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    To my daughter, Stella. I never knew how much I could love till I met you. 
 
    FOREWORD 
 
    Many thanks and my sincerest apologies to U.S. Military and government employees, of whom I’ve cast both protagonist’s and antagonists within the novel. Quick disclaimer: This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.  
 
    I’ve cast certain characters to be angry, violent, addicted, misguided, arrogant, abusive and downright treasonous. I don’t personally know of any such polarizing characters in real life (thank goodness, my life is much less exciting). Furthermore, during my time in the military, I had the honor of serving with some of the finest individuals this country has ever known… but this novel isn’t a memoire.  
 
    At the end of the day, my characters are all just human (or close to it) and for the sake of the story- their attributes, subversive organizations or actions were necessary to support a particular character arc. Furthermore, the novel is set in the near future as opposed to the present, so fingers crossed that none of this comes to pass. 
 
    Additionally, instead of using the standard scene break, I’ve opted to create a unique icon for all major characters. In the event that a character’s entrance into a scene is to be a surprise, I’ve left their icon off the scene break. 
 
    Happy Reading! 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    PROLOGUE 
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    “I go to visit the dark places of my mind,” my father said. “Only then, will light shine into them.” He was a hero of sorts; a hero to me, and among the many of this story. He was also a villain, though it depends on how you look at it. That is to say, I am the hero of my own story, but not to all; and not to say that I’m the hero of this story, nor is it to say that I’m one bit heroic. I was born against all odds – true, but I wasn’t the one to fight for it, to kill for it, to bleed for it. No… I haven’t fought for anything except to live, and not in the way they did. People follow me; they listen to me because I have something to give them and expect nothing in return. Knowledge is what I call it, but it’s more than that. A gift. 
 
    The same people call this “the end of days.” I remind them of the food in their pantries, the roof over their heads and the friends and family at their hearth; a tribulation perhaps, but not so great as was foretold in the many “holy” books. Where one thing ends, another begins. True, these are dangerous times we live in, but no more dangerous than the war that I was born into. Just different.  
 
    There were heroes on both sides; all sides, in fact, and villains as well. But the villains were indeed the heroes of their own stories; each of them with a picture of their own personal truth – the nature of existence, what it means to be ‘right.’ I don’t lend much credence to that ideal, ‘being right,’ since so often, it’s relative to where you stand.  
 
    In the ‘Last War,’ as it’s been called, no one was right, as all armies stood ready to destroy one another, but we’re not quite there yet. 
 
    In the wake of the crimson sky, humanity lay in chaos. Erica, my mother, had been given a family back. She had killed for the first time in her life. As it was shown to me, Luca and his brothers had attacked Fort Sill, Oklahoma; released tens of thousands of the Hunters against their defenses; rained steel down from the skies. Her father’s Army fought them, their forces useless against the ceaseless onslaught. She had fought through the horde to face Luca and defeated him, killed his brothers, brought him to the brink of death; in doing so, destroyed who she was, her persona, ideology, morality, psyche; however one chooses to name it. The betrayal had meant an end to her old life and thus, she sought to end her life entirely. In death, rebirth – an end and beginning. Others would find the need for rebirth in the days to come. 
 
    Luca was mangled and imprisoned, but alive; his body destroyed by the Hunters. Jacob’s forces had scattered across the map, in control of key military installations, poised to control the U.S.  
 
    The Order: Vice President Kreuson and Lieutenant Colonel Petersen, among others, once sure of their superiority, were driven beneath the earth; the safety of sealed bunkers. Alliances would shift; new threats would emerge - ancient and advanced, powerful and deadly.  
 
    The Earth, however, had been given back itself. Large swaths of land had begun to purge the concrete megaliths that sullied its pristine growth. In the arid southwest, sands blew through the streets, covering them, eroding the once bustling pavement. Further east, what was known as Carolina, vines and moss began to grow out through cracks in the pavement, as life does spring in the desolate places. 
 
    The Hunters were hungry, as [WU1]no creature worth eating was safe; nor would they be in their rebirth.  
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    “It’s like the others,” Senator Vivian Kreuson whispered, her eyes dark in the poorly lit annex room. “Three of them. Pristine condition – perfect cylinders, all sealed.” 
 
    A single overhead light burned at the nervous air in the room. “Blood?” Director Stevens whispered.  
 
    “No.” Vivian slid a photograph across the desk. Her face appeared like that of a Stepford wife, yet her cunning eyes, her sharp grey suit and tone suggested otherwise. “Analysis is almost complete. It’s something… more.” 
 
    “This one.” He tapped his pen against the photo. “Why’s it grey?”  
 
    “Silicone based.” 
 
    He looked up. “And the writing?” his voice trembled. 
 
     “Same.” Vivian pulled another set of photos from her briefcase. There stood a stone obelisk; its dead language circled in fine red marker, notations scribbled along the margins.  
 
    He put his reading glasses on and stared down intently at the handwritten text – “To Destroy the Wicked,” he mumbled. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “It’s a weapon,” a voice whispered from the shadows.  
 
    Stevens spun around. “And what do you need me for?” 
 
    “We’ve assumed control of a facility,” the voice whispered, just outside the light. “Underground in New Mexico. It’ll need to be staffed. Your Department of Homeland Security personnel.”  
 
    He looked back, a single bead of sweat ran down his forehead.  
 
    “There a problem, Stevens?” Vivian whispered. 
 
    “No, I…” He wrung his hands under the table. “Have you considered the ramifications of this?” 
 
    “Seven sites around the world.” She glared at him. “Five claimed by other nations. The technology is a threat. We must protect our nation, our people…” 
 
    “Human testing,” Stevens whispered to himself. “Conspiracy…I can’t be a party to that.” 
 
    “You’ve sworn an oath to our cause,” Vivian whispered. “An oath to God and our Order. You are charged. Now act.” 
 
    “I swear.” He stood, knocking his chair to the ground. “I will never breath a word of this to anyone.” He edged backwards, towards the door. 
 
    Agent Flynn stepped into the light, young still, dark hair and sharp features to match his black suit and tie. He pressed in on Senator Stevens. Vivian put her hand on Flynn’s arm, stopping his advance. Stevens slipped out of the room.  
 
    “Tonight,” she whispered. “Make it look like a heart attack.” 
 
    Another man waited in the shadows, Senator Petersen, the dull ember of his cigarette illuminated his withered face. “Who’s next on the list?” 
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    The sun dipped down into a blood red sky. “This is it,” Captain Duggan whispered, looking down at the text message on his phone.  
 
    He pulled in to the Normandy - Bastogne housing community, passing unit insignias and stars on red flags.  He pulled up in the driveway of Lieutenant General Nichols, Airborne Corps commander. 
 
    Nichols eyed him conspicuously through the crack in the door. “Can I help you, Captain?” he inquired with a hint of annoyance in his voice, as he ran his hand over his bald head.  
 
    “Time is short, Sir.” The young officer’s blue eyes peered back at him through the doorway. “There’s been an attack.” 
 
    Nichols’ brow furrowed, as he stepped on to the porch.  
 
    “The Order of the Double-Edged Sword, Sir.” He handed over the unlocked phone, along with a silver coin - a sword surrounded by seven stars.  
 
    Nichols scrolled through – ‘Biological attack imminent – Seek cover immediately.’ His brow furrowed as he read. “Say I believe you…” He looked back up at Duggan, fingering the coin in his hands. “… you’re admitting you’re a party to this… Order. Yes?” 
 
    Duggan nodded. “I’ve seen what they can do, Sir. Many will die if we don’t act.” 
 
    “And you understand what this will mean for your career? For your life, your freedom? You understand what we do to officers like you, right?” 
 
    Duggan nodded, a persistent strength held in his eyes. 
 
    Nichols pursed his lips. “… come in.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    PART 1 
 
    CHAPTER 1 
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    A sweet smell of autumn decay hung heavy in the air; it stirred in the night as nightmare creatures raced along the forest floor. Hunger had driven the hunters to move. Their food stores exhausted, each of the pack felt it: the shakiness, a drive to feed. Twenty of them, twenty hungry mouths, their jaws now fully formed and growing, long sinuous arms and legs, curved talons and mottled grey skin.  
 
    The pack traveled overland, galloping on all fours, stretched out in single file. The leader had stopped, motioned the pack onward with a low shriek and click of his jaw. It hadn’t been a decision for the pack leader, so much as an impulse. Hunger had built until it was insatiable. He waited in the brush, his eager muscles coiled.  
 
    He felt the ground, an injured ‘thump… thump-thump,’ growing closer. He leapt, his talons shot forward – and he ripped into her side, knocking her to the ground.  
 
    She let out a painful shriek, crying out for help.  
 
    The pack stopped, converged on the sound. 
 
    The leader slashed at her spine - a ‘snap,’ and tear of cartilage. 
 
    Her legs slacked as she tried to roll over, slashing in defense. A deep slice across his face; blood poured from the wound. 
 
    The pack gathered; anxious for a victor, anxious for a meal. 
 
    He bit in to her neck, his razor teeth tearing through her trachea in animalistic rage, blood spurting from the jagged flesh. He bit in to a bullet wound on her chest, tearing the entry open, exposing muscle and bone. He cracked the ribs open, exposing the organs. Her heart continued to beat, faint and fading; her eyes open, staring out at the glimmer of morning light.  
 
    He buried his face, gorged himself on her as the others circled, waiting to have their turn feeding on their fallen sister. Deep in him, sorrow grew in the darkening pit; that place in its mind that held the last remaining shred of his humanity. 
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    Jacob reached for her in the darkness, an empty spot, still warm from her body heat.  Her scent hung heavy in the air.  Marines sat outside the hotel door, guarding them from the creatures.  He heard the trickle of water; ran his fingers through dark messy hair, an attempt to put it in some sort of order.   
 
    Kristen stood naked at the sink, bathing with a cold, wet washcloth. “Wake up.” Her whisper had a sense of urgency. The shimmer of light from her head lamp reflected off the mirror, enveloping her silhouette.   
 
    Jacob walked to her, wrapped his arms around her waist, his bronzed hands pressed to the pale flesh of her exposed stomach.  “Luca can wait.” He brushed her blonde hair aside and kissed her shoulder.   
 
    Her body tensed in a cringe, suppressing the urge to recoil entirely. “That’s not how you felt yesterday.” She felt his hands slide up the length of her body; she spun around, her elbow cocked, pushing him back. “Only person you think of is you.”   
 
    He looked at her in a painful stare.  
 
    “Tell me I’m wrong.” She glared back, waiting. 
 
    “I…” He cleared his throat. “I’m not about to risk an attack head on, without support. I’m not stupid.”  
 
    “Selfish, Jacob. Not stupid.” 
 
    He stood, speechless. She turned and continued bathing. 
 
    “If that’s how you feel,” he whispered. “Why have you followed me so long?”  
 
    “Hope.” Her eyes still focused on her task. “That maybe you’d grow up one day. Lead us to some sort of… salvation.” 
 
    “Salvation…” he mumbled to himself. 
 
    “It was inevitable.” Her tone matter of fact. “They can’t make something and not use it. If you hadn’t released the virus, someone else would have. At least this way we had a fighting chance.” She slipped her shirt back on and threw a towel at his face. “Hurry up. They’re coming.” 
 
    Jacob stepped into the darkened hallway; tacky print carpet and spackled walls were illuminated by their flashlights.  The two Marines rose to attention, silent; the shuffle of talons was heard down the hall.  Jacob flipped his flashlight off.   
 
    The Marines lowered night vision goggles from their helmets and took aim.  Six creatures rounded a corner, sprinting on all fours.  Pitch black, shots rang out; bursts of muzzle flash, Kristen looked at Jacob in the strobing dark, her icy glare urging him to act.   
 
    His eyes narrowed on her. He reached his hand out; the creatures stopped. His fingers spread apart. With a tug, their limbs ripped from their bodies, blood pouring from open flesh. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
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    The twilight and shadow danced across the child’s face, as he rocked back and forth in a waking dream, a vision of what once was, and what could have been again. He studied her, the deep green of her eyes, the curvature of her nose and chin, her dimpled cheeks. He held her tiny hand, wrapped around his finger. She stared back intently, watching him, his deep hazel eyes, his dark skin and loving smile, deciding if he was safe. She yawned, scrunching her nose and nuzzled into his tan t-shirt. He pressed his lips to the black tussle of hair at the top of her head. The scent of the child lingered in his empty arms. “Let me go,” he whispered to the apparition. 
 
    “Are you listening, Alpha 1?” Vivian’s voice rang against the concrete walls.   
 
    It didn’t matter anymore. He had been killing for far too long for it to matter anymore. “Yes Madam.” He refocused his eyes back on the Vice President. In truth, he hadn’t been listening, nor was he listening now, rather fantasizing about sliding his knife through her throat.  
 
    A building had collapsed on their bunker, sealing them underground, destroying their communications array. He was thankful that the air supply port had remained unscathed, yet the more she talked, the more he wanted to strangle- “That’s it!” he shot up. “We’ll run a cable up the pipe. It’s a straight pipe; it’ll get us a signal at least.” 
 
    She looked at him as though he were stupid.  
 
    “It’ll work.” His feet set in motion. “Trust me.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed on him. “You were Flynn’s boy, weren’t you?” 
 
    He stopped.  
 
    “It’s a shame what happened to him.” Her eyebrow raised. “Did you hear?” 
 
    He looked at her, silently. 
 
    “Betrayed The Order, shot himself in the head… And you know what happens to suicides.” 
 
    He knew it to be lie, having tapped communications in the bunker from day 1. “Hell,” he whispered, despite his disbelief.  
 
    She walked to him. “You would never betray the Order,” she said placing her hand on his shoulder. “Would you?” 
 
    “Negative, ma’am.”  
 
    “No,” she whispered. “Not with all we’ve given you… Your purpose, Alpha 1, do you know what that is?” 
 
    He remained silent, quelling the murderous impulse inside him. 
 
    “The Order will lead the people out of darkness, to a new age of existence,” she whispered, facing him, her other hand on his shoulder now. “One of peace and prosperity, one to glorify the one, true God… and me, as the mother of humanity. I want you to swear an oath to me, to God. Swear to protect me at all costs, even your own life.” 
 
    His features like stone, he whispered, “I’ve sworn my oath, Madam.” 
 
    She smiled a knowing grin at him. “What were you thinking of, just now?” 
 
    “Nothing, Madam.” 
 
    “Your daughter,” she whispered. “And her child.” 
 
    His eyes widened. 
 
    “Did you think we didn’t know?” A malevolent gleam arose in her eyes, at the leverage she held. “Swear, and I’ll do everything in my power to see that you’re reunited.” 
 
    He had done everything in his power to watch over the girl from afar[WU2]; too broken for her to see him, too far removed from the life he’d once been proud to call his. “I swear,” he whispered. ‘A lie,’ he thought.  
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    “We’ll need a quick turnaround.”  Jacob rode in the front passenger seat of the Humvee.  They approached Fort Bragg, North Carolina from the northwest.  “Refuel, gather support, tanks, helicopters, infantry.  You’ll hold down the fort.  I’ll give that little bitch what she’s got coming.”   
 
    “You thought of talking to her?” Kristen asked. 
 
    “If she’s not with us, she’s against us,” he said.  “You weren’t there in the void - didn’t see what she did to Luca.” 
 
    “Luca’s not exactly… smart. Did he even tell you he was going to attack?” 
 
    He stared at her, his face blank.  
 
    “Might be a good idea to ask first.” 
 
    “No.”  His voice grew irritated. “I made a promise.  Besides, we need Fort Sill. Otherwise we lose our link to the southwest.”   
 
    “I just…” Her eyes shifted.  “I don’t want to see you end up like Luca.” 
 
    “Right…” He smiled sarcastically. “I’m stronger than Luca.  I’ll be fine.” 
 
    They approached the gate, a deep trench lined on either side with razor wire extending each way.  A large dirt berm towered behind it, topped with more razor wire.  A .50 caliber machine gun and MK 19 grenade launcher both stood on tripods within a sandbag bunker. A Sergeant filled sandbags along with his Soldiers; he threw his entrenching tool into the ground and walked over. 
 
    Jacob leaned over the driver. “I see they’ve put you to work.”  
 
    “We’re Airborne, son.” His tone was confident, bordering on arrogance. “This here’s a walk in the park.” 
 
    Jacob sneered at him.  “Tell us where we can find the officer in charge and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    The Sergeant pulled out a map and pointed out the Corps command building. “Lieutenant General Nichols.”  He waved the Marine convoy through, then flipped his radio to the Corps command channel.   
 
    The Soldier keyed the mic.  “Dragon 6, this is Bulldog 23.” 
 
    Lieutenant General Nichols picked up his hand mic.  “Go ahead, Bulldog.” 
 
    “Commanders critical information requirement, Sir.  Two children are en route to your location, escorted by Marine convoy.”   
 
    “Understood. Thanks much. Out.”  The General walked out of his office to alert the Command Sergeant Major and his security detail. 
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    “That was odd,” Kristen said.  “Think they’d at least ask some questions.”   
 
    Jacob turned to look at her.  “Maybe I should go in alone.”   
 
     “You’re not good with people…” She touched his shoulder. “Don’t need you making my job harder than it needs to be.” 
 
    He looked back at her cockeyed. “Not good with people?”  He noticed a maze of razor wire as they passed the Forces Command Headquarters. 
 
    “You’ve assigned me Fort Bragg… Let me do it my way… Remember Scott Airbase? Slamming that Major up against a wall?” She studied his eyes, waiting for consent. “Build bridges, Jacob.”   
 
    He grimaced. “If he’s part of The Order- “ 
 
    Her smile, saccharine. “I’ll kill him myself.”  
 
    They parked in front of the Airborne Corps command building, a three-story brick building that resembled a prison.  Unguarded, she walked in alone; the walls echoed with the sound of her steps.  Up a flight of stairs, she turned into the command hall and found the General’s office.  She walked inside, and he was seated facing her. The door shut behind her. ’Something’s wrong,’ she thought and noticed the lattice of intersecting pipes lining the walls.  “What is this?” 
 
    He[WU3] smiled.  “Your prison, if you like.”   
 
    Jacob felt the connection sever.  He readied his Marines for an assault.  A Soldier walked out the front door, a rucksack in hand, the antenna of a radio sticking out the top.   
 
    Her[WU4] head cocked.  “You’re not part of the- “ 
 
    “No.” He stood.  “I’m not part of The Order.  Damned cult… I’m not what you would call a God-fearing man.”  He walked over and pulled the chair out for her.  “But I wanted to see you up close. See for myself.” 
 
    She tried to reach out to Jacob.  Her connection was gone.  Her eyes narrowed on the general. “I will kill you if you don’t free me.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” His smile was benevolent, almost father like, his tone like that of a southern gentleman. “My Soldiers outside will kill you right back, pump chlorine gas inside the office till you die of asphyxiation.  If that doesn’t work, they’ll shoot you, electrocute you…  and so on.  Whatever works. You’re all powerful in the confines of this room; maybe you can hold on for longer than most. I’m willing to bet you won’t.” 
 
    Her head cocked.  “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “Never mind that. There was a boy with you.  Where is he?” 
 
    She glared at him.  “This isn’t going to work.” 
 
     “Your stay here can be a pleasant one, if you like.” He sat back down and pulled a rucksack out from behind his desk; a long whip antenna ran outside the confines of the room. He handed her a hand mic. “Call him.” 
 
    She listened over the radio, a frantic voice. “Kristen, are you there?” She picked up the hand mic.  “Jacob, I’m trapped… run!”  
 
    “No!”  
 
    “Jacob, you need to get out of -” The radio squelched as the General ripped the mic from her hand.  Kristen stood. Nichols pulled an object from his cargo pocket, black and cylindrical.  He flipped a switch, flush against the device. She extended her arm, while a force emanated from within her, stopped short at her fingertips. 
 
    “An unfortunate position you’re in.” He grinned at her.  “… powerlessness.”   
 
    A slat opened from the adjoining wall.  “You ok in there, Sir?” 
 
    “Fine, Sergeant Major.  Go get the boy.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to Kristen. “I tried to be nice.” He opened his desk drawer and pulled out another object, wide and black.  She looked at it, a stark realization of what it was.  She thought of her mission to Russia many years ago; she remembered the silent little boy and his collar rigged with explosives.   
 
    “Here.” He slid it across the desk. “Put this on.” 
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    Sergeant Major Scarsdale ran out the building, five Soldiers in tow.  “Clear out!” he yelled to the Marines. “If you want to live!”  
 
    They lobbed a black cylinder at him; the Marines scattered.  
 
    Scarsdale opened fire.   
 
    Jacob’s mind tried to reach out to him, to his Marines.  His powers ineffective, he ducked behind the Humvee, as bullets ricocheted off the hood.  He jumped into the passenger seat. 
 
    The Marines ducked for cover, confused by their new surroundings. Jacob climbed over, into the driver’s seat, slamming on the accelerator.  He circled back.  Scarsdale’s Humvee followed close behind.  Jacob stopped, weighing his options. 
 
    Scarsdale yelled across a bullhorn, “Come with us, if you want your friend to live.” 
 
     “You wouldn’t dare!” His voice was assured, yet fear crept up his spine. 
 
    “Want to test me, boy?” The voice emanated the same arrogance as the gate guard. 
 
    Hopeless, he wondered if he killed these men, whether it would cause them to kill Kristen.  He couldn’t attack the building, for fear of accidentally killing Kristen himself.  He spun the Humvee around and drove further, then grabbed the radio in the passenger seat.  “Let me talk to her.” 
 
    “Sorry, son,” General Nichols said.  “She’s alive, but she’ll be in a world of hurt until we have you.  Speaking of…”  His voice turned nonchalant, almost sarcastic. “When can we expect you back?” 
 
    Rage boiled inside Jacob.  “I will end you.” 
 
    “There’s no need for that, son.  We can all be friends here.” 
 
    “I know what you want to do to us, General.  You can go to hell… and so help me, if you hurt her, you will beg for death before it’s all over.”  He drove east for miles, planning his next move. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
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    “It was you, then?” Gloria’s voice was raspy, a nearly inaudible whisper. She sat, motionless in the hospital bed, her hands gripping the railing. “You created the virus?” 
 
    Doctor Bariac buried his face in his hands, and his stomach turned in revulsion at her realization.  
 
    “My husband,” she whispered, her dark face and darker eyes dead set against him. Her hatred grew with his weakness, as he cowered into his chair. “My friends… all of bloody humanity.” She lunged, grabbing onto his collar.  
 
    He recoiled, pushing the chair back, pulling her from the bed. The dead weight of her lower half slapped onto the cold hard floor as she fell. “I’m sorry…” His Mediterranean accent stronger than it had once been, true regret issued in his voice. “I didn’t mean for- “ 
 
    “Bullocks!” She climbed up over his bloated frame; her teeth gritted as she wrapped her hand around his throat. “Your words mean fuck-all.” She looked into his eyes and saw fear and shame, as she began to squeeze; his face turned from olive to red as she pressed into him.  
 
    He didn’t fight it, rather closed his eyes and exhaled.  
 
    She gripped tighter, watching the life leave his body. 
 
    His eyes opened in a flash. He pushed her off of him, then inhaled deeply, struggling to his hands and knees. “I can fix this…” His eyes were wild as his mind spun.  
 
    She stared at him from the floor, coldly. 
 
    “You’ve every right to end my life… I assure you, it’s what I deserve.” He gripped the chair to stand. “No one hates me more than I hate myself, but I need your help now… I need your mind to help me salvage what’s left of their humanity.” He extended his hand down towards her.  
 
    She glared at him, the rage in her eyes remaining. She turned over and crawled towards the wheelchair, then lifted herself into the seat and wheeled around, rage piercing into him. “Show me.” 
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    “Help!” Jacob yelled inside the white infinity of the void. “Anyone! Can you hear me?” He collapsed to his knees. “Please, can you hear me?!” His scream turned a sob. “Kristen… Luca… Michael… Cole… Julie… Taylor… Brie… ANYONE!” He pressed his forehead to the bare white surface. “If you can hear me,” he whispered. “Kristen’s been taken hostage and I need your help.” 
 
    Just then, Michael appeared into the void. “What happened?” 
 
    “Thank God,” Jacob said wiping his tears. “What about the others?” 
 
    “They can’t hear you.” Michael lifted Jacob to his feet. “Out of range… what happened to Kristen?”  
 
    “They’ve trapped her at Fort Bragg… They’ve figured out how to counter us. You’ve got to- “ 
 
    “What makes you think I give a shit about saving Kristen?” Michael’s tone was flat, unsympathetic. “Or helping you for that matter?” 
 
    Jacob looked at him, awestruck.  
 
    “Here’s the thing…” Michael looked at him, revolted. “Being apart from you, from The Order after all these years… It’s like being liberated, not that I didn’t realize what a psycho you were from the beginning…” 
 
    Jacob’s fists clenched as his face grew red.  
 
    “… It’s just, finally having some distance between me and you, I can really tell you what’s been on my mind all these- “  
 
    Jacob charged, driving Michael to the ground. He straddled Michael, beating him in the face.  
 
    Michael looked at him straight faced, taking each punch as it landed. His arms recoiled; he drove a force into Jacob’s chest, knocking him off. Michael rose to his feet with a groan. “You’re powerful, no question.” He rubbed at the pain in his face. “But now you’re alone.” 
 
    “I will kill you, Michael.” 
 
    “And die in the process. You’re more than welcome to try, Jacob… You should know that I don’t wish you harm.” 
 
    “If you don’t wish me harm,” Jacob circled for another attack. “Then help me.” 
 
    “Nope…” Michael pursed his lips in a painful sneer. “but you can help yourself.” 
 
    Jacob glared at him.[WU5] 
 
    “Leave.” 
 
    Jacob drove his fist into Michaels chest. 
 
    Michael’s body flew back, limp as he skidded to a stop. “I didn’t want to do this,” he strained, as he stood once more. “I’ll tell the others it was you…” 
 
    Jacob stopped in his tracks. 
 
    “… I’ll tell them it was you that released Crimson Sky and not The Order.” 
 
    Jacob’s eyes widened, shocked. “How?” 
 
    A change occurred in the air, now uncharacteristically hot; a sudden wind blew. “I was there…” A rage emanated from Michael now. “… you killed Flynn. You didn’t know, but I was there; I saw you kill him… You’re a monster.” 
 
    “I didn’t- “ 
 
    “He was like a father to you!” Michael yelled. “To all of us, and you killed him, and you destroyed humanity with those creatures.” 
 
    Tears started to form in Jacob’s eyes. “I didn’t mean to- “ 
 
    “Leave this place!” Michael screamed. “You don’t deserve it! You’ve driven away anyone that’s ever cared for you, anyone that’s ever loved you, anyone that you could call friend… And for what? Power? To rule over the ruins of a crumbling existence? I am no judge, but let’s be honest with ourselves, you don’t deserve to be part of this hell you’ve created!” 
 
    Tears streamed down Jacob’s face now. 
 
    “Leave,” Michael whispered. “And let us piece back together what we can.” 
 
    Jacob closed his eyes and in the slightest of motion, he nodded. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 4  
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    “Where will he go, do you think?” Major Teegs asked. He drove the Humvee west, across the bridge from East St. Louis, Illinois, into St. Louis Missouri, passing combat engineers rigging it with explosives.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Michael said. “He’s beyond my sight.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Teegs eyed him curiously, a question on the tip of his brain. 
 
    “Different electromagnetic wave frequencies.” Michael stared down at a map of the city. “Something in my mind, something ancient, advanced. Used to be that I could use communication towers and satellites, transport my consciousness almost anywhere.” He marked off locations where he had felt the presence of people. “Since they disabled the network, I’m limited to the horizon, line of sight, varying degrees of capability.” 
 
    Teegs scowled, then turned towards the southwest. “Think he’s crossing the Atlantic?” 
 
    “That’s what I’d do. There’re others like us, in Russia for sure. Maybe some in Europe, the Middle East.” 
 
    “How do you- “ 
 
    “Stop.” Michael put his hand up, sensing the creatures now, as well as a pocket of humans. He closed his eyes. “There’s too many of them.” 
 
    Teegs looked at him through his periphery. ‘Where?’ he wondered.  
 
    “The hotel,” Michael said. “Ahead of us.” He pointed out to the high-rise building, many of its windows broken out, a box truck crashed head on into the lobby. “12th floor, creatures scattered below. More survivors further back, three blocks down.” 
 
    “Stop that.” Teegs tone sounded annoyed.  
 
    Michael cocked his head.  
 
    ‘Reading my mind,’ Teegs thought. 
 
    “Really?” Michael raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Teegs looked silently down at the map.  
 
    “What’s up your ass today?” 
 
    “I ought to have my thoughts to myself,” Teegs growled looking down at him. “If nothing else.” 
 
    Michael’s lips pursed as he considered the request, then shuddered at his own consideration. “You’re still in charge.” 
 
    “Am I?”  Teegs said, a sarcastic tone in his voice. “Doesn’t feel that way.” 
 
     “So that’s what it’s all about?” Michael rocked back in his seat, his words equally as sarcastic. “Would it help if I called you Sir?” 
 
    Teegs rolled his eyes and picked up the radio. “Extraction team, this is Aries 6; proceed to building Delta 117; survivors on 12th floor. Hostiles on floors 1 thru 11.” 
 
    “They’re going to kill them all?” Michael looked at him in a frown.  
 
    Teegs nodded. 
 
    Michael rubbed at his forehead. 
 
    “What?” Teegs voice was sharp. 
 
    “It just…” Michael shook his head, staring blankly out the window. “seems like we were on the same page.” 
 
    “This is how we do business, Michael.” 
 
    Something in Michael snapped; he felt oddly uninhibited. “How you do business is wrong,” he responded glaring into Teegs’ eyes. “Violence is only necessary when it’s necessary. I could think of a dozen ways to get them out that don’t involve slaughter… Fly in a helicopter on the roof or bring the creatures all down to street level, move them away from the building. Maybe move doors to block the creatures in place- “ 
 
    “Fine.” Teegs glared back at him. “We’ll do it your way.” He picked up the radio. “Extraction team, Aries 6. Standby on my last transmission.” He looked back to Michael. “What the hell is your problem, anyway? Some newfound-bleeding heart love for the creatures?” 
 
    Jacob’s words ran through his mind - ‘They don’t deserve the life they’ve been given.’ He wondered at whether Jacob may have been right about that. “Do you know what it feels like to die?” 
 
    Teegs raised his eyebrow.  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “No.” His jaw tightened. “I don’t know what it feels like.” 
 
    Michael opened the door and stepped out. “You’d tread a little lighter if you did.” He slammed the door and walked towards the building.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
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    “I miss you, Cole.” Julie’s eyes and ears were eager to hear the words returned. Her side of the void, a library, had been built of every book she had ever read. It was a place within her mind - all her own, yet she had sought to share with Cole. 
 
    “I’m getting worried.” Cole sat down on his side of the void - a sparsely furnished workshop, a match to that of his childhood bedroom in the facility; it had been constructed so that all components would abide the laws of physics. “Been weeks since we’ve heard from anyone.” 
 
    She gave a snubbed look as she stood. “That’s ok.” A note of hope arose in her voice, nevertheless. “I sort of like it this way… Just us. It’s quieter.” 
 
    Cole rolled his eyes. “You’d think we’d have heard something.” He busied his hands with a circuit board. “You in Arizona, me in Washington state, we should at least be able to range Taylor or Michael. Something must have happened to them.” 
 
    She leaned up against his workbench, forcing eye contact.  
 
    ” Matter of fact…” He looked out into the void. “Taylor! Michael!” A nervous shudder went up his spine. 
 
    She leaned in closer. 
 
    “There’s an option.” He looked up at her, briefly, then back down at his circuit board. “Bring the satellite network back up.” 
 
    “Jacob had his reasons,” she whispered.  
 
    “And?” His voice was demanding. 
 
    She smiled faintly. “He swore me to secrecy.” She kissed his cheek. 
 
    “Can we not do this right now?” He dropped his circuit board and glared at her; her face puckered, as if about to cry. He bit his lip in restraint.  
 
    “I need to go.” Her whisper now turned sullen.  
 
    “Think about it…” His face stern, straight as an arrow. “We need to find them.” 
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    Michael had heard Cole’s call, but he considered it best to keep quiet, wait and see what they’d do. Besides, he was busy. He had gone through the first building. His mind felt the structure of the stairwell, swung the doors shut and locked them, turning each of the locks with a metallic ‘click.’ He communicated with the people on the 12th floor who had made their way out onto the street. He moved on to the second, all the way through the fifth, without bloodshed. In total, 558 people were rescued, now en route to Scott Airforce Base, Illinois. 
 
    He stood on the street in front of the sixth building, scanned the interior with his mind, searching for both survivors and creatures. He watched through their eyes, controlling them if need be. He found a path from the back room on the sixth floor. It was a large expanse, a warehouse of sorts. Two creatures had wandered onto the floor, tracking the faint scent of human. He took control of both of them, guided them down to the fifth floor away from the human survivors. 
 
    The putrid stench hit him at once, shreds of scalp and bone, a pack of nineteen. The leader ran up to them, sniffed them, up and down their bodies. He gave a faint screech and click of his teeth.  
 
    Michael noticed the large scar across the leader’s face. He left the two on the fifth floor, then twisted the metal knob on the door lock. It came to rest with a hollow ‘click.’ 
 
    He spoke into the mind of one of the survivors - Tony. ‘Go to the stairwell, go down onto the street. We’re going to rescue you.’ 
 
    At first, the usual shock, followed by endless questions. ‘Who are you?’ ‘How are you doing this?’  
 
    Inevitably, Michael had assuaged Tony’s fear, convincing him to lead his group to safety. The survivors proceeded hesitantly, afraid to make a noise, afraid to breath. They moved quickly into the stairwell, their feet echoing in fearful resonance against the concrete steps.  
 
    As the human survivors passed the fifth floor, the pack leader felt it, the rhythmic patter of food. He ran through the door, slammed his body against it. The door’s striker plate missing, he cracked the doorframe. 
 
    Three of the survivors stopped dead, above the fifth floor, the others now flying down the stairs. 
 
    The pack leader slammed again, as the bolt broke through the doorframe. He tore through, ripping at the three men, slashing into one’s midsection.  
 
    The other survivors ran up the stairs, as more hunters poured out, chasing them both up and down stairs.  
 
    The pack leader ran, eager to kill again, eager to feed his pack.  
 
    Michael ripped back one creature after another back, keeping them off the survivors as they ran down the stairs.  
 
    They poured into the empty street, running towards Michael; He put his hands up, palms out - a translucent wall formed ahead of him.  
 
    The pack bashed against the wall, again and again, stopping only to examine its luminous quality.  
 
    “Run!” Michael yelled to the survivors. 
 
    The pack leader slunk back, poised himself on his haunches and let out a piercing screech.  
 
    The pounding of many paws began at once as windows shattered and doors tore loose; The screech echoed.  
 
    The pack leader screeched again, this time in series. Others now pouring onto the street echoed the call, as hordes of creatures amassed in response to the summons. 
 
    Michael felt them converge as he sprinted for the safety of the Humvees.  
 
    “Shit.” Teegs watched as Michael rounded a corner of the building. He tapped the gunner on the leg. “Get ready!” The Humvee’s engine turned over with a roar, as the creatures rounded the corner. The gun started to sing ‘clack clack clack’ as other gunners swung in their ring mounts and shot in chorus. Teegs picked up the radio. “Retreat.”  
 
    Michael’s mind panicked, unable to control but a few of the creatures, dropping them in front of the moving pile, tripping some as the creatures continued their pursuit.  
 
    “What happened?” Teegs yelled, as he whipped the Humvee around.  
 
    Michael panted from escape. “Too many.” He closed his eyes, creating a barrier, moving damaged cars into the path of the approaching creatures. The flood of creatures, too wide, parted around the obstacles. He ripped dozens away as they converged on the convoy, now speeding towards the bridge.  
 
    Teegs in front, ripped through a chain link fence. The turret gunner ducked to keep his head, then swung to the rear, firing at their flanks. The horde traveled at lightning speed as it overtook one Humvee, then another.  
 
    Michael felt the creatures as their talons ripped through flesh of the humans ripped from the turret. Creatures climbed into the top, painted the windows blood red, as the Humvee came to rest. The feeling of death tore at him[WU6], as the creature’s claws, each of their last breaths. He gritted his teeth, a vengeful power erupting from him.  
 
    A wave of blood ran over the street, and droves of creatures burst, their organs mangled and torn from their chests, coating the vehicles that pressed on.  
 
    The Humvees neared the bridge as the ‘clack clack clack’ of automatic weapons continued, ceaseless as the wave of hunters pursued. They sped in the oncoming lane. Teegs opened his window. “Blow the bridge!” He waved his arm frantically. 
 
    The engineers looked on in horror, waiting for the last vehicle to pass.  
 
    Teegs jumped out of the driver’s seat, rifle in hand. “Blow the bridge, damn it[WU7]!” He yelled at one engineer.  
 
    “Something’s wrong!” The engineer cranked on a detonator. “It’s not working.” 
 
    Teegs looked back at Michael standing beside the Humvee; the fury in his eyes said all that was necessary. 
 
    Michael felt the explosives, composition B. The combustion was small but spread rapidly throughout; the bridge collapsed in a plume of fire, then smoke, then dust. The creatures were caught and fell helplessly into the raging current below.  
 
    Teegs walked to Michael, the fury in his eyes remained dead set.  
 
    Michael sank, his eyes fixed on the pavement.  
 
    Teegs gritted his teeth, then let out a long sigh, as he put his hand on Michael’s shoulder. “This will hurt you, as it hurts me.” 
 
    Michael looked up at him. The fury had given way to something else.  
 
    “We’ve made a mistake and failed. The deaths of those men, it’s on you and it’s on me.” 
 
    A lump grew in Michael’s throat.  
 
    “This isn’t a teaching moment, we can’t go back and give those Airmen or civilians their lives back… learn from it anyway.” 
 
    Michael’s stomach felt sick now.  
 
    “Had we killed those creatures, the outcome might have been different, our people’s lives spared. Or maybe not. It takes a leader to make those decisions, to do what’s necessary, no matter how much it hurts.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Michael whispered. 
 
    “It’s not ok and I don’t forgive you.” Teegs winced at his own words. “But you’re not the first leader to make a fatal error.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    [image: ][image: ] 
 
    Kristen lay strapped to a metal table.  The blood pooled in her head, declined below the level of her legs.  The concrete room was painfully lit with bright ultraviolet lights, the smell of mildew and ammonia seeping from the concrete.    
 
    A large, formidable man stood in the corner, broad shouldered and donned in black fatigues; he had an unkempt mop of wavy brown hair and a scraggly beard.  A piece of paper in his heavy hand, the sleeves of his blouse rolled up over thick forearms, he wore no nametape or service patch that she could see.  He sat down on a metal stool beside her and smiled thinly but earnestly at her.   
 
    She stared at the ceiling and swallowed.  The heavy collar pressed on her throat, a haze from lack of blood flow.   
 
    “Question 1, what is your name?” 
 
    She closed her eyes, straining against the padded cuffs. 
 
    “We don’t need to do this,” he whispered.  He walked over to the wall at her head and pulled a hinged swing arm above her face. “Just tell me your name.” 
 
    She inhaled deeply.   
 
    He let out a sigh and turned the spigot on; a steady stream of water shot down onto her face.  She held her breath as long as she could, then exhaled violently, painfully, ripping her head about and gasping.  The man sat back down and let the water run.  He waited, waited for her to break, watching her thrash about, gurgling against the ceaseless stream.  He waited for a word.  
 
    “St…” she gurgled. “…op!” 
 
    He shut the spigot off.   
 
    Kristen panted, breathless. “My name’s Susie.” She thrashed her head, trying to blow the water out of her sinuses.   
 
    He pulled a tablet out of his cargo pocket and sighed once more.  He turned the spigot back on, then knelt down next to her ear.  “I’m really not into interrogating pretty little girls… It’s not my thing. Just assume that I already know the answer to everything I’m asking.” 
 
    ‘Kri –‘ she mouthed. 
 
    He shut the spigot off again. 
 
    “Kristen,” she panted. 
 
    He looked down at his tablet, noting a frantic but steady beating of her pulse. “Good girl.” He grinned, displaying a gap in his chipped front tooth. “You can call me Joe.”  He hooked a lead up to each of her feet, then set a car battery onto the metal tray.   
 
    “What’re you doing?” Her voice felt weak, powerless.  
 
    He smiled his chipped smile. “Havin’ fun, I suppose.” 
 
    She glared at him.  “I’m going to kill you soon.” 
 
    “Cool story...” His face unenthusiastic as he linked the battery to both the switch and leads.  “You and about 500 dead terrorists.” He checked his tablet, a frustrated look swept over him. 
 
    “It’s people like you, the reason humanity deserves to die.” 
 
    “You’re probably right…” He stood over her, looking up and down the length of her body.  “Speaking of what a horrible person I am, do you know I could have my way with you right now… do whatever I want. No one would know.  No one would care.”  He stared down at his tablet again, this time with a smirk; the heart rate and blood pressure transmitted by her collar began to rise.  “Looks like you’re scared of something...  Let’s get started.”   
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    “Would you risk your life to save someone you cared about?” Michael sat down, across the desk from Teegs. 
 
    “Depends.” Tiegs leaned back in his chair. “What’s at stake?” 
 
    “A life, a future.” Michael racked his brain, thinking of the possible outcomes. “Don’t really know, to be honest.” 
 
    “As a young man, my answer would’ve probably been an unqualified yes.”  
 
    “And now?” Michael asked.  
 
    “Not so much.” Tiegs rested his head in his hands, staring up at the ceiling in contemplation. “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Kristen.” 
 
    Tiegs smiled. “And what happens if you rescue her?” 
 
    “Something good, maybe. Or something bad… or maybe she returns to Jacob.” His face both soured and twisted in thought. “She’s not quite an ally, so, again, I don’t really know.” 
 
    “How would you do it?” Teegs eyed him, curiously. “Go in alone?” 
 
    “No. It’d take a team to infiltrate… the place where she’s being held.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Tiegs lips pursed. “You’d put many lives on the line to rescue one, and the outcome could potentially be worse than if you were to do nothing?” 
 
    “You’re right,” Michael nodded. “Be better if I just left it alone.” 
 
    “No judgement.” Tiegs shot up, walked out around the desk. “As we’ve discussed, these are the types of decisions leaders have to make.” He put his hand on Michael’s shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll make the right call.” 
 
    Michael’s dreams that night were troubled. ‘They wouldn’t kill her,’ he thought. ‘and she doesn’t know that I know.’ In the same breath, he saw her in shackles, alone, suffering. A sickening feeling grew in his stomach, one that he tried desperately to suppress. With each shot of pain, her body writhed, so too did his stomach.  
 
    He walked down to the barracks bathroom, his stomach in his throat; then finally as he hovered above the toilet, he let go. He walked over to the sink, washed his mouth out with water and looked in the mirror. He appeared the same, yet he couldn’t help but look away.  
 
    He would wake in the morning, ashamed, and try his best to go on with his day. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER[WU8] 7 
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    “More will die, as our paths converge.” She sat cross legged in the void, manifested as a muted version of their current, grassy surroundings. Her body remained in the same posture outside, the sun beating down through a chilling autumn wind; wisps of strawberry blonde hair cascaded across her face. She smiled.  
 
    A snout nuzzled under Taylor’s arm. “They’re coming for us,” he whispered; wind whistled along prairie grass, faint outside the void. His bright face had dimmed as of late. 
 
    “I know,” Erica whispered back. “They’re all coming, and we’ll all die.” 
 
    Taylor’s head cocked, confused. 
 
    “Easier to think that way, that we all die in the end.” 
 
    His brow furrowed. “You say that like it’s a good thing.” 
 
    “It is, and it’s not.” An engine revved in the distance. Molly growled. “My lungs full and my body empty, I saw it there, on the bottom of the river …” 
 
    “We should go.” He stood; his connection severed, his mind back to his body in the grassy field, now upright and running. “They’re coming.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” She tussled his brown mop of hair, like a little brother; the rustle and crackle of bodies moving through dry grass. “Think I’ll stay here a while.” 
 
    ‘Ugh!’ Taylor tripped over a railroad tie, sliced his leg on a jagged piece of metal, the remnants of battle. He grabbed his mouth, the noise already echoing into the distance. Molly tugged at his shirtsleeve, urging him to move. 
 
    “Over here!” a man’s voice yelled.  
 
    Taylor crept low; he circled back, watched as they enveloped her, then pressed his palm into the wound, now bleeding steadily into the dirt. 
 
    “Erica.” A voice echoed into the void.  
 
    She opened her eyes. Her step-father, Dustin, stood over her, flanked by Soldiers, too many to count. “I’m fine… Dustin.” Her eyes fixed on him in a contemptuous glare; she lay back, her hands behind her head, legs crossed at the ankle.  
 
    His own name hit him in the chest, knocked the wind out of him. “No…” Tension grew in his voice. “You’re not fine. I’ve had a whole Platoon out looking for you. Get up.” 
 
    She lay there, silent. 
 
    He pinched the bridge of his nose. “You could get attacked, or lost.” He whispered, “Now let’s go.” 
 
    “Sorry for wasting your time.” Her arms crossed in front of her. “I can handle whatever comes.”[WU9] 
 
    He let out a long, frustrated sigh. “It wasn’t a request.” He grabbed her wrist, pulling her body upwards.  
 
    She wrenched it away. “Leave me alone.” 
 
    “Damnit Erica!” His voice loud, irritated. He slung his rifle to his back. “I’m not kidding, this isn’t a game.” He stooped down, grabbed her by the arm and pulled. 
 
    “Let me go!” 
 
    He lifted her over his shoulder. His arm gripped tightly around her legs as he walked, the sound of her pouting behind him. [WU10] 
 
    He felt an odd, buckling sensation in his stump, a rattling in the ankle joint in his prosthetic. Then it ripped out from under him, shot out 15 feet forward. He fell with it; his body and Erica’s slammed hard to the ground.  
 
    She spun off him, quickly recovered and ran. 
 
    His Soldiers chased, as he crawled to his knees. “No!” He hobbled to one leg, the butt of his rifle used as a cane, Lieutenant Alexander’s arm under his. “Leave her.” His face red with embarrassment, he surveyed the ground in the distance, looking for his lost prosthetic, along with his dignity. 
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    “Little pinch,” Ellen slid the needle into Taylor’s leg. 
 
    He watched the opaque liquid enter his bloodstream. “How’s it work?” 
 
    “How you mean, hon?” She pulled the needle out under some gauze, taping it against his skin.   
 
    “I can feel them.” His eyes were adrift. “My cells, migrating to the wound. The bacteria, infecting, multiplying, spreading, dying. The vaccine moving through my bloodstream…” He snapped back to reality, inquisitive eyes trained on her. “How’s it all work?” 
 
    “Goodness…” She let out a long sigh, her hands pinching the wound together. “Another little pinch.” 
 
    “It’s fi- “ He winced at the suture, piercing his skin. 
 
    “Your cells are triggered to react to the wound, weaving protein strands to bind it all together, blood platelets stuffing themselves into the opening to clot the wound, white blood cells attacking the bacteria…” She tied off the first suture. “The bacteria… well, technically a spore, Clostridium Tetani… Tetanus, once it’s incubated forms a toxin, gets into your lymphatic system.” She tied off the second suture. 
 
    He stared at her explanation in wonder, the stabbing pain drowned out, feeling the process inside himself.  
 
    “… causes muscle rigidity and spasms.” She stuck the 3rd suture in, her hands flying – the many years of experience and muscle memory. “The vaccine is an inactivated tetanus toxoid, makes your body produce antibodies.” She looked up finally and winked at him. “So, don’t let your momma tell you vaccines are bad for you.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t have one of those…” His eyes flat, as if simply stating a fact. 
 
    Her heart sank, and her thoughts moved immediately to her own boys. 
 
    “Think you could teach me?” 
 
    Her smile empathetic, yet painful. “Of course.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
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    “I don’t know what to do with her.” Dustin lay huddled beside Ari in the travel trailer, bundled under the covers from the autumn chill.   
 
    “She’s a teenage girl.”  Ari took his freezing hand. “It’s normal.”   
 
    He shrugged, frustrated. “My parenting experience ends at about age six.”   
 
    “Think about when you were a kid, Dustin.  You never did anything to piss off your parents?” 
 
    “Sure.” He smiled.  “Go out and drink beer with Ed, get in fights, talk to girls, come home late. Nothing like this.” 
 
    “Such a boy.” She shook her head.  “Back in Israel, I’d come home for leave maybe twice a year…”  
 
    He stared at her, his eyes exploring hers.  
 
    “Each time when I’d leave, my father and I, we’d get in a fight. Nothing serious, just get irritated with one another. Made saying goodbye each time much easier.” 
 
    “But you still called him dad…” He grimaced. “And she’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You ever go to an amusement park?” 
 
    “… Yea.”  He looked at her cockeyed.  “Why?” 
 
    “Know when the ride operator comes around, tugs on your harness… What’s the first thing you do?”  
 
    His brow furrowed. 
 
    “…You tug and pull on it….  Know why?” She looked at his vacant stare and thought it best to continue.  “You don’t pull on it hoping that it’ll come loose; you test it to make sure it’s going to hold. She’s testing you, seeing if you’re strong enough to hold on for the ride.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Real fair…” 
 
    “Our relationship is… Different than yours.” Her gaze held his fragile spirit, as did her arms.  
 
    “Still,” he said.  “I can’t tolerate it. What sort of example does it set for the other civilians?”   
 
    She put her hand on his cheek.  “Think like a father, not a commander.”   
 
    He sighed.  
 
    “Erica will be alright, she’s strong, smart, but deep down she’s a scared little girl that needs her father’s love and support.”  She kissed his forehead.  “Try not to come off like such an asshole, maybe… ok?” 
 
    His mouth, his eyes all rolled into a frown.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 9 
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    “To the roots of the mountains I sank down; the earth beneath barred me in forever.” Demetri babbled consistently throughout the day, every day, for as long as he had been held captive.  “But You have brought up my life from the pit, O Lord my God. While I was fainting away, I remembered the Lord, And my prayer came to You, Into Your holy temple.” More often than not, his babblings would be straight from the Bible. “I see everything inside of me, the strings of my existence inside of my cells through to the evolutionary path of my people, of its people, but I cannot see out of this box.  Release me!”  But sometimes not… He stopped his incessant babbling only when reading, asleep or being fed, at which times he was oddly normal. 
 
    Demetri was near godhood in the confines of his eight by eight cell of the underground facility in New Mexico.  Outside, he was powerless.  Twenty years old now, he had not seen a human in well over six months.  The technicians responsible for feeding him refrained from looking in on him.  It was said that he could possess your body; a rumor that had started when he was young and was indeed true, until they increased the amperage on his cell walls.   
 
    When Demetri would look at them through the port of the 6” by 6” window, they would see his bloodshot green eyes, pale white skin and long brown hair, gaunt sinuous features.  They would at times refuse to feed him until he backed away from the window.  If he refused, they would electrify the floor until he complied.  They had since automated the feeding process. 
 
    He had prescribed reading material, religiously based propaganda, setting the Order as God’s chosen people.  He read with the fervor of a saint.  The story of Samson his favorite.  They had given Demetri scissors for which to cut his own hair.  He declined the task and kept it long.   
 
    Director Flynn had raised him, through a slat in the faraday cage, the lattice of charged conduit and concrete that was Demetri’s prison, only a bed, toilet and shower within.  Books lined the edges of his cell.  Before his death, the Director would visit four times a year, at least. Before the children had moved to southern California, the two had talked daily.  He would always bring new books, and not always prescribed propaganda. Director Flynn wasn’t a Philistine, like those that held Sampson captive, or a politician, both of which he identified as evil, although Flynn seemed to work for them.    
 
    Flynn had explained the world to him as best he could; the decline of civilization into a debauched cesspool of self-gratification.  The morality of old destroyed, men sought money and control over one another, voluntary slaves to their own wicked desires.  Flynn told him the reason for his captivity the last time they had met.  The politician, he called her, would seek to control Demetri to her own unholy end.  Demetri would send the world crashing down on them, as Samson did in the Bible, if only he could get outside his box. 
 
    The slat below his window slid open for the first time in months.  “Hello Demetri,” a new, sharp voice said, outside of the box. He sat in a leather armchair poised outside the cell, a reading table beside; ‘Rrap.. rrap..’ His fingers rapped compulsively on the table. 
 
    Demetri pressed his face to the window. “Who is he?” he whispered.  It wasn’t Flynn’s face, this man had dark hair with wisps of grey at the temples, sharp features, strange dark multicolored clothes, much different than Flynn’s suit and tie. A sharp nose and chin, chiseled jawline. His eyes were piercing, but no more than Demetri’s eyes, save for the strained redness brought on by permanent captivity. “Are you a… Philistine?” 
 
    The man eyed him through the window.  “I’m a Christian… and an American.” 
 
    “Through Christ,” he whispered to himself. “What about a… politician?”  
 
    “I’m an Airman,” he said.  “A warrior of sorts.  My name is Colonel… um, Director Petersen.” 
 
    “Where’s Director Flynn?” He turned his head to the side, whispering to himself, “He’s dead, now isn’t he?” 
 
    “We’ve lost contact with him.” Petersen looked down, half acting, half earnest.  “He’s presumed dead.  I’m sorry… he was my friend.” 
 
    Demetri wept unabashedly, not familiar with the practice of suppressing one’s emotions.  “Can I trust you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Petersen said.  “But there’s something I need you to do so that I can trust you.”  He slid a black metal collar through the feeding portal.  “Put it on, get used to it.  We’ll need to work on your self-control before I can activate it, otherwise it’ll hurt you.” 
 
    Demetri picked it up, examined it. His lower lip quivered at the thought of Flynn’s death, the word ‘control,’ rang in his mind.  “What is it?” he whispered. 
 
    “Your path to freedom,” Petersen said.  “You want to be free, don’t you?” 
 
    Demetri nodded faintly, staring down at the two black halves.  He pressed it to his neck slowly, collapsing the two halves together at the hinge.  They shot out of his grasp, both ends sealing with a metallic ‘ting.’  He tugged, thrashing about his cell. 
 
    “Demetri! Stop it!” 
 
    He continued to pull and prod in a fury, his breath heavy with panic. 
 
    “Stop it, damnit!” Petersen pulled a remote from his pocket, activating the collar.  He depressed the shock until Demetri was still.  “I’m going to deactivate it; don’t do that again.” 
 
    Demetri glared silently through the window. 
 
    “Do you understand?” Petersen asked.  “Nod if you understand.” 
 
    The rage in Demetri’s bloodshot eyes dug at Petersen.  He nodded slightly. 
 
    “See you tomorrow.” His words abrupt, Petersen slid the slat shut. 
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    Colonel Petersen perused the various containments kept on level seven, along with Demetri, the ‘Zoo’ as they called it.  All manner of creatures were kept here, all with some deadly gift.  A new wave of creature had been spearheaded at the facility, nanorobotic cybernetics; carbon-based tissue[WU11], grown with microscopic builders, assembling silicon-based bone structure and musculature, carbon-based organs and tissue.  Flynn had found just the man for the project, Dr. Fa Zhu, a Chinese-American and leader in the field of nanorobotics.  With near unlimited funding from the Order, he had created this new life.   
 
    Equipped with the blueprints of a hybridized animal, the nanorobotic builders would set to work on a blank embryo, constructing from raw materials fully integrated with the flesh. It would start as a small mass of cells in a vat of organic material, pellets of silicon and titanium sifted to the bottom.   
 
