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Prologue



 

They met behind a
warehouse, twice abandoned.       


It had first been
abandoned when it was no longer useful to warehouse things. After which it saw
a revival as a nightclub for a while, and was now abandoned for the second time
because war had come to the city of Durham.


When it had been
in operation as a nightclub, it had been in the pocket of the resistance.


It had been a safe
place then, and it still was.


It was night. A
cool drizzle came down. The headlights of Jimmy’s gray luxury sedan speared
through them, illuminated all the little droplets that didn’t quite fall like
rain, but sort of drifted to the ground, almost like snow.


Across the cracked
and pitted parking lot of the warehouse, another vehicle sat with its
headlights on, and the glow from those lamps obscured the vehicle itself. Jimmy
didn’t prefer that, but that was simply his cautious nature.


He didn’t kid
himself. There were enemies on all sides, and they weren’t necessarily just the
Feds and the CoAx. He himself had betrayed two men recently. Roy and Walter
Baucom. And now Walter Baucom’s wife, who was the Eudy’s daughter, was in
charge of him, because he answered to the Eudys and they had put her in charge.


She claimed to be
with the Eudys.


Jimmy wasn’t so
sure.


Wasn’t so sure
that she wouldn’t hold a grudge against him.


But who knew,
right?


She’d seemed like
one helluva cold bitch when she’d sent Roy packing back to the Eudys, to an
uncertain fate. Maybe she really was with the Eudys on this. Maybe she was just
as crazy as her parents.


“Here’s good,”
Jimmy said.


His driver stopped
the sedan, about twenty yards from where the other vehicle sat, waiting for
them. He saw the ghost of doors opening behind those bright lights. A figure
stepped out.


Jimmy reached down
into the floorboard between his legs and grabbed the cardboard box there. It
was heavy. The contents clinked together quietly as they shifted. He opened his
own door and stepped out. The light drizzle misted his face. The world smelled
like wet concrete.


The figure of the
man he was supposed to meet walked around and stood between the two cars, now
just a tall silhouette.


Jimmy strode
forward to meet him.


The man had come
out of the driver’s seat. No one else exited the vehicle with him, and Jimmy
didn’t think he could see the shadow of anyone else. 


Jimmy was only
tasked with dropping these damn things off. These things that were so important
to the Eudys that they’d been willing to betray family to get them back.


Simple drop. And
then they were out of his hands. Which Jimmy preferred.


He walked up to
the tall man. As he drew closer, the man’s features materialized out of the
gloom, and Jimmy recognized him. He was one of Honeycutt’s men. A go-between
sort of guy. Trusted by Honeycutt himself.


“Carmichael,”
Jimmy greeted the man.


“Jimmy,” he nodded
back. “That the infamous package?”


Jimmy lifted the
box. “It is.”


He passed the box
to Carmichael.


The tall man
opened one of the flaps and peeked in. He looked at the objects that it
contained for a few seconds. “Hm,” he stated. “They don’t look like much.”


Jimmy shrugged.
“Well, they’re your problem now.”


Carmichael shut
the box. “Indeed.”


That was it.
Nothing further to be said or done.


Jimmy turned his
back and started walking back to his sedan.


He listened for
the sound of Carmichael’s footsteps walking back to his own vehicle, but the
sound never came.


Jimmy felt a
slight offness, and he started to turn to look over his shoulder, but then he
saw the windshield of his gray luxury sedan sprout a hole, and behind it, his
driver’s blood splattered the windshield.


His brain only had
time to realize what these visuals meant. And then a bullet passed through
Jimmy’s head and killed him.



 

***



 

Carmichael sat
back into the driver’s seat.


In the glow of the
headlamps, he could see the mound of Jimmy’s body lying face-down on the
concrete. His gray luxury sedan sat a few yards beyond him with a bullet hole
in the windshield. The windshield wipers passed over it with a wet squeak.


Carmichael closed
his door. Looked at the box in his lap.


“You got them?” a
voice came from the back seat.


Carmichael nodded.
“Yup. Here.” He turned and passed the box back.


In the gloom of
the backseat, Stephanie Eudy—known as Carolyn Baucom in other circles—leaned
forward and accepted the box. She opened the lid and looked inside to check its
contents, much like Carmichael had done. She also couldn’t believe the amount
of blood and betrayal, just for the four little objects it contained.


“It’s a shame,”
she murmured.


“What’s that?”


“We’re all
supposed to be fighting the same fight.”


Carmichael
shrugged and faced forward again. Put his hand on the shifter. “Are you?”


In the rearview
mirror, he watched Stephanie Eudy look up at him with a frown. “Am I what?”


“Fighting the same
fight?”


She watched
Carmichael, and he felt that he was on thin ice. She didn’t respond.


“Are you fighting
the CoAx?” Carmichael pressed. “Or are you fighting for your family?”


Stephanie put the
box in the seat next to her. She didn’t take her eyes off of him. “They’ve
always been the same thing to me.”

















 

Chapter 1



 

Every day had been
the same.


Except for today.


Today was
different somehow.


If Roy Baucom had
possessed his brother’s capabilities of reading people, he might’ve figured out
why. But he didn’t have those abilities. And by the time he figured it out, it
was too late.


Yesterday.


Yesterday had been
the same as the previous two weeks of Roy’s pseudo-captivity. It had started
the same, and it had ended the same, and everything in between had been close
enough to the same that it made no difference.


It started with a knock-knock and it ended with a click-clack.


Knock-knock woke him up, and then Price’s friendly
voice through the door: “It’s morning.”


That’s what he
said every time.


Roy lay there in
bed, looking at the door.


It opened, as it
always did. The knock and the announcement were all that preceded Price
inviting himself in to speak face to face.


Price opened the
door halfway, leaned in, and shook his head. “Looks like you’re with us again
today. Sorry, man.”


Roy got up.
Showered. Shaved. Dressed. Went out of his room.


There was no
sunlight here. Perhaps that was why Price found it necessary to announce that
it was morning. They were underground.


Nothing so ominous
as a bunker or anything like that.


No, they were just
in a basement.


It was where they
were quartered.


The Eudys had
quarters secured for most of their people, sprinkled all over the country, but
clustered in the southeast, and lately, clustered in CoAx County, which was the
dismal hell where Roy was currently located. They were flats that were rented,
they were apartments that were owned by companies that didn’t exist, they were
spaces that’d been straw-leased under some random fake name.


Some people had to
fend for themselves when it came to their living arrangements. Many of the
lower-tier grunts and boots on the ground, the muscle, the pushers, the
listeners, the stalkers, the eavesdroppers, the informants—they all lived
wherever they could afford to.


According to Price
and his partner, Lenny, they were very lucky.


Price and Lenny
were babysitters.


Well, they were
more than that, but that was kind of their current assignment, and Roy didn’t
kid himself. Their job, among other things, was to babysit Roy.


Because,
apparently, the Eudys did not want to kill Roy. They’d not been very happy that
he’d gone out in the middle of all of the shit that was happening and tried to
rescue his captured father. They’d been even less pleased that Roy had
commandeered their secret weapon to help him do it.


Jimmy, the man who
had been supposed to help Roy, had ended up betraying him to the Eudys. And
then Carolyn, who appeared out of nowhere, and was apparently now in charge,
had sent his ass back to deal with the Eudy’s ire.


But, in all of
that, they didn’t want to kill him.


They wanted him to
prove his worth.


So they stuck him
with this little pair, and he ran around, day in, and day out, doing errand-boy
busy work, that mostly consisted of sitting in a car while Price and Lenny went
into places and talked to people and sometimes collected things.


There was a third
party to this bandwagon of fraternity, but he hadn’t shown up yet. He didn’t
live with them. He was the one that told them where to go and what to do. He
was what you might call the liaison between the higher-ups and Price and Lenny,
who were only a rank or two above “footsoldier.”


The third guy was
Nice—said neece, like the city in
France—and he usually showed up around nine o’clock. That was when their day of
business began.


Nice would send
Price—always Price, never Lenny—a message, and then they would immediately
shove their breakfast dishes and coffee cups into the little kitchen sink and
they would exit their little basement apartment, which was actually a part of a
warehouse, and then they would exit the warehouse.


Outside the
warehouse was the subterranean parking garage.


Nice would be
waiting in a vehicle.


Most of the time
it was a blue sedan.


A few times it had
been a gray GUV.


It was obvious
that Nice drove the car there, but when they emerged into the parking garage,
he would be in the backseat.


Roy would get in
the backseat with Nice, who would smile and nod and continue drinking his
coffee. He would often say something like, “Another day in paradise, huh?” Or,
if he felt particularly effervescent, “This fuckin’ guy again? Haha, just
kidding.”


Lenny would drive.
Price would ride in the front passenger seat.


Nice would tell
them where to go.


And that was
pretty much it.


Driving around.


Price and Lenny
getting out.


Going in
somewhere.


Coming back out.


Sometimes with
something, sometimes not.


Getting back in.


Nice telling them
the next place to go.


Twelve fucking
hours of this shit, broken only by lunch and dinner, which, most of the time,
they ate at the same fucking greasy spoon diner, which Roy didn’t care for, but
he highly doubted that his opinion bore any weight with the others.


They talked.
Amongst themselves.


But they didn’t
talk to Roy.


It appeared that
Roy was off limits. Not in a good way, like he was being protected. In the bad
way, like the quarantined way, like
he was an infectious disease. Like if they spoke to him about anything
meaningful, they would somehow be infected with the same malady—the symptoms of
which were to have the Eudys very pissed at you.


So, Roy stayed
quiet and he listened, and he stared out the windows at the grungy cityscape
that was CoAx County, and he occasionally tried to make himself useful, but the
opportunities were few and far between, and he mostly seemed to make the others
uncomfortable when he tried.


He listened, and
he made a game of learning everything he could about these three people.


A list of stupid
facts that made up their individualities.


Lenny played the
saxophone.


Nice didn’t play
anything, and vocally “disliked the performing arts.”


Price laughed
easily and tried to agree with everybody.


Nice had a cat.


The others
considered this unmanly, but didn’t have the balls to say as much because they
were lower on the totem pole.


