t shake the feeling of menace emanating from him, and she altered her course to follow him at a distance, curious about why he was leaving camp at a time when everyone was heading to sleep. She wished she had a weapon with her, but she’d been stripped of them when she’d been taken captive, and her guns hadn’t been returned. She had no idea why she felt compelled to tail the man, but she’d learned to trust her gut, and it was clamoring an alarm in her head as strident as a siren.

	He continued past the tents and paused at the perimeter, as though he could sense Alexa’s presence. She ducked down so he couldn’t see her against the fabric shelters, and after a few moments, peeked over the edge to see if he’d moved.

	Nothing. He’d disappeared.

	She picked up movement in her peripheral vision and blinked as an inky form seemed to melt into the darkness by the hospital entrance. Alexa remained frozen in place in case he was still scanning the camp, and only moved when he had vanished into the hospital, enveloped by the gloom.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Elliot fiddled with the wiring on a portable spectrum analyzer he had scrounged from one of the labs upstairs, trying to connect it so one of the mobile solar generators would power it. It had been a painstaking process, and he’d just about given up on it several times, the combination of too little light, insufficient tools, and flying by the seat of his pants conspiring to overwhelm his desire to continue. The unit’s original battery had long ago given up the ghost and had left a residue of acid and corrosion it had taken hours to scrape away.

	He’d worried over the possibility that a transmission somewhere in Houston was responsible for Eve’s degradation, and had come up with what he felt was a decent solution to identifying the source. A spectrum analyzer with a directional antenna could more than serve the purpose, but there was the question of finding one in working shape and that had the correct antenna. He’d located a unit within an hour of searching through the facilities lab – they’d used them to identify RF noise that could interfere with the equipment – but someone had stolen the antenna, for what purpose he couldn’t imagine. But he at least had the most problematic part of the solution, and now it was merely a matter of powering it on and jury-rigging an antenna.

	Assuming, of course, that his theory was correct.

	He sighed when his fingers slipped and a wire he was trying to twist escaped his grip, and he resisted the urge to toss the unit at the wall. Only a glance at Eve, who was lying peacefully on her bed, made him force his frustration under control. Elliot checked the time on his mechanical watch and rubbed his eyes and decided to take a break before he lost it completely. He set the unit aside and rose, stretching his legs, and then moved to Eve’s bedside.

	“How you doing?” he asked.

	Her eyes flitted open, and she managed a smile. “Way better.”

	An idea occurred to him as he returned the smile. “You want to go for a walk? It’s pretty boring down here.”

	She nodded. “Where?”

	“Just outside. I want to see how you feel up top.”

	She looked uncertain. “I guess.”

	He held out his hand. “Don’t worry. It’ll only be for a little while. Maybe we can find you something to eat. Would you like that? You must be starving by now.”

	They’d been in the radiology wing the entire day, and the truth was that Elliot’s stomach was growling like an angry bear. Eve seemed to intuit his discomfort and sat up.

	“I’m not super hungry, but sure.”

	“All right, then.” He helped her from the bed and escorted her from the vault and called out to the guard on the way out, “Make sure nobody goes inside, understand?”

	“Yes, sir,” he responded.

	“We’ll only be a few minutes.”

	“Very good.”

	Elliot glanced at the lantern at the man’s feet as he withdrew a rechargeable LED penlight from his pocket and cranked it sufficiently to charge the battery. He looked down at Eve and then along the hallway.

	“This way. You remember how we got here?”

	“Sort of,” she said, her voice uncertain.

	He offered his hand, and she took it. They walked to the stairwell, and Elliot led her to the lobby level. The vast space was even creepier at night, with everything shrouded in gloom, and he felt Eve shiver involuntarily beside him.

	“Almost there,” he said, picking up his pace.

	He stopped abruptly at a sound from his left and cocked his head as he played the light across the far wall. He swore as the beam dimmed, and he cranked the handle again, trying to get it to charge. The little light had other ideas, though, and the glow from the LED was half what the first try in Radiology had been. He peered along the cabinets at the other end of the room but couldn’t make much out, and was turning to reassure Eve when a forearm slammed against his neck, sending him tumbling to the tile.

	He struggled to rise, but a kick to the ribs sent a shriek of pain through his chest, and he nearly passed out. He fought for breath, and then Eve was screaming as she was dragged away from him by a tall man in dark clothing.

	“…Eve…” he tried, but his voice was barely audible as his lungs, starved for air, failed him. He blinked in pain and tried to stand, but his legs wouldn’t obey his brain, and all he achieved was to force himself to a sitting position, gasping like a beached orca.

	Elliot tried again, and the floor tilted beneath him. His vision blurred, and he tried to resist the encroaching darkness that threatened to overwhelm him, but then the lack of oxygen to his brain won out, and he slipped against the hard floor, out cold.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Alexa heard the faint child’s scream and raced to the hospital entrance, almost colliding with the man she’d been following, who was now half dragging a little girl behind him. She lashed out with a blow to his face before he had a chance to react to her sudden appearance, but the heel of her hand, intended for his nose, slammed into his cheek instead and glanced off. He swung at her with his free fist, but she ducked it and kicked him in the midsection, driving the wind out of him and forcing him to release the girl. She followed through with a knee to the groin he managed to sidestep, and she screamed for help as loudly as she could while stepping out of range of his legs. Shouts from the camp answered her, and she looked to the girl as the man groaned.

	“Run,” she said, and faced off against the attacker. He moved faster than she would have thought possible and landed a kick against her shin as the girl sprinted away.

	More shouts greeted her as running boots approached. The figure leapt to his feet and tore off into the night, away from the camp and the hospital, leaving her stunned and in pain where the blow to her leg had missed her wound by inches. She clutched her lower thigh as running troops arrived, and she called out to them, ignoring the agony that burned through her appendage.

	“The girl. A little girl. Find her. He was trying to take her.”

	One of the men held up a kerosene lamp and looked her over as four others sprinted after the kidnapper.

	“And who the hell are you?” he demanded.

	She was framing an answer when Elliot appeared at the entrance, holding his ribs, his expression twisted in anger and pain.

	“Where is she?” he growled.

	“Who?” the guard asked.

	“Eve. He took her.”

	Alexa shook her head as if to clear it. “He tried. I stopped him. She ran off.”

	“Where?”

	“Toward the camp.”

	The soldier with the lamp appeared confused, as did Elliot, but any forthcoming explanation was interrupted by Eve’s voice from the near distance.

	“I’m over here. Is the bad man gone?”

	Elliot held Alexa’s stare and then turned to the sound of Eve’s voice. “Yes, sweetheart. It’s okay to come back. Nobody’s going to hurt you.” He returned his focus to Alexa, his expression bemused. “I’m sure there’s a story behind who you are and what you’re doing here, but for now, please accept my thanks. Did you get a good look at who attacked us?”

	She frowned. “Maybe. I mean, I might be able to pick him out of a crowd, but he was wearing a cap, and it’s dark.”

	Eve stepped from the shadows, clearly shaken, and closed the distance to Elliot. “Can we go back inside? I don’t feel good,” she said, her words faint.

	“Of course.” He looked to Alexa again. “Eve, this is the woman who saved you. I’m sorry, what’s your name?”

	Alexa winced as the sting from her wound intensified, and tried a smile that was more of a grimace.

	“Alexa. I’m Alexa. Nice to meet you…Eve. What a beautiful name to match a beautiful girl.”

	Eve’s pallid face colored, and she looked to Elliot uncertainly. “I…I feel sick.”

	“All right, honey,” Elliot said. “Let’s get out of here. Alexa? Have a medic look you over, and then please join us inside. I’d like to talk to you about something important.”

	



Chapter 15

	When Alexa returned to the hospital after being pronounced fit by the medics, six armed men were guarding the entrance. One of them recognized her and stepped forward.

	“You carrying?”

	She shook her head. “I wish. That would have come in handy an hour ago.”

	“Got to check you anyway.”

	“Hope you washed your hands.”

	She endured a quick frisk where the man thankfully avoided lingering on her curves, and then followed him through the lobby and down the stairs to the basement, which was now lit with several portable lamps. Still more guards framed the entry to the radiology department, weapons at the ready, and her escort nodded to them.

	“She’s okay,” he said, and turned to Alexa. “Through there. They’re in the back.”

	Alexa pushed through the heavy steel doors and followed the sound of voices to the MRI room. Inside, Lucas, Elliot, and Ruby were waiting by Eve’s bed, where the little girl was slumbering. Their heads swung toward Alexa when she arrived, and Elliot gave her a warm smile and stepped away.

	“Ah, your timing is perfect. We were just talking about you,” he said.

	One of Alexa’s eyebrows rose, but beyond that she didn’t react.

	“How’s the leg?” Lucas asked, looking at the dried blood on her pants.

	“It was better before the kidnapper tried to use it for soccer practice. But I’ll survive.” She eyed Elliot. “How about your ribs?”

	“They think a couple of them are fractured, but there’s not much to do about it other than to avoid lifting and give them time to heal.” Elliot paused. “I have to say I’m surprised that you were able to give our uninvited guest a dose of his own medicine. He wasn’t a small man.”

	She smirked. “If I’d had a weapon, he’d be a dead one.”

	“Which is one of the things we wanted to talk to you about. But help me understand. You were brought in, if I understand, for executing three cartel who were terrorizing your community?”

	“Not mine, but that’s about right. And I’d do it again, if that’s the question.”

	“It isn’t. What’s your background? Help me understand how you’re so…capable.”

	Alexa took a deep breath. “My brother was ex-Special Forces. He was back for six months when the virus hit, so he was around when the collapse took place, and he trained me like I was one of his men when he saw a disastrous outcome was inevitable. We worked for hours every day on all the core disciplines – hand-to-hand, knives, pistols and rifles, you name it. Which came in handy as a young woman surrounded by scum. Once everything went tits up, that became pretty much all we did. It was a matter of survival. I don’t know how much you know about Houston after the crash, but the Crew was brutal. Basically a prison gang of cutthroats and psychos.” She paused. “So if you didn’t want to get raped, or worse, you learned to handle yourself. And I had to protect my son.”

	Her voice cracked on the last word, and she looked away.

	Elliot smiled sadly. “Yes, Lucas here told me about the tragedy. I’m sorry.”

	She eyed him without flinching, her gaze steely. “It wasn’t your doing.”

	He spoke gently. “Still, it’s awful.”

	Her gaze moved from person to person before settling on Eve, waiting for them to get to the point of their meeting. Ruby glanced at Lucas and Elliot and spoke quietly.

	“We aren’t sure why Eve was targeted, but it makes sense to have someone capable watching over her to make sure she’s safe at all times.”

	Alexa nodded. “And?”

	It was Lucas’s turn. “Eve’s as close to a daughter as I have. If anything were to happen to her…”

	Alexa looked away. “I can guarantee you it’s worse than you can imagine.”

	Elliot’s expression grew serious. “Which is why I suggested you for the job. You’re obviously fearless and able to handle yourself, and you know the pain of losing a loved one.”

	“I’m not looking for a job,” Alexa said. “I’m okay at the stables, shoveling…you know.”

	“I get that,” Lucas said. “But I’m asking.”

	She regarded him frankly. “Why not one of your men? You run an entire army. You could have fifty fighters around her at all times.”

	“You mean like the thousands camped a few yards away who didn’t stop this guy? Or the guard who didn’t see him?” Lucas adjusted his gun belt.

	Ruby frowned. “Eve could use a woman’s presence in her life, other than mine. Wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world since she lost her aunt – who was really more like her mother. The only family she had, anyway.”

	“Now it’s my turn to say I’m sorry,” Alexa said quietly.

	Lucas waved her comment away. “I’m concerned about the here and now. I have no idea who wants to do Eve harm, or why, or who they might know in the camp. But I’m sure you’re not with them. Your actions proved that. Which to my eye makes you the right person.”

	Alexa glanced over at Eve and back to Lucas. Her lips tightened, and her expression hardened.

	“I’ll want weapons. No conditions. You either trust me or you don’t.”

	Lucas nodded. “Of course.”

	“And I’ll need someplace to stay where I can be around her at all times. I want to be comfortable so I’m alert. And I want help whenever I need it.”

	“That’s reasonable.”

	“I’m not her maid or her babysitter. I’m there to keep her safe.”

	Elliot grunted. “You’ll have every resource available, of course.”

	“And I only answer to you,” she said, looking directly at Lucas. “I’m not going to work with a committee. No offense, but that’s not my style.”

	Lucas’s expression was impassive. “No problem.”

	She looked from Lucas to Elliot. “What are you offering besides the chance to get killed?”

	They discussed terms and within a few minutes had a deal. Lucas thanked Alexa, and Ruby escorted her back upstairs to get provisions and her guns, leaving Elliot and Lucas alone.

	Lucas took Elliot aside and spoke in a low tone.

	“What the hell happened? Why did you take her out of here with nobody around?”

	Elliot’s voice was measured. “We had no idea there was any threat, Lucas. Believe me, every time I inhale, my ribs remind me it was a mistake. But to answer your question, I needed to see if there was any change in her condition outside the building. She began degrading quickly, which tells me my hypothesis is correct – and perhaps as importantly, that there’s a signal being transmitted fairly close to our location. Find the transmitter, fix the problem, at least temporarily.” He winced from a spike of pain in his ribs. “That someone tried to grab her rather proves the point. They want her for some reason – probably to study so they can figure out what went wrong, or why she survived when their other test subjects didn’t. That would be my guess.”

	“Then why make her sicker?”

	“If she’s bedridden, she’s easier to grab. I would think that’s self-evident.”

	Lucas looked away disgustedly. “These people are monsters.”

	“You have no idea. But in their lexicon, they’re simply doing what’s required for the survival of the species. With themselves at the top of the pyramid, of course.”

	“I thought the Illuminati was a benevolent organization – a secret society of German geniuses from hundreds of years ago. When did they become so…toxic?”

	“It’s a complicated history. While it’s true their stated ambitions were altruistic, their upper ranks were always concerned with control and power. For them it was a means to an end, and they’ve kept recruiting across the globe for centuries, co-opting the best and brightest minds of our time and ultimately corrupting them. I saw it before it was too late. Most don’t. And frankly, if it hadn’t been for the collapse, I’m sure I wouldn’t have been allowed to survive to tell stories. They’ve gone to great pains to paint themselves as nothing more than conspiracy theory fodder, and most believed the propaganda.”

	“The best trick the devil ever played was convincing everyone he didn’t exist,” Lucas said.

	“There’s a lot of truth to that.”

	“So what’s the plan to stop them? And to save Eve?”

	“I’m putting together some equipment to triangulate where the signal is transmitting from. Once we know that, we can narrow down the likely source.”

	Lucas’s face darkened. “Anything you need, Elliot.”

	“Of course. I’ll alert you if you can help.” He looked over at Eve. “What do you make of Alexa? I think it’s a good call.”

	Lucas studied his boots. “She seems tough enough.”

	“And honest. Two qualities that don’t always go together. A fine fit if it works out.”

	“We’ll see.”

	“And she isn’t unpleasant-looking, which is rare these days.”

	“Elliot…”

	The older man shrugged. “I’m just stating the obvious. Anyway, let me get back to work. Once our Cinderella returns, I’ll find somewhere for her to sleep.”

	“What about you? You look like you’ve been up for a week.”

	“Getting old means you learn the value of the hours you still have left. I’ll sleep when I’ve figured this out.”

	“I know better than to try to argue with you.”

	Elliot smiled ruefully. “I’m glad to hear you’ve learned something from me. Perhaps there’s hope for you yet.”

	



Chapter 16

	Lucas returned to the command tent, his shoulders slumped from fatigue and the stress of the ongoing demands of running the army. The endless decisions and drama of maintaining order in Houston, with thousands of restless armed men bored and aimless until they marched on a new target, was wearing at him, and he felt more like a middle manager of a faceless corporation than the leader Elliot and everyone else wanted him to be. And now Eve had been targeted by the most dangerous secret society in the world and was at risk…possibly because of her relationship with Lucas as commander of the army.

	He’d thought about Elliot’s explanation as he walked, and it had occurred to him that it was only one possibility. If the organization had sources among his troops, they might know of Sierra’s death and Lucas’s role as the children’s father and were using Eve’s health as a weapon against him, to distract and demoralize, which it certainly was doing. It was no less plausible than Elliot’s theory, although he did have inside knowledge of how the group worked, which Lucas didn’t.

	That there were powerful figures scheming to destroy a small child, for any reason, made him sick to his stomach. Even as a lawman, where he’d seen impossible cruelty for the slimmest of reasons, he’d had a special hatred for those who victimized children, and to have his own targeted enraged him in a way he hadn’t felt for years.

	He crossed the tent and stopped in front of a wooden chest. His fingers felt along the edge and lifted a latch, and he opened the lid and removed a bottle of pre-collapse whiskey the army had confiscated from a cartel stronghold in Houston. He sat at the conference table and poured a coffee cup half full with the amber liquor and set the bottle beside it, his jaw clenching and unclenching rhythmically.

	Lucas took a sip and swallowed the silky nectar. Since Sierra had died, he’d been questioning the point of everything he’d been doing. When he was younger, he’d felt a sense of purpose with the Rangers – that he was changing the world for the good by battling evil wherever it surfaced. But if on any given day you could wake up and have the people who mattered most to you struck down for no reason, then how did anything matter? Was the entire point to just keep breathing each day? Was that it? If so, everything he was doing was a sham to pretend to have meaning, to introduce a reason for existing that was artifice, not reality.

	Another sip of the whiskey didn’t help. Drinking had never been an escape or consolation for him, but he figured it was worth a try when he felt as low as he did. He closed his eyes and exhaled the alcohol fumes through his nose. He tried to recall the last time Sierra had smiled at him, but he couldn’t, and the failure hit him like a blow.

	She’d believed in what she was doing, had had strong opinions, had sacrificed to keep Eve safe and to be reunited with her son, and now she was gone – a faint and fading memory that hadn’t changed the course of anything, much less the world. Yet she’d had a powerful sense of her own importance and an impressive tenacity to survive that had ultimately captivated Lucas as no other woman had.

	And now she was no more, and the rest of the planet was going about its business without her, unaware she’d ever existed.

	If Lucas had ever felt emptier, he couldn’t remember when.

	He withdrew his pistol and set it on the table beside the mug and stared at it like it was a scorpion.

	When the time came, and he’d breathed his last, would any of his efforts and accomplishments have mattered? Or would everything be exactly the same, all of his important sacrifices forgotten?

	Everyone he’d known before the collapse was dead. Friends, enemies, lovers, exes. All had believed their time in the sun was special and unique, yet only Lucas remained, and he never thought about any of them. While he understood that many were comforted by the idea of an afterlife, where justice was done and everyone lived on eternally, he’d seen too much ugliness to believe in much. He never thought about death, treating it much as birth, when awareness had burst into consciousness. Death was likely the opposite, he figured, when the light simply flickered out, and that was that. If he was wrong, he’d burn in hellfire, he was sure, given the number of men whose lives he’d snuffed out, but it wasn’t worth worrying about when all of his focus was on making it to tomorrow.

	Only now, nothing seemed to matter.

	He forced himself to think about Eve and Tim. They mattered. And they were reliant upon him. He’d willingly signed on to be their protector and mentor, and he felt like he was failing them.

	As Lucas reached for his gun, he was startled by a voice from the tent entrance.

	“Sir? Don’t mean to disturb you, but you’re needed at the gates.”

	Lucas blinked several times and holstered his weapon as he rose. “What do you mean, needed?”

	“That’s all the runner said.”

	Lucas adjusted his hat and walked to where a guard was waiting just outside the tent. “Well, lead the way, then.”

	They traversed the camp until they arrived at the stadium grounds’ main gate, where a huge party of horsemen was gathered. Lucas grinned when he spotted Colt at the front of the group and made his way to him. Colt swung down from the saddle and met Lucas at the gate, where they shook hands. Lucas looked him up and down.

	“Little dusty there, Colt,” he observed.

	“Suppose I could use a shower. I haven’t had the benefit of much water since we left Dallas.” Colt looked around. “You got room for the men?”

	“We’ll make room. How many stayed to help the locals?”

	“Only fifty. They rallied faster than we thought they would. Seems they’d had enough of being ridden hard and put away wet by anyone who wanted to take over the town.”

	“That’s a lucky break. Any problems on the ride down?”

	Colt shook his head. “Negative. As uneventful as shoeing a mule.”

	“That’s good to hear.” Lucas turned to the nearest of the gate sentries. “Send word to Duke to find these men some space, and see to their animals. And ask the mess tent to stay open late so they can get a decent meal.”

	Colt smirked. “Unless you got new cooks, not sure about the decent part.”

	Both men laughed. “You have a good memory,” Lucas said.

	“Some things are unforgettable.”

	“I’m going over some things in the command tent, if you want a drink to clear away the trail dust.”

	Colt chuckled and wiped dirt from his cheek with a gloved hand.

	“Pity you aren’t twenty years younger and female. Been forever since I got an offer that good.”

	“Sorry to hear that. Can’t say as I’d mind losing twenty years, but other than that, all I’m offering’s a drink while you fill me in on everything.”

	Colt grinned. “Works for me.”

	



Chapter 17

	South of Houston, Texas

	 

	Simon eyed the exterior of a dusty building several miles south of Houston, taking in the smoldering torches that bookended the doorway, which was guarded by a trio of armed men with copper skin and raggedly cut black hair. Acoustic guitar drifted from the entry, above which was painted in red, “El Pulte’s Cantina.” Simon considered the three guards from the shadows across the way and then walked down the center of the road to the building.

	The guards looked him over, and one of them stepped forward.

	“Sorry, Cabrón. Private party tonight.”

	Simon replied in Spanish. “El Pulte will want to see me. Step aside.”

	One of the other men shook his head. “Wrong place, jefe. You hard of hearing?” he snarled in Spanish.

	Simon shifted his stare to the man and slowly rolled up one of his sleeves to reveal his cartel tattoos. “Maybe you’re the one who should get his ears checked. You really don’t want to try to stop me from going in.”

	The first guard regarded Simon’s tats and appeared puzzled. “You’re a long way from home.”

	“I didn’t come to talk BS to you. I need to see El Pulte. Now.”

	Something in Simon’s tone convinced the guard, who backed off and murmured to his companions. They reluctantly stepped away from the door, and Simon pushed past them and into a dingy lobby where a hotel reception counter now served as a makeshift bar. Men were sitting at tables strewn around the room, nursing drinks, accompanied by scrawny women whose profession was obvious by their gaunt faces, hungry eyes, and the scant lingerie hanging off their drug-addled frames.

	Simon approached the bar and signaled to the man behind it.

	“Where’s the boss?”

	The bartender busied himself polishing a glass, but glanced to his left. “Don’t know nothing, man, ’cept how to make whatever you’re drinking.”

	Simon’s face darkened, and he reached down to open his riding coat to show the man the holstered Colt 1911 on his hip. He placed a lazy hand on it and leaned toward the bartender.

	“Wrong answer. Where’s El Pulte? I’m not going to ask again,” he said, his voice quiet.

	The bartender licked his lips and stepped away. “His office is back there. But I don’t know if he’s there.”

	Simon didn’t move. “I’ll take my chances. Stay put, keep serving everyone, and nobody gets hurt.”

	Simon strode to the hall the man had indicated and walked to the end, where he could hear female laughter seeping from beneath a closed door. He pressed his ear against it for several moments and then stepped back, unholstered his pistol, and swung the door open.

	The man Simon knew as El Pulte was sitting on a cream-colored leather sofa with two women, a bottle of tequila on the coffee table and three shot glasses before them. He looked up in irritated surprise, and his expression turned to fear when he recognized Simon. His free hand moved toward his pistol, but he froze when Simon cocked the hammer on his Colt, a sneer twisting the younger man’s features.

	“So you went into business for yourself, eh?” Simon spit in Spanish. “Figured the cartel had served its purpose for you?”

	El Pulte shook his head. “It isn’t like that. There’s no more cartel here. Every man for himself. Almost everyone was killed.”

	“You mean the loyal members fought to the death. The snakes slithered away on their stomachs and opened whorehouses, cutting us out in the process.”

	“You’re a thousand miles away. We lost control of the city. I had to do something to survive.”

	Simon regarded the pair of working girls. He motioned with his gun and spoke in English. “Party’s over. Out. Now.”

	They exchanged a glance and looked to El Pulte, who glowered at them and then returned his full attention to Simon. They rose and hurried out of the room, pulling the door closed behind them. Simon strode over, twisted the deadbolt, and turned to El Pulte.

	“You know how this works. You don’t get to leave the cartel. Once in, you’re in for life.”

	“There is no cartel here.”

	Simon frowned. “You keep saying that. Yet here I am.”

	El Pulte’s move for his pistol was quick, but no match for Simon’s reflexes. The big Colt roared twice, and two crimson blossoms materialized on the sitting man’s shirt before rapidly spreading to paint the front of his chest red.

	Simon regarded El Pulte’s lifeblood spurting from the wounds as he closed the distance between them and then scooped up the dying man’s pistol. El Pulte stared at Simon with shocked eyes that slowly glazed over as the light went out of them. Simon held his dying gaze until he moaned and the bleeding stopped, and then he retraced his steps to the door and unlocked it.

	When he reached the lobby, it had cleared out except for El Pulte’s six men and the bartender. Simon took his time looking them over, and then cleared his throat to speak.

	“Your boss broke our first rule, and he paid the price. I don’t know any of you, but you worked for him, so you’re first in line for a job with me if you want it. If not, say so now.” He motioned with the pistol. “I’m sure we can come up with an accommodation.”

	The men studied the floor in uncomfortable silence. Simon nodded.

	“As I thought. Very well. This is now my place. Everyone will answer to me. No other changes for now, but you can expect some soon enough.” Simon paused. “For the record, you all know who I represent, so when I say this is mine, I mean it’s cartel property. That means we are all subject to the cartel’s orders. Anyone who doesn’t like that shouldn’t come to work tomorrow, understand? Find a new home.”

	“What about our pay?” the bartender asked.

	“You’ll get whatever we decide is right.”

	“But El Pulte–”

	“–is dead. So there are new rules. But we’re more than fair.” Simon glanced over his shoulder. “Now, clear his body out of my office, and somebody tell the girls I want to see them in an hour. In the meantime, someone who knows the profit split for the ladies, speak up. I’ve got work to do.”

	“El Pulte gave them fifty percent,” one of the men said.

	Simon cocked an eyebrow. “Really? Is that the going rate here?”

	The man shrugged. “Depends. Everything’s negotiable.”

	“We’ll see. But that seems about right. And we want everything to run smoothly. No friction.” Two of the men returned, dragging El Pulte’s lifeless body, his toes painting a pair of red smears.

	“What do you want to do with him?” the taller of the pair asked.

	Simon spat on the dead man and waved his pistol nonchalantly. “Drag him into the street and leave him for the dogs. He was human garbage who betrayed his oath; he doesn’t deserve any better. Which you’d all do well to remember. If you want all the benefits that come from working with us, you owe us your loyalty and your life. That son of a puta was a coward and a traitor, and he died a turncoat’s death. He was sent here to protect my brother and our investments here, and instead he ran at the first shots and hid like a bitch behind his mama’s skirts.”

	Simon eyed the bloody trail that led down the hall. “One of you get a mop and clean that up. It stinks worse than your breath, and that says a lot.”

	The men grinned nervously, and the bartender moved to obey, his eyes wide and his composure shot at the sight of his dead boss being hauled out like the trash. Simon watched him disappear into the back room and turned to the others. “Once you’re done, have a round on me. And then get this place cleaned up. I wouldn’t let a pig come in here for slop.”

	



Chapter 18

	Alert and on guard, assault rifles in hand, Wink’s men rode slowly toward the section of downtown where they were to meet Skin. They’d agreed to rendezvous at dusk in an area that was a no-man’s-land loosely under Skin’s control, and Wink had outfitted his group accordingly, the men locked and loaded and ready for anything.

	The only sound on the deserted street was the clank of horseshoes on pavement and the soft moan of the wind blowing through broken windows and skeletons of abandoned vehicles stripped to the frames. Occasional wafts of raw sewage poisoned the air from an infrastructure that had long before collapsed, and the group wore their bandanas over their noses and mouths to mask the worst of the noxious fumes.

	The drug payload was in their saddlebags, lest a wagon draw unwanted attention and limit their mobility. Wink rode behind the point gunman, his single eye roaming over the buildings as they made their way deeper into the downtown area, his mind elsewhere as he considered how he would raise a small army with the proceeds from the deal.

	The sky was darkening when they turned onto a major artery that was clogged with wreckage, and they had to pick their way through the vehicles single file. They were passing a hollowed-out department store when shots erupted from a nearby building. The lead rider grunted and tumbled from the saddle, knocked backward by rounds to the chest, the impact sufficient to shatter the ceramic plates of his flak vest.

	Wink instantly ducked and yelled orders to his men as he swung down from the saddle and took cover behind a cannibalized Ford pickup. Two of his men scrambled to him, their horses’ reins in hand, and began returning fire at the muzzle flashes from the third story of a building sixty yards ahead. Rounds slammed into the truck but missed them, and Wink watched his fighters mount a counterattack from behind the wreckage, the horses shielded to a great extent by the large vehicle.

	The gun battle’s intensity faded after several minutes of fighting, when it became apparent that neither side was going to prevail. Wink’s men had given as good as they’d gotten; they’d suffered only minor casualties and were safely dug in behind cover. Their attackers had limited their salvos to rifle and shotgun fire, so they were roughly evenly matched, and they’d fought to a Mexican standoff. Wink suspected he knew why no grenades had been lobbed at them, and during a pause in the shooting, he called out through cupped hands, “You’re never going to get it. I’ll blow it all to dust if you keep this up.”

	The street remained silent, and then Skin’s voice rang from the top of one of the buildings.

	“Do that and you’ll never get out alive.”

	Wink laughed out loud. “I’ve survived everything the cartel could throw at me. You really think threats are going to work? You have no idea who you’re dealing with.”

	The quiet stretched on.

	Wink cupped his hands again. “You know what? I’ve got better things to do than this. So I’ll make the choice for you. Inside every saddlebag, there’s a grenade along with the dope. If you haven’t called off your dogs in one minute and figured out how you’re going to make this up to me, I’m going to have my men detonate the bags, and then you’ll get to see how interested your little posse is on fighting to the last man over nothing.” He waited a beat. “Men? On my count.”

	He glanced at his watch, his breathing even, and spoke in a low voice to the fighters beside him. “Think they’ll buy it?”

	“Could be. They lose everything if they keep at us.”

	“Question is, how do we get out of this if they don’t back off?”

	Wink held up a hand. “One problem at a time.” He spat to the side and sighed before calling out again. “Thirty seconds. Men, get ready to pull the pin and toss the bags.”

	Skin’s voice sounded strained when it rang out again. “You’re bluffing.”

	“I’ve got mountains of this stuff. You’ve got nothing. I can blow ten times this amount to hell and still be rich.” Wink crept to the nearest horse and removed the saddlebags. He hissed to the closest man, “Grenade.”

	The man handed him one from his flak vest, and Wink armed it, dropped it into the pouch, and slung it over the truck. It exploded ten feet away, peppering the metal husk with shrapnel and sending a cloud of smoke skyward.

	“That was four kilos vaporized, moron. Next the other forty-six go up. Time to make a decision.”

	His words echoed off the façades, and he waited. Ten seconds ticked by before Skin’s voice rang out again.

	“Fine. You win. How you want to do this?”

	“Your men stand down. As many as you need bring the gold here. If you don’t have it, we don’t have anything to discuss. And everyone has to come unarmed.”

	“That ain’t gonna happen.”

	Wink paused. “You don’t have the gold, do you? That was all lies.”

	“I got it.”

	“Then better move, or I might just light up the rest of the stuff outta spite.”

	“No way we’re doing this without our guns.”

	Wink frowned. “You tried to bushwhack us. You killed some of my men. I’d say you don’t have much negotiating room here. So we either do this my way, or the drugs go up in smoke and you get nothing but grief.”

	Silence ensued, and Wink exchange a glance with the gunmen nearest him. He was preparing to give the order to destroy the rest of the drugs when Skin called from the rooftop.

	“All right. You win. Give me ten minutes to get the gold.”

	“You’ve got five.”

	Skin showed himself at the far end of the street with a dozen men, none of whom were carrying weapons that Wink could see. The tattooed dealer approached Wink’s position, and Wink stepped from behind the truck and walked toward him, accompanied by his two shooters. When they faced off, Wink shook his head in disgust at Skin.

	“We had a deal. Where’s the gold?”

	Skin shrugged nonchalantly. “It’ll be here in a second.”

	Wink’s good eye twitched. “You’re trying my patience.”

	“It’ll be worth it.”

	A man appeared from around the corner, leading a mule by the reins, and stopped by Skin’s side. Skin inclined his head toward the animal.

	“Gold’s in the bags. Where’s the ice?”

	Wink motioned for Skin to escort the mule to him. One of Wink’s men opened the saddlebags and counted the coins and bars. When he was finished, he turned to Wink.

	“All there.”

	Wink exhaled heavily. “This could have been so easy. I need a distributor for my stuff. You would have been perfect.”

	“I had to try. Tell me you wouldn’t have done the same.”

	“Beside the point. Two of my men are dead. How are you going to make that up to me?”

	Skin frowned. “I got a few wounded myself.”

	“You attacked us after we had a deal.” Wink thought for a second and called to his men. “Bring the bags and set them over there,” he said, indicating an area out of the firing line from the buildings. He turned back to Skin. “There’s a lot more where that came from, so it was pretty damned stupid to try to double-cross me. This could make you a fortune.”

	“I can’t believe you blew any up.”

	Wink shrugged. “It’s your dope now, not mine.”

	Skin’s smirk turned to an angry frown. “We aren’t payin’ for more than we get.”