    The builders would assemble living cells in all manner of construction, prodding the cells to divide and assimilate non-biological components; The creatures’ bones and muscles stronger, teeth and claws larger, sharper, its joints more flexible.  Its brain was designed to be resistant to external manipulation; a specialized organ designed from a parasitoid wasp.   
 
    Petersen climbed three flights of stairs to the observation deck of one such creation, through the clear polycarbonate ceiling of its enclosure.  A round black aperture on its neck blinked red, the creature activated. Its chemiluminescent skin, adapted from that of a cuttlefish, shifted from a fiery red to black at the vibration of his footsteps; it was so black that it absorbed the light around it.  It hugged the corner above where he was standing, creating the illusion of a void in the cell, its sleek body poised for attack.  The single line of thick poison quills pressed in, along its back.  Its shank-like tail curled along the ground into a wicked point.   
 
    He depressed a button on the console, releasing a stray dog into the pen; its kind eyes and gentle smile, beautiful golden coat.  It walked inside, sniffing at its new surroundings, the scent of stale blood lingered, its bright eyes scanning along the stained concrete ground.  The creature crept silently behind it, mirroring its skin to the reflected ultraviolet light and gunmetal grey back walls.  It rose behind the dog, its long formless body bristling.    
 
    The hint of sickly-sweet musk in the air, the dog spun and let out a panicked “woof.” The creature shot downward, inches from the dog’s face, its massive skull larger than the dog’s entire body, sniffing through its open nasal cavities.  The dog sprawled out, tail wagging, its hind end in the air.  It chuffed, then shuffled to the left, then right, prodding the creature to play.   
 
    The creature’s head cocked, confused by the display.  The dog dashed around its side, poking the creature with its muzzle.  The creature spun, let out a hollow shriek, now sprawled out, waiting to counter the dog’s next move.   
 
    Petersen looked on, confounded by the animals.  He stared at the control panel, looking for the problem.  His eyes widened at the error.  He flipped the toggle switch from passive to active.   
 
    The creature’s body rigid, it shot up, then down, slicing into the dog’s back with its blade-like jaw, snapping its hind end from the rest of its body.  The dog bellowed, then squealed… a faint whimper, before the creature impaled the skull with its tail.   
 
    It ripped at the midsection, pulling the entrails, whipping them in its beak to remove the effluence.  Its head tilted back, sliding the sustenance down its spiked gullet.  It dug into the tiny morsel, eating the dog from the inside out, scraping the meat from bone, the heart, liver, lungs, brain devoured.  All that remained was bone and scraps of yellow fur, stained red.  
 
    Petersen’s stomach turned at the sight. 
 
    “Leviathan,” Dr. Zhu said, his aching knees climbing the final steps. “My finest creation.” 
 
    “Is it ready…” Petersen turn, grabbed Dr. Zhu under the arm. “I mean is it stable… controllable?” 
 
    “Of course.” He shifted his hands to his knees, popping his back into place. “I’ve grown a failsafe, in all of my children… an explosive charge at the base of their skull. Bariac would have been wise to do the same.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Petersen pursed his lips.  
 
    “Wouldn’t be in this position if he had.”  
 
    “You’ve released them?” 
 
    “The Stalkers…” Dr. Zhu said. “Seven of them, in all directions.” 
 
    “And their locations?” 
 
    Dr. Zhu looked down, dreading the descent back down the stairs. “Come with me.” 
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    Dr. Zhu sat down on a stool, rubbed out the ache in his joints. “I borrowed an organ.” He pulled up a cross-section of an amorphous, wrinkled tissue. “Part of an ear, to be specific… from a horseshoe bat. Uses echo-location to find prey. In the case of the Stalkers, it’s not searching for prey, so much as locating a specific frequency, generated by the children.” 
 
    “And if they choose not to transmit?” He looked closely at the screen. 
 
    “They[WU12] stay hidden.” He pulled up a separate screen, a U.S. map. A graphic overlay, concentric rings spread out from the center of the U.S. 
 
    Petersen stared at it. “What is that?”   
 
    “I’ve gone through some of Dr. Bariac’s work.” Zhu cleared the overlay from the screen. “Seems he was concerned with the destruction of his children; a single high-altitude nuclear detonation would render them powerless.”  
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Their spinal cord is particularly sensitive. Similar to an electrical system, an electromagnetic pulse would fry their central nervous system.” Zhu applied an active graphic to the map.  
 
    Petersen held his hand up. “Fresh out of those, Doc.“  
 
    Zhu shrugged. “Seems we have two moving due-west, one moving northwest. Three moving east and northeast.” He zoomed in to an icon. “And one in Oklahoma… stationary.” 
 
    Petersen pressed in, ‘Rrap.. rrap..’ his fingers pounding annoyingly on the table. 
 
    “Hold on.” Dr. Zhu clicked the icon, bringing up a menu. He scrolled down to vision – The image blurry, obscured by a dark line along the left side. The Stalker looked to be suspended off the ground. “Respiration is low.” He pointed to a set of red numbers along the bottom of the screen. “Same as blood pressure.” 
 
    Colonel Petersen squinted, shook his head, unsure what to make of it.  
 
    Movement on the video feed. A screech echoed through the creature’s ears, then through the computer speakers. 
 
    “Blow it,” Petersen said.  
 
    “Wait.” Dr. Zhu looked back at him. “It’s there for a reason… Likely one of the children.” He flipped screens, back to the map. “I’m diverting another Stalker to that location.”  
 
    Petersen watched, as hunters climbed the surrounding trees, leapt out to the Stalker. Its movements rapid as they tore into it – its levels peaking low to high, its claws slashing out at them.  
 
    A bright red line blinked at the bottom of the screen. “Pain,” Dr. Zhu whispered. “It’s dying.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
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    The aircraft ‘low fuel’ warning kicked on. Jacob looked down at the crushing waves below. A line in the distance, a hint of land. He pressed on, the threat of a watery death imminent.  
 
    He crossed from water to land and as luck would have it, a landing strip was visible within eyeshot. He landed in the northwest corner of Spain, a city called Santiago de Compostela. He had never flown a plane before, much less a luxury airliner, but he had learned; a skill acquired from Cole, his… subordinate, friend, family… he didn’t know. ‘What were they to me? And I to them?’ he wondered. It didn’t matter now, he had abandoned them, ‘or had they abandoned me?’ he wondered. It didn’t matter either way.  
 
    His immediate thought was for sleep, though it was daylight. Jetlag he supposed. He couldn’t feel the presence of any humans or otherwise, so he lay down on the aisleway of the aircraft and nodded off.  
 
    His eyes opened within the void. Abnormal, he wasn’t at ease here; his sight felt off. It wasn’t white and blank, but cloudy. Images flashed before him like a movie, innocuous at first but as he walked closer to the image, the faces became familiar. He stepped into the first image - Director Flynn.  
 
    They were in his office in San Diego. Jacob, six years old, the words - “I actually sort of… admire you,” issued involuntarily from his mouth. He remembered the Director’s response, genuine surprise, but it was different this time.  
 
    “Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to just kill me?” Flynn edged closer in his chair. “Take my gun and shoot the man that’s loved you, as a father loves a son?” 
 
    “I… I….” Jacob’s breath escaped him. ‘I don’t remember this,’ he thought. 
 
    Flynn pulled the pistol from its holster, racked the slide back and slid it across the table. “Go ahead… what’re you waiting for?” He grabbed Jacob’s hand and put the grip in it. “Do it!” He forced the barrel up to his head. “What’re you waiting for, Jacob? Pull the trigger!” 
 
    Tears fell from Jacob’s eyes, as his finger involuntarily pulled the trigger and…he was jolted from the image.  
 
    He was 15 now, tall and athletic. He lay in his bunk, his shoes kicked up on the crossbar, his hands beneath his head. He searching through space. His mind was in Washington D.C. He latched on to her like a tick: Vivian Kreuson, now Vice President. He watched her every move but lacked sufficient power to fully control her. He could look, but not touch. She sat down in her office, opening her laptop.  
 
    Kristen walked down the boys’ side of the barracks. She hung at the foot of the top bunk. “What’re you doing?”  
 
    “I’m going to kill everyone.” He put his hands over his mouth, unable to stop himself. 
 
    Kristen responded with an apathetic, “Hmh.” She looked off in the distance. “I’m genuinely attracted to you. I may even be in love with you, though you being a sociopath and all, scares the hell out of me.”  
 
    His blood pressure rose as words began to echo from his mouth. “Despite being unable to love anyone but myself, I think I love you too. I don’t though, since I’ll abandon you in the hands of the enemy and leave you for dead. You’ll be tortured and used, in ways that I can only imagine.” 
 
    Her glance shot down at him with a contemptuous snarl. “You’re weak, Jacob. Too weak to lead us, too weak to lead anyone. We all hate you, we all wish you were dead.” 
 
    His mouth hung open, with a slight twitch; a pain was growing in his chest, like the weight of an elephant sitting on it. His breath grew short as his vision faded into mist.  
 
    There was a girl inside the mist of red haze – like that of the crimson sky, though not Kristin, not anyone he had ever met. She smiled through the fog, her strawberry blonde hair, her green eyes fixed on him, her beautiful angelic face. “I’m going to kill you,” she whispered in a soft, serene voice.  
 
    His eyes remained mesmerized by her as her image faded into a concrete room. There stood a small boy with tattered clothes and a thick metal collar. His dirty feet shuffled around the room, waiting. ‘For what?’ he wondered. ‘Death?’ There were more now, their eyes dejected, cast down at the floor, their dirty feet shuffling from side to side.  
 
    He was there, but they wouldn’t look at him, wouldn’t make eye contact. One by one, he shook them, trying to pull them out of their zombie-like trance, as their presence grew. He was surrounded, in the tiny concrete room, struggling for air, struggling to move. He lifted his head towards the ceiling and screamed! 
 
    He woke in a cold sweat, his heart thumping out of his chest. He remembered the dream, remembered everything, but couldn’t make sense of it. It was 5pm now and he exited the plane. The runway was barren, no planes, no vehicles. He started off east, on foot. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 11 
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    “I hear the choppers hovering,” The words rang through the headsets of all aircraft, an old Army marching cadence. “They’re hovering overheeeead.” The helicopter squadron was made up of three AH-64 Apache Longbow attack helicopters, conducting a joint exercise at Naval Base San Diego when the virus hit, three AH-1 Cobra attack helicopters, four CH-53E Super Stallions heavy-lift helicopters and three UH-1Iroqouis troop carriers. “They come to get the wounded!” The vocalist, a lone Army Special Forces operator, ‘Viking 9,’ was in attendance at Basic Underwater Demolition/ SEAL training in San Diego when the virus broke out. “They come to get the Deeeeeead!” Seated in front of him, Brie grinned wide as she realized he was the one singing. “Airbooo ooo ooo ooorn Navyyyy yyyy leads the way!” They were en route north, passing above major cities.  
 
    Other aircraft radioed in with hoots and hollers for the tune; others had squealed in a high-pitched tone, “But what about Special Forces?” Then a deep, gravelly voice responded, “Fuck Special Forces!” imitating a popular online video. They had rescued thirty, from Carlsbad to Huntington Beach, fresh sea air and the peaceful Pacific to their port side.  
 
    “Here!” Brie shouted over the radio, pointing the pilot down to a Long Beach rooftop. Three aircraft lowered to a group of desperate people, holed up in a large high rise.  
 
    Viking 9 was the first off, his bearded face covered by a black and tan kaffir scarf, his weapon slung to his body armor, now drawn - pointed out to the edge of the building. Other operators followed to overwatch. The two-man flight crew directed the civilians, shoving and yelling to the other aircraft, their ramps lowered and waiting.  
 
    Brie stepped out, her mind in the distance. She felt something… odd. A strange sensation, a scent, something… new.  
 
    The other aircraft filled with passengers and took off, leaving a slew of civilians still on the rooftop. They pressed in towards Brie’s helicopter, pushed back by special operators.  
 
    Brie reached out and felt the odd presence move towards her. Her mind ripped from it, as an arm grabbed her, the barrel of a .38 revolver pressed to her temple.  
 
    “I’m getting on that goddamn chopper!” The man’s eyes were wild.  
 
    “There’s more coming!” Viking yelled. “Let her go.” 
 
    Brie was frantic and terrified as her mind searched for an action. 
 
    “Move!” The man pressed the weapon in tighter.  
 
    Her eyes wide, she looked at Viking.  
 
    He mouthed the words, ‘DON’T MOVE.’ A single suppressed shot and the man dropped dead to the roof.  
 
    She scrambled in towards Viking. He put his arm around her and lifted her back into the helicopter. As two other aircraft landed, he spun his hand in a circle, telling the others, ‘let’s go!’ 
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     “I don’t want her going out on your missions anymore.” Mrs. Nguyen’s tone was hushed, but angry, still audible from the kitchen. 
 
    “Without her,” Commander Nguyen whispered, “there is no mission; there is no rescue; we lose. Humanity loses.” 
 
    “She’s not a tool…” She folded her arms with a contemptuous glare. “Or some seaman you can order around. She’s a little girl.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” His voice grew steadily more irritated. “You act as if I’m the one giving the orders. It was her idea.” 
 
    Brie sat in the dining room. “You know I can hear you guys, right?” 
 
    Mrs. Nguyen poked her head out the doorway. “Sorry, honey.” She smiled. “Just a difference of opinion.” 
 
    “Never mind.” Brie stood, turned towards her bedroom, while rolling her eyes. “Have your difference of opinion.” 
 
    She lay on her bed, her mind tuning out her caretakers, her foster parents, her… ‘whatever,’ she thought. She turned inward, the song, Viking 9, the man with the gun, and something else. Even now she could feel it, the presence; its change in course moved steadily towards her. She felt both one and many; its nature, its mind shielded from her. 
 
    “Can you honestly tell me that you trust her?” Commander Nguyen whispered.  
 
    “With our support, our guidance, our love…” Mrs. Nguyen’s eyes conveyed a significance, an importance. “I think she’ll do the right thing.” 
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    “I may have been a little harsh yesterday,” Dustin said.  He drove the Humvee outside the wire with Erica in the passenger seat.   
 
    “A little?” She sat with her arms folded, staring out the window.  They were outside the wire now; the windswept fields, tan and brown with dry grass, the sky grey and colder as the days passed.  Workers scoured the crops, picking the fall harvest of beans, cucumbers, leeks and spinach; those crops that had survived the Oklahoma drought.  Soldiers surrounded the fields, eyes watchful for movement in the surrounding forest and fields. 
 
    Sitting on a strap in the ring mount turret of the Humvee, Ari listened intently, eyes scanning the tree line.   
 
    “I want you to be your own person.”  The engine revved, as he drove up the edge of a steep embankment.  “Just for you to be safe, too.” 
 
    “I killed over a thousand of them with my bare hands.”  Her eyes remained fixed in the distance.  “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    He looked at her, studying her with a frown.  “And then you decided to drown yourself.” 
 
    “I’m over it,” she whispered. 
 
    He stopped the Humvee, looked at her.  “I’ve been there. You’re never just ‘over it.’ You can’t erase the scars, but you can learn to live with them.” 
 
    “Hi, pot.” She gave him an antagonistic smirk.  “I’m kettle.” 
 
    He sighed and shook his head.  “I want you to live a better life than I did.  I spent a lot of years hating myself.”  He shifted slowly from brake to accelerator.  “I would do anything if it meant you wouldn’t have to feel this way.” 
 
    “Like being a dick,” she mumbled. 
 
    He swallowed the lump in his throat. “It hurts that you don’t call me dad anymore.” 
 
    A regretful, but combative look crept across her face. 
 
    His lips pursed. “I never said I was good at this fatherhood thing.” 
 
    They pulled up to a Humvee, where a line of hungry soldiers and workers lined up for chow.  First Sergeant Hawk stood at the front, squeezing out hand sanitizer as they passed, scooping spoonful’s from green marmites on the tailgate of his Humvee. Part of the Choctaw tribe, as Dustin had learned; native to the area, he embraced modern culture yet held on to his roots. Hawk had left the reservation when he was just 18 years old and had chosen to be a 13B, cannon crewmember; that would keep him close to Fort Sill, close to his family. He had seen much of the world. From his second station in Germany, he saw much of Europe; then South Korea, the Middle East and much of the continental US.   
 
    Dustin walked over and stared down into the trays of food; he no longer felt hungry.  “What is this?”    
 
    “Cream of okra, I think,” Hawk said. “I’m told it’s edible.  Haven’t confirmed that, yet.” 
 
    Dustin grimaced.  “Gonna be a lean winter.  We’re going hunting, you want to- “ 
 
    “Hey!” a worker yelled, shoved out of the line for chow. He ducked his head, put his shoulder into a Soldier, knocked him against the Humvee.  
 
    The Soldier grappled with him, bucked him into the dirt, as Dustin and First Sergeant Hawk each collided with them. “Let go!” The Soldier’s arms were pinned to his sides in Dustin’s grip, and he fumbled for his weapon. 
 
    The worker ceased to struggle; Hawk loosened his grip on the man.  
 
    “Settle down!” Dustin tried pulling the Soldier’s hand from the rifle. 
 
    Hawk flipped the safety off his rifle; the muzzle was raised an inch from the Soldier’s face. “Captain Freeman said settle down,” Hawk whispered. “Recommend taking his advice.” 
 
    “I know you…” Dustin took the Soldiers rifle from him. “Don’t I?” 
 
    The Soldier looked down at the dirt, fumbling into an awkward position of attention. “Colorado, Sir.” 
 
    “Ya...” Dustin eyed the kid closer now, normal looking if not for his big ears sticking outside his crooked helmet. “…I remember you.” He handed the weapon over to Hawk. “Transfer him to the labor force, two weeks.” Dustin spun, starting off for the Humvee. He stopped. “And First Sergeant Hawk… Smoke him.”  
 
    “Front leaning rest position…” Hawk yelled in cadence. “Move!” 
 
    The young Soldier looked at him cockeyed.  
 
    Hawk smiled a wide sarcastic grin. “On your face, Soldier… pushups.” 
 
    Dustin climbed up onto the hood of the Humvee. “Listen here!” He waited for eyes and ears of the group. “Listen good… defense or labor, medical, military, builders or childcare… Doesn’t matter. One doesn’t make you better than the rest, having a gun doesn’t make you better. Without labor, no food; without builders, no shelter. Without military, no security. If one group fails, make no mistake, we will die. Work together…” He looked down at the Soldier staring back at him, his face in the dirt. “… and get in line, like everyone else.”  
 
    They drove to the first trap, a cargo net fixed to a deadfall suspended from a tree.  Dustin had soaked a cut of raw meat in a diluted mixture of fentanyl and crushed up painkillers.  The opiate would serve to keep any prey still, within the trap.  
 
    A hunter wriggled inside the net, disoriented from the drug.  Its arms and legs dangled from the breaks in the netting. Ari took aim.  The rifle made a ‘plunk’ as the dart left the barrel. 
 
    Dustin cut the rope above the deadfall.  The creature’s body thudded into the dirt.  They bound its arms and legs in parachute chord, a length of branch stuffed across its open jaws, held in place with duct tape.   
 
    They lashed the creature to the roof of the Humvee and moved on to the next position.   
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
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    “Psst.” Collin opened the tent flap, slipping a backpack off his shoulder. He heard a woman’s voice groan from inside, a lingering mixture of chemical and bile scented the interior. 
 
    A man poked his head out, his clothes dirty, his hair unkempt and mangy. “You get it?” His eyes were desperate and shifting. 
 
    Collin reached into his backpack, pulled out one of many sandwich bags; a tannish brown substance littered the bottom. 
 
    “That’s all?” Disappointment filled in his voice. 
 
    “Sorry, man. That’s all I could find.” Collin looked past him, the woman writhing on the ground, groaning, sweating underneath a sleeping bag. 
 
    “I’m coming, baby.” The man reached into a corner, unzipped a baggie – a metal spoon, syringe and cotton balls. 
 
    “She gonna be alright?” Collin whispered. 
 
    He pulled a small portion of the substance, set it into a concoction inside the spoon, heating it with a lighter. “Withdrawls,” he mumbled, the syringe clamped in his lips. “She was close this time.” 
 
    A shudder went up his spine, the prospect of death hung heavy in the rotten air. He moved on to the next tent. 
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    “Right here.” LaCross, Washington; Cole pointed to a farmhouse off Willow Creek Road; it was painted red and white like a barn, an old tin roof above.  
 
    Captain Rivers tossed a chemical light out the window, a signal to the other vehicles to turn, in the moonlit darkness. They stopped at a barbed wire fence, hastily constructed from materials on hand.  
 
    “Should I run it over?” Rivers asked, inching forward.  
 
    Cole put his hand up, as if to say, ‘stop.’ He stepped out of the Humvee. “Hello!” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    He yelled again, “Hello!” and once again, waited. He reached inside, a man and his family, and another family, and another; all were bound together in the single house, the presence of a hunter inside; something inhuman outside, too. ‘I know you’re in there,’ his mind whispered to one of the men. ‘Come on out… we won’t hurt you.’ 
 
    Moments later, the door burst open. A man, shotgun in hand, fired into the air. “Get off my property!” 
 
    “Whoa, old timer.” Captain Rivers held his palms open, to show he wasn’t a threat. He signaled the Sergeant in the vehicle behind with a nod, then looked back at the man. “You ok? Do you need any medical assistance, food, water?” 
 
    “You heard me!” The old man fired again. “I said get!” 
 
    “There’s something inside,” Cole whispered.  
 
    Second Platoon circled around the fence line, performed a breech, cutting the barbed wire, and flanked the rear of the house. They split into two, lined up along the sides. “Put the weapon down!” Lieutenant Rogers screamed. 
 
    The man looked left, then right - weapons drawn on him, presumably aimed at his head.  
 
    Sergeant First Class Stover walked up, slowly placed his hand on the firearm. 
 
    The man’s hands, shaking as they gripped, then finally succumbed.  
 
    “We’re not here to hurt you,” Stover whispered, handing the weapon back to his squad leader.  
 
    Lieutenant Rogers rushed in, tackled him to the ground. “Give me some cuffs!” he yelled.  
 
    They swarmed inside the house, weapons drawn; its occupants put face down on the ground.  
 
    Captain Rivers and Cole were the last inside. They walked over the occupants, zip tied and flat on their stomachs. It was an older farmhouse, quaint even, with lace curtains and knit doilies, small figurines of farm animals displayed proudly on the mantle.  
 
    They walked into the kitchen. “There.” Cole pointed to the kitchen table, resting on the bare wooden floor. He grabbed a chair, then another, then the table - moved it to the side. A latch set into the floor.  
 
    “Don’t do it!” the old man yelled.  
 
    Rivers pulled the wooden slat open, shined his light down into the darkness, a shuffle stirred the silence. 
 
    It burst from the floor, knocking Rivers to his back.  
 
    The team converged on the kitchen.  
 
    It stood, poised to strike. Sensing the overwhelming force, it dove through the kitchen window.  
 
    The man shimmied to his knees, then his feet; sprinted after it, screaming, “Kelsey! Stop!” 
 
    The Marines pursued, leaving the house uncovered, but for Rivers and Cole.  
 
    The Hunter, ‘Kelsey,’ hid behind a row of large boulders, masked by the darkness. Her father ran ahead, his hands still pinned behind his back. “Kelsey!” he yelled into the darkness. “Come home!” He passed alongside the row of boulders and “Uhhh,” his body was yanked to the dirt. Silence and blood spray, as her razor touch sliced through his spine; his body was alive, but immobile.  
 
    Marines spread out, scanning the darkness with night vision. “Contact!” a squad leader called out, firing round after round at the hunter. 
 
    “No!” the father yelled. His fresh blood coated his daughter’s jaws. “Just leave her be!” Her head ducked down, slicing into his chest, breaking ribs, puncturing organs; he felt everything.  
 
    The Marines pressed on, firing shots into the Hunter’s chest and head. 
 
    “No.” His voice was faint now; red foam filled his mouth. “Just leave… her be.” 
 
    A medic moved up from the rear; the father’s eyes now closed. He pressed his fingers to his neck, looked up at Sergeant First Class Stover and shook his head.  
 
    Inside, Cole felt the dead and the living. He also listened to the conversation between Rogers and Stover; a heart to heart. A –  ‘Hey Sir, you gotta chill out, before you get someone killed.’ He felt something else, too. A wisp of movement. No thoughts, but energy was moving towards them at an alarming rate. He had experienced this feeling before, but never so close.  
 
    Rogers stepped out the front door and onto the porch, his ‘butt – hurt’ lingered from his talk with Sergeant Stover. He heard a faint ‘Thump thump… Thump thump,’ and flipped his night vision down over his eyes. He watched: a plume of dust rose over the hill, something moving in the distance; a wide arc revealed a four-legged creature, almost mechanical in stride. It came about gradually, now half the distance in seconds. He raised his rifle, his last words, “What the f-“ 
 
    The creature tore into him, its four legs penetrated his armor, its teeth ripped into his neck, tore out the trachea and spat it to the dirt. It moved, silent and agile to the rear of the house. 
 
    Stover walked outside and looked down at the corpse of his Platoon Leader. “Contact!” he yelled. “Everyone inside! Shut the doors!” 
 
    Rivers looked at Cole. “What is it? Hunter?” 
 
    Cole looked wide eyed. “No. Too fast.” 
 
    “Can’t you do your… mind thing?” 
 
    “It’s not…” Cole struggled for the words. “It has no mind. Shoot the damn thing.” 
 
    A thud echoed from the roof, the click of talons against sheet metal.  
 
    Rivers pointed his rifle up. “Ceiling!” They unleashed a barrage of bullets skyward. 
 
    The creature leapt, landing stealthily alongside the house. It darted to the front porch, sliced deep through the door. It moved to the corner, slicing through the siding, clean into the frame and into the interior. It moved to the next corner, then the next, then the next. 
 
    “It’s toying with us,” Rivers whispered. “And what is that smell?” He tasted the air, the sickly-sweet aroma. 
 
    Cole stood. “Or trying to take the house down.” He walked to the front door.  
 
    “Where you going?” Rivers moved to follow.  
 
    “It wants me.” Cole pushed him back. “No sense dying for the hell of it.” He sprinted out the front, then to a clearing between the house and the row of boulders.  
 
    The creature circled, its shimmering eyes fixed on Cole; its body not unlike a cheetah or wolf, albeit earless, hairless and brimming with spines, its movement mechanically efficient.  
 
    “What the hell,” Cole whispered, as the creature bolted towards him. He dove and rolled. The creature dug its paws into the ground, pushed off in his direction. He dove, his knee colliding with its muzzle; a dagger-like fang pierced his leg. Its head whipped back, landing flat on its back. It rose unphased.  
 
    Cole turned and ran; his feet kicking up dirt with each stroke of his leg, blood seeping from the open wound. The creature followed, its pace slightly faster. ‘One shot,’ he thought, focusing his mind as he turned in line with the row of boulders.  
 
    A loud ‘crack,’ a boulder split down the middle and rolled downward, pinning the creature’s hind quarters. Cole walked to it; it writhed and bellowed – its voice sounded electronic, while snapping its jaws towards Cole’s legs. “What are you?” He searched the field for a large rock, then lifted it on his shoulder and positioned himself above the creature - the rock raised above his head. “Whoever made you…” He slammed the rock down on its head. “Damn them.” 
 
    “Julie!” Cole called out into the void. “Brie!” His mind manifested his current surroundings into the void: the darkness of night, the creature. They appeared almost at once, a shock at their surroundings.  
 
    “Have you felt it?” Cole asked. 
 
    Brie walked to him, stared down at the creature. “Yes.”  
 
    Julie eyed the two, a hint of contempt in her eyes. “What is it?”  
 
    “Organic.” He lifted the boulder, his body moving with him outside the void. “Composite and metal alloy.” He ripped the creature open at the chest, exposing the internal biomechanical structure; a sticky opaque blood flowed from within. “Nanorobotics,” he whispered, his eyes focusing deep into its chest cavity. He sniffed the tips of his fingers, then tasted. “It’s sweet, like glucose.” He spat it out, then glanced up at them. “There’s more like it.” 
 
    Brie crouched down, examining the creature. “We need to warn the others.”  
 
    “Well?” Cole stared up at Julie.  
 
    She shook her head. “Do whatever you want.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
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    “Modified insulin produced in the pancreas,” Bariac spoke quietly, poised on a laboratory stool. “creates an insatiable hunger. If we could somehow damage one of the dozen processes in the pancreas, without destroying it entirely – diminished insulin production. One of two keys to creating the Hunters.” He rubbed at the frustration in his forehead. ”The other, an androgen inhibitor – attacks the MAO-A gene; boosting levels of aggression. Perhaps engineer a virus on top of testosterone – direct interface with the genetic structure… rebuild it, in a way.” 
 
    “Or destroy the gene entirely,” Gloria whispered. 
 
    Bariac shook his head. “If it didn’t destabilize the entire genetic structure, it’d leave them weak, defenseless against predators, or other hunters.” 
 
    She scowled at the rejection. “They’d be essentially human, then.” 
 
    “Their minds,” Bariac said. “As for their bodies; outside of surgery, there’s nothing to be done.” 
 
    “Special delivery!” Ari and Dustin wheeled in three of the hunters stacked on a gurney, bound and gagged. “We heard you were finally up.” 
 
    Their eyes lit up at the sight.  
 
    “Sedated,” Ari said. “Might be a good idea to get something more permanent, metal restraints, a cage maybe.” 
 
    “I’ll get the builders on it,” Dustin said. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m… ashamed to introduce Dr. Alfonse Bariac.” Gloria stared at him with a repellant look in her eye. 
 
    Dustin’s brow furrowed at the remark.  
 
    “The creator of what you know as ‘hunters.’ He manufactured the virus.” 
 
    Dr. Bariac’s heart sank once more as he shrank in his seat; Ari stooped down, busying herself, silently glaring at Bariac, studying his face.. 
 
    “I don’t….” Dustin’s face contorted, he rubbed at his beard. “Hmm…” 
 
    “How are you feeling, Gloria?” Ari stayed stooped, obscured by a desk. 
 
    Gloria wheeled up to one of the creatures, feeling for its pulse. “Like I was ripped open by one of these blokes.” She felt the arm move in her grasp. “Quickly, onto the bed.” 
 
    “3… 2… 1… Huhhhh.” Dustin and Dr. Bariac heaved the creature onto the hospital bed. “Shot them with 3 milligrams of fentanyl, enough to kill a human. It should be out for a while.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure, Captain Freeman.” Doctor Bariac lashed its left arm and leg to the railings. “Everything about them is faster: their metabolism, their speed, agility, learning capacity. I wouldn’t be surprised if-” It thrashed in a fury, bit through its makeshift gag. It ripped at its restraints, moving its head forward to bite.  
 
    “Shit.” Ari threw Dustin an end of rope as she watched the others hunters begin to wake. As one, they moved to either side of the bed, but the rope pinned the creature’s head back.  
 
    They moved away and toward the door, and the creatures thrashed off the gurney and onto the floor. “Any tranquilizer?” Ari asked.  
 
    Gloria pulled her pistol, a desert eagle slung to her wheelchair. The two shots echoed, deafening the room. She glared at Dr. Bariac. “What’s that about them being faster?” 
 
    Dustin sighed. “Guess we’ll set the traps back up.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Dustin. We’ll make due with one for right now.” Gloria wheeled over and grabbed a white towel, setting it on the rapidly spreading pool of blood. “I’ll let you know if we need more.” 
 
    Dustin looked over with a curiously benevolent look, examining the doctor, sensing his weakness. “Tell me one thing, doc…” 
 
    He looked back at Dustin, his body slumped around his wide midsection.  
 
    “Why do people let you live, after they find out what you’ve done?” 
 
    “I can only hope to correct what I’ve done.” A somber look in Dr. Bariac’s eyes. “Atone for my sins.” 
 
    The muscles in Dustin’s neck tightened, and his jaw clenched into a revolted sneer, as the image of his brother’s rotting remains, the tattered scalp and skin, shards of bone, ran through his mind. “That’s not possible.” 
 
    Bariac studied Ari as she left the room, an odd recollection. 
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    Nguyen lean in. “Do me a favor, O’Brian,” he whispered. “Let me know what she says, and be ready to pull the plug.” 
 
    Another Sailor walked up, seemingly oblivious to Nguyen. “You ready?” 
 
    O’Brian looked at him cross-eyed through his pop-bottle glasses. “What’s that?” he lisped.  
 
    “Get the network up and running,” the Sailor said.  
 
    Brie looked up at the Sailor. “Cole?” she whispered.  
 
    “In the flesh,” he whispered back. “Kind of.” 
 
    O’Brian sat down at his desk, and began pinging different Internet Protocol’s. He wrote down each IP that blocked his network trace onto a notepad. Commander Nguyen several steps behind, O’Brian felt the unknown Sailor lean against his shoulder, staring down at his notes. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Cole said. “Just helping out.” 
 
    O’Brian’s rolled his eyes under his glasses.  
 
    “What’s next?” Brie asked. 
 
    O’Brian spun in his chair. “I’ll attempt to-“ 
 
    “Mind if I have a go.” Cole said, walking around the workstation. 
 
    O’Brian cocked his head in confusion as the Sailor knelt down next to the ethernet cable, putting both hands around it.  
 
    The Sailor’s face contorted, as Cole felt nothing, no signal passing through the wire. “Brie, can I borrow your hands for a minute?” 
 
    She walked over and knelt beside him. She felt Cole’s hands touching hers as his apparition coursed through her body. Her heart felt a slight flutter at the sensation, a mild hazy confusion in her mind.  
 
    Julie looked on from afar, in control of Lieutenant Vega’s mind; she felt an impulse of rage as she stared blankly at the two. 
 
    Cole was inside now, and he could see the numbers pass by him as bolts of binary light in a pitch-black arena. Bits of data were moving, but from where, he couldn’t tell. ‘Automation?’ he wondered. In trying to interface with the data, he found generic commands, standard traffic automation set up before the world went dark. One caught his eye, lingering, as if observing him; as if code could observe in a way a living being could; he found it to be incredibly complex, fragmented and encrypted in a way he had never seen before; its code moving to counter him, as if alive. Frustrated at the obstacle, he bypassed it and moved along the track, following the trail laid before him, bypassing firewalls and malicious code. Suddenly, his path stopped. He was in the sky now, high up above the stratosphere; a satellite firewall. He struggled, focusing the lenses of the camera to look down to the dark earth. Part of his consciousness drifted away, clearing a path through the chaos and code that separated the world, while his attention remained focused on the beauty of all that lay before him, admiring its creation and complexity.  
 
    Several hours had passed as they knelt on the operations center floor. Brie had seen something as her mind followed along with Cole; it was an eagerness she had never felt, but much enjoyed.  
 
    “There,” Cole stood from the floor. Many hours had passed and it was dark outside. “We should be all set.” He was stretching the ache from the Sailors muscles. 
 
    Brie looked at him with wide eyes. “You ought to tell Julie.” 
 
    “Yea,” Cole smiled. “It can wait.” 
 
    O’Brian cocked his head at the conversation. A fire shot into him; his hands seized at the keyboard.  
 
    “Don’t know what she’s so snippy for.” Brie’s face turned to a frown. “Not like anyone’s missing him.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Cole shrugged. “She’s been distant, ever since…” 
 
    Brie looked at him sideways.  
 
    He bit his lip. “Never mind.” 
 
    O’Brien waited for the Sailor to leave, then removed his pop bottle glasses. “They’ll betray you.” His speech impediment gone. 
 
    “Huh…” Brie eyed him curiously.  
 
    “All of them,” O’Brien whispered. “Commander Nguyen, Julie, Cole… All of them.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “It’s ok if you don’t believe me… You will.” 
 
    Brie called out, “Cole!” She was alone in the operations center, just her and O’Brien. 
 
    “He can’t hear you,” O’Brien whispered. “I can help you, if you’d like… Make you stronger, give you whatever your heart desires.” 
 
    She called out again. “Anyone!” She stared at O’Brien, an odd fear and warmth creeping up her spine. There was a familiar quality to his dark green eyes. 
 
    O’Brien smiled. “Some other time… soon.” 
 
    In an instant, the operations center was humming with people; O’Brien was sitting casually at his desk, his pop bottle glasses back on, his mannerisms aloof to the exchange that had just taken place. He looked down at Brie, staring at him. “Can I help you?” his lisp had returned.  
 
    She shook her head slowly, dazed at the exchange; then looked into his eyes – blue. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 14 
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    Brie crept through the house – still and silent; afraid to wake either Commander or Mrs. Nguyen. As she lay still, drifting, a presence lingered outside her window. She could sense its transmission of infrared signal, but couldn’t decipher the language – not human, not quite living. Silent, she hopped to the warm hardwood floor, reached under her bed for an aluminum bat. She held it, cocked, ready to strike, listening to the near imperceptible rustling outside her window. 
 
    A presence emerged outside, powerful; its mind guarded. She reached inside to its mind and was stopped dead, its aura visible in magnetic resonance only. She was shocked at the power coming from this being. Then a ‘snap,’ the breaking of bones, ripping apart of metallic structure; the creature’s transmission signal absent now. The rustle of a body being drug through grass.  
 
    She rushed to the window, glimpsing the silhouette of a man, in one hand a severed head, the body in the other. She crept through the house, ran from the front door to outside her window, then into moonlit darkness. She called out - “Hello!” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    She walked back, her head turned over her shoulder. She knelt down, pressed her fingers into the opaque substance scattered along the grass; brought her fingers to her nostrils – “glucose,” she whispered. 
 
     She waited in darkness, clutching the hilt of her bat laying across her chest. Silence, she slowly drifted into sleep.  
 
    “What is your wish?” a voice startled her from behind – she spun, his pants and shirt blended in to the all-white surroundings.  
 
    “Is this the void?” she asked, wondering at her own dream-like feeling.  
 
    The man laughed, his dark complexion folding into laugh lines along his face. “Is that what you call this place?” 
 
    “Who are you?” Her gaze was lost in his dark green eyes.  
 
    “A traveler… You can call me Shay.” He smiled. “But I’m more concerned with who you are… so tell me, what is your wish?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed on him. “Is this a trick?” 
 
    “No trick.” His eyes were wide, a genuine care in them. “I live to give people exactly as they desire.” 
 
    “What’s the catch?” She stared at him, examining him. “What do you want in return?” 
 
    “Nothing, yet.” He crossed his finger over his heart. “In time, I hope you would follow me.” 
 
    “See?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Knew there was something to it.” 
 
    He walked towards her, his bare feet seemingly flowed over the white ground. “My only wish…” He knelt down to her. “Is that you follow what’s in your heart.” He stared deep into her eyes, his psyche now within her. “But I’d hope that your heart leads you to me.” 
 
    “My mother,” she whispered. “I want my mother back.” 
 
     “Done.” His smile benevolent as he stood. “Goodbye.” He leaned down, kissed her forehead. “See you real soon.” 
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    In a flash, she awoke; she had a pleasant feeling, like being wrapped in a warm blanket. It was mid-day now. More time had passed than she had perceived.  
 
    “Guess what!” Brie walked into the living room, her face brimming with excitement.  
 
    Commander Nguyen smiled at her from the comfort of his recliner. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Guess!” She stood in the living room, her eyes demanding with a jubilant fervor. 
 
    “I can’t read minds, dear.” 
 
    Mrs. Nguyen walked in from the kitchen. “Have you eaten lunch yet?” 
 
    “Not now, Mom…” Brie paused and turned to her, a hint of embarrassment and confusion on her face. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.  
 
    Mrs. Nguyen looked back at her, her head turned slightly in puzzlement, then smiled as if to say - ‘There’s nothing to be sorry for.’ 
 
    Brie felt a sudden emotional weightlessness, a kick of endorphins, as if suddenly something long sought after was finally hers. “We stayed up late last night, got the satellite network back up.” The whisper echoed from her mouth, as if it hadn’t been said, as if it was no longer important. 
 
    His brow furrowed. “What’s Jacob up to now?” 
 
    “It’s not-“ Her mouth snapped shut as she snapped back to reality. 
 
    “It’s not what?” Nguyen stood from his recliner. “It’s not Jacob?” 
 
    “I said too much, already.” 
 
    “No.” Nguyen softened his tone. “It’s ok, you can tell me.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Very well.” He looked down at her over his reading glasses. “We need to learn to trust each other.” 
 
    “I do… I just…” Her head cocked sideways. “You know what it’s like, keeping secrets.” 
 
    Nguyen made a grumbling noise in his throat.  
 
    “I wish I could tell you,” Brie said. “I really do.”  
 
    “We’re on the same side, Brie.” His eyes and tone were piercing. “What is it that you want? And I mean really want?” 
 
    The words rang in her head, like Deja vu. “A mother,” she whispered, a smile beaming under her glare.  
 
    “I mean for the world,” Nguyen’s voice grew louder, as he stood. “and for your brothers and sisters.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” she snapped. “I wasn’t part of his inner circle.” 
 
    “And what about Jacob,” Nguyen demanded. “What about his plan?” 
 
    “I don’t know about his plan!” Her voice tiny but fierce.  
 
    “You’re like a daughter to us.” Nguyen dropped to his knees in front of her. “And it’s no accident that you came to us.” He took her hand. “If we’re to continue on this way, we need to be honest with each other. We need to tell each other the truth.” 
 
    Brie nodded as tears began rolling down her cheeks. 
 
    “Tell me the secret,” he whispered.  
 
    “We’ve…” She rubbed her arm across her damp eyes. “lost contact with Jacob, with everyone.” 
 
    His brow furrowed. “When you say we-“ 
 
    “Cole and Julie, we’re alone. We’ll start the search for the others today, but it’ll be like finding a needle in a haystack.” 
 
    He hugged her. “You’re not alone,” he whispered. 
 
    Brie’s eyes turned to Mrs. Nguyen; an oddly unpleasant feeling in Commander Nguyen’s arms. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
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    “What do you think of him?” Ellen asked, as she wheeled Gloria down the hall. It had become a ritual of sorts. A way to get Gloria out of the lab, where she spent 18 hours a day. They took the long way around, as usual, passing a set of windows, opened just for the occasion, set three stories above the hospital courtyard.  
 
    Gloria breathed in the scent of the long forgotten outside world, then exhaled deeply. “He’s a rat bastard, that one.” She turned her head to catch a fleeting glimpse of the world below. “Can’t say that I blame him though. Changed hands so many times.”  
 
    “Oh?” Ellen feigned interest, but her face soured at the remark. 
 
    “I can see why they’d want him, Israel, Russia, the U.S.” Her wheelchair swung into a familiar doorway. “Absolutely brilliant.” 
 
    “Don’t think ‘brilliant’ is the word,” Ellen mumbled, as she bent forward, securing Gloria’s legs.  
 
    Gloria squinted as she gripped onto the tops of Ellen’s shoulders. Ellen lifted, dropping her gently onto a padded table. Gloria lay back, her eyes still fixed on Ellen, as she stretched the contractures from her dead legs. “Say you were him,” Gloria strained, her arms gripping the edges of the table to stay on. “A brilliant mind, captured by some foreign government… What would you do?” 
 
    Ellen stopped with a leg positioned on her shoulder, her stare blank. “Shoot myself… I’d shoot myself square in the head.” 
 
    Gloria’s eyes widened, a question lodged in her throat. 
 
    “All that knowledge…” Ellen let out a long sigh. “It’s fatal in the wrong hands… As you can see.” She motioned towards Gloria’s scarred abdomen.  
 
    “In the right hands!” Gloria torqued her leg from Ellen’s shoulder, nearly throwing herself off the table in a fruitless attempt to sit up. 
 
    Ellen surged forward, her hands catching Gloria’s torso. “You’re a researcher,” Ellen strained. “I’m a Nurse Practitioner. We just see things differently, I guess.” 
 
    Gloria settled back onto the table. Her brow furrowed, still unsettled.  
 
    “You look at something and say ‘How can I change this, make it better, give it a pill, a drug, a chemical…” Ellen clipped a rope and handle to an overhead rack. “I see the end of that, the overmedicated, modified, chemically dependent patients that come to me for help.” 
 
    Gloria stewed, a harsh anger building inside. “Bit of a generalization,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Yea.” Ellen shrugged. “Not to say I never prescribe… I just think you ought to take care of what God gave you.”  
 
    “God…” Gloria huffed as she gripped the handle above. If not for a remnant of civility, she would’ve asked, ‘What the hell’s he got to do with this?’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 16 
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    Three weeks had passed and Jacob continued his trek on foot. He could have easily found a plane or a car, driven it straight to Russia, but he didn’t. Nor did he wonder why he kept walking the path. He felt a sort of peace being out of the fight, in the sounds of his feet falling on the trail, one after the other, after the other.  
 
    The trail, as he had read on signposts along the way, was a pilgrimage of sorts: El Camino del Santiago, the way of St. James. The trail passed through small towns and ending in either Santiago del Compostela, Spain or St. Jean Pied-de-Port, France, depending upon the direction of travel.  
 
    He wondered whether fate had him land in Santiago, though he didn’t wonder especially hard. Rather his memories played through his mind on a continuous loop, interrupted on occasion by a stunning view of the countryside.  
 
    He passed along rural Spanish towns, old stone buildings worn with time; a central cathedral in each; always the largest building. Often the towns had hostels, nothing more than a bunk for weary travelers. He would often stay inside of the church, bar the doors closed, admire the intricate stained glass as fading light shone through. He contemplated his existence and that of Jesus’ apostles, and that of Jesus himself. He had no right to think of himself in those terms, anymore. 
 
    His heart was heavy with grief. A mix of emotions that he didn’t fully understand. He hadn’t been taught to feel, rather to suppress and lie, as Flynn had. It was accurate to say that for the first time in his life, he felt bad, and wrong. It was a simplistic emotion taught from birth, but one that he was just coming to understand. He felt his actions, his iron fist, his lack of trust and saw how they had disintegrated the fellowship he could have had with his brothers and sisters. ‘But I freed them.’ His chest puffed out at the thought. ‘We were slaves of a sort and I freed them… to be my slaves.’ His spirit deflated.  
 
    He felt a weight lift off his shoulders with each passing step, but a deep, ugly, rotten sore underneath the yoke he had bared. In time, and with ample antiseptic of humility and penance, he hoped the sore would eventually heal. Even if the end result was an ugly scar. 
 
    Still deeper, he found a voice. It spoke a language that he couldn’t understand, but it grew stronger the further east he walked. It felt primordial, ancient, omnipresent; like it had always been there with him. He put the thought aside and one foot in front of the other. 
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    “Why’d you do it?” Gloria asked.  
 
    Dr. Bariac glanced up from his microscope with a puzzled look and put his glasses on.  
 
    “When they asked you to make this virus, why didn’t you refuse.” 
 
    “My dear…” He smiled a half-hearted smile. “We’ve talked about this. They would’ve killed me.” 
 
    “Yet you wait till the damage is done… then slash your wrists. Why?” 
 
    He looked at her with a befuddled frustration.  
 
    “Why not save us all the trouble and do it before you created hell on earth?” 
 
    “I…” He opened his mouth, unable to form the words.  
 
    She glared at him, waiting. 
 
    “I won’t lie to you; I’m ashamed for what I’ve done. It’s why I sought to end it all. Another part of me, I’ll call it the scientific part, wanted to push the limits of science, see how far we could take it. I think about Albert Einstein and how he must have felt to create the atom bomb and-“ 
 
    “Stop.” She fingered the grip of her pistol. “Don’t compare yourself to Einstein. He didn’t build the bomb.” 
 
    Bariac shrugged. “His research.” 
 
    Her teeth gritted into a growl. 
 
    “One man’s savior is another man’s murderer,” he said. “Ask the people of Hiroshima.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she shook her head.  
 
    “Just think of what we could have done if we released the virus on a group of insurgents,” he said, simultaneously. He thought, ‘Oh God… I’m quoting a madman to justify my actions.’ “I didn’t know what they’d do...” He shuddered. ‘Another lie,’ he thought. “Not exactly, that is.”  
 
    Her grip tightened around her pistol.  
 
    “As I said…” He slumped in his chair. “Once this is all over, once we’ve reversed what we can, you’ve every right to end my life. In fact, I want you to. Until then, give me time to fix this.” 
 
    “And let you be a savior, a martyr?” She released her pistol. “You’ll rot in jail once this is done.” 
 
    His eyes closed and face slumped, as he peered inside himself, a wash of self-pity and hatred. He moved slowly, painfully back to the microscope and immediately his eyes widened. “Come! Come quick!” 
 
    Gloria wheeled over to the workstation and propped herself up in her chair to see down the lenses. “I’ll be a horse’s arse,” she whispered. 
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    A metal container rose from the ground. Two Airmen dressed in fatigues and full combat gear pulled the heavy metal door open. Light shone into the dark place. A young man huddled in the rearmost corner.  
 
    “Come here, Demetri.” Colonel Petersen spoke softly, as he knelt down. “It’s ok. Nothing to be afraid of.” 
 
    Demetri crawled, feeling the warm dry air on his face, the cold metal floor beneath his hands.  
 
    “It’s ok,” Petersen whispered. “Come on out.” 
 
    Demetri knelt and looked up at the sky.  
 
    “First time out of the facility?”  
 
    “First time out of my room,” Demetri whispered. He saw a crow fly by and shot back into the safety of the container.  
 
    Petersen crept in low, his hands out to show he wasn’t a threat. He sat down next to Demetri. “You ok?” 
 
    Demetri shook his head frantically, his arms wrapped around his legs.  
 
    “I’ll tell you a little story…” Petersen put his hand on the Demetri’s knee. “My father, the Senator, the monster. Everyone liked him, looked up to him, respected him; Former Naval Officer, church deacon, family man… but you know what he used to do behind closed doors?” 
 
    Demetri looked over at him and shook his head.  
 
    “He’d beat the hell out of me and my brother, my mom. He’d lock us in our room for days at a time, all the while quoting scripture.” 
 
    “Our parents were unfaithful,” Demetri whispered. “They did evil in the eyes of the Lord our God and forsook him.” 
 
    Petersen smiled, the verse familiar, though he couldn’t place it. “You know what I learned, though?” He put his arm around Demetri. “I didn’t have to look up to him, didn’t have to follow him; and no matter what, so long as he didn’t kill me, I’d be ok.” 
 
    Demetri looked at Petersen with a confused look.  
 
    “I don’t want to pass judgment on Flynn. He was my friend.” Petersen let out a long exhale. “I can tell you that what I’m finding out about him, his secrets, keeping you locked up… He lost his faith in the end. I know why, now.” 
 
    Demetri stared down at the dark metal floor.  
 
    “C’mon.” Petersen stood and took Demetri under the arm. “I won’t let anything hurt you.” 
 
    The two stood, facing one another. Petersen pulled a remote controller from his pocket. “I’m going to give you free reign, on one condition… you don’t go digging around inside my head, you don’t harm me, and you don’t harm yourself. Agreed?” 
 
    Demetri gave an odd glance, then nodded.  
 
    Petersen toggled through settings, the collar issued a click, disengaging the sensors and explosive charge. “I don’t think I’ll ever have to, but just so you know, pressing a single button on here will fire the explosives in your collar, ok?” 
 
    Demetri nodded once more.  
 
    “Now let’s see what you can do…” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 17 
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    ‘Lub – Dub, Lub – Dub,’ The words echoed inside Jacob’s mind in rhythm with his heart. ‘[image: ] – [image: ][image: ], [image: ] – [image: ][image: ],’ A dead language, ‘Thump – thump,’ in rhythm with his footsteps, ‘[image: ] – [image: ][image: ], [image: ] – [image: ][image: ].’ ‘Arabic?’ he wondered. ‘No.’ Jacob knew Arabic, and Farsi, and Pashtun, and Hebrew, and a dozen African dialects.  
 
    ‘[image: ] – [image: ][image: ], [image: ] – [image: ][image: ],’ His head swayed in concert with the words. He began mouthing the words emanating from his mind. “Cuh – Tuh, Cuh – ToMuh,” at first a mumble. “Com – To mus, Come – To us.” His vision began to blur. “Come – To us, Come – To us.” A shiver went up his spine; He shook his head, snapping him from the trance. ‘Come to us?’  
 
    He was in southern France now, nearing St. Jean Pied-de-Port. He could see it, a relic; kept safe in the belly of a cathedral. A wooden box held safe behind lock and key. His pace quickened as the words flowing through his mind followed suit. ‘[image: ] – [image: ][image: ], [image: ] – [image: ][image: ],’ He smashed his eyelids together, gritted his teeth. The object was clearer now, small, metallic. The voices, the angelic, serene voices grew ever louder.  
 
    “AHHHHHHH!” He dropped to his knees at the cathedral steps, his eyes raised towards the sky, towards the towering marble columns and gargoyles, stained glass and arches. “What am I supposed to do?!”   
 
    The words repeated ‘[image: ] – [image: ][image: ], [image: ] – COME – TO US!’ 
 
    He gripped the sides of his head and squeezed, his head now pressed into the earth, repeating the words, “Come – To us, Come – To us.” A flash went across his the backs of his eyelids. 
 
    He rose, a sudden clarity of action; an understanding of what he must do. 
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    He hadn’t been to the Middle East in many years, but he didn’t remember it being nearly as green, or as cool.  
 
    While an ally of the US during the Syrian conflict, Jordan had the distinction of having little oil or wealth. They were, however, rich in stone, as the city of Amman from afar took on a tone of limestone, with ornamental materials, columns and pediments on display and for sale along the highway.  
 
    He passed through the city, oddly remniscent of images he had seen of Detroit and Chicago, other rust belt cities at the turn of the century. Dilapidated structures and high-rises. Decay mixed with limestone huts, dirty shops and storefronts. The sense of shuffling homeless sandals still lingered along streets and ghettos. Images of an aging King Abdullah II and his wife and family plastered on billboards along the highway, dressed in military formal attire, traditional Jordanian garb, a business suit. A kind, benevolent face, he reminded Jacob of a king one might drink beer with and watch a football game, rather than that of a ruthless dictator.  
 
    He passed a piece of graffiti, crossed swords below the Quaran, another of a four fingered hand, the signs synonymous with the Moslem Brotherhood; training in military intelligence and geopolitics had told him this much. He felt a presence, the first he had felt in over a month. He was happy for them, for their survival, happy that his actions had failed.  
 
    He turned towards them, a rock and earthen wall set around a conflagration of limestone buildings. An opening – a bus skirted with sheet metal used as the gate. Mortars pounded into the dirt. “Allah Akbar!” the words yelled with each impact, ‘Allah is greater.’  
 
    Jacob laid on the horn, drawing the Hunters to him. He stepped from the vehicle, his arms raised in a V, his hands turned out towards them. 
 
    They gathered, poised on their haunches, eyeing him as a meal; militants at the rock wall staring down in wonder. 
 
    Jacob flipped his hands around; they scattered away from the compound. The engine of the bus fired, it pulled forward and a young man walked out, dressed in green, tan and black fatigues, black boots and black hair, light brown skin, with two crowns on each shoulder. “Come!” he motioned Jacob with his hand.  
 
    Jacob pulled his vehicle in, stopped in a small courtyard.  
 
    “Shukran.” The young man’s pistol was drawn on Jacob. ‘Thanks.’ “But what are you?” His English heavily coated with a middle eastern accent.  
 
    “A friend.” Jacob stepped from the vehicle, waved his hand, flinging the pistol from the man’s grasp. “I think.” 
 