Lenny grew
suspiciously silent whenever conflict was brewing.


Price tended to
run his mouth without thinking.


Price also had a
doctorate degree in marine biology.


Lenny had
virtually no education, but tried to sound otherwise.


Nice had some
education, but disdained it as an establishment of propaganda.


Price always drank
water.


Nice always drank
diet soda.


Lenny drank about
a gallon of hot coffee every day, regardless of how hot it was outside.


The list went on,
but you get the picture.


Roy was bored out
of his mind, and every day was the same.


After dinner,
they’d do a few more stops, usually for another hour or two. Then their “shift”
was over, and sometime around nine or ten Nice would tell Lenny to “take it
back to the house.”


They’d go back to
the parking garage.


They’d get out.


Nice would get
into the driver’s seat and drive away.


They’d go into the
warehouse.


Into the
apartment.


Roy would help
clean up their dishes from earlier.


Then he’d go to
his room.


Then Price would
close the door, but before he did, he would always say, “Maybe tomorrow, man.
Maybe tomorrow.”


Then he’d engage
the lock.


Click-clack.


And it would be
night.


Roy was bored out
of his mind, and every day was the same.


It began the same,
and it ended the same.


Except for today.


Today was
different.


It began the same
as usual:


Knock-knock.


“It’s morning.”
Price’s head peeking in. “Sorry, man. You’re with us again today.”


Shit, shower,
shave.


Breakfast.


The text message.


The clearing of
the dishes.


Exiting the
apartment.


So far, everything
blissfully, maddeningly the same.


Roy, floating
along, dismal at another false horizon—a mountain that never seemed to reach
its peak, no matter how much climbing Roy did.


The blue sedan
again.


Nice sitting
behind the driver’s seat.


Lenny got behind
the wheel.


Price and Roy went
to the passenger’s side.


Roy got in,
sitting next to Nice.


Nice leaned
against his door. His left elbow was propped on the handle, his left hand
poised pensively on his lips, and a slight frown on his face. A small cup of
coffee sat in his right hand, perched on his knee. Steam rose languidly from
the drink-through hole.


He looked out the
window.


Roy settled into
his seat, eyeing the other man.


He waited.


There was nothing
from him.


Lenny adjusted his
grip on the steering wheel.


Price shifted in
his seat, then looked back. “Uh, good morning.”


Nice looked up
from his thoughts, and he glanced at Price with momentary confusion, like he
didn’t recall any of them getting in the car, or perhaps had forgotten who they
were.


Then his eyes
averted.


To hide the
aversion, he flipped up his PD.


Cleared his
throat.


“The asphalt
yard,” he said.


His voice was
unusually soft this morning.


Roy watched the
man for a moment longer.


Maybe he had a run in with his old lady or something.


Roy shrugged and
looked out his own window.


Price and Lenny
exchanged a very quick glance.


The mood in the
car was still and tense.


Like daddy was mad
or something.


Lenny drove them
out of the parking garage. They day outside was overcast. You could see the
Georgia humidity hanging in the air like fog. It veiled the far parts of the
city, and long, straight roads terminated in indistinct haze.


It was later than
normal, too. Almost half-past nine. The streets were busy, but not packed like
they usually were when they emerged from the parking garage at exactly nine
o’clock. The bustle of setting up kiosks and opening storefronts was largely
concluded. Now all the hawkers sat like spiders in webs, waiting for prey.


Roy watched it all
pass him by.


Honestly, he
didn’t care if Nice was in a bad mood today. Or a sad mood. Or depressed, or
whatever the hell that he was. It wasn’t like any of them actually conversed
with Roy outside of quips and small utilitarian questions. So the car ride
would remain much the same for Roy, albeit with less background noise.


That was okay.


Roy was feeling
pretty irritable himself this morning.


He knew that he
was lucky to be alive. He knew that the Eudys had every reason in the world to
kill him. It was only their history together in that hell hole called DTI that
had kept him alive. Some sense of loyalty that the Eudys felt for him for
everything he had done for them during their internment.


But they needed to
understand that Roy had no choice.


Just like they
felt like they had no choice when they rescued Carolyn from District 89. It was
family.


Of course, Carolyn
was on a capture list at the time. The CoAx was going to use her against her
parents, use her to draw them out into the open where they could be killed or
captured.


So there had been
some strategy to it.


But Roy knew as
well as they did that it had also been personal.


Maybe that was
another reason why they had let him live.


But despite the
fact that he was happy to be alive, he was also kept in the dark.


They hadn’t told
him anything.


He gathered that
something bad had happened for the Eudys. Which probably meant that their plan
to kill Walter, Koz, Javon, Getty and Rat had failed. It also probably meant
that somehow, the ECHO device that the Eudys had tried to keep secret had been
used.


But whether or not
Roy’s father had been rescued, or if any of his friends or his brother were
still alive after that operation, he did not know. No one would tell him.


Carolyn had
implied that Walter might still be alive.


She implied it by
saying that she could do nothing to save him.


Roy clenched his
teeth together.


That fucking bitch…


He’d never known
her. He knew that she’d cost good lives to pull out of District 89. Knew that
she was the whole reason that Walter even got involved in all this bullshit.
And so far, she seemed like she wasn’t worth the effort. She seemed like a
self-centered, back-stabbing cunt.


Heartless, Roy thought. Just like her parents.


Carolyn—or
Stephanie, he supposed, since that was the name her parents had given her at
birth, and it certainly seemed that she identified with that lately—had somehow
weaseled her way into being the point of contact for her parent’s forces in
Durham.


And boy, oh boy,
was that turning out to be a clusterfuck.


He could only hope
that she bungled the job and proved herself epically incompetent.


The Eudys were
enamored with their dear little girl and believed her to be the rightful heir
to their dynasty. Roy doubted that any failure on her part would result in the
Eudys blackballing her, however, it would be nice if the bloom fell off her
rose.


Roy shook his head
at the window and let out a tiny, resentful snort that no one else heard.


“I can do nothing for him,” she’d said.


He fantasized
about an opportunity to hold her life in his hands so that he could tell her,
“Sorry, I can do nothing for you.”


Unfortunately,
opportunities for poetic justice rarely presented themselves.


“Turn here,” Nice
said, his voice still uncharacteristically subdued.


Lenny turned the
car.


The asphalt yard.


It was out towards
the southern edge of CoAx County. Not so urban around here. Quieter. A good
meeting spot. The asphalt yard had not been used in about a decade, and no one
had refurbished it to be anything else. All the giant sifting and grating and
mixing machines sat, rusting. About a billion dollars of infrastructure left
fallow.


“Around the back
of that silo there,” Nice instructed. Then he placed his coffee cup into the
cupholder between him and Roy.


His movements were
very smooth, very deliberate.


They drove around
back.


There was a black
GUV waiting there.


Roy squinted at
it, feeling the oddness of the morning suddenly become ominous, like purple
clouds rolling in out of nowhere when the rest of the sky is sunny. He sat up
straighter.


Who the fuck are these guys? Roy thought,
looking at the black GUV. But he didn’t ask the question aloud, because he knew
he wouldn’t get an answer.


Nice looked out
his window again. “Pull up alongside them, Lenny,” he said. “It’s all clear.
They’re friends.”


Almost
simultaneously, both Lenny and Price shifted in their seats. Perhaps
positioning themselves to be able to access the pistols they kept hidden in
their waistbands, despite Nice telling them that they were among friends.


Lenny pulled the
blue sedan alongside the black GUV.


The windows were
tinted too dark to see through.


Roy got the
impression of people inside, but couldn’t see details.


Business-like,
Nice held out a cupped hand, hovered it over Roy.


“Hold this,
please,” he said.


Roy, more on
reflex than anything else, opened his hand.


That was what you
did when someone asked you to hold something.


Nice dropped a
little blue-black ball into Roy’s open palm.


Roy frowned at it.
“Is that a stun ball?”


Nice’s answer came
in the form of a current of electricity that crackled out of the little
blue-black ball, and sent Roy rocking back in his seat, rigid, teeth bared.


But for some
reason he was still conscious.


Perhaps because
the ball was in his hands and not closer to the center mass of his body.


Roy’s eyes were
open, and while the electric pulses were a horrible type of full-body non-pain
that was both excruciating and dissociative, Roy was able to see everything
that happened.


Lenny and Price.


Looking in the
back.


At Roy.


Confused.


Fearful.


Nice, putting a
hand on Lenny’s shoulder.


“Sorry, guys,” he
mumbled.


He had something
in his hands, but Roy couldn’t turn his head to see what it was.


POP-POP!


Lenny’s temple
sprouted a red geyser. He looked surprised about it.


Price’s throat
opened up like another mouth. He bared his teeth and looked angry and he
started to scrabble for his own gun.


POP-POP-POP!


Price’s chest
twitched and jerked and his shirt made weird little movements across his skin
as the bullets passed through him and out the windshield.


Lenny was already
limp.


Price followed
quickly.


Nice’s door
opened.


He slid out.


What’s happening what’s happening what’s happening


A Mobius strip in
Roy’s mind.


More opening and
closing of doors.


They were leaving
him!


How long was this
stun ball going to go?


The pain was
terrible…


The sound of an
engine roaring.


Gravel skidding.


Pinging off the
side of the blue sedan.


Alone.


Two dead bodies.


Lenny stared at
him.


One eye looked
like it was bulging.


Roy was in hell.
The pain had no end.


And then it did.


It went out like a
candle in a wind.


But his body was
still inoperable.


He heard people
running.


Someone yelling.


His door was
ripped open.


He still couldn’t
move.


Black cloth was
placed over his head.


Oh shit…oh shit…


He knew what this
was.


This had happened
to him before.


They dragged him
out. Rough hands over his body. He sailed through the air. Then hit the gravel
hard. It ripped skin from his face. It knocked the wind out of his already
shocked diaphragm. He couldn’t breathe.


Hands yanked
behind his back. Something hard jabbing the back of his skull, and a voice in
the deep timbre of a New Breed: “You move and I fucking murder you.”


Not again


Another engine.
Another vehicle.


Roaring up to
them. Close.


How long was the
paralysis going to last?