	“Price went up when you fired on us.” Wink drew his pistol and shot the two men closest to Skin. They collapsed at his feet, and Wink holstered his gun. “That’s for the two men of mine you killed. You got any more complaints?”

	Skin swallowed hard. “Go get the stuff and count it,” he ordered his remaining men. They hurried over to where Wink’s saddlebags were stacked and began inspecting them. Wink eyed Skin up and down before speaking.

	“Now you have to decide whether you want to be my enemy, or do business on the up-and-up with me. Can’t have it both ways. You want to have bad blood between us, no problem, I can find a dozen like you to distribute through. But if you can move this product and want more, you can’t deal from the bottom of the deck. You’re either my partner or you’re someone I shoot on sight. There’s nothing in between.”

	“You just killed two of my best in cold blood.”

	Wink shook his head. “No. You did. You’re the one who tried to ambush us. Who shot two of mine. You signed their death warrants. So this either ends here and we do business together, or you hold a grudge and we don’t. I’m fine either way. But if you decide to work with me, you ever try anything again, I’ll kill every one of your gang and feed your balls to you, understand? Consider this your warning. So figure it out and let me know. Sell the product. See how the market reacts. When you want more, you come to me next time, on my turf. That’s the only way we’ll do business.”

	Skin bit back an angry response and mad-dog stared Wink, who ignored the prison-yard tactic.

	“It’s all here. Looks primo,” one of Skin’s gang called out.

	“That about covers it, then,” Wink said. “Now we’re going to mount up, and if anyone fires a shot, we’ll rain grenades down on you and cut you to pieces. The drugs will be vaporized, and so will your unarmed men. Keep that in mind in case you get any bright ideas.”

	Skin continued to glare at Wink as he turned and led the gold-laden mule back to his horse. His two gunmen backed away, rifles leveled at Skin and their faces devoid of expression. When they were all in the saddle, Wink led the group back the way they’d come, picking his way through the wreckage, leaving Skin standing in the middle of the street, shaking with fury but his greed keeping him from doing anything about it.

	



Chapter 19

	Elliot pushed the command tent flap aside and held up a steaming mug to Lucas, who sat at the folding table, red-eyed and face dusted with stubble.

	“Morning, sunshine! Nice to see you up with the chickens. Brought you some coffee – or whatever this sludge is that passes for it,” Elliot said, his voice cheerful.

	Lucas eyed the cup. “You don’t want to know what’s in it. Tastes like roofing tar.”

	“Never touch the stuff myself. But this one’s all yours.”

	Elliot set the mug down in front of Lucas and sat across from him, beaming. Lucas studied him while he took a cautious sip, and grimaced before taking a longer one.

	“Why are you so cheery today, Elliot?” he asked.

	“Other than the fact it’s gorgeous in the mornings, and at my age you can never be sure you’ll get more of them?” He smiled. “Could be because I figured out where the transmission is coming from.”

	Lucas set down the ersatz coffee and stared at Elliot in disbelief.

	“You did? How?” he asked.

	The older man shrugged. “I dug around and found a portable spectrum analyzer in the hospital. Analyzes frequency direction. The hard part was jury-rigging the batteries to a solar charger – most of them were long gone. But I found a couple that held at least some charge, and then it was just a matter of triangulation.”

	Lucas shook his head. “Any of that mean something in English?”

	“Think of it like a radio antenna – when you point it at the broadcast tower, it comes in clearer.”

	“Okay. So where’s it coming from?”

	Elliot looked away. “That’s the bad news. Looks like one of the tall buildings in the center of downtown.” He paused. “Which is the area that’s no-go, even for us. We haven’t bothered trying to patrol it. Too much turf and too many baddies to justify the effort.”

	Lucas took a long pull on the hot liquid before setting the cup back down. “That figures. Why make anything easy for us to locate?”

	“But at least we know there’s indeed a signal, and that it’s coming from downtown.”

	Lucas frowned. “We have to get the transmitter.”

	Elliot nodded. “A good idea if you want Eve to mend. But the logistics are terrible.”

	Lucas rose and walked to a metal file cabinet. He opened it and ferreted around inside for a moment and then returned with an old paper map of the city. He spread it out on the tabletop and stood back.

	“Which buildings you think fit?”

	Elliot peered at the rendering for several beats and then tapped his finger on the map.

	“Here. Heritage Plaza. There are a number of tall buildings, but I would assume that for maximum range, they positioned it on one of the highest.”

	“That narrows it down, but not a ton.”

	“I’ll analyze the signal more and see if I can be more specific. But in the meantime, we’ll need to determine how best to get in without being detected. It’s a safe bet they’ll have watchers. And even if they don’t, that district is a snake pit. We’ve both heard the stories.”

	Lucas considered the map again. “Sounds like about time we cleaned it up.”

	“Seems to me we only have two options: go in heavy during the day, or a stealth approach at night. We do it during the day, we can expect significant casualties.”

	Lucas shook his head. “No reason to tempt fate. Handful of the right men makes more sense, doesn’t it?”

	“Assuming they don’t see you coming, it does to me.”

	A female voice sounded from outside the tent.

	“Hello? Elliot? Are you in there?”

	Elliot exchanged a glance with Lucas. “Alexa? That you?”

	“Come in,” Lucas said.

	Alexa entered and offered the men a smile. “I was just heading over to the hospital after breakfast, and I heard you talking as I passed by.”

	“You left Eve alone?” Lucas snapped.

	“With two guards. She’s still asleep. And I have to eat sometime.”

	“You could have asked them to bring you something,” Elliot said.

	“I needed to stretch my legs.” She eyed Lucas. “I heard you talking about downtown.”

	He nodded. “That’s right. We think we’ve located the source of the signal that’s making Eve sick.”

	“I can help. I know that whole area well,” said Alexa.

	Lucas’s eyes narrowed. “Not sure we’ll need any.”

	“Lots of things can go wrong once you’re downtown. I’ve spent enough time there that I can keep you from making any mistakes.”

	Elliot sized her up. “That’s a generous offer,” he said. “But it’s Lucas’s call.”

	“I think you’re more valuable tending to Eve,” Lucas said.

	“You mean babysitting. But how will you feel if you lose men because I wasn’t there? I shouldn’t have to tell you how dangerous it is.”

	Lucas glared at his coffee cup. “I appreciate the offer, but Eve’s safety is your primary concern.”

	“If you don’t make it to wherever it’s being transmitted from, I’d say that has a lot to do with her health and well-being, wouldn’t you?”

	Lucas grunted. “We’re big boys. We’ll take our chances.”

	“So you’re turning down a guide who knows the area cold, and putting your men at risk…why, again?”

	Lucas waved a hand. “Not your problem.”

	Elliot cleared his throat. “Lucas, not to butt in where I’m not wanted, but Alexa has a valid point. And since she’s so familiar with the zone, it might be worth reconsidering.”

	“I need her to watch Eve.”

	“It would only be for a few hours, wouldn’t it?” Elliot asked.

	Lucas sighed and fixed her with a cold stare. “You really don’t think we can do this without you?”

	She held her hands up in surrender. “Look. If you have a local who’s got a lot of time on the ground downtown, then forget about it. But if you don’t, you’re going to need someone, and I’m offering. You try to go in alone and wing it, and you’re likely to run afoul of either ex-Crew or cartel or some other gang, and then you’ve got a fight on your hands – on their turf. That won’t go well. It’s a different world, and if you aren’t prepared, you’re going to pay dearly.”

	“What’s in it for you?” Lucas asked.

	“I get to help Eve. Isn’t that enough?”

	Lucas sat back. “I’m thinking we should do this tonight. Any objections?”

	A trace of a smile played across her lips. “Does that mean you’re taking me up on my offer?”

	Lucas glanced at Elliot. “Seems like if I don’t, I’ll have to listen to him wearing me down all day, so we might as well cut to the chase.”

	Alexa nodded. “You know where to find me. I’m headed to the hospital now.”

	Elliot rose. “I’ll join you. There’s a lot to do before we make our move.”

	The unlikely pair departed, and Lucas finished the bitter brew with a scowl, torn between his instinct to try to keep Alexa with Eve at all times and his very real need for what she had to offer.

	Elliot’s words about her being a fine-looking woman replayed in his mind, and his frown deepened. He had no time or interest in such things, what with trying to command an army and raise a family. Although he had to admit that with her hair still glistening with dampness from a morning rinse, he’d seen worse examples of her gender.

	He sighed again and glared at the cup, considered walking to the mess tent for another, and decided against it, his mind already going over how many men he would need to carry out the night’s mission and all the possible obstacles they would encounter while trying to locate and neutralize the transmission source, and make it out with their skin.

	



Chapter 20

	Lucas arrived at the hospital as magenta and cinnamon streaked the dusk sky, the last of the late afternoon’s light fading as the sun sank into the western skylight like a fiery ember. Luis accompanied him, and they’d discussed strategy while crossing the camp, Lucas’s decision to go in search of the transmitter with only himself, Luis, and Alexa deemed either genius or madness, depending on which of the men was talking.

	“At the very least we should have a dozen,” Luis insisted. “That way if we’re bushwhacked–”

	“Story isn’t getting any fresher the more you repeat it,” Lucas said.

	“I’m just…look, we’ve been through a lot. But we both know that if anyone comes at us in size, we’re dead meat if it’s just the two of us.”

	“Three of us,” Lucas corrected.

	Luis snorted. “That’s right. We’ve got Wonder Woman leading the way. All my worrying’s for nothing.”

	“Let’s hope she knows what she’s doing.”

	“Aren’t you the one who always says hope’s what you have when you’re screwed?”

	Lucas managed a dry smile. “Sounds like me. But those are the cards we’ve been dealt.”

	“No disrespect, but this isn’t how I’d go about doin’ this.”

	“As you’ve said a couple of times.”

	They continued walking in silence. A pair of guards framed the hospital entrance, and Lucas raised a finger to the brim of his hat to them as he and Luis entered. They made their way to the basement, where Elliot and Alexa were waiting with Eve, who looked vastly better than she had only the day before.

	“How’re you holding up?” Lucas asked the little girl.

	“Good. My head doesn’t hurt so much.”

	Lucas threw a glance at Elliot. “That’s great news.”

	Elliot cleared his throat. “I’d expect her to continue improving the longer the effects of the transmission are blocked.” He moved to where a metal box connected by a cable to a short handheld antenna sat on a stainless-steel rolling cart. “This is the portable spectrum analyzer. The battery’s iffy due to the age, but it’s been working reasonably well for me in short bursts. You know the coordinates I triangulated. This will help you isolate which building it is. I would expect it to be one of the tallest downtown for maximum range.”

	“That narrows it down considerably,” Alexa said. “Tallest in that district is the Wells Tower. Over seventy stories.”

	“That’s going to be fun with no elevator,” Luis said.

	Alexa looked him up and down. “You should be able to handle it just fine.”

	Elliot chuckled. “Better you than me. Some things are best left to the youngsters.” He smiled at Eve and then looked back at Lucas. “Let me show you how to use this gizmo so you can be on your way.”

	After several minutes of instruction, Lucas, Luis, and Alexa departed the hospital and navigated through the tents to the perimeter. The guards saluted Lucas, who returned the gesture, and they were walking through the gate when Wink appeared from the tree line. He eyed the spectrum analyzer in Lucas’s hand and their night vision monocles with barely contained curiosity, and shifted his attention to the night vision monocle on Lucas’s head.

	“Where you off to?” he finally asked.

	“Why?” Luis snapped.

	Wink made a face. “Just a question.”

	Lucas stared him down. “What brings you here?”

	“Been a while since we talked. I wanted to clear some things up about how we’re going to operate moving forward,” Wink said.

	Lucas looked around. “Now isn’t a good time.”

	“Will you be back soon? I can wait.”

	Lucas shook his head. “Probably be a while. Maybe schedule something for the next couple of days. Right now we’re busy.”

	Wink frowned. “Whereabouts you going? I know the city better than most. Maybe save you some grief.”

	Alexa took a small step forward. “I’ve got it handled.”

	Wink’s face creased with a trace of a smile. “Really? And who’re you?”

	Lucas intervened. “One of my troops. Now, if you’re out of questions, it’s getting late. We’ve got to get going.”

	“I’d be careful. Still a lot of scumbags in Houston.”

	Luis bit back a response with obvious effort. Lucas nodded once. “Appreciate the tip.”

	They watched Wink stroll away, taking his time, and when he had disappeared around a corner, Luis looked to Lucas, clearly displeased.

	“About time to put that one out of his misery. He’s more than overdue.”

	Lucas shook his head. “Deal’s a deal. He may not be much, but we need all the help we can get until we’ve got a good handle on Houston.”

	“He’d stab you in the back faster than spit.”

	“Could be. A good reason not to turn our back on him.”

	Alexa cleared her throat. “It’s going to be dark soon, and the animals will be coming out to play. We want to get downtown before it’s their feeding time.”

	Luis hefted his assault rifle. “I’m loaded for bear.”

	“The whole idea was to avoid engaging,” she snapped.

	“Just saying.”

	Lucas exhaled heavily. “Enough. Alexa’s right. Let’s make tracks while we can. Point’s to find the transmitter, not prove what hard cases we are.”

	Luis studied his dusty boots. “Didn’t mean anything by it. Just that we can handle whatever the local dirtbags throw at us.”

	“Someone gets off a lucky shot, and it’ll do you same as a marine sniper. We’re going to keep our heads down and avoid anyone we come across. Understood?”

	Alexa nodded, and Luis grunted his assent.

	“You got it, General.”

	Alexa started forward. “I’ll lead the way. Try to keep up, okay?”

	Lucas and Luis exchanged a glance.

	“We’ll do our best,” Lucas said with a chuckle.

	Luis and Lucas followed her toward the nearby industrial parks, their eyes roving over Alexa before sweeping their surroundings, the security of the camp behind them and nothing but danger lying ahead in the darkening city streets.

	



Chapter 21

	A figure crept from the buildings on the perimeter of the army camp and moved to the double barbed-wire fencing that ringed the grounds. He paused at a tree that concealed his form from the camp and peered around the trunk at the tents. Many of them were glowing from lanterns, covering the area in front of the stadium like a tapestry of fabric fireflies settled down for the night. Spotting an area that was particularly dark inside the perimeter, he moved cautiously from his hiding place to where he could almost spit into the camp’s inky recesses.

	He slipped the strap of a black fabric satchel from his shoulder, glanced around a final time, and heaved it over the fence. It landed with a soft thump on the grass inside the fence, and he spun and bolted back to the structures from which he’d appeared, his running footfalls a dull echo against the façades.

	Five minutes later, he emerged several hundred yards closer to the main gate and walked unhurriedly to the guarded entry, taking a position in a line of other men waiting for entry to begin their night shift of cleaning and maintenance while the camp slept.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Duke leaned against a wagon, a grin on his face as he finished up a story he was sharing with Colt and one of his subordinates.

	“So I said, yeah, but at least with a dog, he’ll be happy to see me when I show up at midnight after a hard day’s drinking!”

	The men laughed at the timeworn punch line, and Colt shook his head.

	“You’re not a well man, my friend.”

	“Never claimed to be, nor saw much use in being one,” Duke agreed with a beaming smile.

	Colt’s eyes drifted to the main gate and the long shambling line of locals.

	“What’s that all about? Recruits?”

	Duke frowned. “Hardly. Night crew for cleanup.”

	“I was gonna say. Most of ’em look like they’d blow away in a strong wind.”

	Duke sighed. “No question it was hard on everybody, between the Crew and the cartel. And those are the ones who made it.”

	“The lucky ones,” Colt said, his words tinged with irony.

	“If you say so.” Duke yawned and looked over in the direction of the mess tent. “Best grab some grub and get some shut-eye. Congrats again on the job in Dallas. Fine work. It was good catching up with you.”

	“You too.” Colt eyed his companion. “You go ahead. I’ll be there in a few.”

	Duke’s eyebrows rose. “Got a date or something?”

	“Just want to look around some.”

	Duke shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

	Colt continued to watch the workers filing past the inspection area, the hair on the back of his neck prickling as his eyes settled on one man who seemed unsettled, or perhaps amped up on something. He was jittery, his gaze roaming the area, shifting from foot to foot while he waited wordlessly with the rest. Some aspect of his demeanor set off alarms in Colt, and he regarded the dozens of workers from a distance, wondering whether his nerves were simply raw from being hypervigilant on the roads south or if there was something genuinely suspicious going on.

	Duke had filled him in on the sabotage at the refinery, and perhaps that had triggered his unease at non-army personnel entering the camp. Whatever it was, he decided to listen to his gut, and waited until the group had cleared the inspection gauntlet before moving closer.

	Most of the men made their way toward the mess tent, but the figure who’d drawn his attention moved instead toward the latrine trench downwind from the camp. Nothing suspicious in that, Colt thought, although the way the worker scanned his surroundings as he walked gave Colt pause. He fingered the revolver holstered at his hip and stayed a safe distance back, where he wouldn’t stand out, to all appearances just looking for his tent among the sea of nylon.

	Colt lost sight of the man and swore softly. He was preparing to leave the cover of the tents when his quarry reappeared, retracing his steps unhurriedly but now with a bag of some sort in hand. Colt followed him back toward the mess tent and, when the man was a dozen yards from the enclosure, called out to him.

	“You! With the backpack. Freeze!”

	The worker stopped in his tracks and looked around frantically as Colt approached, revolver drawn and levelled at him. When Colt was ten feet away, he motioned with the gun to the bag.

	“What have you got there?”

	The man’s eyes darted from the gun to something just beyond Colt and back before he answered.

	“Nothing, sir. Just my lunch.”

	“Don’t they feed you?” Colt asked, his voice reasonable but his pistol unwavering.

	“Sure. But the food sucks.”

	Colt chuckled. “Tell me about it. What’s on your menu for tonight?”

	The man swallowed dryly. “Why? What’s it to you?”

	“Just curious. Why don’t you show me what you got there?”

	The man’s shoulders sagged. He unslung the shoulder strap and fiddled with the clasp before hurling it at Colt’s head and sprinting away. Colt had anticipated the move, though, and snagged the bag with his free hand and took off after the worker, who was beelining for the gate. Colt yelled out to a pair of soldiers between the runner and the entry.

	“Grab him!”

	The startled soldiers did as ordered and tackled the running man, knocking him to the pavement with a whoosh of air from his lungs. Colt arrived as he was struggling for breath, and levelled his revolver at the worker’s head.

	“Hold him down while I check this and see what our man here is up to,” Colt said, and opened the satchel to find a Styrofoam box that had been crafted from an old ice chest. He removed the strip of duct tape that held it closed and peered at the contents, and his expression darkened. He stood and looked to the pair who were holding the struggling laborer. “We’re going to the command tent. If he tries to run for it, break his legs.”

	The soldiers obliged and half dragged the whimpering man to the tent with Colt leading the way. Inside, Elliot was studying a sheaf of documents he’d brought from the hospital, and looked up when Colt burst in.

	“Sir, we have a situation,” Colt said, his voice tight.

	Elliot took in Colt and the pair of soldiers with their prisoner between them. “I’d say so. What’s the story?”

	Colt approached Elliot and set the satchel on the table beside the papers. “I found this on him. He didn’t have it when he checked in for his shift. Figured after the attack on the refinery, you’d want to know.”

	Elliot stood and went through the satchel’s contents, removed two ancient pint bottles that had once held whiskey from the bag, and set them on the table, their clear contents filled to the top. He held one to the lantern and inspected it and then set it down and stared holes through the prisoner.

	“What is this?”

	The man didn’t respond. Elliot nodded as though expecting the silence, and stood.

	“Tell you what. If you won’t tell us what it is, let’s see how you do after we’ve poured half a bottle down your throat, right? Your call.”

	The fear in the prisoner’s eyes was genuine, and when he spoke, his voice had a tremor.

	“I…I don’t know what it is. That’s the God’s honest truth.”

	Colt snorted in disbelief. “You’re walking around the camp with bottles of mystery potion? That’s your story?”

	“It’s true.”

	Elliot nodded again as though understanding the man’s words. “Be best to come clean. How’d you come into possession of these, and what were you planning on doing with them?”

	“I…a guy offered me a bunch of gold to pour them into the water supply. That’s all I know. I’m in bad shape, and I need a break. Otherwise I’d never have talked to him…”

	Colt took a step toward him, his face clouded with rage.

	“You were going to poison us?” he demanded, his voice a snarl.

	The man looked down. “Don’t know if that’s the case. Could be drugs or something. Like I said – I didn’t ask.”

	Elliot cleared his throat. “Who told you to do this?”

	“I…I don’t know him. Met him when I was off shift. All’s I know is he showed me some gold and promised me more where that came from if I did it.”

	Colt looked ready to punch the man, but Elliot held up a hand. “When were you supposed to collect?”

	“Tonight. After I did it. During feeding time.”

	Elliot nodded a final time and eyed Colt. “Keep him on ice while I decide what to do with him. But don’t rough him up. I’ve got an idea. And find Duke. Tell him to get over here quick as he can.”

	Colt turned to the men. “You heard him. Take him to the stockade. I’ll be along shortly.”

	They departed, leaving Elliot staring at the bottles. Whatever the agent was, it would have to be impervious to heat, since all the drinking water was boiled.

	A thought struck him. Perhaps it wasn’t intended to be ingested? Could it have been something that was absorbed through the skin? A toxin so virulent that bathing in it, or allowing the horses to drink it, would result in death or serious adverse consequences?

	He considered what the clear liquid might be and shuddered. He could think of a dozen agents that would kill or impair the troops if the saboteur had been successful in deploying it. None of which were easy to manufacture, which implied that the Illuminati were involved rather than the cartel or whatever remnants of the Crew might be skulking around.

	The thought gave him pause, and he was mulling over the best response when Duke strode into the tent.

	“Colt told me what happened,” Duke said without preamble.

	“Worrisome for a host of reasons,” Elliot said, and offered a capsule summary of why. When he was finished, Duke’s frown could have been carved into his face with a dull blade.

	“We obviously need to find out who put him up to it. I’ll beat it out of him,” Duke growled.

	“Unlikely to work. I believe that he doesn’t know on whose behalf he’s acting. He’s a lowlife who thought he could make a big score.”

	“By poisoning the army,” Duke stated flatly. “A capital offense if there ever was one.”

	“No question. But I’m not sure a firing squad will solve our problem, which is that someone’s targeted us with more than bullets. We need to stop whoever’s behind this before he gets lucky on another try.”

	Duke’s eyes narrowed. “Sounds like you have a plan.”

	Elliot paced by the table, chewing his lower lip. He stopped and faced Duke. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

	



Chapter 22

	Simon watched through binoculars from the shadows of a building near the army camp as two men and a woman made their way along the boulevard that led toward downtown. They stopped and had a terse discussion with a figure who emerged from the darkness, and then continued on their way, leaving the figure to vanish into the darkening surroundings from whence he’d come.

	He lowered the glasses and turned toward Alonso, one of the fighters he’d recruited from El Pulte’s, who had professed his loyalty to the cartel and explained that the only reason he wasn’t dead in the battle against the army was because his boss had told him they were pulling back to mount a counterattack that had never happened. Simon had his doubts about the veracity of Alonso’s account, but had decided that the truth didn’t matter so long as the man was loyal…for now. He would deal with traitors once Houston was back in cartel control, but right now he needed capable hands and level heads if he had any chance at success.

	“What do you think?” Simon asked.

	“We could take them,” Alonso said, spyglasses glued to his brow. “I think one of them is their commander. I’ve seen him from a distance.”

	“Wonder what he’s doing going off on his own? He’s got thousands of men at his beck and call…”

	“Could be some kind of clandestine meeting?” Alonso paused. “We could take them down in a heartbeat once they’re out of sight of the camp.”

	Simon thought for several moments. Tempting as it was to assassinate the man responsible for the cartel’s crushing defeat in Houston, the act would put the camp on red alert for the duration, making his chances of pulling off his task impossible. He weighed his father’s approval of the bold move against his anger at Simon having been distracted from his purpose in Houston, and shook his head.

	“That isn’t the mission,” Simon warned. “It’s to get the girl. I thought I was clear about that.”

	“You were. But we’ve been watching the hospital for hours. The place is crawling with guards, so there’s no way we get in, much less make it out alive.”

	“There’s always a way,” Simon chided.

	Alonso hesitated and then tried one more time. “Not trying to argue, jefe. I’m just saying that if you wanted to take them off the board, I think we could do it pretty easily.”

	Simon stared at Alonso and scowled. “Nothing worth doing’s ever easy. No, we’ll follow at a safe distance and see what they’re up to. Could be something that will help us get to the girl. Maybe we can grab their general and trade him for her.”

	“Any idea who the other two are?”

	Simon shook his head. “Collateral damage.”

	Alonso lowered his binoculars. “If you want to tail them, we need to move. I already lost sight of them.”

	Simon’s face was set in grim determination. “Let’s do it. But quietly. We don’t want to give ourselves away.”

	Alonso whispered instructions to the other four men from the bar, all of whom were dressed in black in order to blend into the night, and told two of them to remain in place, watching the hospital for the timing of the guards’ shift changes. He gathered his rifle and leaned into Simon.

	“Ready.”

	Simon glanced around. “Follow me.”

	They left the pair in place and took off at a trot, Simon leading the way. Night was already descending on them to the point where it was hard to make out the streets a block away. When they reached the intersection where the trio had disappeared, Simon slowed and murmured to Alonso, “You take the lead. This isn’t my town.”

	Alonso nodded and hefted his Kalashnikov with a lopsided grin. “It will be before long.”

	Simon returned the smile, and then they were in motion again, slipping around the rusting husks of abandoned cars as they plunged farther into the depths of the zone few of the sane dared enter even during the day. As they hurried to pick up a trace of their quarry, a knot of acid burned like liquid fire in Simon’s gut at the unexpected diversion from his relatively straightforward plan of hitting the guards in the wee hours and spiriting the girl away before the camp could organize a response.

	



Chapter 23

	The wreckage-clogged streets were pitch black by the time Lucas’s group reached the outskirts of the downtown area. They switched on their NV gear as they picked their way toward their target, the skyscrapers ahead silhouetted against the glimmering tapestry of stars. They were taking smaller streets at Alexa’s urging, and their progress was slow, as many of the roadways were completely blocked by abandoned cars and rubble, making for difficult going.

	Alexa walked with cautious assurance, pausing at intersections before proceeding and keeping her voice low when she spoke. Lucas found himself reluctantly admiring her skills and, after an hour, understood how she’d managed to stay alive in a city with a reputation as a cesspool. She darted from doorways to wreckage and back as she wended her way toward their destination, Luis and Lucas following closely behind her, rifles at the ready, the buildings illuminated in the amber glow of their NV goggles.

	They hadn’t seen anyone on the streets, which was hardly surprising given what Alexa had told them about their route. All but the most hardened locals gave the area a wide berth unless they were buying or selling drugs or numbered among the more indiscriminate of those working the sex trade. Even then, the danger was such that only the most desperate or predatory took the chance, knowing the ruling gangs to be as compassionate as cobras.

	Alexa slowed and cocked her head to listen. Lucas and Luis caught up to her, and Lucas whispered in the darkness, “What is it?”

	“I thought I heard something,” she murmured. “Could have been the wind.”

	A humid breeze was blowing from the coast, the air as hot as a furnace even after the sun had set. Lucas wet his lips and was about to reply when a crossbow bolt shattered the glass of the storefront immediately in front of him. They ducked instinctively and searched the buildings for signs of the shooter, but saw nothing.

	Faint birdcalls sounded in the distance, and Alexa hissed at the men, “We need to get out of here. There’ll be more on their way. Follow me.”

	Luis swept the nearest building with his rifle. “How–”

	“The birds. It’s their signal. We don’t have much time.”

	She took off at a flat-out run, zigzagging between the wrecked vehicles, and Lucas and Luis sprinted after her, their boots slamming against the cracking pavement. She turned a corner at the end of the block, and they followed as another crossbow quarrel whizzed by Luis’s ear, shearing a tuft off his hat brim as it narrowly missed him.

	He cursed and spun to fire back at the shooter, but saw only an endless string of dark windows from which the arrows could have come. Lucas’s voice from the corner snapped him back to the present.

	“Don’t waste the ammo.”

	Luis darted to where Lucas was waiting, and they ran after Alexa, who was working her way along the cluttered sidewalk, scrambling over refuse that had accumulated during the looting of the area. They made it another block, and she slowed, holding her hand out in a signal for them to stop.

	“What are we doing?” Lucas snapped.

	“Waiting so we don’t walk into an ambush.”

	“How will we know that?” Luis asked.

	“We have to be smarter than them. They’ll probably make some noise, depending on how many there are and where they’re coming from. We go in the opposite direction and skirt them.”

	“You make it sound simple,” Luis said.

	“The gangs up in this area aren’t that smart. Cunning and vicious, but they aren’t thinkers. Most of them are strung out on drugs, so we have an advantage. We just have to avoid doing anything stupid, and keep our eyes and ears open.”

	Luis patted his M16. “We have night vision gear, and we’re not using bows and arrows. I’m not worried.”

	Lucas eyed him. “Your hat is.”

	Alexa shushed them and indicated the intersection at the far corner. Four lanky men in ragged clothing with rifles were creeping along the sidewalk, taking care to be quiet. She pointed back the way they’d come, and then edged past Luis and Lucas and back around the corner before bolting along the street and making for the end of the block. She waited for them to catch up before heading down a smaller street partially blocked by an old barricade crafted from rotting pallets and debris. When she reached it, she climbed over and continued along a stinking gutter filled with waste. A rat scurried along the effluvia, and she shuddered but didn’t slow, her eyes trained on the far end of the block.

	Lucas tailed her closely and was up and over the makeshift cover in seconds. Luis was more cautious and paused to survey the way they’d come. He spotted a head and a rifle a hundred yards along the sidewalk, peering from a doorway, and resisted the urge to pick the man off, secure that he couldn’t see them in the dark without NV gear. He watched as another joined the first, and made a snap decision to give the pursuers pause in their enthusiasm for hunting them.

	His rifle barked twice. The first slug caught the newcomer in the chest, spinning him around, and the second punched into the original gunman’s torso. Luis pressed his lips in satisfaction and clambered over the barricade and then trotted to where Lucas was waiting with Alexa, his frown spectral beneath his NV monocle.

	“I thought I ordered you not to engage,” Lucas snapped.

	“They knew we were here. This’ll make them think twice about tracking us.”

	Lucas shook his head, resigned to the decision Luis had forced on them. He couldn’t unwind the shots, so the best they could do would be to put some serious distance between them and the raiders. But he wasn’t happy, and his expression signaled his displeasure as clearly as a flare in the night sky.

	“Hope you’re right. Alexa?”

	She glanced away before pointing down a narrow service accessway between a pair of brick buildings. “This way. There are some alleys we can use to stay off the main streets until we’re closer to the towers.”

	They moved through the gap and found themselves in a cramped passage lined with steel rear exits for what had once been upscale stores. Lucas trailed the others and looked over his shoulder regularly as they made their way to the next block, where Alexa led them into an alley. She hesitated at the alley mouth, and Lucas sidled up to her.

	“You sure about this?” he whispered.

	She nodded. “We’re sitting ducks on the street. Depending on how many there are, they’ll be watching the main roads.”

	“How far do you think we are from downtown?” Luis asked.

	She thought for a second. “No more than a mile.”

	Alexa guided them through the alleyways until they were clear of the district where they’d been attacked, and when they were within sight of the downtown area, she stopped at the edge of a small park so that Lucas could get his bearings with the spectrum analyzer. He powered it on and pointed the antenna at the tallest of the towering buildings, and scowled at the screen when it flickered and blinked out. He tried again, and when it didn’t come to life, fiddled with the connections, but to no avail. After five minutes of this, he set the machine aside and turned to them.

	“Damn thing’s on and off. But looks like it’s the tallest one,” he said, pointing at the seventy-one-story Wells Fargo Tower in front of them. “Makes sense.”

	Luis followed Lucas’s finger and considered the tower. “Higher you are, the more range.”

	Alexa squinted in the darkness, and when she spoke, her voice was a whisper.

	“I think I see something at the entrance.”

	Lucas raised his rifle and surveyed the shattered glass doors and then slowly lowered it and turned to her.

	“You’ve got a good eye. I thought I saw movement, but I couldn’t tell what it was.” He nodded once. “Don’t know about you, but I’m not feeling lucky. If they have someone watching the place, we’re not going to walk into a trap. Follow me.”

	“Where are we going?” Alexa asked.

	“You’ll know as soon as I do.”

	



Chapter 24

	An LED lamp burned bright in the hospital as Elliot worked into the night, trying to modify a fluoroscopy machine by overcalibrating the tube so it would produce radiation at a higher frequency than normal. He swore as the small screwdriver he was using slipped, and he cut his hand on the tube casing and stepped away from the machine to wipe sweat from his forehead while he considered the small wound between his thumb and forefinger.

	A scrape from behind him pulled him from his reverie, and he spun with the screwdriver in hand, then relaxed when Ruby stepped into the room, her face drawn with fatigue.

	“Sorry to creep up on you,” she said. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

	“If you’re trying to kill me, a bullet would be quicker.”

	“Slim chance of that. The guards upstairs took my gun and practically strip-searched me before they let me in. I had to lie and tell them I had an emergency secret message from Lucas to get past them.”

	“And that worked?”

	“I’m here, aren’t I?” She smiled. “I wanted to see how she’s doing, but she’s asleep, poor thing.”

	“She’s much improved, but that’s conditional on staying shielded from whatever transmission is affecting her.”

	Ruby eyed the C-arm Elliot was standing beside. “What’s that?”

	He let out an exasperated sigh. “I have a theory about the technology inside Eve, and I’m trying to cobble together something to test it. But nothing works after all these years, and the X-ray tubes are gassy, the batteries are dead, corrosion has set in, there are no working measurement devices…it isn’t going well.”

	“Can I help? Say the word.”

	“I wish you could.”