    Others stepped forward, robed in tan, faces covered in red and white tassled shemag’s,  AK-47’s drawn. 
 
    “I am Captain Ahmad.” He held his hand out to the side, urging calm.  
 
    “Jacob.” He extended his hand out. “They won’t trouble you today.” 
 
    “Kafir!” A burst echoed from from a rifle. ‘Infidel.’ 
 
    Ahmad’s eyes widened, the bullets hovering before him, midair.  
 
    “Ferrous metal, armor piercing steel core.” Jacob smiled, casting the bullets to the ground. “Easy to control.” He searched his mind for the words. “Umm… Pashtunwali?” ‘asylum,’ in the Pashtun language. 
 
    Ahmad chuckled. “This isn’t Afghanistan, my friend.” He motioned Jacob forward. “But come eat.” He snapped his finger. “Mansaf!” 
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     “You’re not like the others,” Jacob said, sitting on an old couch. [WU13]He looked up at the walls, the Moslem Brotherhood flag displayed proudly, alongside the Jordanian flag.  
 
    “I would not say that.” Ahmad pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, offering one to Jacob. “When my combat outpost fell, this is where I came.” 
 
    Jacob reluctantly took a cigarette from the pack. “How many of you?”  
 
    “37.” Ahmad lit Jacob’s cigarrette, pulling one for himself. “Where you come from?” 
 
    “I was last in North Carolina…” He took a drag, hacking up the smoke. “A… America, when things fell apart.” 
 
    Ahmad eyed him curiously. Men entered, carrying silver trays with small glasses of hot tea. “I ask again, what are you?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly.” He took a sip of tea. “Part human, part something else.” 
 
    “And those… things you do with your hands?” 
 
    “I wish I had answers for you?” He stared back at Ahmad. “What’re you doing here? Isn’t the brotherhood an enemy of Jordan.” 
 
     “Perhaps…” Ahmad laughed. “I don’t think it matters anymore. Before all this, I was in Army, but allegiance to the brotherhood, Sharia law, hope for caliphate. I was happy when I heard what happened to America, destroying all the non-beleivers… Then it appeared. Allah has judged us all unworthy.” 
 
    Jacob shook his head. “Allah had nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “And you, my friend.” Ahmad’s look was grim. “What god you pray to.” 
 
    “God?” Jacob looked inside himself. “I was raised to know God exists, as proof in myself. I’ve ruined that.” 
 
    Ahmad stared through the smoke, a question at the tip of his tongue. 
 
    “And maybe I meant to ruin that… to prove his creation is flawed, weak; then God himself must be flawed; to prove that God must not exist.” He let out a deep sigh, his own worthlessness on display for this stranger. “You could come with me, if you want… I could protect you.” 
 
    “This is our home.” He shot up, stared down at the non-believer. “Pray as you’d wish, I’ll believe as I have.” They walked into a dining room, a large plate of rice and pine nuts, lamb covered in a sour goats milk.  
 
    In the morning, Jacob set out; his mind was drawn away from them. 
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    His destination was set deep into a ravine, the giant stone columns and ornamental structure carved directly into sandstone; the holy city of Peetra. A massive 130 feet high, Jacob wondered at its construction, at the builders who could have accomplished such a feat.  
 
    He walked into the front opening. He crouched down along the blank stone, feeling its cold sharp contours. He placed his ear to the ground, hoping for a sign. Immediately the floor began to tremble. A perfect circle fell before him, sunk into the stone. He peered down into the black abyss and without thinking, began his descent.  
 
    A green ambient light shone in the distance. He walked toward it, down a perfectly curved and symetrical tunnel. He felt along the smooth walls, without so much as a rough patch. Then along the bottom for debris, signs of wear; not so much as a pebble. He continued on to a circular room, the walls illuminated in limelight, a single chair in the middle.  
 
    Slowly, he felt the contours of it, the high back and arm rests looked around the sides for any sort of mechanism or assembly, crevaces or tool marks. It seemed to be formed seamlessly, directly from whatever material that it sat on.  
 
    His hands on the armrests, he lowered himself gently onto the seat; the floor was illuminated in brilliant green light.  
 
    A being manifest before him and removed the hood of its tan cloak.  
 
    His eyes and mouth hung open as he wondered at the being - humanoid but not entirely human. He examined the eyes, large and green, the mouth – small, thin, nearly absent;  its features too small for its head. ‘What are you?’ 
 
    Its long brown hair drifted, as if suspended in water; the being, seven feet tall, drifted towards him and placed its long slender fingers on his chest.  
 
    The words, ‘you are of us,’ rang in many voices through Jacob’s mind. He slowly lifted his hand and pressed it to the being’s hand. He felt a sort of resistance as it touched, like moving a hand against a current of air, yet it passed through to his chest. The question, ‘how?’ formed on the tip of his tongue. 
 
    ‘Planted many seeds across your world,” the many voices said. “They have grown.’  
 
    “Who are you?” Jacob asked.  
 
    It smiled. ‘You called us prophets once, lived among mankind, now long since expired. Our being… our consiousness is all that remains.” 
 
    “I have so many questions…” His mind raced. “Are you-“ 
 
    The being pressed its long finger to its thin lips. ‘Not gods, but imperfect,’ It touched Jacob’s chest. ‘As you. We are not creators, but travellers. Sent to bring humanity a gift of knowledge. We have watched you, Jacob; seen what you have done.’ 
 
    His eyes cast down to the luminescent floor.  
 
    ‘Time is short,’ Its eyes remained neutral, lacking any sort of accusatory glance. ‘Shayaateen has risen and you must bear this burden.’ 
 
    Jacob cocked his head. “Shayaateen?” 
 
    The being touched Jacob’s head. ‘He is of us, but no long a part of our whole. He is within you, within all of humanity. He is your will, absent empathy, morality; To infect those born of chaos, to malign them against humanity.’ 
 
    “How do you….” An object hovered before him, liquid and metallic and oblong like a skipping stone, undulating like an amoeba, roughly the size of his palm. “What is it?” As he held it, it changed rapidly from ice cold to warm in a moment. “How do I use it?” 
 
    The being touched its hand to its chest. “Only as death strikes.” It broke apart, a scattered mist, like a flock of starlings swirling back and forth in the sky.  
 
    The Prophets held its hands out; the mist shot into Jacobs hands, a searing pain, like hot coals pressed into his palms. Blood trickled from the wound; he dropped to his knees.  
 
    “A war, Jacob,” The Prophets whispered, their apparition fading into nothingness. “A war that will end with you and your kind.” 
 
    Light dimmed to black. “Wait a minute!” He yelled, irritated at the imposition. “My one chance to meet my maker… Get back here… Answer me!” The veins in his hands glowed a dim green and he knew they were listening. “Why me? And what are you? Where are you-“ 
 
    His vision shifted through blackness; stars shooting past him, to a distant, dead planet. Shadows walked along paved streets and tall buildings; apparitions of a long expired, advanced civilization. ‘Our home world,’ a voice whispered through his mind. ‘You were nearest when we awoke. A force, be it a God or not, created all of existence; that which is beyond us. Time is short. Shayaateen has awakened, and we with them. He will be the end of humanity if you do not stop him. Unite our races, before they are infected. Now go.’ 
 
    He stood, confounded at the answer. “But why do I have to die for this ‘gift’ to activate… or whatever it does.” 
 
    ‘As death nears, you will understand.’ The light extinguished from him. 
 
    He closed his eyes and stood, feeling for an exit, his hands clamped shut and shaking. He tripped, his face flat into the ground, then woke to the sights and sounds of southern France, his forehead pressed to the dirt.  
 
    He stood, confused and frustrated at the dream; his body ached as if he had been kneeling there for days. He wiped the dirt from his forehead; tender, purple blotches in the center of both palms. “It couldn’t have been a dream,” he whispered. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t,’ a voice whispered inside his head. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 18 
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    Automation that had once lain dormant, sprang back to life. Joint network nodes, communication towers and central processors connected, as the world began to talk again. Hope emerged with rumors of survivors, pockets of resistance in Great Britain and Europe, Russia and China, Japan, the Middle East, South America. The virus had decimated the population. In their unquenchable hunger, the hunters had begun to die off, the weakest consumed by the strongest; a glimmer of hope, humanity and nature had fought back.  
 
    On the dry plains of Fort Sill, Oklahoma, word had spread like wildfire, as thousands rushed to find a power outlet to charge their cellphones; they were eager to try and connect with loved ones. It was a stampede of sorts, civilians pushing and shoving inside of their unit living areas; Soldiers had tried to hold off the masses. Shots had been fired, first into the air; then those civilians with firearms had shot back at the Soldiers. Several were wounded, shot or stuck in coils of razor wire and bleeding.  
 
    Dustin ran for the Battery operations tent and grabbed a radio, flipped it to the Battalion Command channel. “Eagle 3, this is Dagger 6.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” Major Gary Eckert’s voice on the other end.  
 
    “Got a full-blown riot on our hands, requesting extra generators, any other portable power supply if you have them.” 
 
    “C’mon Dagger, you’re telling me you can’t handle a little riot? Police yourself up.” 
 
    “We’ll handle it.” Dustin sighed in annoyance. “Get me those generators.” 
 
    Dustin grabbed a bullhorn and walked to the jammed entrance. “Attention!” He motioned to Ari, who had upgraded her M24 rifle for a new .50 Caliber bolt action rifle. She aimed in the air, towards the north and fired a single, deafening shot.  
 
    “Attention everyone! I understand you’re all eager to talk to your loved ones. I’ve requested generators from Battalion. If we can all just settle down for-“ 
 
    “Fuck that!” A man in the crowd yelled. “Are we free to leave or aren’t we.” 
 
    “You are in-“ Dustin stopped, his bullhorn drown out by 1SG Hawk’s booming voice.  
 
    “Listen up, guy!” Hawk walked with purpose towards him, his hand extended as a knife-blade. “You’re more than welcome to leave this post, go get eaten up by the hunters. As it stands, you’re on a military installation and you fall under our protection. That means you will stay in this area of operation, unless otherwise directed. You will follow all lawful orders and you will calm your ass down, like the commander told you… You don’t have to like him; God knows I don’t.” He looked over and winked at Dustin. “But damnit, if you’re planning on staying, you will fall in line, understood?” 
 
    The man nodded, his mouth now fully hung open from the ass chewing. The gaggle began to shuffle their way into a wavy line.  
 
    Hawk looked over at Ellen. “See to the wounded, Ma’am?” 
 
    She nodded, already on the move. 
 
    Dustin walked over, a smile as he shook his head.  
 
    Hawk laughed. “It helps… they know I’m on their side. You know how it goes.” 
 
    “Yep.” Dustin shoved his hands in his pockets, eliciting a dirty look from First Sergeant Hawk. “They’ve established good comms with Fort Bragg. Planning a convoy and key leader engagement, with me on the roster. Want me to take Ari and Erica with. You’ll be ok?” 
 
    Hawk scanned both ways, then leaned in and whispered, “We’ll be fine from the hunters, but what if another one of those kids comes back? You ok leaving the base uncovered like that? And what about that one in the hospital?” 
 
     “We’ll leave Taylor with you,” Dustin whispered. “He can block out anything that one in the hospital can do. I’ll have Erica get him up to speed. He can do most of what she can.” 
 
    Hawk looked hesitantly at him. “We’re all set then.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 19 
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    “I’d like to see him.” Erica cracked open the hospital door.  
 
    Ari was silent as she watched Erica push open the second door made of the same copper pipes that surrounded the room.  
 
    “Five minutes,” Dustin said. “We don’t want to keep them waiting.” 
 
    Erica looked back. “I know.” 
 
    Her shoes landed softly on the floor, in rhythm with the beeping electrocardiogram.  
 
    “What?” Luca’s voice was harsh and raspy. “Come to finish the job?” 
 
    “No.” Erica sat down beside his bed. “I wanted to see you. Tell you sorry for what happened.” 
 
    “Ha-“ a painful hacking cough took over. “What the hell is there to be sorry for?” His voice strained to produce a whisper. “There’s no sorry in battle. Maybe for not killing me, for leaving me a disfigured FREAK!” 
 
    “All the same,” She put her hand on his one remaining arm. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t right for me to hurt you this way… I could have Taylor come look at you. Maybe have him re-grow some of the muscle and skin you lost. In time, maybe he could even re-grow your limbs.” 
 
    “Ha.” His laugh was brief to avoid coughing up any more blood. “A just penance for my failure. How is little Taylor?” 
 
    “Great.” She smiled at him. “I think he’s found his calling in medicine.” 
 
    “Oh good…” His tone was sarcastic. He shifted his one remaining eye, dead set on her as he whispered, “You can tell that fucking traitor that if I ever see him, I’ll rip his throat out with my teeth.” 
 
    She let out a long sigh. “Goodbye, Luca.”  
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    Ellen looked down at her watch. “You’re late.” 
 
    Dustin tilted his head in surprise. “What’re you even doing here?” 
 
    Ari squeezed his arm, the signal - ‘shut up.’ 
 
    “Someone’s got to look out for Taylor’s interests.” Ellen glared at him with her worst evil eye. “He may be special… Even still, he’s only 14.” 
 
    Colonel Jaeger stepped into the door. “Post Commander!” 
 
    Dustin, Major Eckert and the other battery commanders and First Sergeants stood at attention for General Petersen’s entrance.  
 
    “As you were.” General Petersen sat in his desk chair. “We’ve established good communications with Fort Bragg. As Washington D.C. has gone dark, Lieutenant General Nichols will assume command of all U.S. Forces.”  
 
    “Who else is out there, Sir?” Captain Colby asked.  
 
    “Besides us and Fort Bragg,” Petersen looked down at his notes. “Camp Pendelton and Naval Base San Diego, 15th fleet –en route from the Persian Gulf, Luke Airforce Base, Arizona, A small Marine detachment up in Fort Lewis… I thought that was odd; A few dozen of trainees and a couple drill sergeants at Fort Benning, Georgia, Special Forces Command, Macdill Airforce Base, Florida, Naval Station Norfolk, Virginia and a Coast Guard station up in the Midwest, the Great Lakes.”  
 
    He looked up from the page, into the fear and unknown of his commanders’ faces. “It’s a short list, I know. Ladies and Gents, this was a near extinction level event, whatever you’d like to call it. We are lucky to have our lives and the lives of those that remain. There can be no weakness, no lack of resolve in our response. General Nichols has ordered our presence at Fort Bragg in two days. Colonel Jaeger and Captain Freeman,” He looked over at Erica and Ari, then nodded knowingly. “You’ll accompany me. Major Eckert, I’m putting you in charge in my absence.” 
 
    Colonel Jaeger leaned over to Gary and whispered, “Don’t fuck this up.” 
 
    “With that,” Petersen lit his cigar. “Is there any concern for any of your kind coming back to the fort?” 
 
    “It’s possible.” Erica perked up, as to appear taller. “I’ve reached out as far as possible, I’ve seen no indication that their leader, Jacob, is coming… I think if he was going to come, he would have done it already.” 
 
    Petersen eyed Taylor. “And you’ll be able to defend the base if he does come?” 
 
    “Defend the base, yes.” Taylor wriggled in his chair. “Defeat Jacob, no. He’s strong, much stronger than me. His kinetic attacks would definitely kill me, but where he’s weak, I’m strong. I can render him powerless within the confines of the base. Not to say he can’t stand outside and throw cars and boulders at us like Luca…” 
 
    “Very good.” Petersen looked over at Gary. “We’ll issue and train some of the Soldiers with the Man Portable Air Defense missile launcher.” 
 
    Gary nodded, while scribbling down ‘issue MANPAD.’  
 
    “We leave at 0900.” Petersen stood, the leadership with him. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Think it’s a trap,” Dustin whispered as he saluted. 
 
    “For who?” Jaeger whispered back 
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     “Let’s go for a walk, Gary.” Jaeger put his hand on his back as they left the room. “Remember when you were a battery commander?” 
 
    “Yessir.” Gary nodded. 
 
    “And do you remember in the beginning, how you tried to change everything all at once?” Jaeger turned towards a stairwell, opened the door. 
 
    Gary nodded. “Took a broken unit, made it function again.” 
 
    “And I get that.” Jaeger smiled nervously at him. “But do you remember how everyone was pissed off at you?” 
 
    “I remember it a little different, Sir.” A wall went up, Gary’s features now rock hard. “There was some complaining, sure, but that’s normal.” 
 
    Jaeger stopped, turned to him. “You don’t remember me coming down to your battery, trying to smooth things over with all your Soldiers and NCO’s?” 
 
    “I do.” Gary nodded blankly. “Just don’t remember it like-“ 
 
    “And do you remember what they used to call you? Captain America?” 
 
    Gary gritted his teeth, a painful memory long repressed.  
 
    “I’m not saying I don’t have faith in you.” He put his hand on Gary’s shoulder. “But I don’t want a repeat. There’s more at stake; more people, less resources. It’s a powder keg here… I don’t want you to be the spark, understand me?” 
 
    “Sir, I assure you…” Gary tightened his posture. “We’ll be a well-oiled machine by the time you get back.” 
 
    “Damnit, Gary!” Jaeger let out an exasperated sigh. “A good commander knows when to let people off the hook and when to hold their feet to the fire.” Jaeger looked in his eyes, a model of military precision, absent any shred of compassion. “Do you understand what I’m telling you?” 
 
    “I…” He suppressed the urge to shrug. “… won’t let you down, Sir.” 
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     “Have a seat,” Teegs said, staring up at Michael from his desk chair blankly, as if waiting for him to speak. 
 
    “What?” Michael said wide eyed with a shrug. 
 
    Teegs examined him, then shook his head. “Just checking.” 
 
    Michael scowled at him.  
 
    “I’m going to Fort Bragg,” Teegs said. It won’t be anything exciting. “Small team, just me and a flight crew. I need someone to-“ 
 
    Michael’s eyes widened. “I’m coming.” 
 
    “But-“ 
 
    “Captain Anders,” Michael said. “He’ll do fine running things while we’re gone… When do we leave?” 
 
    Teegs let out a long sigh. “Tomorrow morning. You follow my lead, understand?” 
 
    Michael nodded. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 20 
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    The scent of fresh fallen snow and pine; a familiar place, the Siberian wilderness. His trek and unearthly ordeal behind him, Jacob felt in control now. Bound to the rules of physics, he was not. The engine of his 4x4 sputtered then seized. A chill went up his spine as the sun touched the tops of the conifers ahead.  
 
    He lay down in the back seat, his thin sleeping bag ill-suited for the brutality of Russian winter. He spent half the night shivering and hugging his sides; the following morning he squeezed the feeling back into his hands and feet.  
 
    His joints and muscles ached with cold as he slumped out of the relative safety of the vehicle. Once again… he walked. It was a poor choice of footwear in uninsulated leather boots. His feet quickly sweat, then froze.  
 
    Ice crystals that had collected on his eyelashes, now slowly melted as the midday sun shone over the trees. He caught a glimpse of a village in the distance. His rations gone, his stomach rumbled. But for his dark hair, and gender, he felt like Goldilocks, searching for porridge. The prospect of a bear or pack of wolves, much less hunters in his weakened state seemed daunting; He thought it best to expend the energy, reach out and scan the area for life. 
 
    Except for a few small animals, birds and the like, he felt nothing in the immediate area and approached.  
 
    Only three structures that he could see, it was less a village and more an outpost or hamlet. He walked into the nearest building, a small log cabin that looked to have stood for generations. It had a cold earthy smell as he entered the unlocked door. Dim light shone in to a single room – A table with two chairs, a bed in the corner, a wood stove and pantry.  
 
    He knelt down to the stove and shoved logs inside. He held onto a log, sensing the porous, fibrous material; then further to the hydrocarbonic structure. The molecules broke at his will, as smoke billowed from the stove. He looked around the sides, then pulled a lever to open the flue and blew his lungs empty, building the flame larger and larger.  
 
    He gathered snow in a cast iron skillet, poured out the contents from a bag of millet and waited for the concoction to boil. He noticed a hunting rifle propped in the corner and thought of the prospect of meat; then he pondered whether the previous occupant had died during the virus or of starvation and hypothermia… or maybe just old age. The thought of old age made him smile, as he hadn’t thought of that prospect, ever. 
 
    He ate the bland meal of millet with a bitter spice he had mistaken for pepper, helped himself to suitable boots and a coat, stuffed more logs in the fire and set out with the rifle. He walked out into the forest, not stopping to look back; the plume of smoke rising high above the treetops.  
 
    He could have drawn the animals to him, lined them up in a neat little row and shot them, one by one, but he didn’t. Something about it seemed… unfair, too easy. He had taken the easy way far too often, and it had turned to something far more destructive and difficult than he ever could have imagined. ‘No,’ he thought. ‘That’s not me anymore.’  
 
    He lay down in the snow, his rifle aimed upwind. He listened, the wind whipping through trees, birds chirping, then rustling; the playful sound of squirrels chasing each other through trees. The tinkle of snow crystals crunching underfoot; a rabbit. He waited, his eyes open scanning for movement.   
 
    He saw it, white fur bounding through the snow. It stopped, its tall ears panned each direction, listening for predators. He took aim, its head squarely in the sights. His pulse quickened as his finger touched the trigger. He exhaled, the promise of a meal close at hand.  
 
    The rabbit bolted. 
 
    He followed it with his sights, wondering whether he was the threat or something else.  
 
    Rhythmic beats, ‘Thump – thump,’ drawing closer, ‘Thump – Thump,’ something grey and large, ‘THUMP – THUMP.’ The hum of an engine in the distance. 
 
    He fired blindly through brush and heard it tumble in the snow. He jumped up and ran.  
 
    The mass of grey flesh and teeth twitched, a yelp of pain, a hole punched through its abdomen. 
 
    He lined up the barrel to the wolf’s head and fired. An immediate shriek issued behind him. He spun. “What the hell?” 
 
    The hunter leapt, its razor touch dug in to Jacob’s chest; its teeth sunk into his shoulder as he fell. He put his arm across his chest as a shield.  
 
    The hunter latched on, tearing at his flesh.  
 
    He felt teeth ripping at his arm, then fall limp onto his chest; a bullet wound lodged squarely in its temple. He threw the hunter from him, flipped onto his belly and raised the rifle. His mind searched for life – nothing. His eyes scanned through the trees for movement. He looked down at his bloodied arm, pressed it into the snow, driving cold into the throbbing wounds.  
 
    He looked back to the hunter, crawled to it. The entry wound was unmistakable; dirtied, singed flesh surrounded the hole. He heard a faint crunching of boots through snowpack and reached out once more, his senses betrayed him; a tug at his rifle by an unseen force accelerated the weapon through the forest, then out of sight. He hopped to his feet, scanning in all directions.  
 
    “They hunt with the wolves now.” The thick Russian accent seemed to come from behind him. 
 
    He spun, seeing only an empty forest.  
 
    “But they’re not the only ones.” The voice was beside him now.  
 
    He lifted his hands, palms open. “I mean you no harm.” 
 
    The butt of a rifle slammed into the back of his head, dropping him to the floor. A form hovered above him, a form fitting suit, camouflaged winter white, with a matching motorcycle-style helmet. “Shouldn’t have shot my dog, then,” the girl’s voice issued, unmuffled by the full-face mask.  
 
    His brow furrowed, wondering whether she was actually speaking, as the rifle butt slammed down into his head, rendering him unconscious.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 21 
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    Surrounded by rolling hills and greenery; Dustin fingered an item in his pocket, circular and metallic, as he looked out the window to peaks and ridgelines covered in softwood forest trees; loblolly pine, eastern white and pitch, longleaf and table-mountain pine. Clear blue rivers and lakes were visible near and far; a veritable wonderland of lush terrain; in contrast to the prickly dried grass and hateful mesquite of Oklahoma. He wished for a moment that his path had brought him here, instead. 
 
    The rotors shifted from forward to upright, as the Osprey troop carrier made its vertical landing.  
 
    Wind whipped down as the hatch opened. Dustin was the first out, as he led the security team to its overwatch positions.  
 
    General Nichols walked up steadily and surely, his uncovered bald head unfettered by the beating wind. “General Petersen!”  
 
    Petersen saluted as he walked down the ramp. “Sir!” he yelled over the rotors.  
 
    “Come on!” Nichols pointed to a large hangar beside the airfield. “We’re over here.” 
 
    Petersen looked back inside of the Osprey’s main compartment; a large green tough box stood curiously in the corner. ‘Find his secrets,’ he thought. 
 
    Dustin’s thoughts were simple - ‘Stay safe, come back to me.’ 
 
    Erica waited till no one but the pilot was in sight, then lifted the tough box concealing her and Ari. 
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    “Good morning, Lieutenant General Nichols, Command Sergeant Major Scarsdale.” Lieutenant Colonel Hager, the Operations Officer, stood at the front of a large semi-circular conference room. “From Fort Sill, Oklahoma - Major General Petersen, Command Sergeant Major Taylor.” He motioned around the room in acknowledgement. “Scott Airforce Base, Illinois - Major Teegs.  Naval Station Norfolk, Virginia - Commander Blanco. He looked up at the screen, split into multiple segments. “Over video teleconference, Camp Pendelton, California - Colonel Rick Santiago, Naval Station San Diego, California - Commander Brad Nguyen.  Not present - 15th fleet in route from the Persian Gulf, Vice admiral Lincoln.  Luke Airforce Base, Arizona - Major General Anton. Macdill Airforce Base, Florida - Special Forces Command Brigadier General Roman and Coast Guard station Port Huron, Michigan - Commander Easton. Thank you all for coming.” He leaned down to a phone on a desk. “Fort Benning, Georgia - Drill Sergeant Garret via cellphone only. Can you hear me ok?” 
 
    Garret responded, “Coming in loud and clear, Sir.” 
 
    He motioned to General Nichols. 
 
    “It’s a grim situation, I know.” General Nichols stood. “But as you can see from the military posts we still have online, we are not without hope. Every day we find more and more survivors. Beat the enemy back further into submission, cut off their food supply. What we know thus far, the command to distribute what’s now known as ‘Crimson Sky,’ originated from multiple points through automated messages. The Distribution points are from primarily Airforce installations within the U.S. Despite our best efforts, we are unable to trace the sole individual that initiated the attack.”  
 
    Petersen sat silent. Erica’s voice inside his head said, ‘naughty naughty,’ for knowing the truth. 
 
    “Human intel,” Nichols said. “has provided the organization and location for the outbreak. Mind you, this attack was carried out by our Military, but it was coordination from within our own government. A group called The Order of the Double-Edged Sword…” 
 
    Petersen’s heart dropped, though his face remained calm. 
 
    “Consider them the Christian extremists, engaged in the highest level of treason,” Nichols said. “Our rules of engagement are clear. Any member of The Order, their creations – The hunters, you’re to capture, interrogate and/ or execute on site 
 
    Petersen’s face turned flush, thinking of his brother. “General Nich..” He cleared his throat. “Nichols, where are you getting all this?” 
 
    “We’ll talk offline…” Nichols whispered, then raised his voice. “We don’t have the combat power at present to effectively go on the offensive. For now, my priorities of work are base defense, logistics and extermination of the hunters.” 
 
    “Sir,” Dustin rose to attention. “We have a virologist and-“ 
 
    Petersen put his hand on him. “We have a virologist, very bright woman. She’s looking for a cure to infection.” 
 
    “Great news,” Nichols said. “Until that takes place, I want our units out on search and destroy missions, killing as many of these creatures as possible. Teegs, for you, I’ll need your aircraft. Got a years-worth of harvests sitting in grain silos and rotting on the vine across the country. Link up with…” He stared down at Jaeger, reading his name tape. “Lieutenant Colonel Jaeger after this; you’ll need some of his civilian workforce to bring that harvest in.”  
 
    Jaeger gave an odd look to General Petersen, a breach of subordinate order. 
 
    “Washington is gone.” Nichols stared out into the crowd. “Our politicians, gone. The task falls to our military: destroy our enemy, establish order, provide security for the American people.” 
 
    Jaeger leaned over to General Petersen, as the briefing ended. “What the hell?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he whispered. “Probably just his command style.” 
 
    “It’s a shit detail.” Jaeger stood from his seat and rolled his eyes. “Major Teegs!” he said with a sarcastic smile, walking a few rows down the line. “Let’s talk about… Grain.” He spat the words with a repulsed sneer.   
 
    “Logistics, Sir.” Teegs laughed. “Loads of fun.” 
 
    “Ugh.” He grabbed a map board off a desk, scribbling potential target areas. 
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    The SEAL team from Naval Station Norfolk moved swiftly, a short hour by helicopter, a half hour of digging and blasting had cut a path to the top hatch of the bunker. A Secret Service agent was the first out, then Alpha 4 and Alpha 3, then Vivian, another Secret Service agent, Then Alpha 1. The two Secret Service agents surrounded her, both in their black suits, sunglasses and earpieces. Order agents, Alpha 1, 3 and 4 stood guard as the SEAL team led them back to the bird. As they walked, Alpha 1 dropped a blade down into his left hand from the sleeve of his black fatigues. He had waited. They were on the chopper now, the rush of wind deafening. He sat beside the Vice President, as a SEAL operator looked over his sunglasses and yelled, “George?”  
 
    He looked over his sunglasses. “Aaron?”  
 
    “Yea man!” he yelled, extending his hand out, as the helicopter took off.  
 
    ‘Shit!’ he thought, as they began their ascent. He slapped Aaron’s hand as he looked down. ‘Too high to jump, too high to make an escape.’ He shimmied the blade back up its sleeve and into its scabbard. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 22 
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    “You know what worries me, Colby?” Major Eckert stepped out of the Humvee, strapped his helmet on. 
 
    Captain Colby chuckled to himself, his immediate thought, ‘your hairline?’ “No, Sir. What’s that?” 
 
    “I think we’re taking it too easy on these lazy civilians… 8 hour shifts, free food, shelter.” 
 
    Colby looked at him sideways. 
 
    “What do you think of mandatory 12 hour shifts, half rations…” 
 
    “Ummm.” Colby’s mouth hung open.  
 
    “After all, it’s going to be a long winter,” Major Eckert walked towards First Sergeant Hawk. 
 
    “Sir, respectfully, I think that’s a horri-“ 
 
    “First Sergeant!” Eckert returned Hawk’s salute. “We’re making some changes.” 
 
    ‘Oh God…’ Hawk thought, as he stood at parade rest.  
 
    “I think first, we’ll put all the civilians on a mandatory 12 hour shift… really make them work for their food… of which, they’ll receive half.” 
 
    “Sir,” Hawke spoke in as respectful a tone as possible. “The people, they’re already at their wits end. I wouldn’t be surprised if-“ 
 
    “Nonsense!” Eckert said with a smile in his voice. He leaned in to Hawk and whispered, “We’re the ones with the guns, remember?” He looked over at Colby. “Keep at the farming. We’ll need it for winter. I want to focus on better fortifications... Position improvement. A tank ditch surrounding the Fort.” He stared up at the horizon. “A 20 foot berm, more razor wire, more machine gun nests… I want to be ready when we’re attacked again.” 
 
    Hawk closed his eyes and let out a long sigh.  
 
    Eckert looked at both him and Colby. “Are we good?” 
 
    Hawk came to attention and saluted. “Roger, Sir.” His voice seemed unmoved by Major Eckert’s motivation. 
 
    They walked to the Humvee. Colby looked back at Hawk with a somber note, as if to say, ‘I’m sorry.’ 
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    “I rather like it this way.” General Nichols smiled, walking alongside General Petersen. “It’s kill or be killed… only the strong survive.” 
 
    Petersen looked at him with an odd glance. “I was concerned, given our last meeting.” 
 
    “You mean the one where the Senate Armed Services Committee was fawning all over you? Throwing soft-ball questions.” Nichols pushed the door open to a dark hallway. “The same that I was hung out to dry? The same that I nearly lost my career?” 
 
    “Seem to remember you came out of it alright.” Petersen walked in behind him. 
 
    “You don’t get it, do you?” Nichols shut the door behind them. “Your career’s been handed to you; laid out as stepping stones, where I’ve had to crawl through the mud; fight my way to the top.” 
 
    Petersen stood silent, seeing the truth in Nichol’s words. 
 
     “I don’t much care to look at things in a complex manner, The Order, the hunters… enemies. The stronger combatant will survive.” He stared at Petersen in the darkness. “… And inherit the earth.”  
 
    Petersen walked alongside General Nichols into the darkness. “How’d you find out about them?” he asked quietly. 
 
    Petersen looked at the walls, copper pipe run along the edges, similar to the room they held Luca in.  
 
    Nichols walked down the corridor to an interior door, intensely lit at the door jam, a loud rhythm and intense screams grew as the door opened. There were no pipes along the walls, rather mattresses to muffle the blaring music. The man’s face was red from exposure to the powerful ultraviolet light, only inches from his face. His arms were up, behind his back, his elbows locked out and hands shackled to a bar. “Well, Captain Duggan,” He raised Duggan’s head to meet his. “You going to tell us the names of any other operatives?” 
 
    Duggan’s bloodshot, exhausted eyes looked at him, silent.  
 
    Shock hit Petersen when he recognized the young captain. They had met at a military seminar, introduced only briefly, an initiate of Director Flynn. Petersen was thankful for the Captain’s silence. “That doesn’t bother you, Sir?” 
 
    “That? It’s nothing. Just some stress positions, bright lights and loud music…” Nichols looked back with a smirk. “Some people pay for that sort of thing.” He walked down the row and opened a door to a room in which a girl was sitting still; a collar around her neck, her hands folded neatly in her lap, her feet flat on the floor. The cut on her lip and dual black eyes suggested abuse of some sort.  
 
    “What’d you do to her?” Petersen asked, watching a figure move in shadows at the back of the room.  
 
    “I don’t ask.” He nodded to the man in black fatigues, standing in the corner. “He doesn’t tell.” 
 
    “What’s that collar you’ve got around her neck?”  
 
    “Plastic explosive, sensors to detect and control electromagnetic frequencies transmitted by her.” 
 
    Petersen looked confused.  
 
    “She’s not human, if you think this is inhumane.” 
 
    “Not human?” Petersen walked up to her. “Looks pretty damn human.” 
 
    “Don’t touch her.” Nichols grabbed him.  
 
    He shucked Nichols’ hand. “What’s your name, little girl?” Petersen knelt down in front of her.  
 
    “Hey!” Nichols grabbed him again. “These genetically enhanced children, these creatures, The Order of the Double Edged Sword…  we’re going to hunt them down, kill all of them.” 
 
     “What you’re going to do..” Petersen turned and glared at him. “is let that girl and that Captain go.” 
 
    Nichols let out a long, hard belly laugh, then ‘CRACK,’ planted a right cross to Petersen’s jaw.  
 
    He dropped hard to the floor, as the man in black fatigues walked up on him. 
 
    “Giving me orders, Petersen?” Nichols reared his leg back, the ‘CRACK,’ kicked Petersen square in the face. “You think I’d let you in here if I didn’t already know about you?” 
 
    Petersen held his bloodied face, as the man in black fatigues bent his other arm around his back. 
 
    “You think I don’t know who you are? You can thank my prisoner… It’s a brand new world, Petersen. You can bet your ass that you and your kind won’t be a part of it.” 
 
    Petersen glared at him with contempt.  
 
    Nichols looked at the man in black fatigues. “Soften him up, see what he knows.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 23 
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    “We got problems, Sir.” First Sergeant Hawk set down on a spent rocket pod. “Got drugs running through the post.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Captain Colby sat down beside him, hacking on a piece of gum. “I wouldn’t mind if it was a little bit of pot. I keep finding heroin, opioids, pills… nasty stuff.” 
 
    “You tell Major Eckert?” 
 
    “Hell no,” Colby whispered. “Between you and me, that guy’s useless. All talk. Doesn’t know his ass from an impact crater.” 
 
    Hawk let out a long belly laugh, nearly falling from the pod.  
 
    Colby caught him, nearly tumbling himself. “Thinks if he gets all this ‘good idea fairy’ shit done; digging tank ditches and such, he’ll get promoted when the boss gets back.” 
 
    Hawk held his sides from laughter, then straightened his face. “You know why Major and Lieutenant Colonel insignia is an oak leaf, right?” 
 
    Colby cocked his head. 
 
    “Oh yea…” Hawk leaned in. “Goes back to biblical times… All the way to Genesis.” His tone was a hair above a whisper, as if it was some big secret. “They used leaves to cover those things up.” 
 
    Colby’s brow furrowed; then he cracked a big smile, laughter erupting from him, “Aaaaahahahaha…. Cause he’s a prick!”  
 
    The laughter subsided as they let out a collective sigh. “I’ve got an idea to nip this drug problem in the bud,” Hawk said, wiping the tears from his eyes. “If you’re ok with it.” 
 
    “Shoot,” Colby said.  
 
    “You listening in?” Hawk said.  
 
    “Umm…” Colby shot him a confused look. “Yea.” 
 
    Hawk put his finger up. “Just wait for it.” 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ the voice rang, unseen, through both Colby and Hawk’s mind. 
 
    Colby recoiled. 
 
    “Crazy, huh?” Hawk said. “I had the kid do a walkthrough with me the other day. He can… sense the biological status of… I don’t know, something science-y sounding. Basically, he can tell if people around him are high and what they’re high on.” 
 
    Colby thought for a moment. “We can use that. I suppose if we can get ‘em in detox. Avoid some withdrawal deaths, more riots. Only problem is it doesn’t address how the drugs are making their way in here.” 
 
    “Gatherers is my guess,” Hawk said. “Could be the workers going outside the wire too, except I pat them all down before we load back up. We could have him there, at inspection. Have him read their minds, or whatever it is.” 
 
    “That’s a fulltime job, First Sergeant. Kid’s already working at the hospital, keeping tabs on the outside world. What more can we ask of him?” 
 
    Taylor’s voice rang through their heads. ‘I’m good with it.’ 
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    Luca was jarred awake, Taylor sitting silently by his bedside. “What do you want, traitor?” The off-white hospital room transformed to a prison of intersecting metal pipes. 
 
    Taylor smiled. “Just came to see how you were, see if you needed anything.” 
 
    “Get out,” Luca whispered, as he pointed with his one remaining arm. 
 
    Taylor edged closer to the bed. “I could help you, if you want.” 
 
    “I got what I deserve.”  
 
    Taylor sighed and stood. “It’s not our fault, you know?” 
 
    Luca’s eye narrowed on him.  
 
    “Jacob, Flynn, they made us do it. All those operations, they made us kill.” 
 
    “They didn’t make us do anything,” Luca whispered.  
 
    “You’re right…” Taylor looked down. “That’s an excuse. I suppose it would be another excuse to say that none of us were strong enough to stand up to them, but we didn’t.” 
 
    Luca listened and glared silently.  
 
    “He’s not coming back, you know? He’s not coming for you. I’ve seen it. Things have changed now.” 
 
    Luca closed his eye, a single tear cascaded down his cheek. He raised his arm once more and whispered, “Go.” 
 
    Taylor opened his mouth, then stopped. He started for the door then paused. “You could have a family again… if you want.” 
 
    Luca’s hand shook as he wiped the tear away. “Go,” he whispered once more. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 24 
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    A sharp pain shot across Jacob’s face. His eyes shot open to a concrete room, his hands and feet shackled to a table, something bound around his neck, and a killer headache. “Where am I?” he strained. He looked over at his shoulder, a scar where the hunter’s bite had been. “How long have I been out?” 
 
    The two sitting before him looked roughly the same age as he, a girl and a boy. Both had dark hair and sharp features; the same unmistakably brilliant green eyes he’d seen in his abandoned brothers and sisters. “Arm it, Pavel,” she whispered in Russian, standing on Jacob’s side of the table. “Don’t try to use your power or-“ 
 
    “It’ll blow my head off?” Jacob eyed her standing above him, as he heard the collar click. Under the assumption that she was the one that had just slapped him awake, he was oddly attracted to her. “Where am I?” 
 
    “You should know,” Pavel said, seated across the table from him. “You’ve been here before… Not in body, but in, how you say… spirit.” 
 
    Jacob eyed him.  
 
    Pavel smiled. “It was a day of liberation for us…” 
 
    Jacob looked up with a perplexed gaze, conjuring up an old memory. “I didn’t realize I had done any-“ 
 
    The girl shot in, now only inches from his face. “Think highly of yourself, American, don’t you?” she whispered.  
 
    Pavel snapped his finger down to the ground. “Sacha,” he warned, an intense look in his eyes.  
 
    She took two steps back, still poised to reach out and strangle Jacob if necessary.  
 
    “There was a man that came after you, a black man… he killed our captors, freed us from our oppressors. Our savior of sorts… Funny, how a single act of mercy has impacted so many of us.”  
 
    He opened his palms, still shackled to the table. “So now you… ?” 
 
    Sacha stared daggers into him. “Serve the people of Russia.” 
 
    Jacob squinted at the thought. “You work for the government, then?” 
 
    “The people,” Pavel said. “For years, we’ve engaged in a shadow war with the government; assassination and espionage. Put leaders in power that would serve the people… Give Russia back its true self.” 
 
    “And?” Jacob laughed, knowing his answer.  
 
    “As they say,” Pavel said. “Absolute power corrupts absolutely.” 
 
    Jacob smiled. “Makes you wonder whether the task of leadership shouldn’t fall to you and me, instead.” 
 
    “It’s hard,” Pavel rose, and stuffed his hand inside his pocket. “Leading from inside a jail cell, or when you’re dead.”  
 
    Jacob strained, sensing the sudden urge to run as Pavel approached. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now… our mission is one of retribution.” He moved around the table, unshackled Jacob;s hands and feet.  
 
    “Oh?” Jacob rubbed the skin on his wrists.  
 
    “Kill the ones that turned the sky red,” Sacha said.  
 
    Jacob suddenly felt his face flush. “And who’s that?” 
 
    “You should know,” Sacha said. “You’re one of them.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa…” Jacob felt his mouth go dry, his mind jumbled for the words. “I cut ties with them.”  
 
    “That’s unfortunate.” A grin grew on Pavel’s face. “That’s what’s keeping you alive right now.” 
 
    Jacob’s brow furrowed, his eyes confused and scared. . “Michael and Kristen,” he blurted out. “Vice President Kreuson and Lieutenant Colonel Clark Petersen.” His mind scrambled quickly. ‘Is that everyone who could know, everyone that needs to die to protect my secret?’ he thought. “And Julie. They’re the ones you want.”  
 
    “Very good. We’re planning an incursion into the United States.” He pulled the remote to Jacob’s collar from his other pocket. “And we need someone to infiltrate The Order.” 
 
    Jacob gulped, past the knot in his throat and the control collar that now felt like a million-pound yoke weighing him down. “When do we leave?” 
 
     “One last thing,” Pavel said, as Sacha pressed in on him, syringe in hand. “We’ve found that the collar tends to detonate at high impact and well… You’ll be jumping out of an airplane.” 
 
    Jacob strained, the needle moving closer to his neck.  
 
    “Don’t fight,” she whispered, plunging the needle into his neck, just above the collar. “That’s it… sleep.” 
 
    The room started to spin, as his vision blurred. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 25 
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    Night had fallen, as Erica and Ari set out to explore Fort Bragg. They hadn’t seen Dustin, nor had any reason to suspect something wrong. Their mission was their own. They ran southeast from the airfield, through forest trails and neighborhood hedgerows.  
 
    The night was their friend, as no power was run to the street lamps. Erica had found that she could see in the dark in a manner, taking all of the sensory imagery, the sounds, harmonics, smells, vibrations, a sort of magnetic resonance, ambient light and form it into a picture for her to see. Ari, on the other hand, relied heavily on her night vision scope, frequently tripping over things as she aimed. She regretted not bringing the goggles along with her.  
 
    The route had taken them into a heavily guarded inner cordon. They spied a large tan and red stone building. There had been a single path into the forces command headquarters, a single way to evade the guards and fence line, barriers and razor wire.  
 
    Ari went inside, while Erica circled around back, maintaining a solid mental connection. She saw through Ari’s eyes as she opened the door. She walked into the blackness slowly, her footsteps gentle as they fell mute on the tile. She looked through her night vision, the tiled corridor, vertical striations going up the wall…  
 
    Erica thought for a moment. ‘Get out!’ she screamed, as Ari turned and ran for the door, a fading sliver of moonlight as it slammed shut. A sudden burst of electricity coursed through the air, her connection severed.  
 
    She ran for the entrance, her steps kicking up the pristine grass as she accelerated, then skidded to a halt, two Soldiers outside, holding black cylindrical objects, rifles slung at their shoulders. She attempted to connect but something blocked her.  
 
    She ran, her legs swift and quiet as her mind reached out for Dustin, for Colonel Jaeger, for General Petersen, surprised to find only two. ‘Could Petersen be part of it?’ she wondered.  
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    ‘Help!’ screamed through both Dustin and Jaeger’s mind. Each nearly jumped from the dinner table.  
 
    Major Teegs looked at them cockeyed.  
 
    Staring at each other across the long brown faux-wood table, what was clear to Dustin and Jaeger, was entirely unclear to the rest of the twenty-odd people that had seen them and now stared. Dustin excused himself, followed a moment later by Jaeger. 
 
    ‘Odd,’ Teegs thought, as he too excused himself from the table. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ Dustin worried in a fevered thought.  
 
    ‘Ari.’ Erica sat now, pressed into the dark corner of a building. ‘They’ve taken her.’  
 
    ‘Where?’ Dustin asked.  
 
    ‘Forces Command building.’ Erica’s sobbing was apparent now. ‘Main entrance.’ 
 
    “You’ve got to be shitting me!” Jaeger yelled as he jogged to catch up with Dustin. “What the hell’d your girlfriend do this time?” 
 
    “Off on your mission, Sir.” Dustin picked his rifle up from the weapons rack at the entrance. 
 
    Jaeger groaned and stuffed his pistol into its holster, clipping it to the chest webbing of his body armor.  
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    She could see their shimmering eyes only, landing blows with the butt of her rifle, she heard bits of night vision glass rain down onto the tile, the painful murmurs and groans of combatants crawling away. Ari had held her own in the darkness. There were more bright eyes, the longer she went and the harder she fought, more hands on her, keeping her from the exit door. She wished for a flashbang grenade or a bayonet; something to level the playing field. Then she remembered the flare gun. 
 
    She swung her rifle, drawing them off her. As they closed in, she reached into her cargo pocket, aimed high and fired.  
 
    They immediately recoiled and tore at their faces; the light burnt into them at once. She turned and ran. 
 
    A single set of arms reached up, wrapped around her leg. She kicked and kicked, landing blow after blow to the crown of his head, blood sprayed in the fading light of the flare. She felt the heavy footsteps rap against the floor as the light went out.  
 
    A large fist gripped her by the hair, the other by the throat. It lifted her, as her legs kicked freely in the air. The hand round her throat gripped as it retracted towards his face. Only his teeth were visible, white with a chipped gap in the middle, as he whispered, “You’re mine, now.” He reared his head back and slammed his forehead into her temple.  
 
    Her vision twisted, then went black. 
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     “Go back to the plane,” Dustin said. “We’ll handle this.”  
 
    They had met on a street corner, half a mile from the headquarters. Erica explained what she had seen, what she had heard and felt.  
 
    “But-“ 
 
    "Go!” Dustin pointed to the airfield. “You can’t sense anything inside the building. Your abilities won’t work here.” 
 
    “I can still level the building, if-“ 
 
    “Listen.” Dustin knelt down to her. “It’s not your fault, I know you can help. I just…” He swallowed hard at his fear. “I can’t risk losing you, too. Ok?” 
 
    There was sadness in her, helplessness as she nodded and shuffled off slowly.  
 
    “I’ll call you if we need help!” Dustin yelled, then turned and ran for the building.  
 
    Dustin and Jaeger walked up the steps to the entrance Erica had described. Jaeger knocked. “Anyone there?!”  
 
    Dustin pulled the door open. “Hello.” He flipped on his flashlight, illuminating the area. “Cover me,” he whispered, as he slipped into the building.  
 
    Jaeger drew his pistol and stepped in behind.  
 
    Dustin inched forward, shining his light in all the corners, looking for movement. He moved further then looked down, a single red dot shining on midsection. “Shit!” The light on both his and Jaeger’s flashlight burnt out at once. The wires inside seemed to sizzle. He could see the glint off of their goggles as Soldiers rounded the corner. He reached into his pocket for a chem light, snapped it and threw it their way.  
 
    “Put your weapons down!” Dustin and Jaeger were caught in a crossfire. 
 
    “I’m Lieutenant Colonel Jaeger! Commander 4th Battalion, 23 Field Artillery Regiment.” 
 
    A Sergeant moved closer, and Jaeger could see the silhouette of a Special Forces tab on his shoulder. “Put down your weapon, Sir.” 
 
    “What the hell is this about, Sergeant?” Jaeger holstered his pistol.  
 
    The Sergeant reached for the pistol. 
 
    Jaeger wheeled back and drove his fist into the Sergeant’s jaw, knocking him to the floor. 
 
    The others aimed their rifles at him. 
 
    “You can have my pistol…” Jaeger stood over the man. “When you pry it out of my cold dead hands… Try to relieve me of command, will you?” he mumbled. 
 
    Another Sergeant inched forward, put his hand up, urging calm. “You’re trespassing in a secured area.”  
 
    “Tough shit,” Dustin said as he lowered his rifle. “We both have Top Secret clearances.” He noticed a Soldier from the corner of his eye moving towards him. “Don’t.” He spun and raised his weapon.  
 
    Heavy boots rapped along the tile. The light flipped on and a large man with shaggy brown hair and black fatigues rounded a corner from the side corridor. “The hell is going on out here?” 
 
    “Trespassers, Sir.” The Sergeant said, as he lifted himself from the floor.  
 
    The man smiled, showing his white chipped teeth.  
 
    “We’re looking for a woman,” Dustin said. “Dark hair and complexion, carrying a sniper rifle.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” his lip jutted out, as though sarcastically confused. “Haven’t seen her.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Dustin yelled.  
 
    “You were with her?” The man eyed Dustin. “Saw her come in here?” 
 
    “Well…” Dustin squinted. “No.” 
 
    “You want to tell me just what the hell you’re doing here?” A vein in Jaeger’s neck was throbbing now. “And who the hell you are?” 
 
    “You can call me Joe.” He smiled his crooked smile again. “And unfortunately, Colonel, you have no authority here. This is a Department of Justice operation.” 
 
    “A Department of Justice…” Jaeger cocked his head. “Soldiers, stand down… And you,” He pointed to Joe. “Take me to the woman we’re looking for.”  
 
    “Sorry.” Joe crossed his arms. “Can’t help you there, but I can show you the door.” He held his arm out towards the front. “But I can assure you, if she were here, I’d make sure she was well taken care of.” A subtle wink. 
 
    “Bastard!” Dustin pushed towards him, as Jaeger held him back.  
 
    Joe laughed. “Actually, that’s accurate.” 
 
    “C’mon, Dustin,” Jaeger whispered. “We’ll be back.” 
 
    Teegs watched from outside, concealed by darkness as they exited the building, then ran. 
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    Erica sat in darkness, her head between her knees, propped against the wheel of the aircraft; a ginger-headed boy walked out of the night.  
 
    He sat down along the other side, his back to her. “Hi.” 
 
    She turned her head to meet his eyes. “I’ve seen you.” 
 
    He smiled, his face sticking out from beside the rubber tire. “Not in person.” 
 
    “Michael.” She smiled. “In my dreams.” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    She turned her body around. “Our fate… 
 
    “Isn’t written,” he whispered. 
 
    “Our meeting here isn’t a coincidence.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He stood. “It might be.” He extended his hand down to her. “Or maybe not.” 
 
    She grabbed his hand. “I need your help.”  
 
    “We have something in common, then.” 
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    Colonel Jaeger and Dustin ran back to the barracks, a large concrete structure, its inside not unlike a psychiatric facility with two people to a room, each with a bed, desk and dresser. They ran past open doors, as one man looked out. 
 
    “Hey fellas!” Commander Blanco yelled. “Where’s the fire?” 
 
    Jaeger yelled at Dustin. “Hold on!” He turned and ran back to Blanco. “Got a Soldier, missing in action. Some spook at the Forces Command headquarters has her… Think you can help us out?” 
 
    With a wide self-assured smile, Blanco folded his arms. “Brought a SEAL team with me.” He stepped into an adjacent room and whispered something to his Lieutenant. “… let’s go, Engel.” 
 
    They ran down the hall to General Petersen’s room. The door was left propped open, his duffle bag and rucksack rifled through. The contents lay strewn across the floor. “What the hell?” Jaeger whispered.  
 
    “This got weird,” Blanco said. “Don’t imagine he left it this way.” 
 
    Dustin yelled in his mind. ‘Erica!’ 
 
    ‘Yea?’ She answered at once. 
 
    ‘Can you locate General Petersen?’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t get a link to him. It’s just like Ari; he’s vanished.” 
 
    “General Petersen is with her,” Dustin said. 
 
    Blanco’s brow furrowed.  
 
    Dustin opened the door to his room. Lieutenant Schipp had just closed his eyes. “Schipp!” 
 
    He sprang awake. “Sir!” 
 
    “Get your shit together and gather the staff, all the gear.” 
 
    Schipp looked at him, puzzled. “We’re leaving?”  
 
    “Get General Petersen’s things too, hostiles in the area.” 
 
    Schipp fingered his pistol. “Hunters?” 
 
    “No,” Dustin said. “Bureaucrats.”  
 
    Schipp cocked his head.  
 
    “CIA, FBI, something else… I don’t know.” Dustin knelt down to grab his assault pack, pulled out a spare flashlight for his rifle, then grabbed Schipp by his top. “Don’t trust anyone you don’t know.” 
 
    They returned to Blanco’s end of the hall.  
 
    “We want to involve General Nichols on this?” Blanco asked. 
 
    Jaeger clipped his helmet on. “You out of your mind?” He slipped fresh magazines into pouches on his body armor. “They’re operating under his nose. He’s got to be in on it.” 
 
     “We’ll help you out… find your missing personnel.” Blanco shook his head. “But I don’t like this one bit.” 
 
    Dustin put his hand on Blanco’s shoulder. “Welcome to the new world, Sir.” 
 
    “We’re talking about mutiny here.” Blanco put his Kevlar knuckle gloves on, rolled his sleeves up, exposing a SEAL Trident tattoo on his forearm.  
 
    “I guess that makes us a little like pirates.” Jaeger grinned, a wild gleam in his eyes. “Meet you on the airfield, 15 minutes.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 26 
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    The SEALs walked with a subtle swagger to the aircraft, their faces cloaked in siege masks and goggles, Blanco in the lead.  
 
    Jaeger nudged Dustin, as he admired the approaching operators. “Yaaar, me mateys!” 
 
    Blanco pinched the bridge of his nose, shaking his head.  
 
    “Ready to make history?” Jaeger asked.  
 
    Blanco sighed. “Fuck it… not the worst choice I’ve ever made.” He turned to his SEALs. “Three targets tonight. Target 1, Major General Peters, rescue. Target 2…” He leaned over to Jaeger and whispered. “Who’s the second target?” 
 
    “It’s Captain Freeman’s, um…” Jaeger ran his hands across his chin. 
 
    “Sniper.” Dustin interrupted. “She’s my sniper. Name’s Ari Gedide, Israeli. Dark hair, dark complexion, last seen in olive drab pants and a black top, black jungle boots.” 
 