He wanted to run
so bad, but his body was frozen, useless.


The hands lifted
him up again. Carried him through the air. Then slammed him down on metal. Warm
metal. The thrum of an engine. He was in a car. A truck. A van. Something.


Doors opening and
closing again. Slamming.


The vehicle
rocking.


“Target’s
secured,” a New Breed voice said. “Move.”


And they moved.
The engine revved. And Roy felt himself slide on the floor. Then he listed to
the right as the vehicle took a hard left turn. The rumble-grind of gravel
turned to the smooth susurration of concrete.


Rather die than DTI


Oh my God, not again!


Why did they do this?


Why is this happening?


I can’t go back! I already made it out!


Roy could have
wept in a panic. He felt fragmented. He tried to think clearly, but the
paralysis and the sudden, unexpected nature of everything caused his brain to
spiral out of control.


“Let me see him,”
a new voice said.


A normal man’s
voice.


Something about
it…


Hands rolled Roy
onto his side. The paralysis began to abate—he moved his foot.


A gentle finger
hooked itself under the black hood that masked Roy from the world. The black
sack smelled of dirty laundry, of sweat and fear. But the hand that lifted it
from him smelled like cologne, pleasant and business-like.


The black cloth
was pulled from his face.


Roy stared up.


His eyes focused
on the man that stared down at him.


His eyes widened.


The unspecified
panic turned to very specific fear.


“It’s you!” Roy
tried to scream, but couldn’t—no sound came out of his throat, and his mouth
could not yet form words.


It was the devil
from his nightmares.


From every hellish
memory of DTI.


The nicely-dressed
man smiled down at him. “Roy Baucom, as I live and breathe,” he said through a
snake’s smile. “I bet you never thought you’d see me again.”


Paralysis fading
fast now, Roy strained to get words out of his mouth—anger words, fear words,
all kinds of words—but they were still coming out garbled and nonsensical. 


All except one,
that came out in a strangled grunt:


“Goring!”

















 

Chapter 2



 

The bombs didn’t
stop.


Jesus, it seemed
like they went on forever.


It became
background noise. The constant screech of fast movers coming in low over the
skyline of Durham, North Carolina, followed by the whump-whump-whump of detonations, somewhere out there, presumably
in the Red Zone.


Walter Baucom was
shocked there was a skyline at all anymore.


The air raids had
been going on almost constantly for two weeks now.


The CoAx had to’ve
dropped thousands of bombs. You would think that Durham would be flat as a
pancake by now. But it was all small munitions. Smart bombs, laser-guided right
up some insurgent’s ass. 


He stood in hot
morning sun, regretting his choice to don the light, green jacket that he wore.
Today was the first day of an apparent heat wave that would usher them straight
on into summer.


Of all the stupid
places to stand, he was on a street corner.


In Durham.


Rubble at his
feet.


Standing in line.


For coffee.


The place selling
the coffee was a tiny little street kiosk in the middle of a section of the
Yellow Zone that was half bombed and half intact. The last bombing here had
happened towards the beginning of the conflict in Durham, and since then the
few business owners that were ballsy enough to return to work had cleaned up a
bit.


But there was
still evidence of war. Buildings with gaping holes in the sides where a
minibomb had taken out a room. Walls with pockmarks stitched around and across
them like a connect-the-dots puzzle hiding an inscrutable picture.


The roads were
still coated in a dust of finely-pulverized concrete.


And there was
still chunks of debris scattered about, mostly clustered against light posts
that no longer worked, or the over-flowing trash cans that were no longer
serviced, or the sides of bus stops that buses no longer came to.


But…


Life went on,
apparently.


Amazingly.


Take this asshole
at the kiosk, for instance.


Knowing that on
any given day he could get caught in the middle of a firefight. But he also
knew that he could make a buck by selling shitty coffee to the other people
that were out here trying to making a living.


Life went on.


“I don’t see him,”
a calm, quiet voice uttered in his ear.


The bug tickled
his ear canal.


Walter had to
resist the urge to reach in and scrape the damn thing out of there. And it
wasn’t just when he got a transmission on the thing. Turning his head a certain
way would also cause it to shift in his ear, like a fly was trying to get in.


He could respond,
but he didn’t.


He knew Bobbi had
his back.


This was not their
first rodeo.


The last two weeks
had been very busy for them.


“Yeah, I got
nothing either,” came Getty’s measured voice.


Walter glanced
down the street. About two blocks away, an electrician’s van stood idling at
the curb of a bombed out building. A man in a traffic vest and a hardhat stood
on the curb surveying the damage to a crumpled transformer.


That would be
Getty.


The line moved
forward.


The man in front
of Walter, a middle-aged man that looked like he slept in his business
clothes—and probably did, nowadays—grabbed a stale bagel wrapped in plastic,
and paid it with a swipe of his PD. Then he turned and walked out into the
Yellow Zone, holding his bagel like he wasn’t really sure what to do with it.


Walter stepped up
to the counter.


The owner of the
kiosk was an older black man with very dark skin, and nervous, suspicious eyes
that darted around.


The eyes lingered
on Walter for a half-second, and then continued their impatient dance.


Walter wasn’t
terribly worried about being recognized. The only published account of his face
was the live feed he’d done, that first fateful day in District 89. And that
had been before his face had got half burned.


He’d also been
significantly better fed back then, and also a little more pleasant looking in
general.


Now, the left half
of his face would not grow hair, and it had a weird, smooth texture to it. It
was pale and unwrinkled. It wasn’t mottled like scar tissue would be, but it
didn’t match the rest of his skin, and you could tell he’d been burned and that
surgeons had applied NeoSkin to the wound.


He wore a goatee
now. He’d never cared for facial hair. Particularly not a goatee. But it did
its job. He didn’t look much like his old self. His brown hair was also a bit
shaggier than he usually kept it, and he was thinner now than he’d ever been.
Right on the cusp between wiry and gaunt.


“What can I get
you?” the man at the kiosk asked without looking at Walter.


“You roast your
own beans?” Walter asked.


The man looked at
him sharply.


Walter held his
gaze. Sniffed. Wished to tell the guy to hurry the fuck up, they didn’t have
all goddamned day.


“Just our
specialty roast,” the man at the counter said.


Walter noted that
there was no “specialty roast.” All the coffee came from the same brew machine.


Without being
asked, the kiosk owner poured Walter a large cup of black coffee, slapped a lid
on it, wrapped a white napkin around it, and pushed it into Walter’s hands like
he couldn’t get rid of it fast enough.


“That’s twenty-two
fifty,” he announced.


Walter smiled. He
couldn’t blame the guy for trying to make a buck. “Yeah, sorry, you’ll have to
put it on the company tab,” Walter said with a chuckle.


The guy shrugged,
again no longer looking at Walter. “Worth a shot,” he said.


In his ear,
Bobbi’s quiet voice: “Fast movers incoming.”


As she said it,
Walter heard the distinct sound of air being split. It rose up so fast that
there was never time to do much about it except cringe and plug your ears.
Except Walter now held hot coffee. So he would just have to let his ear drums
take the beating.


The coffee seller
uttered a single syllable: “Shit…”


Walter just
scrunched his shoulders up and shut his eyes and grit his teeth. The posture
you might take before receiving a hard blow.


The sonic boom
rattled his bones. Made his ears feel like they were popping.


“Motherfucker!”
the coffee guy shouted.


Walter looked up,
squinting through one eye.


He let out a long
breath.


There was always
the chance those bombs would drop on him.


Whether accidental
or because he’d been found out wouldn’t matter much. Either way, his corporeal
self would be scattered into particulate. But that hadn’t happened. He was
still among the living.


Elsewhere under
the path of those fast movers, the sound of a few car alarms going off.


Maybe a burglary
alarm.


Walter couldn’t
believe people still had those things active. They were being set off day and
night, either by the fast movers, or the following explosions. But, of course,
there was also a lot of looting, so he supposed the alarms still served some sort of purpose.


He started moving
his feet again.


“You okay?” Bobbi
asked him.


He was. Felt dizzy
in the head, but that was just the effect that the sonic boom had on him. It
was like getting hit in the face. It made him loopy for a few seconds.


“Yeah, fine,” he
mumbled.


He got far enough
away from the kiosk that he wouldn’t be overheard, and then he opened the
napkin that was wrapped around the coffee cup.


On it were words, written
in a bold, precise hand.


“’Trinity and
Mangum’,” Walter read aloud for the sake of Bobbi and Getty. “’White stone
building with red sign.’ The fuck?”


“What’s wrong?”
Getty asked.


“That’s right next
to the Green Zone,” Walter pointed out.


Green Zone, Yellow
Zone, Red Zone. These were the terms that the CoAx had developed. The
resistance used them for the sake of clarity, although they meant pretty much
the opposite. Green Zone was held and secured by the CoAx—it was the
northeastern corner of the city. 


The Yellow Zone
was a big swath that went through the center of the city and was not really a
hot zone, but not really safe either. It was filled with people like the coffee
guy and his customers—people just trying to keep living, and hoping beyond hope
that this bullshit would end soon.


The Red Zone was
resistance territory. There wasn’t much of it, but the pockets of it that were
there were in the western side of the city.


The intersection
of Trinity Avenue and Mangum Street was about a half mile from the Green Zone.
Hell, Mangum Street was a long, straight street. You might be able to see the
Green Zone checkpoints from the meet spot.


“I don’t like
that,” Bobbi murmured.


“Me neither,”
Walter said, but he was already walking in that direction. “This is not what we
agreed to.”


“It’s your call to
make, Walt,” Getty pointed out.


Walter kept
walking in silence.


His tongue found
the spot on his upper molars that had chipped due to his incessant
teeth-grinding, and worried at it there.


He turned a
corner, taking him north. He would tack his way over to the meet spot at
Trinity and Mangum. He had about a mile to cover, so he had time to think, but
not much. Not as much as he wanted.


Then again, he
never did.


He sipped the
coffee.


It was actually
pretty damn good.


Too bad he was
already sweating.


He ditched the
coffee cup in yet another overflowing trash can. It hit the pile of trash,
caused a minor refuse-avalanche, and spilled over the street. Walter didn’t pay
it much mind.