	Ruby thought for a moment. “But if Lucas is successful in disabling this…transmitter…won’t Eve be better?”

	“That’s the idea. At least for a while. But recall she wasn’t doing well before, so this can’t be the first time they’ve deployed it. Which tells me they can do it again. So I’m afraid that disabling a transmitter is a temporary fix.”

	“Well, she certainly can’t stay in the basement forever.”

	“No, she can’t.” He sighed again and studied the drying blood on his hand. “The problem is the nanotechnology inside her is now part of her system, so it isn’t like we can surgically excise it, like, say, a GPS chip or something. This is cutting-edge technology that’s using the iron in her blood to form networks of some kind – microscopic, but pervasive – that are activated by electromagnetic radiation. It was light-years ahead of anything you could imagine when the collapse happened. Only a few labs in the world had even heard of it, and they were all military research facilities with top-secret clearance.”

	Ruby pursed her lips. “Was that what they were doing in Lubbock?”

	“Rather obvious that it was, isn’t it? But I’ve never seen this in the flesh. I’m aware of some of the experiments, but they were preliminary and highly speculative. That they got it to the point where it worked in a human is…it’s both monstrous and amazing at the same time.”

	“Eve was the lucky guinea pig.”

	“The truth is we have no idea how many didn’t survive the attempt. She could be one in a hundred. Or a thousand. Or a million. But they’re obviously intent on getting her back, so there’s something inside her that’s unique. The question is what. I mean, I have a good idea of the lipid nanoparticle basis of the nanotech and the theoretical mechanism of action, but theory isn’t the same as hard data.”

	“So what do we do? She’s just a child…”

	“Yes, yes,” Elliot said impatiently. “Who lost the closest thing to a mother she had. I’m well aware. Which is why I’m burning the midnight oil.”

	She looked at his hand. “Hurt much?”

	He gave her a sad smile. “Not as much as failing, so far. But yes, it smarts.”

	“Careful it doesn’t get infected.” Ruby knew as well as anyone that with limited antibiotics, a seemingly trivial infection could blossom into life-threatening sepsis if it went untreated. “Don’t you have some antiseptic to clean it with?”

	He chuckled. “Truthfully, it just happened, so I haven’t looked.”

	“It’s a hospital, after all. There’s bound to be some iodine or alcohol somewhere.”

	“Feel free to root around. I have to get back to this.”

	Elliot resumed his work on the tube, and Ruby went in search of something for his hand. When she returned five minutes later, she was holding a tube of ointment and a roll of gauze.

	“They stole just about everything, but overlooked this and some bandage material.”

	“Junkies will target hospitals and pharmacies first. I’m surprised anything survived.”

	“Can’t smoke it or shoot it. Luckily for you.”

	He shook his head. “Don’t make a fuss over me. It’s a scratch. Careless.”

	She leveled a stern look at him. “Come here, Elliot. Right now. I promise it won’t hurt.”

	He smiled. “It’s been a long time since a woman said that to me.”

	They both laughed, and she squeezed out some ointment and wrapped his hand. She tied off the gauze around his wrist and inspected her work with a nod. “There. Good as new.”

	“Don’t know about that, but thank you, Ruby.”

	She set the ointment on a stainless-steel treatment table and frowned. “If you can’t get this to work, you know what you’re going to have to do, don’t you?”

	“I’m afraid so. But I’m loathe to make the trip.”

	“If the lab was equipped well enough to do this to her after the collapse, it’s equipped enough to undo it, or at least to give her a shot at a normal life, right?”

	“That would be the idea. But I have no way of knowing. For all I know, they destroyed it at some point after Sierra absconded with her. It’s all theoretical. Schrödinger’s cat level speculative.”

	“You’re going to have to try.”

	He set the screwdriver down and gave her a weary look. “Are you here to torment me like some sort of demon?”

	“I get that a lot.”

	“If the shoe fits…”

	“All I’m saying is that if you need company and decide to make the trip, my dance card is open. I’m getting stir-crazy in this muggy prison camp.”

	Elliot debated telling her about the imminent danger from poisoning, but decided against it.

	“That makes two of us. If you want to go sit with Eve, I’m sure she won’t mind. But I need to see if I can get this damn thing rigged. Not that I don’t enjoy our little tête-à-têtes…”

	“I think I’ll do that. You know where to find me.”

	Elliot’s eyes followed her out of the vault, and he stared up at the ceiling for a long beat before considering the job he was doing with frustrated disgust. “Trying to hot-wire a gizmo that’s deader than Elvis. What’s gotten into you?” he whispered, and then returned to his effort, squinting in the bright artificial light as he fought to make out the screw that he’d been battling, deep in the housing, the sharp tube cowling like a rose’s thorns, protecting it from his violation even in death.

	



Chapter 25

	Lucas skirted the base of the tower and led them to the far side, away from the main entrance, to one of the service accessways that fed into the underground delivery parking area. They peered into the darkness, and Lucas methodically scanned the nearest section of the garage with his rifle while Luis and Alexa watched the street. When he was sure they weren’t going to be ambushed, he motioned to them and took careful steps into the huge space, leading with his rifle, all senses on alert.

	They crept deeper into the garage, and Lucas paused by a van that had been stripped of everything usable, leaving only the chassis and motor. He signaled to Luis and Alexa to stop, and they listened intently. After several long moments, he continued towards the green doors of the stairwells, the signs announcing them still in surprisingly good shape. Alexa followed close behind, and Luis lingered, watching the street as they made their way to the stairs.

	Lucas was nearly to the first door when Luis hissed a warning.

	“We’ve got company. At least fifteen coming fast. Cover me,” he said, and ran deeper into the darkness toward one of the abandoned vehicles that dotted the parking area.

	Lucas shouldered his rifle and leaned toward Alexa.

	“Try the door. See if it’s open.”

	Alexa did as asked, and then swore.

	“Locked.”

	“Try the other one.”

	Alexa inched to the second door and whispered to him moments later, “Open.”

	Gunfire rattled from the garage entrance, and rounds pocked the concrete around them. Lucas ducked down and squeezed off two bursts, and Alexa followed suit. Luis joined them from his position at one of the nearby wrecks, and within seconds the pitched gun battle was deafening, the orange of the intruders’ muzzle flashes answered by shots from Lucas and company.

	“Get into the stairwell,” Lucas growled to Alexa after emptying his first magazine and slamming a fresh one into place.

	“I’m not leaving you two.”

	“Not asking you to. Get in there. Now,” he snapped, and fired at a gunman who showed himself briefly as he entered the space.

	Alexa crouched low and eased the door open, and Lucas focused on identifying where the shooters had taken cover in the garage, choosing his targets carefully, making his shots count. Luis swore from where he was doing the same, and then ran to Lucas while he laid down covering fire. Rounds ricocheted off the smooth cement floor near the wrecked vehicle as he slid like it was home plate, and Lucas took the top of one of the gunmen’s heads off with a well-placed shot.

	“How many you figure we nailed?” Luis asked as he brought his rifle to bear on another of the attackers.

	“Maybe half a dozen.”

	“We’re sitting ducks here unless we can shoot our way out.”

	“There’s too many of them,” Lucas said.

	Luis squeezed off a round. “But there’s only one way up. I could hold them off while you do what you came to do.”

	“Don’t much like the odds of one against ten.”

	“The odds get way better if they have to come through the doorway to get to the stairs,” Luis observed. “I take up position on the first landing; it’s shooting fish in a barrel. They have to come in one by one.”

	Lucas considered the suggestion before shaking his head. “Unless they have grenades.”

	“If they’re smart, they’ll try to get above me by going to one of the lobby levels.”

	“And then what?”

	“By then I’ll have moved higher, and it’s the same problem. I can keep playing that game for hours. And ten can quickly become five by the time they figure it out.”

	More shooting erupted from one of the wrecks. They both answered it with fire of their own, and Lucas frowned. “I don’t like it.”

	“I’m just saying that I can hold them off indefinitely, so there’s no need for all three of us to stick around. We’ve all been in tougher binds.”

	Lucas felt in his flak jacket and removed two of the three grenades he was carrying. He passed them to Luis, who took them and stowed them in his vest.

	Lucas’s mouth tightened into a line. “If you wait for a few of them to get into the stairwell and then drop that on ’em, might put a damper on their party.”

	“I’ll lay down some serious cover fire so you can get to the door. Do the same for me once you’re there.”

	“You got it.”

	Lucas sprinted from behind the wreck and beelined to the stairwell. Alexa’s rifle barked four times as he neared, joining the volleys from Luis’s weapon. He squeezed through the opening and spun to cover Luis, who darted from his hiding place and made it to the doorway in seconds as both Alexa and Lucas emptied their magazines.

	Luis slammed the steel door shut behind him. Slugs pounded into the slab, denting the interior sheet, which held. He looked to Lucas and grinned.

	“I’d get going if I were you two. It’s gonna get crowded in here pretty quick.”

	“What–?” Alexa started, but Lucas cut her off.

	“Luis is going to run interference while we find the transmitter.” He eyed the door and the portable spectrum analyzer and then wedged it into place so the slab could only partially open. Lucas turned to Luis. “Won’t be needing that anymore. Might as well put it to use.”

	“I’ll follow you up to the next level and bait the trap,” Luis said. “Get moving.”

	“Are you sure about this?” Alexa asked.

	Luis grunted. “Not planning on dying tonight, if that’s the question. But let me get to work. All this talk’s throwing my concentration.”

	Lucas touched Alexa’s arm. “Come on.”

	He took the steps two at a time, not waiting for her to catch up, and she had to struggle to keep up with him. They had ascended five levels when the first of the shooting from below began in the stairwell, and he picked up his pace. They were at the nineteenth floor when a deafening detonation boomed from the basement, and both their ears were ringing as they continued higher, Luis’s fate now in his own hands and those of Providence.

	



Chapter 26

	Silence filled the stairwell as Lucas and Alexa grimly marched higher, sweat coursing down their faces behind the night vision gear. The air was stifling in the unventilated concrete shaft. They paused at the fiftieth floor and caught their breath, their leg muscles on fire from the exertion and their breathing ragged. Lucas held a finger to his lips and craned his neck, wincing as he listened for sounds of pursuit. He blinked away perspiration, and after thirty seconds he frowned at her. The stairwell was as still as a crypt other than the sound of their exhalations.

	“What do you think happened?” Alexa whispered.

	“He used the grenade. Maybe it changed their minds about whether following us up was worth it.”

	“Why would anyone attack us? Who do you think it is?”

	Lucas shrugged. “No way of knowing. Could be anyone. Raiders, scavengers, Crew, cartel stragglers…the ones who planted the transmitter we’re looking for…take your pick.”

	“Maybe they gave up?”

	A scrape, so faint as to be the flutter of a butterfly’s wings, sounded from below, and Lucas leaned in so close to Alexa his breath warmed her skin when he whispered, “No. They’re coming. Move. Quietly as possible.”

	They resumed their climb and ascended the remaining twenty-one stories to the top floor. There, Lucas did a quick scan of the offices, and finding nothing that resembled a transmitter, led Alexa to the service stairs that rose to the roof. He eased the heavy steel access door open, and the hinges groaned softly, eliciting a scowl from him. Alexa spoke in a hushed voice.

	“You want me to stand guard?”

	“If you want to. They were at least forty or more stories below us and moving slowly. We’ve got some time.”

	“Not much. And there’s the question of how we get down if they’re in the stairwell.”

	“One problem at a time. You coming or staying?”

	A hint of a smile flashed across her face. “You’ve got a real way about you. Anyone ever tell you that?”

	He stared at her. “I read a book on influencing people.”

	“Get a refund.”

	Lucas moved into the stairwell and stopped at the roof door. He unbolted it and swung it open, and was rewarded with a gush of warm air that was so welcome in spite of its humidity that it nearly took his breath away. He emerged from the doorway onto the huge, flat expanse of roof, and waited for Alexa to join him as he looked around at the housings and the enormous superstructure that occupied the center of the space.

	“What are we looking for, exactly?” she asked above the wind noise.

	“Some kind of antenna. It’ll probably have a solar panel or two beside it to power it.”

	She took in the huge area and all of the equipment installed in weatherproof housings.

	“That narrows it down. This will take all night.”

	“You take that side; I’ll take this one. If you see anything suspicious, call out.”

	“If they’re coming for us…”

	“They’ll need to worry about having more grenades dropped on them. Besides which, they have no idea we’re headed to the top. Far as they know, we could be on any floor.”

	She looked doubtful. “Hope you’re right.”

	Lucas moved to a section of roof that dropped several stories lower and housed giant ventilation system fans the size of railway cars. He raised his rifle and methodically studied every foot of them through the scope, and concluded after a minute that they were too far below the roof rim to serve as a hiding place for the transmitter. He saw no solar arrays or anything else out of the ordinary. He then began a slow grid search of the remainder of the roof on his side of the access door while Alexa worked the other section.

	When he was satisfied the transmitter wasn’t there, he cupped his hands and called to Alexa, “Anything?”

	Her words were barely audible above the soft moan of the wind through the towering mountings.

	“Not yet.”

	“I’m going up top to have a look.”

	Lucas shouldered his M4 strap and climbed the rungs of a steel ladder another two stories to the top of the superstructure. Carefully walking the perimeter, he inspected the area for anything that didn’t look like it belonged. He eyed the tall cell phone antennas and satellite receivers, but nothing looked newly installed, and everything was oversized and obviously from before the virus had shut down humanity.

	Alexa’s voice reached him from the base of the ladder.

	“Nothing here I can see,” she said.

	“Same here.”

	Lucas lowered himself to the roof and stared around before walking back to the stairway access door. He paused there and strained to hear anything inside, but nothing greeted him but empty space.

	“Looks like we got lucky,” Alexa said.

	Lucas exhaled. “So far. But no transmitter.”

	“It has to be here, doesn’t it?”

	“If Elliot’s gizmo is anything but scrap. Let’s search inside the top floors. Could be by one of the windows.”

	“I thought it had to be on the roof.”

	“Humor me.”

	They walked the offices, staying near the windows, pausing periodically to listen in case their hunters had braved the seventy-one floors. Lucas thought it unlikely – all their attackers needed to do was wait for them to descend, which they would have to eventually, without any food or water. Why their adversaries would want to do so was a different issue, and the idea that they had inadvertently drawn the ire of a well-armed group didn’t sit right. Nothing they were carrying could have been of that much interest to their pursuers. Two or three loners, possibly, but not the near twenty Lucas estimated had come for them. That was a considerable force, so something besides opportunity was at work.

	Could the Illuminati have such reach that they could assemble a small army on a moment’s notice in an occupied city? If so, then Eve was in far greater danger than he or Elliot had thought, and a knot in his gut twisted – he’d left her with an old man and a disinterested contingent of guards rather than Alexa, who knew the score and had a personal investment in keeping Eve safe.

	A sound from somewhere deep in the building’s depths disrupted the silence, and he and Alexa froze. She glanced around while he stood still, and then moved to one of the windows. Lucas shook his head forcefully and crept toward the office entry, where the stairwell door was beside the elevator shafts. He stopped at the door and listened intently, and cringed when Alexa’s whisper reached him.

	“Lucas.”

	He raised a finger to his lips and looked over at her. She waved at him, and he shook his head.

	Her next words were louder, but only a little – a stage whisper. “You need to see this.”

	He sighed inwardly and moved to her. “We have company,” he murmured.

	She pointed at the building across the street. “Do you see that thing on the roof? Over on the Enterprise Plaza. At the base of the big cell tower or whatever that is. There’s a light blinking on it. You can just make it out from here. And it looks like there’s a mini solar panel or something by it.”

	Lucas raised his rifle and eyed what she had indicated on the rooftop fifteen stories below them. When he lowered his rifle, his expression was grim.

	“That could be it,” he said. “Good catch.”

	Another sound from the stairwell. Still distant, but louder.

	His jaw clenched, and he pulled her away from the window. “They’re coming.”

	“What do we do? Grenades?”

	He shook his head. “We need to get across the street. Which means we need to find a way down where we won’t get shot to pieces.”

	“Like what?” Alexa asked, a note of panic invading her voice.

	Lucas thought for a moment, and then his gaze settled on the bank of elevators. He approached them and put a hand on one of the stainless-steel doors before turning to her.

	“I hope you’re not afraid of heights,” he said.

	“Not as much as I’m afraid of a gunshot to the head.”

	“That’s good.” He handed her his rifle and unsheathed his buck knife.

	“What are you going to do?” she asked.

	He held the long, heavy blade up to the faint light from the office windows and managed a tight smile.

	“Take the long way down.”

	



Chapter 27

	Wink glared at the man who was delivering his report a hundred yards down the street from the Wells Fargo Tower.

	“You were supposed to do one thing, and you failed,” he snarled.

	The man shook his head. “We didn’t fail. They’re on the upper floors. There’s only one way down, and I have a half dozen good fighters going floor to floor.”

	“The reason we’re having this discussion is because you didn’t kill them when you had the chance.”

	“They were too quick. And we’re at a disadvantage because of their NV gear.”

	“Yes, it would have been nice if we had some, but that’s life,” Wink fumed. “Six men dead and three more wounded, and what do we have to show for it?”

	“We’re working our way up. We’ll get them.”

	Wink shook his head angrily. “That’ll take forever. The building’s the size of Kansas. You’re kidding yourself.” Wink thought for a moment. “You had it right before. Pull the men back and wait for them to come down. Barricade the stairs at the lobby level and set up cover so it’s a shooting gallery. The grenade blast wrecked the basement-level stairs – they’re impassable from the debris. So put yourselves to use, block the stairwell, and watch for them.”

	The man regarded Wink. “Any idea what they’re doing here?”

	“Don’t know and don’t care. The job’s to kill them, not psychoanalyze them. Now get moving.”

	The fighter departed, leaving Wink alone in the bowels of another office building where he’d set up his command. Three people against twenty had seemed easy at the time he’d come up with the idea of removing the army’s leadership with a bullet, and he had easily picked up their trail after rallying his men. How it had gone so bad so quickly was surprising to him, but he knew the only dependable thing in the post-collapse world was entropy, so he would adapt.

	With Lucas out of the way, he would be negotiating with the old man and Lucas’s cronies, who lacked the backbone of their leader and would be more inclined to cave to Wink’s demands. With the army in crisis following Lucas’s untimely demise, Wink would get everything he wanted and probably more, as the other commanders scrambled to organize and prevent any further attacks on their top brass.

	It was perfect.

	The only problem being that Lucas had gotten lucky in the basement and had managed to take out far more of Wink’s team in the first seconds of the battle than he would have expected. A niggling feeling lingered that he had consistently underestimated Lucas’s abilities, but he dismissed it. There was only one way out of the building, and his men would be waiting, with guns blazing.

	Which would be game over.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Lucas pried at the stainless-steel slab with his buck knife, but made little progress other than to gore a small gap. After several minutes of futile effort, he abandoned the project and went in search of something more suited to the task of prying the doors open, leaving Alexa to wait. He returned shortly thereafter with a fire axe he’d found in an emergency cabinet and began slamming at the door with it, the sound like cannon fire, amplified by the empty shaft.

	The sharp steel blade mangled the door, but made little impact other than to deface it. He paused to catch his breath after thirty seconds of bashing, and then cursed.

	“What is it?” Alexa asked.

	Lucas strode over to a box affixed to the wall and struck it with the axe. It dropped to the floor, and another blow split it open. Lucas bent down and scooped up a metal rod with a hinged end and held it aloft.

	“This is a key for the door.”

	“When all else fails, read the directions,” she said.

	“I’ll say.”

	He made his way back to the door, inserted the key into a small hole in the door, and twisted it. A loud snap came from the side, and he heaved the metal slab to the side. It slid with a scrape, and wind howled through the shaft, which was black as pitch. Lucas peered inside and then stepped back.

	“We’ve got two choices. We can start from here, or take our chances and go down some floors. Downside would be running into the bad guys.”

	“Crap,” Alexa said. “How do we get down?”

	“There’s a service ladder along the side of the shaft. We’ll need to inch out along a ledge, and then go down the ladder.

	“Like eight hundred feet,” Alexa said, her voice shaky.

	“It’s only the last one that kills you if you fall.”

	“You’re not doing anything for my confidence.”

	He hesitated. “Not saying it’ll be easy. But we’re going down, not up, so there’s that.”

	“Oh, God…”

	“I know. I’ll go first. We’ll leave the shaft open so our night vision gear still works, so it won’t be as bad as if we were going in blind.” Lucas paused. “Just don’t look down.”

	Her voice was small when she spoke. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

	“I know. But we have to do it.”

	She swallowed hard and inhaled sharply. “Give me a second. I feel dizzy.”

	“You don’t want to faint in the shaft, Alexa.” He stopped and glanced back at the stairwell. “We can do this.”

	“What’s choice B again?”

	“Walking into an ambush and certain death.”

	She nodded slowly. “So out on this ledge, and…?”

	“Wait here,” he said, and disappeared down the hall. He returned dragging a fire hose, which he cut the nozzle off of with his knife and severed at twenty feet of length. “I’ll tie this to the cross member nearest the door so we can use it to stabilize us on the ledge until we reach the ladder. When I get there, you follow, and then down we go.”

	“Hopefully slowly.”

	Lucas offered a pained grin. “A sense of humor in a pinch. I wasn’t expecting that.”

	“Let’s hope you don’t have to put that on my tombstone.” She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “OK. Lead the way.”

	Lucas gathered the hose and fed the end around a horizontal stanchion and then tied it off with a double slipknot and leaned his body weight against it to cinch it tight. Once he was satisfied it would hold, he wrapped it around his arm and stretched a leg into the black nothingness to feel for the ledge he’d seen. His toe found it, and he eased himself out into space, the hose the only thing between himself and eternity, and edged along the ledge until he hit the first of the vertical rails. He stepped around it, grabbing it as he did, and continued another two feet until his foot banged into the aluminum side of the ladder and then landed on a rung. He pulled himself onto the ladder, released the hose, and grabbed the railing with both hands.

	“Okay. I’m on the ladder.”

	“You sure I can do this?”

	“Positive. I’ll talk you through it. Wrap the hose around your arm like I did, and use it to stabilize yourself. You’ll do most of the work with your feet. When you get to the shaft, use that to hold onto, and then it’s just another reach for the ladder. I’d wait to help you, but there isn’t enough room for both of us on the same level.”

	Lucas carefully moved eight rungs lower to clear the space for Alexa. He heard the brush of her clothes against the side of the shaft and modulated his voice to be as reassuring as possible, painfully aware that one misstep from either of them would end in disaster.

	“I’m at the rail,” Alexa said, her voice strained.

	“Use your free hand to pull yourself past it. You’re doing great. Almost here.”

	“I…I don’t know, Lucas.”

	“Yes, you do. Don’t look down. Concentrate on the ladder. It’s only a few feet away now. Once you’re here, you’re home free.”

	“I’m…oh God, Lucas.”

	“Grab the rail, Alexa. You’re more than halfway there. The rest is easy. Trust me. You’re past the worst of it.”

	He listened as her breathing echoed in the shaft, and blinked away sweat. She grunted softly, and he heard more rustling. Then he felt the ladder vibrate as her foot landed on a rung.

	“That’s it. Almost there. Just latch onto the ladder and drop the hose, and then we’re headed down,” he said, trying to sound encouraging.

	Another few seconds and more vibrating, and then the free end of the hose banged into his hat, sending it spinning into the void. He swore inwardly and moved down another few feet before speaking.

	“Okay. Be careful with each rung. Don’t relax your grip, and don’t do anything in a hurry. Make sure your feet are on rungs before you move your hands. You’re wearing your riding gloves?”

	“No.”

	Another bad move. “That’s good,” he said. “Makes it easier to feel the railing.”

	Lucas began moving downward, following his own advice, taking it slower than he would have if Alexa weren’t a few feet above him.

	“Should we count the stories as we pass?” she asked, her voice tremulous.

	“If you want. But it won’t get us down any faster.” He took another couple of rungs. “Going down a ladder is ten times easier than going up.”

	“Unless you slip.”

	“Which is why I told you not to.”

	A long pause. “Got it.”

	Lucas continued down, and by the time they had passed the fiftieth floor, his arms and legs were sore from the focused effort of maintaining his hold.

	“You need to rest?” he asked.

	“I’m good,” she said, her voice still tense.

	By the twentieth story, he could barely hang on, and he paused and called up to Alexa, “Let’s take a two-minute breather. Shouldn’t be much farther now.”

	“My arms feel like I’ve wrestled a hippo.”

	“Just wrap one through the rungs and let them rest. We’re losing a lot of moisture from the effort. You don’t want a cramp.”

	She exhaled noisily. “Thanks for raising the possibility. I didn’t have enough to worry about.”

	“You made it this far. The rest is the easy part,” he said.

	“You keep saying that. It’s all lies.”

	After several minutes, they resumed their descent, and after a seeming eternity, they reached the roof of the elevator car, which was stuck at the basement level. He spied his hat near the edge and retrieved it from the elevator roof and whispered to Alexa six feet above him, “We’re there. But we need to keep going to below the car and see if there’s a maintenance door down there. Fifty-fifty chance there is.”

	They made it to solid ground below the car, and Lucas helped Alexa from the ladder. She was shaking from the exertion, and he had to support her while she caught her breath. He stood without speaking with his arms around her, steadying her until her legs gained some strength. He could feel her breath against his neck and smell her freshly washed hair, and he marveled that she had been able to sustain what had obviously been a Herculean effort, battling terror every step of the way, her fear palpable, panic emanating from her in waves.

	Alexa took several deep breaths and pulled away. She looked up at him, the NV gear lending her the appearance of an alien insect, and gave him a wan smile.

	“I never want to do that again. Ever.”

	Lucas returned the smile.

	“That makes two of us.”

	She hesitated. “Sorry about the hat.”

	He adjusted it. “Been through worse.”

	Lucas looked around the subframe for an exit, unslung his M4, and flicked off the safety.

	“There,” he said, pointing to a set of concrete steps to the side of the shaft that led up to a metal door. He wiped away more sweat from his face with the back of his sleeve and made his way to the exit. Alexa followed behind, her steps as tentative as the expression of dread on her face as she freed her rifle and prepared for the worst that was likely waiting for them on the other side of the door.

	



Chapter 28

	Colt and Duke watched the would-be saboteur from a safe distance as he filed through the gate with the other workers at the end of their shift, the night’s brooding darkness swallowing them up once clear of the camp. Both of them had night vision monocles in their backpacks, as did the half dozen soldiers they’d enlisted to help in their mission.

	The saboteur made it through the gate, and Duke’s group, who were dressed as laborers, joined the queue and were through shortly afterward. Their man knew better than to run for it, given he’d been told a sniper would have him in the crosshairs until Duke’s contingent was outside the gate, and he ambled away at a snail’s pace until he was sure that they were clear of the camp.

	Elliot had decided to release the prisoner and commute a sentence of immediate death if he helped them. The prospect of indentured servitude for life sounded far better than a bullet to the brain, so the man had been amenable. Duke had been less than thrilled with allowing a potential mass murderer off with anything but capital punishment, but recognized the wisdom of Elliot’s cooler head. They needed the party responsible, not the messenger, although nailing them both would be best.

	The saboteur continued past the massive bulk of the stadium and made his way to a residential neighborhood of tract homes that had fallen, like most of the country, into deep disrepair, the harsh sun and tropical climate combined with seemingly endless rains during hurricane season having taken their toll on the structures. Trees had blown down and rendered the roads almost impossible to navigate, and everywhere the inevitable rusting carcasses of abandoned cars clogged the arteries. It was an area where few lived other than those who’d managed to find work in the camp. Most had migrated farther south, closer to the ocean and the ready supply of fish that sustained them.

	Duke and the men retrieved rifles from where they’d stashed them outside the perimeter fence, and trailed the saboteur at a distance. He passed a seedy ranch home with a shingle roof aglow with kerosene lamps, where hard men with copper skin burnished by a life outdoors were drinking cheap bootleg liquor to dull their pain. Once past the watering hole, he stopped and glanced around.

	Duke turned to Colt. “He said he was supposed to meet the guy near the bar.”

	“Unless he was lying and wanted to get far enough from the camp so he couldn’t get back shot as easily,” Colt said.

	“This isn’t how I’d have played it. You know that,” Duke countered.

	“Guess we’re pregnant now. Best to wait and see whether the baby looks like the pool boy or not.”

	Another figure detached itself from the dark contours of an adjacent home and walked toward their man. He had nearly reached him when he froze and looked around and then abruptly pivoted and rushed back the way he’d come.

	Duke cocked his rifle. “Damn. He made us.”

	“How?”

	“Doesn’t matter. Maybe our guy signaled him somehow. Either way, we can’t lose him.”

	They sprinted from their hiding place and bolted after the running figure, leaving one of the soldiers to peel off and guard the prisoner while they hunted down his paymaster. They ran to the house, and Colt pointed at the next street.

	“He went that way. I saw him as he turned the corner.”

	“Spread out,” Duke ordered. “Take two men and see if we can flank him.”

	“Roger that,” Colt agreed, and motioned to a pair of the soldiers to follow him. They branched off and continued running in parallel, Duke and his four troops staying on the street, Colt cutting across a yard to the next road and remaining within sightline of them.

	They reached an intersection where the road forked into a pair of cul-de-sacs. Colt pointed to the one on the right, and Duke led his men down the one on the left, the homes larger and more elaborate than those closer to the stadium. They slowed as they scanned the houses, and Duke’s stomach sank as he realized that the man they were chasing could have been in any of the them, or still running.

	A crash from one of the yards on the right drew them to an expansive pseudo-Victorian two-story house with rusting iron driveway gates ajar. Duke slowed and murmured to the man closest to him, “You two take that side; we’ll take this one. Shoot to wound, not to kill.”

	The order was wishful thinking, he knew, because in a firefight it was hard enough to just hit an adversary, much less expect surgical precision in one’s aim. But he had to say it on the off chance they got lucky.

	The soldiers loped off along one side of the house while Duke ran along the other. When they reached the backyard, they spied a garbage can on its side over near the back wall of the lot, presumably where their target had climbed over, using the can to make it up – which they would have missed had it not fallen over and drawn their attention to the yard.

	“Damn,” Duke swore, and raced to the wall. “Grab the can and follow me over,” he said. They obeyed, and Duke climbed onto it and was over the top in a blink. He dropped into another almost identical yard to the one they’d breached, with his men landing beside him. Footprints in the dirt before them led to the front of the house, and they followed them to another street.

	Duke hesitated and glanced in both directions and then studied the imprints again in the moist dirt that covered the pavement. He indicated the way north and took off again, pausing at each house to confirm that the dust on the sidewalk hadn’t been disturbed.

	At the fifth house, the footprints crossed the street. They followed the trail to another backyard, expecting to find them ending at the rear wall, but instead spotted them tracking up the back stairs into the house. Duke indicated the rear doorway, which had been kicked in at some prior point and hung crookedly off a single hinge, and whispered to his men, “Go around the front and make sure nothing comes out. Ben, George, you come with me. He’s in there. Remember – shoot to wound, not kill.”

	The men nodded, and Duke led them up the stairs, which creaked beneath their weight, eliciting a wince from him. Once inside the kitchen, he followed the footprints to the stairway that led up to the second floor and down to the storm cellar. He stopped and knelt to examine the tracks, and was surprised that they led down to the cellar door, not up as he would have thought.

	“He’s down there,” Duke whispered. “Here’s how we do this. I’ll kick the door open, and you two go in, staying low. There’s probably no stairs on the other side, just basement,” he finished.

	“Okay,” Ben said.

	“All right,” Duke responded. “On my count.”

	They crept down the steps, and Duke looked over his shoulder at the men and then counted softly. “One…two…THREE!”

	His boot slammed against the door, but it didn’t budge. He cursed and kicked it again, and one of the wooden center panels split, but the door stay put.

	Duke stepped back and fired a three-round burst into the wood by the handle and then kicked again. The door burst inward with a sharp crack. Ben and George were through in an instant, and a pistol shot rang out from the far side of the cellar. Ben grunted as a slug hit his plate holder, and he fell backward into Duke, who stumbled. Another shot missed and pocked the wall beside his head, and he lost his footing and went down hard, sending a white-hot streak of pain up his coccyx. He cried out in pain and blinked away the worst, and saw their quarry scrambling through a high window that opened to the footpath along the side of the house.

	Duke managed to raise his rifle, and got off a shot as the man’s torso was disappearing through the window. He didn’t know if it hit home, but the man’s legs were gone, and he feared it hadn’t.

	He pushed himself to his feet, wincing at the agony that radiated up his spine, and leaned to help George up before moving to where Ben lay.

	“How bad?” Duke asked.

	Ben grunted. “Just winded. Gonna have a nasty bruise, but the plate caught the worst of it.”

	“Good.” Duke frowned. “He got away.”

	A shout from outside echoed through the cellar, and Duke climbed the stairs and hobbled to the front of the house. The two soldiers were standing over a body sprawled on the sidewalk, blood smeared on the concrete.

	“We were on the porch and heard shooting, and then he darted out of the side yard and collapsed,” one of them said.

	Duke descended the stairs and stood over the man’s body.

	“He’s breathing,” Duke said.

	“Barely. You got him in the back. By the kidneys, from the look of it.”

	Duke felt his lower spine and sucked in a hiss of breath. “Pick him up. We need to get him to the camp. He can’t die.”

	“We’ll do our best. But you know how it is with body shots…”

	“Stop jabbering and get moving. You take his legs, you, his arms. I’ll send the others to help, but you need to jog double time, understand?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	Duke turned and retraced his steps up the stairs. George and Ben were walking toward him in the darkened hall.

	Duke stopped and faced them. “They got him, but he’s in bad shape. We need to do a relay race. You up for it?”

	George nodded once, and Ben grimaced. “I’ll give it my best shot.”

	“Then go. Back to camp. He needs a medic stat.”