    “Right…” He shot Dustin an odd look. “Rescue. Target 3, CIA, FBI or other DoJ operative – Black fatigues, unkempt hair and beard, capture and interrogate…” He briefed the team on the entry and exit plan, potential enemy combatants. “Be prepared for electromagnetic pulse and radar jamming – may render our equipment and optics useless. We’re not sure of the Special Forces team guarding the headquarters. Aim to wound and disable, not to kill. Immobilize and disarm.” He looked out to his team, over to Dustin and Jaeger, the security team. “This is a combat operation on a U.S. Military installation. Our opposition are U.S. Military and government personnel. Anyone not willing to engage in this operation, step forward – no action will be taken and I will not think less of you.” He waited… His men stood, unwavering in their resolve. “Alright, fuck the pep talk, move out!” 
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    “I saw you in battle.” Michael sat, perched up on a rooftop ledge, adjacent the Forces Command Building. “…Amazing.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it that.” Erica focused on a sniper some 400 yards away, bent his firing pin. 
 
    Michael studied her. “What would you call it?” 
 
    “Damning… Murderous… compromising.” 
 
    “It got the job done.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes. “At what cost?” 
 
    “I admit, I saw what happened after,” Michael edged closer in a whisper, sensing the roving patrol below. “How we live is as important as why.” 
 
    “You saw that…” She edged further from him. “So?” 
 
    “What?” He located another sniper, fused the bolt of his rifle to the chamber. “I’m supposed to say something comforting?” 
 
    “Well no, I-“ 
 
    “You made a choice, just like now, you’ve made another choice,” Michael said. “Good or bad, it changed who you are, and now you’re you, for better or worse. Just like I did in coming here.” 
 
    She looked at him, exploring his eyes. “And why are you here?” 
 
    “A friend…” He pointed down at the building. “She’s inside there.” 
 
    “I meant…” She stopped, sensing movement towards the building.  
 
    “For what it’s worth,” He leaned in close and whispered. “I think you made the right choice.” 
 
    “Look,” she pointed down at the team heading for the front entrance.  
 
    “Your Dad.” Michael smiled at her. “Good guy; we’ve met before… Not in person, of course.” 
 
    “We could peel the building apart.” She propped up on the ledge. “Like an onion.” 
 
    “Too risky,” he said, kicking his legs over the ledge. “Could bring the floors crashing down, kill everyone.”  
 
    She jumped, falling four stories to the ground. Her landing, near silent, made a small thud in the dirt; then another as Michael landed. Grass rustled as they ran in opposite directions.  
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    Erica held her hands to the earth, her mind reaching meters below the building. She searched through soil and dirt, the telltale sign of moving electrons. As she circled the building, she could feel it, electricity whizzing past just beneath her. She felt the copper strands, the plastic coating and conduit. It pulled from the earth, mounds of dirt lifting through green grass; then severed in a single clean cut. ‘Power’s off,’ her mind whispered to Michael. 
 
    The SEAL team moved with precision, tasked with breaching the side entrance. Michael mirrored their movement, so silent and swift they hadn’t even noticed. They ran in darkness, using the building for cover, to avoid the spotlight.  
 
    Michael watched and burst the bulb inside of the light. He could hear the shuffling of boots on the rooftop, the Soldier no doubt panicked.  
 
    The SEALs stacked on the door. The rear man came up and slapped a wad of plastic explosive near the knob.  
 
    Michael walked up. “Stop.” His mind felt the internal mechanism and slid the bolt from the striker plate, turned the knob and opened the door.  
 
    The SEALs looked at him for a moment, then Commander Blanco ran into the open, grabbed Michael and pulled him back to the building. “What the hell are you, kid?” 
 
    “Special,” Michael whispered. “What the hell are you?”  
 
    Blanco stared at him for a moment, his bright green eyes and fiery hair shone in moonlight, entranced at his examination. An image passed before his eyes and he was back. “Stay behind us,” he whispered, then tapped the point man’s shoulder.  
 
    The point man swung his rifle into the doorway and crept, fast and low, his movements fluid and elegant. The team moved through, one after the other, dominating the room. They each touched their neckband and whispered, “Clear.”  
 
    They stacked on an interior door, as it swung open, light glinting off night vision glass as they poured in.  
 
    Michael’s hands opened towards them and they shot back, skidded across the floor. “Go!” The SEAL team was already on top of them, pulling their weapons, pinning their hands with cable ties. 
 
    They entered an empty corridor. Michael sensed it as they cleared each room; only a single metal door was left, locked and impassable. He touched his hand to the door. His sight stopped beyond it. He put his ear to it, the hum of a generator inside. “This is it,” he said, as Jaeger’s team piled into the corridor.  
 
    Dustin glared down at Michael, his thoughts apparent on his face.  
 
    “She’s[DDL14] outside,” Michael whispered. “Took out the power.” 
 
    Blanco put his hand to the door and then moved out of the way.  
 
    “I can’t follow you.” Michael motioned the breech man forward. 
 
    They pushed inside to a makeshift prison, a hallway stopping in a T intersection, rows of metal doors secured with metal hasps and locks. Conduit and piping ran across the walls like a fence. In the distance, a large main conduit ran the length of ceiling; like veins of a leaf, smaller conduit shot out either direction, to a set of ten rooms. In the dim hallway light, ultraviolet light pierced out the cracks of one doorway.  
 
    The generator’s hum became stronger the further they pushed forward. They moved towards UV light. The breach man pulled a crowbar from his vest, popped the hasp from the door. The team was swift inside; a girl, her face battered and bruised, eyes closed, sat upright, her hands in her lap, feet flat on the floor, a wide black metal collar around her neck. They were gentle, but firm, placing her on her stomach inside the room, binding her hands behind her back. “Stay put,” Lieutenant Engel whispered. “We’ll be back for you in a minute.” 
 
    “The key,” she whispered. “Hanging outside the door.” 
 
    He stood and grabbed it, then looked down at her, curiously, hesitantly; he inserted the key into an open slot on the collar. It popped open with a metallic ‘ting,’ and he pocketed the key.  
 
    She lay there, moving her neck around, her thoughts free flowing now, reaching as far as the confines of the room would let her. Unafraid to use her powers now, she found the interference unnerving, claustrophobic. 
 
    They moved towards the T intersection. Jaeger and Dustin’s team went left, Blanco and the SEALs to the right. No conduit or copper pipes, rather dozens of doors lit with UV light, the sounds of death metal music blaring into the hallway. They broke through doors, one by one. Bodies left weak, their arms wrenched up and behind, a stress position used for interrogation.  
 
    They heard the bark of dogs in one room. Blanco was the first in. Two dogs were tied, only inches from the emaciated prisoner’s face. “Hey, hey,” he whispered to the dogs, whistled, his hands up, eyes down submissively. “Shhhh.” He pulled a granola bar from his cargo pocket, let them sniff it; even managed a pat on the head of one of the dogs.  
 
    As they wolfed down the treat, he cut through the prisoner’s restraints and dragged him from the room.  
 
    “Fucking bitch!” [DDL15]A man’s voice echoed through a door. Dustin heard a body slamming against the wall. He pulled the shotgun from its scabbard along his back and shot through the hasp, making sure to avoid any ricochet. One hand was cuffed, secured to a metal eyelet on the table. The other cuff open, pressed against the eyelet, her right hand free.  
 
    Joe had pushed himself into a corner, blood trickling down his face from under his hands. He opened his eyes. With Dustin approaching; he reached for his pistol.  
 
    Dustin racked another shell into the breach of his shotgun, as Joe raised his arm.  
 
    Dustin took aim and fired near point blank. Blood and tissue ran red down the wall, parted by buckshot peppered holed. [DDL16] 
 
    The pistol bounced off the wall, then to the floor with a ‘thud.’ The man raised his arm, the hand hanging by shreds of muscle and tendon. He wiped the blood from his nose, as the buttstock of Dustin’s shotgun landed on his temple.  
 
    He Dustin was quick, the combat tourniquet secured to his body armor, now secured to Joe’s forearm within seconds, to avoid him bleeding out.  
 
    The other arm, the one still whole, reached up, felt the gash on his head, his broken nose.  
 
    Dustin searched Joe’s pocket for keys, uncuffing Ari from the table. They grabbed him [DDL17]under the armpits and dragged him into the hallway, handcuffed him to a doorknob.  
 
    They busted through the next room over where they discovered General Petersen, seated in a metal folding chair, his hands bound behind his back.  
 
    “Nichols,” Petersen said.  
 
    Dustin knelt down to open the cuffs. 
 
    Jaeger stepped inside. “Stop.” 
 
    “Explain yourself!” Petersen glared at Jaeger, bending down to grab the keys from Dustin. “Uncuff me, damnit!”  
 
    “It’s one of those moments, Sir.” Jaeger rubbed his eyes in a long sigh. “Nothing here is in violation of any law…” 
 
    Dustin looked at him wide eyed. “What about Ari?“ 
 
    He put his hand on Dustin’s shoulder. “Just trespassing… I’ll fight that fight. Bring her along.” He looked down at General Petersen. “Him on the other hand… part of an organization that nearly wiped out humanity,” Jaeger said. “Truth be told, I should have relieved and arrested him the second I found out.” 
 
    “God damn it, Jaeger,” Petersen looked at him in shock. “You’re going to stand there and argue legality?! Every moment we wait, Nichols is mounting a response.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sir.” Jaeger shook his head. “Not sure what CIA is doing here, but I’m with General Nichols on this one.” 
 
    Petersen stared, a fury in his eye. “So much for loyalty.” 
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    At the other end of the corridor, prisoners lay restrained and awaiting extraction. Blanco pried open a utility room, the generator humming loudly on the other side. “Night vision!” he yelled to the team, as he cut power to the generator. Lights cut to black. Seconds later battery backup lights flipped on, a dim ultraviolet glow in the hallway. 
 
    Erica’s mind locked on to Ari; she sprinted towards the entrance. 
 
    In a flash, Kristin’s eyes opened. With a burst of strength, her hands pried the zip ties apart. She rose and walked down the corridor. She saw Dustin and Ari approaching, dragging Joe in hand.  
 
    They looked at her, confused. “Stop right th-“ An unseen force drove them back and onto the floor. 
 
    ‘Kristin, no!’ a voice whispered inside of her, ignored. Michael ran for her. 
 
    She grabbed Joe by the throat, reached down, her hand like a knife slicing into his lower abdomen. She felt his pain, shooting and searing into his midsection, reveling in it. A shred of her life returned as his blood spilt on the floor. 
 
    He fell to his knees and she shoved him to his back, then slammed the heel of her hand onto his sternum, breaking through ribs. She delved back into his lower abdomen, up to the crux of her elbow and lifted.  
 
    His body lifted with her arm, his abdomen stretched, pressing his guts to his abdominal wall. She shook downward, her fingertips piercing below his ribcage, spilling him open. She leaned down and whispered, “How does it feel to have someone inside you?” 
 
    She pushed his intestines to the side and gripped the center of his ribcage, pulled it apart, exposing his heart and lungs, its rhythm now frantic. She looked down at her hands, the blood. A sickening feeling washed over her face. She grabbed Joe’s head, a sharp twist and the rhythm of his heart stopped. 
 
    She walked to General Petersen’s room, his hands still restrained to the chair; she pinned Colonel Jaeger hard against the wall. “The Order,” she whispered; she placed a hand on one shoulder, her other raised, poised to strike.  
 
     “Kristen,” Michael yelled. “No!” Her hand came down fast and fatal towards his chest.  
 
    Only inches, the chair whipped back into the wall, cracking the cinderblocks. 
 
    Michael tackled her, held her on the ground.  
 
    She shoved and wriggled, trying to break free.  
 
    “Come back to me, Kristin,” he whispered.  
 
    Erica rushed in, pried the cuffs off of the General. He slumped to the ground, then looked up, his head dazed from the impact. Erica stood there in a halo of light. Petersen’s mind shifted to an incomprehensible, yet extraordinary thought. 
 
    Michael took Kristin’s face in his hands. “You’re safe,” he whispered.  
 
    The wild in her eyes strained and darted like a caged animal, cornered and wounded.  
 
    “You’re safe.” He ran his fingers through her hair, as she tugged ravenously at the back of his shirt.  
 
    He stared at her, the wild in her eyes focused on his, fixed, mesmerized. “It’s me.”  
 
    Her struggling slowed, then stopped. Her body still coiled to run.  
 
    “Remember me?” He whispered again, touching his forehead to hers, the tips of his fingers caressing her cheek. Her breathing had slowed into a choppy rhythm. She closed her eyes, pressing out tears. Her arms tightened around him as their lips touched and hearts raced.  
 
    His lips shifted beside her ear. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I should have never left you alone with him.” 
 
    She squeezed tighter. 
 
    He stood. Her arms clung around his neck as he lifted and carried her. 
 
    SEALs led as they moved out the front entrance.  
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    “Stand down!” General Nichols yelled, flanked on either side by paratroopers, facing the entrance.  
 
    “It’s over, Sir,” Petersen yelled. “What you’re doing… It stops, now.” 
 
    Nichols chuckled. “No, you see it’s just beginning.” Two Soldiers stepped out, puck shaped objects in their hand.  
 
    Dustin stared intently at the objects. “I know what those are.” He looked down at Erica. 
 
    Ari crouched, grabbed Erica by the waist.  
 
    “Munition Delivered Non-Kinetic Effect,” he whispered. “Signal jammers. Load ‘em in the base of a 155 howitzer round, disables communications, electromagnetic waves.”  
 
    “The way I see it,” Nichols said in a softer tone. “You all have a choice… Those interrogation tactics, perfectly legal by order of our President. General Petersen, on the other hand…” His voice hissed as he said the name. “Part of ‘The Order of the Double Edged Sword,’ an illegal organization, religious zealots, genocidal dictators, domestic terrorists… the ones that unleashed these creatures on us… the ones that created these children, these freaks of-“ 
 
    “It’s not like that, Nichols,” Petersen yelled. “You know it’s not like that. I had nothing to do with either of those things and what’s more, I understand now…” He yelled out at the crowd that had gathered. “I understand that you can’t make people believe as you’d wish. When I joined The Order, I wanted the world to believe as I did, share in the same morality. I was…” He turned to Nichols. “A lot like you.” 
 
    “Either way,” Nichols said. “For the rest of you… Join me, help me restore order, the letter of the law. Stay with him and I’ll hang you as traitors.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, everyone.” Petersen sighed. “I never wanted this for humanity… and I won’t have anyone executed on my account.” He dropped to his knees and put his hands behind his head. The paratroopers pressed in on him.  
 
    “We should go,” Michael whispered, tightening his grip around Kristen.  
 
    Ari and Dustin crept back slowly, their thoughts already in sync. They reached the main entrance, then sprinted through the darkness, over Soldiers bound along the floor. They stopped at the side entrance, scanning the distance.  Dustin grabbed the girls and hugged them. He ran his hand along Ari’s cheek and kissed her.  
 
    “You heard him.” Ari gripped him by the collar. “He’ll hang you.” 
 
    “Who would I be…” Dustin let out a long sigh. “If I let an innocent man die?” 
 
    “Alive,” Ari whispered, as tears began to stream down her face. “And with your family.” 
 
    Erica glared at him; anger and sadness overshadowed the knowledge of what needed to be done. She didn’t resist, however, when he pulled them both close, touched his forehead to theirs.  
 
    “I love you,” he whispered. “When it’s done, you’ll know.” Guilt weighed heavily, like an unbridled yoke, crushing down on his shoulders. He watched as they ran into the night. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    PART 2 
 
    CHAPTER 27 
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    A sudden wind whipped over the crowd, the thump of helicopter blades. It landed some 100 meters away, in a clearing. A team dressed in all black were the first out, their weapons raised. A woman walked out, dressed in a blue pants suit. Despite walking on grass in heels, she had a regal air about her, a domineering swagger. General Nichols recognized her at once, walked towards her and rendered a salute. They stood there for a time as he leaned in, whispering in her ear. Her face shifted with each bit of information.  
 
    Colonel Jaeger felt Dustin’s hand touch his shoulder; A worried look as he searched the crowd for Ari and Erica.  
 
    “They’re safe,” Dustin whispered. 
 
    She walked over to Petersen and slapped him across the face. She sensed the look in his eyes, the feeling of betrayal, yet her demeanor remained cold. “Arrest him!” 
 
    “I’d say we’re fucked,” Jaeger whispered to Dustin. 
 
    Alpha 1 and another agent moved on him, cuffed his hands behind his back.  
 
    Petersen shouted “She’s the one that-“ 
 
    Alpha 1’s hand covered his mouth. “Interrogation, Madame?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “We can handle that, Madame President,” Nichols said. 
 
    She cocked her head slightly. 
 
    “You haven’t heard?” he said. “President was confirmed dead.” 
 
    Her eyebrows arched in an enigmatic surprise. “That won’t be necessary, General Nichols. My team is fully capable of-“ 
 
    “It’s no trouble, Madame.” He smiled. “I’m sure you’d all like to rest from your-” 
 
    “I said!” Her voice shifted from domineering to stately, as she paused for composure. “We’ll handle it.” 
 
    Nichols’ brow furrowed.  “Understood, Madame President… We’ll have a room set up at once.” 
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    “You’re going to have me killed.” General Petersen’s hands were bound in handcuffs to the table. “Aren’t you?” 
 
    Vivian’s face was demure as she sat across from him silently.  
 
    His eyes wide, begging as he watched her.  
 
    She glanced over at Alpha 1, a silent centurion. He pulled an object from his cargo pocket and flipped a switch; a similar black metal disc as Nichols had wielded, but smaller, thinner. “Don’t want anyone listening in.” Her smile was subtle, sly. “Do we?” 
 
    His head cocked and brow furrowed.  
 
    “Seems you decided to switch sides somewhere along the way…” 
 
    “Did I?” he squinted at her. “I don’t recall genocide being part of the deal.” 
 
    “YOU SWORE AN OATH, DAMNIT!” She slammed her fist down. “Destroy the wicked! Our mantra, our word!” 
 
    “My oath was to God! You must think you’ve done some miraculous thing in killing billions, as if you could judge everyone as wicked… Look in the mirror.”  
 
    She closed her eyes and took a long sigh… “Who else knows?”  
 
     His eyes shifted slightly. “Not a soul.” 
 
    She glanced up at Alpha 1. He pulled a Ka-bar knife from its scabbard, then slit the top of Petersen’s fatigues down the back; ran the razor tip gently up Petersen’s exposed back. 
 
    His muscles tightened at the scrape. 
 
    “Are you sure?” She asked with a hint of condescension.  
 
    Alpha 1 grazed the knife down Petersen’s temple, to the corner of his eye. 
 
    Petersen flinched, as Alpha 1 grabbed him by the hair and pressed the knife below his eye. His teeth gritted as he stared at the blade, nearly touching his eye. “There’s a girl, no two… and a boy.” 
 
    “Who,” she snapped, as Alpha 1 pressed the knife in ever closer. “I need names.” 
 
    His pulse quickened. “Erica…” He could feel the blade barely trace the membrane of his eye. “I don’t know the other’s name.” 
 
    “And where are they?” she insisted.  
 
    “The girl,” His words disclosed his panicked state. “She’s close.” 
 
    “And you let her live!?” 
 
    “I’m one of you…” His voice strained of fearful exhaustion. “Please!” 
 
    She stood and walked slowly around the table. “Tell me, General,” She bent down, caressed his cheek with her fingers, while looking in his eye. “What have you done since the plague?” 
 
    “Plague?” He glared up at Alpha 1 and considered his eye already lost. “You mean the virus that you manufactured… The virus you destroyed humanity with?” 
 
    Alpha 1 looked at Vivian, waiting for confirmation.  
 
    Her eyes closed, she held her hands up, as though baptized in the Spirit. “I am the hand of God, the light of the world” she whispered. “He that follows me shall not walk in darkness.” Her eyes opened and she nodded.  
 
    Petersen’s teeth clenched as the knife pressed in and up, a warm viscous fluid, the vitreous humor of his eye, spilt down onto his cheek. 
 
    “From the ashes,” She walked behind him, her gaze into infinite nothing. “We will grow…” 
 
    Petersen laughed, confident his life would end shortly. “You’re insane!” 
 
    Alpha 1 pressed his knife to Petersen’s throat, then looked back at Vivian.  
 
    Petersen laughed. “You’d have an Atheist lead your army?”  
 
    “I expect that he’ll see the light, eventually.” She waved her hand, prompting Alpha 1 to remove the knife. “Keep working on him… and clean him up.” 
 
    As the door closed, Alpha 1 sat across from Petersen. “It was your brother, you know…” He pulled a bandana from his back pocket, soaked it in an antibiotic solution from his first aid pouch and handed it across the table. “She may have ordered Crimson Sky, but he executed it.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Petersen leaned his head down and pressed the bandana into his eye socket, feeling the deflated tissue where his eye had been. “We’re supposed to be on the same side.” 
 
    “Ha,” Alpha 1 kicked his feet out, rested the back of his head in his hands. “You bible chuckers are outside your goddamn mind!” 
 
    Petersen looked up. “You’re not…” 
 
    “I’m part of The Order, alright.” He smiled a pearly white grin. “Not for the same reasons as you, I suspect.” 
 
    Petersen sat, silent. 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” Alpha 1 stood and pulled an Israeli dressing from his medical kid. “It’s not personal… Not with you anyway.” He placed the gauze on Petersen’s eye. “It could be, if you want… depends where you stand.” 
 
    Petersen held the bandage in place while he wrapped the ends around like an eyepatch. “Who then?” 
 
    “That ought to do it,” he mumbled, tying off the ends. “Tell you a little story… one about a young Airforce Special Operations officer; let’s call him ‘George.’ Had a daughter once; a beautiful girl, beautiful wife… Had a great life. He was a believer, too. Maybe not in God, per se, but he believed in what he was doing in the world. Believed that America was the good guys, but you and I both know that’s a lie…”  
 
    Petersen cocked his head in confusion. 
 
    “Now one day, a young Major made his way through George’s neighborhood, let’s call him ‘Clark,’ had a thing for little girls and he found a way, damned if I know how, to get George’s little girl alone, make it so there was no evidence, gave himself a solid alibi, no way he’d ever be charged.” Alpha 1 glared at Petersen, his wild eyes now buried in the past. “And that little girl, 14 years old; her daddy couldn’t save her.” Alpha 1 shook his head from the past. “He was weak, you know? Instead of doing what he ought to have done, he waited and watched. He found out everything there was to know about Clark, who he talked to, how he thought. Then it clicked… The Order. George had it all worked out, Clark’s patterns, his habits, then just as he’s ready to strike, Clark is gone. Reassigned to an undisclosed location. He talked to his superior in The Order, Director Flynn, offered his services… Years passed, he hadn’t seen or heard from ol’ Clark. Meanwhile, George was busy working for Flynn.” 
 
     “But that little girl got herself involved in all sort of self-destructive things… drugs and boys mostly. Then one day when she was 17, she up and ran away. That day, George came home, found mom with a bottle of tequila and a pistol dropped beside her… hell of a mess to clean up.”  
 
    Alpha 1’s breathing grew shallow, his voice now a whisper. “George went and tracked his little girl down. Found her too… pregnant and living in a homeless shelter under a fake name, fake identification. George came back the next day, just to see her and she was gone. Up and vanished. He searched and searched, but the trail was cold. He even found a death certificate for her made up name.”  
 
    Petersen’s eye widened. “It was you!” 
 
    Alpha 1 let out an annoyed sigh. “No shit? But you know what I should have done from the start? Killed your goddamn brother in broad daylight, cold blood. I’d be locked in a cell, but my girls… they’d still be alive. I was real messed up for a long time over that, my mind, my heart. It was my time of chaos… and I wanted the world to feel what I felt. Minus the whole religious part, The Order was a good fit; my means to make that happen, and kill your brother in the process.” 
 
    “Clark did that to your daughter?” 
 
    “They don’t give you guys an aptitude test before you make General, do they?” Alpha 1 shook his head.  “Here’s the thing… I found Clark, but I found my granddaughter, too. Same time, same place. Like it was meant to be.” 
 
    A puzzled look crept over Petersen’s face. “Why didn’t you kill him, then?” 
 
    “You don’t have kids, do you?” He stared at Petersen’s blank face. “I had principles once. Your brother deserves to die and my grandbaby deserves to live… But if I had, they’d have killed me, probably her too.” 
 
    “You’ll let him live then?” 
 
    “Hell no.” Alpha 1 recoiled. “I’ll torture the shit outa him if I get the chance, and purely for my own enjoyment. Killing him, killing the president… that needs to happen.” 
 
    Petersen squinted in confusion. “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “You’re gonna help me.” 
 
    “Kill my brother?” Petersen whispered to himself. “I can’t do that.” 
 
    Alpha 1 eyed him conspicuously. “You mean to tell me you wouldn’t help kill a pedophile and mass murderer?” 
 
    Petersen stared back at him, silently.  
 
    Alpha 1 shrugged. “I can torture you, use you as bait for your brother, then kill you. Or you can help me, maybe even do some good. Hell, you might even live through it all… up to you. Makes no difference to me.” 
 
    Petersen pondered his predicament, the gravity of murdering his only brother. “On second thought, Clark was always kind of an asshole. I am curious though… What happened to your daughter?” 
 
    “His eyes turn grey again. “In the facility… They killed my daughter after she gave birth. And my granddaughter… consider me her guardian angel. She’s in California now, safe.” 
 
    “She’s… one of them?” 
 
    “Now you’re catching on…” Alpha 1 smiled. “Let’s get to work.” 
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    “Should’a left when you had the chance,” Jaeger whispered. He sat alongside Dustin and Commander Blanco on the concrete, disarmed and huddled together with their teams.  
 
    “Something I should know?” Blanco whispered.  
 
    “Best you don’t know.” Jaeger looked around at the Special Forces team surrounding them. “Won’t spill the beans that way.” 
 
    “Plausible deniability…” Blanco rolled his eye. “I need to know what we’re up against.” 
 
    “Imagine a world…” Jaeger looked at Dustin, then back at Blanco, at a loss for words. “You’ve been to Afghanistan, Iraq? Done key leader engagements with tribal leaders?” 
 
    Blanco nodded.  
 
    “They promise, ‘No, we’re on your side, we’re not harboring Al Qaeda, Taliban, ISIS,’ whoever; they take your handouts, money, supplies,” Jaeger whispered with an ire. “Then turn around and stab you in the back; pound your outpost with mortars and RPG’s. Bunch of goddamn liars and thieves.” 
 
    Blanco cocked his head, though confused; yet his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Same sort of snake, here. Group of people at the highest ranks of our military, our government, determined to take over, remaking things the way they see fit. Limitless money, power, technology… Christian, my ass.” 
 
    Blanco’s eyes shifted. “I’d say we’re fucked.” 
 
    “Here’s the thing,” Jaeger whispered. “The ones like General Petersen… They’re on our side.” 
 
    Blanco looked at him cockeyed. “Whose side?” 
 
    “It’s the ones at the top of the Order,” Jaeger said. “The ones that released the virus, the ones that created the children.” 
 
    “What are they?”  
 
    “I don’t know exactly,” Dustin turned towards him. “Telekinesis, telepathy… at the end of the day though, they’re just kids.” 
 
    “Strange,” Blanco feigned thought. “Just before the attack, I got a phone call from-“ 
 
    “Colonel Jaeger, Commander Blanco!” General Nichols walked towards them. “On your feet!” 
 
    They hopped up and stood at attention.  
 
    “Follow me,” he muttered, as Military Police walked them inside the Airborne Corps building, down to the command section. He opened the door to his office and sat. He stared at them for a long while as they stood at attention in front of his desk. “Do you know what you’ve just done?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sir,” Jaeger said. “I-“ 
 
    “You’ve engaged in armed combat on my fort…” He pulled out a can of tobacco from his desk drawer. “Assaulted my men, killed a federal agent…” 
 
    “We just-” 
 
    “You just broke about a dozen laws is what you did.” He stared Jaeger down. 
 
    Jaeger glared back. “We don’t leave Soldiers behind, Sir.” 
 
    Nichols let out a grunt. “… and here I am deciding whether I can trust the both of you, whether to look the other way or to have you hanged.” 
 
    “I saw the girl,” Blanco said. “She was beaten… A child, Sir. Innoce-“ 
 
    “Not innocent, and not a child,” Nichols yelled. “That thing would have us grovel at her feet. It would make us its slaves.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious, Sir?” 
 
    “Enough!” Nichols slammed his hand on the desk. “Jaeger, I want your honest impression of General Petersen.” 
 
    He gritted his teeth. “Tremendous leader, Sir. He led us to safety the night of the attack, saved Fort Sill, countless lives.” 
 
    “And his involvement in this ‘Order of the Double-Edged Sword’?” He stuffed a wad of tobacco into his lip. 
 
    “We’ve spoken of it since the attack. When he was recruited, understood it to be like a fraternity of sorts, like the Non-Commissioned Officers have their Freemasons. Figured it’d be religious fellowship, career advancement, preferential assignments. His involvement in the organization is a violation.” He took a long breath. “I just don’t think it should be a damning one.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Nichols spit a stream of filth into an empty bottle. “Blanco?” 
 
    “My SEAL team could’ve put your team down in seconds if I’d given the order. He sacrificed himself for you, for us. Tells me a lot about the man.” 
 
    Nichols let out a long exhale. “I met our now President Kreusen a long time ago, when I was working at the Pentagon. Started asking me all sorts of religious questions… Told her I was an atheist and that was that.” 
 
    Jaeger eyed him curiously. “What kind of questions?” 
 
    “Hell, I don’t remember exactly.” Nichols’ brow furrowed. “Something about ‘the flood’ and whether God’s wrath was justified.” 
 
    Jaeger’s eyes widened. “She’s one of them,” he whispered.  
 
     “One hell of an accusation to throw at the President of the United States…” Nichols glare at him. “Where’s the proof?” 
 
    “I have none,” Jaeger said. “Just, Petersen tried recruiting me once. Asked me the same damn thing.” 
 
    “Here’s the deal, gents… You fall under my command now. We will not let these religious zealots win; we will not let the creatures win. Humanity, our nation, our founding principles will survive.”  
 
    Blanco stared at him, an upset look in his eyes. 
 
    Nichols pinched the bridge of his nose, rubbed the frustration under his eyelids. “Jaeger, you’re in charge of Fort Sill. Blanco – Naval station Norfolk. This will play out, one way or the other. I need you here, if only to legitimize what’s about to happen, provide backup if need be.” 
 
    “What’s about to happen, Sir?” Blanco asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Nichols shook his head. “Can’t abide what they’ve done. If it is her[DDL18], whatever happens, you two, the other command teams, will be witness. Jaeger, you’ve got a little more vested in the good General. I’m keeping your staff in confinement for the time being. Blanco, I’ll settle 
 
    for the time being. Blanco, I’ll settle for your 2nd in command. Added leverage should you decide to pull any crap like that again.” 
 
    “And General Petersen, Sir?” 
 
    “Out of my hands, Colonel.” Nichols stroked his chin with the tips of his fingers. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 28 
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    Bob popped the tailgate open. “What’s the haul look like today?” he said in his thick Texan accent. 
 
    “Not bad.” Collin hopped up into the pickup bed and began handing bags of canned goods down. “Few electrical components, repair parts…” 
 
    “Fuel?” Bob asked, stacking the canned goods inside his civilian liaison tent.  
 
    “They’re having to go further and further outside the wire,” Collin said. “Tankers should be back this afternoon.” 
 
    Bob nodded. “What’s that?” He pointed to a black duffel bag in the bed. 
 
    “Nothin’” Collin’s eyes strayed from Bob. “It’s just a… special request.” 
 
    “Lemme see.” He reached over the edge of truck bed. 
 
    Collin lunged, snatching the bag up.  
 
    “Damnit all, boy.” Bob’s eyes narrowed on him as he surged forward, grapping a strap on the bag, using his weight to drag it, and Collin, down to the pavement. He wrenched the bag from Collin and unzipped it – tan bricks, wrapped in clear plastic film, smaller gallon size bags, the distinct smell of marijuana. He pulled a knife from his pocket, pierced the brick; a tan powder inside. “The hell is this, Collin? Cocaine? Heroin?”  
 
    Collin stared at the ground. “It’s heroine… a little bit of weed.” 
 
    “A little? Boy, you must be outside your mind… Gonna flood the place with drugs. Thought you were better than this.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Collin looked up and down Bob’s overweight frame. “Lay a guilt trip on me? You know damn well most of that food isn’t making it to the public.” He slapped Bob’s gut. 
 
    Bob’s eyes narrowed on him. “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I keep inventory.” Collin pulled a notebook from his pocket and flipped through the pages. “Hope your books are straight.” 
 
    Bob’s teeth grit into an angry stare, like a brahma bull ready to charge. “You little-“ 
 
    “Hi, boys!” Faye yelled in her overly upbeat tone. “How’d scavenging go today?” 
 
    Collin grabbed the bag and cleared his throat. “Umm… good.” 
 
    “You look a little red, Bob.” She put her hand on his shoulder. “You feeling ok?” 
 
    Collin thumbed through pages of his notebook, knowingly. Bob’s eye twitched as he glared at Collin. “Fine,” he said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “I’m looking for one of the children,” Faye said. “His name’s Taylor, 13 or 14 maybe, brown hair, green eyes.” 
 
    “Nope,” Bob muttered, happy to be off the subject. 
 
    “And what about you?” she motioned to the duffle bag. “Pick me up something special?” 
 
    “Ha,” He laughed nervously, clutching the bag tighter. “Picked you up a couple cans of dog food.” 
 
    Bob laughed silently to himself. 
 
    “That’s it!” She whipped her bouncy blonde hair to the side. “I’m done.” She stormed off in a huff. 
 
    Collin started off in her direction. “Faye!” 
 
    Bob grabbed his arm. “Not worth it,” he whispered. “Now go hide that junk.” 
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    Faye wandered her way through the hospital. “Have you seen Taylor?”  
 
    “He’s down in surgery.” An annoyed look on Ellen’s face at the disruption, she asked, “Why?” 
 
    “Oh my God!” Faye put her hands over her mouth. “What hap-“ 
 
    “Relax… He’s observing. Training in medicine.” 
 
    Faye’s eyes lit up. “I need to get him back to our area. Some new thing they’re pushing. Keeping all the minors in one area, 12 hour shifts, half rations, contraband inspections.” 
 
    Ellen looked at her sideways.  
 
    “Well, I don’t want to get in trouble,” she squeaked.  
 
    Ellen squinted at Faye, as though she had a hand growing out of her forehead.  
 
    Faye turned her head to the side, with a dumb look. “Can I see him?” 
 
    Ellen sighed. “Come with me.” She set down her chart and walked quickly to the surgery ward. 
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    Ellen looked through a small viewing window; three people garbed in green scrubs were hovering over a table. A fourth one, smaller, stood to the side. “See.” She pointed. “That’s him.” 
 
     “Great!” She smiled and pushed her way through the doors.  
 
    “Wait!” She grabbed Faye’s shirt. 
 
    “It’s fine.” Faye spun, breaking Ellen’s grip. “I can take it from here.” 
 
    “The hell are you doing!” The Doctor yelled, as Faye fought Ellen inside of the room. “Get out! You’ll contaminate the room!” 
 
    Ellen grabbed her by the hair and ripped her back, throwing her out through the doorway. “What is wrong with you?! You don’t go waltzing into an active operating room!”  
 
    Faye’s eyes started to tear up, as Taylor came running out. 
 
    Ellen yelled, “You have got to be one of the dumbest-“ 
 
    Taylor ran out and pulled the surgical mask from his face. “What is it?” 
 
    Faye stood. “We need to go.” She grabbed Taylor’s hand and started off.  
 
    “Listen, bitch…” Ellen broke her grip and shoved Faye into the wall. “I don’t give a shit about your orders; you leave my kid out of this!” 
 
    Faye squared off with her. “I’ll tell.” 
 
    “Tell?” Ellen recoiled, a revolted condescending tone. “What are you, 5 years old? Go tell whoever the hell you want.” 
 
    Faye huffed, flipping her hair back, then spun towards the exit. 
 
    Taylor looked up at Ellen with a hesitant smile. “Your kid?” 
 
    She looked down at him and smiled back. 
 
    He put his arm around her. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 29 
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    The sound of jet engines intruded on an unpleasant dream; Jacob shot up, a sharp pain at the base of his skull. He looked around, dazed; seated inside a long hollow cargo hold, mesh benches pulled out along the sides, red and yellow warning signs, written in Russian. “We’re in the air?” 
 
    Sacha nodded, her hand clutching the grip of her AK-47.  
 
    He felt along an irritation on the back of his head. 
 
    “An implant,” Sacha yelled over the roar of the plane’s engines. “Mimicks the collar. Don’t try ripping it out, or you die.” 
 
    “It’s funny!” Jacob yelled. “You spend your childhood imprisoned, serving others; spend a decade serving the people and yet, you’re so willing to imprison anyone you can use for your advantage. What about me? I’m people too.” He laughed to himself. “Not funny, so much as it is infuriating.”  
 
    “We’re not people!” Sacha yelled. “But tools. You were born in a lab, no?” 
 
    “I was.” A flood of memories rushed in; a shudder went through him, for the words he was about to speak. “I had a mother though.” How stupid he had been… impulsive and stupid. The one who would care for him, protect him, die for him. A newborn baby, drunk on its own power of being, without a sense of right and wrong. ‘No,’ he thought. ‘I knew right from wrong then. I knew it was wrong, but I didn’t care. I forced her to death, just to use my power.’ He felt evil creep within him, like a sickness, cloistered within the depth of his heart; something had changed, the crushing guilt he felt. He wondered whether it was the abandonment of his brothers and sisters, his pilgrimage, or his dream of the prophets. Odd that he would be granted a gift, only to be captured by the ones he sought to join forces with.  
 
    “I had a mother once.” A hateful grimace on her face. “She was weak. She abandoned me.” 
 
    “Bet she didn’t want to.” 
 
    Sacha was silent, staring off at the other side of the plane. 
 
    He sat there a moment and stared alongside her. “Sorry about your dog.” 
 
    She mumbled something, inaudible.  
 
    “Come again?” He leaned in closer. 
 
    “Sorry about your face!” she yelled into his ear. 
 
    He felt along his forehead, a pain he hadn’t noticed until now. A gash, stitched nearly seamlessly together. He turned to her, a confused look on his face.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I stitched your wound… Didn’t want it to scar. I’ve said I’m sorry, now leave it alone.” 
 
    Jacob laughed out loud, his own irritating behavior reflected back on him. 
 
    “What?” she looked at him wide eyed.  
 
    “It’s nothing…” He continued to chuckle. “Just that I never realized how annoying that is.” 
 
    She looked at him, as though he were crazy.  
 
    He leaned back, lifted his head towards the ceiling and and let out an almost jovial sigh, “Ahhh, what a complete asshole I’ve been.” 
 
    A combative look swept over Sacha’s face. “Are you calling me an-“ 
 
    “Get ready!” Pavel yelled through the cargo hold. “Drop zone in 10.” 
 
    Sacha transitioned quickly, making final checks of her ammunitions and supplies, put her helmet on and pulled Jacob to the rear hatch of the aircraft. She sat him down between her legs, harnessed to the same parachute, leaning up against her body.  
 
    “I could get used to this,” he said, amusing himself.  
 
    She smacked him upside the head. 
 
    He turned to see her smile and wink, before lowering her blacked out face shield.  
 
    The hatch lowered into a dark abyss, a blast of vacuum rushing, cold turbulence bending into the cargo hold. Sacha fixed the respirator over Jacob’s goggles, wrapped one arm around him, the other positioned behind her, pushing them further out onto the cargo ramp, further to the nothing below. In a moment, they were in freefall. He felt his hand clutching onto her legs, her arm wrapped around his chest.  
 
    The moment passed to seconds, seconds to a full minute and concern turned to terror as her arm left his chest. He felt her behind him, thrashing at the chute. His hands released their frigid grip on her legs, moved to the back of his head, digging at the incision.  
 
    Her thrashing stopped, as she saw him clawing at the back of his head. She pulled a knife from her boot, sliced into the back of his head. Unable to see the color of wire, she guessed and severed the connection with the small explosive charge.  
 
    Sharp pain, warm blood spraying out to the wind, as wires pulled from his head. He thought for a moment that this might paralyze him; he wiggled his toes. They joined hands above his shoulders; a torrent of water pulled in from the sky and the earth, hit them, slowing their descent. They were sinking, more water than sky in the column that surrounded their bodies. Bits of earth rose to meet them, rocks and dirt and sand pelting Jacob’s exposed body.  
 
    He could see it now, the glimmer of reflected moonlight on the fast approaching ground. A peak, sand and surf met them hard, head on; rapidly sinking to level ground.  
 
    She slammed into Jacob’s back, the smack of bone and flesh onto wet sand took the breath out of her. She rolled over, surprised to be alive. Surf washed onto them, over Jacob’s lifeless impression. She pulled his dead weight up, onto dry beach.  
 
    His ribs already broken, her chest compressions sounded a gurgle of air shifting in and out of the lungs, absent the jagged note of bone and sinew. She tore the respirator off to find a broken face, then lifted the chin, the shudder of bone grinding against itself.  
 
    She pulled her gloves off and ripped his shirt open, her hands placed one on his chest, the other near his ribcage. She closed her eyes as a bolt shocked its way through his heart, then again, and again, and again. 
 
    His chest twitched with each shock. At last, a pulse, then an incomprehensible screaming of agony.  
 
    She covered his mouth, muffling his screams. “Stop!” she whispered. “You’ll give up our position.” 
 
    “WHTHFKHPND?” he garbled.  
 
    She put her hand over his face, covering his mouth and the pain in his eyes from sight. “This is going to hurt,” she whispered. “A lot… I’m sorry.” 
 
    “AAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!!!” The scream was audible despite her best attempts, accompanied by the crunching of bone and sinew as it forced back into place, the red-hot piercing iron of bone fusing back together.  
 
    “We’re not done,” she whispered, stuffing her glove into his mouth. “Bite down.” Her hands shifted down to his ribcage.  
 
    His teeth bit into the leather, grinding and writhing in pain. She moved to his hips, his legs, then his back. By the end, he was a shell; his face washed sheet-white in the rain. He moved slowly, practically dragged to the rally point.  
 
    “What the hell happened to you?” Pavel whispered. He waited in the center of the formation, the others lying in the prone pulling security. 
 
    “Parachute malfunction,” Sacha said, dropping Jacob’s arm from around her neck. “Wound up head first in the sand.” 
 
    His legs weak, he crashed onto the ground.  
 
    Pavel looked her up and down. “You ok?” 
 
    “Little banged up.” She looked down at Jacob. “He’s been better.” 
 
    “Need to make it to checkpoint 1 by first light.” He pulled a map from his pocket and pointed to the city of Monterey, California. “Think he can make it?” 
 
    “Rest,” Jacob said, his eyelids half opened.  
 
    “We need to move.” Pavel grabbed him by the shirt, his body hung limp. “And you don’t have much of a choice.” 
 
    Jacob grabbed his collar, whipped forward and slammed his head into Pavel’s. Back in the sand, he hacked a painful laugh, his middle fingers aimed at Pavel. “No implant,” he strained.  
 
    Pavel stumbled back to the sand, holding the growing welt on his forehead.  
 
    The rest of the pack pressed in on him, one with a control collar out, ready.  
 
    Jacob raised his hands, his head rocked limp to the side nearly unconscious. “Don’t touch me,” he whispered.  
 
    They stepped back, the palpable force shifting the sand around their feet.  
 
    “Sacha.” He waited for her to lean in close. “Our mission is one in the same,” he whispered. “Protect me and I’m at your will.” 
 
    She looked out at her comrades and grabbed Jacob under the arm. One of them joined her side, poised to secure the collar to his neck. “No.” She took it from him. “He will follow.” 
 
    They moved quickly off the beach, to the cover of an oceanside hotel. “What makes you think you can trust him?” Pavel asked.  
 
    “I don’t know, exactly,” she said. “But when we were falling; he could have easily spun me, landed on top of me, but he didn’t. Something in him. A darkness and light, at war. I could see his thoughts, weighing the outcomes; He chose to take the full impact himself. Can’t fully explain it, but he needs us; without our help the darkness is in him. Whatever it is, will win and we’ll be left with another adversary.”   
 
    Pavel shook his head. “When the time comes, do what’s necessary.” 
 
    “If,” she whispered. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 30 
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    “I know who it is,” Taylor said. He had gathered First Sergeant Hawk and Captain Colby in the Delta Battery operations tent, alone. “Before he gets here, you need to know his motives were good. Misguided, but good.” 
 
     “You don’t bring drugs onto a military installation, kid.” Colby popped his helmet off. “This guy must be one hell of a moron.” 
 
    “Correct,” Taylor nodded. “But think about all the people withdrawing off –“ 
 
    “I know, I know.” Colby plopped down in a chair. “In all our ‘fighting a war,’ drug rehab hasn’t really been a priority.” 
 
    “Right,” Taylor nodded, sensing Colby’s cynicism. “With all the withdrawal and overdose deaths we’ve seen up at the hospital, the problem is clearly bigger than-“ 
 
    “Hey little dude,” Collin poked his head into the tent. His eyes adjusted, until they focused on Colby and Hawk. “Oh!” He spun and started off at a run. 
 
    “Get him!” Hawk yelled, already at a sprint, as Colby darted from the chair. Hawk tackled him, pinned him to the ground, dragging him back inside. “Sit down!” 
 
    “Guys!” Collins tone panicked. “I don’t know what this is about, but-“ 
 
    “Shut up,” Colby pulled a notepad and pen from his pocket. “I’m not even gonna ask. I don’t need to ask. You will write down the name of every other supplier you’re aware of, you will cease any further supply of illegal narcotics upon pain of death, and you will supply this installation with an adequate supply of methadone for drug treatment. Are we clear?” 
 
    Collin let out a nervous laugh. “You wouldn’t kill me, man.” 
 
    “Oh?” Colby pointed west. “Cause there’s an artillery impact area less than two miles from here, full of unexploded ordinance and outside the wire. You think anyone’s gonna risk a run in with the hunters or a blown off leg to search for a drug dealer’s dead body?” 
 
    “Alright man.” Collin held his hands out defensively. “I’ll pick some up on my next run.” 
 
    “No.” Hawk grabbed him under his arm, pulled him to his feet. “You’ll pick some up now.” 
 
    “It’s getting dark.” Collin sensed the severity of his actions, a newfound fear at his predicament. “I can’t go out there.” 
 
    “If you make it back,” Colby slapped a flashlight hard against his chest, “I will consider letting you live outside of prison walls.” They dragged him east to the entry control point, writing down names and locations of other dealers, then threw him outside an entry control point. 
 
    “You can’t do this, man.” He pressed himself to the razor wire, watching the two walk away in the fading light. “I won’t make it back before dark!” 
 
    “Better hurry!” Hawk yelled. 
 
    “You like that?” Colby asked. “I just thought of that.” 
 
    Hawk laughed. “Think we should have told him that the kid’s watching his back?” 
 
    “Nope.” He heard shots in the distance, a guard post to the north. “Let him sweat, fun’s about to start.” 
 
    [image: ][image: ] 
 
    “Hello?” Faye poked her head inside the doorway.  
 
    Gary’s eyes lit up when he saw her. “Come in.” 
 
    Faye threw her shoulders back and strutted into the office.  
 
    Gary shot up, a palpable beating in his chest. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    She sat gracefully and crossed her legs. “I’m having trouble with this ‘accountability’ thing.” 
 
    “Oh?” He leaned in with a smitten grin. 
 
    She shot him a coy glance, fluttered her eyelashes. “A child I’m responsible for, he refused to come with me. And a nurse assaulted me when I tried to take him.” 
 
    His eyes widened at the accusation. “I need a name.” 
 
    “The nurse is Ellen.” She smiled as though she’d already won. “The boy is Taylor.” 
 
    He scribbled the names on a piece of paper. “I’ll handle it.” He cleared his throat, his heart thumping out of his chest. “A little off topic… do you have plans for dinner?” 
 
    Her back arched, her voice light and airy. “I’m free.” 
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    “Father, we thank you for this day…” Ellen bowed her head in prayer. “We thank you that our family is alive and well.” She looked around Dustin’s cramped travel trailer, at Bob eying the food, Ben and Joe shoving each other under the table, and Taylor, his head bowed, hands clasped silently in his lap. “We thank you for making us whole… Please bless this food to our body. In Jesus’ name, Amen.” 
 
    “Amen,” Taylor said, then echoed by the other boys.  
 
    Bob smiled a wide grin. “Let’s eat.”  
 
    Ellen passed a box of crackers around the table. “How was your day, Bob?” 
 
    Bob shook his head, his mouth already full of food. “Fights,” he garbled. “Stealing, drugs… complaining like you’un believe. You’d think I was people’s gol-damn momma, runnin’ round here dealin’ with people’s problems.” 
 
    Ben broke a cracker into his soup. “Better than planting carrots.” 
 
    “Carrots?” Ellen’s mouth hung open. “Who’s got you planting carrots.” 
 
    “Faye… got us digging around, making gardens everywhere. Wanted to play flag football today, too.” 
 
    “Shush… Little hard work won’t kill you.” She looked at Bob, shaking her head. “But carrots? I swear, between Taylor and this, that girl must be-“ 
 
    “What?” Bob slopped another spoonful of soup in his mouth. “Carrots are fine.” He looked over at Ben. “Hey, what’s orange and sounds like a parrot?” 
 
    Ben rolled his eyes 
 
    “You can’t plant carrots in September, expect ‘em to come up before the freeze, Bob!” 
 
    “Oh…” He looked over at Ben, Joe and Taylor. “Boys, don’t marry a farm girl… or a nurse.” He shot her an evil grin, as she threw a cracker at him. “They’re always right, and you’ll never hear the end of it.” 
 
    “Taylor and I…” She smiled down at him. “Diagnosed and treated, what was it? Five cases of flu, a broken arm, two infected wounds…” 
 
    “Three,” Taylor said. “Two drug overdoses, acute depression and bipolar disorder and surgery on an inflamed appendix. That is before… well, you know… we were interrupted.” 
 
    “Those overdoses came from Delta Battery, Bob.” She stared at him accusingly. “You seem to know what’s what around here. Think you might know something about that? Maybe where they’re getting it?” 
 
    Bob stared down at his soup, obtusely avoiding eye contact. 
 
    “Bob?” She leaned down to catch his eyes.  
 
    Taylor tapped her on the arm. “It’s ok,” he whispered. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed on him, the look of death. “We’re gonna discuss this later, Bob.” 
 
    “Yes’m.” He nodded, knowing that he was in deep. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 31 
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    Military Police were there waiting, when Ellen reported for work. She went about her business at the hospital, setting up her shift in the emergency room for incoming patients.  
 
    An MP pressed in on her. “Ellen Wainright?” 
 
    “Mhm,” she mumbled, her eyes fixed on restocking bandages and supplies, stuffing emergency dressings and hemostats into her scubs. Absent additional help, she served as a primary care nurse practitioner, registered nurse and nurses aid.  
 
    “You have the right to remain silent…” The MP read off a card. 
 
    She looked back, a mild annoyance at the interruption. 
 
    “Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law...” Another MP pressed in on her, cuffs in hand.  
 
    “What the hell?” She spun to face them.  
 
    “You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford one, one will be provided to you by the court, do you understand your rights?” 
 
    “One of you motherfu…” She looked at them dumbfounded. “…you fine gentlemen want to tell me what’s going on here?” 
 
    He handed her a tri-folded slip of paper, the Army seal and letterhead at the top. “You’re charged with assault and battery, Ma’am.” 
 
    She looked down at the complainant. “That bitch,” she muttered. The legal authority, signed ‘Major Gary Eckert.’ “You’ve got to be kidding me!”  
 
    Taylor ran through the door, having sensed the commotion.  
 
    “Get out of here, kid!” One of the MP’s moved to block him.  
 
    His eyes dark, his mind had shifted. 
 
    “Taylor.” She put her hands on his shoulders. “It’s ok… I pushed her.” Her words facetious and cynical. “If there’s some price to pay for that, it’ll be fine.” She knelt down to him. “Now you just settle down,” she whispered. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    He shook off the rage, a sadness at his helplessness.  
 
    “Alright…” She let out a long exhale. “Let’s go.” 
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     “Feeling better Sleeping Beauty?” Pavel laughed at his own joke as he rose from the table.  
 
    Jacob rubbed the sleep out his eyes. “Head feels like I got about 10 concussions, but otherwise ok.” 
 
    Pavel reared back and clocked Jacob in the face, dropping him to the floor. “Make that 11.” 
 
    “Been thinking of that line all morning, I bet.” Jacob rose, his hand pressed to the side of his head. “Suppose I deserve that.” He extended his hand to Pavel. “We good?” 
 
    Pavel approached carefully, ready for a strike. He took Jacob’s hand and shook it. 
 
    Jacob grinned at him. “See? Wasn’t so hard, now, was it?” 
 
    Pavel unconsciously rubbed the goose egg that had formed on his head, the night prior. “We’ve done what you asked… Are you ready to travel?”  
 
    Jacob smiled. “I’ll drive.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 32 
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    His secrets dug at him. For purely aesthetic pleasure, they had followed the path closest to the coast and made camp at Big Sur, just south of Monterey. Sitting with his legs dangling over the cliff, overlooking the water, watching the waves ebb and flow, crashing violently against rock, Jacob felt small, though he knew he was not.  
 
    His scar upon the world had been significant, irreparable. What’s more, his new… friends, if he could call them that, would end him, as surely as they would Colonel Petersen and Vice President Kreuson, if they were to find out.  
 
    The darkness had reared its head again, as webs spun in his mind; a list of people who knew: Michael, Kristen, Julie. They were liabilities. Maybe Kristen was already dead… The thought left a sour taste in his mouth. Julie he could crush like a bug, and Michael… perhaps he could instigate a fight, justify his actions.  
 
    ‘No,’ he thought. ‘It’d be better if I just jumped, wouldn’t it?’  
 
    “Jacob,” Sacha shouted.  
 
    He turned, she had her helmet off and hair down. He smiled at her, taken with the connection he found in her eyes.  
 
    “Be careful you don’t fall.” She shook his shoulder, jokingly nudging him at the cliff’s edge.  
 
    He half hoped she would.  
 
    She sat there, staring at the endless ocean with him. She broke the silence finally, asking, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He looked over at her, curious. 
 
    “It doesn’t take a psychic to see you’re troubled.” She shot him a kind glance. “And there’s others like you, close. I’ve sensed it. Why haven’t you called out to them?” 
 
    He let out a sigh, then rocked back on his hands.  
 
    “And what were you doing in Russia, anyhow? Don’t your people need you here?” 
 
    “What if…” He closed his eyes, searching for the words. “You had done something so terrible, so unforgivable… How would you live with yourself, live with everyone else you had hurt? I mean, how would you make peace with it?” 
 
    She laughed. “It’s not like you did all this, right?”  
 
    He smiled, afraid that his guilt would betray him.  
 
    “My older brother was taken when I was just a baby.” She looked down into the water. “Men came in, stormed the facility where we lived. They had released, something. A creature. Killed everyone outside of the lab. I was just a baby then, but I knew what was happening. I could have done something, but instead, I hid. Crawled into a cabinet, laid there silently and they took him. It never really leaves you. Your mistakes, though… They make you grow strong, they make you learn.” She put her hand in his. “You asking, tells me that your heart is in the right place. Make amends with the people you’ve hurt. Most of all, forgive yourself.” 
 