“Should I start
heading in that direction?” Bobbi asked. “If you want to go through with this, we
need to start moving now.”


“Go ahead and
start making your way out of that hide,” Walter said. “But give me a second to
think this through.”


The sweat
trickling down his back and sides was distracting. The jacket was too much for
today, but he wasn’t wearing his usual pistol, which was more readily
concealable. Today, he’d decided to pack a chopped down subgun under his
jacket, which sat under his right armpit from a single-point sling.


No butt stock, and
only three inches of barrel.


But, on the plus side,
he did have fifty rounds.


Why would he need
fifty rounds?


Well…


Just call it
intuition.


The meet was
supposed to occur in the center of the city, which was squarely in the middle
of the Yellow Zone. That was what had previously been agreed to. But, Walt had
not spoken to this individual in person. All their communication had been
second, and sometimes even third-hand.


This was the first
time they were going to speak face-to-face.


And normally, a
change of plans would mean Walter would wash his hands of the whole damn thing
and get gone.


But there was a
problem. And the problem kept Walter walking.


You see, two weeks
ago, after the raid that had freed Bobbi and ultimately ended in the death of
his father, Walter and Getty and Bobbi—the only survivors of the operation, as
far as Walt knew—had been absorbed by another resistance group.


It was an
arrangement of convenience.


The leader of the
group was a woman named Mel, a woman whom Walter had freed during the raid to
rescue Bobbi and his Pops. The crew worked for her, and she worked for the
Honeycutt organization, which meant that Walter had looked for the quickest way
out of that relationship—after all there was a still a good possibility that
Mr. Honeycutt himself wanted Walter dead for what had happened in District 89.


It was a long,
sordid story.


Moving on.


The opportunity to
leave Mel’s operation never came.


The bombs started
dropping, and Walter and Getty and Bobbi had nowhere else to go.


So they fought
with Mel’s group now. And so far, if news had gotten back to Honeycutt that
Mel’s group had absorbed Walter Lawrence Baucom III, nothing had been done
about it. Because Walter was still alive, and still going on missions.


Back to the
problem: Two weeks ago, Mel’s resistance group had included forty fighters. In
the bloody fourteen days since, they were down to around twenty. They would’ve
been down even more, but a few other shards of resistance cells had been
absorbed during that time—just enough to keep Mel’s crew afloat.


Along with the
deaths, came weapons and ammunition and ordnance that couldn’t be recovered.


Not to mention
dwindling…well, everything.


You name it, they
needed it.


But what they
really, really, desperately needed,
if they intended to continue holding the meagre portions of Durham that they
currently held, was firepower.


Sure, big stuff
would be nice. But that wasn’t what they were in the market for. They needed
plain old bullets. They needed spare magazines. They needed guns to shoot those
bullets out of.


They were about
two good firefights away from going bullet bankrupt.


Mel regularly sent
requests up to the Honeycutt organization.


They were
regularly ignored.


People began to
wonder where the hell those renegade Fed troops had got off to, and why the
fuck they weren’t helping the effort in Durham? What the hell was going on
here? From everything anybody had been told, it seemed like the resistance had
made Durham their main objective. But it sure as hell felt like they were being
abandoned.


Enter Martin
Shreed, an arms dealer who claimed to be able to provide them with a massive
quantity of stolen Russian battlerifles, and enough ammunition to keep them
shooting through the end of the year—or whenever the CoAx finally decided to
level Durham.


Walter had not met
Martin Shreed.


Without meeting,
or even hearing the man’s voice, Walter could not employ his most useful
talent: the ability to read people. Call it empathics, call it body-language
reading, call it whatever you wanted. But Walter instinctively knew when he was
being lied to. So far, his ability had not failed him once.


But he couldn’t
use it until he met Martin Shreed.


And so he walked.
Toward a meet spot that was nowhere near where they’d originally intended to
meet. And he walked because the prize at hand was too juicy to walk away from.
Which happened to be why it seemed so suspicious to Walter.


Who the fuck was
able to smuggle that much stolen hardware right into a warzone?


No one, Walter thought.


It was a pipe
dream being sold to desperate people in order to lure them into a fucking trap.


That was what one
part of him thought.


Then the other
part of him would speak up and say, he
who dares, wins.


If they didn’t
have the balls to go out and make a few questionable connections, they couldn’t
expect to win this war. If they wanted to achieve the impossible task of
kicking this CoAx out of their country, they were going to have to take some
risks.


And like any
gamble, the bigger the risk, the bigger the reward.


With all of this
roiling thought, Walter hung onto a single thread of truth that went down
straight to the core of him, like clinging to a rescue line in the middle of a
raging river.


The truth was that
he was not a freedom fighter.


The truth was that
he was a husband. He was a husband that was going to do whatever he had to do to
be with his wife again—even if that meant subverting the most powerful
coalition of governments in the world.


Carolyn was all
that was left for him.


She was his one
and only true motivation.


He hid her
sometimes, behind a curtain of patriotism, because that was easier to deal with
emotionally than to acknowledge the cold, hard fact that what he asked of the
universe, the universe was not likely to give.


The days of being
with Carolyn and living a simple life seemed to be in his past. His future
appeared to hold only death and destruction.


Walter realized
that he was grinding his teeth again. The dull pain in his gums was like
picking at a scab—it hurt, and yet somehow you wanted it to hurt.


Focus on the task at hand.


“Walt,” Bobbi
voice was breathy after descending the building that had served as her
overwatch point. “You wanna call Mel and see what she thinks?”


Walter recoiled
from the idea. “No,” he said. “Hell no. The last thing I wanna do is have
someone co-sign our decisions. We don’t want someone that’s not even on the
ground with us to be calling the shots.”


“Alright, Walt,”
Getty broke in. “You need to call the shot right now, then.”


Walter realized
he’d already made his decision.


He just didn’t
like it, and he waited and hoped that something, some factoid or circumstance
would come to his brain that would make him feel marginally better about it
all. But that probably wasn’t going to happen.


“We’re doing it,”
he said. “Bobbi, load up with Getty and y’all get on scene. You got time. It’ll
take me another fifteen minutes to get to that intersection on foot.”


“Ayuh,” Getty came
back. “We’re on the way.”

















 

Chapter 3



 

This is a mistake.


But then again…


He who dares wins.


The mindlessness
of walking helped soothe him, but not by much.


He walked north
now, along a street that had fared better than some of the other streets.
North, on the right-hand sidewalk, so that the buildings he passed by provided
him shade from the hot morning sun, which he appreciated.


The streets were
still dusty. Everything in Durham, regardless of where, seemed to be coated in
that light layer of concrete dust. But at least there were no piles of rubble
here. Walt saw only one building that looked like a rocket attack had taken off
its top floor.


There was no power
on this block though.


So, though the
buildings were still mostly intact, most of the businesses were closed, because
most businesses required power. There were a few that were making do with
generators and solar panels. A flower shop, of all things, was one of them. A
pretty older woman in a blue apron and gardening gloves watched Walter with
hope in her eyes, like she thought that maybe this sweating, scar-faced man
wearing the unseasonable jacket might be out on the streets looking for flowers.


What use did he
have for fucking flowers?


What use did
anyone have for them?


A car passed to
his left, which was unusual enough to cause him to look over his shoulder at
it, and stare at the occupants as they drove by. He found himself looking to
see if they were looking at him. Looking to see if they were wearing helmets,
or armor, or if he could see weapons strapped to them.


But it was just
two men in business suits.


They paid Walt no
mind. Continued up the street. Made a right onto another street. Disappeared.


Not much traffic
nowadays, either.


An apartment
complex, whole and untouched, sat to the left. It faced the rising sun, and
apparently, without air conditioning, the morning sun was already making the
apartments warm, because most of the tenants were on their balconies, blinking
gloomily at the sun as though it had woken them from a drunk sleep.


Maybe it had.


There was a mood
to most people living in Durham these days. A sort of, “Well, we’re here,” type
of mood. Like they were just in the business of keeping up pretenses at this
point.


The power would
come on. Then it would go out.


The water would
flow. And then it would be shut off.


The stores were
open sometimes, but they closed early, and weren’t open at all on other days.
Shipping companies were hesitant to send goods into a warzone. Understandably
so. They were prime targets for the resistance.


Walter glanced
sidelong at those people in that apartment complex.


He didn’t like
them.


What the fuck were
they doing with themselves?


Maybe there was a
fighter amongst them. Maybe one of them was the weekend warrior type. The type
that had a rifle and some ammunition stowed under his bed, and he didn’t come
out of his apartment until it was night, so he could harass some CoAx
checkpoints and then blend back into the populace.


Sure. That was a
possibility.


But Walter thought
that most of those people were probably just people.


Sheeple.


Surviving.


Hoping for the
best, but not raising a finger to do anything about it.


Likely enough,
their entire world was consumed with when they would be able to take their next
shower, whether or not the grocery store would have milk back in stock, or when
the power was going to come back on so they could watch that show they liked so
much.


These were urbies,
after all.


Walter made a
quiet grunt of disgust.


“You say
something?” Getty asked.


“No,” Walt
replied.


“Alright. Hey,
we’re pulling into place. What’s your ETA?”


Walter looked up
the road. He was on Mangum Street now.


“Few blocks away,”
he said. “Probably five minutes, tops.”


“Alright, slow
your roll. Let Bobbi get in place.”


“She got a spot?”


“Ayuh.”


Walter slowed his
pace.


After a few
minutes, Bobbi spoke: “Okay, Walt. I’m in position. I got a good view of the
place that the instructions talked about—white brick, red sign out front. It’s
down an alleyway, right off Mangum. To your right as you approach. No windows
though. If he asks you inside, I will not have eyes.”


“Heard,” Walt
mumbled back.


It went without
saying that Walt was going to try to stay in the alleyway.


But, if he’d
learned anything about these operations in the past two weeks, it was that you
had to stay fluid. You just didn’t know how things would go. And some of these
people… Shit, some of them were more paranoid than Walter. Paranoid to the
point of mental instability.


One time Walter
thought the guy was going to cut his head off.


Literally. With
the big ass Bowie knife that he had in his hand.