	The men pushed by him and joined the others, and Duke stood for a long moment and watched them take off with the wounded man. He probed his injured posterior with his fingers, and then cursed under his breath before a pained smile spread across his face.

	“Suppose it could have been worse than a sore ass,” he whispered, and shook his head in bemusement. He took a cautious step, then another, and was back on the sidewalk when Colt and his men came running up.

	“I heard shots,” Colt gasped, breathing heavily from the run.

	“That’s right. We winged him. They’re taking him to camp.”

	“Who is he?” Colt asked.

	“No idea. Nobody I’ve seen before. But we’ll find out soon enough.” He paused. “Assuming he lives. Took one in the small of the back.”

	Colt made a face. “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy, huh?”

	“True, but we need him alive.”

	“I’ll run ahead and alert the docs. They’ll be slower hauling him.”

	“Sure you got the wind to make it?”

	Colt gave him a bitter grin. “I’ll fly like an eagle.”

	Duke looked over at Colt’s soldiers. “So you’re going to have the young-uns do it?”

	“It’s like you’re inside my head.”

	“Smart man. I knew there was a reason we made you an officer.”

	



Chapter 29

	Alexa and Lucas crept through the service and delivery area, weapons at the ready, moving slowly, careful to make no noise. They were several floors below the basement-level parking area where they’d entered, and they were relying on their sense of direction to lead them up and away from the building, hopefully without drawing the fire of any more miscreants. Lucas took point, and Alexa swept the area through which they were walking, senses hypervigilant, still shaken from her ordeal in the shaft but recovering quickly.

	A ramp led upward to the next level, and they moved cautiously, leading with their rifles. Abandoned vehicles littered the space, and Lucas signaled for Alexa to stay to his left as he made for another ramp at the far end of the sprawling lot. They traversed it without incident, and then they were on the subterranean level where they’d entered, but on the far side of the building.

	Lucas peered through his scope at the stairway doors, which were twisted and misshapen from the grenade blast, searching for signs of life. Seeing nothing, he surveyed the surrounding area, and when he was confident there was nobody there, led Alexa up and out of the structure at a jog.

	Once on the street, they crossed to the Enterprise Plaza building and entered on the ground floor, the lobby a black yawning cavern that had been trashed by looters and the elements. The glass doors and windows were destroyed, and the floor was an obstacle course of debris and rubble. Once well inside, Lucas stopped by the elevator bank, and they both held their breaths, listening. After two minutes, he nosed the stairwell door open with the barrel of his rifle and stepped inside the landing, holding a finger to his lips. Alexa followed him in and then eased the door closed behind them, taking care to avoid slamming it.

	He looked up the stairs and then back to Alexa.

	“Ready for another fifty stories?” he asked.

	“As long as I don’t have to do them on a ladder. Next time I’ll jump.”

	“Can’t say I blame you.”

	Lucas started up the steps, trudging relentlessly higher, his boots thumping with monotonous regularity. Alexa kept up, her breathing a rasp. At the halfway point, Lucas stopped and sat on the concrete landing.

	“Let’s take a minute,” he said, and she gratefully sat across from him.

	“You definitely know how to show a girl a good time,” she said.

	That elicited a faint grin. “Nice to know I’ve still got it.”

	“Must have been quite the show, back in the day.”

	“They lined up for blocks.”

	They laughed softly together, and she regarded him in the eerie yellowish green hue of the NV goggles.

	“I heard you lost someone recently. I’m sorry,” she said.

	“Thanks. We all have.” He shrugged. “Just the way it is.”

	“I know. But it still hurts.”

	“That’s how you know you’re still alive.”

	“I was a mess after…after things happened with me.”

	He didn’t reply for a moment, and when he did, his voice was gruff. “We all deal with it in our own way.”

	“Still, it isn’t easy.” Alexa paused. “Eve’s a doll. Was it her mom?”

	“No. Her aunt. But she has a brother. Or rather, a kinda sorta brother. Cousin, I guess.” He hesitated. “Tim. Good kid. Smart.”

	“She’s been through a lot.”

	“They both have. This is no country to raise kids in, but sometimes things work out that way. You do the best you can.”

	She cocked an eyebrow behind the goggles. “While running an army?”

	“Not exactly a nuclear family. I’ll give you that.”

	They fell into a comfortable silence, and Alexa cleared her throat. “So what’s the game plan?”

	“We find the transmitter and destroy it.”

	“No. I mean with all…this. The kids, the army, Houston…”

	That brought another dry laugh. “Not sure I have one. But don’t tell anyone. They all seem to think I’m light-years ahead of everyone.”

	“Do you intend to stay here? I heard some of the men talking about moving on.”

	“We’re an army. No point in having one if you’re going to sit on your hands.”

	“So we’re back to, what’s the plan?”

	He exhaled softly. “May sound stupid, but we aim to clean things up. The whole country. Bad guys have been having their way for too long. That stops when we come to town.”

	She nodded slowly. “The obvious problem’s that there are always a lot of bad guys. Sometimes even the good ones turn on you if the situation’s right.”

	“Can’t change human nature,” he agreed. “But we can try. It all goes to hell when we give up trying. That’s what separates us from animals – we know right from wrong, and we can choose one or the other.”

	She considered his words. “So you’re an idealist?”

	“Hardly. I got dragged into this. I was minding my own business, and this kinda just happened.”

	“You found yourself at the head of a huge army by accident? Like an ‘Oops, I stubbed my toe, and now I’m your commander’ kind of accident?”

	“Not exactly.”

	“Then…how?”

	Lucas drew a deep breath, perplexed by the woman’s persistence and her uncanny ability to cut right through his defenses. Even Sierra hadn’t…

	“Take your time,” she said. “We’ve got all night, right?”

	“Hardly. Matter of time till they figure out we ditched ’em.”

	“But nobody saw us come in here.”

	“If they’ve got someone who’s good at tracking, the dust will tell the story. I wouldn’t bet on them giving up if they were willing to go to all the time and trouble at the other tower.”

	“Who are they?”

	“Like I said. Take your pick.”

	She stretched her legs in front of her, nearly clipping Lucas. “So, no-plan man, ready to rock your way to the top? Sounds like we’d better make tracks.”

	He rose slowly and eyed her. “Who are you?”

	She smiled. “Wouldn’t want to spoil things by just blurting it out.”

	Lucas continued up the stairs, thinking about Alexa and her disarming style and undeniable charm. No matter how hard he tried to be aloof and official, she penetrated his fortifications with an ease that he found uncomfortable. It had been some time since anyone had been both irreverent and amused with him, and she’d managed both in just a few minutes.

	And in spite of himself, he found a repressed part of himself liking it.

	The rest of the climb took most of their remaining energy. The unventilated stairwell felt like a fifty-story oven even after dark, and by the time they made it to the roof, both were panting and streaming sweat. When Lucas pushed the roof door open, the burst of fresh air was like a stream of cool water on them, and Lucas was turning to Alexa when the sound of men’s boots on the stairs far below stopped him in his tracks.

	He leaned close to her and whispered, “There’s the welcome party.”

	“Crap.”

	“Let’s do this.”

	They stepped out onto the roof. “How are we going to get down? If you say elevator shaft, I’m going to throw you off of here.”

	“That trick only works once. We’re going to have to do it the hard way. But gravity and our night vision gear give us an edge. Don’t forget they’ll have had to climb fifty stories of stairs and search every level by the time they make it here, so they’ll be exhausted.”

	“Like we aren’t?”

	“Our survival depends on rallying. They’re doing a job. Big difference.”

	“Hope you’re right.”

	Lucas made his way to where the solar panel and box they’d seen were located, and knelt beside them. He fiddled with the enclosure for a minute and then stood, laid his rifle down, sliced through the wires that attached it to the solar generator, lifted the box over his head, and pitched it over the roof lip. It sailed through dark space and disappeared, and several seconds later, a faint crash announced its arrival on the pavement.

	Lucas retrieved his rifle and turned to Alexa. “See? Gravity. Big edge.”

	“You didn’t want to bring it back for Elliot?”

	“Too unwieldy, and if something happens to us, I don’t want anyone hooking it back up. He understands what it is and what it’s doing. No point in saddling ourselves with forty pounds of dead weight.” He inched to the roof lip and glanced over. “Very dead at this point.”

	“Now what?”

	Lucas looked over at the rooftop door and rubbed a hand over the stubble that dusted his jaw. He walked toward the door and stopped a few feet away. Alexa followed, gun in hand. He spoke to her in a low voice.

	“How many grenades do you have?”

	“Just the two you guys gave me.”

	“That might be enough.”

	“What’s the plan?”

	He offered a tight grin. “Told you I don’t have one. But they’re coming up an enclosed stairwell, where the effect of a blast will be amplified. I don’t think we need to get complicated.”

	“So just a good old-fashioned shoot-out?”

	He shrugged. “Sometimes the old ways are the best ways.”

	“What now?”

	He regarded her and then eyed the dark expanse beyond the door and, after moving to the stairwell enclosure, lowered himself to sit with his back to the concrete.

	“Now we rest and wait.”

	“That’s it?”

	“For now. Give me the grenades and take a load off. Enjoy the scenery.”

	“That’s your whole plan?” she asked in disbelief.

	“We can always try the elevator shaft again. But I expect they’ll have some folks waiting for us at the bottom.”

	She sat beside him with a loud exhalation. “This just keeps getting better and better.”

	“Join the army and sign up for adventure. Hell of a slogan, right?”

	“If you remember, I didn’t exactly volunteer.”

	“Beats the hell out of a hanging, though, doesn’t it?”

	“If you say so.”

	



Chapter 30

	Elliot looked up when Duke entered the hospital, a cup of Mexican-grown coffee left over from the cartel occupation sitting on a table beside the C-arm he was still working on. His eyes were bleary and red. He took a long sip and blinked away the fatigue as Duke gingerly sat on a steel folding chair across from him. Elliot watched in silence and then set down the pliers he was holding.

	“What happened to you?”

	Duke managed a wince. “Rough date.”

	“Nobody’s judging.”

	“To my relief.” He paused. “We captured the scumbag who put the saboteur up to poisoning the camp. But he’s in bad shape. Looks like he might lose a kidney, assuming he makes it at all. Bled like a stuck pig, so it’s touch and go.”

	“Who is he?”

	“We don’t know. But…he said he would only talk to you. Mentioned you by name.”

	“By name?” Elliot repeated.

	Duke nodded. “That’s right.”

	Elliot glanced at the unit he was working on and took another long draught of the rich brew. “Veracruz coffee – best in all Mexico. I’ll give the cartel points for knowing their coffee and their tequila. Not much else, though.”

	“Cocaine and meth.”

	Elliot waved a hand. “Not my poison, so I’ll have to take your word for it. Besides, there’s no cocaine in Mexico. Most of it comes from Colombia, Peru, or Bolivia. Very specific growing conditions.”

	“Nice to see that the collapse didn’t interfere with that business.”

	“They’re quite resourceful. And now that there are no governments to try to stop them, I understand they use sailboats and steamships to ferry hundreds of kilos north.”

	“Amazing that even in the apocalypse, people will still do anything for it.”

	“Oh, I would say even more so. The more miserable their conditions, the greater the incentive to alter reality and take a chemical vacation. But it’s mostly shifted to intravenous use rather than snorted or smoked. Apparently lasts far longer that way.”

	“Good to know if I ever become a junkie.” He smiled. “Although if it kills pain, I might become a customer.”

	Elliot regarded him. “Seriously, how did you hurt yourself?”

	Duke gave him an abridged version, and Elliot made a face. “Ouch. Well, the bad news is we don’t have any X-ray machines to see if you cracked your tailbone. The good news is it wouldn’t matter if we did, because there’s no real treatment other than time and avoiding doing it again.”

	“I’ll remember that: no busting my ass.”

	“Good man.” Elliot finished his coffee. “Is our prisoner conscious?”

	“Barely. They’re getting ready to operate.”

	“Then it sounds like I should prioritize seeing him, in case he’s called to his eternal reward.”

	“Probably best.”

	Duke and Elliot walked past Eve’s room, where Ruby was slumbering in a chair beside the little girl’s bed, and Duke spoke in a hushed voice.

	“She stand a chance?”

	Elliot slowed. “I’m doing everything I can think of to buy her one.”

	“What kind of monsters are these people?”

	“The kind who would think nothing of murdering billions with a lab-created virus. One little girl is nothing when you’ve killed ninety percent of the world’s population.”

	“But why? That’s what I never understood about this. It’s plunged the planet into chaos.”

	Elliot resumed his pace. “Malthus started it all. I blame him.”

	“Who?”

	“Malthus. An English philosopher whose ideas were responsible for atrocities like the Irish potato famine, and to a great extent the Nazis, the American eugenics movement, climate crisis hysteria, you name it. The basic idea was that the planet was only capable of sustaining so many humans, and after that, we would run out of resources. Of course his theory proved wrong at every turn, but that didn’t stop his acolytes. The reality is that technology improved the planet’s sustainability every few years, so he was never once right – not once. But like most ideologies, being correct wasn’t an issue for the faithful. He was always going to be right, in their minds, in the near future. It just hadn’t happened yet. Sort of like all the climate models that showed the ice caps melting within ten to twenty years. It was always ten more years from whenever.”

	“I remember that. Always thought that was a scam. Guys who couldn’t predict the weather tomorrow building models for what would happen in a hundred years.”

	Elliot gave a bitter laugh. “It’s one of the problems with complex systems. There are just too many variables to accurately predict anything. At best, we knew the climate was changing. The question was always to what, if any, extent humans were responsible. The reason it was so contentious was that it wasn’t cut and dried. And if you recall, it became almost a religion that you couldn’t question, even though science is all about questioning everything.”

	“Kind of how it was with the virus, too.”

	“Exactly. We called it badly wrong, and it worsened the pandemic instead of helping, ultimately causing the variant that wiped us off the map. But humans don’t learn. Many were convinced that we needed to ignore the results we were getting and keep doing what, in the end, proved catastrophic. So questioning became demonized, and alternative perspectives were censored. It became impossible to question the official wisdom. Which isn’t science – it’s authoritarianism.” He glanced around. “And this is where authoritarianism always leads. To misery and a hell on earth.” Elliot paused. “At the time, I couldn’t help but feel that there was a hidden hand to the censorship and all the world’s governments walking in lockstep. An agenda that wasn’t what they said. Turns out there was. To get this result – ninety percent of the planet gone, with a few cloistered away in their centers of power, plotting to ascend to the throne and rule the newly created society like gods.”

	Duke grunted. “From chaos comes order.”

	“Exactly. Make everyone’s conditions desperate enough, and whoever provides a solution will own the place.”

	“They certainly did a great job on the ‘desperate enough’ part.”

	“Mind you, I’m speculating on the why. It isn’t like they sent a memo. But it’s the only thing that makes sense. They wanted to destroy so they could recreate in their own image. And if you think about it, they plan long term. So a decade or two is a blink. Rid the planet of a few billion useless eaters, wreck everything, and then consolidate power like modern-day Stalins. There’s a certain twisted logic to it.”

	“If you’re a complete psycho.”

	“That’s the tame explanation. You’re talking about centuries of focused sociopathology as their ideology. In their view, only they are equipped to steer humanity. Only they know what is best. Everyone else is just a bunch of ants. They’re the supermen. If that sounds a little Third Reich-y, it’s because it is.”

	“Great. So this was all planned.”

	“Well, yes and no. Once you set a cause in motion, it’s impossible to predict all possible outcomes. Just like climate – too many variables. I’m not sure they planned on this wiping out as many as it did. I’d have thought they would have kept vital infrastructure working, like nuclear power plants. Because when those melt down, the whole planet winds up poisoned, including wherever they’ve dug in. I think they didn’t imagine how virulent the gain-of-function strains that came after the original virus would be. Or maybe they did and simply didn’t care. If they rule the world in fifty or a hundred years, this would have been eggs being broken to make an omelet.”

	Duke shook his head. “Megalomaniacal.”

	“That’s absolutely correct.”

	They exited the hospital and walked to the infirmary in one of the clinic buildings near the hospital, the area ringed by a contingent of armed guards. Duke led Elliot inside to the operating suite, where their mystery prisoner was being prepped for surgery beneath a bank of LED lamps.

	“Well?” Elliot asked when the man’s eyes blinked open.

	“Ah, the great Elliot. Not much to look at, are you?”

	“You have something to say?”

	“We want the girl. You’ll be left in peace when you turn her over.”

	Elliot shook his head. “That’s not going to happen.”

	“Then we will destroy her and, with her, everyone near her.”

	“Big talk, but so far you haven’t managed to do anything but get yourself shot.”

	“I…I am immaterial. There are more where I came from. We won’t give up.”

	Elliot waved the wounded man’s comment away. “You’re wasting your time.”

	“We can control the nanotech. You must have figured that out by now.”

	“Not for much longer.”

	“We can not only cause her constant suffering, but trigger a latent virus in her, should we choose. At that point, she becomes an infectious bomb. The only reason we haven’t is because once released, that virus will spread everywhere and set humanity back another five hundred years.”

	Elliot’s eyes narrowed. “I plan to disable your little torture scheme. I have the expertise. Which, since you asked for me, you must know.”

	The man coughed. “It will be vastly harder than you think. You will fail, and all the little girl’s suffering will be on your head, as will be the deaths of thousands…or more.”

	“You’ve underestimated us every time. We won’t fail. And once she’s been healed, we’ll come after you. Your days are numbered.”

	He coughed and grimaced in pain. “I’m dying. I have no more days. But you…you have no chance. Your survival efforts are pathetic and will be short-lived. There will be others. You know that truth.”

	“What I know is that for all your delusions of grandeur, you’re not all powerful. You’ve failed to stop us so far, so now you’re trying desperation plays with the girl. Go to your grave knowing you were defeated by us, and burn in hell for all eternity knowing your time was wasted on this earth.”

	Elliot stalked away, and Duke accompanied him from the building. He had rarely seen Elliot lose his composure, but the exchange with the dying man had shaken him.

	“Is he…?” Duke asked.

	“He’s human garbage.”

	“But…Illuminati?”

	“Of course. And he’s badly wrong about Eve.”

	“He sounded convinced.”

	“They’re zealots. Their conviction is that of a cult member. Their zeal means nothing, proves nothing, except that they will continue to underestimate us. That will be their undoing.”

	Duke looked out over the camp, then back to Elliot.

	“I hope you know what you’re doing.”

	Elliot didn’t answer for several moments.

	“Count on it.”

	



Chapter 31

	Lucas and Alexa rested against the rooftop stairwell enclosure, the breeze refreshing them. After forty-five minutes had passed, the sound from their pursuers in the stairwell announced that they had advanced to within five stories below the roof level. Lucas described what he intended to do in hushed tones, and Alexa nodded, prepared to back him up.

	“We have NV gear,” he pointed out. “They don’t. Or at least they probably don’t. If that’s the case, we can pick them off surgically and save the grenades for the ground floor,” he finished.

	“So how do you want to do this?”

	“When they get to the final landing below us, we hold our fire until they’re all, or mostly all, in view, and we cut them down with our rifles. We’ll deal with any survivors from there.”

	“And if they do have NV scopes?”

	He patted the grenades in his flak vest. “Then it’s time for plan B.” He cocked his head to listen. “OK. Stay behind me, and only fire at what you’re sure you can hit.”

	“I’ll try not to take the back of your head off.”

	“Good to know.”

	Lucas dog-crawled to the open doorway and trained his M4 on the landing below. Alexa stood on the opposite side, only her rifle and head protruding from the concrete wall, her finger hovering over the trigger.

	A figure came into view, and then another, and another. The attackers began mounting the final steps to the roof and were a quarter of the way up when Lucas’s rifle barked a series of staccato shots. His three-round bursts knocked the first two men backward into the third. Alexa fired twice, and her shots took the third man down, and then rifle fire answered them from the landing, where at least two more shooters had opened up when their companions were killed.

	Divots of concrete sprayed the steps below Lucas, but none of the attackers’ shots came close, confirming that they were firing blind, with no night vision capability. Lucas switched his firing selector to single fire and plinked at a head he could just make out from around the concrete railing, and was rewarded by the top of the shooter’s head liquefying and spackling the wall behind him.

	The shooting from below stopped, and Lucas motioned to Alexa to hold her fire. He held his breath, his ears singing from the gunfire, and squinted through his scope for any movement below. Thirty seconds went by, and then a minute, and he rolled from his position and whispered to Alexa, “I counted at least one more. Playing possum?”

	“Smart move on his part. Now what?”

	“Watch yourself. Fire in the hole.”

	Lucas removed one of the grenades and slid the pin free, counted, and then tossed it down the steps to the landing, where it detonated with a massive blast of flame that sent dust and debris flying through the doorway. When the explosion had stopped reverberating through the shaft, Lucas darted through the door and down the stairs, Alexa close behind.

	The bodies of the dead gunmen had been shredded by shrapnel and the force of the detonation, and the area stank of blood and excrement. They picked their way past the corpses, and Lucas stopped at where the grenade had exploded and destroyed part of the landing, leaving a gaping hole in the concrete and rebar. “Careful,” he warned, and vaulted across the space, nearly slipping on blood when his boots hit the steps on the other side. Alexa jumped toward him but came up short, and he had to catch her and pull her to safety. She lost her grip on her rifle when he did, and it spun into the darkness, clattering as it fell fifty stories and crashed against the ground floor.

	She clung to him, her breathing shallow. She looked up at him.

	“Sorry.”

	“You still have your pistol?”

	She nodded.

	“Try to hang onto it.”

	“Right.”

	He released her, and they continued down the steps, past three more bodies that had been mangled by the blast. As Alexa was stepping over the last one, a hand locked onto her ankle, and she screamed. Lucas spun and slammed the butt of his rifle into the wounded man’s head with a wet thwack, and his hand released her and went limp. She nearly bowled Lucas over getting away from the dying man, and he grabbed her arm to stop her from rushing headlong down the stairs.

	“Careful. He isn’t a problem anymore. But we don’t know who else might be waiting on any of the lower floors,” he cautioned. “We aren’t out of the woods yet.”

	She unholstered her pistol and chambered a round, and he shook his head. “Don’t waste the bullet. He’s done for.” He noted that her hand was shaking, and hesitated. “Take a few deep breaths. You need to be on your game if there are more below. We’re almost out of surprises.”

	She steadied her breathing, and they resumed their descent, Lucas leading with his rifle at present arms, a fresh magazine in place and the fire selector back to burst mode, Alexa with her pistol, the only sounds their breathing and chunks of concrete crunching beneath their feet.

	When they were three stories from the ground level, Lucas pointed to the exit door and cracked it open to peer into a dark hall. He stepped through, and Alexa was right behind him as he made for a window at the end of the corridor. Its glass was broken out, and a faint breeze wafted into the stifling space. When they reached the window, they looked out and spotted several gunmen near the building entrance.

	“That answers our question of whether the hard part’s done,” she said.

	“But no NV gear I can see,” Lucas said. He raised his rifle and eyed the men through the scope before lowering it. “Nothing.”

	“Is that enough of an edge?”

	“They heard the blast, so they know we’re in play. But they don’t know who survived. And they can’t be everywhere at once.” He thought for a moment. “You stay here. I’m going back up a few floors to pick those guys off. That’ll be three less to worry about.”

	“Those corpses upstairs looked like Crew. I’ve been around them most of my life, so I know the type.”

	“Maybe. But they die just like everyone else.”

	Lucas climbed two flights of stairs and moved to the window on that floor. He rested his rifle on the window to steady it and settled the reticule on the first man. The M4 popped once, and he went down. The other two ducked, but Lucas was able to tag them both in as many seconds and was already in motion by the time the final body hit the ground.

	Alexa was waiting for him at the third-floor landing, and they ran down the final stairs in a flash and were swinging the door open within moments. Lucas’s rifle barked again and again, cutting down the men they’d startled in the lobby, who were running to the building entrance to join the firefight outside that had downed their companions. Alexa fired point-blank at a gunman who popped out of a doorway at the far side of the room, and got off three shots, one of which hit him in the throat and sent him sprawling.

	“Back,” Lucas called, and they returned to the stairwell as he laid down covering fire, jogging while shooting with his rifle at waist level. When they reached the door, they disappeared back into the stairwell, and he slammed the steel slab behind them.

	“What now?” Alexa asked.

	“We go up one floor and see if we can get to the street a different way. Anyone left is going to be rallying in the lobby, so that’s our chance.”

	Lucas sprang up the stairs, taking them two at a time, and at the second-floor door, pressed his ear against it for a moment and then swung it wide. The hall was the twin of the upper floors, but reeked of detritus and human waste and was littered with garbage. They checked the offices, which were largely wrecked from looting, anything useful long ago stolen, and Alexa was back in the hall when Lucas whispered her name. She returned to where he was standing at one of the broken windows that faced the far side of the building from the entrance.

	“Nobody there,” he said.

	“Too far to jump.”

	“True.” He looked around and then up. “Wait here.”

	Lucas crossed to one of the metal desks, climbed atop, and pushed an acoustic ceiling tile upward with his hands. He reached into the space above it and groped around, and then heaved on something several times. A length of rubber-coated wiring dropped from the ceiling, and he pulled on it until he had a dozen feet free, at which point he sawed at it with his buck knife until the wire gave.

	He hopped down and walked back to the window and double tied one end of the wire to the steel frame. He looked to Alexa and tossed the other end outside.

	“Slide down and let go when you get to the end. Your feet should only be a few feet off the ground.”

	“It’s a double-height first story.”

	“True. But the wire plus your body length and legs will put your feet five or six feet from the sidewalk. Now go. We don’t have time to argue it.”

	She looked ready to protest but apparently decided against it, and instead holstered her pistol and swung a leg over the sill. She grabbed the wire and eased herself out and then slipped down and dropped to the ground with a small exclamation.

	He followed close behind her and was recovering his balance from the landing when gunshots rang out from the corner of the building. Alexa dodged away, and Lucas swung his rifle up and loosed a half dozen shots at the muzzle flashes. The shooting stopped, and he took off after Alexa, both of them running hard. When they reached the intersection, they dodged around the wrecked cars and vanished down an artery, leaving the battle and the dead behind them, any luck they’d had now fully spent.

	



Chapter 32

	Simon frowned at the sound of shooting from the building adjacent to the Wells Fargo Tower Lucas and his group had disappeared into, followed by a pitched battle he’d wanted no part of. When the fighting had died down, Alonso had wanted to go in to see what had happened, but Simon held him back.

	“Not our fight,” he’d cautioned.

	Alonso had agreed, but he’d seemed worried. “What do you think that’s all about?”

	“Sounded like an ambush to me. Could be somebody wanted them off the board.”

	“We should confirm they’re dead.”

	“Agreed. But not by risking our necks.”

	They’d waited an hour and seen at least a dozen heavily armed men emerge from the WF Tower and begin scouring the area. One of them had called out from the base of another massive skyscraper across the street, and the group had converged on the building, where they were soon joined by five more.

	“What is this?” Simon whispered.

	“Looks like someone wants their heads. Those look like Crew.”

	“I thought they were all dead or gone.”

	“Me too. But they’re Crew. Look at the vests.”

	Simon considered the appearance of a large collection of his sworn enemy in a city the cartel had supposedly purged of the gang, and he shook his head.

	“So the Crew’s after our man. That works in our favor. Saves us the trouble of shooting him ourselves.”

	“Maybe,” said Alonso. “But he must have escaped the first place if they’re all moving to that one.”

	“Interesting. He’s more resourceful than I’d given him credit for.”

	Alonso held his tongue, not wanting to point out that the cartel had made the same mistake, resulting in the loss of Houston and its all-important refinery.

	More time went by, and Simon jumped at the sound of a loud crash from the street.

	“What the hell was that?” he exclaimed.

	“Something from the building hitting the ground.”

	Simon was losing patience with their vigil when gunfire sounded from inside the building, followed by an explosion. Alonso looked to him with a grin.

	“Sounds like they found Lucas.”

	When the final shoot-out occurred at the lobby, it was all Simon could do to hold Alonso back from joining the fray. Hours of inaction had played on everyone’s nerves, and the drive to do something was wearing on all of them. Prudence prevailed, however, and they watched as a trio of men were cut down on the street twenty yards from their position, followed by more shooting from the interior. After the gun battle was over, an eerie stillness settled over the street, and Simon fidgeted with the butt of his holstered pistol while he considered his next move. Eventually he turned to Alonso and his companions.

	“OK. Let’s see what happened. Sounds like it’s over.”

	He led his three subordinates to the entry. They lit torches they’d brought, stepped into the lobby, and surveyed the interior, where bodies lay twisted in the darkness. Simon looked to Alonso.

	“Strip them of anything of value.”

	Simon continued to the stairwell and paused to listen at the bullet-pocked metal door, and when he was sure it was safe, opened it and thrust his torch inside to see. He was mounting the first stairs when a gunshot rang out from the lobby, followed by screams and then more shots. He retraced his steps and drew his pistol with his free hand, and emerged to see Alonso and one of his men standing over the other, who was prone on the granite floor in a spreading lake of blood.

	“What the hell happened?” Simon snapped.

	“One of them wasn’t dead.”

	Simon looked around. “Which one?”

	“He took off before we could react.”

	Simon glowered at Alonso. “Show me where.”

	They ran outside, and Simon could make out a figure turning the corner, jogging with an obvious limp. Simon picked up his pace to a run, and Alonso and the other thug joined him, weapons in hand. They chased the figure until he collapsed fifty yards ahead, and closed on him, weapons trained on the body as they narrowed the distance.

	The figure was a one-eyed man whose pistol lay near his feet, where he’d dropped it when he’d fallen. Red stained his right leg, and his face was contorted in pain.

	“Your unlucky day,” Alonso growled, barrel pointed at his head.

	Wink grimaced. “What’s it to you?”

	“You shot one of my men,” Simon growled.

	“So? Free country.”

	Alonso cocked the hammer on his pistol. Simon held up a hand to stop him.

	“Why were you after the army commander?”

	Wink closed his eye. “He’s no friend of mine.” He opened it. “Who are you, and why do you care?”

	“I have an interest in him as well. Is he dead?”

	Wink shook his head. “No. It looks like they got away. Or they’re still in the building, but won’t be for long. My bet’s they’re already gone.”

	Simon and Alonso exchanged a glance. “So much for that. Shoot him.”

	Wink tried to twist away. “No. Wait. If you want them, I can help.”

	Simon leaned closer. “You don’t look like you can zip your own pants.”

	“I know them. I’m part of the army. Or was.”

	“Then why are you trying to kill them?”

	“They tried to double-cross me.”

	Simon considered Wink as though he had just wiped him from the bottom of his shoe. “You’re Crew.”

	Wink met his glare without flinching. “We’re all something. You want help or not?”

	“Why would I make a deal with filth like you?”

	A pause. “Because unless I’m missing something, there’s three of you, and I’ve got as many men as I need. And I have inside information.” He paused again. “Plus, this is personal for me. I lost a lot of good fighters today.”

	Simon stepped away, and Alonso did as well, still holding his pistol on Wink. They conferred quietly, and then Simon returned his attention to Wink.

	“You’re wounded.”

	“Amazing powers of perception,” Wink snapped.

	“If we help you, you’ll owe me whatever I ask for.”

	“I want him dead as bad as anyone. Name your price.”

	“That will come in time.” Simon glanced at Alonso and his gunman. “Let’s get him fixed up and back to our place.”

	“Do you want to see if we can find them before we go?”

	Simon shook his head. “No. I agree that they’re long gone by now. They’ve proven to be anything but stupid, and it would be beyond stupid to stick around.”

	The men helped Wink to his feet, and Alonso undid his belt and fashioned a tourniquet around Wink’s thigh and then inspected the wound.

	“Looks like it went clean through. Just missed your femoral artery. You’re lucky.”

	Wink groaned as he leaned against them. “Lucky’s not the first word that springs to mind.”

	Simon chuckled. “Just remember you could have been eating a bullet right now instead of being carried to safety.”

	“Not complaining. But I still don’t know who you are or why you want them.”

	“You’ll know what I decide you need to know, when I decide you need to. Are we clear? You’re now my bitch. I own you. Just as surely as if I saved your life when you were hanging off a cliff. Comprende?”

	Wink’s expression didn’t change. “If you say so. But you’re going to need to cauterize this soon or I’ll lose the leg, and then I won’t be much help to anyone.”

	Simon shrugged indifferently. “Suit yourself. Alonso? Bring one of the torches and one of the dead men’s knives. Our man here needs some surgery.”

	“Here?” Wink exclaimed.

	“No time like the present. Hope you have a high tolerance for pain, because this is going to hurt like a thousand snake bites.”

	Wink exhaled heavily. “Do what you gotta do. I’ll survive.”

	



Chapter 33

	The predawn sky was stippled with a thousand stars by the time Lucas and Alexa made it back to the camp, which was surprisingly active given the hour. After they cleared the gate and were approaching the command tent, Lucas glanced at Alexa and tried a smile.

	“You did well,” he said. “Now get some rest.”

	“Is that your charming way of saying you’re done with me? Throw me away like a used…Kleenex?”

	That induced a tired chuckle from Lucas. “Hardly. It means we both need sleep, so I’m relieving you of your obligations until you’re ready to resume guarding Eve.”

	“Relieving me,” she repeated, her tone flat.

	He nodded. “That’s right. I’m the commander of the army. And you’re working for us.”

	Her expression soured. “Boy, you really have a way about you, don’t you? You could try a ‘Thank you, I couldn’t have done it without you.’ But ‘You did well’ is all you can manage?” She turned. “Fine. Yes, sir. Thank you, sir, mister general, sir. You have the strength and wisdom of ten army commanders, sir.”

	Lucas sighed. “I didn’t mean it like that. Look. We’re both exhausted, and we’ve been through a lot. Don’t make this into something it’s not. I said thank you.”

	“No, you didn’t. You evaluated my performance. ‘You did well.’ Your exact words.”