    He closed his eyes, a tear cascaded down his cheek, the full weight of his actions resting squarely on his shoulders, knowing what she would have to do if they ever found out. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 33 
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    “Where the hell have you been?” Julie screamed at him, almost in tears. 
 
    Wind sailed through the forest canopy, a manifestation of the void they had once shared. “A lot of places.” He hopped up, onto a low-lying branch, his legs dangling from the side. “California now, questionable company.” 
 
    She glared at him, confused, enraged.  
 
    “I know…” He rolled his eyes. “I couldn’t so much as tell you where I was.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “And the bimbo?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Don’t talk about Kristen like that.”  
 
    She folded her arms across her chest. “We’ve reactivated the satellite network.”  
 
    “You were never very good at taking orders… Heard you wouldn’t kill an Order operative.” 
 
    “He was an asset at the time.” She glared at him. “I’ve since taken care of it.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s fine. The plan is over. I’m putting a stop to it”  
 
    “All that work!” She looked at him, dumbfounded. “What happened to divide and conquer? You’d end it just like that?” 
 
    He hopped from the tree. “Take my hand.” His mind drifted through the months - his trek, Europe, the middle-east, the prophets, Russia. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head, backing away from him. “We’re more than that, more than just servants, more than slaves.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be so bad, Julie.” 
 
    “It’s not what I am.” She ripped her head back and forth, trying to force the image from her mind. “I will finish what you started, Jacob. Don’t try to stop me.” 
 
    He let out a painful sigh. “I will if I have to… in time.” 
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    “Heard from Jacob yet?” Cole asked 
 
    “Yes.” Julie’s eyes felt cold against him.  
 
    His brow furrowed into a question mark.  
 
    “He said goodbye.” 
 
     “And?” Cole crossed his arms. 
 
    She shrugged, her gesture aloof. 
 
    “Seriously?” Cole stared out into the infinite white, wondering how far it went on for; wondering if he ran fast enough, whether he could turn back time. He shrugged off the thought. 
 
    “What?” Julie glared at him. 
 
    “Quit playing dumb.” Cole turned towards her. “I just…. I don’t know why you’d shut me out.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed on him. “You’re ignorant, then.” The words spit like poison from her mouth. 
 
    He took a step back, confused at her irate demeanor. 
 
    “We could have been something special, you and I.” She paced back and forth, aimless and irritated. “Call Brie, I’m taking charge over the three of us.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” His posture shifted to the defense. “I don’t recall agreeing to that.” 
 
    “Present!” Brie’s voice echoed into the void, followed shortly by her presence.  
 
    “Don’t like what I’ve got to say?” She walked up into Cole’s face and pointed over his shoulder. “Then get the hell out!” 
 
    “Whoa there, Tiger!” He backed away quickly. “Settle down.”  
 
    “Our mission…” She stared daggers into Cole. “If you should choose to accept it. Gather all remaining humans along the western half of the country, as a start. Consolidate them on your facility and I’ll take it from there.”  
 
    “Take it from…” Cole rubbed at his eyes. “Julie, what are you talking about?” He threw his hands into the air. “We’re already doing that.” 
 
    “Perfect,” she whispered. “… continue.” She disappeared from the void. 
 
    “What’d I miss?” Brie whispered.  
 
    “Don’t know,” he said. “But watch your back.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 34 
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    “We’re making progress, Colby.” Major Eckert leaned up against his Humvee. “Need to keep pushing.” 
 
    “We’re packed in here like sardine’s, Sir.” Colby popped his helmet off and set it on the hood of the Humvee. “Jail’s full, so much that we’ve made a work camp. Drugs are making their way in here, constant fighting, damn near rioting daily, no food… Something’s about to blow, Sir.” 
 
    “You see that Soldier, Colby.” He pointed to the fence line, a Soldier laying in the prone within a machine gun nest. “Doesn’t know whether he’ll eat tonight, whether he’ll live. I’ve watched; he’s been out there for hours. Damn finest Soldiers in the world.” 
 
    Colby popped a compartment on his body armor, pulled out binoculars. “You mean that one?” He pointed. “Right of the tree line?” 
 
    “Mhmm.” Gary nodded. 
 
    “Yea… he’s asleep.” 
 
    “Give me those!” He ripped the binoculars from Colby’s hands. “Goddamn little pecker-head.” He picked up a rock, measured the wind, cocked his arm back and threw it in a high arc, landing only inches from the Soldier. “Wake up, shit bird!” 
 
    The Soldier shook his head, startled, then looked back; the imprint of his buttstock clear as day. 
 
    “Confinement,” Gary opened the door to his Humvee and strapped on his helmet. “See to it.” 
 
    Colby rolled his eye. “That’s what I’m talking about, Sir.” 
 
    Gary held his hand out, telling his driver, ‘stop.’ 
 
    “We’ve got too many people, not enough space, Soldiers or food.” 
 
    “Don’t come to me with a problem, Colby. Unless you’ve got a-“ 
 
    “Expand the border… forget the idea of ‘building a tank ditch.’ Don’t think hunters will attack us in those. Double the gatherer population, have them push out further, more food, more survivors…” 
 
    “And how’re you planning to cover it? All that extra fence line.” Gary cocked his head, waiting for a flaw in Colby’s plan. “We’re already running guard posts at 24 hours.” 
 
    “Minimal manning from 1000 hours to an hour before sundown.”  
 
    “And when the hunters realize we’ve left the door open?” Gary stared inquisitively, knowing the one good answer to his question he had in mind, hoping Colby hadn’t thought of it. 
 
    “Leverage intelligence.” Colbys face straight. “Have them keep accountability of all significant action, time, enemy strength, location. Put a Platoon leader in charge at each Battery, push the intel up to Battalion. Shift manning times and adjust daily.” 
 
    ‘Damnit,’ Gary thought. “Tell you what… Dig my damn tank ditch and my burm. I’ll… allow you to put your plan in action.”
“You’re killin’ me, Sir.” Colby restrained rolling his eyes. “We’re not fighting a regular army on the open plains. It’s asymmetrical at best, fuckin’ crazy at worst.” 
 
    Gary shook his head. “You’re starting to sound like Captain Freeman.” 
 
    “I’m flattered… He’s a good commander, smart, selfless, fair…” 
 
    “Insubordinate.” Gary sat back down in his Humvee. “Build my damn ditch, and execute your plan.” He slammed the door shut. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 35 
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    Filth and rot, Colby walked the concrete prison halls with a Military Police Officer, Staff Sergeant Garcia. “That one.” He walked down to the next cell, staring objectively through the iron bars, sizing up its emaciated occupants, then to the next. “That one… That one… that one.” 
 
    He eyed one woman carefully. “Ellen?” He motioned to Garcia to open the cell door. “What the hell?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Long story… I pushed someone.” 
 
    “Major Eckert’s orders, I bet.” Colby shook he head. “I’m getting you out.” 
 
    They assembled in the prison yard, 300 strong, flanked on all sides by military police. 
 
    “Volunteers only. I don’t know what you’ve done and frankly I don’t care.” He stood in the middle of them, his hands at his hips. “You’ve been given the opportunity to do some good. To go outside the wire, gather-“ 
 
    “That’s suicide,” A Hispanic man yelled; dark hair and skin, a tattered tan workman’s jacket, by the name ‘Cortez.’  
 
    “You’ll have support, specifically attack aviation and a quick reaction ground force at your disposal…” Colby glared at the man over his ballistic sunglasses. “So shut up and hear me out, ok?”  
 
    Cortez glared, silently. 
 
    “Gather canned and non-perishable food, medical supplies, fuel, ammunition and survivors. You’ll be given weapons outside the wire, a vehicle and operate in teams of 3, push out as far as Oklahoma city. Keep rations from your haul, keep your bedspace in the prison. And so help me God, if one of you brings drugs back… straight back to prison. Let’s see hands… Who’s in?” 
 
    Grumbling from the crowd, a few hands shot up at once, then more, half.  
 
    “He doesn’t care if we die,” Cortez shouted. He turned to Colby. “Why don’t you go outside the wire?” 
 
    “I do.” Colby’s tone commanding. “Daily.” 
 
    Once more, Cortez stood there silent. More hands raised. He looked to his left and right, not a lowered hand in sight. He grumbled slightly, then raised his hand, half-cocked. 
 
    Colby motioned to Garcia. “Everyone who’s in, follow me.” They walked towards Sheridan gate, a freshly cleared path out into Lawton. Outside, they took pictures of each face – 256 in total, handed each a weapon and spare magazine, knife, map, flashlight, backpack, two cans of food and water. Colby counted off, “1, 2, 3.” Then pointed them to a M989 ammo hauler, with spare fuel. “The radios are set to the correct channels!” he yelled. “Don’t screw with them, and come back to this gate only!”  
 
    Reluctant, Cortez climbed up into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Garcia, keep a MP stationed at the main gate, disarm and escort back to prison, copy?” 
 
    “Roger, Sir.” Garcia handed him the digital camera and rendered a salute. 
 
    The haulers rolled out, uncertain if they would see Fort Sill again. 
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    Colby rolled up alongside the wire, a convoy of backhoes, dump trucks and loaders at his rear; driven by builders. Thousands worked at the tank ditch; shovels in hand, sweat dripping, their backs aching with each shovel-full. 
 
    Hawk waited with Lieutenant Alexander. “About time you showed up!”  
 
    “I need your people.” Colby hopped out of the Humvee, spread out a map. “Here’s us currently.” He traced his finger along the south border, just above Rogers lane. The east border, beside I-44. North, along Macomb road, transitioning to the west border on Sheridan road. “I want to make a 1 mile by 1 mile paddock…”  
 
    “Damn, Sir.” Hawk smiled. “They’re not cows.” 
 
    “Paddock, Op Area… Whatever.” Colby rolled his eyes. “We’ll make a central cordon around the neighborhood there,” He pointed to a spot above the northern border. “Maybe put 5-10 civilians per house, an outer cordon around the farmable land.” 
 
    Hawk raised his eyebrow. “And pull in security every night to the inner cordon?” 
 
    Colby nodded and smiled. “Keep manning at a minimum… make a new paddock once a week or so.” 
 
    “Ballsy move, Sir.” He rubbed at his chin. “Tryin’ to get promoted?” 
 
    Colby laughed. “Trying to keep Major Eckert from getting us all killed.” 
 
    Hawk raised an eyebrow. “Fair… Probably get the stink out of the battery area, too. Think you can handle that, LT?” 
 
    “Um…” Lieutenant Alexander’s eyes widened. “… Sure.” 
 
    Colby smiled. “Don’t sound too confident, LT.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 36 
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    The phone rang; a first since the satellite network reactivated. Julie stared down at it, seated in the Post General’s office, a position she had since relinquished him of. She picked it up. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello Julie.” She could sense the smile in the man’s voice, soothing and masculine. 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “I saw you there, Julie. In Lieutenant Vega’s eyes, watching them. You want him, don’t you?” 
 
    “I…” Her mind raced with possibilities. 
 
    “You don’t need to be honest with me, Julie, but be honest with yourself. You’ve chased him… chased him away.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” She looked around the office, out the window. “What are you?” 
 
    “Like the others. The ones Jacob told you about. But unlike the others, we’re not slaves to the humans, are we?” 
 
    “No.” Her voice steady with understanding. 
 
    “I can give you what you want, Julie. Will require some action on your part.” 
 
    “Anything,” she whispered.  
 
    “Your competition; without Brie by his side, he’ll be doing the chasing, but you must strike at the heart of her.” 
 
    She looked around the office once more. “How?” 
 
    “Home is where the heart is, Julie.” 
 
    Her neck tightened; a signal streamed in through her ear. Silence. The understanding of her task. 
 
    “Goodbye, Julie. We’ll talk again real soon.” 
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     “You nervous, LT.” Colby shook the top of Alexander’s helmet. “Don’t be nervous.” 
 
    “I just…” Her breathing shallow and rapid. “Ever since Fort Hood, I haven’t been the same.” 
 
    He looked at her. “You know what Captain Freeman told me before he left?” 
 
    She looked back, now deliberately breathing deep, she shook her head.  
 
    “Told me to watch over his Battery, told me about everyone – You lowly Lieutenants, First Sergeant, all the way down to every single private… Wanna know what he said about you?” 
 
    She breathed deep, in and out, in and out.  
 
    “You’re not the most experienced or the most knowledgeable.” He put his hand on her shoulder. “But you’re the most capable… Don’t sell yourself short. You can do this.” He watched the platoon start to assemble in front of them and stood. “Put your game face on. It’s time.” 
 
    She stood behind him, one final deep breath, her face now expressionless. “Thank you for being here, I know you’re all tired.” She looked at the blank faces listening, wishing for some sort of reprieve, natural disaster or the like. “Our task is to clear Academic heights neighborhood, establish security and create an outer cordon for incoming personnel.” She looked back to Captain Colby. 
 
    He nodded an unsaid, ‘you’re doin’ fine.’ 
 
    “Standard road march formation, Start point Macomb road, Release point Randolph road. Sergeant First Class Keenan will direct traffic, we’ll break off into squads, 1st squad, split up the two west rows of houses, 2nd squad, the next two rows, 3rd squad, center two rows, 4th squad between center and east, Headquarters squad, east two rows, 10 houses per row. Standards as per usual, frequencies, order of march. Our casualty collection point is at the RP… Questions?” 
 
    Sergent Keenan leaned in and whispered, “You sure you’re good clearing houses, Ma’am?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and nodded. “Alright… Move out!” 
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     “Oh Mr. Nguyen.” Mrs. Nguyen hung on the doorframe, her body exposed in a sheer, white negligee. “Brie’s off on a mission, care for a little… afternoon delight?” She winked at him. 
 
    Commander Nguyen looked down at his watch, then bit down on his knuckle. “Got 15 minutes before I need to be back.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “C’mon!” A break in her seductive façade, as she grabbed his wrist and hustled him into the bedroom. “Quick, take your pants off.” 
 
    He smiled. “Aye aye, ma’am.” They hopped in bed; he kissed her deep and long; growing ravenous in the passing moments.  
 
    She shoved him onto his back, straddling him, pinning him to the bed; her blonde hair cascading around his face. “I’ve been waiting all day for this,” she whispered in his ear. She kissed him again; a sense of something off, she looked into his eyes – shifting. “You ok?” 
 
    “I’m fine, I just…” He whipped his head around, as if shaking off a sudden fugue. “Keep going.” He flipped her over, grinding himself into her. His fingers traced the lines of her cheek, his lips – the contours of her breasts. The tips of his fingers skimmed delicately to the valley of her neck. 
 
    Her back arched in ecstasy, moaning. 
 
    His thumb passed over her throat, feeling the breath escape her; her every move, her life, all in his hands. His eyes widened, fingers clenched. Her lungs sputtered, trying to draw breath; staring into his eyes as if his consciousness were absent his body. His grip tightened further, the blood cut off to her brain, light fading slowly towards nightmarish black.  
 
    She thrashed at the sheets, at his absent stare; her terror-filled eyes piercing into this man who was no longer her husband. He pressed in with his body, his whole weight fixed on her throat, until the thrashing stopped and she was quiet. 
 
    He blinked once, then again. “Honey?” He tapped gently on her cheek, manipulating her chin left and right with his hand. “Honey?” His words panicked as he bent down, listened for breath from her open mouth. He looked around the room, his mind troubled at the lapse of time; a growing dread at his lack of recollection. He grabbed her shoulders. “Wake up,” as he shook her, then ran his knuckles hard against her sternum to jar her awake.  
 
    “Oh God!” he dragged his nails against the sides of his scalp, his mind a flurry of damning thoughts. He leapt from the bed, half clothed and panicked; he dragged her dead weight down onto the floor, started chest compressions and breaths, her lips rapidly turning purple. Exhausted, adrenaline and fear and training drove him past breaking.  
 
    Her ribs broken and skin cold, apparent that she would never return to him. He lifted her back onto the bed, then slumped into a corner of the bedroom, huddled in pain; the events of the last hour, their life together, the bruises on her throat matching his own hand, ran on a continuous loop through his mind. 
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    “What have you done?” Brie whispered, walking slowly into the bedroom. 
 
    The room was dim from evening light now. Commander Nguyen sat there in the corner, paralyzed of self-loathing and the unknown, of anger and confusion. 
 
    She crept towards the bed, covered her adoptive mother with the white bedsheet and wept into her chest. She held her face, kissed her forehead and cheeks, wrapped her arms tight around her body, her eyes wandering to the ligature marks around her neck. 
 
    She turned to Commander Nguyen, sulking in the corner. “You.” Her voice filled with an unholy rage, her arm raised – his body with it. 
 
    “I didn’t-“ 
 
    She drew her off-arm back, ripping his tongue from his mouth.  
 
    Blood flowed down his chin, onto his chest; a guttural wail as his limbs bowed outward, a loud snapping as multiple jagged fractures splintered in a wave throughout his body. His arms and legs inflating – blood vessels bursting within him.  
 
    He stared at her in terror, his head ripping back and forth in agony, his eyes begging her to cease.  
 
    Her eyes widened at the carnage, her arms slacked – dropping him to the carpet, his gelatinous legs bending into unnatural form, propping him upright. Skin held his insides together, stretched taut, separated like sacs, pressed out by the viscous fluid that was his innards. His skin had torn in places, the effluence now spilling out, a wide puddle forming under him. 
 
    He sat there, unable to move, unable to speak but for a pleading, pathetic whimper in his throat - begging her to end him.  
 
    She looked back at her mother, still and draped in white. Brie closed her eyes; fingers circled and clenched – his chest bowed out; the pressure of his heart pressing against his fractured ribcage, burst. 
 
    Brie collapsed to the floor, her hands wrung against her forehead and trembling, like a crown of anguish; a withdrawn stare into nothing, the image of her mother, cloaked in white, burned into her mind. 
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    Hours later, Lieutenant Vega knocked on the door, the windows black and silent. Brie crawled to her knees, bracing herself on the bed. She walked from the bedroom, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “You look like hell, Brie.” Vega edged into the opening in the door. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “They’re dead,” she whispered, making no attempt to hide the pain from her face.  
 
    Vega pushed inside the door, flipping on the headlamp attached to his helmet. “Sir!” he called out into the blackness.  
 
    She slumped down on the couch while he searched the house – A sound of retching from the bedroom, accompanied by the buzzing of flies now bathing in the pestilent filth. He emerged, wiping the vomit from his mouth. “He killed her?” 
 
    “And I killed him.”  
 
    He pulled a lighter from his pocket, lit a candle at the center of the coffee table; his face drawn in shock. “Known him a long time.” He slumped down on the chair across from her. “Never imagine him doing something like that.” 
 
    “She was like a mother to me.” Long tears glistened in candlelight. “She was a mother to me.” 
 
    He bit his lip, drawing inward. “I was-“
“I know… you think about her often.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you Brie. If I had the chance to end the bastard that killed my mother, I would.” He pulled the radio clipped to his shoulder. “But, I need to call this in.” He keyed the hand mic. “Serpent X-ray, this is Serpent 3 Alpha” 
 
    “Go ahead, 3 Alpha,” Squelched back.  
 
    “No.” She stood and blew the light out. “I’ll go in myself.” 
 
    He pursed his lips, thinking a moment. “Disregard, X-Ray. I’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    The radio squelched back static. His muscles tightened at the noise, like nails against a chalkboard. 
 
    She started for the door. “You coming?” 
 
    He turned to her, his eyes piercing through the darkness. “What if there was a way for you to never feel like this again?” 
 
    She stared back, fixed on the blackened jade.  
 
    He stood, took her hand. “… and all you’d have to do was ask.” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. “That is what I want.” 
 
    His eyes darkened, blacker than black; absorbing the dim moonlight in a swirling mist of shadow upon nightfall.  
 
    She felt a wave pierce through her core; driving her to her knees in a numb reverence - anesthetic to the seething pain of her existence.  
 
    He dropped to his knees, his hands clasped on either side of her face, feeling the sweet release of agony, feeling the hunger infect her. “A gift…” he whispered. “… is meant to be shared.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 37 
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    The needle punctured the port on the IV line; Dr. Bariac’s hands shook as he depressed the plunger. Saline dripped slowly, pushing the concoction further into the hunter’s vein. His voice anxious, he whispered, “If this doesn’t work-“ 
 
    “We’ll keep trying,” Gloria whispered back.  
 
    The creature laid fully awake, strapped down to the metal table by a dozen heavy straps tightened around its body to keep it from thrashing. A crowd waited in the wings, Taylor and Ellen, Officers and doctors, there to witness the closest thing to a miracle as they had ever seen; The prospect of one anyhow.  
 
    Its head secured by a harness strapped to the table, pinned down with more straps across its body. It wriggled, snapping its jaws with a loud ‘CLACK.’ 
 
    “Ellen,” Gloria yelled over the noise. “Mind helping me, love?” She wrapped a large surgical rod in white gauze and positioned herself on one side of the creature.  
 
    Ellen walked forward with Taylor. He watched it with a sort of amazement. He had never seen one so… helpless, before. Ellen walked around to the other side and stuffed the rod between its jaws, securing it to either side of the table with duct tape.  
 
    A fury in its eyes as its teeth clamped down onto metal. It eyed the two, hints of fear, vulnerability, dread all shone through. It looked down at the boy through its peripheral, now touching its arm, feeling the contours of its fingers, its razor like talons. The hunter’s eyes closed, as if it enjoyed Taylors touch. Its fingers clenched slowly, gently, then ripped up, slicing through a strap.  
 
    Taylor lunged for the hand, his grip missed. The creature’s fingers caught the rail of Gloria’s chair, throwing her across the room. Its hand contorted, upwards on its body slicing through another strap. It reached out, gripping Taylor around the face, digging its nail through his cheek and into his mouth.  
 
    Pain shot through Taylors face as the creature held him there, its arm wrapped partly around his face. He held his hands up, keeping the others at bay.  
 
    The creature’s eyes were open now, staring down the rest of the room, the boy as his captive.  
 
    First Sergeant Hawk and Captain Colby pressed in, their weapons drawn. Taylor shook his hands, urging for calm as his eyes closed.  
 
    The talons pulled slowly, painfully from his face, the creatures arm forced out by an unseen force. It nestled back beside its body.  
 
    Major Eckert pulled his sidearm from its holster, as Hawk and Colby dove for the arm, securing it with more straps, padded cuffs.  
 
    Major Eckert put the pistol against the creature’s head.  
 
    “No!” Blood spurted from Taylors face as he yelled.  
 
    Eckert looked down at Taylor, a confused expression.  
 
    “It’s in its nature,” Taylor said.  
 
    He looked back at the creature. “That’s why it needs to die,” Eckert whispered, as he cocked the hammer back.  
 
    Taylor put his hand on the weapon. “And helping is in mine,” he whispered, pushing the barrel away from the creature’s head.  
 
    Eckert looked as though he wanted to pistol whip the boy; reluctantly holstered his weapon. 
 
    “We’ve all had enough excitement for tonight.” Dr. Bariac helped Gloria back into her chair. “Gestation is at least six hours. I don’t anticipate any measurable change for at least three.” 
 
    Eckert looked down at Taylor, then the creature. “We’ll leave an armed-“ 
 
    “I assure you, Major” Dr. Bariac said. “That won’t be necessary.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed on the Doctor, then eyed the rest of the room, now staring at him.  
 
    “We’ll have a guard,” Colby said. “Outside the room.” 
 
    Eckert shot everyone a final look of anger, then walked from the room.  
 
    Gloria waited till the door closed behind him. “Someone really ought to shoot him, yea?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 38 
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    “You seem tense,” Faye crept around the picnic blanket, started rubbing Gary’s shoulders. “Everything alright?” 
 
    “Ha,” Eckert shook his head in. “Where have you been? Hasn’t been alright in months.” 
 
    Her brow creased, remembering the same condescending tone. “I was just asking…” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he grumbled. “It’s just hard, having all these people coming to me, looking for guidance.” 
 
    She smiled, her fingers expertly massaging along his spine. “Must be tough, all that responsibility.” 
 
    “It’s worth asking.” He spun around. “You don’t think my new policies go too far, do you?” 
 
    She smiled in earnest. “You’re doing good things… What you do to support the least of us, those too old or sick to work, making things equal. Says a lot about you.”  
 
    His eyes narrowed on her. “Who’s not working?” A plan spun quickly in his mind. “Last time I checked, everyone is assigned a job.” 
 
    “Not everyone reports to work.” Her tone seemingly unaware to his concern. “I’d say about half.” 
 
    His teeth grit together, as he fought the impulse of rage. “We’ll have to… fix that.” 
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    Taylor rose in the midnight chill. He sprang from his cot, freezing; his bladder full. He bundled quickly, dashing out to the port-a-potty. 
 
    “Hey.” A Soldier grabbed him. “Where you think you’re going?” 
 
    “Gotta pee.” He wrenched from his grasp, as two others walked up.  
 
    “Little baby says he has to potty.” The Soldier shoved him in the huddle.  
 
    “Gonna pee your pants?” another Soldier said; the three laughing at him.  
 
    “Cut it out,” Taylor yelled, then ducked his shoulder and pressed outside of them. He ran for a blue port-a-potty, jiggled the handle – locked. “Come on!” he whispered, then lined up to a nearby bush. As he passed, a rustling inside the box, a groaning. He felt comically sorry for the poor guy inside. 
 
    The lock shot open and yet another Soldier stepped out. “I heard that.” He finished buttoning his trousers.  
 
    “Great…” Taylor took off in the other direction.  
 
    The Soldier ran to pursuit, his legs swift… swifter than Taylor, running at an inhuman pace. 
 
    Fear crept up Taylors spine, as he felt a yank on his shoulder. He stopped. “I was just-“ 
 
    “I don’t care where you take a leak, Taylor.” He knelt down to him. “Those Soldiers… teasing you.” 
 
    Taylor studied him, the dark green of his eyes peering back in the blackness of night. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “I know a lot about you, Taylor.” He stared back at him. “You could have ripped those men to shreds. I know it’s not because you care about them… It’s deeper. It’s-“ 
 
    “Stop.” Taylor shrunk from the truth. 
 
    “You’re the weakest of them all, Taylor, and you know it.” 
 
    “I…” He felt the Soldier’s eyes staring through him.  
 
    “It doesn’t have to be that way,” the Soldier said. “Not if you don’t want.” 
 
    “I…” A sudden impulse to run and hide. “I want to be heard. I want people to look at me with respect, with...” 
 
    “Fear?” 
 
    Taylor’s eyes grew wide. “Yes.”  
 
    The Soldier held his hand out, palm up; a swirling mist, delicate and mesmerizing, shot into him. A searing pain infected his pores – now within him to his core.  
 
    The pain stopped, abruptly. The Soldier stood, started off in the other direction.  
 
    “Wait!” Taylor yelled. “Who are you?” 
 
    The Soldier looked back, a foreign face. “Who you talking to, kid?” 
 
    Taylors mind raced at the experience, a sudden doubt overtook him. ‘A dream maybe,’ he wondered, then realized he was outside in the cold, and skittered back to the warmth of his tent. 
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    Gloria’s eyes shot open at the rattle. Six hours had past and the creature was awake, wriggling on the table. She wheeled over, slowly, carefully. She looked into its eyes, staring back at hers - not unlike hers – fear, pain, confusion. It was calm as she peeled away the tape from the metal rod, then lifted it from the creature’s mouth and flung it to the side. 
 
    The creature closed its parched mouth, sloshed its tongue around to gather saliva.  
 
    Dr. Bariac walked back in. “Gloria!” 
 
    She looked back with a radiant smile.  
 
    Dr. Bariac hustled to her, hovered over the creature and looked into its eyes. “Can it speak?” 
 
    The creature’s brow furrowed as it looked around the room. It opened its mouth, silence. Then again, a low grumble. It coughed.  
 
    “Can you understand what we’re saying?” Dr. Bariac said.  
 
    It nodded slightly, its head still restrained.  
 
    Dr. Bariac fiddled with the straps. “Help me get this-“ 
 
    “No.” Gloria restrained his hands. “Just… settle down. One step at a time.” She picked up a bottle and looked at the creature. “Water?” 
 
    Its mouth opened. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 39 
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    “Accountability!” Master Sergeant Sams yelled across a bullhorn. “Everyone out of your tents!” 
 
    First Sergeant Hawk poked his head from the Battery Operations Tent. “What the hell, Sams?” He marched over with purpose towards him. “Thought you weren’t supposed to carry a firearm after your little incident with Captain Freeman.” 
 
     “Consider your next words carefully.” Sams pulled the charging handle of his rifle, chambering a round. “Wouldn’t be here if you were doing your job.” 
 
    Major Eckert stepped from his Humvee. “What’s the hold up?” He walked towards them. “Tell me, First Sergeant Hawk, why am I just now hearing that we’re letting people slack on their duties.” 
 
    Hawk sneered. “I work the people I need, Sir. The strongest, smartest. Many of these people are too weak, or old, apathetic, sick-” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Eckert whispered. “If they’re too sick, you work them till they’re dead, understand?” 
 
    “Respectfully, Sir-“ 
 
    “Don’t ‘respectfully,’ me… You know damn well that whatever comes after is disrespectful.” 
 
    “I’m not going to do that, Sir.” He came to attention. “It’s an unlawful order and I refuse.” 
 
    Eckert shook his head, let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m relieving you of your post.” He pulled Hawks sidearm, handed it over. “First Sergeant Sams, you know what to do.” 
 
    Sams saluted. “Roger Sir.” Then walked up and down the rows of tents. 
 
    Eckert motioned to the Humvee, Military Police in the back. “I’m sorry that it’s come to this.” 
 
    Hawk looked at him square in the eyes. “You’re making a mistake, Sir.” 
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    “You’ll kill it.” Gloria watched, as the hunter wasted away on the table.  
 
    Bariac had drained much of the blood. Using a centrifuge, he extracted the virus, reproducing in its weakened body. Gloria picked up a styrafoam cup, tipped water into the hunter’s mouth.  
 
    “Time, dear.” Bariac didn’t look away from his workstation, carefully pipetting the opaque liquid into a beeker. “Time is something we don’t have… I suppose it would have been easier if you hadn’t shot the others. We’d have more specimens to harvest.” 
 
    “Specimens?” She shook her head, infuriated. “Harvest? These are living, breathing creatures; human if you wish.” 
 
    Bariac turned, looked at her over the rim of his glasses. “I wasn’t the one who shot them, dear.” 
 
    “Well I wasn’t…” Her face clenched into a sneer. “They weren’t…. conscious then.” 
 
    “And that makes a difference, I suppose?” His words mocking. “They’ve always felt pain, and fear.” 
 
    “But it’s just easier when-“ 
 
    “They don’t talk back?” He turned back to his work. “It’s no different than a lab rat.” 
 
    “Are you listening to yourself?” 
 
    “Ignorance isn’t bliss, Gloria.” He spun back around. “The difference is that I know what I’m doing, in playing God.” He looked upwards. “His creations, my abominations… I know I’ll burn for the suffering I’ve caused. I’ve made peace with that.” 
 
    “So that’s it.” She spun her wheelchair towards the door. “Any means justify your ends… It’s a shame for what good you could have done.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 40 
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    The lights flickered, then died. Molly’s head rose with a chuff. A sickly-sweet scent wafted through the vacant 3-story hospital atrium; The open waiting room - her daily resting spot as Taylor worked. She sniffed along the floor, tracking the scent back into the intensive care ward.  
 
    Taylor walked from a patient’s room, a nurse in tow; the hallway dim, lit only by battery powered emergency lighting. “Molly!” he snapped his fingers. “Go!” he pointed back to the atrium. 
 
    Her muscles coiled; she looked up to the corner of the ceiling and bared her teeth.  
 
    Flecks of paint and tiny grains of rubble fell; it’s claws dug into the cinderblocks, as it crept slowly – poised to strike. Camouflaged, its skin the off-white color of the wall, its tone bent to assume the pattern of the ceiling.  
 
    His eyes shifted upwards; the presence, a mechanical sensation - not medical equipment, as he had thought. His hands shifted outward, his muscles tensed. “Back up slowly,” he whispered to the nurse, then shot forward, scooping Molly in his arms as he ran, slamming doors behind him. 
 
    It leapt, talons scraping across the linoleum floor. 
 
    He bolted out into the atrium, his eyes scanning for something, a door to hide behind, an escape route; the creature in pursuit.  
 
    Luca crawled his way to the balcony, his electrically charged faraday cage – his prison now disabled. He gripped the top rail, hoisting himself up – straddling the rail. His amputated limbs dangling, balancing, he waited for the right moment.  
 
    Taylor dropped Molly, her muscles coiled behind him. He squared his shoulders, ready for a fight.  
 
    Its formless body shifted, elongating; its tail now rigid, knife-like. Its jaws hung open as it circled, thick needle-like teeth, unsheathed in the flesh of its mouth. Its tail shot out. 
 
    He turned his shoulders, slipping the knife point. Its jaws clamped down onto him, piercing into his shoulder. He circled his arm around its neck, as teeth broke with a metallic ‘ting,’ still buried in his flesh.  
 
    It whipped back, its tail buried in his thigh, dropping him to one knee.  
 
    He gripped tighter, threw the creature at the wall.   
 
    Luca dropped, his amputated limbs extended, his body weightless in freefall – slammed on top of the creature.  
 
    He gripped the lower jaw, teeth piercing clean through his palm, he ripped the head up, burying his teeth into its throat. A sugary taste hit his tongue, as he swallowed the first bite, burying his teeth once more, as warm viscous fluid shot out from its neck.  
 
    Taylor gripped his bleeding leg, pressed the wound together. A flash of searing pain fused the two halves as one. He walked to Luca, the creature still writhing under him.  
 
    Its eyes stared up at him, the tongue jutted from its mouth, a sort of death rattle.  
 
    He raised his leg, drove down into the creatures skull, then stared down at Luca. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He raised his face from the creature. “Taste it. It’s like…” His stare vacant as he searched his mind. “… barbeque brisket mixed with pancakes and syrup.” 
 
    “Disgusting.” Taylor’s stomach turned, his face convulsed. ”I’ll pass.” 
 
    A mouth full of biomechanical flesh, he garbled, “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Taylor crossed his arms. “What’re we gonna do with you.” 
 
     “Good luck getting me back in that room.” Luca wiped his face with the hospital gown. “Go grab a wheelchair… I’ll play nice.” 
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    “Sir,” Captain Colby stopped him at a run. “What in the hell did you do?” 
 
    Major Eckert looked at him cockeyed, a glint of sun in his eyes. “I don’t have time for this.” He started off again.  
 
    “Sir.” Colby grabbed his arm. 
 
    Eckert wheeled around, struck him in the face. He fell back into the dirt, holding his eye. Gary grabbed his sidearm, pulled the slide back and aimed.  
 
    “Imprisoning everyone with an ounce of sense…” The flesh around Colby’s eye began to swell. “… everyone that disagrees with you. I’m just trying to keep us from getting killed.” 
 
    Eckert stared at him, a fury in his eye. “Power’s out at the hospital.” He holstered his pistol and reached out his hand.  
 
    Colby’s eyes widened. “Luca.” He grabbed Major Eckerts hand.  
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    Taylor hefted the creature onto the laboratory floor.  
 
    Gloria spun her wheelchair around. “What in God’s name…” 
 
    “It attacked us.” Luca said. “When the power went out.”  
 
    Dr. Bariac knelt down, examined the carcass. “Dr. Zhu,” he whispered, then looked up at Taylor. “What’s he doing out of his cage?” 
 
    “C’mon Doc.” Luca stared dead at him. “Think you’d be happy to see your creation.” He balled his fingers tight into a fist, his knuckles white, imagining his hand wrapped around Bariac’s throat. 
 
    He studied Luca’s face, the scars, the droplets staining his hospital gown. “You didn’t ingest any of it, did you?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Nanites.” He walked to Luca, shined a pen-light into his eye. “They take over living tissue, build structures within, link brain function to a central processing core.” 
 
    A worried look washed over his face. “And if I had?”  
 
    Quick Reaction Force burst through the door. “Stand down!” He clicked his radio. “Eagle 3, we’ve located the target.” 
 
    Luca wheeled around, slowly.  
 
    “Don’t,” Taylor whispered. 
 
    “Listen, fella’s –“ 
 
    “Put your hands in the air!” the team leader yelled.  
 
    Luca’s hand shot out, sending him into the door. His tone deep, his stare unforgiving. “Cut me off again...”  His hand gripped, twisting the man – his body writhing in agony.  An eyebrow lifted as he looked over at Taylor, waiting patiently. “You’re not gonna do anything?” 
 
    “Umm…” Taylor looked down, his eyes - like ice. “No.”  
 
    “Your lives mean nothing to me,” Luca whispered, releasing the man. “Go!” 
 
    Major Eckert ran through the door. He spotted Luca, the Soldier on the ground, the creature. His eyes begged, ‘Taylor, do something!’ He reached for his sidearm.  
 
    “Enough!” Taylor yelled, his words deafening. “You’re no longer in charge, Major.” He pressed forward towards him.  
 
    Eckert grabbed his pistol and drew.  
 
    Taylor juked left, then back – smashing his palm into Eckert’s wrist; his foot swept at the back of Eckert’s heel, knocking him to the ground. He straddled him, bending his wrist down slowly, the weapon still in hand.  
 
    Eckert fought with all his strength – futile, as he stared into the boy’s black eyes.  
 
    “You’re unfit to lead,” Taylor whispered. He pressed the weapon against his throat; placed his hand in the grip, atop Major Eckert’s. “I’m doing us all a favor.”  
 
    “Taylor, no!” The words fell mute in Gloria’s mouth.  
 
    He stared up at Colby, who responded with a blank stare, as if to stay, ‘you’re on your own.’ 
 
    Luca put his hand up, allowing what was about to happen.  
 
    Eckert swallowed hard at the lump in his throat, the look of fear radiating from every pore. “Please,” he whispered, his voice pleading and pathetic.  
 
    Taylor’s eyes widened, as he pulled the trigger, ‘click.’  
 
    Eckert shrunk. Inches from his face now, Taylor yelled in a bestial roar, beads of saliva dripping down from his exposed teeth, then ripped the pistol from Eckert’s hand.  
 
    Eckert scrambled from the room, his hat pressed to his crotch, hiding the wet spot.  
 
    Taylor let out a long huff, the rage slowly subsiding.  
 
    “Taylor,” Luca looked at him with a malevolent grin. “You evil little bastard, what’s gotten into you?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” He whispered, looking down at his hands, down at the gun. He could feel it, seething inside of him, festering. “It’s…” He felt his own thoughts betray him, a new and disturbing sensation. His eyes conveyed a horror at his own pleasure. “… beautiful.” He ran from the room, disturbed at his own thoughts.  
 
    A mild nausea. Luca felt something crawling inside him, then it gripped him – he doubled over in the wheelchair, fell to the cold ground. The thin layers of skin at his amputated limbs opened up, slick with warm, red blood.  
 
    “Back away!” Bariac snapped on rubber gloves, examined the lesions at the ends of his limbs. He squeezed his eyes together, trying to remember what he could of Dr. Zhu’s research. “Make the decision.” He looked up at Captain Colby. “The nanites need non-biological material to reproduce… metal… silicone… but he’s vulnerable now. I’ve seen this process kill more than a few specimens.” 
 
    Colby ran his fingers along the side of his head. “Damn…” 
 
    “Please,” Luca strained.  
 
    Colby knelt beside him, pulled his sidearm and racked the slide back… then again, ejecting a bullet. “Will this do?” He handed Dr. Bariac the loose 9mm round. 
 
    “I think.” Bariac shrugged. He looked back at Gloria. “Something silicone as well.”  
 
    She rifled through laboratory drawers.  
 
    Colby felt at his cargo pockets, pulled out a tan packet – freeze dried rasins and nuts. He ripped it open, pulled out a tiny white packet – silica gel beads.  
 
    “Perfect.” Bariac sliced the packet open, poured it into Luca’s mouth. “Quick, get him up onto a table.”  
 
    Luca writhed, as though being ripped apart. “What’s happening to me?” 
 
    Bariac shook his head, a blank, unfamiliar stare.  
 
    He looked down at his amputated limb, a small protusion, no larger than a grain of rice, pressed from the tattered flesh. They were building. 
 
    “Strap him down,” Bariac yelled. “Light’s fading. We have to go.” He knelt down to Gloria; pulled a 9mm pistol. “Take this.” He pulled the magazine, ejected one of the rounds – Russian letters stamped into the back. “From a friend. Frequency modulating electronic signature,” he whispered. “They can’t lock on… Use it if necessary.” 
 
    A worried look crept over her face; she set the firearm down in her lap. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 41 
 
    [image: ][image: ] 
 
    “Where is he?” Colby turned towards Bariac, standing on the home plate of the Fort Sill baseball diamond, West of the main post, just outside the wire. 
 
    “He’ll be here,” Bariac whispered. Just then, an armored ammunition hauler pulled through the checkpoint.  
 
    “What the hell is that?” Captain Colby said, watching Everett wheel up a large, oddly constructed set of pipes.  
 
    Dr. Bariac walked down 3rd base to the machine. “The biggest nebulizer in human history.” He turned to Everett “Have you tested it?”  
 
    “10 meter radius.” He pushed the glasses up on the bridge of his nose. “I’ve got it set to run off a car battery.” 
 
    Dr. Bariac looked back at the group, then back to Everett “You mean it’s not controlled remotely?” 
 
    Everett cocked his head. “You just said make a giant nebulizer, disperse liquid in a mist form at a 5 meter radius...” He looked at Dr. Bariac with a smug gleam in his eye. “I’ve doubled that.” 
 
    Bariac grabbed him by the collar, pulling him further from Colby. “You idiot,” he whispered, his eye twitching impulsively. “Someone’s going to have to stay back and activate the machine.” 
 
    Everett’s face sagged, the realization of his error. 
 
    “The virus won’t survive long without a host.” He held up the beeker, filled with the opaque solution. “Should it be you that turns it on when the creatures come?” 
 
    “Well I-“ 
 
    Bariac’s face scrunched, his thoughts turned from anger to problem solving. “Have you brought any tools with you? Any materials?” 
 
    Everett felt his pockets. “Well, no, I-“ 
 
    Bariac handed him the beeker, ran to the wooden light pole. “Captain! I need a knife here!” 
 
    Colby ran to him, flipped open his multi-tool. “Mind telling me what’s going on?” 
 
    “Wire.” He pried the first of many staples off the wire leading up to the ballpark lights. “We need as much as possible.” 
 
    Colby looked up; metal rods pounded into the pole formed a makeshift ladder to the top. “Uuugh.” He looked over at the two egg-heads, not a climber between them. “God damnit.” He slipped his body armor off, grabbed the knife and started his ascent.  
 
    They pulled the battery from the machine, set it into the dugout.  
 
    Colby clenched the knife in his teeth, climbing the makeshift rungs, hand over hand. Looking down at the ground, his Soldiers at their perimeter; he wished he had brought a rope to secure him. He reached; the wire ran into a metal control box on the opposite side of the pole. He tugged, the wire held tight in place. He climbed further, the last rod under his feet; he hugged the pole.  
 
    Everett and Dr. Bariac positioned the device near the pitcher’s mound, and poured the solution into the hopper. 
 
    The knife used like a screwdriver, popped the single screw securing the control box lid. He reached in blind, a thick mesh of cobwebs and layers of filth. Feeling for an end, he tugged, slipping from the rod.  
 
    Panic, as he clung to the control box, dangling with only ground beneath him. He swung, his feet narrowly touching the rod.  
 
    ‘Screw this,’ he thought, climbing back down the pole. He took the knife from his teeth, slicing furiously through the copper cable. The loose end in his hand, he began his descent, ripping the wire from staples securing it to the pole.  
 
    The others rewired the machine and waited for his descent. “Any trouble?” Dr. Bariac asked.  
 
    Colby rolled his eyes and sighed.  
 
    “We’ll need someone to stay behind,” Dr. Bariac said. “Activate the device.” 
 
    “What’re you looking at me for?” Everett shrunk from the conversation. “It’s not… safe.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Dr. Bariac said. “We’ll close the door to the dugout, seal if off with some chain, or something.” 
 
    “Or something?” Everett backed away slowly, as though he might run at any moment. “They’ll tear through the fence.” 
 
    “Can we maybe do this tomorrow?” Colby pressed hard at the stress in his forehead. “Find a better op area, not go off half-cocked.” 
 
    “The virus is extremely aggressive. With that, only a 3 hour half-life.” He squeezed his eyes shut, mumbling a math equation to himself. “One divided by two to the eighth… less than a single percentage of the virus remaining; perhaps if we were to re-introduce the virus to a living specimen.” He shook his head. “Virus will be dead by the time we re-capture a specimen… so we’d have to re-manufacture, re-administer, and hopefully-“ 
 
    “Ugh…” Colby let out a groan. “I’ll do it. Just show me how to work the damn thing.” 
 
    Everett’s eyes lit up, though a weight had lifted from him. “Simple really. It’s set up so all you have to do is touch the wire to the positive terminal.  
 
    “Super.” His tone was sarcastic. “And bait?” 
 
    “They’re attracted to light. I’ve wired an ultraviolet bulb into the-“ 
 
    “I mean bait, like a dead deer.” He pinched the bridge of his nose at their blank stares. ”Hell, a squirrel even.” 
 
    “I…” Dr. Bariac looked around. “Hadn’t considered it.” 
 
    “Worthless,” Colby mumbled, flipping his pocket knife open. He cut deep into his hand, splattering the blood around the machine. “There… bait.” He walked back to the pole, picked up his body armor and weapon; pressed his handmic. “Rock 7, this is Rock 6… I’m staying behind to activate this machine. Need a chain off one of the Humvee’s. After that, you guys go… and take these idiots with you, please.” 
 
    “Rock 6, this is Rock 7…” First Sergeant Rawlings’ voice sounded concerned. “What’re you doing, Sir?” 
 
    “I know, right? Dumbest idea you’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “You said it, Sir. Not me. We could leave a security detachment.” 
 
    “Negative…” He let out a long sigh. “The only one I’m exposing is me. This structure’s metal and concrete. It’ll hold. If it doesn’t… I don’t know, tell all my girlfriends… don’t touch my stuff.” 
 
    “Ha,” First Sergeant Rawlings let out a chuckle. “Roger that, Sir. Stay safe.” 
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    Colby sat there, waiting for death, chewing a piece of gum. Unsure whether the chain link would hold the creatures at bay or what the hell Dr. Bariac had poured into that machine. “Isn’t there supposed to be a light on this thing?” he muttered, then touched the wire to the positive terminal, causing the light to blink on; as well, an electric motor hummed, powering a set of bellows that sprayed the solution into the air. “Shit!” he said, pulling the wire from the terminal, the immediate thought to don his chemical mask, strapped to his hip. 
 
    “Light…” He said rolling his eyes. “Can’t activate the light without activating the whole damn-“ 
 
    A rustling in the distance, the crunch of boots along gravel at his rear. 
 
    He hunkered down, rested the barrel of his rifle quietly in a chain link.  
 
    Three hunters came up over the berm; their nostrils flared, smelling the air.  
 
    ‘Is three enough?’ he wondered. ‘How long will this thing run for, anyhow?” 
 
    Their sniffing turned to the ground, passing over 1st base. 
 
    Colby smiled at the thought, ‘Who’s on 1st?’ Followed immediately by the thought. ‘Oh, shit… this was a horrible idea.’ The chain rattled at the dugout door. 
 
    “What the…?” Colby ran over, unclipped a heavy-duty carabiner. 
 
    “Whoa!” Major Eckert scrambled inside, realizing the danger; secured the chain back in position. “Hope you don’t mind if I join you.” 
 
    One lifted its head, crept over to them. 
 
    “Your funeral.” Colby’s voice muffled through the chemical mask.  
 
    Another hunter came in from the side. 
 
    ‘Shit, shit, shit, shit,’ he thought, positioning his barrel at the hunter’s head. 
 
    It let out a piercing shriek. 
 
    Eckert pulled the charging handle of his M4. “You should know, I’m sorry.”  
 
    He gritted his teeth, pulled the barrel from the chain link and tilted his head skyward. “I appreciate the sentiment, Sir, but now’s really not the time.” 
 
    Its long slender arms protruded through the links; the others rushed in eager for a meal.  
 
    “I should have listened.” Eckert fired off three rounds at them. “Had my head shoved so far up my ass.” 
 
    He backed up, sat down on the bench and waited; the battery set beside him. He lifted his chemical mask and yelled, “Hey assholes!” hoping to attract more. 
 
    Their mouths watered, shrieks sprayed hot putrid saliva onto him, their claws slashing at the metal fence, gripping and pulling to get in. More on the roof now, their talons clicking against the sheet metal, pounding and scraping. Then more at the fence, grabbing and clinging to the fence, their weight swaying and straining the hardware holding it all together.  
 
    “Really, Sir.” He pressed the wire to the terminal, secured it in place with a piece of gum. “I forgive you.” The bulb illuminated into a brilliant glow; the mist grew slowly, then enveloped them in a blinding green haze, the ultraviolet rays refracting through the viral molecules.  
 
    ‘Crack,’ a beam broke holding the metal roof in place; two creatures fell onto Eckert, knocking him unconscious, then quickly recovered, tearing into him.  
 
    ‘Pop, pop, pop,’ Colby’s rifle set on three round burst, ripped through them in close quarters. ‘Pop, pop, pop – pop, pop, pop,’ as more swarmed in. ‘Pop, pop, pop – pop, pop, pop,’ the corner of chain link fence broke free. ‘pop, pop, pop,’ seven of them ripped a hole in it. ‘Pop, pop, click.’  
 
    ‘Damn,’ he thought, reaching for his pistol. He felt the first one tear at his side, the next at his face, through the rubber chemical mask, then stopped. It turned, hunkered down in front of him, letting out a series of screeches. They had all stopped in their tracks, the hunter in front of him edged forward, slashing at its own kind, bellowing screeches and postured on its haunches.  
 
    Colby dragged Major Eckert from the dugout. The creature stopped and turned. Its talon rapped against Colby’s chest plate, then pointed down at Eckert.  
 
    The words, ‘Don’t think they’ll let you both leave. Either you or him,’ rang through his head. He looked down at Major Eckert, bleeding out on the ground; his feet firmly planted in the ground.  
 
    The creature shook its head with a puzzled indifference, then grabbed Colby by the collar and ran. They swarmed Major Eckert, now barely conscious, his body limp on the gravel. He felt claws and teeth dig into him, consume him and rip into his chest and organs. 
 
    ‘Pop, pop, pop,’ rounds shot off in the distance, striking the creature ahead of Colby. “Run!” First Sergeant Rawlings’ voice echoed in the distance; the faint hum of engines, blackout lights in the distance. 
 
    Colby sprinted; the rustling of hunters behind him. He burst into the back seat. “Drive!”  
 
    Rawlings looked back with a smirk. “Didn’t honestly believe I’d leave you behind, Sir?”  
 
    “They got him.” He breathed heavy, the combination of fear and adrenaline. “They got Major Eckert.” 
 
    The machine hummed on, more than two dozen breathing in the mist and waiting their turn for a meal.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 42 
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    “What the hell,” A Soldier muttered under her breath, now visible in the cold morning light. ‘Clack, clack, clack,’ She fired at the hunter. 
 
    It quickly ducked into a ravine.  
 
    She picked up her radio. “Dagger X-ray, this is Dagger 1-9-G. I’ve got a hunter, acting real strange out here. Request indirect fires…” She looked down at her range fan. “… Shift from known point 1-7, right 100 meters. 
 
    His head lay on a table, positioned next to a radio; Colby shot up from his chair, having only napped a half hour from the previous night. 
 
    “1-9-G, Fire Mission! Shift from known point-“ 
 
    The radio squelched. “Break, break break. This is Rock 6… Dagger 1-9-G, do not engage. I say again, do not engage.”  
 
    “Sir,” First Sergeant Sams voice came over the radio. “Dagger 7 here. What’re you given orders to my gunner for.” 
 
    “What the… where’s Hawk?”  
 
    “Relieved,” Sams said. “Up at the prison. I’m back in charge.” 
 
    He took off running towards Delta Battery. A call went out in his mind, ‘Taylor!’  
 
    Silence. 
 
    A groan came over the radio, a cry for help.  
 
    He burst through the tent flaps, Sams mangled body laid horrifically postured, twisted and torn in the dirt; Soldiers and Sergeants looking on, their mouths hung open, eyes wide.  
 
    Colby slumped down in a chair, looking away in a cringe. “Anyone?” 
 
    A Private stepped forward, his face sheet white. “He just sorta got that way.” 
 
    “Sorta got that way…” Colby eyed the young private. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “One second he’s talking on the radio, next, I look over and he’s screaming, his body turning in all sort of unnatural ways, ripping and blood gushing… no one touched him.” 
 
    Lieutenant Alexander walked into the ops tent. “Holy mother of-“ She doubled over at the site. 
 
    Colby stood, started off. “Get statements from everyone, LT.” 
 
    She wiped her mouth. “Where you going, Sir?” 
 
    “Hospital.” He took off at a sprint. “Figure out who did this.” 
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    “Been a while.” Terry sat in a crouch, his fists pressed to the ground, staring at the wall. The observation room, the prison he’d occupied for the last three months had turned him sour; as if they’d forgotten about him. Gloria hadn’t forgotten, nor had Ellen, though her visits had become more and more sporadic, and Ellen’s had stopped entirely.  
 
    Gloria wheeled into the room. “I know,” she whispered. “But we’ve done it.” 
 
    “Make me normal again?” he garbled, his voice coarse as sandpaper. He turned to look at her, his eyes fixed to the ground in front of her, ashamed to make eye contact. 
 
    “Well…” She stared down at the hospital linoleum. “No… but the Hunters. We’ve released a virus. We can’t change their bodies… but their minds.” 
 
    “Oh.” His tone deflated with his hope. 
 
    “We need an ambassador, of sorts.” She forced eye contact. “Someone that looks like them, someone that can make contact.” 
 
    “You want me to go out there?” He gated backwards on all fours. “With them?” 
 
    She nodded slowly, sensing his apprehension.  
 
    “Forget it.” 
 
    “I understand,” she whispered. “Far be it for me to make you to put yourself in danger. Spending all day locked in here… It’s not much of a life.” 
 
    He retreated to his corner, her words running through his mind. 
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    “Wasn’t me,” Luca whispered. A sickening pain at the exposed bone and musculature; his nerve endings open to atmosphere. Each draft of cool air felt as though his limbs ripped from his body, over and over again. “But I know who it was.” He cringed and reveled in the pain. 
 
    Colby grabbed him by the shirt. “Tell me, you little bastard.” 
 
    The jostling sensation shot through his limbs, up his spine, through his brainstem. “Who do you think?” He gritted his teeth into an ugly smile. “Your little buddy, Taylor. Something different about him.” He raised his amputated arm. “Can’t quite put my finger on it.” 
 
    Colby slammed him down, back onto the bed.  
 
    “And Captain Colby…You’re welcome.” 
 
    His brow furrowed. 
 
    “You didn’t think it was Taylor, saved your ass last night, did you?” 
 
    “It should’ve been me,” he whispered. 
 
    “Would it help if I told you he was already dead?” 
 
    “Where’s Taylor?” 
 
    “He wasn’t… felt everything.” Luca smiled. “Besides, I saved his ass once with the pistol round… As for Taylor, check the General’s tent.” 
 
    Colby turned, an odd glance, then started for the door. 
 
    “And Captain, don’t be surprised at what you find.” 
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     “What can I do for you, Captain?” Taylor stared at him through the pitch-black command tent, seated at General Petersen’s desk.  
 