Walter had almost
reached up and rubbed his baby-smooth left cheek—the signal for Bobbi to put
one through the man’s brain pan, as he hovered over Walter, leering at him with
suspicious eyes, and the Bowie knife held back, but close enough to cut him
with one quick movement. 


But things had
worked out. And they’d been able to not only bring in about seven hundred
gallons of gasoline, but they’d absorbed three decent fighters to boot.


You see? He who
dares, wins.


Walter trusted his
gut. That was all he had anymore.


His gut told him
what to think.


Perhaps on a
subconscious level, it was the person’s tone of voice and micro-movements that
Walter picked up, but it came through to Walter as a very distinct physical
feeling. Either the feeling that, “Hey, I can trust this guy,” or “Something is
very wrong here.”


One felt like
light, airy relief.


The other felt
like a brick of bad news delivered to the stomach.


Striding up Mangum
Street, Walter saw the white brick building, just a block ahead of him now.


“Walking up now,”
he said. “Going off the air.”


Not really going
off the air. Just shutting his mouth.


Bobbi and Getty
understood this meant that Walt would no longer speak to them directly.


Down the street,
off an alleyway, Walt knew that the electrician’s van was idling, and Getty was
out dressed in a hardhat and reflective vest, surveying the power lines.


Somewhere on the
roof of one of these buildings, Bobbi had found a spot for herself and watched
over him.


As Walter
approached the alley that Bobbi had spoken about, she transmitted: “Guy walking
up fast behind you.”


Walter’s head
jerked to look over his left shoulder.


A guy in a thin
jacket, ballcap pulled low, and sunglasses, his hands jammed in the pockets of
his jacket, strode up abreast of Walter.


Jesus. Can you look more conspicuous?


“Make a right,”
the man gruffed, though the pitch of his voice was high. “Down this alley.”


Walter faced
ahead, then made the right into the alley.


The white brick
building was to his left. To his right was another brick building, this one
gray. The alley was wide enough for a truck to be driven down, and at the rear
of the alley was a receiving bay. The sliding doors were closed. No shipments
to be received.


The red sign hung
above a single door. The only door in the alleyway besides the receiving bay
doors at the end of the alley.


The red sign had
white lettering on it that said SIMPLY WINE.


Walter slowed to
stop at the door.


The
conspicuous-looking man shuffled around so that his back was to the door and he
faced Walter. The blank blackness of his shades stared buggily at Walter.
Walter squinted back at it, not pleased.


“You Walt?” the
man asked.


Walter nodded
once. “You Martin?


The man glanced in
both directions.


Then back to
Walter.


“Yeah.”


“This wasn’t where
we were supposed to meet.”


“Well…” Martin
shuffled his feet. “It is now.”


“Why so close to
the Green Zone?”


“Because this was
the place I could store the shit,” Martin snapped. “It’s a lot of hardware
we’re talking about. I can’t just park it wherever I fucking please, you know?
I have security concerns to think about too. It’s not just you.”


Walter looked up
at the sign. “Who owns this place?”


“You don’t need to
know who owns it.”


Walter looked back
down to Martin.


What did he feel
right now?


Not much. His gut
rumbled around neutral. Maybe a little keyed up. It was sometimes difficult to
differentiate between his own nerves, and the feeling of knowing something was
wrong.


“Do me a favor,”
Walter said. “Take those shades off.”


“Why?”


“I’m looking you
in the eye, I want you to look me in the eye.”


Martin smacked his
lips. Sucked his teeth. Generally acted like a put-off teenager. But there was
something to it that…


“Fine.” He pulled
his shades off. He had large, childish eyes. They glanced around with the
instinctual paranoia of a young gazelle in cheetah country. “There. Happy?”


“Better,” Walter
said.


Now what?


Now you watch, and you wait.


As much as possible in the time allotted.


Which was never
much.


“Did you bring the
money?” Martin asked.


“I have
authorization on it,” Walter replied.


3.5 million,
proxied to the pirated Personal Device on Walter’s arm.


“Alright, cool,”
Martin said. “We got a deal then?”


He thrust out his
hand.


Walter stared at
the outstretched hand. Then looked back up at Martin. “No, we don’t have a
fucking deal, you twat. I wanna see the hardware first.”


Martin’s eyes
blazed.


He withdrew his
hand.


But he didn’t
respond to the insult.


And that was the
first thing that made Walter’s gut twist.


“Right. Yeah,”
Martin said. He forced a smile. “Of course.”


Martin then turned
to the door of the building and knocked on it three times, slow, evenly spaced
knocks.


The door opened.


A man with a
subgun strapped to his chest stepped out, eyeing Walter.


Walter felt his
body tense. What the fuck was this?


Bobbi’s voice,
calm and airy in his ear: “I got the guy with the subgun. You let me know what
you need.”


By which she
meant, “Give me the signal and I’ll disintegrate his head.”


The man with the
subgun didn’t raise it. He stood off to the right side of the door, and Martin
stood off to the left, holding the door open and gesturing inside. “Hardware’s
inside if you want to take a look.”


Walter became
aware of his pulse, pounding in his neck.


His teeth grinding
together.


“No,” he said, his
voice steady, despite what he felt. “I’m not going inside the building with
you.”


Martin blinked a
few times. “Well…then…how do you expect to see the hardware?”


Walter looked down
the alley at the loading docks.


“Bring them around
to those loading docks. I’ll inspect them there.”


Martin considered
this for a long moment.


He flashed his
eyes at the man with the subgun.


Bang, bang, bang, went the pulse in Walter’s head.


No good. This is no good. Get out.


But…he who dares wins!


None of this is worth your life.


But if we don’t win, you will never see Carolyn again!


Martin suddenly
forced that same, painted-on smile. “Sure, Buddy,” he said. So accommodating.
More accommodating than any other person that Walter had dealt with. Then he
thrust his hand out again. “We’ll bring ‘em around for you. Deal?”


Walter didn’t even
look at the outstretched hand this time.


He just stared
right into Martin Shreed’s eyes and knew everything he needed to know.


“No,” Walter said.
“We’re done here.”


Walter wanted to
run. But he didn’t want to turn his back on the man with the subgun.


Martin slowly
retracted his hand. His eyes had gone to hard little nuggets of coal. A slight
smirk at the corners of his mouth, barely realized. “Money in the bank,” Martin
Shreed said. “Money in the bank.”


Fireworks in
Walter’s mind.


That was a go
signal if Walter had ever heard one.


Walt reached up
quick, and swiped a hand across the left side of his face, like he was brushing
away a fly.


Martin watched him
do it, and it was very strange, because there was a moment of stillness, just
as Walter’s fingertips touched his cheek, where he was locked in with Martin,
both men looking at each other, and both of them knew exactly what the other
one was doing, that the whole thing was a fucking farce, a trap, and Martin had
just given a go signal—


And so had Walter.



Just a bare second
of time, and it seemed like the thought that hung in the air between them was, Sucks that it comes down to this.


The top of the
guard’s head came off, leaving just his neck and his lower jaw, and the rest of
it splattered across the white-washed surface of the brick wall he stood in
front of.


The massive rifle
report followed, as the body dropped. 


Martin grunted and
lurched for the open door under the red sign.


Walter swept his
jacket aside and brought up his own subgun in one smooth movement, even as the guard’s
headless body hit the ground, and Walter fired from the hip, one long string of
bullets that stitched up Martin Shreed’s body from his ankles all the way to
his ears.


Then Walter turned
without assessing whether Martin was dead, and he bolted for the mouth of the
alley.


Bobbi’s voice
chattered rapid-fire in his ear: “They’re coming! They’re coming! Getty, get
Walt out of there!”


And behind Walter
as he ran, he heard the sound of the receiving bay doors rattling open, and all
he could think was, Rather die than DTI…

















 

Chapter 4



 

Walter Lawrence
Baucom pounded pavement, knowing that whether or not he lived through the next
ten seconds of his life had a lot to do with how fast he could move his legs.


And for God’s sake
it didn’t feel very fast.


The mouth of the
alley still seemed like a long way off.


He almost looked
behind him to see exactly how many CoAx soldiers were pursuing him, but knew it
would only slow him down. He had to trust Bobbi to do her job.


And she did.


Another booming
rifle report. Walter heard a grunt from behind him.


“Four New Breeds
on your tail,” Bobbi said, speaking fast but level. “Make that three.”


A rattle of
gunfire raked the alleyway behind him and he watched the white brick to his
right explode, and then a millisecond after that, someone punched him in the
right shoulder and nearly sent him pitching face-first into the concrete.


He kept his feet
somehow.


Came up twisted.


Saw back behind
him.


Three New Breeds,
about ten yards back and gaining fast.


One lying sprawled
on his back further down the alley.


They wore light
armor. Just helmets and chest plates. No spaulders or greaves or battleshrouds.


Walter yanked off
a flurry of rounds, not sure if he hit anything and not caring.


He was back
forward, running as hard as he could.


The alley opened
up in front of him.


BOOM!


Someone yelled
“Sniper! Sniper!” and someone else called “Cover!”


Don’t let them take you!


Bobbi had given
him a narrow opening.


He burst out of
the alleyway while his pursuers dove into the cover of the door of SIMPLY WINE.


Walter jumped to
the left, out of their line of fire, and staggered to a stop, subgun held in his
right hand. His eyes shot up and down the street, scanning to the right and
left.


There.


The electrician’s
van, hauling ass towards him.


“Bobbi, I’m clear,
I’m clear,” Walter yelled. “Get the fuck out of the building!”


“I’m on the way,”
she sounded out of breath. “Be advised, they have gunships inbound.”


Of course they do.


Walter ran for the
van.


It pulled up, its
tires chirping and smoking.


Walter hit the
side of it and watched red splatter across the white paint.


He realized it was
blood from the bullet that had hit his shoulder.


“Get in,” Getty
urged him. 


The cool-handed
man stood on the brake with one foot, then kicked his door open with the other
and stepped halfway out, dragging a rocket launcher out from the space between
the two front seats.


Walter threw the
passenger door open and climbed in, taking a half-second to look down at his
right shoulder, where pain was starting to centralize. They’d got him right
through the meat. His entire right arm was starting to tingle and stiffen.