	“I don’t want to fight. So…thank you. I couldn’t have done it without you. Now please. Go to bed.”

	She threw him a dark look and handed him her NV goggles. “You know where to put these,” she said, and stalked off into the darkness.

	Lucas shook his head in resignation and continued to the command tent. When he opened the flap, he was shocked to find Luis in one of the camp chairs, drinking something from a flask, a bandage with a bloody tinge around his left bicep.

	“You…you made it!” Lucas exclaimed.

	“Yeah. Held them off as long as possible and bowed out when there was a break in the action.”

	Lucas eyed the dressing. “How bad’s the arm?”

	“So-so. Hurts like a bitch, but nothing permanent if that quack they have cutting people up knows anything at all.”

	Lucas grinned. “You’re tough to kill.”

	Luis shrugged. “Until they do.”

	“Join the club.” Lucas eyed the flask. “What are you drinking?”

	“Rotgut whiskey.”

	“Want some tequila? It’s the genuine article. Cartel contraband.”

	“Thought you’d never ask.”

	Lucas opened his footlocker and removed one of the prized bottles, and poured them both two fingers of the amber liquor. He sat at the table and held his glass aloft.

	“Death to our enemies.”

	“Hear, hear.”

	They both took appreciative sips, and Lucas set the glass down. “I’m beat.”

	“You get the transmitter?”

	Lucas nodded and removed his hat. He set it on the table with a plop. “Damn right.”

	“That’s good. Oh, and I brought your magic box back with me. But you have another problem.”

	Lucas’s eyebrows rose. “Yeah? What’s that?”

	“Your buddy Wink.” Luis paused. “Those were his men.”

	Lucas frowned. “He must have trailed us…”

	“Likely. But it was him.”

	“How do you know?”

	“I overheard one of them telling the rest to stay put and fight or Wink would have their hide.”

	Lucas took another pull on the tequila. “That explains a lot. He must have decided he didn’t like our negotiations.”

	“I’d say that’s for sure.” Luis paused. “Question is what you want to do about it.”

	“First thought is scorch the earth and peel his skin off, and then drag him behind my horse for a few miles.”

	“The Indians knew a lot about revenge, didn’t they?”

	“Sometimes the tried-and-true works best,” Lucas agreed.

	“Want me to mobilize the men?”

	“Let me sleep on it. There’s no hurry now that we know it was him.”

	“Better to put a rabid dog down than let it keep biting.”

	Lucas nodded once. “True. Question is how, without suffering unnecessary casualties.”

	“A sniper from five hundred yards would do the trick. We have our share of them.”

	“Tempting.”

	They finished their drinks, and Lucas yawned. “I’m glad you’re all right. We thought you must have bought it.”

	Luis grinned. “How’s Wonder Woman?”

	Lucas laughed. “She’s all that, I’ll grant you. But a serious handful.”

	Luis chuckled. “I meant, did she make it out without getting shot?”

	“Affirmative. Only thing hurt was her pride.” He told Luis about the elevator shaft.

	“Damn,” Luis said as he stood. “Sounds like I almost got off light.”

	“Mission accomplished. That’s the important thing.”

	“Yep.”

	Luis left, and Lucas considered his news about Wink. He wasn’t surprised. Lucas knew the man was a complete snake and would do anything he thought would improve his lot in life. A murderer and a cheat wouldn’t have any compunction about bushwhacking his rival if he thought he could get away with it. But Lucas had an advantage, in that Wink had no idea that Lucas knew he was behind the ambush. That opened up the possibility that he could lure the one-eyed parasite into the camp and deal with him without risking a slew of his troops.

	Lucas yawned again and walked over to the cot he used when he didn’t want to go back to his tent. Every muscle in his body hurt. He wanted to see Eve, but that could wait until morning, which was only a few hours away.

	He lay down and was reaching for the kerosene lamp when Elliot called out from the entry, “Lucas? You still up?”

	“Just getting down,” Lucas said.

	“Got a second?”

	Lucas sighed. “Suppose so. Come in.”

	Elliot entered and approached Lucas. “We captured an Illuminati who was trying to poison the water supply.”

	Lucas sat up, more alert. “What?”

	“He said we could expect more, or worse, if we don’t hand Eve over.”

	The granite resolve of Lucas’s face didn’t waver. “That’s not going to happen.”

	“I know. I heard you destroyed the transmitter?”

	Lucas’s eyes widened slightly. “Where did you hear that?”

	“Alexa stopped by the hospital to look in on Eve.”

	Lucas grunted. So she hadn’t gone to sleep after all and had put her concern for Eve above her need for rest.

	Elliot shifted from foot to foot. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to plan a sortie. Sooner than later.”

	“Where?”

	“We need to take Eve to the lab in Lubbock. We don’t have the equipment here to permanently disarm the nanotechnology in her system.”

	“Lubbock? I hate Lubbock.”

	“We won’t be going for sightseeing.”

	Lucas lay back down. “What are you doing with this Illuminati you captured? Questioning him, I hope?”

	Elliot shook his head and told him about the wound. “Doc was touch and go on whether he would make it.”

	“Would have been good to beat everything he knows out of him.”

	“We may still have that chance. But I don’t expect much. These people aren’t like anything we’re used to dealing with.”

	Lucas’s shoulders twitched. “Never know. Sometimes all it takes is the right incentive. He tried to poison the water? I’d use all stick, no carrot.”

	“Let’s see if he’s still breathing come sunup.”

	“Talk about having mixed feelings on something.”

	“I know.” Elliot hesitated. “Congratulations on the transmitter.”

	“Thanks.” Lucas told him about Wink. “So there’ll be payback.”

	“The Crew strikes again. Boy, since Magnus, they’ve never disappointed, have they?”

	Lucas heaved a sigh. “Worst of the worst, that’s for sure.”

	“I’ll let you get some sleep. You look…weathered.”

	“That’s a polite way of saying it.”

	“Nobody ever lost by being gracious.”

	“Night.”

	Elliot retraced his steps to the tent flap. “Sleep well, Lucas. We shall see what the morrow brings.”

	“I’m afraid I know.”

	“Fair enough.”

	



Chapter 34

	The eastern skyline glowed tangerine and rose as the camp stirred to life. Elliot jolted awake on the gurney he’d wheeled into the hospital lobby so he could get some fresh air while he slept after nearly passing out trying to get his jury-rigged contrivance to work in the bowels of the nuclear medicine vaults. He stretched and grimaced; his old bones ached from uncomfortable repose, as well as hours of exacting effort that had so far yielded nothing of use.

	Elliot looked around the lobby and spotted the bottle of water he’d left by the stairway. He swung his legs off the cot and padded over to retrieve it, and took several large gulps as he considered how close the saboteur had come to poisoning their supply.

	The Illuminati man’s words had been intentionally corrosive, Elliot knew, designed to inflict maximum damage and lingering doubt, as much to demoralize as to cause consideration of the impossible. Of course there was no way they would ever surrender Eve to the Illuminati, but something about the calm certitude of the wounded man had given Elliot pause. He’d known it was entirely possible that he was dying, yet he had been lucid and driven enough to spin a yarn about a latent virus in Eve’s system – something which Elliot understood was conceivable, given the technological sophistication of the research labs that the government, under the secret organization’s direction, had operated.

	He sighed and looked around again. Nothing could surprise him anymore. He’d known for years before the collapse that the Federal Communication Commission had ignored research that had shown that cellular damage, including a drop in fertility, was an understood by-product of the cell phone and other wireless transmissions it had allowed – at the behest of the large multinational corporations that required the regulator to turn a blind eye to the dangers of innovative new tech that would increase their profits exponentially. He’d also known that the agencies responsible for safeguarding the public from the impact of everything from stock manipulation to harmful side effects of medications and vaccines had been thoroughly captured by the very industries they were designed to police. He’d read copious reports of the US bypassing treaties it had signed against bioweapons research by farming it out to third parties in unregulated countries like those in Africa, the former Soviet Union satellites, or China, and was aware through his contacts of the nightmares that it had developed under the specious guise of “defensive” research.

	He’d been privy, as one of the inner circle of the Illuminati’s trusted acolytes, to the organization’s international reach and its use of economic blackmail as well as pedophilia networks to ensnare and bully the heads of most developed nations, with clandestine organizations like the CIA and MI-5 and Mossad acting as its dirty tricks departments, and the armed forces of the US, the UK, and the EU through NATO as its military might for the rare instances where one of the “rogue regimes” not under the secret society’s control refused to cooperate with its dark agenda.

	When the virus had first surfaced, and the vaccines were rushed into production, bypassing any and all safety testing in the name of “expediency,” he’d understood what had been afoot. Of course, the public gullibly lapped up the lockstep propaganda, which ultimately worsened the contagion, but he’d known immediately that what he was witnessing was a global eugenics effort and a power grab the likes of which made Alexander the Great’s conquests seem paltry. When the virus mutated and became far deadlier, he’d severed ties with the perpetrators, sickened by what he’d been involved with. He went underground for his own survival, but he’d always known what had been the goal of the world’s destruction.

	He shook off the reverie and drew a deep breath. The past was best kept buried along with the dead. He had more than enough to do in the present, not the least of which was to plan a trip to Lubbock with Eve so he could save her before his nemeses intensified their attacks on her and possibly released a further variant that would be the planet’s undoing.

	That had to be prevented at all costs.

	Which stopped him.

	Would he be willing to kill Eve to prevent hundreds of thousands from dying?

	Would things eventually come down to that?

	He shuddered at the thought. Would he have murdered whoever the original patient X was, in order to save the planet? On paper, the answer was of course. But how about the first hundred patients? Again, balancing the well-being of billions versus the lives of hundreds, or even thousands, or even a million…

	Which of course was the problem with being megalomaniacal enough to consider oneself equipped to make those decisions. And that was at the root of his distaste for everything the ancient secret society stood for. Not that he disagreed that humanity was largely too stupid to make its own decisions; his interactions with people had underscored just how ill-equipped most were. No, his repugnance was with the idea that some were more qualified to balance the value of one life over another. That was the morally deficient part he couldn’t swallow, even though he had wound up as the arbiter of life and death for his enclave at Shangri-La – but always with the input and approval of his councilors.

	He swallowed. Of course, the Illuminati also had its inner circle of advisors to help determine the fate of nations.

	Was he really so different from those he despised after all?

	“Damned right I am,” he whispered.

	Elliot hadn’t sought the responsibility he’d shouldered; he’d assumed it for the good of the survivors, and at their request. His adversaries had pursued power for its own sake – to control the world as their ultimate goal and to operate it for their own enrichment.

	The thought rang somewhat hollow, but he had more important matters than to agonize over the choices he’d made in life. God knew nobody was perfect, least of all him.

	He went downstairs to check on Eve, who was still sleeping with Ruby beside her. Ruby stirred awake when she sensed his presence and cracked an eye open. Seeing Elliot, she rose and accompanied him into the hall, where their voices wouldn’t wake the little girl.

	“Good morning,” he said. “How’d you sleep?”

	“These old bones don’t do well under the best of circumstances, but I suppose it’s better than sleeping on the trail.”

	“That makes two of us. How did she do last night? Any problems?”

	Ruby shook her head. “No. Like the proverbial baby.” She eyed Elliot’s puffy countenance. “Unlike you, I gather.”

	“I’ve had better nights,” he conceded.

	“Any luck with your gizmo?”

	“Unfortunately, no. And I’ve exhausted every option. Which leaves us in quite the pickle. Looks like Lubbock is on the itinerary, and sooner rather than later.”

	“As you said. But why the sudden urgency if she’s fine for now?”

	Elliot told her about the captured Illuminati man. When he finished, her expression was hard.

	“Unbelievable what they put her through. And they’re still after her. If I didn’t believe in Satan before, I have every reason to now.”

	“Yes, they’re pure evil. But even so, there’s a method to their madness, as well as limitations. I’m sure if I can get her to Lubbock, and the equipment is still in decent order, I’ll be able to figure out how to reverse the nanotech.”

	“Can’t she just take something for it? Like an antiviral or whatnot? It might be easier to find a store of it that’s still in decent shape than to travel across Texas with who knows what waiting on the other end.”

	“Wouldn’t that be nice? I’m afraid not, though.”

	Ruby frowned and shook her head. “Well, I’ll get back to Eve and see if she has an appetite when she wakes up. She looks so frail and thin. Her skin’s like parchment.”

	“It’s already better than it was a few days ago, though. She’ll mend. You’ll see.”

	Elliot returned to the lobby and stepped into the morning sunlight, blinking as his nose twitched from the wood smoke that perfumed the camp. He was making his way toward the command tent when one of his guards from back at the hospital called his name. He turned as the man came at a run, breathing heavily.

	“Sir! There’s been a problem. The wounded man from last night? He escaped.”

	Elliot’s eyes widened. “What? How is that possible?”

	“They don’t know.”

	Elliot glowered at the guard and then set off towards the clinic that housed the medics at a rapid clip, the hapless soldier doing his best to keep up.

	When he reached the clinic, the head of camp security was berating the guards while one of the medics, who looked like he’d been up for weeks, watched from the entry. Elliot approached the security chief and faced him, hands on his hips.

	“What the hell happened?” Elliot demanded.

	“We’re mounting a search. He was comatose after surgery, and we had a guard outside his room. The doc said he wouldn’t come to for at least two hours, and wouldn’t be at risk of moving for at least a couple of days. And just to be sure, they had his arms cuffed to the bed.”

	“None of which did any good, obviously.”

	“We found a paper clip he used for the cuffs. In his condition, we didn’t think about putting a guard on the window. He was able to get it open and climb out without our man hearing him.”

	“So he just walked away – is that what you’re saying?”

	“It couldn’t have been long ago, sir. We’re on it.”

	Elliot thought for a moment. “Where did he get the paper clip?”

	“No idea. But our best guess is he found one somewhere between when he was captured and surgery, and had it in his mouth. But that’s speculation.”

	Elliot snorted. “It matters a lot, because if your guess isn’t right, he had an accomplice in the camp.”

	“The guard says nobody came in or out.”

	“And if he did have one, that would explain how a man on his last legs made it out the window. He had help.” Elliot grunted. “Show me the window. How long ago did you learn of this?”

	“Not…fifteen minutes ago.”

	“Where’s the window?”

	“Around the back.”

	Elliot followed him to the rear of the clinic and held up a hand when the man moved to approach the window. “Wait.”

	“For what?”

	“Has anyone else been back here?”

	“Negative, sir.”

	Elliot gingerly walked to the side of the window and knelt down, his knees cracking like firecrackers as he did. He studied the soil for several moments and then stood.

	“Mystery solved. There are two sets of footprints – one barefoot, the other with heels, so boots. Which means he had someone inside.” He paused. “The good news is the ground is moist enough that there’s a trail.” Elliot threw a dark look at the window. “Round up our best tracker and a search team. If he’s as bad off as you say, he can’t have gotten far.”

	The security chief hesitated. “Unless they had horses waiting.”

	“Which is a possibility. In which case we’ll find hoofprints, even on the streets, with the amount of dust everywhere. Snap to it. Every minute works against us now.”

	“Of course, sir,” he said, and took off at a trot, leaving Elliot to stare bleakly at the ground around the building.

	They’d underestimated their adversary yet again. Leaving the window unguarded was reasonable, given the captive’s injuries, but it had turned out to be a massive mistake to assume a cornered rat wouldn’t do everything in its power to escape.

	And now a man who had seen fit to try to poison thousands, and who had directly threatened Eve, was on the loose.

	Elliot ran back to the hospital as fast as his legs would carry him. The three guards were still stationed outside the lobby when he arrived.

	“You. I want the guard doubled, and nobody gets into the hospital unless it’s me or someone with me.”

	The guard nodded and took off, and Elliot descended the steps to the basement, where Ruby was watching Eve’s angelic countenance as she snuffled softly.

	Ruby looked up, and her face fell. She stood, and Elliot turned away and marched halfway down the hall. She joined him, and he turned to her with a defeated expression.

	“The wounded man escaped from right under our noses,” he said. “And he had help.”

	“What? How…how do you know he had help?”

	He explained about the footprints. He finished and shook his head. “How’s that pistol of yours doing? Loaded?”

	She threw him a skeptical look. “Gun’s not much use if it isn’t.”

	“Could you please wait here with Eve? If anyone but me or Alexa shows up, shoot them.”

	“Even those nice boys you have upstairs?”

	“I’ll tell them the room’s off-limits and you’re instructed to shoot.”

	As Elliot turned to leave, Ruby asked, “Where are you going? Sounds like the horse has bolted the barn.”

	“We’re going to find him, and we’re going to put a bullet in him, which is what I should have done when I saw his ugly face. But first I’m going to get Alexa.”

	“All right, Elliot. I’ll stay here as long as you need me.” She paused. “You think he’s still in the camp, don’t you?”

	“Probably not, but now I’m not sure of anything. Least of all who we can trust. Until we find him, assume that anyone you don’t know personally is a threat, okay?”

	“Will do. And for your information, my gun hand’s steady as a rock.”

	“I never doubted it was. That’s why I’m asking you to help. That, and she’s like a granddaughter to you, so this is personal.”

	Ruby looked back at the doorway to Eve’s room and offered Elliot a grim smile.

	“Damned right it is.”

	



Chapter 35

	Wink shifted on the whorehouse bed, his forehead hot, and groaned as he awoke to the mother of all headaches and his leg throbbing like fire. The field cauterization had hurt far more than the bullet wound, and he’d blacked out from the pain after choking on a rag he’d been given to bite down on as Simon’s man seared his flesh.

	He looked around the room and then tentatively pulled himself to a sitting position to examine his latest trophy. He studied the puckered flesh and the blistered skin, ignoring the sweet stink of cooked flesh that wafted from the wound. The good news was that the skin around it wasn’t inflamed, which signaled that it wasn’t infected, at least not yet. Wink had been shot and stabbed enough times to know what would come next: ten days to two weeks of slowly subsiding agony – provided there were no complications – followed by months of recuperation that would amount to walking with a limp until the muscle had completely healed from the brutalization it had endured.

	He’d been fortunate the exit wound hadn’t taken a fist-sized chunk of meat with it. A 5.52mm round, which was what he estimated had hit him, tended to tumble when it struck, causing maximum damage as the bullet ripped through the body. But because of the location, it hadn’t had a chance to do its worst, and on balance, the mangling had been minor compared to what it might have been had he been struck a foot higher or had it hit bone.

	Satisfied that he wasn’t dead yet, he swung his legs off the bed and tried putting weight on his leg. It ached like he’d been swatted with a baseball bat, but that was it. He limped across the room to where his jeans were draped over a chair, the leg stiff with dried blood, and inspected the entry and exit holes the bullet had left.

	Wink debated the wisdom of donning the pants, but couldn’t see an alternative other than walking around bare ass. He carried them to the edge of the bed and lowered himself onto the edge, and was grimacing as he raised his bad leg when the door opened, and Alonso’s hulking form filled the doorway.

	“I wouldn’t try that if I were you,” Alonso said. “Unless you want to get infected within minutes. All that dried blood’s a bacteria colony now.”

	He tossed a pair of black sweatpants to Wink, who caught them and dropped his soiled pants on the ground.

	“You got anything to put on it?” he asked as he fought to get his good leg into them.

	“Not really. Unless tequila counts.”

	“It actually does.”

	“You can ask the jefe for some if you’re still alive after your meeting. He wants to see you.”

	“I need my flak vest. I have some stuff in it.”

	Alonso’s laugh was mirthless and ugly. “Fat chance. Now hurry up.”

	Wink finished with the good leg and worked the hurt one into the sweats, and then stood. “Where are my boots?”

	“You’ll get them back when Simon’s done with you. Follow me. And try anything? You’ll be dead before you get within five feet of me.”

	Wink regarded Alonso and half shrugged. “I believe you.”

	Alonso led Wink down a flight of stairs, which took every bit of determination Wink had to navigate without crying out, and to Simon’s office at the back of the bordello. He swung the door open for Wink and stepped aside so he could enter. Wink did, and Simon pointed to a chair in front of his desk.

	“Sit.”

	Wink hobbled over to the chair and obliged. Simon sat forward and eyed him.

	“All right. We did our part and honored our end. You said you could help us and that you knew what the army was going to do. Time to earn your keep.”

	Wink glanced at the credenza behind Simon, where a half-full bottle of tequila was resting beside four shot glasses.

	“A little of that bug juice to kill the pain would go a long way to improving my mood.”

	Simon’s expression didn’t change. “You realize I can shoot you right now and not miss a meal?”

	“I don’t doubt it. But I’m having a hard time concentrating after your boy there branded me with his pig sticker. All I’m asking for is a shot.”

	Simon considered him and then swiveled his executive chair around, grabbed the bottle, and spun back to put it on the table.

	“Help yourself.”

	“Glass?”

	“You really need one?”

	Wink uncorked the bottle with his teeth and took a long pull. He swallowed and blinked as the high-octane liquor seared its way down his throat, and then set the bottle down and fixed Simon with his good eye.

	“I’ve got men. Lots of them. South of the city. I’ve got guys in their camp who feed me information. I know in advance if they’re planning to move out or do anything they need to prepare for.”

	“Yet you were trying to kill their commander?”

	“He made a commitment to me and didn’t honor it.” Wink let out a heavy exhalation. “Nobody gets away with that.”

	“Very noble. But how is that supposed to help me?”

	“Tell me what you want, and we can talk turkey.”

	Simon rested a hand absently on the table. “The hospital. They’re keeping a little girl inside. I need to get to her.”

	Wink took another gulp of tequila. “Why?”

	Simon’s eyes narrowed. “You’re alive because I allowed it. You don’t ask the questions.”

	“You want to use her for leverage? That’s why I’m asking. There may be a straighter line to whatever you’re after.”

	“I want her. That’s all you have to know.”

	“Fair enough. I was there yesterday. That building’s heavily guarded now. It would take a battalion to fight its way through the troops and get to her. So that won’t work.”

	“All of which I know. Start telling me something I don’t, or you’re of no use to me.”

	Wink’s mind worked feverishly to come up with something the cartel scum would buy. He drank more tequila to buy himself some time, and then sat forward with a conspiratorial expression.

	“I see several ways to play it. I could throw some men at creating a diversion while yours sneak in and grab her. Or I could see if I could get her out myself. Even though they screwed me, they still need me, so I’m allowed into the camp to see their commanding officers. Maybe I could go in and figure out a way to get her out.”

	“Or maybe I’d never see you again.”

	Wink shook his head. “Look. I have a ton of crystal I need to move, and I need partners to help sell it. You run a whorehouse. You could put that on the menu and triple your profit overnight. Last thing I’d want to do is let a business opportunity like that slip away.”

	Simon shook his head. “It seems you still don’t appreciate the position you’re in. Maybe you’re delirious, I don’t know. But I can clear things up. I own you. I can kill you whenever I want. You have no bargaining power, no leverage. I’m not your partner or your distributor. I’m not interested in going into a new sideline. I need to get the girl out alive, and I need to do it now, if not sooner.”

	Wink held up his hands and sat back. “Just thought I’d mention it. Didn’t realize you guys were allergic to profit.”

	Simon’s eyes narrowed. “You’re seconds away from a bullet.”

	“OK. Then the obvious is back to I create a diversion. You get in through one of the unguarded entryways and grab her. I can field as many men as it will take.” He paused as a thought occurred to him, and then smiled. “Or we could do it the easy way.”

	“Which is?”

	“An eye for an eye.”

	“Which means…what?”

	“If we can’t easily grab her, we grab someone more important and make a swap.”

	They discussed the logistics of a rough plan, and fifteen minutes later, the bottle was empty and Simon was listening as Wink described the details of he was proposing. When he was done, Simon sat back and stared at him.

	“This old man, this Elliot, is valuable enough to them that they would trade her for him if you’re successful in your kidnapping attempt?”

	Wink nodded vigorously. “He’s their number two man. Sometimes number one, when this Lucas I was after is off on one of his idiocies. That makes him as important as anyone they have. Can’t see them saying no.”

	“But this girl is the commander…Lucas’s…daughter, is she not? He’d never do it.”

	“That’s the point. He isn’t the girl’s father. He sort of adopted her, but he’s hardly ever with her because of running an army. I don’t see him letting his friend get killed to protect her. He may not like it, but he’ll have to do as we say. He won’t have a choice.”

	“And if you’re wrong? They’ll be on alert and put a thousand men to protect her.”

	“They’re already on alert if the hospital’s guarded as heavily as it is.” Wink belched. “You got a better plan? I’m all ears. I got men, dope, guns, connections inside. If you don’t like my idea, let’s hear how you’re planning to get her if you shoot me.”

	Simon studied Wink like he was an insect under a magnifying glass, and then abruptly rose and crossed the room to a cabinet by a bloodstained sofa. Wink’s stomach tightened as Simon opened one of the doors and removed something from it, and then he relaxed when Simon returned holding another bottle of tequila.

	“Let’s explore your idea some more,” said Simon. “It could work if the old man is so high up on the food chain.”

	“He is. And even if Lucas didn’t want to exchange the girl, the others aren’t fools. They won’t let the man who is effectively directing the army a lot of the time get killed over some little twat.”

	Simon pulled the cork on the new bottle and scooped up two of the shot glasses. He put them on the desk and sat, poured them both full, and set the tequila beside them. Wink and he stared at each other for several beats, and then Simon grinned for the first time and reached for one of the glasses.

	“Tell me more.”

	



Chapter 36

	Duke and Colt guided their horses behind the tracker who’d picked up the trail the captured saboteur had left. Six of Duke’s best men rode alongside them as the tracker led them to a gap in the barbed-wire fence the army had strung around the camp. He dismounted and examined the wire and then turned to Duke.

	“It’s been cut. They were prepared.” He pointed to the street and the blanket of dust that covered it. “Still two sets of tracks.”

	“Time’s a-wasting,” Duke said. “Let’s get a move on it, Colby.”

	“Just letting you know what I see, Duke.”

	“Clock’s ticking.”

	“Ten four,” Colby said. “You’re going to need to ride around to meet me outside. The horse will never make it through.”

	Duke swore and reined his horse’s head around. “Colby! Wait for us on the other side,” he called over his shoulder, and his men followed him, with Colt at their head. They galloped to the main gate and swung down the street, and within two minutes were back where Colby was leaning against a lamppost, waiting for their arrival, cleaning his nails with a pocketknife.

	“Alrighty then,” Colby said, and walked along what had once been a wide boulevard, following the footprints north.

	They passed two big parking lots and made their way toward a towering hotel, and were nearly there when Colby held up a hand and stopped at a major intersection clogged with wrecks.

	“They turned off here.” He dropped from his horse and knelt by the footprints and then looked up at Duke and Colt. He stood and looked into the distance. “The one with the boots is supporting the barefoot one.”

	“How can you tell?” Colt asked.

	“Depth of the impressions and the pattern. Your barefoot man’s having a rough go of it by now. He’s staggering and putting increasing weight on Mr. Boots.”

	“So they couldn’t have made it much farther,” said Duke.

	“We’ll soon know for sure, but I’d guess not.”

	Colby climbed back on his horse and resumed his painstaking pursuit as Duke fought to stifle the impatience that was rising in his throat. He waved away a fly that had been drawn to his sweating face, and blotted his cheeks with his bandanna before returning it to his pocket and adjusting his hat against the already harsh glare of the morning sun.

	The group crawled along the new multilane road, their horses ambling as Colby scanned the ground in front of them. He slowed and pointed to a five-story apartment complex off to their left.

	“They went in there. Or at least, that’s where the tracks lead.”

	“Make it snappy, Colby. We’re cooking out here,” Duke chided.

	“Doing the best I can, Duke. Can’t rush this.”

	“The hell you can’t.”

	Colby dismounted again, passed Colt his horse’s reins, and followed the tracks toward the front entrance of the enormous red-brick structure, the ground floor of which had been a strip mall before the collapse. All of the windows had been shattered and the contents looted, leaving the storefronts like broken teeth framing the entryway. He stopped outside and was turning to say something when the distinctive sound of a horse’s whinny echoed from somewhere in the enormous building’s depths.

	When Colby spoke, his voice was barely a whisper.

	“Unless there’s a herd of wild ponies in there, I think we found ’em.”

	Duke dismounted. His men did the same, and Duke handed his reins to Colby.

	“Stay here with our horses. We’ll take it from here.”

	Colby threw a two-fingered salute. “Will do, Chief. Never a big fan of this part of the chase, anyhow.”

	They left the animals in the tracker’s care and crept through the gateway, their quarry’s footprints plain as day in the accumulated grime. Duke held a gloved finger to his lips and then removed the gloves so he could better handle his rifle. Colt did the same, and Duke continued farther into the interior, cringing at the pop of safety glass beneath his boots with every step.

	They approached a large interior courtyard that in better times had contained a lavish pool area straight out of a Las Vegas resort, and Colt sidled up to him. “Big place. Could be anywhere,” he whispered.

	“My hunch is they didn’t come to take a dip.”

	Another whinny from the far side of the pool courtyard stopped them, and Duke pointed to the right. “You go that way. I’ll take the left. There’s a horse somewhere on the other side of this porn set, and my bet is we find him, we find our boys.”

	Colt split off with three of the troops; the others followed Duke from the building and along the wall, the structure at the far end of the pool blocking their view of the other side of the courtyard. They made their cautious way toward the shallow end of the pool, rifles at the ready, and when they were halfway there, a single shot rang out from behind the structure.

	“Take cover!” Duke yelled, and threw himself to the ground.

	The men did the same and began firing blindly into what had been a big outdoor kitchen, now with its roof half collapsed and cluttered with rubble. After a volley of shots from his men, Duke called out to them to hold their fire, and Colt did the same when they realized that nobody was shooting back.

	“What the hell just happened?” Duke muttered to himself, and carefully rose to one knee, rifle aimed at the structure. When nothing happened, he stood, and his men did the same, and they moved toward the kitchen, guns trained on it.

	Colt’s group reached it first, and he waited for Duke beside it in silence. When he arrived, Colt motioned with his rifle barrel at a body facedown in a hospital gown, a Browning semiautomatic pistol still gripped in his hand, an already coagulating pool of ruby blood beneath the man’s head.

	“Crap,” Duke said, and indicated a crimson stain on the back of the dead man’s gown. “Must have torn open the stitches or something and couldn’t make it any further.”

	Colt shook his head. “And chose to blow his own head off rather than get captured and interrogated. That’s…twisted.”

	Duke sighed. “No question. But that’s the kind of sick bastards we’re dealing with.”

	A rifle shot cracked from the street in front of the complex, and Duke took off at a run with Colt. They made it back to the entrance in record time to see Colby with his Remington lever-action rifle in his hand, staring at a man lying on the sidewalk ten yards away as a horse galloped in full panic far down the street.

	Colby looked over at Duke and Colt and gave them a sad smile. He spat to the side, never lowering his rifle as they walked to the fallen man.

	“Figured you boys could use a hand,” Colby said. “This one was trying to get away.”

	Colt knelt to turn the figure over while Duke aimed his rifle at the man’s head, but then lowered his weapon when he saw the blood slowly pooling around his chest. Colt grabbed the man’s shoulders and heaved him over, and they stepped back as a faint spurt of blood pulsed from the bullet hole in the center of his chest.

	The dying man coughed twice, and the blood geysered a foot into the air with each exhalation. Then he convulsed and lay still. Duke looked over at Colby.

	“You can put the rifle away,” he said. “I thought you said you didn’t like this part.”

	Colby shrugged and lowered his gun. “I didn’t say I can’t shoot.”

	Colt stared at the dead man. “Who was he?”

	One of the party approached and toed the corpse’s arm with his boot. “He’s wearing an armband, so he was one of us. But I don’t recognize him.”

	Duke considered the body dispassionately. “Search him, and let’s get both of them out of here. Even though they’re human garbage, they deserve a decent burial.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	Duke walked slowly back to the horses with Colt, his expression pensive.

	“If they have people within our ranks, there’s no telling how many,” Colt said.

	“I know. No way of knowing. But I think from this point on, we have to assume there are more snakes in the grass.”

	Colt nodded. “Hell of a thing, ain’t it?”

	“That doesn’t begin to cover it.”

	



Chapter 37

	Thunder boomed from the south and shook the ground as a storm unleashed a deluge on Galveston, promising to do the same to the army camp within the hour. Clouds of gnats buzzed and swirled over the men as they hurriedly prepared for the onslaught, the moisture in the air like a pall of wet smoke.

	The command tent felt stuffy and hot, even with the flap and windows unzipped and open. Duke, Colt, Luis, Elliot, and Lucas were back at their situation table, all looking the worse for wear and fatigued from the stress of the last weeks.

	Lucas rose and walked to the tent flap to peer outside at the late afternoon sky before returning to the table, still standing. Luis was making a case for attacking Wink’s stronghold before he figured out that they knew he was responsible for the attempt on Lucas’s life.

	“Look, he has, what, a few hundred men? We go down there with a thousand and wipe them off the face of the earth. Problem solved,” Luis finished. “That’s all I’m saying. Fight fire with fire.”

	“Or put a sniper in position outside his headquarters and dust him whenever he shows his ugly mug,” Duke agreed. “Less collateral damage. Then we go in and clean out the rats once their glorious leader is a stain on the sidewalk.”

	“Why bother two-parting it?” Luis countered. “Hit them hard and fast as soon as possible. Bam. Game over.”

	Lucas shook his head. “A frontal attack would put our men at risk.”

	“They’re soldiers. That’s what they do,” Colt said.

	“But as their commanders, we need to plan for the safest possible approach.”

	Elliot spread his hands. “True. But, gentlemen, we’ve been over it in exhausting detail, so perhaps we can table the discussion for a moment? I have some news that will affect it.”

	Everyone but Lucas looked at him expectantly. Elliot sat back and eyed them before speaking.