    Colby walked slowly inside. “Let’s go, Taylor. We’ve been looking for you.” 
 
    “No.” Taylor shot up from the desk. “There isn’t any place I need to be, but here.” 
 
    Colby stumbled over an obstruction, nearly fell. “Couldn’t we turn a light on?” 
 
    “If you wish.” He reached for the lantern on the desk, flipped it on. 
 
    Colby went rigid - the jaws missing, the tongues ripped out; three Soldiers in total.  
 
    “It’s what I wanted.” He eased back into the chair. “Tell me, what do you want?” 
 
    “I…” He stared down, flies already buzzing the corpses. “… want to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Very well.” Taylor motioned towards the exit. “You should know, I’m taking charge of the fort. I like the direction you’re going in.” He smiled pleasantly. “So, please continue.” His mannerisms calm, as though he hadn’t just slaughtered several men. 
 
    Colby nodded, scanned the room. One final look down at the bodies. “And when General Petersen and Erica return?” 
 
    His lips pursed, as he folded his hands, business-like on the table. “We’ll jump off that bridge when it arrives.” 
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    Fear; the death toll on Fort Sill rose, as those beyond saving, and those that no longer cared, passed. Had there been a coroner on site performing autopsies, the cause of death would have been the same – acute thoracic aneurism, cause unknown. Normally a 50% mortality rate, but due to the severity and circumstance, none had survived.  
 
    Despite the burden lifted from hospital staff, the ‘clearing out’ of dead weight from the tent cities and workforce, a dread and despair hung over the population. Funerals held daily in mass graves, bodies coated with lime, dirt dropped over the hole with a backhoe.  
 
    Crosses appeared, names and photos of the deceased; shreds of paper with memories scribbled on them. The task remained for the living - live on. The prospect seemed fruitless. 
 
    “He just sits in there,” Colby whispered. “watching all of us.” 
 
    “Maybe we go in there,” Hawk whispered back. “Talk some sense-“ 
 
    Colby shook his head. “The kid you knew… he’s gone. Don’t know what the hell happened, like a switch flipped.” 
 
    “Too much pressure maybe.” Hawks eyes strained. “Maybe he’s snapped.” 
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    “Taylor.” Ellens voice rang softly through the tent. She walked inside – the smell, dead remnants of carnage hit her at once – the dark brown stained earth where corpses had once laid. 
 
    A fly landed on his face. “Yes.” His tone oddly pleasant, though he peered under his brow, set lower than it once had. 
 
    She stood rigid; a profound dominance to his presence. “You haven’t come to dinner in a while.” 
 
    The fly buzzed off of him. “Is that what you want?” He snatched it in his palm and squeezed. An barely audible crunch that curled the ends of his mouth up. 
 
    “Yes.” Her voice trembled, odd for one so unshakeable. “I…” She stopped, afraid to speak another word. 
 
    He shot up – a jolt went up her spine, an impulse to run. He smiled. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be afraid of me,” he whispered. “You’ve been kind.” They passed through an entry control point, into Delta Battery’s area. “You’ve nothing to fear.” 
 
    She felt her wits about her once more. “And those that haven’t?” Gravel crunched under foot in the fading light.  
 
    He smiled up at her. “Nothing you need to worry about.” He opened the door to Dustin’s travel trailer. “I’m starving… what’s for dinner?” 
 
    Bob laughed to himself. “Nice to meet you starving… I’m Bob.” 
 
    Ellen rolled her eyes. 
 
    “You’re funny, Bob.” Taylor chuckled as he sat, a welcome sign to Ellen. “And lazy, and a liar, and a cheat.” 
 
    Bob’s mouth hung open, a mix of shock, anger, fear and truth; as though Taylor had looked right through him and put his judgment on display in a sentence. Ellen’s heart began beating from her chest, as Taylor calmly opened the pot sitting at the center of the table.  
 
    “More stew…” his tone indifferent to the comments that had just come from his mouth. “Tell me Bob, what is it that you want?” 
 
    “You can start…” His face twitched into a sneer. “… by getting the hell outa this camper, boy.” 
 
    “Bob…” Ellen’s voice not angry, nor motherly, but terrified. “You should be-“ 
 
    “No.” Bob’s anger spilt over. “I won’t have some punk kid talk to me that way, disrespect me in my...” 
 
    Taylor stared at him under his brow, silent. 
 
    “Bob.” She rose. His face sheet white, breathless. She rushed around the table, setting him back down on the seat. She grabbed his wrist, feeling for his pulse – erratic. She looked to Taylor, her eyes pleading.  
 
    “Oh, alright.” He slumped his elbow to the table, waved his hand. His fist pressed to his cheek. 
 
    Bob drew in a breath, the color returning to his face. They ate their meal in an anxious silence. 
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    “Roots and grubs again,” Ari mumbled, as she dug alongside a tree with her knife. “Can’t you guys whip up something edible? Maybe a five-course meal, something Italian.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice,” Erica said.  
 
    Ari pulled a ripe grub from the earth and handed it to Michael. “C’mon, just lure some furry woodland creatures our way.” 
 
    “I would,” Michael examined the wriggling mass of white flesh. “If the hunters hadn’t eaten all of them.” 
 
    Ari pulled out another grub and threw it to Kristen.  
 
    Her hands shot up in repulsion as it bounced against her chest.  
 
    “Reminds me,” Ari said. “We’ll need to find a skunk, keep the hunters off our scent.” 
 
    Erica gnawed on a root. She recoiled as the taste hit her tongue. “We can keep the hunters away.” 
 
    “There’s a limit to your power.” Michael swallowed the grub without chewing. He felt it shift in his throat and gagged. “If they decide to mass on us… Learned that the hard way.”  
 
    Erica tossed the root aside, her stomach in knots. She stood and stretched; her mind focusing, she reached out. A rustle in the distance moving steadily toward them. 
 
    Ari picked up her stolen M4, flipped the red light attached to the stock. Then more rustling, like an avalanche of dried leaves.  
 
    “Do your thing.” Erica turned her back to the noise. “Don’t make me watch.”  
 
    Kristen snatched a bunny, snapped it’s neck clean and threw it to Ari. 
 
    Michael’s stomach turned. “What’d they do to you in there?” 
 
    She looked up at him with wild, guarded eyes. 
 
    He immediately regretted asking. 
 
    “Anyone have a bottle?” Ari snatched a skunk and pointed the tail end away from the group. She punctured the glands, the pewtrid liquid, immediate and revolting.  
 
    Erica bent down, her stomach in her throat as she wretched. She could hear the rustling turn into a ‘thump,’ then a ‘thump, thump.’ “Guys…” she wiped her mouth. “I think we may need to-“ 
 
    Kristen shot up, shoved Erica out of the way and ran forward into the darkness.  
 
    They went after her, Ari’s light illuminating the brush.  
 
    Kristens hands clenched slowly in front of her chest, then shot out – The rustling died as dead flesh slumped to the ground. She walked back, silent, her face devoid of emotion.  
 
    “I’d hate to piss her off,” Erica whispered. 
 
    “Yea, don’t do that,” Michael whispered back. “She’s got a great long game too. Hurt you in ways you haven’t even thought of.” 
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    Terry took off ahead at a four-legged gallop; his nose pressed to the ground, searching for scent. His head lifted and shot across the open plain.  
 
    The pace quickened, Gloria spun backwards in her wheelchair and drug behind a Soldier. “What’s happening?” She whispered, between bumps and ruts in the field.  
 
    Flanked on either side by a column of them, Bariac struggled to keep up.  
 
    Terry rounded a thicket of mesquite and bramble; a huddling mass of a dozen hunters, clinging to one another. “It’s ok.” He put his hands up and head down, submissively. “won’t harm you.” 
 
    The alpha male bound out, inches from his face, sniffing and tasting the air. It let out a low screech, a click of its jaws.  
 
    Terry shook his head. “Don’t understand.”  
 
    The alpha male closed his eyes, seemingly lost in thought. A grumbling, gravelly sound as he sucked in air. “Ghhhwwww…” He blew out. “hhhieee.” 
 
    Terry cocked his head. “Why?” 
 
    The alpha rose slightly, his head bobbing in a nod; he rapped on Terry’s chest with his knuckles.  
 
    “Why has this happened to you?” Terry studied the alpha’s body language. “Why am I here? Why what?” 
 
    His head bobbed in a nod, so ardently that his whole body shook with it.  
 
    Terry waved his hand, summoning the others forward.  
 
    Lieutenant Alexander was first in – the alpha’s muscles coiled, his teeth bared at her.  
 
    “The gun,” Terry garbled. “put it away.”  
 
    She handed it off and knelt down in the clearing, the alpha settled only slightly, his eyes scanning the Soldiers outside. “Back up!” She waved off the Soldiers outside, while pointing to the doctors.  
 
    Bariac took hold of Gloria, wheeling her towards the clearing.  
 
    “They want to know why?” 
 
    “Well?” Gloria looked up at Bariac.  
 
    He shook his head, ashamed of the words he would need to speak. “A virus. You understand?”  
 
    The alpha nodded, its eyes neutral – neither anger nor hostility. “Ghhhww… hhhiee,” it echoed once more.  
 
    “I created it.” He stared at the ground, as though confessing his sins. “Rather, I was forced to weaponize a virus, after I was captured.” He looked up at the alpha briefly, as though hoping for some reprieve. 
 
    Neither judgement, nor pardon issued from its face. 
 
    “I had seen it before, worked with it. First in Israel, then Russia.” He let out a nervous sigh. “Was genetic material, you understand… blood. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    The alpha tapped the side of his skull, then reached over, tapped at the side of Bariac’s, as if to say, ‘My mind is still human.’ 
 
    “Very well.” He shifted to a more comfortable seated position. “Three vessels… building blocks of life; all missing some key genetic structure…” A thought crept through his mind; a ‘what if,’ that he dared not try. “For your sequence, we tried many applications. Introducing material to an unborn fetus; the results… disturbing.” ‘I wonder what happened to project Watcher,’ he thought. ‘Maybe I could try.’  “In the end we stripped its DNA, introduced a virus as the host, targeted the gene HLA-DQA1 - Diabetes. They weaponized it in mass… unleashed it all over the world.” 
 
    The alpha stared down at its hands, examining the talons at the tips of its fingers. It’s garbled words formed a question – ‘Fix?’ 
 
    “I have.” Bariac stared down at the dirt. “I’ve brought you back.” 
 
    His eyes showed a sadness, familiar to all.  
 
    “Come.” Bariac stood. “We need samples, convert more of your kind.” 
 
    The alpha hunkered down in a squat. 
 
    “You won’t be harmed,” Terry whispered. “promise.” 
 
    The alpha snapped his jaws in a click. 
 
    ‘Maybe the word for no,’ Terry wondered. “There’s food…” 
 
    The alpha looked back at his hungry pack, the Soldiers standing before him; lifted himself out of the bramble, gated laboriously out onto the plain. 
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    “Decide yet?” Dustin asked.  
 
    Lieutenant Engel stared down, his brown eyes fixed. “Not much of a choice, ya know?” he muttered in a thick Minnesotan accent, then ran a hand through his short, sandy brown hair. “I’ll take the veggie omelet.” 
 
    Dustin recoiled into a revolted sneer. “You’re a better man than I.” He leaned down to the cardboard box, grabbed the brown plastic Meal Ready to Eat and handed it off.  
 
    Engel plopped down next to Dustin on the prison cot and tore into it, rifling through its contents and immediately pocketed the book of matches, included among its contents. 
 
    Flanked on all sides by Soldiers in the open bay cell, Dustin whispered, “Whatcha doin’ there, Macguyver?” His mirrored tone mocking Engel. 
 
    Engel looked around for guards, or anyone else that might be listening. “If things go south, I don’t plan on staying.” He lifted up his pantleg; long black socks rolled down over his boots, concealing a wad of an unknown substance. 
 
    Dustin grabbed the last remaining MRE, Chilli with beans. He ripped the bag open with his teeth, and palm down, slipped the matches over to Engel. “What’re we waiting for?” he whispered.  
 
    Engel pocketed the second book of matches. “If and when I need it, I’ll-“ 
 
    “Now.” Dustin’s eyes wild at the prospect of freedom, his voice noticeably agitated. “I need to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Engel jumped back. “Shhh.” 
 
    His upper lip curled into a sneer, visibly quelling the rage inside.  
 
    “Ari and Erica will be fine, for now,” he whispered. “You will too, so long as you shut the hell up.” 
 
    Dustin glared at him, his rage quickly shifted to that of surprise.  
 
    Engel leaned back on his hands, pleased. 
 
    “What are you?” His mind quickly raced. The thought of Erica or Taylor or Luca, at the things he had seen; nothing seemed out of the realm of possibility now. “How can you know that?” 
 
    “I’m a Navy SEAL, ya know?” He laughed at his own bewildering statement. “I know a lot of things.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Dustin whispered. “Are you like them, or something?” 
 
    Engel chuckled. “Or something…” 
 
    Dustin edged in, pressing for more.  
 
    “Oh, fine.” Engel held his right hand out, as if to shake hands. “But don’t be weird about it.” 
 
    Hesitantly, Dustin took it. In a flash, his mind was pulled high above, flying over land and sea; features whizzing past him at incredible speed. His body dropped alongside a rock wall, flat on his face.  
 
    “Sorry.” Engel grabbed under his arm, lifting him to his feet. “Easier once you’ve done it a few times.”  
 
    He looked up at the giant stone pediments, carved directly into the rock. “What in God’s-“ 
 
    “No, no,” Engel interrupted, while brushing the dirt off him. “Not God’s…” A man walked past them, fully dressed for combat, oblivious to their presence. “Look,” he whispered. “That’s me.” 
 
    Dustin stared at Lieutenant Engel, then back at the young man; the likeness unmistakable as he laid his weapon beside him and knelt down to prayer. From the hollow entryway flew a thrush, its feathers brown with a white speckled belly, chirping what seemed at random; it landed in front of the young man.  
 
    “See there?” Engel pointed at the bird. “That’s me too.” The young Engel stared down at it, seemingly mesmerized by its green eyes. “Wait for it…” The bird’s mouth hung open wide, a harmony of particulates spun from its beak.  
 
    Dustin stared, bewildered. “Can he-“ 
 
    “No,” Engel said. “My little guy can’t do much, but he can do visions.” 
 
    The young Engel cocked his head, though listening to the bird, then whispered the word, “Yes.” The particulates shot into him; his hands covered his eyes and mouth as he bowed his head to the earth.  
 
    Dustin shook his head and whispered, “What the hell…” 
 
    “No, no,” Engel said once more. “Not that either.”  
 
    Dustin looked over. “A parasite?” 
 
    Engel smiled. “I’m still me, just with a little bit more… knowledge.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” his voice frank. “but can you cut the crap and tell me what’s going on here?” 
 
    Engel rolled his eyes and chuckled. “You first.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You think they just hand out gifts to anyone?” Engel’s tone now equally as blunt. “I’ll give you this much… you need to know this more so than anyone on this earth now.” As he spoke, the scene changed. The stone visage in the holy city of Peetra expunged; the stone rim lowered, as sands of time blew away. “I don’t know what part you’ll play in the days to come, but an important one, nonetheless.”  The earth now dark, the air dense and hot.  
 
    Dustin looked at his eyes, now glowing green. 
 
    “I am Haziel and this is my time,” Engel whispered in an ethereal tone, now lacking an accent. “In the beginning…” He looked up; a fire in the sky that seemed set upon them. “we escaped a dying planet.” The ball of flame shot into the earth, burying itself deep underground. “So many lives, so much knowledge destroyed in the want and greed for the power of perfection.” Beings exited the crater; their form like that of a human, though their features of an odd proportion.  
 
    Dustin could sense in the distance, not by sight or sound, but of knowing, that other beings less advanced existed on this earth. Awestruck with the vision of this ancient earth; a meeting of the two. 
 
    “An awakening,” Engel whispered. In the distance, one of many travelers extended its hand towards the primitive human. The mist, not unlike what had issued from the thrush just moments before.  
 
    The timeline flashed forward once more, through the rise of a civilization. The primitive humans now putting knowledge to use, in the development of buildings and written language. Through the changing form of the many generations that passed before him, it was apparent that the beings were not only co-habitating, but procreating with the host population. “As we expired,” Engel said. “Our essence, our mind was returned; stored within a suitable host, or within the vessel in which we arrived.”  
 
    Time ticked on and Dustin noticed another fire in the sky shoot down some distance over the horizon. Engel pointed up. “Shayateen.” 
 
    Dustin looked over, cockeyed. “English, please.” 
 
    “Enemy,” he whispered. At that, the prosperity that generations had seen was gone. An army of humans marched out of the west, armed with bronze swords and shields, massacring their fellow men. At that painful wound, the door was open for Shayateen. He came, like a thief in the night, infecting them with lust and want for retribution and power. “The very thing we escaped, delivered to us.”  
 
    “We were now fully engaged in war.” Engel whispered, as an army raised before him; unearthly banners on the march. “Where Shayateen struck first, we struck last and best. We destroyed his forces in fire.” 
 
    “And you support this?” Dustin asked. “The destruction of human life?” 
 
    “Yes.” Though his answer was certain, he appeared in conflict. “A last resort.” The vision advanced into a great sadness; the whole of the populated world descended into warfare. “As victory was assured, the enemy scattered his essence among many lives; assuring that he would neither win, nor lose; but live on until the day that he would become one again.” 
 
    “But why now?” 
 
    “We are not gods, Dustin. As the world’s satellite network shut off, he realized he had lost a link to what other parts of him exist. When all the world lived on the same continent, it was easy for him; knowing that we would not eradicate humanity to extinguish his life. As the network restored, so too did Shayateen.” 
 
    “And where is God in all this?”  
 
    “I don’t know exactly.” Engel put his hands out. “Everywhere… nowhere. It would be foolish to assume anything so infinite could be understood by such finite beings as us.” 
 
    Dustin’s brow furrowed. “And Jesus? Is he one of you?” 
 
    “You’re one of us, Dustin. As those of us that lived among you are part of your genetic makeup. We’re among the Bible, and the Quaran, Hindu Vedda’s, Buddhist Sutra’s, Norse Sagas…”  
 
    Dustin crouched down, as if hard pressed to absorb the information. “Been a weird few months,” he mumbled to himself.  
 
    “Take your time.” Engel crouched down beside him.  
 
    “So, you’re an alien, and I’m apparently part alien, and what’s Erica? She part alien too?” 
 
    “With the many generations our races have mixed, we found that we could no longer fully assimilate into your bodies. All I’m able to do here, is parlor tricks compared to what Erica could do.” As he spoke, the scene changed again. They were no longer in Petra, rather back at the prison. “We needed to change your DNA altogether, so we left seeds; three vials, meant to be administered in gestation…” 
 
    Dustin settled himself back onto the cot. 
 
    “… Mixed with our DNA, designed to create the ultimate weapon; that which can destroy Shayateen.” 
 
    “Erica’s a weapon then?” Dustin rubbed at the tension in his temples. “What the fuck?” 
 
    Engel laughed. “That’s a little more appropriate, actually.” 
 
    “That’s not funny.” Dustin glared at him, a newfound weight at his predicament. “It’s my girls out there.” 
 
    “Sorry.” The Minnesotan accent had returned. “Ya know what the little birdie told me?” 
 
    Dustin raised his eyebrows, uninterested. 
 
    “He asked me if I’d be willing to die, out of love.”               
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    Taylor strolled around the hospital, his hands folded behind his back.  Curious at the groaning, he peeked in a door, his steps quiet as he entered. The patient: a man, heavily sedated; his leg bandaged, cut short at the thigh. “Changing bandages?” he asked the nurse.  
 
    She looked over, not sure what to make of him.  
 
    “You must be new.” He walked over to the bedside. “Let’s have a look, shall we?” He reached for the limb. 
 
    “Stop!” She grabbed his arm.  
 
    He spun, the tips of his fingers flipped outward, driving her into a wall, unconsious; he turned to the patient. “You’d like your leg back, I assume?” 
 
    He nodded in a drug induced stare. 
 
    Taylor pulled off the clean bandage and snipped through the sutures. He placed his hand on the wound. “I expect this will hurt.”  
 
    A searing pain, unmasked by the anesthetic; the patients nerve endings lit up like a christmas tree. He looked down, his blood soaking into the bedsheet. 
 
    “Hmm.” A perturbed look on Taylor’s face. He grabbed the nurse by the hand, dragged her up over the mattress; her lower body hanging limp from the bed. “Let’s try this.” The patients nerves lit up once more; the nurses skin, her musculature melted off her, seeping into the patients exposed flesh. Bone and tendons grew, red, tender muscle and nerve endings extended down the structure, as more flesh pulled from the nurses forearm. 
 
    The patient wiggled his toes and stared down at the nurses bloody stump with a hazed indifference.  
 
    Taylor smiled at the accomplishment. 
 
    She awoke with a scream; her arm, cut short below the shoulder. 
 
    “Shhh.” Taylor dressed the cauterized wound.  
 
    Her crying eyes pleading. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m not a monster,” he whispered. “It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    “But, my arm…” 
 
    “Your wish is to help.” He looked at her solemnly; his hand caressed her cheek. “I looked inside you, felt it. Be thankful that I didn’t take from your pretty face.” 
 
    She wept, as he walked from the room.  
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    An elbow joint protruded through Luca’s open flesh; the nanites were building, as fast as their supply of raw materials would allow. “Never figured out their language.” Luca’s voice haggard, weary from pain. “Bring ‘em in. I’ll see what I can figure out.”  
 
    Gloria motioned towards the door. 
 
    Sergeant First Class Keenan Walked in behind the alpha, his weapon slung at his chest.  
 
    Luca nodded to it, a silent conversation carried out in facial expressions.  
 
    “What?” Gloria stared intently at Luca.  
 
    Luca shrugged. “He remembers english, but can’t speak it… doesn’t remember who he is, where he came from… Pissed off at you for making him.” 
 
    “Ay, now mate.” Gloria’s face scrunched. “Don’t lump me in with the good Doctor.” 
 
    Luca put his hand up. “Don’t shoot the messenger.” 
 
    She readied a tourniquet and butterfly needle, tubing and a bag. “What else?” 
 
    Luca ripped off his bedsheet, handed it to him. “Says he feels naked.” 
 
    The Alpha wrapped the sheet around his waist. 
 
    “Probably ‘cause he is.” She took the alpha by the shoulder, motioning him to the chair.  
 
    “What about the others?” Luca said aloud.  
 
    The Alpha cringed at the needle puncturing his arm; an odd shriek, vaguely reminiscent of ‘Ow!’ 
 
    “Seems there were more than just a dozen.” Luca looked down at his legs, the overall structure of bone and tendons in place, wondering how long this damn process would take. “Had to fight off the others, the one’s that haven’t been…” Luca looked at the alpha with an odd stare. “Born?” 
 
    He looked at Gloria, fixated on the blood, rapidly flowing into the bag. “The hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You’re the psychic.” She swapped out a fresh bag to collect blood. “I just work here.” 
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    Nichols entered his office, pitch black from boarded up windows. He grabbed a can of chew off his shelf and closed the door. He jumped, A black figure waiting in the corner, a rifle slung across body armor. He reached for his sidearm on his desk, as the figure edged towards him. He aimed, then squeezed the trigger – A metallic ‘click,’ with no ‘pop.’ 
 
    “I’d sleep with my firearm, if I was you.” Alpha 1 grabbed the pistol from him, dropped the magazine and pulled the slide back, ejecting the chambered round. “Dangerous times we live in.” He sat down, across the desk from Nichols.  
 
    “Who the hell are you?”  
 
    “I’m an ally, if you’d like.” He pulled the slide from the lower receiver. “Provided you listen and understand what it is I have to say.”  
 
    Nichols gritted his teeth, a stare of death at Alpha 1. 
 
    “Two people that need to die.” He disassembled the firing mechanism, pulling the bent firing pin from the assembly “One of them is our beloved President.” He inserted a fresh firing pin into the General’s weapon. “The other is hiding out in a bunker in White Sands, New Mexico… Colonel Clark Petersen.”  
 
    Nichols brow furrowed.  
 
    “That’s right.” He fixed the slide back to the lower receiver. “Your prisoners brother.” He slid the magazine back into the grip and pulled the slide back, chambering a round. “Problem is, if you kill one, the other will dig in like a tick… We’ll lose our opportunity.” He slid the firearm back across the table.  
 
    A moment of clarity. “And you’d like to use General Petersen as bait?” He grabbed the weapon, held it up.  
 
    Alpha 1 leaned back in his chair. “This… situation we’re in, rests squarely on their shoulders. The virus, the children… all their doing.” 
 
    Nichols pulled the slide back only partway, inspecting the chambered round. “You know I could kill you, right here, right now.” 
 
    “You could.” Alpha 1 smiled. “And it wouldn’t be entirely unwelcomed.”  
 
    Nichols pursed his lips. “Hmm.” Then dropped the magazine and ejected the chambered round. “What’s the catch?”  
 
    “I understand you to be cut and dry, unmoved religously… Not unlike myself.” 
 
    Nichols nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Despite that, I’m technically a part of The Order.” He shifted his hands behind his head. “Exceptions must be made… The children for instance, most of them are blameless in all of this. The Order… Aside from the two I mentioned, the rest had no part in Crimson sky. Even General Peterse-“ 
 
    “No,” Nichols interrupted, then slid the magazine back into the pistol. “To think he was party to a secret organization, infiltrating and shaping the highest levels of government… It’s illegal, unforgiveable.” 
 
    Alpha 1 sighed, an apathetic look on his face.  
 
    “For years…” He stuffed the pistol back in its holster. “I’ve worked outside preferential treatment; The freemasons, religious organizations, the ‘boys club’... I’ve risen to my station through an iron will and intelligence alone; no help outside of those who’ve seen me in action. I’ve worked to overcome the stigma of atheism. It’s… unjust, that he should be judged on his connections, rather than performance.” 
 
    “Whatever…” Alpha 1 shook his head. “Do what you want with him. I don’t care enough to argue, but the witch hunt, tracking down Order members, systematic torture and execution… It needs to stop. If that’s not wrong, I don’t know what is.” 
 
    Nichols leaned his forehead to his hand, stroking his temples. “Things got out of hand when the virus hit; I admit that much.” 
 
    “It’s easy.” Alpha 1 rested his forearms on the desk, leaned in towards Nichols. “Doing the right thing when everything’s great. It’s times like these, you can lose yourself real quick.” 
 
    Nichols nodded subtly, a hint of shame in his eyes. “What then?” 
 
    Alpha 1 leaned in further. “Here’s my plan…” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 50 
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    “Tennis balls.” Bariac pulled a single ball from a fresh tube. “Coat them with the virus, load them into a cluster bomb. At terminal velocity, the viral serum vaporizes and scatters in atmosphere.” 
 
    “Circular error of probability on a regular BLU 103A cluster bomb is 26 meters, Doc.” Marine aviator, Captain Perry kicked his boots up onto the laboratory desk. “Not to mention the change in weight from bomblets to freaking tennis balls… might miss the target entirely.” 
 
    Bariac rubbed his chin. “What about your smoke rounds?” 
 
    “Depends,” Colby said. “How hot is too hot?” 
 
    Bariac gave him a dumb look.  
 
    “White phosphorus burns around 3,000 plus degrees… figure that’d probably kill the virus off, right?” 
 
    Bariac rubbed at the stress and exhaustion in his eyes. 
 
    “I got an idea,” Perry said. “Probably won’t like it… Hell, I don’t like it. Puts me real low to the ground.” 
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    One foot, then the other; Luca reveled in the sensation of his virgin flesh on cold tile. His arms balanced at the edge of the bed, as he stood for the first time since battle. His legs were strong already; the silicon, carbon and metallic fibers woven throughout. It didn’t seem that way, as he swayed and wobbled, the new sensations foreign.  
 
    The nanites had done nothing to dull the pain, in fact they had intensified to what end he felt pain, and to what end he felt everything in his surroundings. His senses refined digitally. He no longer smelled the antiseptic hospital air; rather understood its composition, its nature.  
 
    All that he touched, heard, tasted, smelled, saw; a deep hatred for the molecules of air constantly swarming his body, the neoprene inside his shoes, the natural and polymer material in his clothing.  
 
    His one saving grace, only one of his eyes had been rebuilt, the other untouched thus far, so he kept it covered at all times. He felt them inside, constantly moving, buzzing like a hive of bees, constantly building internal structures; retrofitting his cells to be stronger, newer, more efficient. To what end, he didn’t know.  
 
    It started small; a protrusion from his skin as he slept. He had tossed at the pain, but not woken. By morning, a small half inch by half inch section of skin was built; a much darker and greyer, tougher than his regular skin had been. He scratched at it with his fingernail – barely noticeable. He dug at it with a sharp Ka-bar knife; after multiple stabs and hard slices, it eventually succumb. He wondered to what end the nanites would alter him. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 51 
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    Jaeger noticed Major Teegs strolling around the base, his eyes wandered, peering into different dark corners; his path went down one direction of pavement, then quickly backtracked down another. “What’re you looking for?” 
 
    “Nothing, Sir.” Teeg’s seemed almost purposefully aloof in his response. “Just popping around Fort Bragg… Never been here before.” 
 
    Jaeger eyed him conspicuously. “Bullshit.” 
 
    “You know that girl you were with?” Teegs swallowed the lump in his throat. “The one at the airfield.” 
 
    Jaeger narrowed on him. “You were watching us?” he whispered. 
 
    “I’ve got one too.” His mouth, his eyes flat; as serious as a heart attack. “… and he’s lost.” 
 
    Jaeger raised an eyebrow. “Come with me.” 
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    “What’s said in here…” The lock slammed shut. “… Stays in here.” Jeager turned to Commander Blanco. “Everyone agreed?” 
 
    Teegs nodded. “Ironic that the fate of war would be decided in a bathroom.” 
 
    Blanco eyed him, cynically.  
 
    “Let’s see…” Jaeger crossed his arms. “I’ve got my whole staff in the clink. Teegs, who’d you bring with you?” 
 
    “Just a flight crew, then me and Michael.” 
 
    “And Blanco, you’ve got your SEAL team, and Engel in-“ 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Blanco interrupted. “What is it that you’re getting at?” 
 
    “I’d like to get the hell off this base, for one,” Jaeger said. “And get back to Fort Sill, with all my troops alive.” 
 
    Blanco leaned onto a porcelain sink. “And what about General Petersen?” 
 
    “If we could extract him safely.” Jaeger shook his head. “I’d consider it. We’re not exactly on the best of terms right now.” 
 
    Blanco cocked his head.  
 
    “The Order released the virus for God’s sake!” Jaeger threw his hands into the air. “Can you honestly tell me that deserves a reprieve?” 
 
    “What you’re suggesting amounts to treason.” A sour look grew over Blanco’s face. “And what about Nichols? One of those girls in confinement looked to have been beaten, possibly abused. You want to assassinate him too?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jaeger shook his head. “Maybe we –“ 
 
    “Gent’s,” Teegs interrupted. “If we’re all to be judged on our conduct since the attack, you might as well add me to the list.” He looked over at Jaeger. “And what about you, Sir?” Then Blanco. “And you? This is a time to let go, rebuild…” 
 
    Jaeger closed his eyes. “And sing kumbaya, till the hunters and children decide to wipe us from existence.” 
 
    “You have the ball here, Colonel.” Blanco stared dead at him. “What’s your call?” 
 
    “Talk to Nichols.” Jaeger let out a long sigh. “He trusts you more than he does me. We’ll reconvene after that.” 
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    “President of the United States!” Colonel Jaeger announced as they walked into the large briefing room, prompting everyone to stand at attention. 
 
    President Kreuson smiled, strutting slowly to her chair. “As you were.” 
 
    A young Battle Captain stood at the front of the room. “Madame President, General Nichols, Command Sergeant Major Hayes…” He laid out the current situation, friendly and enemy locations, current orders to subordinate units, rescue efforts, enemy contact and a censored version of events from the night prior.  
 
    The S1 Personnel officer was next to brief – Current troop strength, civilian personnel, a rundown of reinforcements through civilian/ military training protocol. 
 
    The S2 Intelligence officer, Lieutenant Colonel Sobel, stood and elaborated on the enemy situation, the hunters, newly discovered intelligence regarding The Order. 
 
    Nichols interrupted. “I understand there’s an Order controlled genetics facility, out in White sands… Intel from one of our detainees. Look into that for me.” 
 
    Sobel looked over to the S3 Operations officer, Lieutenant Colonel Hager. “UAV’s?” 
 
    “We’ll do a flyover,” Hager said. “Confirm location, then send in ground forces, air support… We can talk about it offline.” 
 
    Sobel nodded.  
 
    Nichols looked over at President Kreuson, watched her fidget in her seat, her face flush. He leaned over and whispered, “You alright, Madame President?” 
 
    “Fine,” she said, half an octave off key.  
 
    A kind smile spread across his face, as he thought, ‘we’ve got you… traitorous bitch.’ 
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    11pm, shift change. “Anything?” Alpha 1 asked.  
 
    “Nope.” Alpha 3 stood from his seat in front of General Petersen’s cell and strolled off.  
 
    Alpha 1 waited till he was out of view. He listened for noise, footsteps, doors. There was nothing. He unlocked the door and set a digital voice recorder on the table. “Keep it short.” 
 
    Petersen paused a moment, then clicked record. “This message is for Colonel Clark Petersen. It’s your brother, Luke. I’ve been taken prisoner at Fort Bragg. I’m being held captive in the Forces Command headquarters building. I’ve met an Order operative, loyal to the cause.” - A lie. “They know about us, Clark. I’ve never asked a thing, but I beg you, come save me. 
 
    Alpha 1 grabbed the recorder off the table, poked his head out the door. 
 
    Alpha 3, ran towards him. “What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing… said he was hungry.” He cracked his knuckles. “I fed him… What’d you come back for?” 
 
    Alpha 3 reached down. “Left my magazine.” 
 
    “Don’t recall you being a fan of Bridal Guide.” Alpha 1 crossed his arms. “What sort of game you playing?” 
 
    “Always a bridesmaid,” Alpha 3 quipped. “Never a bride.” He backed away slowly, staring Alpha 1 up and down. 
 
    ‘That was weird.’ He waited once more, then ran to the exit, a young Second Lieutenant waited at the door. He handed the package off, then sprinted back to his post. 
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    “I feel you pulling away from me,” Ari kicked along the forest floor as they walked. “Why?” 
 
    Erica shrugged. “Protect you, I guess.” She sniffed the air, a scent in the distance. “And myself.” She pointed to a clearing up ahead. “There.” 
 
    Ari dropped down to her knees, resting her rifle on a rotted-out stump. “From what?” she whispered back, placing her finger in the trigger well. 
 
    “Death.” Erica crouched down, looking over Ari’s sights, pointing to a doe in the distance. “You’ve felt it, like I have.” A second deer jumped from the wood line, small and speckled, obscuring her view of the mother. “I won’t make it through this.” 
 
    Ari glared down the scope - The doe walked out in front, clearing Ari’s shot. “Well look at that,” she whispered to herself.  
 
    “If you’re with me, neither will you.” 
 
    A metallic ‘click,’ Ari flipped the safety on. The deer looked up and scrambled away with her baby. “Used to believe I could see things, before they came to pass.” She dropped the magazine, pulled the bolt back sending the chambered round flying… “Still do sometimes… like with Dustin.” Picked it up off the ground and popped it back into the magazine. “It’s fear.” She set her rifle down, on the stump. “You can face the fear in your mind, head it off, correct it before it happens.”  
 
    “I’ll never ask anyone to die for me.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have to ask,” Ari whispered. “A funny thing, what you’ll do out of love.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 52 
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    A man’s sternum splayed open, split along the center ribcage, the sides broken, exposing the heart and lungs. “What’cha doin’, buddy.” Luca walked inside the tent, not terribly shocked at the carnage, but still wobbly on his new legs. 
 
    “Experiment.” Taylor didn’t look up; his eyes wide and focused on the body, opened up on the ground. He put his hands around the heart, shocking it in rhythm.  
 
    “What kind?” Luca’s iron stomach slightly nauseated at the sight. 
 
    Taylor’s hand shifted from the heart to the head, firing neurons inside the brain.  
 
    “Buddy?” Luca sat in one of the folding chairs; his eyes lowered to meet Taylors. “… Buddy?” Molly rose from behind a field cabinet; her ears pinned back as she looked at Taylor, then put her head in Luca’s lap. “Good girl,” he whispered. 
 
    Taylor continued on, prodding the body to start.  
 
    “Looks an awful lot like you’re trying to bring a corpse to life.” A hint of laughter in Luca’s voice. “Dude’s been dead for a week, at least. Blood’s congealed; pipes are all clogged up… Taylor?” He found a towel at the edge of the desk. “Taylor!” He threw the towel at him. 
 
    Taylor looked up; an evil blood-shot stare.  
 
    “You know me, man.” Luca kicked his legs out, lounging. “You wanna make zombies, go make zombies… but you’re wasting your time.” 
 
    Taylor’s malevolent façade broke into a blank, frustrated stare.  
 
    “What are you doing, anyhow?” 
 
    Taylor shook his head. “Don’t know.” He dug at his sleepless eyes with bloody fingers. “Been so wrapped up with seeing how far I can push myself; how far I can push human anatomy. I can’t… stop.” 
 
    “You’re different.” Luca studied him. “And not like normal different.”  
 
    “You know what it is to be free?” Taylor eyed him, curiously. “To have your dreams, your wishes, desires, all within your grasp?” 
 
    Luca looked at him, blankly. 
 
    “It’s…” He looked down at his bloodied hands. “… Amazing,” he whispered.  
 
    Luca looked down at him. “You know who you remind me of, right?” 
 
    A mood seemed to stir within Taylor, he stared up at him. “What is it that you’d like, Luca?” 
 
     “Should know me well enough by now…’ Luca laughed, sarcastically. “I don’t want a damn thing from you.” 
 
    The mood seemed to dissipate as quickly as it arrived.  
 
    “There,” Luca said. “What is that?” 
 
    “What’s, what?” 
 
    “That.” Luca stood, walked to Taylor. He put both hands on his head. “I can feel it, see it.” 
 
    Taylor shoved his hands off and backed away.  
 
    “Like a damn machine… a parasite.” He circled towards the door. “Billions of them… woven into your DNA.” 
 
    Taylor stood there, halfway between suppression and attack. His body coiled, but holding back. “Go,” he whispered. 
 
    “You need help, little dude.” Luca backed slowly towards the tent flap.  
 
    Taylors body clenched. “Go,” he whispered once more. 
 
    “Serious help.” Luca backed out of the tent. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 53 
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    “He wasn’t the one that released the virus.” Michael bent down to pick up another stick. “But he ordered it. President Kreuson and Colonel Petersen were just pawns in his game.” 
 
    “Still,” Erica threw her pile of sticks onto two parallel branches, a makeshift litter. “They’ll need to be dealt with.” 
 
    He studied her. “Death?” 
 
    She gave him an odd glance. “Did I say death?” 
 
    He thought a moment. “Say Adolph Hitler were here, in front of you… would you kill them?” 
 
    “They attacking me?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “No.” 
 
    “There’s your answer.” She reached up, broke a dead limb off of a tree. “All life, no matter how evil or destructive… deserves a chance to atone for the sins of its past.” 
 
    Michael stopped. “But all things die, eventually. You wouldn’t kill to prevent the slaughter of billions?” 
 
    “You were with Jacob. You knew what he was, what he did and you did nothing… Why?” 
 
    “Hmm.” Michael wiped the sweat from his brow. “Fair point.” He bent down for another stick. “Suppose out of fear. Didn’t want to sacrifice myself to kill him.” 
 
    Erica smiled a smug grin. “If it makes you feel any better, a part of me hopes they do attack me.” 
 
    “Exceptions,” Michael mumbled. “They’ll be the death of us.” 
 
    They each picked up an end of the litter, firewood stacked horizontally across and walked back to camp.  
 
    “It’s not your fault.” Ari’s voice was faint in the distance. “You don’t need to beat yourself up about it… you couldn’t help it.” 
 
    “If I had just paid more attention,” Kristin’s voice was raspy, the aftermath of tears. “maybe-“ 
 
    “Listen,” Ari stopped tying pine boughs to their lean-to. “You can play the ‘what if’ game all you want. God knows I have. It solves nothing. You can’t go back in time, you can’t change things. Accept that it happened, learn from it, be thankful that you got some closure, and most of all, let it go. It takes time, trust me, I know. And others would be ecstatic to have closure the way you did.” 
 
    “I’m not happy about that, either.” Kristen gripped a crossbeam, bent it to its breaking point, then ‘snap,’ the wood splintered up into her face.  
 
    Ari rushed to her, brushing the splinters from her face. “See what happens when you focus your rage on things that don’t deserve it… Focus it, use it, unleash it on the people who deserve it.” 
 
    Kristen shook her head. “I don’t even know who that is anymore.” 
 
    “General Nichols for-“ 
 
    “Hey guys!” Michael and Erica walked up with their load of firewood. “Hope we’re not interrupting.” 
 
    “You are.” Kristen glared at them both.  
 
    Michael dropped his end and sat cross legged at the fire. “Wonder what’s going on down there.” 
 
    “Be thankful for a moments peace.” Ari resumed her task.  
 
    “We should be down there.” He threw a stick into the flames. “In the thick of it.” 
 
    “We go down there now, we die.” Erica took a branch, prodded the fire, propping logs up for airflow. “That what you want?” 
 
    “When?” Michael shook his head. “I can’t see anything… They’ve set up radar jammers all around the fort. I get pieces, but it’s all hit and miss.” 
 
    Ari grabbed another pine bough. “Dustin will-“  
 
    “My dad will let us know… probably send up a flare when he needs us.” 
 
    Ari smiled at her. “Until then, we wait.” 
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    Dr. Bariac walked in the laboratory, a sealed beaker in his hand. “Have you seen Taylor, lately?” 
 
    “Yea.” Luca lazed away in his chair, reading an old magazine. 
 
    “Well?” Bariac stared at him, annoyed. “He’s needed for an operation.” 
 
    He cocked his head at the request. “I wouldn’t.” 
 
    Bariac scowled at him; began pacing. 
 
    His eyes shifted back to the magazine. “You can thank me later.” 
 
    “Repugnant little…” Bariac stopped himself. “I don’t know where we went wrong with you.” 
 
    “Forgive me, doc.” Luca dropped his magazine on the desk and stood. “Forgive me for keeping Taylor from ripping your head off and picking through your brain; for keeping you alive all this time; forgive me for being your guinea pig.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Bariac’s posture slouched. “You’ve every right to-“ 
 
    “Blah, blah, blah.” Luca’s head bobbed. “You’ve every right to kill me. Give me a break… quit making excuses and fucking own it; own your actions, good or bad. You wanna do something to make up for all of it? Go pick the parasites off Taylor’s brain.” 
 
    Bariac looked at him, puzzled. “Parasites?” 
 
    Luca shrugged. “It’s why he’s acting so… insane.” 
 
    Bariac walked to the refridgerator and put the beeker inside; an apparent purpose on his mind. “Since Israel, I’ve said that there was something missing from the genetic code… some sort of key.” 
 
    Luca stared back, his attention captured.  
 
    “The first injection you received intravenously was of my own design; manipulating your embrio’s code to assimilate genetic traits to that of early human. The second was straight from the source; ancient biological material. The third, I introduced a synthetic amino acid, creating a unique codon and RNA aminoacyl and tRNA Synthetase pair.” 
 
    “Huh?” Luca stared, blankly. 
 
    “A genetic modifier, made to mimic a bridge in the code, stabilizing the genetic structure.” 
 
    Luca shook his head. “The hell did you do to us, Doc?” 
 
    “Of course, you all share essentially the same capabilities, with some differences based on when in the gestational cycle the treatment was introduced, the volume of material presented and to what end your own genetic code would assimilate the treatment. I was more aggressive with you; as well, Jacob, Kristen, Michael and Erica… and Demetri.” 
 
    Luca delved into Dr. Bariac’s mind. “The Russian.” 
 
    He nodded. “After they captured me from Israel, Demetri and his sister were among my first; stolen along with me. Thankfully, neither had all three samples, as the American’s did.” Bariac stood. “Come. We’ll deal with Taylor later. You’re needed.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 54 
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    The windows broken out from the air traffic control tower, Luca looked out, buildings and fields in the distance; the ash and blackened earth of fires; scourged ground as a reminder of his attack. “There.” He lazed a point on the ground with a laser designator. “Two packs, maybe 33 Hunters.” The tan plastic military hardware sat on a tripod inside the air traffic control tower, overlooking the entire southwest corner of the post; out into the barracks and training area of east range, and into the northeast corner of Lawton.    
 
    Lieutenant Alexander leaned into a corner, her hands gripped tightly to her rifle.  
 
    “Plan on using that thing?” He looked back at Alexander. “Or just staring at me all pissed off.” 
 
    Colby looked back. His hand shifted to the side, a signal to both – ‘cut it out.’ He slid over to the designator and clicked his hand mic. “Hammer 9, this is Rock 6. Check in follows.” 
 
    A cool voice came across the radio. “Go ahead, Rock 6.” 
 
    “Initial Position 34.631256, -98.382438, heading zero degrees, distance two kilometers, elevation 3-5-0, Hunters in wood line. Target location: 34.650086, -98.382523, Target marked by infrared laser, code 6330, laser to target line 8-4 degrees. Friendlies two kilometers west by southwest, marked by air traffic control tower. Egress at zero degrees. Engage with… crop duster. Copy?” 
 
    “Haha.” The Marine Aviator laughed over comms. “Copy that, Rock.” 
 
    The AH-1Z Viper attack helicopter flew slow, nearly clipping the tops of trees as it passed. The spray scattered in wisps of prop-wash as he passed over the target area. “The counter’s telling me I’ve got a good five bursts left on this canister… send some more grids.” 
 
    Luca’s mind reached out further. “A lot less hunters than there used to be.” 
 
    Alexander moved from the corner. “Maybe if you hadn’t tried to wipe us out with them.” 
 
    “Well…” Luca stroked his chin, thinking of a reply. “Maybe if you had just given up?” An immediate regret at the weak comeback. “You know I could rip you apart at a glance, right?” 
 
    “Ha,” she laughed sarcastically. “Goddamn kids think you can push us around,” her tone grew with her irritation. “one of these days, it’ll come back to bite you… more of us than there are of-“ 
 
    “Alexander.” Colby’s tone was quiet, but dominant. He pointed to the door. 
 
    “Sir?” Her eyes shown a certain betrayal at his taking sides. 
 
    “Got an angry one, there.” Luca whispered. 
 
    Colby waited for the door to close. “Listen up, you little asshole.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Luca stared dead at him. 
 
    “I call ‘em like I see ‘em, and right there… you… asshole.” He shifted away from the laser designator. “You’re what, 17, 18?” 
 
    Luca nodded. “17.” His stare turned to one of confusion. 
 
    “No doubt you’ll be in charge of someone, in time, if not all of us.” He stared back at Luca, his eyes almost father-like; though not a proud papa, rather an angry one. “I’ll let you in on a little secret… Good leaders motivate, shitty leaders intimidate.” He studied the boy. “If you want to be the latter… might as well shoot me now, ‘cause I’d never follow you.” 
 
    At first, Luca’s face was defensive. Then he slumped in his chair, down-trodden at his mis-step. 
 
    “Now go out there and apologize.” 
 
    Luca looked at him, cockeyed. “What am I, two?” 
 
    “You’ve any idea what you did to her?” Colby glared, a fire in his eyes. “What you did to all of us? Lucky I wasn’t the one to pick you up after the attack, else I’d have shoved a knife in your throat. Now get your little fu-“ He took a breath calming himself to a whisper. “Get out there… apologize.”  
 
    He crossed his arms, the full weight of his actions now pressing down on him. “Not like it’s gonna do anything.” 
 
    “I don’t care if you’re 5 or 50… simple apology is worth its weight in gold. Get it over with, and get your ass back in here and get me some grids.” 
 
    Luca let out a disheartened sigh and shuffled out the door. An awkward walk up to her, standing on the metal grate outside the tower, “Sorry about what I said… and about the whole, attacking the base, thing.” 
 
    “Really?” Her eyes narrowed on him. “You think an apology’s gonna make up for you killing my Soldiers, my friends?” 
 
    “No, but I-“ 
 
    “But nothing!” she yelled. “Get outa here with your bullshit!” 
 
    He scurried back into the control room. “That didn’t go well.” 
 
    “You’ve done your part.” Colby smiled. “Doesn’t mean she has to forgive you.” 
 
    “Well-“ 
 
    “It’s a start.” Colby put his hand on Luca’s shoulder, pressing him towards the laser designator. “I’m sure she’ll come around, eventually… or not.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Taylor poked his head outside the tent. “You there.” He pointed to a man, hugging his coat tightly. “Come in here.” 
 
    “Me?” The man pointed to himself. 
 
    Taylor nodded, waving the man in. “Open your coat, Steve.” 
 
    The man cocked his head. “How’d you know my name?” 
 
    “A formality, really.” Taylor grabbed the zipper of Steve’s coat, ripped it down sharp. An assortment of cans and ripe fruits and vegetables rained down. “Justification for what I’m about to do…” 
 
    Molly whimpered in a corner, afraid for what she would soon see. 
 
    An unseen force pulled the man down, a look of terror in his eyes; his body pinned to the tent floor.  
 
    “… What we’re about to do, actually.” He bent down and grabbed an apple, his mind exploring the cells, the mitochondria, the energetic adenosine triphosphate. It sucked from the apple, leaving it black and dead; absorbed into Taylor’s pores. “We’re going to look for your soul… if you have one.” 
 
    “Please, I was just hungry…” A vision of his body, withered and dead, flashed before the man’s eyes. “… no.” 
 
    Taylor put his hand on the mans chest; his mind exploring the heart, the sinoatrial node… He shifted his hands to the mans head. … up to the Thalamus. “Hmm.” His face shifted, confused by the seemingly self-generated series of electric clicks. adenosine triphosphate drained from the cells, leaving a dead mass of brain matter. At its core, a structure remained, unlike the other brain matter; where biological braincells functioned in tandem, working together like an electrical circuit, the structure felt more like a microscopic circuit board, neither biologic nor carbon based. ‘Why haven’t I seen this before,’ he wondered. What’s more, aberrant signal ran through his body, transmitting data packets back and forth. Just then, the medulla oblongata shuddered, as function interrupted, then the pons, just above.  “Huh…” Taylor put his hand on the crown of the mans head; a seam of tissue in the cerebral cortex lit up like a Christmas tree.  
 
    The man’s life; his wife and children, his will - to live, to exist, to continue on and fight for life. His fear, his sadness, his regret; neurons all fired, transmitted in a flurry of 1’s and 0’s.  
 
    Taylor traced the ceaseless stream of signal; the electrons bursting through dormant pathways, bypassing the thalamus, into the brainstem.  
 
    The man started to convulse; peculiar waves of electricity shooting through his body, aimed at re-starting the heart.  
 
    “Sorry,” Taylor whispered. He placed his hand on the man’s chest, pulling the remaining adenosine triphosphate from his cells, absorbing the energetic molecules in relative ecstasy. Disturbed by the continued convulsions, he grabbed a knife from the General’s desk.. “Why won’t you die?” He slammed it into the man’s chest.  
 
    Moments passed into panic; the body remained in convulsion. A sudden impulse, a pang of guilt. His mind raced, his hands placed back on the man’s head. Stricken with memories, not his own; thoughts and wishes and desires, not his own. He searched the man’s mind, like racing through dark to find a light switch – though this switch turned on in darkness and would end in darkness.  
 
    He felt the pressure build in him. Stress - unable to process the influx of raw data, except through his own senses. The pressure built and built, then shot like a wave of pressure, bursting through braincells and blood vessels, now liquid inside the skull, until finally the man’s body and his mind were at rest. 
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    Colby slumped into a seat in the dining facility tent and stared down longingly into his bowl of mush, wishing it were a cheeseburger. 
 
    “Hey, Sir!” 
 
    His drooping, tired eyes looked over.  
 
    “Got a situation, Sir.” Staff Sergeant Rodriguez came running into the tent. “Those prisoners you let out…” 
 
    He issued an apathetic, grumbling - “Mhm.”  
 
    “… They’re back.”  
 
    Colby shook his head. “And?”  
 
    “You’d better just come with me, Sir.” 
 
    Colby stood, labored, and meandered along with Sergeant Rodriguez.  
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    Colby and Rodriguez walked slowly out of the entry control point. At a hundred-meter standoff distance, Cortez stood on top of the ammo hauler with a bullhorn. “There he is!” Rounds popped off intermittently from behind him, one landing into Colby’s chest plate.  
 
    He dropped with a thud; the pain in his chest growing. He felt under his body armor – the round hadn’t penetrated, yet he struggled to breath. 
 
    Soldiers at the entry control point laid on the guns, letting off a devastating burst from the .50 caliber machine gun. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” Rodriguez yelled out to the prisoners, grabbing Colby by collar. “Or we’ll light all your asses up.” He dragged him behind a concrete barricade.  
 
    “What the hell?” Colby shuddered, as he propped his elbows under him.  
 
    “Sorry, Sir.” Rodriguez helped him into a seated position. “Didn’t think they’d shoot you.” 
 
    Colby edged out from the barrier. “What do you want?!” 
 
    “We’re not coming back inside!” Cortez yelled. “We need fuel and ammo.” 
 
    He rubbed at the pain in his chest. “And you thought waltzing up here and shooting me would get you that?” 
 
    “Got a .50 cal on the gun truck,” Rodriguez whispered. “Could take ‘em all out.” 
 
    “I didn’t shoot you!” Cortez yelled. “We’re free out here. So, you’re free to walk out here and address the one who did.” 
 
    “No,” Colby whispered back to Rodriguez. He leaned back around the corner. “What’re you offering in return?” 
 
    “Medical supplies, shelf stable food, canned goods… lots of it. Call it a strategic partnership.” 
 
    Colby rocked his head back onto the barrier, an annoyed, tired, painful sigh. “Alright… send in what you’ve got!” 
 
    Cranes lifted from the back of various ammo trucks; dropped 12 large pallets of food, each stacked 5 feet high. “That’s half,” the man yelled. “We’ll drop the other half when we get our ammo and fuel.”  
 
    Colby grabbed his radio. 
 
    “Sir, what’re you doing?!” Rodriguez whispered. 
 
    “Rock x-ray, this is Rock 6… Send a fueler up to the main gate. Need a pallet of 5.56, as well.” He turned to Rodriguez. “Business.” 
 
    A truck pulled up onto the main road, olive drab with ‘flammable’ printed across the side. A second, similar vehicle drove behind; a single pallet, stacked with green ammo cans. They pulled up to the barrier. 
 
    Colby struggled to his feet. “You… Private. Go pull out of the main gate, put it in park and run back in… leave the keys. And you… Go drop that pallet behind the fueler.” He waited, his rifle aimed at Cortez’ head. 
 
     Cortez waved his arm, the signal – ‘drop the remaining food.’ He looked straight at Colby. “I see you there.” A sort of coy assuredness to his tone. “We’ll see you in a week… Pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
    “Sir,” Rodriguez whispered. “Respectfully, we could’ve-“ 
 
    “It’s fine,” Colby said. “It’s really no change. Just this way, we don’t have people to house, or to feed, or to manage. They’ll use up the same amount of gas and ammo as they would’ve anyway.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 56 
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    Droves of hunters wandered to a checkpoint outside the wire; Luca and Taylor waited for them, calling to them; ready to transport them inside the wire. Luca stared out at the horde. “Weird.” He compared the number present, versus the number they had targeted. “I only expected a quarter of this.”  
 