Walter grabbed the
passenger door and slammed it closed. “Let’s fuckin’ go!”


“Hold on…” Getty shouldered
the launcher and pointed it at the mouth of the alley.


The two pursuing
New Breeds hit the mouth of that alley, just as the words left Getty’s mouth.


There was a distinct
pop-HISSSSSS—a sound that Walter knew
well—and the backend of the launcher erupted in white, super-heated gas, while
a little green projectile slammed out of it, barely visible in the air for a
split second before the entire mouth of the alley was engulfed in a violent
explosion of dust.


Rocks and debris
scuttled over the surface of the van.


A big chunk
cracked the windshield.


Getty threw
himself back into the driver’s seat and shoved the still-smoking launcher into
Walter’s hands. “That’s how these streets get so damn dirty,” he mumbled as he
yanked the van back into gear and slammed on the gas. “Bobbi, we’re on our way
to you. This is gonna be hot extract, so be ready.”


“I’m almost
there,” she said, her voice shaking as she ran.


The van peeled
away from the curb.


Down the street, a
lone pedestrian stood in the frozen stance of shock, not sure what to do,
watching the pall of dust settle over the mouth of that alley.


Getty cut a hard
U-turn, slamming Walter into the door.


He thought about doing
something about his shoulder, but it would just have to wait. A little hole in
the shoulder didn’t matter much if a flight of gunships flame broiled your
whole body in the burning wreckage of a fake electrician’s van.


“How many more
rounds this thing got?” Walter called out.


“Four,” Getty
answered, taking a hard right turn.


Walter waited for
the van to straighten out, then thrust himself up through the already-open
passenger’s side window.


A decorative
lantern wooshed by his head, nearly knocking it off.


“Shit! Gimme some
room, Getty!” Walter yelled.


The van adjusted
course, shifting to the left.


Walter got his ass
on the window opening, his whole upper torso hanging out. He hooked his left
foot up under his seat and really hoped his leg muscles were strong enough to keep
him from tumbling out. Then he dragged the launcher up onto his shoulder and
started looking skyward.


“Hold on,” Getty
warned.


Walter held on for
his life as Getty stomped on the brakes, cut another quick right, accelerated,
and then braked again, this time coming to a screeching stop.


They were beside a
partially-constructed tower. The construction was no longer ongoing—no sense
building something that could get bombed at any time. Somewhere on one of those
skeletal levels, Bobbi had taken out two New Breeds, but now she was at the
bottom, her rifle on her shoulder, the rifle bag she carried it in trailing
behind her. She hadn’t had time to pack it away.


She bolted out of
the ground floor. She was a short woman, and the rifle she carried was nearly as
tall as her. Her chin-length black hair was pasted back with sweat. 


She ripped the
sliding door open, and hauled herself in. “I’m good! Move!”


The van rocketed
forward again.


Walter heard it,
even over the roar of the engine echoing in the narrow corridors of the city.


The beating of
gunship rotors.


Close, but not yet
visible.


Bobbi fixed Walter
with a set of round, blue eyes. “You’re never gonna hit those things with
that!”


Walter toggled the
options. “I got it on frag! I’m sure as hell gonna try!”


“We need to ditch
this van—” Getty started.


A black shape
suddenly loomed over top of them.


Very close.


Walter felt the
downdraft.


The pounding of
the rotors in his chest.


The rivets on its
underbelly.


The pilot must’ve
realized he’d come out over top of them, because the gunship immediately
slowed, its nose dipping to bring the van within its arc of fire.


Walter fired the
launcher.


Pop-HISSSSSSS


Ka-thunk!


Pop-HISSSSSSS


Ka-thunk!


Two rounds, as
fast as the autoloader could handle them.


By the time the
second one screamed out of the launch tube, the gunship had banked hard to the
left.


But they were in
tight quarters.


The rounds, set
for fragmentation, sensed the bulk of something there, just as they cleared the
tops of the buildings, and they both detonated, one after the other.


At the last
second, Walter realized that the blast radius for the fragmentation was big,
and he was directly underneath it.


All he could do
was throw an arm over his face.


Something stung
his hand, like an angry hornet.


There was a horrible
sound like gears grinding together and then a high-pitched whine.


Walter pulled the
arm away from his face, and saw black smoke in the sky. A glimpse of a gunship
tail spinning out of control. Spinning directly towards them.


“Shit! Getty!” was
about all that Walter had time to get out.


Walter watched the
top of the building adjacent to them erupt like a volcano, a cumulus of dust
billowing up from it, big chunks of concrete, and in all of that mix, the black
shell of a gunship rearing up, its crumpled rotors still whipping.


Getty grunted and
yanked the van in a tight right turn.


The backend of the
van barely cleared the street before a half tone of rubble and gunship smashed
into it.


“We gotta ditch this
van!” Getty repeated, yelling now to be heard over the wind and the roar of the
engine and the sound of explosive wreckage still falling. “They could smoke
check our asses around any one of these corners!”


Getty was right,
and Walt knew it.


He also knew that
they were still about five miles from the Red Zone. 


“Get us closer to
the Red Zone,” he said to Getty. “Lemme use these last two missiles to buy us
some time!”


Getty made a sound
of disapproval, but didn’t argue.


The gunshot wound
in his shoulder started to feel like a severe Charlie horse. Walter grimaced
and shifted to try to alleviate it, but it wasn’t going to be satisfied. He
took a glance at his right palm and saw that something black and silver stuck
out of it, and that it was red, dribbling wind-ripped streamers of blood over
the top of the van.


Fuckin’ great.


No time to deal
with it now.


“Bobbi!” he called
out.


“What?”


“Flight of three?”


Please say it was just two. Sometimes it’s just two.


“Yes! Three!”


Fuck me.


“Roger that,” he
mumbled, more to himself than anything.


He got into the
launcher a little tighter. Got his bloody hand on the firing controls. Brought
the little targeting screen up to his face, and started scanning.


Getty wound
through the city like a ship tacking against the wind—left, right, left, right.


Closer.


Closer to the Red
Zone.


Closer to relative
safety.


How much time? How
much time were they buying themselves?


The van roared
through a tight intersection, Getty never even tapping the brakes.


Walter saw it out
of the corner of his eye.


Right there.


To the right.


In the bare second
that they were exposed in the intersection.


The damn thing sat
there, a hundred yards down the road, in a hover between the buildings.


Two objects
already spat from its gunpods, streaking toward them. This high-speed snapshot
of it in Walter’s mind, seeing those two flame-tailed dots racing towards him.


He made a noise of
alarm that sounded like “Whuuuuuuh…!”


He felt the
impact.


Felt it strike the
side of the van.


Both Bobbi and
Getty never had a chance to make a noise.


The van roared.


Swerved.


To the other side
of the intersection.


Walter stared,
that one precious second of his life more exciting and valuable to him than any
other one that had come before, like winning the lottery, like hitting the
jackpot, like being granted a stay of execution, like waking up from a death
dream and knowing you were still alive.


There was a giant
hole in the back of the van.


Proximity, Walter realized, feeling heady and
giddy.


The gunship
missiles wouldn’t arm inside a hundred yards, to keep the gunship from being
damaged by the blast and debris. The pilot must have made a tiny error. An
error of mere yards, or maybe even inches.


The missile had
gone through and through and never detonated.


Walter and Bobbi
stared at each other with eyes stretched wide.


You’re done, Walter decided. You’re never going to get that lucky again.


“Stop the van!” he
ordered. “We gotta ditch it!”


No hesitation.


Getty slammed on
the brakes.


Walter tumbled
from the window. He tried to grab the sideview mirror and ripped it off,
leaving a streak of blood from his wounded hand. He came down hard on his ass,
but managed not to crack his skull.


“Christ!” he
shouted, not sure which part of his body hurt worse at that moment—his ass, his
shoulder or his hand.


Getty was already
out of the van. He ran around the front of the van while Walter struggled to
his feet and Bobbi poured herself out of the van, her sniper rifle clutched to
her chest.


“Get up!” Getty
shouted at Walt. He hooked an arm under Walter and hauled him upright until he
was on his feet, and he pointed to the mouth of the alley where they had nearly
been incinerated. “There!”


Walter braced
himself on unsteady feet, brought the launcher up.


The big black
shape came around the corner as deft as an athlete cutting a hard route, and at
the same time hard gaining altitude, its cannons already roaring.


Time has this
nasty habit of expanding when your body dumps adrenaline into the mix.


Walter watched it
happen.


Watched the
building to their left shattering under the onslaught of 6,000 unmerciful 20mm rounds-a-minute,
watched that exploding wall encroaching on them, then chewing the driver’s side
of the van, then the center of the van—holy fuck this was happening way to fast…!



He triggered a
single missile.


Had the fleeting
thought that he actually felt the heat from a 20mm round searing the air very
close to his face.


The missile was
out and away.


The pilot knew it
was coming.


Saw it coming.


Was already
gaining altitude.


Quick.


Quick thinking,
quick reactions.


That’s what it
took to be a gunship pilot.


Walter’d been lucky
the first time.


Not this time.


The gunship roared
into the sky, and at the same time, dipped it’s nose and raised its tail in a
high arc.


By the time
Walter’s missile decided to fragment, the gunship had managed to juke-spin away
and point it’s more heavily armored nose in the direction of the explosion.


Walter triggered
the last missile as he felt it ka-thunk
into the launch tube. It ripped away into the sky and Walter didn’t take the
time to watch where it went. He dropped the heavy launcher and ran.


Bobbi breached the
glass doors of the building they were next to, using her rifle like a battering
ram.


She jumped through
the broken door.


Getty went
through, then Walter coming in last, groping for his subgun that was still
strapped to his body, and for the extra magazine he carried in his waistband,
hoping to God he hadn’t busted it when he’d fallen out of the van.


“Where the fuck
are we?” Walter demanded.


They were running
into the dark.


There was no
electricity in the building.


The only light
came from the broken glass doors behind them.


But he could see
Bobbi’s back, running for the opposite end of the building, and he figured he’d
just follow her.


“Old Apex and
Riddle!” Getty shouted back. “That was two intersections ago!”