	“I need to go to Lubbock. The sooner the better. As in, before nightfall. It’s a twenty-day ride, and time is of the essence.” He explained about Eve’s condition, the danger they were in should the Illuminati install another transmitter and activate a latent virus, and the stakes they were playing for. When he was done, they looked shocked.

	Lucas cleared his throat. “And I’m going with him,” he said. “So while I agree Wink needs to be dealt with, it’s something you’ll have to handle in our absence. For the record, I’d hit them ASAP with everything we have. No point in messing around.”

	“What?” Duke exploded. “You’re going on another of your…expeditions…while we clean up the mess?”

	“We already discussed it, and Elliot and I agreed that because of my prior experience with the lab and Lubbock, I have to go with them. And because Eve’s my daughter, and there’s no way I’m letting her out of my sight, given what we now know. Houston’s too dangerous for her. And there’s a clock on this. So yeah, much as I’d like to lead the charge against Wink and make him pay, I have to put that aside and deal with this.” He paused. “But I’m not worried. Duke, between you, Colt, and Luis, I’m confident Wink’s days are numbered. I’ll leave it to you to figure out the best way to do it. But I’m afraid I need to get provisioned and saddle up ahead of the storm. Sorry.”

	Duke blinked like he’d been gut-punched. “You’re serious.”

	Elliot rubbed the back of his head. “Yes, he is. And I have to do the same.”

	Colt stood. “I’m going with you.”

	Lucas shook his head. “No. I need as many strong hands here as we can get. With these constant sabotage attempts, restoring order and creating a functioning government, the Wink threat, our food situation…I can’t afford to take anyone besides Elliot. I appreciate it, but that’s final.”

	Duke frowned. “And you’re leaving…now?”

	Elliot nodded. “Within the hour.”

	“This is insane. At least wait till morning,” Duke said. “We have too much to figure out for you to just run off.”

	“Sounds like we’ve covered everything,” Lucas said. “March on Wink’s hidey-hole, either before or after shooting him. Keep work flowing at the refinery. Keep any saboteurs from wrecking things. Don’t let the cartel run you off. Did I miss anything?”

	Duke’s mouth worked, but no sound came out. Luis stood as well.

	“Sure you don’t need a hand?” he asked.

	Lucas shook his head. “No, thanks. We’ll get it done.”

	The meeting broke up, and the men left, except for Elliot. “Meet you at the hospital in a half hour with Eve and Alexa?” he asked.

	Lucas stared at him. “Alexa?”

	“Well, of course. You weren’t going to try to do this without her to help with Eve, were you?”

	“I…I figured she would work with Ruby to protect Tim.”

	“Tim isn’t being targeted. Eve is. Do you have some objection to her coming?”

	Lucas’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure this is about Eve?”

	Elliot sighed. “Contrary to what you might imagine, I have a great deal more on my mind than playing post-apocalypse matchmaker. This is about what’s best for Eve.” He paused. “Although methinks thou doth protest too much.”

	Lucas gave him an ugly look. “Fine. I’m too tired to fight about it. You want to tell her, or should I?”

	“I already did. She’ll be ready when you are.”

	“You already decided without talking to me?”

	“I wasn’t asking, Lucas. I was telling you she’s coming. Sorry if I wasn’t clear. I can’t imagine more charming travel companions than you, Eve, and her.”

	Lucas exhaled heavily. “The more I think I know you…”

	“Don’t trouble your pretty little head. Just be at the hospital with bells on. I’ll handle the rest,” Elliot said with a smile. Then he exited the tent, leaving Lucas open mouthed.

	“Unbelievable,” he said to himself, and got busy gathering his essentials and packing his road kit. The truth was he wasn’t entirely displeased at the idea of spending a month or so in Alexa’s company, even if he was unsure it was wise.

	Which stopped him. Why was he so agitated by the prospect of spending more time with her? There was no question she was attractive, and he was single, if with kids. Was it so outlandish?

	He dismissed the thought and focused on his mental checklist of items he’d need for the road. Last thing he wanted was to be distracted by melodramatic dime-novel romance notions.

	Lucas finished packing, shouldered his saddlebags, and carried them to the stable, where he found Tango in one of the makeshift stalls. He rubbed the big stallion’s nose and whispered a greeting. One of the stable hands came over and saluted, and Lucas told him to feed the horse and ready him for an immediate departure. He handed over the bags and adjusted the flak vest he’d donned in the tent, the six extra magazines and four grenades weighing it down, with more ordnance in the bags just in case. A trickle of sweat rolled down his face from the heat of the long trail coat he was wearing over his vest, but he ignored it, instead concentrating on ensuring the stable hand attended to Tango correctly.

	When the big horse was saddled up, Lucas led him outside. Ruby was standing near the entrance, her eyes on the roiling clouds approaching in the darkening southern sky.

	“Elliot said you wanted to talk to me?” she asked.

	“Ruby, I have a huge favor to ask…” Lucas began.

	“It’s okay, Lucas. Elliot already told me. Of course I’ll look after Tim while you’re gone. You just make sure you come back in one piece, with Eve safe and sound.”

	“You’re an angel, Ruby. I mean it.”

	“No, I’m simply too old for a long ride to Lubbock. Elliot said as much, even though I offered. So I’ll try to maintain at least a little dignity and make myself useful. Besides, Tim’s a good kid. It’ll be no trouble at all.”

	“You can take my tent, of course, and have access to anything you want.”

	Ruby cocked her head. “Why, Lucas, if I didn’t know you better, I’d say you were either feeling guilty or trying to bribe me.”

	He gave her a wan smile. “Maybe a little of both.”

	“Don’t worry about it. I know you have to go. Godspeed, and don’t take any risks. We need you back alive.”

	“I’ll do my best.”

	Lucas led Tango to the hospital as a cool wind pushing ahead of the storm tugged at his coat. Alexa was already waiting outside, sitting atop a chocolate mare and looking as fresh as if she’d slept for twelve hours straight.

	“You get everything you need for the trip?” he asked.

	“I guess,” she said. “I’ve never ridden past the city limits, so this should be an adventure.”

	“Hardly. It’s going to be a tough trek, sleeping in the saddle or on the trail. Nothing fun about it.”

	“Oh, I don’t know. I try to stay positive.”

	He eyed her. “How’s the leg?”

	“Mending.”

	“Still a chance to back out. Once we’re on the road, it’ll be too late.”

	She offered a wry grin. “I appreciate the chance to leave everything up to the big strong men, but I’ll roll the dice that it beats sitting around here. Besides which, Eve needs me.”

	Lucas had no comeback for that, so they waited in uneasy silence until Elliot appeared from inside the building with Eve in tow.

	“You going to ride with me or Alexa?” Lucas asked.

	“Alexa,” Eve blurted enthusiastically.

	Lucas looked to Elliot and then Alexa and nodded. “Well, there’s the vote. Alexa it is.”

	“Best saddle up, young lady,” Elliot said, glancing at the clouds. “No time to waste.”

	Eve walked over to Alexa, who leaned down and offered her gloved hand. She grabbed it, and Alexa pulled her up onto the back of her horse. The little girl adjusted her backpack straps and gave Lucas a shy smile.

	“Ready,” she said, which brought a grin to both Alexa’s and Lucas’s lips.

	Elliot walked over to where his horse was tied to a post beside a packhorse laden with four heavy bags across its back. He heaved himself up, cringing at the pain in his ribs from the recent attack. Lucas noticed, and he frowned.

	“You going to be able to ride fifteen or twenty days?”

	“Nothing like a spot of fresh air for healing, right? Let’s head out. It would be nice to get clear of the city, so let’s plan on riding all night and finding someplace to rest during the day.” He looked at Alexa. “That’s how we do it to avoid any bad guys lying in wait for travelers. Harder for them to spot us at night.”

	“It’s going to be a long one, then.”

	“Nobody said it wouldn’t be,” Lucas said. “Lead the way.”

	Alexa goaded her horse toward the gate, with Lucas behind her and Elliot bringing up the rear with the pack animal loaded with provisions. Duke, Colt, and Luis were waiting by the main gate and gave them a wave as they passed through it. When Lucas disappeared from view, they ran for the command tent, the first heavy drops of rain beginning to patter on the asphalt announcing that the storm was well on its way.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Simon’s men watched through their binoculars as the group left the camp, and the older of the pair turned to his companion.

	“Ricardo, you need to ride to El Pulte and tell Simon that the general left the camp with the kid.”

	Ricardo lowered his glasses and looked skyward. “It’s about to pour. Are you kidding me? You think it’s so important, you go.”

	“We were told to stay and watch the camp. One of us has to, and I’m the more responsible one.”

	Ricardo laughed. “You? You’re drunk every night by closing time.”

	“Well, it isn’t dark yet. So that means you have to ride.”

	“No way.”

	Gerzain thought for a beat. “Fine, Ricardo, then I’ll go, and I’ll tell Simon you refused to. Any particular flowers you want for the funeral?”

	Ricardo sputtered like he was choking, and then reluctantly pushed himself to his feet. “I hate you, man. Just so you know. Totally hate you.”

	“I’m not going to marry you, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

	Ricardo stormed down the stairs to where their horses were tied inside one of the building’s garages and guided his outside. Raindrops splattered around him as he climbed atop his animal, and then he spurred the beast forward and galloped away, the thunder from the coast intensifying as he rode.

	He was at El Pulte within a half hour of pressing his horse to its limits, and by the time he wheeled up to the hitching post, curtains of gray rain were streaking down like the End Times flood had arrived. He was soaked through when he made it into the bar, and left puddles with each footstep as he ran to the office.

	Wink was snoozing on Simon’s sofa when Ricardo threw the door open. Simon looked up from his desk in irritation before his expression changed to concern upon seeing the dripping man.

	“What is it?” he demanded.

	“The general guy? He and the girl left the camp just now.”

	“Slow down. Where did they go?”

	“I don’t know. Gerzain told me to get you as soon as they rode off.”

	Wink sat up and rubbed his face. “How many was he riding with, and what direction did they head?”

	“Kind of west. He had a woman and an old guy with him. The girl’s riding bitch with the woman.”

	Wink and Simon exchanged a glance.

	“Why would he leave in a storm, with the girl and no escort?” Simon asked.

	Wink shrugged. “It was just Lucas and a couple of others when we tried to off them at the towers. Maybe that’s how he likes to roll?”

	Simon’s face hardened. “You okay to ride with your leg?”

	Wink nodded. “Better than walking, I suppose.”

	“Alonso!” Simon shouted through the doorway. Moments later, Alonso arrived with his pistol drawn.

	Simon shook his head. “Put that away. Get some horses. You and Ricardo are going to escort Wink here on a little adventure.” He explained briefly what had happened, and Alonso listened in silence until he was done.

	“Okay. I’ll get the horses. Is it okay to give him back his guns?” Alonso asked.

	Simon frowned. “No.”

	Wink bristled. “There’s no way I’m riding after them unarmed. Might as well shoot me now, because that’s straight-up suicide.”

	Simon looked to Alonso. “Take his weapons with you, and if there’s a situation where you think he needs them, you have my permission.”

	Wink struggled to his feet. “And what if youngblood here gets shot in the head? I’m screwed.”

	“You’re wasting time arguing. Go after them. It sounds like this may have solved our problem. If you’re lucky,” Simon said.

	“I’ll try not to get head shot,” Alonso offered.

	Wink spat on the wood floor and glowered at them both. “Fine. But it’s a mistake.”

	Simon stared at him. “Get going. It will be hard to track them in the rain.”

	“Not for me it won’t,” Wink snarled.

	Alonso left, and Ricardo followed him out. Wink tried walking and was surprised that his leg didn’t hurt as much as earlier. Simon watched him and snorted. “Seems like the tequila cure helped, no?” he asked.

	“Maybe so.” Wink paused. “What do you want me to do when we find them?”

	“Kill everyone but the girl, and bring her to me.”

	“Can your men actually fight, or do they just beat up hookers when they get uppity?”

	“To be honest, I have no idea. But you’re about to find out. Maybe pray it’s your lucky day?”

	“You should give me back my guns. It’s a mistake not to.”

	“So you can shoot them and ride back to your men? Zero chance.”

	“My word’s good. We have a deal. I wouldn’t do that.”

	“Right. And Alonso’s along for the ride to make sure you don’t. So get out of here before I just shoot you myself.”

	Wink dropped the subject and turned to leave. Simon called out to him as he passed through the doorway.

	“You pull this off, and we can look at doing some business together. But you blow it, and you’re going to regret I didn’t put you out of your misery now.”

	Wink kept walking, his leg hurting with every step, unwilling to lose control and allow the cartel punk to see how angry he was. Wink had a long memory and a mental list of everyone who’d ever crossed him, and Simon had just managed to go to the top of his list of those he would destroy once he’d raised his army.

	Right after Lucas, who’d set this entire mess in motion by refusing to honor his pact.

	Lucas was still number one on his list.

	And from what it sounded like, Wink was about to get the chance to settle that score while earning points with the cartel, maybe even improving his overall position in Houston. Because if the cartel was coming back – and from the way he talked, Simon certainly appeared to be high level – Wink’s army would never be able to hold them off when they came with real force from Mexico. But if he was partners in a lucrative trade, well, he was useful, and they would probably allow him to continue in Galveston while they ran Houston.

	That he lacked the power to simply rebuff them and send them all to hell rankled, but those were the breaks. In that respect, he envied Lucas, but no matter. Wink was a survivor and would do what was necessary to prosper. If it meant sucking up to Simon for a while, so be it.

	It would just make the moment when his knife slid through the cartel scum’s ribs that much sweeter.

	



Chapter 38

	Duke and Colt rode at the head of a contingent of troops a thousand strong, the downpour limiting visibility to a dozen yards. Sopping horses hauled carts with mortars and heavy machine guns as well as a pair of howitzers with plentiful shells. Behind the cavalry marched the infantry, composed of two hundred of the army’s finest.

	They had discussed waiting until morning to mount an attack, but had decided that it made more sense to strike quickly, before Wink’s force could be warned or the rumor mill alerted any civilian workers with big mouths. They had rallied their most seasoned fighters and mapped out a route to Wink’s headquarters, a two-hour march in the inclement conditions, and set out at midnight, the men lit by flashes of lightning as the storm raged around them, the thunder deafening overhead.

	Their bet was that Wink’s headquarters would be largely unguarded, his group undisciplined and likely mounting only a cursory watch. They’d agreed that a full-out assault, throwing everything they had at it right up front, was the best approach – a blitzkrieg that would leave Wink literally shell-shocked and incapable of mounting a coherent defense. Neither Colt nor Duke had the slightest compunction about attempting a fair fight against the man who’d tried to kill Lucas. Their objective was to keep their casualties to a minimum, using the mortars and big guns to rain death on their enemy. The troops would be used to mop up once the building was rubble. If they were successful, they would lose few if any men, while Wink’s force would be routed.

	Water streamed from the brim of Duke’s hat as they closed on the building. When they were a block away, Duke held up a gloved hand, and the procession stopped, and Colt and the officers huddled close for their orders.

	“Set up the howitzers with a straight line of fire, using those wrecked cars as cover for the gun crews,” said Duke. “Mortar squads, go to the rooftops and set your range. Wait until the artillery starts hitting them, and then bring the mortars into play until there’s nothing left of the place. Grenade launchers in the windows at the three- and six-story levels, along with the fifty cals. Same instructions. Scorched earth.” He paused. “Have the infantry surround the building so nobody can get by. There’ll be some who try. Shoot on sight.”

	Colt nodded grimly and passed the word to the officers who hadn’t heard him.

	“We don’t have to worry about snipers in this soup,” he pointed out. “But let’s keep the cavalry out of the line of fire until we give the word to engage with small arms.”

	The officers rode back to the wagons with their instructions, and Colt sidled up beside Duke.

	“Hopefully they’re all drunk or asleep. Never know what hit ’em,” Duke said.

	“Hardly sportsmanlike, but dying in one’s sleep isn’t a terrible way to go.”

	“I’m waiting to be murdered by a jealous husband.”

	Colt smiled in the dark. “It would have been nice to do it surgically rather than with a blunt instrument.”

	“We’re playing to win, not for style points. If our troops make it through this without a scratch, it was the right call.”

	“Agreed. I just…it’s tough not to feel sorry for the men in there. They have no idea what’s about to happen.”

	“They made their choice when they signed up with Wink. There’s no neutral ground in this kind of war. You pick a side. That’s how it works. They picked the wrong one.” Duke shrugged. “Way I see it is the world will be rid of another few hundred parasites and be the healthier for it.”

	“Cold but true.”

	“Damn right.”

	The two howitzers rolled into position, with the wagon containing the ammo behind what had been a van but was now mostly rust. Duke watched as the soaked men labored to get the big guns ready to go, slamming shells into place in preparation to fire.

	Colt looked to Duke, who nodded, and Colt signaled to begin the bombardment as Duke raised his binoculars to his face and peered through them.

	The howitzers roared in unison, and an instant later, two areas of the upper façade exploded in flames as the shells hit their mark. Several seconds went by, and the grenade launchers and mortars began laying down their bombardment, followed closely by the heavy machine guns firing into the dark windows.

	Gunfire erupted from the ground floor of the building thirty seconds later, and bullets pinged off the howitzer and the wreckage sheltering the gun crews. Targeted grenade fire turned the downstairs into orange blossoms of flames, and the gunners resumed loading and firing the howitzers, adjusting the aim each time to systematically destroy the building from the top down.

	Mortars pummeled the roof, detonating with dampened booms, the sound suppressed by the rain but the effect undeniable. Duke swept the façade with his glasses and spotted a few telltale muzzle flashes returning fire at the artillery, but nothing that was having any effect.

	The destruction continued for ten minutes, and then there was a lull in the shelling when there was literally no façade that hadn’t been destroyed. The rain lightened to a steady drizzle, and Duke signaled to Colt to pause the onslaught.

	“They’re waving a white sheet on the lower floor,” he yelled. “You see it? Far right, near the corner.”

	Colt raised his binoculars and, after a moment, said, “Yep. I see it.” He paused. “How do you want to handle it?”

	Duke thought for a long beat. “Let’s see what they have to say.”

	He spurred his horse from his hiding place and rode halfway between the howitzer and Wink’s headquarters, and cupped his hands to call out.

	“We see your flag. Troops, hold your fire while we parlay.”

	A pair of men stepped from the sizzling ruins with a soiled bedsheet and walked part of the way to where Duke was waiting. They stopped and yelled to him, “What the absolute hell are you doing?”

	“Where’s Wink?” Duke countered.

	They looked at each other. “Haven’t seen him for two days.”

	Duke digested that. Colt rode up beside him and leaned toward him. “How do we know you’re telling the truth?”

	“Does it look like we’re in any position to lie? You just flattened us with no warning. Most are dead or wounded. We thought you must be cartel. But you’re army? I thought we were on the same side!”

	“We were until your commander tried to kill ours. Where is he? Last chance,” Duke warned.

	“He left with some of the men two nights ago, and we haven’t heard from him since. That’s the honest-to-God truth.”

	Duke looked to Colt. “Timing lines up. Maybe they’re telling the truth?”

	“If so…oops.”

	Duke nodded. “Not really. Matter of time.”

	He returned his attention to Wink’s men. “How many are left?”

	“Maybe…forty or fifty. I don’t know. All throughout the building.”

	Duke digested that and nodded again. “Tell your men to come out with their hands up. You have five minutes. Anyone left who isn’t too wounded to make it will be shot on sight. Understand?”

	“I’ll let everyone know. But some of us are in rough shape, and so’s the building. Could take longer.”

	“Then make it ten. After that, it’s take no prisoners.”

	By Duke’s deadline, thirty-seven Crew were standing in the rain, many with blood running down their faces and arms from concussion and shrapnel damage. Duke ordered them to be corralled by the troops, and sent a hundred of the men he’d held back to search the remains of the headquarters.

	An hour later they’d found another seventeen wounded men who would likely not make it to dawn, and scores of dead…but no Wink. When Colt and Duke gave the signal to pack up the guns and return to base, their expressions were grim.

	“Christ…” Colt said, looking at the prisoners.

	“Yeah. Not sure what we’re going to do with them. I suppose we can offer them amnesty and allow them to either join up or leave Houston. Not enough of them to cause a problem either way.”

	“That wasn’t what I was worried about. He had, what, three or four hundred men? And this is what’s left?”

	Duke looked out over the carnage. “You think it would have been any different if the tables were turned? That Wink would have spared us because of our lovely singing voices? This is what happens. It was us or them. They lost. They’re all scumbags anyway. Thugs and felons and killers. Don’t waste any tears for them. Probably raped and killed more per man than you can imagine while they ran Houston. You know the stories as well as I do.”

	Colt stared at the faint salmon glow to the east. “I do. But it still makes me sick to my stomach.”

	“There’d be something badly wrong with you if it didn’t. Now let’s get out of here and tend to their wounded as best we can, and cross another problem off our list. There are plenty more to take their place.”

	“What about Wink?” Colt asked.

	“We’ll send a patrol downtown come daybreak and nose around where Lucas was attacked. See if he’s among the dead. Lucas said there were plenty of bodies, so he could be.” Duke swallowed dryly and shook his head. “Would have been nice to know before we blew them to kingdom come, but things rarely work out for the best. Case you haven’t noticed.”

	“Yeah. I see that,” Colt said, and wheeled his horse around to lead the men back to camp as the last of the storm blew itself out. Duke watched as Colt’s steed picked its way through the rubble and spent shell casings on the pavement, and reined his horse to follow him, his mouth sour with bile from the night’s pointless slaughter.

	



Chapter 39

	Northwest of Houston, three days later

	 

	Wink, Alonso, and Ricardo were slumped forward in their saddles, dozing as they followed the tracks that Lucas’s group had left along the side of the highway. They were halfway to Austin, and they’d resigned themselves to a lengthy ride, their few hours’ search for the group’s trail having turned into a marathon none of them could have anticipated. After galloping to the camp in torrential rain, Ricardo had indicated where he’d last seen them, and they’d spent fruitless hours searching for signs of their passage until Alonso spotted hoofprints on a section of muddy sidewalk where their quarry had skirted a clump of wrecks that blocked the road.

	They’d followed what had been an intermittent trail through to the morning, and when they’d left the city’s skyline behind them, had determined that Lucas’s party was headed to Austin at the very least, based on the route they were taking. Which meant that Wink and company were in for a long slog they were ill-prepared for, with nothing in the way of provisions and only their canteens for water. Wink had wanted to turn back once it was obvious that they were leaving Houston, and had prevailed upon Alonso to do so.

	“It’s suicide to go riding off into the sunset without provisions. We need water, food, bedrolls, the works,” he’d argued.

	Alonso had been so afraid of Simon’s reaction it had been a tough fight, but Wink had eventually prevailed, and they’d returned to El Pulte and updated Simon, who’d greenlit a pack mule and all the supplies they felt would be necessary. He’d shown no indication of wanting to come, though, and Wink had secretly noted that, for all his posturing, the man was soft – which told him he would be easy to take down when the time came. If the cartel prince didn’t want to get his hands dirty, that told Wink everything he needed to know.

	They had ventured out once the storm had passed, and after hours searching the roads west, had come across four sets of hoofprints in the mud that coated every bit of blacktop in Texas. From there it had been straightforward to follow them, although they had to moderate their pace lest they blow out their horses.

	“They must have ridden all night,” Alonso said, stating the obvious.

	“That puts them maybe six, eight hours ahead of us,” Ricardo said, squinting up at the harsh Texas sun.

	“Or more,” Wink agreed. “Because we’re going to need to get some shut-eye at some point, or we’ll make stupid mistakes that will get us killed.” Wink touched his wound and grimaced. “Not sure I can take this for ten hours at a stretch, either.”

	“We’ll stop when I say we will,” Alonso shot back.

	“You going to carry me when I pass out from the pain?” Wink snapped. “Because that’s where this goes if you push it. Plus, neither of you strike me as trackers, so if I’m out of commission, so are you.”

	“He’s right,” Ricardo said. “And we don’t want to ride too much while the sun’s up, or the horses won’t make it. And there are raiders out here. They hunt in packs. Riders during the day are sitting ducks.”

	As if on cue, Alonso yawned, and they agreed to look for viable shelter and mount a watch until nightfall. They came across a gas station with an attached mini-market that had seen better days and a house a hundred yards off the road that looked ideal for their purposes. They rode over, dismounted, and performed a cursory search to confirm the house was empty before tying the horses behind it so they were hidden from the road. Wink and Ricardo took the first sleep stint while Alonso kept watch.

	The day passed without incident, the sun baking the terrain around the house with singular fury, and when dusk arrived, the atmosphere was so stagnant, as leaden and stifling as the atmosphere of Venus, that it felt like they were moving through molasses. Ricardo prepared the horses while Wink scooped two fingerfuls of a black, tarry substance from a small jar in his pocket and put it under his tongue.

	“What’s that?” Alonso asked.

	“Wild lettuce extract. Helps with the pain. I carry some in my flak vest in case of a wound.”

	“It really work?”

	“Better than nothing. This ride’s a killer, though.”

	They saddled up and resumed their trek, plodding along with sedulous determination, following the path that Lucas’s party had, which paralleled the main road. As the night wore on, Wink drove them harder, trying to make up for lost time, figuring that if each night they caught up a few hours, they would encounter their quarry within another few days.

	As dawn was breaking, Wink reined to a halt and pointed to some hoofprints leading to a small house fifty meters away. They followed him toward it, and when they were halfway there, he twisted in the saddle toward Alonso.

	“I need my guns. It’s time.”

	The big Mexican shook his head. “I don’t think so, man.”

	“If they’re close, I do.”

	“If they’re close, we’ll deal with it.”

	“I’m not going to get shot because you’re stubborn.”

	“If you don’t shut up, you’re going to get shot because you’re hard of hearing.”

	Wink bit back his fury and added Alonso to his mental list. He would definitely get what was coming to him.

	They rode to the house, and Wink eased himself from the saddle. His leg had been improving a little every day: no infection and the tissues were mending, leaving nothing but the constant dull ache to remind him of being hit. Alonso and Ricardo dropped from their horses, rifles in hand.

	“All yours, guys. Good luck,” he said. “I’ll say a prayer if you get hit, because I’m not going in naked.”

	Alonso exchanged an annoyed look with Ricardo but crept to the house and up the two steps to the porch. He froze by the door and waited and, after twenty seconds, twisted the handle and burst inside, sweeping the room with his rifle. Ricardo was right behind him, and together they quickly searched the house and were back outside.

	Wink looked up from where he was sitting on a log by a firepit in the front yard.

	“Enjoy yourselves?” he asked.

	“They were here, that’s for sure, but no telling how long ago.”

	Wink smirked. “See, that’s why you’re a bar bouncer instead of doing something real with your miserable life. If you knew anything about anything, you’d know they must have been here yesterday. It’s called math, you mouth-breather.”

	Alonso’s expression changed from shock to fury, and he advanced on Wink, his eyes blazing. Wink stared at him and grinned when he was a few yards away.

	“What are you really going to do, moron?” Wink taunted. “You need me, or you’ll never find them. Hell, you can’t find your ass with both hands. Leave the thinking to me and stop throwing tantrums.”

	Alonso bellowed in rage and leapt at Wink, whose pistol fired through his trail coat, and a hole appeared in the middle of Alonso’s forehead. He crumpled instantly, and Wink shot Ricardo point-blank in the chest four times as he tried to bring his rifle up. Ricardo fell backward and dropped his rifle, and Wink pushed himself to his feet, pistol in hand, and crossed to where he lay.

	“He really was a moron, you know,” Wink said, his tone conversational. “Only an idiot would have left me outside with my weapons in his saddlebags. Just plain dim.”

	Ricardo groped for his holstered pistol, and Wink shot him between the eyes. He tilted his head and inspected his handiwork, then gathered the dead man’s weapons and magazines before limping back to where Alonso lay, dead eyes staring at the brightening sky.

	“How’d that trying to avoid getting headshot go, moron? You enjoying being the one with all the power now, tough guy?” Wink laughed in genuine amusement and then spat on Alonso’s face. “I’d piss on you, but I already went. Shame. Wish I’d known this was gonna happen. I would have saved it.”

	The right plate of Wink’s flak vest shattered and knocked him to the ground, and an instant later he heard the sharp crack of a rifle. He blinked, the pain from the impact as bad as that emanating from his wounded leg, and he struggled to catch his breath as he tried to process what had just happened. His pistol lay a yard away, where it had skittered when he’d fallen, and he willed himself up on his elbow and tried to pull himself to it.

	Another shot, this one closer, sent a spray of blood and bone fountaining skyward from his good leg. He screamed in agony and curled into a fetal position to clutch it, the bulk of the flak vest making it difficult. The slug had hit his femur, and the pain was blinding to the point where he was seeing two suns in the sky before he passed out.

	A kick to his chest brought him back to consciousness a few minutes later, and he opened his eyes to find the blurred vision of Lucas standing over him, pistol in hand. Wink struggled to breathe, and Lucas regarded him without expression.

	“Never could stand a bushwhacker,” Lucas said. “Lowest of the low.”

	“You…”

	“Mighty kind of you to off your buddies back there. Made my job easier. What was the problem? They wouldn’t let you bang them, or was it the other way around? You the catcher? That the deal?”

	“Go…to…hell…”

	Lucas glanced around. “I spotted you a few days back. Should have known better than to make a cooking fire. So I made a false trail to this place. Worked like a charm. But now I have a problem. See, I’m trying to figure out whether I should gut shoot you and leave you to die, or put you out of your misery. I mean, the first seems almost Bible vengeful, you know? But I’m trying to get over my anger issues.” Lucas paused. “Tell you what. I’ll leave it up to you. ’Fess up to why you’re out here with a couple of seriously ugly monkeys, and I might see fit to do you quick.” He looked over at where Alonso and Ricardo lay. “They aren’t Crew. More like they’re in your salsa class. So what gives?”

	Wink swallowed dryly. “Water,” he rasped.

	Lucas folded his arms. “Reasonable request. How about I give you some when you tell me why you’re tracking me?”

	“Cartel. They want…the girl.”

	“That right? How are you in bed with the cartel? We’re a long ways from Mexico. Wouldn’t have figured it.”

	“In…Houston…”

	Lucas spat to the side. “Sounds like a yarn to me.”

	Wink winced at the pain from both legs. “No…they’re…El Pulte…whorehouse…Simon…Simon’s the…boss…”

	“Huh. Well, what do you know? I actually believe you. Then again, I believed you when you said we could trust you. Look what that got me.”

	“It’s…true…El Pulte…Simon…”

	Lucas looked at Wink’s leg, where blood had been spreading in a slow pool, and holstered his gun.

	“I’m a fair man. Looks like you’re bleeding out something fierce there. Don’t have long for this world. So I’ll tell you what. I’m going to take care of your horses, and I’ll be back in a few. I’ve heard going from blood loss isn’t bad, so I’m not sure I’d try to slow the bleeding anymore if I were you. You just get tired, then cold, and then everything goes black, and then it’s lights out. Hate to shoot an unarmed man, and you don’t look like you’re in any shape to hold a pistol.” Lucas stepped away. “See you in a few, cyclops, or in hell – whichever happens first.”

	Lucas walked over to where the three horses were tied, removed their saddles and kits, and then slapped their flanks to send them on their way. They galloped off, and he moved to the dead men and dragged them into the house, which would have to serve as their crypt, because there was no way he was going to spend hours scraping at the hard soil with his camp shovel. That stopped him, and he remembered the days just a few short years back when he would have spent all day digging their graves. But there had been far too many dead at his hand to go back to those relatively innocent times.

	He finished and returned to where Wink lay. Flies were buzzing and dive-bombing the blood by his leg, and his one eye stared unblinking into eternity. Lucas hefted him beneath the arms and dragged him into the house to keep his companions company, and then retraced his steps to where Tango stood waiting and climbed into the saddle.

	“Come on, boy,” he said, patting his neck. “Let’s go join the others and get some rest.”

	



Chapter 40

	South of Lubbock, Texas

	 

	After two grueling weeks on the trail, Lucas’s group was finally within a day’s ride of Lubbock. The trek had been mostly uneventful except for a few near misses with raiders and what might have been ex-cartel. Thanks to their night vision gear and the portable solar chargers, they were able to avoid the hazards without having to shoot it out, which Lucas was loathe to risk with Eve in tow.

	Austin had been a huge disappointment for them, and the stories of it having retained some civility had been badly overstated. They stayed in a boardinghouse for one night while they reprovisioned, which had been filthy, loud, and lice ridden, and located in an area as rowdy and dangerous as any in Houston under Crew control. Lucas had Alexa remain in the room with Eve during the day when he and Elliot had visited the local trading post, and had been keenly aware of the stares from road bums and scavengers loitering in the vicinity. They’d passed several groups of miscreants who looked like they would have killed a man for a few cartridges, and Elliot had noted that they weren’t in proverbial Kansas anymore.

	“You getting the sense we’re safer on the trail?” he’d muttered to Lucas.

	“Matter of perspective. But I hope we don’t have to waste any ammo on them. Might need it later.”

	“Always the practical one,” Elliot replied.

	“Let’s hope they aren’t desperate enough to come after us, or we may have no choice.”

	They’d entered the trading post and restocked their jerky and dried fruit stores, and as they’d been carrying them back to the boardinghouse, four of the lowlifes had peeled off and followed them. Lucas had put an end to their prospects at a corner when he’d stopped, handed Elliot his bags, and unslung his rifle.

	“Gentlemen? This here’s an M4 with a full automatic setting.” Lucas engaged it with a snick. “It’s a small miracle of destruction in the right hands. Thirty rounds in about a second, second and a half, tops. I’ve cut men in two with it. Like a hot knife through butter. Now, I’ve never had the pleasure of trying it out on four at the same time, but doing some simple math, that’s at least three or four rounds apiece, assuming I miss some, which at this range is doubtful.” Lucas gave them a tight smile. “If you’re thinking we’re easy pickings, might want to ask yourselves whether this morning’s the one you die. Because I’m kind of tired, my trigger finger’s twitchy, and I don’t like the way you look. So what’s it going to be?”