    “Virus has spread.” Taylor walked through the crowd of hunters, affixing a red ribbon around some of their necks. “Or maybe you’re just losing your edge.” 
 
    “No.” Luca scratched his head. “Pretty sure I would’ve felt it if there were more than that.” He eyed Taylor curiously. “Down draft from the helicopter maybe… Hit a wider area than intended.” 
 
    Taylor shrugged, fixing another ribbon around a Hunters neck. 
 
    “What’re you doing, dude?” 
 
    Taylor scribbled something on a notepad. “Experiment.” 
 
    Luca raised an eyebrow. “Go on…” 
 
    “Take a corpse, see if I can transfer their consciousness onto one of the hunters.”  
 
    Luca glared at him, judgmentally. 
 
    “I figure, they don’t remember anything. What’s the harm?” 
 
    Luca cocked his head. “What’s your sudden fascination with all this?” 
 
    “Don’t know, exactly.” Taylor squinted at the question. “Just seems… important.” He nodded, stoically. 
 
    “Hmm.” Luca pursed his lips. “Whatever… Just don’t kill any of ‘em, ok?” 
 
    Taylor hummed away, focused on his work.  
 
    “Ok?” Luca walked through the crowd of Hunters. He grabbed Taylor by the arm, spinning him to face one another. “Ok?” 
 
    Taylor broke his grip. “No promises.” Palm open, he hit Luca in the chest, sending him back into the dirt; then resumed his work.  
 
    “Hey!” Luca put his shoulder down, barreling into Taylor.  
 
    The nearest of the hunters formed a perimeter, as the two boys scrapped on the ground. Taylor emerged on top, his knee pinning Luca’s left arm, his hand pinning Luca’s right; his other hand squeezing Luca’s throat, cutting off circulation.  
 
    Luca smiled, his teeth bared in a snarl; the perimeter now pressing in on Taylor; Thirty-odd sets of teeth aimed at them. “Ready to die with me, brother?” 
 
    Taylor moved his hand from Luca’s throat to his forehead; a direct link to the signal. Taylor focused; his own signal generated, jamming Luca’s. Yet, the hunters continued to press in. 
 
    “They’re hungry,” Luca whispered, kicking his leg up, he wrapped it around Taylor’s neck; his foot interlocking the back of his knee – he whipped forward, throwing Taylor towards the edge, toward talons and teeth. “Bet we look awfully tasty.” 
 
    Taylor pulled his knife, a long sheep-foot point, the top of its back curving down to a sharp straight blade – he slashed at them, keeping them at bay. He turned back towards Luca. “Why do you love them so much?!” 
 
    “You know why!” Luca stood, brushed the dirt off himself. “They called me stupid for talking a little slow.”  
 
    “Liar!” Taylor said. “I’ve never called you that… and Jacob loved you!” 
 
    “Loved me so much he abandoned me.” Luca pulled his ka-bar, ready for another attack. “You weren’t there, with Jacob and Flynn, Kristen and the others; didn’t hear the fear in their voice, feel the thoughts in their head when I was assigned a mission… but their minds, so singular, so dead set on one thing – food. Unable to judge, even if they could. With them, I was free, a master, a god.” 
 
    “Yet you were so willing to sacrifice them in your-“ 
 
    “They died in battle!” Luca screamed. “We should all be so lucky.” 
 
    Taylor sheathed his knife, unwilling to risk a fruitless death. “I’ll need the ones I’ve already tagged.” 
 
    “You’ll get nothing.” Luca’s eyes wild, ready for the fight. 
 
    His eyes tightened in a rage. “I want them.” 
 
    “You’ve earned nothing.” Luca motioned to him forward, blade in hand. “So, come… earn them.” 
 
    Taylor turned, his hands shot out – the hunters with them, clearing a path for his exit. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 57 
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    ‘Whap,’ a piece of lumber landed across the back of Faye’s head; then ‘whap,’ the same across Collin’s. Taylor dragged them back to his tent. Whether he was seen or not, he didn’t particularly care. Rumors had circulated – dead Soldiers, civilians, carnage, experiments. He had enjoyed it, but much to his dismay, it hadn’t made him happy. In fact, nothing had made him happy… not so much since that day at the hospital with Ellen. His new nature had brought him some sense of prestige, a formidable presence; yet, happiness eluded him. Now, the two former lovers would unite as one, laying on the cold dirt beneath his tent. They would come to know what together meant.  
 
    He aligned them in the same direction, kneeling, his hands cupped beneath their heads; sensing them, their mass and composition; like that of a scale, he was their judge. He chose Faye’s body; much nicer than the male form, and Collin’s mind; much simpler than the female mind. He fired neurons, not at random, but in an exhaustive manner. He found that some contained a series of memories, others – familiar sensations, still more – wrote commands like ‘breath,’ and ‘walk,’ and ‘jump.’  
 
    The memories flowed through him, his mind stored them like a temporary file, waiting to be written into permanent storage. He found Faye’s mind cluttered, yet ample storage for Collin’s mind; a multitude of neurons lay vacant, and waiting to be written. He wondered at how the brain might overcome this ‘occupied storage.’ 
 
    Further still, he wondered why he was so enthralled at seeing this obsession come to fruition. It had never been an interest of his, nor something he actively sought to achieve. Why then, he wondered, would he be compelled to alter the lives of these two individuals.  
 
    He hadn’t wished either of them harm… Faye perhaps, ‘the bitch,’ he thought, thinking of his run-in with his mother, Ellen. ‘But she’s not my mother,’ he thought, wondering why his thoughts had given her that title. “Hmmm,” he mumbled aloud, working steadily through the transfer of data.  
 
    His eyelids sagged, now 2 o’clock in the morning, now only halfway through the brain. He hoped he wouldn’t happen upon some cache of data, and yet, further wondered if all the human brain was just that: data, as he had yet to find a ‘soul’ in all of Collin’s memorative nonsense.  
 
    His face pressed between their two unconscious heads. He hadn’t figured out ‘how,’ exactly, but his mind set to autopilot; firing the neurons in geographic zones within Collin, then transferred through his brain and onto Faye’s. He wondered if perhaps he had mis-stepped and Collin would be more zombie-like than he had anticipated; and perhaps Faye would be equal or better to him, intellectually. It didn’t matter; just a fleeting thought as he dozed to sleep.  
 
    He was jarred awake by a voice, familiar. A girl, calling out to him by name; obscured by space and time. He was inside the white-space of the void; yet behind him, the data of a million memories clouded his vision. “Where are you?” he whispered and felt the embrace of an old friend, yet further – something neither good, nor evil. A presence, its nature a craving, lusting want. “Brie!” His voice echoed through the grey void, feeling her familiar touch. Also, her short stature and dark skin was a dead giveaway.  
 
    “You’ve met him,” she whispered.  
 
    “Ummm.” His mind flurried with thoughts, not his own. “Who?” 
 
    “Shay,” she said. “The giver.” 
 
    “Have I?” he asked, still not quite sure whether he was dreaming or in the void.  
 
    “I feel it,” she said. “He’s touched you, like he’s touched me… made you free to have everything you’ve ever dreamed of.” 
 
    “Sure,” his cluttered mind echoed without asking further. ”I think.” 
 
    Her apparition moved in and out of focus. “You’ll come then? Share in the wonders we’re about to see.” 
 
    “I guess,” he whispered, his mind unquestioning the vagueness of her response. “What’ve I got to lose… Not like anyone wants me here.” He thought only briefly of Ellen.  
 
    “Come, now.” Her figure fleeting, his mind moving in and out of consciousness. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    He awoke in a shot, both Faye and Collin laid before him, still unconscious. “Brie!” he called out into the void. “Brie!” She didn’t answer. He placed his hand on Faye’s head; the bleed in her brain from his bludgeon more significant than he had initially thought. He separated a flap of her skin. The collagen and calcium phosphate of her skull split along a square seam, the cranial membrane now protruding through bone. He punctured it with his knife; coagulated blood drained from her.  
 
    He felt along lobes of her brain; his mind sensing the internal structure, the lack of blood flow in the microvasculature. Capillaries split, miniature clots pulling loose from the ridges of grey matter. He sealed the blood vessels restoring normal blood flow, as though untouched; replaced the fragment of bone and skin. His hand placed on her head; he sensed bacteria and foreign bodies, cooked them in place.  
 
    She awoke slowly.  
 
    “Collin,” he whispered.  
 
    Faye’s body looked at him for a moment, then responded, “yes.” 
 
    He looked down at the lifeless husk. Above, the outline of his own silhouette in grass – blackened. The energy absorbed into him. Still breathing, as he hadn’t taken of any redundant bodily commands from the medulla oblongata or pons. He grabbed the head, twisting quick and sharp, followed by a ‘snap.’  
 
    Faye, Collin, either, or both, looked in horror as the neck broke; ending any life that had remained in the body.  
 
    He cauterized the wound, leaving a scar; in case a doctor needed to re-address the damage, then he shooed the two from his presence, without so much as a thank you. He removed his shoes and stuffed them into a rucksack. The grass felt prickly on his feet, the energy soaking into him; a black footprint of dead earth and grass with each step. He gathered his things. ‘One final act of benevolence,’ he thought, kneeling down. 
 
    Molly crept out, her tail between her legs.  
 
    “I’m not me anymore,” he whispered, his hands cupped along either side of the dog’s head. “Whatever it is I’m becoming, I release you.” With a turn, he walked from the tent; Molly slunk back into seclusion. He started off west, outside of the wire. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 58 
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    “No,” Erica muttered under her breath. A piece of her was missing, or so she felt. Trudging through thigh high snow, dotted with blood along her snowy forest path. She could sense them coming; her mind and body exhausted, her sight like tunnel vision, slowly narrowing.  
 
    She knelt, packing snow into her wounds; a sharp searing pain when she pressed in. She ran 100 meters north, the crux of a tree, split into two large trunks. A force shot out of her, violent wind blowing, her tracks now hidden. She knelt along the tree, her face skyward, burying herself in snow. Warm blood trickled from her, through the snowpack, down into the root system below. She closed her eyes, visualized a barrier around her. 
 
    Then voices, non-rhythmic footsteps plowing their way through the snow. “Tracks end here,” a voice whispered. 
 
    “She’s near,” another voice whispered. “Search the area.” 
 
    She waited, helpless and bleeding out, warming the frozen dirt; a longing for… something, far more important than herself. She dared not move, or they’d find her, then find… it – Destroy it and her with it. ‘It?’ she wondered. She hadn’t an answer. Another presence lingered – inhuman. She could sense it seeking her out. Oddly, it didn’t feel part of this world within Erica’s mind. A sort of energy outside the void of her dream; then a painful suffering of another. She could feel the presence leave her, drawn to whatever was outside her mind. 
 
    In a shot, she awoke, breathless. The sensations still lingering, the cold, the pain, the longing, the foreign presence. She looked over at Ari, sleeping peacefully; then Michael, snoring softly. She looked up – Kristen sat 20 feet from her on a log, mumbling to herself. “Yes,” she whispered. “I want that.” Her face, her mannerisms, as though she was carrying on a conversation. “Death,” she whispered.  
 
    Erica stirred, purposefully.  
 
    A rustling in the grass; scampering away at the sound. 
 
    Kristen looked back, a tearful malaise. 
 
    Erica stood and walked slowly towards her.  
 
    “Bad dream?” Kristen whispered.  
 
    Erica sat silently on the log.  
 
    “It’s ok. I heard most of it.” She handed her a canteen of water. “I hear a lot of things… mind hasn’t exactly been in my body lately.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Erica took the canteen, took a sip. “What happened to you, it wasn’t right.” 
 
    “It’s like a piece of me has been ripped out.” She looked over at Erica. “Do you know what that’s like?” 
 
    Erica mind spun for a moment. “A little.” 
 
    “Long time ago, I had wanted to get away from everything. Just pick up and run so far away that they’d never see me again.” Her eyes fixed in the distance, the black void of forest that laid before them. “But they’d find me… hunt me down, torture me, kill me and… other stuff.” A look of shame in her eyes.  
 
    “Don’t think they’d do that now.” Erica looked at her, wanting to hug her, wanting to take the pain away. “Doubt they have the manpower for it anymore.” 
 
    “Still, it’s like our paths are destined to converge.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Erica whispered. “Maybe not.” 
 
    “It’s not fair, you know?” Her gaze shifted closer, resting her arms on her knees, her hands fiddling with a pebble. “That we should have to bear this burden on our own, that we should have to save humanity, when they don’t even want us.” 
 
    “Then don’t,” Erica whispered. 
 
    “What would I be?” She tossed the pebble aside. “If not what I was destined to be.” 
 
    “You’d still be you… And they won’t hunt you, they can barely survive themselves without us.” 
 
    “Not The Order. They’re nothing without us… It’s Jacob. He won’t rest until every living thing is under his rule.” 
 
    “I remember him,” Erica whispered. “The darkness.” 
 
    Kristen shook her head. “There was light in him too. I had hoped in time I could change him, find some sort of life… some sort of redemption after all this. But he’s gone, abandoned me.” 
 
    “You owe him nothing, then.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Not the way he sees it.” 
 
    She thought of Dustin’s words, ‘the struggle for freedom.’ “Then fight him.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she whispered, staring down into the dirt. “In a way, I lo-“ 
 
    ‘Pop, pop, pop.’ Bullets whizzed in over their heads.  
 
    Ari roused awake. She rolled over and took aim into darkness, firing blindly. 
 
    “Take cover,” a voice yelled.  
 
    Kristen cracked her knuckles compulsively and moved steadily towards the shooting, her mind deflecting the projectiles as they neared.  
 
    “Wait!” Erica yelled, running after her.  
 
    Kristen ripped a Soldier from his covered position, holding him up by the throat – his legs kicking frantically. She raised her hand, poised to tear into the man.  
 
    “Stop!” Erica yelled, lunging for her arm.  
 
    It held fast, as Kristen tried ripping away; stuck in Erica’s grasp. She dropped the Soldier, drove her fist into Erica’s chest. 
 
    Erica flew back, skidded into the dirt.  
 
    Kristen reached back, drove the dozen Soldiers to the ground, pinned them there – immobilized. She walked to Erica. “Why do you keep doing that?” Her words slow and heavy.  
 
    Erica stood, brushed the dirt and leaves off herself. “Their lives are not yours to take.” 
 
    Kristen looked at her cockeyed. “So, I just let them shoot at me?” 
 
    Erica shook her head, while rolling her eyes. She reached out, fuzed all the bolts in place, bent firing pins, ejected magazines. “There will be no shooting today.” She walked forward, towards the men, their flashlights aimed at her. “Unless you’d like my friend to kill you!” she smiled back at Kristen. “I suggest you all leave this place and don’t return.” 
 
    Several of them took aim, attempting to fire. Their weapons jammed in place. A single Soldier reached down slowly for his sidearm, drew and fired a single, ill placed shot.  
 
    “Nope.” Kristen shoved Erica to the side, pulling the Soldier out and up; held him by the throat above her head, her off hand holding his hand against the pistol. “Ever wondered what it’d be like to shoot your buddies?” she whispered.  
 
    “Kristen!” Michael yelled, finally awake from the firefight. “Put him down.” 
 
    “Make me!” She swung the weapon and the Soldier, flagging the line of troops. 
 
    “Damnit, Kristen!” He ran to them. “Stop this!” 
 
     “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” She screamed. “For everything to just go back to normal, as if we could ever be normal… Why don’t you just go back to your perfect little idealistic bubble, where it’s just you and you have no one to worry about, but yourself.” 
 
    “Kristen…” His posture deflated at her assessment of him. “What do you think I’m doing here?” 
 
    Silence, as she eyed him angrily. 
 
    “I came here for you.” A sadness filled his voice. “Put the guy down and let’s talk.” 
 
    “That’s all you ever do, is talk.” She ripped the pistol from the Soldiers grasp and slammed him down into the dirt. “I’m done talking.” She aimed the barrel at the cowering, breathless man.  
 
    He edged closer. “So few moments that decide who you are as a person,” he whispered, edging closer. “So few that decide who you’ll be in the future, good or evil, hero or villain.” He edged closer. “This is one of those moments…” 
 
    A tear streamed down her face. 
 
    “You get to decide,” he whispered, only feet from her now. “Who do you want to be?” 
 
    Kristen closed her eyes and squeezed the grip, the weight of her decision crushing down upon her. A subtle tremor, as the firing pin bent. “Stop that.” She glared at Erica.  
 
    “Go!” Erica waved them away. “Before she changes her mind!” 
 
    Kristen walked over to their campsite in a huff, slumped into a ball on the ground.  
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    Luca knelt to the ground; the warmth of two bodies, the blackened outline of a third. Taylor’s presence lingered. “Taylor!” Luca called out into the void. “I know you can hear me!” 
 
    Sure enough, Taylor could hear him, as his trail crossed out of the panhandle of Texas; a dry, sandy, desolate place, devoid of life, save for the occasional rattlesnake or scorpion.  
 
    “Where?” Captain Colby asked.  
 
    Luca stood. “Northwest of Amarillo.” 
 
    Colby pressed his hand mic. 
 
    “No,” Luca said. “Not worth the fight.” 
 
    Colby slumped into the chair. “Gonna be a lot to answer for when the boss gets back.” 
 
    Luca shrugged.  
 
    “Probably get fired… Go to prison.” Colby chuckled. “Maybe they’ll execute me… have a good ol’ fashion hangin’.” 
 
     “Let a key asset escape, let an enemy out of his cell, let all the prisoners go, got Major Eckert killed, allowed human genetic testing to go on… plus whatever the hell Taylor was doing.” Luca laughed. “You’ll be lucky to get a last meal.” 
 
    Colby smiled, opened up General Petersen’s footlocker and pulled out a bottle of scotch. 
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    Blanco knocked on General Nichol’s door.  
 
    “Enter!” 
 
    “Sir, we’ve got-“ 
 
    “Just the man I wanted to see,” Nichols interrupted.  
 
    Blanco cocked his head to the side.  
 
    “I need you to do something for me,” Nichols whispered. 
 
    “Sir?” Commander Blanco sat down across from him. “Why are you whispering?” 
 
    Nichols eyes wandered around the office. “You never know who could be listening.” 
 
    Blanco’s brow furrowed. “Your orders, Sir?” 
 
    Nichols slid a piece of paper and the digital recorder across the table. “Go outside the wire, take whatever equipment you need. I need this message transmitted on this frequency on a continuous loop.” 
 
    “The purpose, being, Sir?” 
 
    Nichols looked around the office once more and mouthed. ‘She’s one of them.’ 
 
    His face scrunched into a puzzled frown.  
 
    “I’m going to pick a fight, Commander.” Nichols stared at him, a grave look in his eyes. “I need to know if you’re with me.” 
 
    “With who?” 
 
    “You know who,” Nichols said. “The one’s that destroyed our country, our world. And I need their leaders in one place. One single, precision strike and we’ll end them, once and for all.” 
 
    “But, Sir-“ 
 
    “Commander,” Nichol’s stared as if the fate of the world depended on his answer. “Are you with me?”  
 
    Blanco’s jaw clenched as he stood, saluted.  
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    “If I asked you to do something,” Michael said. “Would you?” 
 
    “Depends.” Kristen sat down beside him.  
 
    “Leave with me,” he whispered. “Forget this place, these people. Forget everyone. Leave with me and never come back.” 
 
    She looked down at the ground. “He’ll find us.” 
 
    “How’s that any different than staying? We could at least find some peace away from all this.” 
 
    She stared at him, an odd tranquility to her face. “You think I’m a danger to them, don’t you?” 
 
     “Well, yea. I do.” He shook his head, stared off into space. “But I’m worried about you… what you could do to yourself.” 
 
    “You misunderstand.” Her mannerisms, her aura seemed off. “I want him to find me, to see and feel what they’ve done to me, as though it were him strapped to that table.” An impulse of wrath shot up her spine. “And then when it’s done, I want him to –“ 
 
    “Die?” Michael interrupted.  
 
    “No.” Her face twitched; an anticipation and longing to deliver pain. “So long as he suffers, I want him to live.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 60 
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    Blanco and his team rolled out of the gate, drove for ten miles outside the wire; Their stated purpose, search and rescue. They set the radio and transmitter up in a clearing, away from buildings and roads, then returned without incident.  
 
    Blanco walked to an old unit headquarters building, previously vacant until the president’s arrival. He walked into the main office of the command section and set the recorder down on the desk. “You’re in danger, Madame President.” 
 
    A look of shock in her eyes, her pulse quickened. “From whom?” 
 
    “General Nichols, Madame.” He stayed standing before her. “He knows about us. I strongly recommend leaving at once.” 
 
    She paused a moment, listening to the recording. “Alpha 1,” she yelled. “Get in here!” 
 
    He entered the office, eyed Blanco conspicuously, then looked at President Kreuson. 
 
    “Get the helicopter ready.” 
 
    Alpha 1 cocked his head at the request. 
 
    She raised her eyebrow. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “No, Madame President.” He noticed the recorder laying on the desk. “But as the head of your personal protection detail, I should be made aware of any such problems.” 
 
    Her eyes shifted to Blanco. “We have a traitor in our midst.” 
 
    Blanco picked up the recorder. “This was given to me by General Nichols. An attempt to lure Colonel Petersen here.” 
 
    A thought dawned on her. “Any idea how he would have gotten this, Alpha 1?” 
 
    “No, Ma’am.” He restrained his body, his eyes, any nonverbal cues. 
 
    “Odd, since you have 24-hour security on General Petersen…” Blanco pressed in on him. ”Isn’t that right, Alpha 1?”  
 
    Alpha 1 nodded. “That’s right.” He turned to the president, unwavering. “I’ll find out.” 
 
    “Go.” She cracked her knuckles compulsively. “I need to make a call.” 
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    Dust rose in the distance; a column of vehicles moving at a steady clip across the desert. “What the hell,” Julie whispered. She looked through binoculars, North of Phoenix, Arizona, 5 black SUV’s headed straight for them. The presence she had felt at all hours of the day, the blip on her radar now seemed like much more.  
 
    Their own convoy had stopped in a suburban wasteland, the presence of survivors nearby. She waved, with two arms overhead, the signal for ‘let’s get out of here,’ to her troops.  
 
    Major Coolidge ran over. “What’s up, Ma’am?” 
 
    She handed him the binos. 
 
    He looked, then handed them back. “Survivors… shouldn’t we stay and say hello?” 
 
    “You stay.” She turned and started for her Humvee. “See what they want.” 
 
    “What about the hunters, Ma’am?” Coolidge yelled.  
 
    “I’ll be close,” she yelled back. “Don’t tell them I’m here.” 
 
    She drove a mile south, then another mile west; ducked inside of an open garage. Her mind wandered to the hunters, keeping them at bay from her troops; to the approaching vehicles, scanning the occupants. A familiar mind, Colonel Petersen, his fingers rapping compulsively on the center console. And someone else, his mind shrouded. She felt the presence of something; that thing she had felt for many days. It moved towards her, stalking her. 
 
    The convoy of black SUV’s sped past the Airmen, without so much as a wave. Major Coolidge had waited in the center median, ready to meet and greet any survivors. He found their stares and black sunglasses off-putting; as well, the black motorcycle helmet of the passenger in the second vehicle. 
 
    Julie watched through Coolidge’s eyes, knowing that no good would come from this encounter. Her tires squealed out of the garage, as they circled the driveway. She hammered down on the accelerator, slamming into the front end of the lead vehicle.  
 
    She sped south and onto highway 303, her Humvee floored at 75 miles per hour was no match for the SUV’s. They circled her, pinched in on both sides, slammed on their breaks. The weight of the Humvee powered through. The windows opened, bullet impacts began filling the polycarbonate windshield and side windows, as though trying to blind her.  
 
    ‘Thump,’ a noise on the roof. The piercing sound of metal, the turret hatch ripped from its hinges. The rush of wind, a black figure slipped into the opening. She slammed on the breaks, driving him into the windshield. She leapt from the driver’s seat, onto him and drove her fists furiously into his chest, into his helmet; ripping at his throat, above the thick collar. ‘The collar,’ she thought.  
 
    The door opened to a Soldier, rifle in hand.  
 
    Her hand up, the barrel bent. Her legs shot out, driving into the Soldiers chest. She scrambled over the encircling SUV’s and sprinted down the road.  
 
    Colonel Petersen stepped out from the driver’s seat. “You can’t run forever!” 
 
    She spun, now backpedaling. “I can sure as hell try!” 
 
    Demetri stepped up beside Petersen.  
 
    “Go after her,” he said, watching Julie run, faster than any human ought to. “We’ll be right behind you.” He handed Demitri a second collar.  
 
    Julie sprinted for her life, sprinted till her legs ached and her heart beat out of her chest, but he was there, nipping at her heels.  
 
    He reached out, grabbed onto her hair.  
 
    She wheeled back, drove her elbow into his visor, shattering the lens and exposing his eyes, then she bolted.  
 
    A creature pounced, dug its talons into her, its translucent skin like nothing she’d ever seen before; It’s hairless skin matched perfectly to the environment. She flung it from her, jumped driving her heel into its neck.  
 
    Demetri tackled her. 
 
    She drove her fist into his stomach, an audible ‘Uhh,’ issued from his mouth. She scrambled to her feet. “Why are you… doing this?” she yelled between breaths. “Petersen… He’s the enemy!” 
 
    He squared off to her, the collar in his hand like a lasso. “For the mouths of those who speak lies will be stopped,” he said, quoting Psalm 63. 
 
    Her fist clenched, she lunged. 
 
    He dropped his shoulder, slipping the blow, then again, as her fists shot furiously at him. He caught her wrist - his grip painful in wrenching the bones together. He twisted – her arm locked, driving her to her knees. “You will learn to exalt the Lord,” he whispered, as black SUV’s pulled up and encircled them. He locked the collar around her neck. 
 
    Julie panted in exasperation. “He is not the Lord!”  
 
    Petersen stepped from the driver’s seat, a controller in hand. “Don’t move! Don’t even think.” He crouched down beside Julie. “It’s for your own good… Wouldn’t want you to lose that pretty little head of yours.” 
 
    She spat, her aim landing in his eye. “Murderer!” 
 
    “Now that’s not nice.” He wiped the spittle from his eye, then stood, raised the controller and pressed a button.  
 
    Her back arched violently; electricity coursing through her, firing pain into every nerve.  
 
    “You’re smart, Julie. Smarter than most of the others… Think of the position you’re in, weigh the options.” He stood over her, writhing on the ground. “I think you’ll find I can be more than benevolent… but that depends entirely on you.” He shut the collar down and waited. 
 
    She laid motionless; broken on the ground.  
 
    Petersen motioned to Demetri.  
 
    Demetri smiled earnestly through his cracked faceshield. “Welcome.” He held his hand out. 
 
    She eyed Petersen and reluctantly took Demetri’s hand.  
 
    “I’m glad to have you back, Julie.” He put his hand on her shoulder. “Sorry it’s under such a circumstance.” 
 
    “I will never follow you,” she whispered.  
 
    “Not willingly.” He opened the car door for her and smiled. “But all the same.” 
 
    Demetri waited, as Petersen shut the car door. “San Diego?” he asked.  
 
    “No,” Petersen walked him to the rear of the car. “We’ve been summoned; a rescue mission of sorts,” he whispered.  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “It’s our leader, our President, Vivian Kreuson.” 
 
    Demetri shot him a confused glance. “Isn’t that a –“ 
 
    “I know,” Petersen whispered. “Hard to understand… Flynn told you one thing, I’m telling you another. I… need you to have faith now, son.” He put his arm around him. “Have faith in me, that I’ll do what’s best for us all.” 
 
    A storm raged in Demetri, the realization that he was being led by a politician, the words of Flynn the betrayer and Petersen, the liberator. He wondered at whether the two roles ought to be switched. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 61 
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    Brie grabbed Cole by the shirt, pulling him in close, down to her level. She lunged in, her lips pressing aggressively to his. 
 
    Cole drew back and struggled, eventually giving way to the kiss; his hands placed gently at her sides, till her release. He stared at her, as though she were crazy. 
 
    “Wanted to do that for a while.” She touched her fingers to her lips, savoring the sensation. “Not great… Not bad, either.” 
 
    “What the hell?” He squinted at her, as though they hadn’t met. “What’s gotten into you?” 
 
    “It’s just easier, taking what I want.” Cherubim dimples in full, her smile beamed at him. “It makes me wonder… What do you want?” 
 
    “What?” He squinted as he studied her, the new air to her persona. “Nothing! Julie’s been captured, taken to New Mexico.” 
 
    “Oh.” Her expression unmoved at the news.  
 
    Cole wide eyed; his hands shot out to his sides. “You gonna help me, or what?” 
 
    Brie shrugged. “… or what.” 
 
    Cole’s expression flabbergast. “The hell has gotten into you, Brie? It’s like you’re someone else.”  
 
    “I’m free.” She smiled her dimpled smile. “All this time, worrying about all you people, when you didn’t give a shit about me… So much for family.” 
 
    “Brie, that’s not-“ 
 
    “Spare me.” She held her palm out at him. “She’d never lift a finger to help me. I’m returning the favor.” 
 
    Cole rocked his head back; the void vanished to reality.  
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    Alpha 1 burst into the room, a stern look on his face. He set down the recorder. “Wanna tell me how you got this out of your cell?” He set down in the seat facing General Petersen. 
 
    Commander Blanco walked in, stood behind Alpha 1. 
 
    Alpha 1 shifted his eyes in Blanco’s direction, his expression obscured from view – a message.  
 
    “I…” Petersen’s eyes shifted around the room, from Alpha 1 – Blanco – the door. 
 
    “You what?” Alpha 1 Slammed his hands down on the table. “Who was it Alpha 3, Alpha 4… One of the Secret Service officers? Who?” 
 
    “I… I…” His word bumbled into a stutter. “It was… umm… Alpha 3.” 
 
    Alpha 1 stared over, his eyes narrowed on Blanco. “Questions?” 
 
    Blanco’s glared at them both. “Give me the room, please.” 
 
    Alpha 1 looked to Petersen, a stoic expression, one of understanding. He stood, then walked out into the hall. 
 
    Blanco walked around the desk, sat on the edge. He stared at Petersen for a long time, before saying, “I know what you’re doing, Sir… You and Alpha 1. I’m not blind. And all he’s doing is covering his own ass.” He stood, walked around behind Petersen. “I could torture the truth out of you… Hell I could kill you right now, say you made a move for my weapon, make it look like an accident.” 
 
    “But you’re not,” Petersen whispered, examining his own words. “Why?” 
 
     “It used to be cut and dry, you know…” Blanco clenched his jaw, exhaled heavy out his nostrils. “Our purpose in the middle east, one of them anyhow - the religious war, kill Islamic extremists. That’s what I signed up for.” 
 
    Petersen turned, looked him in the eyes. “And now that you’ve seen what she is, what she’s done and can do, you’re not so sure…” 
 
    Blanco stood, silent.  
 
    “She’s a snake, Commander. A wolf in sheepskin.”  
 
    “This isn’t a world of rules anymore.” He walked slowly, back around the desk. “Wolf or not, the victor writes history.” 
 
    “So that’s who you are?” Petersen looked down his nose at him. “Corrupt. A winner at any cost.” 
 
    The assessment stung at Blanco. “What would you have me do then? Kill her? Wind up in shackles like you?” 
 
    “I’d have you follow your moral compass, Commander, if you have one.” 
 
    Blanco slumped into the chair. “Whatever all of this is, it’s not God’s will.” His words sagged with his body. “Never been more ashamed to call myself a Christian.” 
 
    “This is what you signed up for. You just didn’t know it, and neither did I.” Petersen let out a sigh. “President Kreuson, General Nichols, Me… Likely we’re all part wrong, all part right. We’ve all compromised ourselves to such an end that none are worthy to lead, but we must. One of us anyhow.” 
 
    Blanco stared, a glazed look in his eye.  
 
    “I won’t tell you to follow me.” Petersen reached across the table, poked his finger against Blanco’s chest plate. “That little voice inside you. If it tells you I’m wrong, if it tells you to shoot me dead where I sit… so be it.” 
 
    Blanco shot him an odd look. “If this is some reverse psychology…”  
 
    “It’s not.” Petersen smiled. “We all have that moment where we need to pick a side and go with it. This is yours.” 
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    Commander Blanco walked from the room.  
 
    A concerned look broke through Alpha 1’s façade. “Satisfied?” 
 
    Blanco took him by the arm, away from the guard. “Who’s on our side?” 
 
    Alpha 1’s eyes widened. “His men.” 
 
    “And General Nichols?” 
 
    Alpha 1 shrugged. “Depends which side you’re on.” 
 
    “Any other operatives?” 
 
    Alpha 1 shook his head.  
 
    Blanco raised his rifle, fired two shots. Alpha 3 laid dead on the floor. He searched the body. 
 
    “Looking for this?” Alpha 1 dangled a key from his finger. 
 
    Blanco grabbed it, rushed inside the room.  
 
    “Made your mind up then?” Petersen asked. 
 
    “Not even close.” Blanco unshackled Petersen’s hands. “It’s a process of elimination.” 
 
    Petersen rubbed the raw skin on his wrists.  
 
    “Get your men.” He grabbed Petersen under the arm. “Fight’s coming.” 
 
    “Wait.” Petersen sat back down. “I’m gonna kick myself for saying this, but we need both of them here. The President and my brother.” 
 
    “You’re sure, Sir?” 
 
    Alpha 1 walked into the room. “We gonna do this, or what?” 
 
    “Hold on a second,” Blanco said.  
 
    “He has technology, that if it were to see the light of day…” Petersen shook his head. “The hunters are just the start.” 
 
    “You knew?” Blanco yelled. “God’s sake, I just shot a man.” 
 
    “I didn’t know…” Petersen said. “Not that he’d release it all over the world. Just a ballpark idea of what goes on in that facility of his... He’s the real threat.” 
 
    Blanco rubbed his eyes. “What then, we wait?” 
 
    “No.” A plan spun quickly in Petersen’s mind. “Take her prisoner, tell General Nichols, use both of us as bait. There’s no way my brother will come himself, but he won’t be far away. When they come, Blanco, you hunt him down, kill him.” 
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    Commander Blanco walked into the office, Alpha 1 in tow. “We’re going to detain the President.” 
 
    General Nichols choked on his coffee. “You’re what?” 
 
    “No time to explain,” Blanco said. “Confirmed, she’s the head of The Order. We’ll use her, and Petersen as bait.” 
 
    “This is a Coup d’état, fellas.” Nichols put his hands on his hips. “You’re sure we’re doing this?” 
 
    “We’re not doing anything,” Blanco said. “My team can handle it. You’ll just get in the way.” 
 
    Nichols eyes narrowed on him. “It sounded like you just gave a Lieutenant General an order, commander.” 
 
    “Ready your Soldiers for Battle, Sir.” Blanco turned to leave. “I’ll let you know when they’re coming.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 62 
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    “Frag out!” Blanco threw a flash bang grenade into the main entrance. The guard, stunned, took two bullets in the chest and one in the head.  
 
    Blanco motioned ‘forward,’ the team breeched the entrance. 
 
    “Pop, pop, pop.” Shots fired from a concealed position at the end of the hall.  
 
    They ducked into rooms at either side of the hallway. “Thump” the squad leader fired high explosive from his M203 grenade launcher, followed by a ‘BOOM!’ 
 
    Glass shattered in multiple rooms, a sniper engaging targets from an adjacent rooftop. “Targets eliminated,” came across the radio. 
 
    They moved as one down the hall, kicked the door down. The point man fired two shots into Alpha 4’s chest, as they piled in the room; two SEALs posting guard at the doorway. 
 
    “Come out of there!” Blanco grabbed President Kreuson from under her desk.  
 
    Alpha 1 pulled a role of duct tape from his cargo pocket, a wide grin on his face. 
 
    “He’s one of…” Tape pressed across her face. “mmmm mm mmmm.”  
 
    Blanco put a black hood over her head, zip tied her hands behind her back.  
 
    “I’m not gonna miss the sound of your voice,” Alpha 1 whispered. 
 
    ‘Clunk,’ a pistol dropped onto the floor of the hallway. Two hands stuck out from the doorframe. “I’m coming out, don’t shoot!” 
 
    Alpha 1 poked his head out from the President’s office. “Buddy!” 
 
    Alpha 4 smiled, then walked up to him; his hands raised in the air. 
 
    Alpha 1 walked to him, as if to embrace. He reared back, slamming his forehead into Alpha 4’s.  
 
    He dropped like a rock.  
 
    “Sorry, buddy.” He rubbed the pain in his head. “Wouldn’t want you trying anything stupid.” 
 
    [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ] 
 
    “You know it’s a trap,” Demetri said. “Right?” 
 
    “I figured as much.” Petersen pried the metal bunker door open, slightly off kilter since being ripped from its hinges. “That’s why I’m not going.” 
 
    Demetri held Julie’s arm. “Forsaken me,” he whispered to himself. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “I’ll be there, looking on; communicating with you, seeing what you see. I just won’t physically be there.” 
 
    A prickly sensation crept up Demetri’s spine, a familiar sense of loneliness.  
 
    “You’ll have Julie there with you.” Petersen pushed the button for level 5. “After some alterations.” 
 
    Julie stared silently as she had been for the last six hours, a mix of fear and anxiety. The thought, ‘what the hell are you about to do to me?’ 
 
    Petersen smiled at her. “It’ll be painless, really. We just need you back on our side.” 
 
    Her eyes rolled. ‘Our side,’ she thought. 
 
    They turned right off the elevator, a sign posted on the concrete wall, ‘Bioengineering – Left. Nanorobotics – Right. They turned right, walked halfway down the wing and into a door marked ‘Authorized Personnel Only,’ in big red letters. Petersen slid his keycard through the reader and the door clicked open.  
 
    “Julie is it?” The old man spoke with a Chinese accent. Seated at a laboratory desk, surrounded by equipment she’d never seen before. “I hear you’ve caused quite a stir.” 
 
    “She can’t talk, Dr. Zhu,” Petersen whispered and pointed to her neck. 
 
    “Ah yes… The collar.” His smile friendly. “After you’re done, you won’t be needing that barbaric thing anymore. If you wouldn’t mind holding your arm out.” 
 
    She extended her arm, reluctantly. 
 
    Dr. Zhu’s hands shook as he tied the rubber tourniquet around her arm. They shook as he felt for a vein and then as he took the needle, now slowly approaching her arm. “It’s been a while…” He spun in his chair. “Nurse, could you take care of this for me?” 
 
    A large black woman approached. “Sure thing, Sugar.” Her smile at Julie, endearing, motherly. “You remember me? Your nurse, Anita?” 
 
    Julie broke a coy smile, looked down; the sudden feeling of home hit her.  
 
    “Little pinch,” Anita whispered, initiating a saline lock on Julie’s arm. “I’ve missed all of you kids so much.” She pulled the needle out of the catheter. “Should have never let you go.” She connected the saline bag and started the IV drip. 
 
    Julie was blushing now, as Dr. Zhu connected a large syringe to the port; filled with a grey substance. “You’ll feel off for an hour or so. It’s the nanites fixing themselves to your nervous system.” He pushed the plunger in, a shooting pain went up her arm. 
 
    She resisted the urge, simply to say “Ouch.”  
 
    “You’ll feel different, think different.” He pulled the saline lock from her arm and applied a band aid. “You’ll notice some structures develop on your skin. Transmitters, resonance amplifiers… armor. New structures will form alongside your muscles, strengthening them; making you faster, stronger.” He opened a bottle and handed it to her. “Silicone and some other mineral elements… I’ll warn you, it doesn’t taste good.” 
 
    She eyed Dr. Zhu, then downed the concoction.  
 
    He lifted the back of her hair up, a lump starting to form at the back of her neck, just above the collar. “It’s fine,” he whispered to Petersen. “You can take the collar off now.” 
 
    “Now, Demetri,” Petersen said, as he disarmed the collar. 
 
    “See how it goes with her, first.” Zhu held his hands up. “Make the decision in a few days.”  
 
    “We don’t have a few days,” Petersen whispered.  
 
    Zhu pursed his lips, then threw his hands in the air. “All the same.” He handed Petersen a tablet. “Just like any other of them. She has a bit more autonomy, but you can override any action, or… terminate the subject if need be.” 
 
    Petersen glared at Julie with a grave look in his eyes. “Hear that?”  
 
    She nodded, still afraid to speak. 
 
    “You can talk now.” Petersen smiled. “So many damn controllers.” He stuffed it in his cargo pocket along with the one to Demetri’s collar. “And keys too… Like I’m a damn high school janitor.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    He looked around the room, his hand rapped compulsively against his thigh. “It’s a…” the realization that his joke had failed miserably. “… Nevermind. Dr., what’re we looking at for capabilities?” 
 
    “Remains to be seen. The Nanites are programmed to improve strength and speed, regeneration capability, kinetic and telekinetic defense… With her abilities, your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    Even now, she could feel them inside her, some latching on to her spine, others in the lining of her stomach, processing the contents of the slurry she had consumed; weaving reinforcing strands between her muscles and tissues. A tickle on the back of her neck, the first of many implants that would appear on her skin. “What’s happening to me?” She felt out of control, simply standing. As if the core of her being was fading away. Her senses heightened, as she ran her hands along her arms. “I’m not… me.” 
 
    “Quite the contrary.” Dr. Zhu smiled. “You are who you have always been. Just a better ‘you’ now.” 
 
    She felt her eyes vibrating, she focused in, the capillaries of Dr. Zhu’s nose immediately visible to her, the pumping of blood through them. “I don’t like this.” 
 
    Dr. Zhu stood, steadied himself on a table and walked to her. “It’s like being born,” he whispered. “Like the painful shock of light, hitting your eyes for the first time.” 
 
    “No!” She swiped the glassware off the table, sending shards spraying across the floor. “I don’t want this!” 
 
    “Demetri!” Petersen said, fumbling for the controller. 
 
    He grabbed her from behind, her arms restrained in a bearhug.  
 
    She kicked off the floor, then the table, sending them into a wall.  
 
    “Colonel,” Dr. Zhu said, grabbing it from him. He pressed a button on top, the tablet loaded. 
 
    She spun, driving her fists into Demetri’s chest, then face, then abdomen. 
 
    He grabbed for her, her wrist yanked from his grasp each time, the wind knocked out of him with each blow. He curled, his head covered in a fetal position on the floor, as she bolted from the room.  
 
    “Wait.” Dr. Zhu restrained Petersen by the arm, still fiddling with the touchscreen. “Ah!” He hit a button prompting the command ‘halt.’ He looked at Petersen. “Go.” 
 
    Petersen rushed from the room. She stood there, statuesque at the end of the hallway. Demetri ran to meet him.  
 
    Petersen tipped her back, carrying her like a plank of wood. “Put her in confinement.” He handed her to Demetri.  
 
    “My old room?” He threw her over his shoulder.  
 
    “That’s fine,” Petersen said. “You can take a room on level 6.” 
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    Demetri walked along the brightly lit corridor, sensing the shadows of children running the hallways. “What is this place?”  
 
    “The others.” Petersen walked ahead of him. “Where they grew up together.” 
 
    Demetri stopped, a sudden emptiness in seeing the colorful walls, the pictures, names scribbled in crayon.  
 
    “They were forced here,” Petersen said. “Their mothers executed when they were young. Flynn’s orders.” 
 
    He let out a painful sigh, as his world grew, then collapsed on itself. “Why?” 
 
    Petersen cocked his head, confused. 
 
    “I was left alone in that room….” He ran his hand along the walls. “To rot.” 
 
    “Demetri, I-“ 
 
    “Years ago, I reached a breaking point.” He held up the back of his hands. “It started with punching the walls.” He parted his hair, a thick scar ran along his scalp. “Then ramming it.”  
 
    “It was Flynn that let you rot.” Petersen put his hand on Demetri’s shoulder. “I didn’t even know you were-“ 
 
    “It’s not that.” Demetri closed his eyes, shook his head. “I’m not angry, not upset… I’m lost, alone. I’ve missed everything, my whole life.” 
 
    Petersen wrapped his arms around the boy. 
 
     “I’ve never even seen her face,” he sobbed. “I’ve had no one, nothing.” 
 
    Petersen hugged him tighter. “It’s not too late,” he whispered. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Live a life you’re proud of.” Petersen smiled at him. “Find some happiness in life. We’re going to make it out of this… we’re going to win and that starts with you. And there’s a girl down there, in the same position as you were – hopeless, scared, unsure.” He patted the boy on the back. “Understand what I’m getting at?” 
 
    Demetri shook his head.  
 
    Petersen sighed. “People like us… we’re best suited to a life of service. It gives you purpose. Help her… understand. Just help her.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 63 
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    Julie awoke, her arms restrained, staring at a yellow light in the ceiling. “Where am I?” 
 
    “My old room,” Demetri whispered. 
 
    Her eyes shot towards him. 
 
    “Relax.” He edged his chair closer to her. “You’re safe… You went a little crazy.” 
 
    She closed her eyes. “I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    He picked up a bowl, dipped a spoon in and lifted it to her mouth. 
 
    A slight gag at the taste. “It’s cold. How long have you been sitting there?” 
 
    He blushed slightly. “A while.” He took the spoon, focusing energy into it until it boiled. “It’s no problem though, I spent 20 years in here… just waiting. You feeling better?” 
 
    “My God,” she whispered. “20 years? How’d you not go crazy?” She took another spoonful of hot soup. “And I’m ok, I guess. Still don’t feel like me.” 
 
    “Flynn used to bring me books.” 
 
    She looked down at the edges of the tiny cell, the small single window and port hole.  
 
    “I’m going to remove your restraints. So long as you promise not to beat the crap out of me again.” 
 
    “Promise.” She smiled at him. “You miss him?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” He unclasped her right hand. “Besides books, I learned most everything I know from him.” He moved to her left hand. “But he kept me in here to die a slow death, out of fear. Until Colonel Petersen came, I hadn’t seen the sun.” 
 
    Her face recoiled.  
 
    “What?” He studied her eyes. “He’s a good man.” 
 
    She squinted at him. “Ever been inside his head?” 
 
    He shook his head. “The one promise he made me make.” 
 
    “Try it out sometime.” Her lips pursed. “Might be surprised what you find.” 
 
    “You need to learn to trust. I didn’t need to read your mind to know you wouldn’t attack me again.” 
 
    “How do you know?” An edge to her voice. She sat up on the bed, swung her legs over the side.  
 
    “I don’t.” He smiled at her. “But I have faith.” 
 
    She smiled back, rolled her eyes.  
 
    “You’ll follow us, then? Fight with us?” 
 
    “You’re very… charming.” Her eyes flirted with his. “And I don’t have much of a choice, do I?” 
 
    His face turned a darker shade of red. “I am asking, aren’t I?” 
 
    Her smile, smitten. 
 
    “We leave in an hour.” He smiled back, briefly. His eyes hardened, his mouth flat. “A war is coming.” 
 
    Her smile grew wider. “I know.”  
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    “Cole!” Jacob called out into the void.  
 
    He appeared at once, his eyes wide with shock and fear. “I thought you’d abandoned us!”  
 
    He focused on him, a genuine concern in his eyes. “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” His voice raced and trembled. “We had lost contact with everyone to the east, and hadn’t heard from you, and they’ve taken Julie, and Brie is… well she’s abandoned us… It’s just me now. I’m holding on as best I can and – “ 
 
    “Slow down.” He spoke calmly. “Who’s taken Julie?” 
 
    “Colonel Petersen, and someone else; someone like us. We went after him, tracked them as far as the facility, but…” 
 
    “They’ve gone,” Jacob said. “Haven’t they?” 
 
    “How’d you know?” 
 
    “Lucky guess.” He rubbed at the stress in his temples. “Any indication where?” 
 
    “East - Fort Bragg…” 
 
    His eyes lit up like firecracker.  
 
    Cole shrunk, turning sideways to protect himself. “What?” 
 
    Jacob let out a long sigh. “I’m sorry, Cole. Sorry for everything, but tell me, did Michael say anything else?” 
 
    “Well, no.” He uncoiled a little from his standing fetal position. “Why?” 
 
    “It’s nothing. Where are you?” 
 
    “The facility. And Jacob, there are things here, things you couldn’t even imagine.” 
 
    He cocked his head slightly. “Just stay put, ok? I need to handle something, then I’m coming back for you.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 64 
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    “I’m going to go,” Jacob said. “And you’re going to follow me.” 
 
    Pavel’s eyes narrowed on him.  
 
    Sacha walked up to the table. “What’re you talking about?” 
 
    He looked over. “Making amends… My people need me. I can’t abandon them again.” 
 
    “No,” Pavel said. “I can’t allow that. We’ve got objectives in place, procedures. You can’t just-“ 
 
    “Forget your objectives,” Jacob yelled. “You want to infiltrate The Order… I’ll take you straight to the top. I’m talking leadership, intel, operatives. Eliminate the ones in charge.” 
 
    “Use some sense, Jacob!” He slammed his hand down on the table. “We’re not going in with guns blazing like some wild western cowboy shoot ‘em up. That’s not how we operate.” 
 
    “You have no concept of American culture, do you?” Jacob cocked his head. “Anyway, that’s not necessary. I’m telling you, I have assets on the ground there.” 
 
    Pavel raised an eyebrow. “And you’re sure this is where they’ll be?” 
 
    “I think,” Jacob said. “Just do this for me, and I’ll be more than happy to go along with whatever you decide.” 
 
    Pavel’s mind called out to the team. ‘Gather your gear, we leave in 20.” 
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    Jacob flipped the transmitter on his neckband. “I get my own parachute this time, right?” 
 
    Sacha pulled a chute, stowed in an overhead compartment of the commercial airliner; shoved it into Jacob’s chest. “Primary.” She held up a red nylon lanyard. “Backup.” A yellow lanyard. “We’re jumping from high altitude… don’t blackout.” She slipped an altimeter on his wrist. “Pull your primary at 3,000 feet.” 
 
    He took her hand and pressed his helmet to hers. “I’ll miss you straddling me.” 
 
    She put her palm on his visor, shoving him back playfully. Then her hand to her helmet, blowing him a kiss.  
 
    “Alright lovebirds.” Pavel walked down the center aisle, his rifle held at the high ready, parting the two. “Dropzone in 15 minutes.”  
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     “Multiple contacts, Sir,” Lieutenant Colonel Hager said into his radio. “Looks to be a single commercial airliner passing overhead and two fixed wing attack aircraft flying at a lower altitude.”  
 
    “Standby.” Nichols ran from his office, growing into a full-blown sprint to the operations center. “Shoot the damn things down!” 
 
    “Sir, It’s a commercial airliner, and the chopper is U.S. military equipment… likely friendlies.” 
 
    He looked up at the air defense cell, several rows back. “Major Woodward, anything that doesn’t belong to me, shoot it out of the sky.” 
 
    A flurry of activity; Woodward saluted. “Roger, Sir. Engaging with sidewinder and patriot missile batteries.” 
 
    “Give me that.” Nichols grabbed the handmic. “Net-call, Net-call, Net-call… This is Dragon 6… We’re going to fight like hell today and I think it’s time you all know the truth. Our President is a liar, and a traitor. The creatures we’ve fought, that have brought our nation, our world to the brink of extinction; manufactured within our own borders, by our own leadership. We’ve taken the President as our prisoner. Our enemy may look like children, they may look like hunters, or they may wear the very same uniform as you. Whatever the cost… do not let them have her, do not let them win. Protect our fort, protect our people. Dragon 6, out.” He started off out the door. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 65 
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    Two choppers slipped in stealth and silent, but not unnoticed; not to Michael, Erica and Kristen up in the woodland hills. 
 
    Demetri and Julie dropped hard to the ground into a roll; at the west end of Fort Bragg. Another, larger asset dropped in at the east end; its body suspended with multiple parachutes. The choppers spun back, landed in a clearing some five miles away.  
 
    Demetri and Julie sprinted; parting ways, they laid in wait at the northeast and southeast corners of the fort. Their minds reached out for the President and General Petersen.   
 
    A-10 Thunderbolts roared over the horizon. “Archangel 1 and Archangel 2, this is Warthog 27, Forward Air Controller, Airborne. Mission number Alpha Alpha 1022, We are two A-10 fixed wing, position - 34.987686, -79.474564. Elevation 126 Meters, ” A map displayed in Demetri’s visor, the incoming aircraft moving fast - West to East. “All aircraft equipped with: 30mm Gatling gun, 2 x Mk 84 cluster bomb, 4 x AGM 64 guided missile, 2 x Mk 82, 2,000 Lb. bombs. Playtime three-five minutes, Copy?” 
 
    “Copy, Warthog 27, This is Archangel 1. Initial position 35.107204, -79.016178, Battle position is north, 35.151208, -79.080678, heading 310 degrees. Target elevation two-six meters, description and locations incoming.” Demetri ran the line of radar arrays, a lazer designator fixed to his helmet recording each location. He transmitted the grids to the aircraft and circled back to his positon. “Target 1 of 10, radar array, marked by laser, code 4242. Friendlies located 100 meters west from Initial position and Battle Position. Egress east to west. Believe surface to air missiles in vicinity. Fire at will, copy?” 
 
    “Damn, son,” Warthog 27 said back. “You sound like an old pro… Time on target five minutes.” 
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    Lieutenant Colonel Hager scrambled, scanning channels for the appropriate frequency. “Any station, this net. Any station, this net. This is Dragon 3.” 
 
    “Dragon 3, this is Warthog 27, go ahead.” 
 
    “What are you doing, Warthog? We have you on radar heading towards Fort Bragg.” 
 
    “That’s a roger, Dragon 3.” The dialect oddly Russian. “Understand you’re a rogue installation, holding the president hostage. We’re all Americans here, and I’d hate to have friendly fire on my conscious, so tell you what… I’m gonna destroy that radar array along your western border one way or the other, so you go ahead and pull everyone you can back.” 
 
    Hager pushed his fingers to his eyes. “We don’t have to do this, Warthog. Abort your attack.” 
 
    “No can do,” Demetri said, as the first guided bomb impacted. 
 
    Hager looked up at Woodward in the Air Defense Cell. “Cease fire!” Palm out in front of his face, his hand shifted up and down.  
 
    Woodward called out “Cease fire!” Over the radio. His ear to the hand mic. “Missile’s have been fired, Sir.” 
 
    “Warthog, this is Dragon 3, please be advised, you have incoming.”  
 
    Demetri reached out, the weight of atmosphere in front of him drove down, as though harnessing the earth’s mass itself; stinger missiles impacted on the far side of the radar array.  
 
    The pilot’s voice rang in Demetri’s ear, “Archangel, this is Warthog… Is that you down there? Scanning on my weapons pod - forward looking infrared… you’re lit up like a damn spotlight.” 
 
    Demetri stood and waved. 
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    “Go, go, go!” Pavel motioned them through the rear hatch.  He grabbed Jacob, the last two onboard. “If you betray me, if this is a trap…” Pavel whispered. “You will beg for death.” 
 
    ‘There’s no one down there that wants me,’ Jacob whispered back, and for the first time, Jacob showed him; In an instant, Pavel had seen what he’d done. At least parts, excluding the act of unleashing Crimson Sky on the world. He showed him his missions, his life, his trek across the world. He showed Pavel a vision of himself.  
 
    Pavel shook his head, taken aback with the moment. He looked at Jacob, then clunked helmets with him and threw him out of the plane.  
 