Walter found the
extra mag. Ripped it out.


From what he could
tell in the dark, it was intact. He swapped it out with the near-empty one in
his subgun, stuck the near-empty one in his jacket pocket as he ran. He might
need those last few cartridges at some point.


Perhaps to kill
himself.


Rather die than
DTI, after all.


Old Apex and Riddle, he repeated in his mind, taking a
moment to orient himself.


Three miles from
the Red Zone.


A gunship hunting
them.


And their lifetime
supply of luck severely depleted.


“We’re almost
home,” Walter said—maybe lied. “We can make it.”

















 

Chapter 5



 

Step number one
was to get out of the building they were in.


Bobbi led them
through the dark, using the glow from Getty’s weaponlight to light her way.


They had one
sniper rifle with a few rounds left.


One pistol with about
twenty rounds.


One subgun with
about fifty rounds.


And three miles to
go.


But he was still
alive, still capable of putting one foot in front of the other. And so there
was still a chance.


To live.


To win.


To see Carolyn again.


Peripheral
thoughts—things that bumped around in the back of his mind like loose baggage
in the trunk of a speeding car. Seeing Carolyn again was more an undercurrent
of obsession than a conscious thought to Walter. It colored everything he did.


Focus.


Focus on the task at hand.


“Anybody injured?”
he called out ahead, following along to the shaky wobble of the single
weaponlight that guided them.


“I’m good,” Bobbi
huffed.


“Same,” Getty
replied. “You?”


“Keep running,”
Walt said. “But I need a medpack. You got some gauze?”


Getty swore and
took a worried glance at Walter over his shoulder. As he ran, he ripped at a
small blowout kit attached to his belt. It didn’t contain much, Walter knew.
Just some HSA gauze, a decompression plunger, and an auto-tourniquet.


Stuff designed to
buy time, not to heal.


“Just the HSA,”
Walt said.


His shoulder felt
heavy and leaden. But it was the hand that seemed to be bleeding the worst. Even
with the piece of shrapnel still plugging it up. And the pain was beginning to
make itself known. The adrenaline only masked it for a while. Eventually it
came on, with interest.


Getty tossed the
green pack of HSA at Walter. He ripped it open with his teeth. He had to slow
his run, and Getty sensed it in the pace of his footfalls.


“Go on,” Walt
mumbled. “Find the door out. I’ll catch up.”


He slowed because
he needed to bite the piece of shrapnel out of his palm.


He took it in his
front teeth and pulled.


It was caught on
something.


Some little metal
barb on it was hooked to a piece of his flesh.


Or maybe a tendon.


Was he going to
rip a tendon if he pulled too hard?


That would cause
him to lose the function of his hand. A very important hand. His gun hand.


His respiration
spiked and his sweat suddenly felt cold.


“Shit, shit,
shit,” he mumbled with the piece of metal still in his teeth. He could taste
the high explosives on it. Smoky and sharp.


Fuck it. No time. You gotta go.


Walt took a
clenched breath and yanked.


Pain.


Blood.


The shrapnel came
out. A jagged, angry triangle.


It fell from his
lips and clattered to the floor.


Walter’s guts felt
watery, like he might shit himself or pass out, or both.


“I’m good,” he
told himself. Then louder, for the benefit of the others: “I’m good. Keep
going.”


They already had.
They’d listened the first time he’d told them to keep going.


They knew it was
survival at this point. They knew that pragmatism came first. They didn’t
begrudge one another for it.


Standing there in
the dark with the blood pulsing out of his hand, Walter’s mind did a thing that
it had done with increasing frequency over the last few weeks. It made a
terrible juxtaposition. It erased everything that had gone between, and only
compared the picture of what he’d been to what he was right now.


In this one image,
he was just a farmer, just a grower, planting seeds and worrying about bills,
and going home to be with his wife, who was the bright center of his universe.
An everyman, dedicated to the humble grind of his daily life.


In the next image,
he was right here, sweating, breathless, bloody, smoky, in the dark of a bombed
building, pulling shrapnel out of his shaking hand while his heart thundered
and his breaths ached in his lungs and his heart wondered how much longer he
had to live before he died a violent death.


This is not me, he thought for the thousandth time,
overcome by the surrealism of it. This is
not who I am. This is just a dream.


He was starting to
lose the light.


Getty was up
ahead. His silhouette, and Bobbi’s brightly lit back.


Not even looking
anymore, Walter ran with his subgun dangling, bumping him in the stomach, and
he used his left hand to stuff the hole in his right with the gauze. He stuffed
it, then wrapped it, and he hissed the whole time and swore incessantly—just
strings of foul words to ward off the pain like ancient incantations.


He twiddled his
fingers and found them all working.


Stiff, but
working.


Good.


The surrealism of
his reality was still in the back of his mind, but the forefront was back on
task.


They’d cut
diagonally across the building, from one corner to the opposite. Now there was
daylight again, coming in from around plywood that had been erected to protect
the glass windows.


Bobbi stopped and
looked back at them. “Cross here?” she asked.


Distantly, the
chop of rotors.


Walter nodded. “As
good a place as any.”


“Roger that,”
Bobbi nodded.


The three of them
went to the double doors and opened them. The sheet of plywood was secured from
the outside.


“Ready?” Getty
asked.


Bobbi and Walter
both nodded.


Side by side,
Bobbi and Getty started hammering the center of the plywood with front-kicks.
It rattled and bucked and finally cracked, and then gave way.


The three of them
poured out into bright, blinding sunshine.


Gunship rotors.


Close, but not on
top of them.


Sirens.


Alarms.


A fat pillar of
smoke drifting through the morning air to their left.


They were on a
small avenue. One way. There was no one else around.


They jogged across
the street.


The next building
had an overhang. It would hide them from the gunship. They slipped under it,
then hung a left-hand turn, directing themselves to the west again. Back
towards the Red Zone. They stopped at the corner, under a clutter of
scaffolding.


On a nearby
street, the big sound of a diesel engine roared by.


A guntruck?


With his back
against cool glass, Walter took a breath. “Why didn’t that team of New Breeds
just smoke me when they came out?”


Bobbi wiped her
short black hair out of her face. It was already drenched with sweat. She
looked at him. “I think they wanted a capture, not a kill. At first anyways.
And then Getty blew up the alley with that launcher and I think that changed
things.”


“That piece of
shit,” Walter said, and he didn’t need to clarify.


They all knew he
was talking about Martin Shreed.


“He’ll get his,”
Getty said.


“Didn’t you shoot
him?” Bobbi asked.


“Ayuh, I zipped
him up,” Walter replied. “Don’t know if it killed him though.”


This is not you.


“If he even lives,
the CoAx won’t use him in Durham again,” Bobbi pointed out. “You guys ready?”


“Ayuh,” Walter
grunted.


Then they ran
again.


Up two city
blocks.


A car passed by. A
woman in a sedan.


She saw the three
of them running with guns.


Punched the
accelerator and squealed tires, then hung the very next turn she could make to
get as far from them as possible.


Walter didn’t
blame her for that.


He’d considered
car-jacking her.


They stopped just
inside a rubble-filled hole in the wall of a building. The three of them,
huffing hard. They took a moment to catch their breath and get their bearings.


“Next fucking
vehicle we see,” Getty said. “We need to take it.”


And they all nodded.


Walter’s shoulder
wasn’t getting any better. The cramping feeling got worse. He looked around
them, his face turning into a bitter snarl. “Once a-fucking-gain, I wanna know
where our backup is.”


Neither Getty nor
Bobbi responded.


It was an old
refrain.


“Where the fuck’s our
renegades? Our New Breeds? Our guntrucks?” he hocked gummy spit into the rubble
at his feet. “Fucking still sitting up in Kanawha Three?”


Kanawha Three. The
little West Virginian mining town where ten percent of the American military
had defected and was not hiding out, using now-defunct slurry cisterns to
conceal their troops and trucks and equipment.


Walter had been
there. When his brother Roy had rescued him from District 89, that’s where
they’d been evacuated to.


He’d seen the
troops.


He’d seen the
equipment.


But he hadn’t seen
them in Durham.


“Honeycutt claims
the Eudys want this fucking city so goddamned bad, but then where’s the troops?
Where’s the guns?” He kicked a rock. “Where’s the fucking food, for fuck’s
sake?”


“No point getting
riled about it,” Getty said.


“No, there is a point in getting riled about it,”
Walter snapped.


Getty just
shrugged.


“It’s fuckin’
bullshit.”


“Would it change
anything?” Bobbi said.


“Ayuh,” Walter
frowned. “It would change a lot.”


“I mean, would you
be doing anything different?”


She had a point.


Walter forced a
rueful smile. “Well. Maybe I’d be getting shot a little less.” He rolled his
shoulder to loosen it. Felt bad for being a sour-puss, even though he still
believed his attitude was fully justified. “Sorry. Let’s go.”


They stepped out
of the hole in the wall.


And were
immediately shot at.


Rounds zipped
hungrily by Walter’s head. Smacked the concrete and shot pebbles into his face.
Getty grabbed him by the wounded shoulder and hauled backwards, back into the
hole in the wall. 


But not before
Walter glimpsed a guntruck and a dismounted squad of New Breeds moving rapidly
towards them.


The three rebels tumbled
back into the blown-out building, tripping over rubble, barely keeping their
feet.


“Another way!”
Walter called. “Find another way!”


“There!” Bobbi was
already heading for it.


A door that was no
longer a door—now just a hole in the north-facing wall. It would put the
building between them and the New Breeds.


They burst out of
the door.


A street. Four
lanes. Running east to west. Walter looked west.


A car.


Parked on the
curb.


A man standing
next to it on the sidewalk, looking very concerned, his keyfob in his hand,
staring straight at Walter.


They were about
fifty yards from each other.


Walter sprinted at
him, raising his subgun.


“Don’t you fucking
move!”


The man jolted
like he’d been jump-started with a car battery and ran for the driver’s side,
the keyfob juggling in his panicked hands like a hot potato.


Walter squeezed off
a short scattering of rounds that popped the concrete in front of the car and
slung bits of gravel and copper jacketing into its grill.