	Two had reached for their pistols, but then thought better of it when the others turned tail and ran. Their leader, a rangy man with only a few yellowed teeth left and the look of a meth head, had appeared about to say something, but he thought better of it and backed away, hands where they could be seen, until the little group rounded the far corner.

	Elliot chuckled when Lucas held out his free hand for the bags.

	“I never get tired of that,” he said.

	“We may not be out of the woods,” Lucas warned.

	“Oh, I don’t think we have anything to fear from them. You were quite convincing.”

	“Let’s just get back to the boardinghouse before they get a chance to rethink four against two.”

	“A wise man avoids unnecessary battles,” Elliot intoned.

	“Art of War again?” Lucas asked.

	“No, wisdom of Elliot, thanks very much.”

	Lucas spat by his boots. “Huh.”

	They’d continued to the boardinghouse and spent the remainder of the day there, dining on unidentifiable meat stew, probably rat, that was included in the price of the room. They’d departed at sunset, and Lucas had remained on edge until they’d cleared the city limits and were in the seemingly endless rolling fields, well away from buildings where undesirables could plink at them with impunity.

	Word in Austin had been that Lubbock was under the control of various warring factions, none of which had sufficient numbers to defeat the others. Depending on which area one was in, there were either ex-Crew, local gangs, bikers, or Hispanic prison cartels running things. They coexisted in uneasy equilibrium, with violence breaking out whenever one trespassed into the others’ turf.

	“Lovely,” Alexa had said as they’d left Austin. “Out of the frying pan…”

	“We’re just going to get in and then out,” Lucas explained. “Besides, I remember the lay of the land from my last visit. We shouldn’t have any problems.”

	“Except of course for whoever our friends have guarding the lab,” Elliot reminded him. “Since the Crew collapsed, it sounds like all hell has broken loose.”

	“I’ll take random groups of scumbags over Crew any day,” Alexa said.

	Their final night ride brought them within a few hours’ ride of the Lubbock skyline, and when they settled down for the day’s rest, with the city in the near distance as the sun warmed the tall grass around them, they felt a sense of anticipation – although Lucas couldn’t shake a creeping sensation of dread that had grown stronger the closer they’d drawn.

	



Chapter 41

	Lubbock, Texas

	 

	Nightfall in Lubbock had plunged the city into darkness that helped cloak Lucas’s group’s passage from its outer reaches. They had been riding since the moon had ascended high in the sky, and after two hours were nearly at the University Medical Center. The streets were deserted, and they had only rusting vehicles for company as the horses clomped toward the big medical complex, its multistory bulk inky against the horizon.

	They’d spotted the glow of random fires as they neared the town’s outskirts, but once deeper in its reaches, they had seen nothing, which spoke to the danger of traversing the streets after dark. There had been some contention over which gang of miscreants claimed the hospital’s territory, with Lucas thinking it was Crew from his prior foray and Elliot recalling it was the Mexican prison gang. In the end it didn’t much matter which nest of vipers called the district their own – they were still faced with the same challenge regardless: to get into the facility and attend to Eve, and then slip away with their skins intact.

	As they approached the hospital, Lucas slowed and signaled for everyone to stop.

	“Okay. Last time I was here, I made it into the tunnels that run through the whole place through the health sciences building, on the north side,” Lucas said. “The Cancer Center we’re after is on the south side,” he said. “Back then the Crew was guarding it, but since they fell apart, who knows. With any luck, they won’t be.”

	Elliot cleared his throat and explained that they had to access the radiation oncology vaults in order to find the specific machine they would need: an old cobalt machine that didn’t require power, whose radiation source would still have sufficient radiation to do the job, even after a decade.

	“Every so many years, the source loses half its potency, but it’s still radioactive,” he explained. “It’s just a question of how long you expose the patient for that determines the dose they receive. After it gets too weak, it’s not suitable to use on tumors, but it should do for our purposes.”

	“You’re going to irradiate Eve? Isn’t that dangerous?” Alexa asked.

	“There’s a lifetime cancer risk from radiation. But it’s minimal compared to the risk of leaving the nanotech in place one more minute.”

	“How does it work? I mean, how does the radiation destroy it?” Lucas inquired.

	“Same as it would cancer.”

	“How’s that?”

	“You expose the tumor to targeted radiation, or sometimes whole-body therapy, and it oxidizes the double helix of DNA so the cancer can’t reproduce. I’m thinking that if we do a whole-body exposure of sufficient duration, we can oxidize the nanotech particles and render them inactive. It should work. The nanoparticles are sensitive to oxidation. I recall that from the papers I read about the delivery system.”

	“And you couldn’t do that in Houston?”

	“No, unfortunately there were no cobalt machines there. It’s archaic technology from the fifties and sixties. Most places replaced their units years ago with new systems that use electricity to create the radiation. But their waveguides go gassy if they aren’t kept under power. Same with X-ray tubes. I thought maybe I could modify a fluoroscopy unit that seemed to be in decent shape to generate enough to work, but no go. Everything was without power for too long. The beauty of cobalt is it doesn’t need power.”

	“Like a chunk of uranium sitting there,” Lucas said.

	“Exactly. Cobalt is a bit different, but that’s the idea.”

	Eve spoke in a small voice. “Will it hurt?”

	Elliot offered a tight smile. “Absolutely not, angel. You won’t feel anything.”

	She stared at him with her preternaturally blue eyes. “You promise?”

	“Cross my heart and hope to die,” Elliot assured her.

	“You’re positive it’ll work?” Alexa asked.

	Elliot turned toward her. “By my calculations, absolutely.” He paused. “The tech is basically like a million tiny computers. The idea was to use it in conjunction with the old 5G technology, before the collapse.”

	“Why?” Alexa asked.

	“Population control, and as a mechanism for disease mitigation. If you can turn on the tech at will with a transmission, people would basically be your slaves. You could track them, you could threaten them with instant termination, you could promise them longevity. You could even alter the way their brain physiology and DNA worked. Imagine if you could turn that capability on and off. You could make it clear that anyone who bucks the system is going to die of brain cancer whenever you decide. It’s diabolical, but they were working on it for a long time.”

	“The mark of the beast,” Lucas said.

	“Rather like that, yes.”

	“But they never got it deployed.”

	“Correct. Something must have accelerated their schedule to cause them to release the virus. My thought is that it was originally deployed to eliminate older folks like me, who’d paid into the developed economy entitlement systems their entire lives with the promise they’d receive health care and a retirement income. But the bad guys had been looting those systems for generations, and there was nothing left by the time the big wave of people came of age to collect. So it was either have the systems collapse and people revolt against those who robbed them, or eliminate them. That’s what makes the most sense to me. And as a bonus, sterilize the younger ones who were going to be replaced by automation in a few years anyway.”

	Alexa shook her head. “That’s diabolical.”

	“True, but it makes a certain sense. If you eliminate all your creditors, your balance sheet looks strong, and you get to stay in power. If not, revolution, and they come for you with pitchforks. So it was either us or them. They obviously chose them.” He hesitated. “But I think they didn’t factor in second- and third-degree effects. Which is the scientific way of saying it all went sideways on them and wound up not only depopulating the world in a relatively orderly manner, but turned into a death plague that caused what we’re now living in.”

	Lucas gestured at the buildings. “Then this wasn’t intentional?”

	“That’s just my theory. Nothing more. But I think it went too far.”

	“Or it could be they intended this all along, and that’s why they were prepared,” Alexa said.

	“I hate to think that’s the case. But at this point, your guess is as good as mine.”

	They skirted the hospital grounds and stopped again at a safe distance from the main building. Lucas surveyed the entrance through the heightened magnification of his NV rifle scope and then lowered the gun and whispered to them, “Couple of guards. Don’t look like Mexicans or bikers, so that leaves Crew. Shaved heads and vests.”

	“But there’s no power. What are they guarding?” Elliot mused.

	“Maybe the lab, in case it’s needed again? Who knows? What’s important is they’re there.”

	“We knew this might get messy,” Elliot said.

	“Not if we’re smart,” Lucas said. “We need to find a safe place to leave the horses and go around to the health sciences building. Hopefully they won’t be guarding that side. They weren’t the last time I was here.”

	They continued at a safe distance and eventually stopped at a building with a post-modern sculpture in its circular driveway, its entrance glass long gone, the lobby like a dark mouth mid-scream. They entered, confirmed the place was deserted, tied the horses where they would be out of sight, and then retraced their steps to the main street and made for the health sciences building.

	They paused at a low-slung structure across the boulevard from the northern side of the hospital, and Lucas studied the exterior for signs of life. Seeing nothing, he led them to the boarded-over entry. Elliot and Alexa stood guard as he tried the various plywood slabs until he found a loose one and slid it to the side.

	“Inside,” he whispered.

	He held the cover ajar while they entered the building, and then adjusted his night vision monocle for the dimmest possible external light source and guided them forward. When he arrived at the stairs that led to the bowels of the complex, he was turning toward them when a figure stepped from the shadows at the far end of the lobby with a lantern and called out, “Freeze.”

	Lucas was bringing his M4 to bear when Alexa’s pistol barked twice. The lantern shattered on the granite floor as her rounds punched through the man’s chest. He tumbled to the ground, and Lucas ran toward him, rifle in hand.

	Judging from his vest and gleaming skull, the guard was Crew, and he was now drowning in his own blood as he gasped futilely for breath. Lucas considered ending it with his rifle, but then spun and raced back to the stairs.

	“We have to get into the tunnels. They’ll be all over here in a minute,” he warned, and threw open the stairwell door and rushed down the steps, the others on his heels.

	When they reached the lowest level, Lucas led them forward to the maintenance room that accessed the tunnels. Once inside, he bolted the steel door and faced them.

	“That door isn’t going to hold forever. They’re going to know we’re in here because of our footprints in the dust. So we need to move fast. We’ll worry about covering our tracks on the other side.”

	“Other side of what?” Alexa asked.

	“You’ll see.”

	He crossed the room to the duct that fed into the old ventilation shaft and lifted the metal cowling out of the way. Alexa escorted Eve into the narrow space, and Lucas whispered to them, “Keep going. It widens out in a bit. We’ll be right behind you.”

	They moved forward, and Lucas and Elliot squeezed through the gap. Lucas turned and reseated the duct in place, in case the guards weren’t that motivated to find whoever had snuck into the facility. That it was anyone but scavengers wouldn’t have occurred to them…unless they’d been pre-warned, he thought.

	Which was always a possibility. He hadn’t considered it a risk because of the implausibility of word making it to Lubbock, but he now reconsidered.

	Lucas pushed past Alexa and Eve and followed the tunnel to the stairs that led to the long corridors beneath the lab, and climbed the four concrete steps to a steel door, the sensation of déjà vu recalling his prior disastrous visit to the facility. The handle was as rusty as the last time he’d twisted it, and the door groaned like a fallen drunk when he swung it wide.

	The hallway was so dark he had to switch on a small LED penlight he’d brought, but the faint light source was sufficient for the NV gear to illuminate the way in neon green. He stopped at the maintenance door and got his bearings with his compass.

	“We need to go that way,” he said, pointing down the hall. “Hopefully there will be an intersecting hallway before too long. Has to be. It’s a hospital.”

	They walked along the corridor and came to a junction and turned what the compass said was south. The hall went on for a seemingly interminable distance before a sign overhead announced the words they’d been hoping for.

	“University Medical Cancer Center.”

	



Chapter 42

	Elliot found the vault he was after in the back of the radiation therapy wing, deep below the ground, where the walls were lined with enough lead to sink a battleship. He glanced at Lucas and gave a nervous smile.

	“This is it. I just need to verify that the source is in the machine, and I can calculate how long Eve will need to be exposed.”

	“How are you going to do that?” Alexa asked.

	“There should be records of its age in the control area,” he said, and led them to a small quasi-office off the main vault.

	He disappeared inside and returned a minute later with a deep scowl. “All the paperwork’s degraded to mush. Eaten by insects.”

	Alexa peered inside the control room and pointed to a plastic-encased document on the far wall.

	“Would that help you?”

	Elliot followed the direction of her finger and reentered the room to examine the document. His voice was celebratory when he called to them, “That’s it! The last source certification! Now give me a minute so I can calculate how much life it has left.”

	Lucas leaned into Alexa and spoke in a hushed tone. “We need to prepare to defend ourselves. Just a matter of time until they track us here.”

	“What do you suggest?”

	“Either we take the fight to them and choose where, or they bring it to us, and we have no choice in the matter.”

	“What if we just lie low until Elliot’s done?”

	Lucas sighed. “Let’s hope it’s only a few minutes. If it’s any longer, we’re in serious trouble.”

	“Don’t forget we still need to get out of here.”

	“One impossible crisis at a time, okay?”

	She stared at him humorlessly. “Very reassuring.”

	Elliot returned from where he’d been tracing numbers in the dust on the countertop and stopped in front of Eve. “You ready, sweetheart?”

	“How long will this take?” Lucas asked.

	“Well, I need to open the head and pull the source,” he said, and patted the leather satchel slung around his neck. “I brought some basic tools with me in anticipation – a screwdriver, a wrench, a hex set, a pry bar. So it really depends on how corroded everything is and how complicated the mechanism is.”

	“And then?”

	“Well, I’ll need to find a lead apron to minimize my exposure, so I don’t poison myself too badly.”

	“No, I meant, how long for the treatment?”

	“Oh, two and a half minutes should be adequate. Can I borrow your watch?”

	Lucas removed his mechanical wristwatch and handed it to Elliot. “All told, how much time is it going to take? Don’t mean to pressure you, but they’ll be looking for us.”

	“With luck, twenty to thirty minutes. I won’t know until I start disassembling the machine. I have to get the cover off first. You can help with that, and then it’s best if you stay out of the room until I’m ready for Eve.”

	Lucas and Elliot moved into the vault and approached the ancient treatment machine. Elliot studied the head in which the cobalt source was stored, then removed his satchel, set it on the treatment table, and spread his tools out on it.

	He pointed to one side of the head. “Hold here, if you will. When the collimator comes loose, it’s likely to be quite heavy.”

	“The what?” Lucas asked.

	“The lens thing. The jaws. It’s how they shape the beam. Like a camera lens, only lead and steel.”

	“Got it.”

	Elliot worked for five minutes while Lucas assisted, and they removed the lower jaws and set them on the floor.

	“OK. Time for you to clear out. Let’s find a couple of lead aprons for me.”

	“I can keep helping if it will speed things up.”

	“Trust me. You don’t want to be in that room from here on out.”

	“I’ll take your word for it.”

	They went in search of aprons and found some in the X-ray suites. Elliot donned one and adjusted it, and walked Lucas back to the cobalt vault.

	“Wish I had some lead gloves too, but they’d be too unwieldy. I’ll grin and bear it,” Elliot said.

	“How big is the source?”

	“Only a few inches long. Six at the most. The problem is that once I remove the shielding, it’s irradiating me. So I need to be strategic about when and how I do this last bit, to minimize my exposure. Hate to lose this beautiful head of hair at my tender age.”

	Lucas frowned at him. “How dangerous is this, Elliot?”

	“Well, if I were thirty, I’d probably be having second thoughts. But I’m not. So it’s worth it. I’ve run the odds.”

	“Lucas?” Alexa called from outside the vault.

	“Coming.” He looked to Elliot. “Good luck.”

	“Thanks for the help. I’ll holler if I need anything.”

	Lucas found Alexa kneeling with Eve.

	“What’s wrong?” he asked.

	“I’m scared, Lucas,” Eve answered.

	“There’s nothing to be scared of, Eve,” he said. “You’ll just go stand in that room for a few minutes, and that’ll be that.”

	“How do you know?”

	He exhaled evenly. “Elliot told me, and I trust him. He knows what he’s doing. So you need to trust him, and me. I’d never let anything hurt you. You know that, right?”

	“You promise?” she asked.

	“A hundred and ten percent, honey. Can’t get any higher than that.”

	Eve gave him a puzzled look. “Yes, you can. A hundred and twenty. Or a hundred and eleven.”

	“It’s a figure of speech.” He cocked his head. “You’ve been working on your math with Tim, I see.”

	“He’s not very good at it.”

	“Well, not everyone’s great at everything. You’ve got a special gift.”

	Alexa smiled when he straightened, and she patted Eve’s head. “Stay here while we check the hall to make sure we’re still in the clear, okay?”

	Eve nodded, and Alexa walked away. Lucas caught up to her, and she stopped when she sensed him behind her.

	“You’re very good with her. That surprised me,” she said.

	“I…it does? Why?”

	“Because you’re all about ordering people around. I didn’t expect that.”

	“Alexa, I command an army…”

	“Tell me you weren’t like that before. Go ahead. Say it.”

	“I wasn’t nearly this…decisive,” he said.

	“Liar.” She resumed walking. “How much more time you figure we’ve got before the shooting starts?”

	“Depends on how many there are, and how well they can track us. It’ll take a few to get through that steel door. Maybe five or ten – I don’t see them having an acetylene torch.”

	A muffled explosion in the distance, almost inaudible, interrupted them. Lucas frowned.

	“I’m guessing that was the door,” he said. “Grenade in the right spot would blow it off the hinges. Now they have to figure out where we went from there. They’ll find the duct eventually. But hopefully it’ll be pretty dusty in the room after the explosion. If so, it’ll take longer.” He shook his head. “But make no mistake, they’re coming.”

	“Can we escape? Tell me the truth.”

	“I didn’t bring you here to die in Lubbock.”

	“Then you have a plan?”

	“It involves running like hell.”

	“I’m liking what I’m hearing so far.”

	He shrugged. “That was it.”

	“Oh.”

	A clank sounded from the vault, and then Elliot’s voice. “Lucas! I got it free. Where’s Eve?”

	“Here,” Alexa called as she rushed back to where Eve was standing.

	“Good,” Elliot said as he walked from the vault and hauled the heavy lead door partially closed. “Might want to stay out in the hall.” He smiled at Eve, who could barely make him out in the faint light of the penlight he’d left on the floor so she could see. “Ready?”

	The little girl nodded fearfully. “What do I do?”

	“Walk into the room and sit on the edge of the table. Don’t move around, and don’t get close to the thing on the floor. Just sit on the table when I say go, okay? And then come out immediately when I call you.”

	“That’s it? I keep my clothes on?”

	Elliot chuckled nervously. “You aren’t going swimming, Eve.” He eyed Lucas’s watch and, when the second hand landed on twelve, tapped her on the head. “Go.”

	She slid through the gap of the partially open door and disappeared into the vault. Elliot shrugged out of the lead apron and smiled at Lucas and Alexa. “Almost done,” he said.

	“We have a situation,” Lucas said, and told him about the explosion.

	“Well, nobody said it wouldn’t be close,” Elliot said.

	A male voice drifted their way from the hall, and Lucas shushed Elliot.

	“Stay here,” he ordered. “Mind Eve.”

	“I’m coming with you,” she said.

	“No. Eve’s the priority. See that she’s safe. No matter what.”

	“And if you get killed, who leads us out of here? No way. I’m coming with. Now move.”

	Lucas didn’t try to argue. Alexa had a point, even if he didn’t like it. And she’d proven herself a more than capable shot in the lobby.

	They moved to the main corridor and saw a warm yellow glow at the far end of the drab olive walls. Lucas freed a grenade from his flak vest and waited until six men appeared, all with the telltale Crew garb and carrying rifles, before pulling the pin and stepping from the doorway to pitch it twenty yards down the corridor.

	He ducked back into the radiation wing hall and clamped his hands to his head.

	“Ears!” he warned, and Alexa reflexively covered hers. The explosion sent a shock wave through the floor and an air-pressure surge like a blast from an industrial furnace. They coughed from the dust that blew through the doorway, and then Lucas unslung his rifle and called to Alexa, “You okay?”

	She nodded mutely, and he peered around the doorjamb to survey the damage.

	The hall was littered with bodies and painted with blood and rubble. He darted from his hiding place and ran toward the carnage, and was nearly to the pile of dead when shots rang out from around the corner. The hallway was as black as pitch, so the shooters were firing blind, but even so, a ricochet could ruin his day, so he threw himself onto the floor and tried to determine how many were shooting.

	After thirty seconds of mindless gunfire, he was sure it was only three, and when there was a lull, he picked his way around the corpses and removed another grenade from his vest. When he reached the junction, he pulled the pin and tossed the orb toward the shooters, then sprinted back toward radiation oncology with his hands over his ears.

	The explosion shuddered the walls, but Lucas didn’t pause, and when he reached Alexa at the entryway, he pushed her inside and whispered softly.

	“We need to get out of here,” he said, lips inches from her ear.

	“Lucas!” Elliot called from the vault. “We’re finished. Is it safe?”

	“Don’t think we want to wait around for the second wave. You have your running shoes on?” Lucas asked.

	“With bells.”

	“Alexa, grab Eve and follow me.”

	Lucas took them farther south and, when they reached stairs that led to the lobby level, motioned for them to wait as he checked for hostiles. He climbed the steps, eased the door open, and did a slow survey of the mammoth span, but saw nothing, which made sense. The Crew was undisciplined, and if they were in hot pursuit of someone who’d slipped by them, he could see all hands joining in. He hoped that was the case, because once they were on the ground level, they would be sitting ducks if he was wrong.

	“All clear. Come on up,” he said. When Alexa reached him, with Eve and Elliot right behind her, he stepped out into the darkness and walked on silent feet toward the front doors.

	They made it to the parking lot without drama, and Alexa picked Eve up, and they ran as fast as their legs would carry them, back to the horses and, hopefully, freedom, Elliot’s improvised treatment a fortuitous new lease on life for the little girl who’d drawn the wrath of the most powerful entity on the planet.

	



Chapter 43

	Houston, Texas

	 

	The trip back from Lubbock had gone faster than the trip up, as though the horses could sense that they were returning home and were anxious to get there, though not quite as much as Lucas’s team, who’d had their fill of sleeping on the trail and mounting daily vigils against would-be attackers. By the end of the journey, their nerves were frayed and their endurance spent.

	Eve had been in high spirits the entire trip back to Houston, her radiation bath having apparently left her no worse for wear. Elliot, on the other hand, had been lethargic and sickly, and his irritability grew more pronounced as the trip south progressed. Eve had whispered to Alexa that he must be sick, because she’d heard him vomiting when he’d been relieving himself behind some bushes. Alexa had assured her that he would be fine and was probably reacting badly to the trail food.

	By week two, he was drawn and pale, and Lucas had taken him aside.

	“I’m worried about you,” he’d said.

	“Don’t be. This will pass. I knew it was a risk, but it was worth it. Eve looks fantastic.”

	“But you look like the portrait of Dorian Gray.”

	Elliot shrugged. “I calculated the dose I got, and it shouldn’t be fatal. Although the skin on my hands is burning in spite of the riding gloves. But don’t worry. This too shall pass.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“At this point, there’s nothing either of us can do about it, so yes, I’m sure.”

	The remainder of the trip had been bleak as Elliot’s health became the primary concern, other than avoiding run-ins with murderous predators. By the time they made it back to the camp, he was improving, but Lucas was still skeptical of his recovery.

	When they rode through the gates, Colt and Duke rushed from the command tent to meet them, and Lucas agreed to a short meeting to catch up on events since he’d been gone. He told them to give him a half hour to shower, after which they arranged themselves around the conference table, Elliot conspicuously absent.

	Luis entered just as the meeting started, and sat across from Lucas with a grin.

	“So? What’s the news? Did it work?”

	Lucas allowed himself a smile. “It looks that way. Eve’s never been better, and Elliot swears she’ll stay that way, so we all have our fingers crossed.”

	“Where is the old dog?”

	“He’s beat from the trail. That’s a long ride for even the youngest of us.”

	“Well, glad you made it back in one piece.”

	Lucas gave them an abridged account of the trip and, when he was done, sat back.

	“Bring me up to date with what’s going on here,” he said.

	Duke grinned. “The refinery’s repaired, and we’re pumping like crazy. No more explosions,” he said, knocking on the tabletop. “As far as our provisions, we’re at about fifty percent and climbing. We’ve been curing fish from the gulf with salt, and it’s holding up well. Solves our protein problem once we march, at least as long as it lasts. And we’ve co-opted some of the locals to hook us up with the growers outside the city limits. We’ve scored some good quantities of beans…and limes, of all things.”

	“They’ll solve any scurvy issues,” Luis observed.

	“We’ve made progress on bringing the vehicles we’re trying to salvage up to snuff. We now have nine tanks and six troop carriers that will start up and roll around, and we’re working on another twenty of each now that we have workarounds for some of the thorniest issues.”

	“How long until they’re fully operational?”

	Duke shrugged. “The mechanics are saying two weeks. But that may be wishful thinking.”

	“Any problems with the cartel probing our defenses?” Lucas asked.

	“Negative. It’s been eerily quiet,” Duke said.

	“Might be because we wiped Wink’s group off the map,” Colt said.

	“How did that go?” Lucas asked.

	Duke gave him the rundown. When he finished, Lucas was shaking his head.

	“Sad, but inevitable. If he hadn’t been so greedy, we probably could have worked something out.” He told them about his encounter with Wink on the road to Lubbock, and Duke’s expression soured.

	“Cartel set up shop here? That’s a big problem,” he said quietly.

	“Agreed,” Lucas said. “One I intend to handle as soon as I’ve gotten some shut-eye.”

	“Count me in,” Luis said.

	“Me too,” Colt and Duke blurted in unison, and then laughed at the effect.

	“We’ll see. While I’m down for the count, see what you can find out about El Pulte. It’s a whorehouse to the south of us.”

	Luis was already running plans in his head. “I’ll squeeze my sources. We’ve been building a good relationship with the locals, and we have a lot more channels now than we had when you left.”

	“That’s good to hear.” Lucas stretched his arms over his head and yawned loudly. “Now, if you can spare me, I haven’t slept for thirty-six hours, and I’m overdue. Duke, I’ll send a runner when I’m back in the land of the living. In the meantime, Luis, see what you can learn. Figure we’ll circle back this evening, okay?”

	Duke rose. “Get some sleep. You’ve earned it.”

	“I’ll say,” Colt said and offered a loose salute. “Good to have you back, General.”

	Lucas threw him a skeptical glance. “Please.”

	“I mean it. Now I don’t have to let Duke order me around without someone to appeal to.”

	The men left, and Lucas slid off his boots and lay on the cot, his brow creased with worry over Elliot’s unstable condition. He didn’t want to alarm the men, but his assessment was that the older man’s state was tenuous at best, and he made a mental note to insist that Elliot be seen by the medics as soon as possible.

	He closed his eyes, and they fluttered as he yawned again, smiling at the recollection of Eve running to hug Ruby and Tim when he’d dropped her at his tent, her eyes the color of the sky and her smile high enough wattage to light the entire world.

	



Chapter 44

	Music drifted from El Pulte’s doorway, the street quiet at the late hour. Torches burned in crude holders mounted on either side of the entry, signaling that the bordello was still accepting patrons and serving whatever tickled their fancy. A lone bored guard snoozed outside on a folding metal chair, his head on his chest and a shotgun across his lap. Four horses were tied to the adjacent hitching post, occasionally lapping water from the trough before them.

	The night was inky, a marine layer blocking out any light from the moon or stars, and the air was redolent of rain on the way. Cicadas chirped their mating call from the nearby treetops, stirred by a warm breeze from the coast that carried with it the smell of salt and spray.

	Inside the building, only two customers were drinking in the downstairs bar area, their faces red from excess. They were playing cards, their business with the girls upstairs done. The bartender leaned sleepily against the mahogany counter, propped up on one elbow. Music emanated from a solar-powered stereo whose speakers were mounted over the bar, and the two guards on either side of the long slab appeared ready to pass out, the night having been another tedious one.

	Simon sat in his office, feet up on the desk, a nearly empty bottle of tequila within reach and a half-naked teenage prostitute asleep on the couch. He was comparing the receipts from the month before he’d taken over to the forty-five days since he had, his frown slight but noticeable; the income was now half of what it had been. He peered at the ledger and murmured to himself, annoyed that the customers appeared to be avoiding the place of late. Perhaps it had something to do with his cutting the girls’ take back to forty percent from fifty? Several had left since then, and the ones who had replaced them had been far lower quality.

	He glanced at the sleeping girl, one of the newcomers. Her ribs jutted from her skin like she was malnourished to the point of anorexia, when in truth her income was more than enough to afford anything she liked – the problem was that she favored drugs over food. It was a common enough story, and he didn’t much care except that it lowered the profitability of the whorehouse to have skanks who appeared to be on their last legs working for him.

	Simon sighed and reached for the bottle. He hadn’t heard anything from Wink or his men for well over a month, and had nothing to report to his father, which was a growing concern to him. He’d had the army camp watched round the clock for thirty days with no success, and had cut that back to twice a week; the word from the few soldiers who’d patronized the bar was that nobody knew when the generalissimo had gone or when he was going to return, if ever.

	Outside El Pulte, a muted snap echoed off the buildings, and a half second later, a crossbow quarrel skewered the sleeping guard on the front porch through the center of his chest, killing him instantly. His shotgun fell from his lap and landed on the stone patio with a clank, but the music was such that it was barely noticeable. Three figures in dark clothing raced to the bar’s entryway with suppressed assault rifles and mounted the stairs in a blink. One of the men checked the lobby and then stepped in with his companions, guns leveled at the guards and the bartender.

	The lead gunman motioned to the pair of drinkers with his rifle barrel.

	“Out.”

	The men dropped their cards and hurried from the bar, the gunman’s rifle following them until they galloped away. The oldest of the intruders eyed the guards and the bartender for a beat before speaking.

	“Guns on the floor,” he said.

	The guards complied.

	“I’m unarmed,” the bartender said, hands on the bar.

	“I come around there and find a gun, you’re dead.”

	He shook his head. “Just a bat.”

	The gunman returned his attention to the guards.

	“Toe them over here,” he ordered.

	They did, and the other two kicked them to the entrance, well out of reach.

	“Where’s Simon?” the older intruder demanded.

	“In the back,” the bartender said. “In his office.”

	The gunman turned and was crossing the room when shots rang out from the second-floor balcony. The shots went wide, and the two near the door spun and opened up on the shooter, cutting him to pieces with full automatic bursts.

	The office door cracked open, and Simon dared a look down the hall. He loosed three shots at the lobby and then slammed it shut and twisted the lock. The lead gunman returned fire and blasted a dozen holes through the wood panels, and then pressed himself against the wall in case the cartel punk decided to have another try at him.

	 

	Simon holstered his pistol and crossed to where a Kalashnikov rifle was leaning against the credenza. The whore had bolted upright, her eyes wide with fright, her mouth working spasmodically.

	“What’s happening?” she pleaded.

	He ignored her and moved to the steel door that fed out into an alley behind the building. He unbolted the two heavy locks and eased it open as gunfire shredded the office door behind him. Simon glanced down the alley, stepped out with the rifle in hand, and slammed the steel door closed.

	A figure materialized from one of the doorways across the alley, a rifle trained on Simon.

	“Simon, I presume,” Lucas said. “Drop the gun, and hands where I can see ’em.”

	Simon hesitated, weighing his odds of being able to shoot Lucas before he could do the same to him, and then tossed the rifle onto the oily pavement.

	“Figured you’d try to get away while your men died,” Lucas said.

	“Whatever you think you’re doing, you have no idea who you’re screwing with,” Simon said.

	“Yeah?” Lucas replied. “That so? Why don’t you tell me?”

	“You rob us and we’ll hunt you down and skin you alive. There’s nowhere you can hide from us.”

	“Us? A Mexican pimp?”

	Simon straightened his shoulders. “I’m cartel.”

	Lucas spat and eyed him. “Didn’t realize the cartel was still in Houston. I heard the army mopped the floor with you and sent you running back to mamacita.”

	“You do this and you’re a dead man,” Simon snarled.

	“Let’s cut to the chase. What does the cartel want with a little girl?”

	Simon blinked as realization dawned on him whom he was facing. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“You only get one lie tonight. Wink told me all about it. Now answer my question.”

	Simon’s eyes flitted to the side and then back to Lucas. “I have no idea. I was ordered to get her. That’s it.”

	“Ordered? By who?”

	“My boss in the cartel.”

	“So you don’t know anything? That’s a shame. Means you’re of no use to me.”

	Simon’s eyes widened. “No. Please. You can trade me. Barter with me. I’m not just some lieutenant. My father’s the head of the cartel.”

	Lucas’s eyebrow rose. “He sent you here?”

	Simon nodded. “That’s right.”

	“Must not think much of you if that’s the case.”

	“He’ll do anything to get me back. Anything.”

	Simon dropped to the ground like his knees had buckled and was raising his pistol when Lucas’s three-round burst slammed into his upper chest. He screamed in anguish and dropped the handgun, and Lucas squeezed off another burst that tore half his face away.

	Lucas lowered his rifle. “He’ll get you back in a box.”

	He took a final look at the dead man and then turned and made his way back down the alley, his boots a rhythmic tattoo in the still of the night.
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	What has been will be again,

	What has been done will be done again;

	there is nothing new under the sun.

	 

	-Ecclesiastes 1:9

	



	

Chapter 1

	AD 2040

	Tall Kayf, Iraq

	 

	The blades of the latest generation SU-430 stealth helicopter pounded the hot night air. The hum of its turbine was shielded to near silence, the only sound in its wake a rhythmic thwacking like the beating of a prehistoric bird’s wings. Moonlight silvered the instrument console through antireflective windows, where a pair of pilots gazed at the landscape rushing by, occasionally monitoring the radar as the autopilot performed its job with robotic precision.

	Blast furnace updrafts buffeted the helicopter from the hills below, sending tremors through the cabin. A lone figure, his helmet and NV gear lending him the appearance of a giant insect, sat on one of the steel benches in the cargo bay, staring into the darkness through the open door.