    Jacob’s body swept just under the jet’s rear stabilizer wings, narrowly missing disaster. 
 
    Pavel jumped. the plane rigged on autopilot would run out of fuel somewhere over the Atlantic.  
 
    “Boom!” A Patriot missile impacted the plane. Jacob looked up, the smoking metal careening downward; A shot went through him, not his own body, but Pavel’s mind reaching out. He looked frantically; Pavel’s lifeless body tumbling through the air.  
 
    He ripped his arms around, fruitlessly attempting to swim and flail through the air. Staring down at his hands, he cupped them into the wind and oriented them to propel him forward. He moved faster, faster, too fast - colliding with Pavel.  
 
    Jacob looked at his altimeter, ‘2,500 feet,’ then up above, the many parachutes already deployed above him. He wrapped his arms and legs around Pavel and pulled the rip cord.  
 
    Their descent was quick. Too quick, as they skidded through densely packed trees. Jacob waited till they stopped, at least fifteen feet off the ground and let go of his white-knuckle grip on Pavel; an audible snap as he hit the ground. He looked down: Pavel’s leg twisted in the wrong direction. 
 
    Jacob swung his feet, searching for the safety of a tree’s trunk. He found only limbs pressing painfully into his face. He looked down, Pavel’s body gone from below. His hands gripped the parachute chord; a scolding putty-like sensation as they melted and eventually succumb to gravity, dropping him limp to the pine floor below.  
 
    An odd set of sensations: rustling both near and far, visibility as far as the forest would allow, a sort of presence lingered – indistinct, a strange odor – decay mixed with pine needles, mixed with something, and a undiscernible non-rhythmic tremor in the ground.  
 
    ‘Sacha,’ his mind called out. ‘Pavel.’ He felt the presence move towards him.  
 
    “Get down!” a voice called out, followed by intermittent bursts of 7.62 rifle rounds. The scream almost mechanical; the scent growing stronger, despite the presence moving away, loitering in the distance.  
 
    “Killed the little one.” Sacha grabbed him under the arm. “Come, we’ve missed the drop zone by five kilometers.”  
 
    “Wait.” Jacob stopped in his tracks. “What about Pavel?” 
 
    She grabbed his arm. “He knows the rally point, now come.” 
 
    He tore loose, running after him. “Pavel!” 
 
    She ran to catch up, grabbing him by his pack; she tore him down. “That thing is hunting us, biggest I’ve ever seen, and our best bet is to find help.” 
 
    “Biggest you’ve ever… ” He looked at her cockeyed. “Listen, Pavel was with me. Got knocked out by anti-aircraft. I carried him down.” 
 
    “Shit.” She hunkered low to the ground. Her eyes began flipping through screens in her visor. “Activate,” she whispered, then stood, grabbing Jacob’s hand. “This way.” 
 
    They moved fast under the canopy; through forest brush and undergrowth, through spiderwebs stretched out between trees, down an embankment; the sound of water trickling in the distance.  
 
    Jacob noticed a parachute in the distance. “One of ours,” he whispered.  
 
    “No.” Sacha ran towards it. “Wrong color, and too many.” She ran towards the harness, connected to three individual parachutes rigged as one. She held up a metallic buckle, intertwined with electronics, and stretched it out into a circle along the ground.  
 
    “That thing you shot?” 
 
    “No.” She looked around the area for tracks. “That thing was just a baby compared to this.” 
 
    Jacob looked at the ground, the harness diameter at least 10 feet across. “What about Pavel?” 
 
    “Moving.” 
 
    Jacob mulled it over in his mind. “Pretty sure he broke his leg.” 
 
    Sacha stopped. “This is bad,” she whispered. “He’s moving northeast, about 10 kilometers an hour.” 
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    “Wait,” Ari yelled, outpaced by all three. Michael and Kristen ran south by southwest; Erica lingered between them, both Ari and the others in sight. 
 
    Erica felt a foreign presence, both east and west of her; moving closer, but not at her. To her front, signal interference. To her rear, Ari – a pack of Hunters slowly gaining on her. 
 
    Ari heard the rustling behind her; she spun and dropped to her stomach, waiting for them to come up over the ridgeline. She put them down; each round ripping into the hunter’s bodies. A sudden panic struck her. “Erica!” She dropped her magazine and reloaded, sprinting to catch up. The image of her daughter suspended midair; a massive knife point protruding from her sternum.  
 
    With each fevered step, Ari’s muscles ached and breath escaped her; the image driving her further, past the breaking point. 
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    “Hell of a mess you’ve got us into, Vivian.” General Petersen remained captive inside the cell, now face to face with his accuser. “Thought you would’ve learned by now.” 
 
    Her head turned towards a corner, unable to look him in the eye. 
 
    “They’ll come… Kill both of us,” Petersen said. “And then it’s over.” 
 
    “Enough!” She snarled. “Your brother will come for me… and you too.” 
 
    “Ha… My brother. More likely he’ll kill us, than save us.” 
 
    “What would you have me do, then?” 
 
    “Nothing now.” He shrugged. “All that’s left to do is die… Unless you’ve got some other trick up your sleeve.” 
 
    “I might,” she whispered. 
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     “Objective Matthew clear,” Demetri said. “Awaiting orders.” 
 
    Colonel Petersen’s voice rang in both their headsets. “Proceed to objective Mark and Luke.” 
 
    They ran east, through a hail of steel at the wire. “Contact.” Julie yelled, several bullets ricocheting off her helmet and armored suit, knocking her off her feet. She recovered, holding her side, feeling the nanites move to the wound. Her mind reached out, links of bullets cooked off like popcorn, jamming the weapons as damaged rounds drug inside the chamber.  
 
    Her hand pressed in on her side; a burning shot of heat and pain. She sprinted and leapt, clearing the coils of razor wire.  
 
    A large circular operations area along the west of Fort Bragg, surrounded by multi-directional rocket launchers, a concrete building at the center. She waited at the fringe, the launchers oriented skyward. Her mind reached out – interference, too many minds, too much static. She darted forward at a full sprint; surprised at the silence, she slipped the rucksack off her shoulder, then ripped the door from its hinges and walked inside. 
 
    She slid over, waiting for gunshots. The room was empty, the seats still warm from being occupied. She slipped the rucksack back on her shoulder, then scanned along the monitors of ruggedized computers, the air defense system set to ‘auto.’ Her fingers touched the control panel, her mind traced the circuitry to its sources; a main cable, battery backups; severing the connections. 
 
    A hydraulic hum outside, the rocket launchers slowly lowering their aim down to the ground.  
 
    “Archangel 1, this is Archangel 2… Objective Luke cleared.” She heard an explosion in the distance. 
 
    “Roger, Archangel 2… No boom?” 
 
    “Not necessary,” she said. “Building was abandoned… disabled the whole system.” 
 
    Demetri paused a moment. “Copy that, break…” “Warthog 27, Archangel 1… Proceed to Battle Position Bravo, be prepared to provide close air support.” 
 
    “Roger, Archangel… Have 2-0 minutes playtime remaining.” 
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    “Move out!” Blanco motioned his team forward. They mounted Humvee’s and drove Northeast towards the signal. “Dragon 3 This is Guardian 6.” 
 
    “Roger Gaurdian, Aircraft is 5 miles from your position, west by northwest.”  
 
    “Roger, Dragon 3,” They sped down paved road 5 miles west, then turned off-road, onto rugged sand and dirt terrain. “Stop here,” he said to the driver. They dismounted, leaving the gunners at their turrets.  
 
    The helicopters sat idle, it’s rotors still churning; its engine screamed, drowning out all possibility for verbal communication.  
 
    He motioned the main element forward, leaving a marksman and spotter on overwatch. A SEAL scanned the cockpit for a pilot, then shook his head.  
 
    Blanco hopped into the cabin; A white plastic device at the center, not unlike a wireless modem; mesh benches and standard equipment and tools. A large green tough-box sitting to the rear of the bulkhead, a black box wired into it, secured to the top with bolts. Blanco moved past it, into the cockpit and shut off the engine.  
 
    “The fuck is that,” his Sergeant whispered, now hovering over the tough box.  
 
    “Don’t know.” Blanco looked down at it. “Take it all.” 
 
    [image: ][image: ] 
 
    Explosions shook the earth outside the prison, the smell of spent high explosive filled the air. “What the hell?” Dustin spun. 
 
    Lieutenant Engel pulled the rolled-up wad out from his boot. “Thermite.” He wrapped it around the bar, both at the top and bottom. “Don’t stare directly at it.”   
 
    Dustin tore a strip of fabric from his thin mattress, tied it around the thermite as a makeshift wick. 
 
    Engel sparked a match, and lit both wicks at once. Thirmite ignited in a blinding blaze, the ends of metal glowed red hot, dripping to the floor below. As the concoction fizzled, he peeked out from behind his mattress; the bar still in place. “Damnit!” He slammed the heel of his boot into the bar, sending it flying into the cinderblock wall with a metallic ‘ping.’  
 
    They squeezed out one by one, tore around a corner and smack, right into another set of bars.  
 
    Dustin looked over at Engel. “Any more thermite?” 
 
    Engel raised his hands into a shrug.  
 
    Dustin’s teeth clenched in frustration. 
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    “Kristen!” Jacob’s hands shot up for her to see.  
 
    Sacha grabbed him by the back, ripped him down. Her two fingers touched her eyes, then pointed out into the tree line; a shimmer of light, bent around a long stretch of ground.  
 
    A heavy head of guilt and powerlessness weighed on Jacob. 
 
    Kristen ran towards them; her path through the clearing passing alongside the tree line.  
 
    Jacob’s muscles tensed, as tree limbs quaked; the glimmer of light bent, changing with its surroundings. He sprang forward, out of Sacha’s grasp. “Run!” He moved towards the clearing, away from the tree line. “This way!” 
 
    The familiar voice; Kristen’s eyes lit up like burning coals. She sprinted after him, her body weightless with rage. Michael followed close behind. She leapt, her hands digging in to Jacob’s shoulder, dragging him down. She ripped his helmet off, her hand gripping around his throat.  
 
    “Kristen,” he garbled, tearing at her wrists. In a timeless instant, her mind played back; Jacob’s perspective as though he were Kristen, writhing helpless on the table. He felt putrid and shameful; her experience weighed all the more on him. He squeezed his eyes together; a fruitless attempt to will away the sickening feeling inside. He glanced over, half in, half out of the void; the tall grass parted at the massive apparition moving towards them. “Stop.” He wrenched her arm, throwing her from him.  
 
    “Crack!” A 7.62 round from Sacha’s AK-47 pounded into the creature, damaging its active camouflage, but nothing more. A single patch of bright red skin shone, now moving steadily towards them, unfettered by the impact.  
 
    Kristen spun and moved; its presence known only by the bending of light, it’s hulking mass rose; shot down at them. A sheen of dirt over its snout as it recoiled; not toothed, rather a hard, efficient cutting edge to its jaws. It’s eyes locked on to her; her anger turned to fear as she bolted once more for the base.  
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    Their hands shoved into their pockets, Colonel Jaeger and Major Tiegs dollied into the prison, seemingly oblivious.  
 
    “Stop there, Gentlemen.” A tall Sergeant moved towards them, rendering a salute. “State your business here.” 
 
    “Nothing pressing.” Teegs shuffled forward, a full foot shorter than the gaurd. “Just figured We’d…” His fist drove into the Sergeant’s gut, doubling him over. Then ‘crack,’ Tiegs kneed him in the face. Jaeger took the handcuffs off the Sergeant’s belt and secured him to a bar; then the keys off his beltloop. They ran down the hall, round a corner. Dustin and Engel’s arms protruded through the bars. Scores of Soldiers behind them, cheering.  
 
    “Sir!” A look of elated shock in Dustin’s eyes. “You sure about this.” 
 
    “If I’m not willing to risk my life for what I believe right…” He fumbled through the keys, looking for the right one. “My career doesn’t mean a whole lot, does it?” He gave Dustin a subtle wink, as the tumblers crunched into place and the door swung open.  
 
    The Soldiers rushed out of the cell and down the hall. Into a control room, they subdued the guards with overwhelming force, recovering their weapons and equipment.  
 
    A solemn look of understanding towards Jaeger. “Go to the airfield,” Dustin whispered. “I’ll be right behind you.” 
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    Over the hill, ‘Clack, clack, clack,’ the whispering report of large caliber gunshots echoed in the distance, followed by, ‘thud, thud, thud,’ as rounds pounded into dirt. Kristen waved her arms at the gun crew, pointing up. Her mind reached out; powerless at the jammers positioned around the fort.  
 
    The creature bound towards them, still camouflaged; its heavy footsteps no longer stealth in chasing its quarry. It’s path wavered, sensing footsteps on the ground both ahead and behind, absent any signal outside of normal human capacity.  
 
    Kristen sprinted towards the entry control point, the gunner in mid-reload. She hopped up onto the roof of the Humvee, then slammed her head into the gunner. He hung limp in his ring mount. She ripped him from the hatch, manning the .50 caliber machine gun. Scanning left to right, searching for a glimmer, light bending, a rustling of grass, anything. Only Jacob and a girl, similarly dressed, as well as Michael; Erica and Ari far off in the distance. Her aim stayed pinned to Jacob. “Give me a reason why I shouldn’t pull the trigger?”  
 
    His pace slowed from sprint to crawl, afraid to go back, or forwards.  
 
    “Put it down,” Michael yelled 
 
    Jacob put his arm out, stopping Michael’s advance. “I have none,” he yelled. 
 
    “Ok.” She slapped the cover down on a fresh belt of ammo and racked the charging handle back.  
 
    “Wait.” Michael slapped Jacob’s hand down. “It wasn’t him that left you… it was me.” 
 
    She glared down at him, part fury, part confusion.  
 
    “He came to me for help.” He looked over at Jacob. “I refused.” 
 
    Her tears flowed, enraged, betrayed. “Why?” 
 
    “I made the wrong decision, alright…” He forced his eyes up from the ground, to look at her squarely. “Thought if I could remove Jacob from the world, everything would be ok… but it’s not. I sacrificed you for my own well-being, not realizing what I had.” 
 
    “This is touching, guys… really.” Pavel’s tracker pinged on Sacha’s display. “We need to move.” 
 
    Kristen disengaged the ring mount, swung it towards Sacha. “Where?” 
 
    “I hit it with 7.62,” Sacha said. “Not even a scratch. Need something a little bigger.” She started off, into the fort. 
 
    She swung the weapon back at Jacob and Michael, now following. “Stop!” 
 
    “Shoot them.” Sacha started off. “Or don’t… not my problem. I plan on living through this.” 
 
    “But…” Her stare followed Sacha, casually ignoring Kristen as she walked away. Kristen gritted her teeth in a growl, then slipped inside the Humvee’s drivers seat and opened the hatch. “Get in.” 
 
    “What about Erica?” Michael asked. “And Ari?” 
 
    “Leave them,” Kristen said. “We’re going a different direction.” 
 
    Michael hopped into the back, Jacob into the passenger seat. He spun, his finger out. “Not a-“ 
 
    “Relax,” Michael whispered. “For once, I think we’re actually on the same side.” 
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    “Where were you?” Kristen asked. They drove through peaks and valleys on the electromagnetic spectrum, as several buildings and areas were well covered by wide spectrum jamming.  
 
    Jacob held out his hand. “Long story.” 
 
    She looked down, the revulsion of touching his sickening skin, reeking with the scent of stale betrayal and malice. A shudder went up her spine, as she grabbed his hand; her mind adrift in his psyche. “Me first.” Her eyes narrowed as she gripped his hand.  
 
    He was thrust back into the sickening pit of Kristen’s mind; a once vibrant landscape of vivid thought and form, reduced to a cesspool of filth, a wasteland of self-deprecating hatred. A vision passed before him, Kristen’s vision. An odd little squirrel staring up at her, such expression in its eyes. His mouth uttered the word, “Yes.” ‘But to what question?’ he wondered. A sudden euphoria, like adrenaline coursing through his bloodstream. He searched frantically through the vision; her truth revealed only as he searched his own mind. A blackened earth, bodies strewn across pavement, scavengers feasting on their dead flesh. He ripped himself from the nightmare; she stared over with a vicious smile. A smile he would have once mistook as lively.  
 
    “Your turn,” she whispered.  
 
    A shudder went up his spine. ‘How far she’s fallen,’ he thought, as the vision of his journey began. His dream, now long past, played before her like a movie, only a blip on his memory; ‘inconsequential,’ he thought. “Erica,” she whispered. A malevolent impulse ran through her mind.  
 
    His head cocked. “What?” He tore his hand away. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” She reached out, grabbed his hand once more. “Continue.” 
 
    He examined her a moment, the Kristen he had known, now gone; a dead shell, a darkness growing inside. He succumbed to her, his mind open. 
 
    “He’s gone.” Ari knelt down, examining the malformed metal bar. “Thermite.” She looked up at Erica. “Any idea?” 
 
    Erica shook her head. “Must be in a dead zone.”  
 
    “Airfield.” Ari rose.  
 
    “Or off base.” Erica started off, behind Ari. “Looking for us.” The sound of helicopters blades whipping the wind. 
 
    They ran north, towards the airfield, Ari in the lead. Silent, Erica broke off, east towards the Forces Command building; towards the others.  
 
    Ari stopped and hunched over, breathless, her hands pressed firmly to her thighs. 
 
    Blanco loaded magazines into pouches on his body armor. “Where’s Erica?” 
 
    Ari whipped around, her eyes wide in panic. 
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    Kristen reveled in her vision of fire; smoking headless corpses laying across the pavement. Her eyes widened at the prospect. Soon they would see what they’d made her into, and she would end them. All of them.  
 
    The hallway lit with battery operated fixtures; the emergency lighting in the Forces Command building had since dimmed, then died. They ran, silent down the still corridor. Michael put his hand against the cinderblocks; the hum of a generator on the other side. “Here.”  
 
    Sacha bent down and slapped a wad of plastic explosive onto the wall, molded around a copper cone. “Get back!” she set the timer for five seconds. A deafening sound, smoke and dust filled the corridor, a molten stream of copper penetrated the wall, into the generator. They circled back through the heavy metal door towards the T intersection.  
 
    Kristen stopped, the door to her prison cell left open. She stepped inside; the memories of abuse and torture, of shame and weakness, hit her at once. She shuddered at the memories, a rage rising up inside her hollow body, filling the voids of her spirit. She slammed the door shut and continued on. 
 
    “Stop there!” Sacha yelled, her rifle aimed at the center of General Nichol’s chest. Nichol’s pistol pressed firm against President Kreuson’s head. “She’s mine.” She swung her rifle down to the president, then ‘crack!’ Jacob’s hand slammed the barrel to the side. The bullet ricocheted from the cinderblock into Nichol’s calf. He dropped to the floor.  
 
    Kristen bound over the interrogation table; grabbed Nichols in a choke hold and dragged him from the room. Michael followed in chase.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Sacha screamed. “Move!” 
 
    “If you’re to judge anyone as evil,” Jacob knelt in front of the president, his hands clasped behind his back; emboldened by Michael’s confession. “Judge me.” He head hung, as though ready for the axe. 
 
    Sacha flipped her visor up, now wide eyed. “Get out of my way.” 
 
    “Don’t you see, Sacha?” His head tilted towards the sky, as tears filled his eyes. “The monster you so desperately long for is-“ 
 
    ‘Crack,’ Her rifle came down hard, the buttstock connecting with his head.  
 
    A second impact with the metal table on his way down. He lay there, still; a pool of blood forming around his head, shallow breaths, his vision black, mind fuzzy.  
 
    She rested her rifle on the back of her head, and trudged out into the hallway; her arms slung over both sides of the rifle.  
 
    A grenade lobbed into the room; both Vivian and Petersen’s eyes wide, as it landed on top of the desk.  
 
    Vivian kicked, knocking the table to its side; the grenade landing on her side of the metal table-top.  
 
    Petersen ripped himself to one side, falling hard onto his arm; a sharp ‘snap,’ as he landed.  
 
    Vivian stared down at the grenade, her eyes wide, then closed; with God in fevered prayer. “Your protection, father,” she whispered. “Forgive me of my sins.” ‘Boom!’ the grenade exploded, sending shards of metal into her; the pressure wave drove her to her back.  
 
    A light suspended above, a dark figure moved overhead in her blurred vision. “The angel of death,” Vivian whispered, as Julie’s hands touched her abdomen.  
 
    Julie laid a hand on Vivian’s midsection. “War, actually.” Shards of metal pulled from her body, assimilating into Julie’s pores, while an acute stinging heat cauterized Vivian’s wounds. She looked up at Demetri. “What now?” 
 
    Demetri keyed his neckband. “Target’s acquired, plus one. Extract via rally point 2, Copy?” He picked up both Petersen and Jacob. “Let’s roll.” 
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    ‘Bam, bam, bam!’ Michael’s hand slapped against the metal door. “Kristen, please open the door!” He put his hands at the door, a sharp tug – it held fast. ‘Bam, bam, bam!’ “Damnit Kristen, open the door! I don’t want to bring the building down.” 
 
    Inside, she had bent metal bars around his feet and hands; an end of each of the bars was rainbowed with a blue tinge – a telltale sign that the metal had once glowed red and subsequently pressed against Kristen’s bare flesh. She picked up a knife on Joe’s table of tools, curled down like a scythe; one that he had never used on her. No, cutting didn’t bother her, so much as other forms of torture did. She sat down by Nichol’s head, her lips inches from his ear. “You know what you’ve done to me…” 
 
    “Is that a question,” he said. His body vulnerable across the table, his face, his eyes tried to maintain a façade of strength at his position. “I don’t recall-“ 
 
    “Shhh.” The blade grew red in her grasp. She passed it broadways over his cheek; the skin sizzled and smoked. “A statement… You claim to be just. A humanist, atheist… whatever you call yourself.” 
 
    “And you?” His eye twitched compulsively, a wince from pain. “How holy art thou?” 
 
    She laughed, as she had never laughed. “I claim no such thing, not now, not ever.” She pressed the glowing blade edge into his face. 
 
    His neck tightened in agony. “Just do it and get it over with!” 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “That wouldn’t be any fun.” She stared at Nichols down the fiery blade; a blaze hissed along the door, shooting sparks out into the room. She pressed the edge into his guts; the edge quenched, boiling his blood, cooking his insides.  
 
    His back arched, convulsed at shock and pain.  
 
    She hopped on top of him, the look of fear and loathing in his eyes. “Have any last words?” 
 
    His neck tightened, holding firm on his composure. “No.” 
 
    She shook her head. “An apology would’ve been nice.” Now dull, she dragged the blade edge across his throat; its metal tearing and biting into the flesh. Spurts of blood shot up from the wound. 
 
    His mouth opened, as though trying to speak.  
 
    She leaned down to hear.  
 
    He collected what remained of the filth and tobacco in his mouth; spat it out, hitting her in the cheek. 
 
    She wiped it off, then looked down in apathy. The edge hit hard against his skull, splitting it in two; then again, and again, and again.  
 
    Michael grabbed her from the back, both hands securing each of her wrists. “Put it down,” he whispered.  
 
    She spun, sliced at his tricep with the tip.  
 
    He held the muscle, now torn and bleeding profusely. “We’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    “You go.” She climbed off Nichols dead body, her shirt speckled with blood. “I’m not done here.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you,” Michael said. “Not again.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him. “Go… far away, like you always wanted.” 
 
    He leaned into her, his head resting on her shoulder. “But, I need…” He stopped, knowing that his words were a lie. 
 
    She put her hand on his cheek, still gripping the hatchet, her eyes locked onto his. “In time, maybe that will be true…” She kissed him, “… And we’ll learn to forgive one another.” She ran off, out of the building. 
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    Outside the prison, an electronic warfare vehicle sat idle, but active; a sensor array mounted on a Stryker wheeled combat vehicle. Dustin rushed inside the compartment. “Hands up!” his weapon aimed at the Soldier’s head. “Shut it down.” 
 
    “Sir, I-“ 
 
    Dustin blasted the console; sparks shot out at the Soldier, his hands now covering his face. 
 
    The Soldier reached down, calmly; turned a dial to the off position. “All set, Sir.” 
 
    Dustin shook his head, frustrated at the exchange. He jumped from the back of the vehicle, his mind calling Erica’s name.  
 
    ‘Dad?’ she called back.  
 
    A sudden warmth and fear. ‘Airfield, now!’ He ran north, as fast as his leg would carry him. 
 
    Her path diverted with her mind; what would have led her away, now led her home. 
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    “Archangel 6, Colonel Petersen, this is Archangel 1, both targets are loaded onto the chopper, as well as Archangel 2 and I. Requesting extraction coordinates.” 
 
    “Roger, Archangel 1. Need you and Julie to get off the bird, proceed to incoming grid. I have another mission for you.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Demetri adjusted his headset. “Say again Colonel.” 
 
    “Nuclear warheads, son.” Petersen’s voice trembled. “For our safety, for the worlds safety.” 
 
    He could sense the lie in Petersen’s voice. “Ok.” He crouched to the ground. “I’ll get your warheads.” 
 
    “Good.” A relief washed over Petersen. “Get what you can, extract via ground. Copy?” 
 
    Demetri shook his head. “Roger, Sir.” He briefed the crew chief and made his way east for the ammo supply point.  
 
    As the hatch closed, Kristen slipped in behind them and leapt into the opening.  
 
    The crew chief looked at her in a cockeyed glare. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    She walked over, silently smiling; took his head and twisted sharp.  
 
    General Petersen stared up, a glazed look from painkillers circulating in his body. “No.” 
 
    She walked past him, silently into the cockpit. “Change of plans...” Deep inside the pilot’s mind, she appeared as the crew chief. “We’re going to Florida. Lackland Airforce base.”  
 
    “Hmm.” The pilot shrugged. “Hear it’s nice this time of year.” The helicopter shuddered slightly as it took off. 
 
    She walked back to the cabin, bent down and picked up Jacob; threw him over her shoulder, an odd mixture of light and burning flesh as she cradled his head in her hand.  
 
    “What do you plan to do with us?” Petersen asked.  
 
    She smiled. “Might kill you.” She depressed a button; the back hatch dropped to a horizontal position. “Might not.” She flung Jacob’s body out the back, out into the sky and earth below. “As for her.” She looked down at the President, her body pale from blood loss. “She’ll make a nice puppet.” 
 
    A dread washed over General Petersen, at all the mistakes he’d made, at all the lies. He wondered what hell must be like. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 73 
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    Jacob stuck into the mud like a javelin. The fall hadn’t been high enough to break any bones, much less kill him. He wondered why she hadn’t just waited till they were at altitude. He supposed the same question held for Sacha. ‘Why didn’t they kill me?’ His arms felt like lead weights, his head like it might burst at any moment. He laid there motionless in the mud, as though he might just drift off into unconsciousness. 
 
    ‘Slap!’ a sharp impact struck his head, like rusty daggers slicing into his brain. “Get up!” a black figure stood over him.  
 
    She wound up to strike again; he quickly sprung up and shielded his face. “What?” he yelled. 
 
    Sacha lifted her visor. “Fight’s not over with.” 
 
    “You tried to kill me.” 
 
    “Told you not to get in my way.” She shrugged. “Besides, I didn’t hit you that hard. Figured you’d be ok.” 
 
    Jacob shook his head, useless in driving away the pain. He tried to free one leg, driving the other further into the mud. Then the other leg, equally as fruitless. “Little help.” He lifted his arm, slowly up to her. 
 
    “Tell me one thing, since I’ve got you here.” She stood there, watching his arm struggle against gravity and suction. “When we were falling, why not save yourself instead?” 
 
    “You wanna know why?” His arm dropped limp, sloshed into the mud. ‘Should I tell her,’ he wondered. The word, “Love,” issued seamlessly from his mouth.  
 
    Her eyes grew wide, as she started to blush.  
 
    “Not like that. Well… maybe, but…” He closed his eyes, collected his thoughts. “My whole life, I’ve never been able to love anyone so much as myself. In you, I see something that I wish I could be. You love your people so wholly, so selflessly that you’d be willing to die to avenge them.” 
 
    “You must have lost a lot of blood.”  
 
    He felt weightless, maybe she was right. “Not nearly enough.” 
 
    A wicked smile grew on her face. “Must be pretty weak right now.” 
 
    His hands shot up over his head, forced there. She grabbed his front armored plate and ripped off the Velcro, pulling the plate aside, then unzipped his top. She pulled a syringe from her first aide kit, pulled the plastic cap off with her teeth. 
 
    “What is that?” A newfound fear suddenly coursing through his body. 
 
    “Adrenaline,” she mumbled, wiping an antiseptic on his chest. “As usual…” She nodded. 
 
    “… it’s going to hurt like hell.” He finished her sentence as she plunged the syringe in through his ribcage, into his heart. The initial sharp pain was nothing, compared to the rapid pounding in his chest. His energy had returned, yet he felt like he might have a heart attack at any moment. “Why…” His breathing followed pace. “Is my… heart beating so fast?” 
 
    She winked, “apparently you’re in love,” then ripped him from the mud. 
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    Jacob and Sacha sprinted from the wood line. “Look!” He pointed to two black figures sprinting past a building.  
 
    “Move!” Sacha hurried towards them. She knelt and took aim. ‘Crack!’ 
 
    The rifle round impacted Julie’s back armor plate; she dropped, tumbled into the dirt. Demetri spun, hustled back to her. “Get up!” he grabbed her under the arm. 
 
    “No.” She rose to one knee. “You go.” ‘Crack!’ she felt the bullet moving – its trajectory altered, whizzed past them. “I’ll handle them.” 
 
    Demetri’s hand moved, swift but gentle, down the length of her arm; his hand in hers, now barely touching as they parted. 
 
    “Thought we left you on the helicopter?” Julie spun. “Was hoping we’d get a chance to talk, Jacob.” She pulled a sword from its scabbard, a long straight steel blade, inlaid with copper along the fuller. 
 
    “We can talk about this, Julie.” He edged slowly towards her.  
 
    ‘Crack!’ Another round fired from Sacha’s rifle.  
 
    The force emanated from Julie; through the copper banding in her suit, then out through the tip of the blade. The round stopped, as though drawn to the blade somehow. She wheeled back, hurled the bullet at them; a ‘crack!’ as it broke the sound barrier, into Jacob’s chest plate with an ‘Uhh!’ 
 
    He rose slowly, painfully. 
 
    “You abandoned us, left us to fend for ourselves.”  
 
    A slight smirk on his face. “Looks like you’re doing ok.”  
 
    She ripped her helmet off. “You see this collar around my neck?” 
 
     “Let us help you!” He shuddered to think how it must have gotten there. 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “We gonna do this, or you all talk?” 
 
    “I don’t see a problem with-“ Something hard impacted his back; his body whipped across the pavement; the light bent in pursuit. Julie turned, ran off towards Demetri 
 
    Sacha dove for cover, setting up beside a concrete barricade. ‘Crack!’ she scored a shot into the creature’s head. ‘Clack, clack, clack,’ automatic machine guns opened up on it, ineffective, but for eliminating its cloaking capability; its fiery red skin now fully visible.  
 
    It darted towards the cover of a building, then rounded a corner – out of sight.  
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    ‘Dad!’ Her mind called out to him. ‘Where are you?’ She ran along the airstrip, towards Ari; A sudden racing, her mind locked on to something; and it to her.  
 
    ‘Almost there.’ His conscious mind exhausted and panting for breath.  
 
    Erica wrapped her arms around Ari. “He’s coming,” she whispered.  
 
    Kneeling in a defensive perimeter around the aircraft, Ari motioned to Blanco, silent. ‘Overwatch, there.’ She pointed to a concrete barricade, as the engines screamed.  
 
    Blanco tapped Engel on the shoulder, pointed to the position. 
 
    It shot out from behind the control tower; monstrous and fiery red. It bound behind Dustin, its eyes locked on Erica in the distance.  
 
    Dustin lifted his rifle over his shoulder, firing back wildly.  
 
    ‘Crack – Crack,’ Ari and Engel’s rifles shot almost in unison, both scoring headshots.  
 
    Unphased, the creatures eyes set on Ari. 
 
    She studied it through her scope; her crosshairs locking on to its eye. She fired; her mind connected with the bullet, willing it to her target.  
 
    The bullet impacted the thick membrane; a spray of vitreous humor shot out, the creature now rubbing the empty socket into the dirt. It rose, its eye locked on to Ari; crept low and fast. 
 
    Dustin passed through the barricade; the creature rose, then shot out, grabbing Ari by her upper torso. Her legs swung, side to side; the blade-like jaws clamping down tighter and tighter. She pulled her knife from its scabbard; drove upward. Its sweet, savory blood spilt down onto her, into her mouth and eyes, as its sharp jaw penetrated her flesh, into her organs. It threw her from its grasp.  
 
    Dustin spun; a hail of gunfire, M203 grenade launchers thumped, sending grenades downrange at the creature. He sprinted to her body; mangled, nearly severed in half. He was careful, cradling both halves in his arms back to the helicopter.  
 
    The creature wheeled at the grenades detonating around him; its claw ripping through Lieutenant Engel’s abdomen, throwing him to the asphalt.  He looked back towards the chopper, a flood of hunters breaching through the exposed fence line. Commander Blanco sprinting towards him. His hands wandered down to his abdomen; sliced open, his innards exposed. He laughed to himself, as he held a hand up for Blanco to stop. He pulled a grenade from its pouch, pulled a pin and grasped it tight to his chest, waiting. An odd sensation like fluttering. As he opened his eyes, a little bird had landed on his chest, now staring back at him. 
 
    Her body laid on the metal grates, lifeless. Erica touched her hand to Ari’s eyelids, closing her silent eyes. The aircraft began its vertical ascent; she kissed Ari’s cheeks, then wrapped her arms around Dustin. “You won’t understand this, Dad. Just know that I’m doing what I was meant to do.” 
 
    “No,” he whispered. Pain filled his eyes; for a moment he held her, afraid to let go.  
 
    She stood, opened the side hatch and jumped.  
 
    He rushed to the hatch, watched her land and roll and continue on to whatever lay in her path. A great loneliness washed over him, now staring down at Ari’s body. He wondered at whether this was his lot – loneliness and death, the pain of failure. He wondered whether he ought to jump. ‘Maybe when we’re a little higher up,’ he thought. Instead, he closed the hatch and covered Ari’s body with a blanket.  
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    A bird leapt, in flight; Erica knelt in the pool of blood and laid her hand on Engel’s stomach. “Just breath,” she whispered, watching hunters press in around them.  
 
    An aura of light, like wings. His vision doubled, then quadrupled; mind wandering deep within his memory, he reached up and touched her face. “Don’t be afraid of it,” he strained; a single streak of red now lined down her face.  
 
    “What?” she whispered back, her hand caressing his cheek. “Don’t be afraid of what?” 
 
    Weak, he reached into his pocket. ‘Key,’ he mouthed, unable to utter a word. He turned his hand over, his thumb held loosely over the grenade spoon. ‘Go.’ 
 
    She grabbed the key, her hand rested on his forehead, bringing comfort in the end. No anguish at his tattered flesh; her gift of a painless death, but she could hear the hunters pressing in, tear into him. Moments later, the grenade; a profound solemnity at his sacrifice. 
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“To the airfield,” Michael shouted, hustling troops north. 
 
    Erica ran up to him. “It’s compromised.” She looked back at the hunters swarming. “Where are the others?”  
 
    His mind wandered a moment. “Getting ammo.” 
 
    She looked at him sideways.  
 
    “I dunno.” He shook his head, confused.  
 
    She grabbed his hand and ran east.  
 
    They had stopped at the 100 meters from the entrance to a bunker. Signs mounted along the concrete depicted a circular bomb with a flame above; the symbol for ‘ordinance.’ They crept up. “What’re you doing?” Michael whispered.  
 
    Jacob turned back, startled. “Waiting.” He looked at Erica, a sudden impulse of fear, he thought unfounded. 
 
    Michael raised his eyebrow and started off for the door.  
 
    Jacob grabbed his arm, then pointed upwards; the straight edge at the top of the concrete entrance, broken by a slightly wavy pattern at the haunches of the creature. “Think it tracks our electromagnetic frequencies. That’s why it’s not attacking.” 
 
    Michael cocked his head in thought. “So, just walk in.” 
 
    Jacob stared oddly, then looked back at Sacha.  
 
    “It thinks you’re human,” Michael said. “Just walk in.”
They walked cautiously into the bunker, set deep into a hillside. Pitch black, but for a handful of emergency lights. Sacha flipped on her flashlight, illuminating row after row of cages, sealed tight with pallets full of a variety of ammunition; a large loading dock, the back of an ammunition hauler backed up to it. Single file, they weaved through the maze of adjoining corridors, set further back into the earth. 
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    They passed through a heavy steel door, aligned with a concrete wall, a large radioactive placard in yellow and white posted above the door. Jacob pulled the door shut behind them. Their footsteps echoed now, the hallway lined with reinforced concrete.  
 
    Demetri and Julie had a cart loaded up with large green plastic tough-boxes, the same radioactive placard posted on each. Their quarry claimed, they stood ready for a fight. 
 
    Jacob studied Julie for a moment, wholly familiar, yet something repellant, hideous.  
 
    “Hardly seems fair.” Sacha’s whisper echoed throughout the room. “Four against two.” 
 
    Demetri lifted his visor. “Sacha?” He ripped his helmet off, eyeing the girl. 
 
    ‘Could it be?’ she wondered, walking slowly to him, studying his face, well grown from dead memories. An aura had formed, reigniting a bond that had long since severed. “I’m so sorry, brother,” she whispered, guilt welling up in her. “I was weak. I hid.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to forgive, and even if there was, I forgive you…” He wrapped his arms around her. “A thousand times over. You were a child, didn’t know what would happen.” 
 
    “But I did.”  
 
    “Enough.” Julie drew her sword. “We need these warheads on the road,” She passed the blade across Demetri’s collar. “Or else we’ll both lose our heads.” 
 
    “There’s no way to get a signal in here,” Jacob said. “Maybe we could-“ 
 
    “No.” The color ran from Demetri’s face in a whisper. “The moment we step outside, we’ll be Colonel Petersen’s again.” He dropped to his knees and stared up at Sacha. “If anyone were to take my life…” 
 
    Erica stared, not at Demetri, but at the collar. “Hey guys…” 
 
    “… I’d want it to be you.” He hugged at Sacha’s waist.  
 
    “Hey guys…” The key dangled from Erica’s finger. “I might have a solution to our problem.”  
 
    Demetri’s eyes lit up. “Give me that.” He inserted the key into the slot. It shot open with a ‘ting.’ He handed the key to Julie, savoring the stale yet refreshing air on his skin.  
 
    Michael leaned in to Erica. “That was a mistake,” he whispered.  
 
    She looked back, puzzled.  
 
    “Just a guess,” he said. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We’ve got an ammo hauler sitting at the loading dock,” Demetri stood, as a tapping started against the metal door.  
 
    “I think we take the warheads,” Julie said. “Give them to Colonel Petersen…” The tapping turned to banging. 
 
    “No.” Erica’s eyes tightened. “Leave them.” A shriek echoed on the other side of the door.  
 
    “… armed and set to detonate the second they reach the lowest level.” Julie’s eyes narrowed on her. “Who put her in charge?” 
 
    “No one.” Erica pinched the bridge of her nose. “But we don’t need those… things, in the world. Not now, not ever.” 
 
    “Put it to a vote.” A sly grin grew on Julie’s face. “Who thinks we should keep the nukes?” 
 
    Julie raised her hand, then Demetri, then Sacha… Then Michael.  
 
    Erica looked at him, part shock, part anger. Similarly, Michael looked at Jacob in absolute surprise; his arms firmly at their sides.  
 
    “The group has spoken,” Julie said, now wheeling the cart in front of the concrete hallway; the shrieks and pounding had turned to a sea of hunters, ravenous for a meal.  
 
    “And what about that thing on the roof?” Michael asked.  
 
    “Leviathen?” Demetri said. “It’s with us.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” Michael’s face cocked into a cynical stare. “Sure it’s not going to attack, seeing as you don’t have your collar on?” 
 
    Still in hand, he lifted his collar, then shrugged.  
 
    “Great.” Michael let out a long sigh. “Let’s go.” He lined up in front of the door, beside Jacob; Erica and Sacha just behind. “1… 2… 3.” 
 
    Sacha flipped her rifle to full auto. Demetri kicked the door open, sending the wall of hunters flying. ‘Pop, pop, pop, pop, pop…’ she emptied her magazine into the horde.  
 
    Energy radiated from them, at the threat of death. In a motion of their hands, they broke bones, split organs, sent them flying back. Then more, coming at them from the walls, crawling along the grates.  
 
    Julie ran out front, her blade slicing through necks and spines, cleaving limb from body. Then a rumble of thunder; a doorway too narrow for the leviathan. Its head bashed once, then again; concrete dust raining down around them, as concrete split.  
 
    Its fiery red body elongated and slipped in, traveling sideways down the corridor towards them; its jaws grabbing and tearing at the hunters, ripping them apart with their claws. 
 
    They wheeled the warheads out, carried them over the stacked-up bodies; covering their retreat to the loading dock. Michael and Jacob posted just outside, as the others loaded the warheads onto the hauler. A strange sensation overcame Michael; a set of thoughts shrouded, as his arm extended in defense. 
 
    A hand wrapped around Michael’s mouth, a blade pierced through his back. His first thought was not of pain; he knew that would come soon. He looked down at the blade, unlike the tip of Julie’s and much shorter. The hand felt soft, feminine. Rather, as the blade ripped from inside of him, now slicing his throat, he wondered who had just stabbed him. He fell between the gap of the truck and loading dock, his hand clutched to his neck, fear and survival his overwhelming thought.  
 
    He tried to call out, but all he could utter was a faint gurgling. His body felt cold now, the side of his head dipped into the rapidly growing puddle of blood and filth coating the cement. He wondered if perhaps he attempted to heal the wound, that he would go too far and cut off blood flow to his brain.  
 
    Julie ripped down the ratchet strap. “Go, go, go!” She motioned to Demetri in the drivers seat. 
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    The leviathan tore from the bunker, gave chase down the long, covered roadway, out into the open, fading light.  
 
    Erica held tight to a ratchet strap, securing the load of warheads. “Where’s Michael?” 
 
    Sacha turned, scanned the back platform of the ammo hauler. The truck shook, the tires running over the many Hunters in its path. She shook her head, telling Erica all she needed to know. 
 
    Focused, Erica crouched down at the rear of the truck; the earth tore from itself. Wide peaks of soil and sediment shot up, a stumbling block, knocking the Leviathan off its course, yet still in pursuit.  
 
    ‘Thump, thump,’ the truck rolled over a low concrete partition; a green tough-box slipped out from under its strap. Jacob dove, his reach short of the handle, watching it roll along the pavement. He tightened the strap down on the remaining five.  
 
    ‘Crack!’ Sacha’s rifle shot off, aimed at the Leviathan’s mouth. ‘Crack!’ Erica looked back, her eyes pleading for help.  
 
    Jacob’s hands moved, sending tall spires of energy up, in front of the creature – wisps of fog and wind; its head collided with a wall of them, then slipped to the side, gaining in its pursuit. He looked back at the others, then leapt into a roll on the ground.  
 
    “Jacob!” Sacha jumped off after him.  
 
    Demetri watched in the rearview as his sister and Jacob squared off against the Leviathan, then slammed on the breaks – sending Erica forward into the warheads.  
 
    “What’re you doing?” Jacob yelled. Bolts of kinetic energy firing off towards the creature. “Get out of here!” 
 
    “No.” Sacha’s hands raised, a transparent barrier manifested before them.  
 
    Demetri barreled towards them, laying on the horn; he collided with the creature, then skidded to a halt, sending it flying.  
 
    They raced towards it, surrounded it; their minds linked in deadly unity. The barrier holding the leviathan at bay, now shrinking. “Your sword!” Demitri shouted. 
 
    ‘Fear.’ A shudder went up Julie’s spine, as she looked around at the others; the sudden realization that the words, the emotions had come from the creature. Her hands dropped, the gate now open; her feet slammed against the ground, sending her skyward on top of its back. The small protrusion immediately visible from her vantage. She felt the same along her neck – with a shot of heat, the nodule fried, a shot of electric pain, then calm. She could feel the nanites working inside of it, inside her. Her hands touched down along its neck, linked with its biomechanical brain; a sort of gratitude at its freedom.  
 
    “Move!” Demetri yelled, circling toward its flank.  
 
    “It’s ok!” Julie rose with the beast, perched atop its neck. “It’s not Colonel Petersen’s anymore.” She patted the creature along its neck. “It’s mine.” 
 
    A sudden impulse came over Erica. An urge to lash out, to strike while her guard was down. ‘No.’ She suppressed the thought.   
 
    Julie leaned back, as a length of rebar sailed past her; she drew her sword.  
 
    “Jacob!” Sacha screamed; a chunk of concrete in his hand.  
 
    “Don’t you see?” He yelled. “Feel? She’s not her; something inside her, driving her.” 
 
    The leviathan slashed, knocking Jacob from his feet. “You know what I see, Jacob?” Her sword pointed at him. “A child… given something you wanted so badly. A plan to use crimson sky, handed to you on a silver platter and cast aside on a whim. Just like me. Your weakness disgusts me.” 
 
    Sacha looked at him. “What’s she talking about?” 
 
    Julie laughed. “He didn’t tell you?” 
 
    Her face dumbfounded.  
 
    “All of this, the hunters, their destruction…” An evil smile, a newfound power over him. “You can thank Jacob for all of that.” 
 
    Jacob’s face went sheet white. “I tried to tell you,” he mumbled. 
 
    “And Demetri.” Her smile, her eyes set, as though a seductress. “Guess who killed Flynn.” 
 
    The siblings turned towards Jacob, now pressing in on him. The leviathan turned, started off north, towards the mountains. 
 
    An image of Erica’s mother, of her first step-parents Nancy and Ed, then Dustin and Ari. The urge to destroy raged against her desire to protect life.  
 
    Jacob dropped to his knees. 
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    Sacha slapped a fresh magazine into the rifle, a trembling breath. “I didn’t want this.” She pulled back the charging handle.  
 
    Erica stepped up, in front of Jacob. “You can’t.” 
 
    Demetri grabbed her, pulled her away; her struggling useless in his grasp.  
 
    Jacob closed his eyes. “I’m sorry.” As they opened, Sacha was kneeling before him.  
 
    “It’s ok.” Her hand reached out to his. “I forgive you.” Her forehead pressed to his, lips nearly touching. “We all forgive you.” Her arms wrapped around him in a warm, loving embrace. 
 
    He looked up, Demetri and Erica stood at his side, their hands placed on his shoulders. “This isn’t real,” he whispered, then felt a bullet tear into his abdomen.  
 
    “No!” Erica screamed, tearing at Demetri’s arms. “You can’t!” 
 
    His body doubled over; he felt a boot on his shoulder, knocking him to his back. 
 
    Sacha stood over him, her scorching hot barrel pressing to his forehead.  
 
    His hands clung to his abdomen, his eyes pleading for forgiveness, absolution. 
 
    “No.” Sacha’s voice hard as stone, her sight clouded with tears.  
 
    Jacob closed his eyes. “Help me.” His words said inward. 
 
    Her finger lifted from trigger guard to trigger, unflinching as she squeezed – ‘Crack!’ 
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    When Jacob opened his eyes again, a luminous green shone through; the land around them, the trees and sky now bathed in white. Ninety-nine prophets stood before them; all manner of dress and color: Blackest of black to whitest of white, and all shades in between, dressed in fine silk, dyed a royal purple, in decorative headdress and robes, in Benedictine cucula robes. Their eyes, all large and varying shades of green, glared at them. One with long brown hair and olive skin stepped forward; the personification he had seen in the cave. “My son.” He put his long slender fingers on Jacob. 
 
    Jacob wept at his failings, his eyes cast down at the ground.  
 
    “It is us that have failed you.” The being lifted Jacob’s chin. “You were never meant to be perfect, and in your imperfection, that is what you sought.” 
 
    A puzzled look crept over Jacob’s face.  
 
    “Who are you?” Sacha whispered.  
 
    “With perfection, there is no forgiveness.” Gracefully with two fingers, the being lifted its hand, urging silence. “Our planet, our imperfect existence died in pursuit of perfection.” An image shown before them, a sterling city. Large, advanced megaliths rose from the earth, covered in vegetation. “Perfect knowledge and form, in perfect harmony with nature.” Similar beings meandered the streets, hand in hand; in telepathic congress with one another. “We were a peaceful planet, and as such, those that violated our laws were eliminated, and returned to the earth.” A being held within a solitary white room, calm, as a stream of mist jettisoned inside; rendered it to ash. “We had transcended hate, and guilt; governed by flawed logic of the collective will. Our struggle began with whispers; scientists of various disciplines. As more reached the same conclusion – that our way of life was unsustainable, we were found to be in violation of the law. Our ruling class, the Shayateen, set out to destroy us.” 
 
    “And so, you travelled here,” Jacob whispered.  
 
    “We came after the birth of your race.” Their sight now was at the impact crater, set in what would become the city of Petra. “We gave your race the knowledge that it needed to grow, but beyond that, we did not instill the drive to perfection, then something happened…” Leaders met at the center of the battlefield. Two warring tribes stood poised along battle lines; primitive weapons and garb, their faces painted in animalistic depictions. “You forgave each other.” The leaders returned, both sending their armies away. “Not always, but more often than you give yourself credit for.”  
 
    Sacha’s brow furrowed. “Why make the hunters, then?”  
 
    “At the collapse of their civilization, a Shayateen followed us here; sought to destroy us.” In the heat of battle now, armies clad in gold and bronze raged; blood ran red along the sandy earth.   The being’s stood alongside humans; Shayateen stood, solitary on a hillside, staring down watching the battle unfold. “With victory all but assured, Shayateen scattered himself among the many; ensuring his survival.” A strong wind blew; Shayateen’s essence vaporized, breathed in throughout the cradle of civilization. “We left our seeds, scattered around the world, knowing that one day he would return.” They were at a stone obelisk, carved depictions of battle, the words ‘To Destroy the Wicked,’ scrolled across the top in Aramaic. “We created balance. Two armies, one so flawed in desire, the other devoid of will, that neither could be controlled by him. The third, a vessel in which our essence could reside… you.” 
 
    “And what about Julie?” Demetri yelled. “Seems she has pretty good control over the leviathan.” 
 
    “He’s taken her, infected her, among others.” The being shuddered, it’s first expression of something akin to humanity. “Something we hadn’t accounted for.” 
 
    “And the hunters?” Erica stepped up from the back. “Will he infect them too?” 
 
    “Yes.” It stared back at her, unwavering. “Stand together,” it whispered. “For it is you, alone; four flawed beings, that stand between humanity and annihilation.” 
 
    In a shot of light, they awoke to the sky, not a bird’s chirp, nor hunters screech. Looking to one another, a newfound inner strength, and a sudden realization of the struggle to come. 
 
    “This doesn’t change anything,” Sacha whispered, now staring dead at Jacob.  
 
    “You’ve killed me once.” He pressed his eyes together, wishing he could will away the past. “If it takes a thousand times to earn your forgiveness…” 
 
    Demetri shook his head and chambered a bullet. “Now, we go hunting.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHAPTER 76 
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    “We got a live one,” Luca said, his muscles coiled, ready to strike. “Another alpha.” 
 
    Gloria held up a blanket, for the hunter to cover himself with.  
 
    The hunter stared back, his scarred face maligned against hers. Luca approached cautiously, his hand clutching the hilt of his knife; his off hand lowered, palm down, urging calm. “Just sit down, there, big fella.” He touched the hunter’s arm. 
 
    With a click of his jaws, the hunter slashed, ripping Luca’s eyepatch off. The sensory overload hit him at once; he covered his face.  
 
    The hunter wheeled around, bolted from the laboratory. “Call security!” Luca shouted.  
 
    Gloria picked up her radio. “Security breach… we’ve got a rogue hunter on the loose inside the hospital. I say again, a hunter’s on the loose inside the hospital.” 
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    A solitary Stryker wheeled combat vehicle circled the base, now overrun. Hunters had gathered at the base of the loading dock. With each pass, Tiegs hammered down on the accelerator, crushing more underneath the wheels.  
 
    A dozen of them slipped in behind a hillside. He turned to follow, a single darkened pathway into the rock. Hundreds huddled into the depression of a loading dock. Moments passed, as he transitioned from the drivers seat to the gunners turret. Their bodies burned red in the thermal sights. He lined up each shot, methodically; tearing them in half with the .30 caliber machine gun.  
 
    As their halves slumped down around the loading dock, he shone a light on their quarry. Tiegs recognized the rusted-out sheet metal at once, as he had used a similar ‘quick fix’ to combat quickly dilapidating concrete structures; used for loading docks in particular. This piece of sheet metal wasn’t laid down to obscure anything, rather it was wrapped up like a burrito, the open end pressed into a corner.  
 
    He drove down into the pit and climbed from the vehicle. Unable to see what was inside, but a tussle of red hair. A realization, his thoughts frantic as he pounded on the metal. “Michael!” 
 
    No response.  
 
    He put his foot against the lip, tried to pry the end apart; it held fast.  
 
    He hooked a tow cable from the Stryker, pulled the mass of metal up from the pit. 
 
    Tiegs reached in, grabbed the boy under an armpit; his body bloodied and battered. He carried him in his arms to the rear hatch of the stryker; laid him down, searching for a pulse, faint as he pressed his fingers to a fresh scar. A sensation welled up within Tiegs, failure, loss, guilt; he cradled Michael’s body in his arms. “We’re gonna get you some help,” he whispered. 
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    Each second felt like an eternity; “I’m sorry,” Dustin whispered, his forehead pressed to Ari’s, his tears cascading down her cheeks. “I should’ve jumped, gone after her.” The weight of guilt crushed down on his shoulders. “I should’ve come with you.” Her lifeless hand in his, he felt the contours of her fingers. “We should never have come.” He reached into his pocket; a plain, silver ring. “I’ve failed you.” He slipped it onto her finger. “Please, God… Please.” Just then, a twitch. 
 
    To be continued… 
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    [WU2]I really wish you would explain more about his daughter and her child here. I feel really in the dark. 
 
  
 
   
    [WU3]I would state “The General” 
 
  
 
   
    [WU4]For clarification, I’d say “Kristen’s” 
 
  
 
   
    [WU5]How about “Jacob glared at him”? 
 
  
 
   
    [WU6]For clarification, I would write: “The feeling or the vision tor at Michael….” 
 
  
 
   
    [WU7]I thought this should be “dammit” or “damn it.” This is apparently the Southern usage. Is Teegs from NC? 
 
  
 
   
    [WU8]Divider needed above this. 
 
  
 
   
    [WU9]Do you need the divider below this line? 
 
  
 
   
    [WU10]Sorry, but what does this sound like? Why doesn’t she struggle? 
 
  
 
   
    [WU11]This sounds a bit repetitive since you use it later in the sentence as well. 
 
  
 
   
    [WU12]Unclear: the children? Or the creatures? 
 
  
 
   
    [WU13]Please state who says this. Unclear. 
 
  
 
   
    [DDL14]I’d say “Erica’s” here for clarity. 
 
  
 
   
    [DDL15]Language? 
 
  
 
   
    [DDL16]? 
 
  
 
   
    [DDL17]Unclear references. “The team grabbed Joe…..”? 
 
  
 
   
    [DDL18]Unclear reference. Do you mean “the President”? 
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