	The pilots hadn’t spoken since taking off from a provisional air base near Baghdad twenty minutes earlier, a remnant of an occupation that had stretched for decades with no end in sight. Their flight was secret, their destination classified, the passenger a ghost with no name. They’d remarked on the unusualness of the mission before he’d loaded aboard but had kept their thoughts to themselves, other than to raise their eyebrows at his sophisticated weaponry – his assault rifle was a type they’d never seen, and the cables leading from its stock to his backpack were almost as unusual as the man himself.

	He’d been bouncing his boots against the titanium floor almost the entire flight, and they’d picked up snatches of unfamiliar words muttered in his gruff baritone with an exotic intonation. Both pilots understood Arabic, but whatever it was the soldier was speaking wasn’t any language they recognized.

	They’d opened their orders once in the cockpit and had been surprised by the flight plan, not to mention only a single passenger, for what was described as a neutralization mission of a terrorist faction that had been plaguing the region for years. Normally there would have been three or four birds in formation, with at least two dozen commandos and enough ordnance to destroy a fortress. A single fighter with a high-tech rifle, a handgun strapped to his hip, and an assortment of unusual field gear appeared to be woefully inadequate for the job, but they didn’t question the orders. Why the geniuses at headquarters had decided to send a lone commando defied logic, but so did many of the decisions that emanated from high.

	The target was a compound at the edge of the town of Tall Kayf, an isolated hamlet home to a population of twenty-two thousand. They were flying low over the rugged terrain as they hurtled through space at nearly three hundred miles per hour. For most, even in the new aircraft, the high velocity in rough air and complete darkness would have been frightening, but the pilots had been conducting clandestine runs in this theater for years.

	“Four minutes from target,” Captain Baxter, the senior pilot, said into his mic. A single click on the close-quarters comm line was the only indication from the passenger that he’d heard. Baxter glanced over at Lieutenant Reynolds, his copilot, and shrugged. Reynolds didn’t respond, preferring to keep his eyes on the faint radiance illuminating the horizon, where the town’s lights warmed the desert in the distance.

	Iraq had technically been self-determining for decades, but coalition forces had been stationed there for the duration to prevent undesirable opposition groups from overthrowing the puppet regime that was dependent on the invaders to remain in power. The area around Tall Kayf was one of numerous strongholds where the coalition forces dared not travel except in substantial numbers, and there wasn’t a family there that didn’t have a relative who’d been maimed or killed at the hands of foreign fighters.

	Death at the hands of coalition soldiers was so common that a term had entered the popular vernacular, which loosely translated meant “martyred angels.”

	Baxter thumbed a toggle and depressed a button, and the autopilot switched off and control of the helo returned to manual. The bumpy air rising from the baked sand demanded his full concentration, and he pushed aside any doubts about the mission and focused on piloting the helicopter. Reynolds squinted behind his night vision goggles at the threat-detection computer, relieved that no incoming fire greeted their approach – even though the helo was virtually undetectable on a night flight like this, years of harsh experience had conditioned him to never let down his guard.

	“On the mark in ten seconds,” Baxter announced, and the craft’s forward momentum slowed before it shed the last of its altitude and settled onto the ground.

	The pilots watched as the commando leapt through the cargo door before the dust cleared, and took off at a run toward a string of buildings a half klick away.

	 

	The commando’s boots thumped with snare drum cadence on hard-packed dirt, joining the hiss of his breathing and the moan of the arid breeze through husks of ruined structures on the perimeter of the primary compound’s security wall. In the near distance, a pair of minarets jutted into the midnight sky like skeletal fingers silhouetted against the city’s dim glow.

	The commando neared the wall and veered to his right, slowing only long enough to free a miniature drone from his backpack. He tossed it into the sky and watched as the feed from its camera played on his helmet’s display screen. The drone scanned the area beyond the wall, its software identifying threats and highlighting their positions. After he was confident about the layout, he summoned the drone back to his hand like a trained pigeon. He replaced it in the pack and removed a grappling hook attached to a length of black rappelling cord, and eyed the top of the wall. Spotting a promising section, he ran toward it and hurled the hook skyward without hesitation.

	The hook clanked against the inner wall and bit into the top when he pulled the cord taut. The commando shouldered his Gauss rifle – an experimental design light-years ahead of anything deployed in the field, which used compact micro-fission batteries and smart bolts for heightened accuracy – and was up and over in moments, scaling the sheer twelve-foot face as though leaping over a low hedge.

	He landed in a crouch and freed the rifle and, after surveying the collection of buildings in front of him, took off at a jog, weapon in hand.

	 

	Twenty-two hundred kilometers away in a bunker near Karachi, six men watched the feed from the commando’s helmet cam play across a wall screen in the eerie green luminosity of night vision. Nobody spoke as the image bounced with each running step, and then a pair of gunmen materialized from a darkened doorway and opened fire, the blossoms of their AK-47s like flares in the NV lens. The commando opened up with the Gauss rifle, and both men were cut down by a silent stream of high-velocity bolts that struck them mid-torso.

	Another shooter with an AK fired from one of the windows, and the next instant three more joined it. The commando moved with startling speed, picking off the various shooters without slowing, the accuracy of his fire miraculous given the conditions.

	“He’s performing exactly as predicted,” one of the men said in a hushed voice, and offered the others a triumphant smile.

	“You aren’t troubled by the gibberish he was mumbling on the trip in?” the figure at the head of the table asked.

	“Probably nerves, Louis. Everyone deals with them differently. What matters is how he’s doing now that he’s in the thick of it.”

	Louis ran long fingers through thick silver hair and nodded. “It was just a question, Edgar. Nothing more.”

	Their man neutralized a dozen shooters before kicking a door open and pounding through a room with an overturned table, where a dead gunman’s form lay sprawled on the floor. They scanned the room with him, their point of view his, and then they were moving deeper into the compound, killing anything that showed itself.

	After a brief shoot-out with three guards in a spacious parlor appointed with antiques, the commando approached a Persian carpet on the stone floor. His gloved hand appeared in the field of view and pulled the rug aside, revealing a wooden trapdoor. He jerked it open and dropped a flash bang into the opening even as a flurry of rifle fire lit the gap.

	He dropped the door back into place, and the whump of the grenade blew it ajar. An instant after the detonation, he heaved it wide and fired a long burst from the Gauss rifle before lowering himself down a rickety wooden stairway to the chamber below.

	Four bodies lay on the floor, their blood black on the bunker’s wall screen. One of the downed men struggled to reach a rifle by his hand, and the Gauss rifle clicked twice, dropping the man where he stood.

	A quick sweep of the room recorded its contents, and then the fighter was mounting the stairs and retracing his steps to the courtyard.

	At the entryway, he retrieved a self-guided drone and a console with a tiny screen from his backpack and watched as the miniature aircraft made a slow orbit of the compound, recording heat signatures with its infrared and scanning the defenders’ faces. It paused at the fifth signature, and then a message blinked to life on the control screen: Target confirmed.

	He studied the target’s location, as well as the heat signatures converging on it, and debated shooting his way to the man who was the object of the mission. After a brief pause, he keyed a command and transmitted it.

	Neutralize.

	The drone’s video feed zoomed on the target’s face and began its silent attack run at breakneck speed. When it was no more than five meters from the man, it fired a .40-caliber explosive projectile from its integrated barrel that struck the target in the center of the forehead and blew the back of the man’s skull apart like a rotten melon.

	The commando smiled and recalled the drone even as the other heat signatures raced toward the dead man.

	Louis grunted his approval, and Edgar keyed a transmitter to life and spoke into a microphone. “Excellent work, Alpha. Return to the LZ and call it a night.”

	The fighter growled into his helmet mic. “Still more to mop up.”

	Edgar and Louis exchanged a glance, and Edgar tried again. “Negative. Mission is over. Return to the landing zone, stat.”

	A pause. “Not a chance.”

	Edgar keyed the mic. “Repeat. Mission is over. Return to–”

	The line went dead, leaving the room to stare at the broadcast from the helmet cam, unable to do anything but watch and listen.

	“What’s he doing?” Louis asked in a hushed voice.

	“He disabled his comm line,” Donald Adair, the technician director, said. “I’m afraid we know what comes next.”

	“Not necessarily,” Edgar said.

	“Bullshit. Why else would he have disobeyed a direct order?” Donald snapped.

	“He…he might have identified another threat,” Edgar tried, but even to his own ears his tone was unconvinced.

	“Can we use the quantum link?”

	“It won’t do any good. We’ve seen this eight times in the field. Do you really think the ninth will be different? He’ll just ignore it like he ignored your direct order to end the mission,” Donald said.

	The helmet cam image neared the perimeter wall, and then it was up and over again, only this time moving away from where the helo waited. A pair of ancient trucks, their beds packed with armed men, raced toward the wall along a dirt road from town, their headlights blinding as the high beams lit the fighter up.

	The Gauss rifle spat death. The lead truck’s lights blinked out in a spray of shards, and the vehicle careened to the side, its windshield an opaque curtain of shattered safety glass. The Gauss bolts ripped through the sidewall of the truck bed and cut the gunmen apart before they could get off a shot, and then the second truck was slowing and the shooters in the back were firing at the commando on full auto.

	“Turn the goddamn sound down,” Louis ordered; the roar of the shooting was deafening in the bunker’s confines. Edgar twisted a knob and the noise level halved, but not before they all heard the fighter’s voice laughing maniacally as he moved at lightning speed, closing on the truck in a suicide run and lobbing a frag grenade at it as he sped past.

	The truck exploded in a fireball, and body parts arced through the sky. The commando was still in motion and had increased his pace to the town as he babbled to himself in his hoarse voice, the words guttural and abrasive.

	“Still think this is anything but what it looks like?” Louis asked the room. Nobody said a word.

	The camera picked up the first of the buildings on the edge of town, and Edgar shook his head. “We obviously need to abort.”

	“Do it, before this gets any worse,” Louis instructed.

	Donald nodded and moved to a small console. “We built an explosive charge into his pack in the event it went wrong.”

	“Make it happen.”

	Donald flipped a switch on the console, entered a security code, and then depressed the only button.

	Nothing happened.

	“Shit,” Donald said.

	“Malfunction?” Louis snapped.

	“Not likely. He must have disabled it on the ride in.”

	“What about the drone?”

	“Already in the air,” Edgar said. “Just in case.” He turned to Louis, eyes glued to the screen, where the commando was now gunning down anyone in sight. “ETA is four minutes.”

	“Thank god for that,” Donald muttered. “He never should have been sent in.”

	“We all voted in favor,” Louis snapped.

	“With serious reservations,” Donald corrected. “But what’s done is done.”

	The fighter kicked in a door and sawed a woman and two small children in half with Gauss bolts before their screams could echo off the stone walls. A little girl no more than seven showed herself in a far doorway, panic twisting her young face. The commando laughed again and loosed a burst from his weapon, stippling the wall behind the child with her blood.

	Louis looked at Edgar. “How much longer?”

	“Two minutes.”

	A pause as another chilling cackle echoed through the bunker.

	“This isn’t going to get any better.”

	“No, it won’t,” Donald agreed. “He’s completely lost his mind.”

	“Like the rest,” Louis spat.

	Edgar frowned. “We had to see.”

	“Sure.”

	The commando lobbed a grenade at a fuel station, and the resulting explosion sent a bright fireball streaking into the air. A police truck screeched around a corner, and he called to the officers in Arabic, offering to perform impossible sexual acts with their mothers and daughters. The police fired at him, but he dodged the bullets and sprayed a long burst of Gauss rounds. The hardened projectiles shredded the truck like it was made of soft cheese, killing everyone within moments.

	Another laugh shattered the night, and then a string of profanities in Arabic that finished with a blood-chilling ululation.

	“Drone’s overhead in twenty seconds,” Edward reported.

	“Tell the helo to be ready to clear his body out of there before the military arrives. There can be no trace,” Louis said.

	“I’ll relay the message.” Edward tapped a few keys on his keyboard, and the image on the wall went split screen. On the right was the commando’s helmet feed and on the left the drone’s. “It’s programmed to neutralize him without warning,” he said.

	“Let’s hope it does the–”

	The drone video went white with static, and then black.

	Louis’s frown deepened. “He spotted it.”

	A second later the helmet feed went offline, leaving the men staring at a blank screen.

	“Shit,” Edward said. He squinted at a smaller monitor with a map of the city on it. The blue icon that represented the commando had also gone dark. “We lost him.”

	Louis sighed heavily. “Gentlemen, I’m afraid we have no choice. Edward, do we have a tactical nuke we can deploy?”

	“A G-12 on standby in Baghdad. But the heat signature will alert the Russians and Chinese. The outcry will be–”

	Louis cut him off. “Order the bird into the air. How many minutes will it take to wipe the place off the map?”

	“A couple of minutes after deployment, no more. But what about the Russians? And…the press?”

	“We’ll disseminate a story about a terrorist faction having gotten their hands on a field nuke. The press will say it was only a matter of time and that it was a miracle a remote town in the middle of nowhere went up instead of downtown D.C.” He paused. “Hell, we can probably use this to escalate things again.”

	“Assuming nobody leaks that it was our bird.”

	“Make the call.”

	Edgar did and, when he hung up, reached for the transmitter.

	“What are you doing?” Louis growled.

	“We need to get the helo clear or it’ll go up with the rest of the place.”

	“Stand down, Edward. There can be no witnesses.”

	Edgar hesitated and then nodded grimly and sat heavily in his swivel chair. He switched the screen to a satellite image and zoomed in on the small city. “This is real time.”

	“Let’s just pray he doesn’t anticipate it.”

	“Unlikely. Nuking an entire city to eliminate one man wouldn’t come up in his possible scenarios.”

	“Better hope so.”

	A silence as heavy as morning fog hung over the bunker as the digital counter at the side of the screen blinked the local and Greenwich Mean time in green. The phone by Edgar’s hand chirped, and he answered it, listened, and then stabbed the call off. “It’s in the air,” he said, his tone flat.

	“Won’t be long now.”

	Seventy-three seconds later, the sat image changed from darkness to a massive blast, yellow and orange and red, bright as a small sun. When the image normalized, they could see the top of a mushroom cloud rising into the heavens and the buildings at the edge of the city flattened like an angry toddler’s toys.

	After three minutes, Edward confirmed that everything for five miles from the epicenter had been destroyed, and the possibility of anyone surviving was approximately zero.

	The bunker cleared and the men disappeared into the night. The operation was over, its failure both spectacular and unambiguous. While the mission target had been eliminated, the repercussions of the use of a tactical nuke would send shockwaves around the world, and even if the cover story held with the public, the clandestine arms of adversarial governments would know the truth.

	A dangerous state of affairs, and an unintended consequence that would, like a pebble tossed into a placid lake, cause ripples that would continue long after the stone had disappeared from view.

	



	

Chapter 2

	Three years later

	San Francisco, California

	 

	Gray clouds hovered over the Mission District as the light went out of the western sky. The streets were clogged with rush-hour traffic, and the air was heavy with approaching rain and filled with a symphony of impatient horns. An unending stream of pedestrians hurried along grimy sidewalks past boarded-up shops marred with graffiti. Tent cities clogged the major arteries, and the gutters overflowed with trash and feces. The area had long been a zone where the police didn’t venture except in significant strength and rarely after dark.

	Inside a run-down three-story brick building on the corner of Twelfth and Mission, in a dingy ground-floor room that doubled as a TV lounge, sixteen people sat in a rough circle on folding chairs. The air was thick with cigarette smoke. A woman in her thirties was concluding a familiar story of bottoming out, losing her children, and an ongoing battle with the pipe and bottle that she barely won each day.

	When she finished speaking, she sat down, and the chairperson, a man in his fifties with eyes a blue so vivid they seemed painted, nodded and gazed around the room. His eyes settled on a hulking young man with caramel skin and close-cropped black hair seated at the back of the room. “Anyone want to share? Veritas?”

	Veritas Grey shifted in his seat and stared at his scuffed combat boots. He hadn’t felt the urge to discuss any difficulty he was having with the steps, and he knew nobody would force him to, but even so he felt vaguely dishonest, as though the fact that he felt no cravings for the poisons that had ruined so many of the participants’ lives was somehow cheating.

	“Not tonight,” Veritas answered.

	He’d told his story often enough in meetings like these – the years of narcotic debauchery in Thailand, the near misses with the grim reaper that had been as regular as the phases of the moon, his hiatus in a rural monastery as he battled withdrawals before returning home a burned-out husk – but for the last month of meetings he hadn’t actively participated, preferring to listen, not exactly despondent, but feeling like he didn’t have anything to add.

	The chairman nodded again and passed a cylinder to the man on his right, a Rastafarian with ratty dreadlocks and rumpled clothes. The Rasta withdrew a phone, pulled up a pay app and tapped in a nominal amount, and scanned it with the cylinder. The cylinder beeped, and he handed it to the person beside him, a pretty young woman in her twenties whose beauty was marred by frown lines that had taken up permanent residence at the corners of her mouth.

	When it reached Veritas, he held the cylinder’s retinal scanner to his eye. It blinked twice. He keyed in a few new dollars and passed it to the next attendee. He shifted again and regarded his hands: strong, thick fingers; knuckles as prominent as a street fighter’s; the blue and green ink of full-sleeve tattoos ending mid-metacarpal like a hastily donned shirt several sizes too large.

	Everyone rose and said the Lord’s Prayer, and then the meeting was over. Veritas swallowed the dregs of his coffee, pulled on his leather jacket, and shouldered his messenger bag. The chairman approached with his backpack in hand, the man’s expression serious but friendly, as was typical. He had to tilt his head back to look at Veritas, who at six four was almost a foot taller, and offered a wan smile.

	“Good to see you here, Ver. You look well.” Ben was Veritas’s sponsor and rarely asked anything of him. He’d had Veritas over to his apartment a few times in the early days, for conversation and a movie when Veritas had been working through a difficult period, but lately their socialization had been limited to meetings.

	“Thanks, Ben. You too.”

	A whine issued from Ben’s backpack and a furry face poked from the top. A ten-week-old yellow Lab eyed Veritas and panted excitedly.

	Ben smiled. “This is Moxie. He showed up at my place a couple of weeks ago and never left.”

	Veritas reached out and scratched the puppy’s head and received a lick in return. “He was really good during the meeting. I didn’t hear a thing.”

	“He’s well mannered. Hard to believe someone dumped him on the street. People suck sometimes.” Ben studied Veritas’s face. “Things okay with you?”

	“A little down lately, but trying to walk the walk. One day at a time. You?”

	“The same.” Ben paused, looked furtively around, and lowered his voice. “If you have some time this evening, I’d like to talk to you about something important.”

	Veritas sighed and checked his cheap mechanical watch – a relic of a bygone era with a scratched crystal and weathered leather strap. “I can’t tonight, Ben. I’m on in half an hour, and I really need the money. It’s hard enough getting any job these days, much less if you’re an ex-junkie covered in tats. I can’t afford to lose it.”

	“Yeah, I understand…but like I said, it’s important.”

	“Ben, my mom’s been sick all week, and I haven’t gotten in the hours I need… This isn’t a great time.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that. Hope it’s not the new flu.”

	“I don’t think so, but she’s stubborn. I can’t get her to go to the doctor. Between the meds and handling the shopping and looking after her…it’s cut into my pay more than I can really afford.”

	“Veritas, it’s important, or I wouldn’t be insisting.”

	“Okay – maybe after work if I get off early enough. Let me get over this hump and I’ll call,” Veritas said, and gave Moxie a final chin scratch before moving toward the door. Veritas’s statuesque physique projected an authority he seldom felt, and the other attendees parted in front of him. He stepped into the lobby, which stank of decay and broken dreams, and eyed the clerk in passing. The thin Asian man looked away quickly, as though fearing Veritas would leap over the counter and throttle him.

	Veritas was used to it and didn’t take the sidelong glances personally. He looked like what he was – a young man barely hanging on, living in squalor, trying to atone for a past of self-abuse and to live down dangerous choices his prominent ink announced as clearly as a snake’s rattle.

	His bicycle was chained to a steel rack just inside the door. The hotel’s residents were usually indigents without many possessions, and bikes were their preferred transportation, assuming they could still ride one. In a world filled with technological miracles, that so many couldn’t manage even the basics always struck Veritas as typical of the way things worked. But the anger he’d once felt at the injustice no longer consumed him as it once had. That rage had been replaced by a dull acceptance and a resignation he’d spent many hours in meetings trying to develop.

	He unlocked the padlock, unable to afford one of the new iris- or thumb-scan locking systems, and then slung the chain into his backpack and thumbed on his phone to see what his evening looked like. Thursday was always a big night, and depending on the delivery queue, he might be able to score some decent tips.

	The screen flickered as he carried the bike onto the street, and he swore silently. He wasn’t superstitious, but it seemed like anything with a microprocessor hated him with the intensity of a jilted bride and invariably malfunctioned when he needed it most. It was one of the reasons he didn’t mind having a bicycle rather than a car. Not that he could afford to buy a vehicle, much less to fuel one, with electricity through the roof for the seventh year in a row and gasoline an impossible luxury for most.

	He ducked into the market next door and snagged a bottle of Pow! energy drink. He extracted a five new-dollar coin and handed it to the woman working the counter, and she shook her head and pointed at a sign behind her. “Sorry. Only doing Nexus payments or scans. No more cash.”

	“Come on, Jan. It’s me. You always take cash.”

	“Big crackdown, sorry. Only Nexus or phone credit from now on. It’s not my choice; the owner doesn’t want the heat.”

	Veritas replaced the drink in the cooler and carried his bike back onto the street. He supposed it figured that a government that couldn’t protect its population would eliminate all but their trackable payment systems of choice – in the case of the Nexus chip, one that required a huge investment by the user for the implant.

	A bearded man draped in black rags stood on the corner with a Bible in one hand and a gnarled finger pointed at the clouds. He spoke in the strident cadence of a tent preacher, his voice a rasp.

	Those who submit to being chipped, you take the number of the beast into you and become the servants of Lucifer! Repent or burn in eternal hellfire!

	The top pop song in the country played from speakers above a New Dollar Store, acting as an ironic backdrop to the sidewalk preacher.

	Oooh, stick it in, stick it, stick it, stick it in

	Oooh, stick it in

	Uh, stick it, Daddy, stick it.

	A poster affixed to a light post caught Veritas’s eye. It bore the logo of the Luds, an underground organization branded terrorists by the government after they’d questioned the legitimacy of a federal apparatus that dictated increasingly oppressive terms to the population.

	His phone pinged, and he smiled. If he could make it to the restaurant in five minutes, there was a big order to a section of the city that might make the effort to bike through miserable traffic worthwhile. Rush hour was both a curse and a boon for him – the same snarl of steel and glass that barred his way also ensured he would have consistent employment. Evening traffic was almost impossible to navigate in a car, and motorbike licenses in the city were heavily restricted due to their use by criminal gangs that had modeled themselves after those in the Brazilian favelas, leaving bicycles as the only viable delivery mechanism.

	An electric truck with speakers on its roof crawled by, blaring an advertisement for discount plastic surgery on credit. An animated woman’s voice screeched over the street sounds with orgiastic excitement. “Better Tomorrows will give you the look you always wanted! Start living your dream today! Prices so low they’re practically illegal! Because you deserve it!”

	The ad changed to a man’s voice. “The new Nexus X implant has ten times the power of the previous generation of chips. For the discerning man or woman who wants it all! Quantities limited.”

	Veritas clamped his bicycle helmet on his head and swung a leg over the seat. A pair of girls, obviously young, strutted past him wearing latex pants and halter tops in spite of the chill, and the taller one threw him an inviting smile. “Looking for something special?” she purred.

	Veritas matched her smile and shrugged. “Aren’t we all?”

	“For you, half price,” she said in a husky voice.

	“Sorry, gorgeous. I couldn’t afford the double condom.”

	The two girls giggled and continued down the street, swinging their charms with each stab of their stiletto heels. Prostitution was rampant in the city, the financial situation so dire that many teens worked as semi-pros to help their families make ends meet.

	A light drizzle moistened Veritas’s face, and he wiped it away with the sleeve of his jacket. After checking the traffic, he pushed off into the street and narrowly avoided being crushed by a bus as he accelerated, the exertion a welcome relief after an hour of sitting. Two passenger electric vehicles dodged between older gas cars and delivery trucks with a soft whir, their plastic forms blinking with LEDs.

	He frowned as he sped along the block and a familiar feeling of disorientation blurred his vision at the edges. Veritas shook his head to clear it, but the effect intensified. The street seemed to elongate as he rode, stretching as though made of taffy, while his peripheral vision distorted in a hallucinatory haze.

	Veritas swallowed hard and willed the spell away. He didn’t have time for a flashback from his drug-addled past; there was food to deliver and money to be made.

	The street tilted like the deck of a ship in a storm, and his field of vision began to compress until he felt like he was hurtling through a tunnel. His breathing came in rasps and he gripped the handlebars with white knuckles, a searing coil of anxiety churning in his stomach.

	A screech of brakes and the blare of a horn sounded from his right, and then he was arcing through the air, his leg radiating pain where a car had struck him. The blurred horizon pinwheeled before he hit the pavement, and everything went black.

	



	

Chapter 3

	A flock of birds flapped from the jungle canopy with shrieks of alarm as detonations shook the ground. The night was shattered by fighter jets strafing the surroundings, and the darkness exploded in a wall of fire as they dropped payloads of guided bombs loaded with white phosphorous. The air filled with the sickly aroma of burning flesh and screams of agony from an ancient edifice at the base of mountains that thrust into the sky like broken teeth.

	Only minutes earlier the valley had been silent, the residents of the monastery asleep within an hour of the sun sinking into the hills. The nearby village was dark, electricity an undreamed of luxury in the rural area. Now the area was an inferno, the jungle ablaze, the centuries-old stone building reduced to ruins, and the river that ran alongside boiling from the scorching heat.

	Sweat coursed down Veritas’s face as a guide pulled him by the hand through a tunnel deep beneath the mountain. The walls were carved from solid rock, and the passage narrowed in some places so that he had to crawl behind his escort, whose features he couldn’t make out in the darkness. The mountain above trembled from continued explosions, and after a particularly violent one, the tunnel twenty yards behind him collapsed in a shower of stone, blowing a cloud of dust and debris down its length and clogging his nose and mouth.

	 

	Veritas cracked his eyes open and found himself staring at the frowning face of a paramedic. An ambulance’s red and blue roof lights strobed off the building façades and the faces of curious bystanders.

	Another man joined the first, who looked around with a somber expression and then back at Veritas.

	“Let’s get him into the ambulance,” he said.

	Veritas shivered – someone had removed his jacket – and felt himself bouncing along the pavement, the gurney beneath him squeaking from his weight as the men pushed him toward the vehicle. He tried to speak, to tell them not to give him morphine because of his addiction issues, but he couldn’t seem to form the words, and he closed his eyes as his rescuers lifted the gurney and slid it into the back of the ambulance with a scrape of metal on metal.

	One of the paramedics climbed into the bay with Veritas’s jacket and backpack, and the doors closed. Veritas tried again to speak, but whatever they were pumping into him was numbing him to the point of indifference. After a final try, he gave up on the effort and allowed himself to drift weightlessly in a warm narcotic haze.

	When he came to, it was in the corridor of a hospital. The paramedics were wheeling him down a hall, the astringent smell of antiseptic in the air as distinctive as the orderlies in surgical scrubs accompanying his gurney. The ER was packed with people, and the corridors in every direction lined with the sick on cots, hacking and wheezing.

	Veritas’s tongue felt thick, and he struggled to form words when a physician approached him in a curtained area of the emergency room. The doctor performed a brusque, cursory examination, the discoloration beneath his eyes a testament to long hours of thankless duty, and then snapped orders to the nurse.

	“I want a head and neck CT and X-rays of his legs. Clean up the abrasions, watch his vitals, and get the scans done immediately.”

	“Yes, Doctor.”

	“I…” Veritas managed.

	The doctor leaned into him and shined a penlight in one eye and then the other. “Follow the light,” he instructed.

	Veritas did, and the doctor nodded and stepped back.

	“How do you feel?”

	“I’m…I’m okay. But the drug’s making me…” Veritas tried, his voice a croak.

	“You took a hell of a tumble. It’s a miracle you’re in one piece,” the doctor said.

	“Please. No more drugs,” Veritas said.

	“I’ll make a note on your chart,” the doctor agreed.

	Another nurse in a white lab coat approached with a clipboard, and the doctor and the first nurse moved away, leaving Veritas to the newcomer. She brushed a lock of platinum hair from her forehead and gave him a sympathetic smile that never reached her eyes.

	“Mr. Grey?”

	“Yeah.”

	“A few questions. Do you have insurance?”

	“No.”

	The smile faded and her lips compressed into a line. “Next of kin?”

	“My mother.” He gave the woman his address.

	“Are you taking any medications?”

	“No.”

	Her eyes roamed over his tattoos before settling on his face again. “Drugs?”

	“No.”

	She looked like she didn’t believe him, but continued with the questions for another couple of minutes. When she was done, Veritas inhaled deeply. “Do you know what happened to my bike?” he asked.

	“I’m sorry. No idea.”

	“How much…how much is all this going to cost?”

	She was already moving away. “You’ll be billed.”

	After a half hour in a room adjacent to the ER, Veritas’s head began clearing as the painkiller flushed from his system, and by the time another orderly arrived and wheeled him to the basement for his CT scan, he felt marginally coherent, although still punchy. He tested his legs by pressing down against the gurney, and to his surprise, other than muscle aches, they seemed fine. Same for his arms – the leather jacket he’d been wearing had shielded him from road rash, and his helmet had done its job. His head hurt, but no worse than if he’d taken a few punches.

	The X-ray machine was older than he was, and after several images of his hurt leg, next up was the CT – a pristine new Mitsubishi XL6 that took only a few seconds to draw a blood sample, record vital stats, and perform a whole-body scan before uploading the results to a national database.

	Ten minutes on the table waiting for the scan crawled by, and then the technician emerged from the control room, shaking his head.

	“Sorry. We seem to be having some sort of problem with the system,” he said. “We’ll get you back up to the waiting area, and whenever we figure it out, we’ll try again.” He picked up the wall phone and called while Veritas waited on the gurney. “Weird. Just scanned another patient five minutes ago and it worked fine. Never seen the fault before,” he said. “Error A42992. Just shut down and won’t respond. Says to call some customer support number.”

	Veritas didn’t say anything about the tendency of electronic appliances to go on the blink when he was around. Another orderly took him back to the ER and, after a hushed discussion with the woman in the lab coat, wheeled him to an empty room. “You’ll be in here for a while,” he said. “The ER’s swamped. The damned flu is laying everyone low.”

	“That’s fine,” Veritas said, not particularly worried about where they stuck him.

	Moments later an attractive woman in the starched blues of the SFPD entered, the badge on her right breast pocket glinting in the harsh light. “Mr. Grey?”

	She was about his age, a brunette with a serious expression that was only slightly softened by intelligent hazel eyes.

	“Yes?” Veritas tried.

	“I’m Officer Selena Aames. Do you have a moment?”

	Veritas looked around the empty room and then returned his attention to her. He tried a smile. “I’m not going anywhere. Why?”

	She returned the smile, and Veritas felt a stirring in spite of his condition. Her eyes seemed to dance with a trace of amusement as she regarded him, but when she spoke, her tone was all business. “I have some questions about the accident. I need to fill in some blanks for my report.”

	“Sure. But I don’t really remember much. One minute I was on my bike, the next I was airborne. That’s about it.”

	“You never saw the car?”

	“Not really.”

	The woman paused. “It’s a yes or no question, Mr. Grey.”

	“I didn’t register it until it was too late.”

	She looked at him oddly, her expression unreadable, and was about to say something when the doctor entered with the orderly. He scowled at her. “I’m afraid we need to get this young man scanned. Any interview will have to come later,” he said.

	A final smile for Veritas was followed by a shrug. “I can wait,” she replied.

	The doctor turned to the orderly. “Get him down to the fluoroscopy unit while the CT’s out of commission. It’ll give us at least some idea of what we’re dealing with.”

	The orderly wheeled Veritas to the basement again, and a different technician positioned an old fluoroscopy unit over his head. He adjusted some parameters and stabbed several buttons, and then retreated behind a leaded partition. After a few moments he emerged and strode to a wall phone. He placed a call and spoke in a hushed voice.

	The doctor appeared and conferred with the technician, and after he ducked behind the screen with the tech, they both approached Veritas.

	“The CT’s working again. Let’s get you on it, shall we?” the doctor suggested.

	“Is…is everything okay? I mean, I actually don’t feel that bad. Just a headache and some scrapes and bruises. This probably isn’t necessary…”

	“Won’t take but a moment,” the doctor said, ignoring his question.

	The orderly wheeled Veritas down the hall to the CT room, and this time the device appeared willing to cooperate. The gantry whirred and clicked and then beeped once before shutting down, leaving him in frigid silence as the operator and the doctor studied the results in the adjacent room. One minute stretched to five, and then the orderly returned, transferred Veritas from the CT back to the gurney, and pushed him through the door.

	The doctor was standing in the hall with a troubled expression. Veritas looked up at him and raised his eyebrows. “Well? Am I going to live?”

	“Sorry about the delay. I had to send your scans to a radiologist to read. We should have the results shortly,” he explained.

	“You must have seen enough of these to be able to give me some idea. Like I said, I don’t feel too bad.”

	“Yes, well, we have a protocol to follow.” The doctor looked to the orderly. “Take him back to his room, and–”

	The sound of a voice raised in protest from the stairwell at the end of the hall interrupted him, and then heavy footsteps reverberated from the open door. The doctor looked up at the commotion, and then the voice carried from the stairs, louder than before.

	“You can’t go down there. I’m calling security. If you don’t–”

	The warning ended in a strangled gasp, and then the jackhammer pounding of hard soles on concrete steps echoed from the stairwell, loud as pistol shots in the still of the basement corridor.
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