The man with the
keys stuttered to a stop in the middle of the road, hands upraised, body in a
half-crouch.


Walter was almost
on him now.


“I said don’t
fucking move!”


Walter terminated
his sentence by planting a foot in the man’s chest and sprawling him backwards
onto the pavement.


The man yelped and
then began blubbering, but Walter couldn’t hear if they were actual words or
just animal noises. He snatched the keys from the man’s hand. The man tried to
hang onto them, but Walter kicked him in the chest again and the keys came
free.


Briefly, something
dark flittered across Walter’s mind.


He looked at the
man. And there was a moment, right there on the street, where he thought, how fucking dare you try to fight me for
these keys, and he actually thought about killing him…


“Walter! Let’s
move!” Bobbi called.


The blackness
broke. Walter bared his teeth at the man like a mad dog and spun on his heels,
unlocking the car and wrenching the door open, all in one movement.


He was in the seat
and cranking the car as the other two piled in, Getty in the back, Bobbi in the
front passenger seat.


Three doors
slammed.


The man lying on
the street wailed. Staggered after them as though he could hold the car back if
he could just get his hands on it.


Walter punched the
accelerator. Burned rubber. Made a sharp u-turn.


Heading west now.


He made a left,
then a right. Heading west again, but this time one street lower.


“We clear?” he
asked.


Getty looked out
the back window. “I don’t see anybody…”


The westward road
carried them a bit farther. The last building to block their view appeared to
shrink in the rearview mirror, and as it did, it revealed the black shape hovering
in the sky. And then another.


Two gunships. Side
by side.


“Gunships,” Getty
called.


“I see them!”
Walter said, leaning forward to get a view of them in the rearview mirror.


They were two
miles to the Red Zone.


A straight shot
westward.


Trash and rubble
tumbled under the car as he sped up to eighty miles an hour, ramming heedlessly
through intersections.


“Are they comin’?”
Walter asked.


Getty watched them
for a moment.


So did Walter.


So did Bobbi.


For perhaps a
minute, it seemed like they were following.


And then,
abruptly, they split off.


Walter nearly
melted into the driver’s seat.


The gunships
didn’t fly into the Red Zone during the day.


Along the border
of the Red Zone and the Yellow Zone, the buildings bristled with resistance
fighters armed with launchers and very itchy trigger fingers. They called it
the Red Line, and the only time gunships crossed it was when they had nighttime
superiority, or if fast movers softened a flight path for them first.


These two gunships
had neither.


They peeled off and
hovered, just out of missile range.


The ruined streets
of the Red Zone flew by them.


Walter felt his
core loosen. Some of the tension come out of him.


But not all of it.


Never all of it.

















 

Chapter 6



 

Javon had almost
died twice.


This didn’t
include the drone hunting them down through the woods, on the night that they’d
ambushed the convoy of prisoners being taken out of District 89. The night that
they’d rescued some woman named Bobbi—or Alice Corning, officially—and
everything had gone to shit.


No, the two times
that Chief Javon Benson had almost died were times that his heart had stopped.


However, Javon was
a stubborn motherfucker, and Chief Kozlowski knew it and counted on it.


The first time had
been just after Koz had tracked down his old veterinarian girlfriend, who lived
on the outskirts of Fayetteville, and was one of the surgeons at an animal
hospital in town.


Javon had been in
an operating room meant for dogs, on a stainless steel table that wasn’t quite
big enough to hold a New Breed, and when they’d taken the tourniquet off of the
stump of Javon’s missing arm, it had started to squirt.


He’d looked at it
with a frown, holding it up as they told him to put it down because it was
showering the room in blood. And all Javon said was, “Damn, that shit really
comes out.”


Then his blood
pressure had dropped, and his heart had stopped working.


He died.


For the first
time.


Macy, the
ex-girlfriend/animal-surgeon, had worked tirelessly and wordlessly on Javon’s
dead body, while Koz looked on, feeling helpless. He tried to be useful but
also not get in the way too much.


Macy had already
worked for eighteen hours straight. It was two in the morning, the practice was
closed, and here she was, helping wounded renegade troops, fresh off an ambush
of CoAx forces. She was clearly pissed, but Koz couldn’t tell whether she was
more pissed at him, or Javon’s failing body.


Macy dumped two
big bags of blood substitute into Javon and ordered Koz to start chest
compressions while she used a little medical creativity to adapt a large-breed
dog crash cart to human metrics. After about two minutes of chest compressions
and three hits from the paddles, Javon got his pulse back.


They couldn’t keep
him in the animal hospital.


When they finished
stitching his amputated arm shut, it was close to four in the morning, and the
animal hospital opened for business at five. They wheeled him out on a
stretcher, out to Macy’s car, and Koz loaded him in the backseat with a blanket
over him.


Then they’d driven
to Macy’s house.


Macy was still too
pissed to speak with Koz.


He tried, and she
shut him down with a wave of the hand.


She was doing that
thing where she stuck out her lower jaw and tightened her lips.


Bad news for Koz.


Macy had a spare
room. She liked to do interior design, and this was where she kept all her
fabric samples and other knick-knackery that Koz didn’t know the name for, and
didn’t care. She had a pullout couch in there.


They’d set Javon
up on the pullout, still hooked up to a medpack meant for animals.


Koz and Macy stood
in silence, staring at Javon while the medpack quietly beeped out the rhythm of
Javon’s heart.


“So you’re…” she
began.


“Yeah.”


“Defected.
Or…Renegade, I think is what they call you guys?”


He sighed, but
didn’t say anything.


“Un-fucking-believable.”


“I didn’t know who
else to call, Macy.”


“You’re putting my
fucking life in danger, Koz, you selfish prick.”


“Yeah, I know I’m
a selfish prick. You’ve always made that abundantly clear. But I wasn’t going
to let him die. And I had nowhere else to go. Once he stabilizes, we’ll get out
of here.”


“And go where?”


“I’ll figure it
out.”


“Un-fucking-believable.”


Another silence
descended on them.


Koz took a glance
at his old girlfriend. She was short and voluptuous. Dark hair. Pale skin. Very
bright blue eyes that he had never really decided whether he found beautiful or
unsettling. For some reason he found her very attractive in that moment.


He wisely kept
this to himself.


What he did say
was, “Thank you for saving his life, Macy.”


Macy just shook
her head and ran a hand back across her pony-tailed hair. “I really can’t
believe I’m standing here right now. What the fuck happened? What did you guys
do?”


Koz remained
placid. “Do you really want me to tell you?”


She glanced up at
him with those beautiful/unsettling eyes. “No. No I don’t. Fucking…plausible
deniability. For all I know you never defected and you got into some sort
of…hell…gang fight. Who the fuck knows what you New Breeds do anyways?” She
shook her head. “Koz, I had a long ass day. I need sleep. I have work tomorrow.
I don’t…” she trailed off, then closed her eyes and stood there silently for a
time. When she opened them, she just shook her head again. “Just, sleep in here
with him and don’t bother me. I can’t even think straight right now. We’ll talk
in the morning.”


That night, Javon
had died a second time.


The beeping of the
alarm on the medpack woke Koz. He saw the heartrate monitor was a flat line,
and he started yelling for Macy and doing chest compressions.


By the time Macy
had made it back in the room, the medpack had already administered a giant
shock to Javon’s system, brought him back to life again, and re-stabilized him.


Things became
uneventful after that.


Koz lived his life
in Macy’s two bedroom apartment.


It became a sort
of haven and prison all at the same time.


Macy’s shifts
lasted for twelve hours, unless she pulled overtime, which she did a lot, being
one of the only surgeons at that animal hospital. She was also on call a lot.
And, when she wasn’t working, she avoided the house because she wanted to avoid
Koz. She was just waiting for Javon to be healthy enough to walk so the two of
them could get the hell out of her life.


Javon woke up
after a few days. He and Koz did a lot of sitting around and talking.


Mostly they talked
about food.


You would have
thought they were surviving in a desert, but it wasn’t too far from the truth.
Macy stocked food like a single girl stocks food, which was to say, not fucking
much. Yogurts and salads and shit like that. 


Both Koz and Javon
were dropping pounds fast. The genetic modifications that were done to their
bodies to make them the super soldiers they were caused their metabolism to run
at a rate right around 5,000 calories a day.


Koz didn’t have
any money to give Macy to pay for that enormous grocery bill.


He brought up that
if Javon was to recover well, he would need a hell of a lot more food. And Macy
did try to make good on that recommendation, but she either didn’t understand
what 5,000 calories a day looked like, or she couldn’t afford it, because there
wasn’t enough for both Javon and Koz.


Koz pushed most of
his food to Javon and lied to him about it, telling him he snacked and ate in
the kitchen all the time.


In reality, Koz
was taking in about 1500 calories a day, which was approximate starvation for a
New Breed.


He figured he
could manage that for a few months, and further figured that Javon would
probably be on his feet long before that.


He needed to get a
message out to the rest of his team.


They needed a
fucking extract from this purgatory of waiting.


The problem was,
for the security of the operation, Koz and Javon had stowed both their PDs. And
Koz wasn’t about to further endanger Macy’s life and freedom by trying to use
her PD to contact his team, which was guaranteed to raise big-ass red flags in
any number of CoAx computer systems.


He’d already taken
enough advantage of her as it was. He couldn’t push his luck any further.


Sitting on the
floor with his back against the bed where Javon lay, he mused, pulling gently
at his big red beard. “If I could get out of the house, I could maybe get to…”
he trailed off.


Javon sat up and
watched his partner with drowsy eyes.


It was
midafternoon. Javon usually napped around then, but he tried to stay awake for
longer periods now—hardening himself off for what came next, which was getting
out of here. Possibly on foot. Possibly having to fight their way out.


“What?” Javon
asked.


“Do they even have
internet parlors anymore? I’m imagining that shit from when I was a kid,
but…now I don’t know.”


“I don’t think
they do. Fed issues PDs at fifteen, man. No one needs a fucking internet
parlor.”


“Shit.”


“You gotta rob
somebody.”


“Hmm.”


Javon leaned
forward, forcing wakefulness. “You still have your weapons, right?”


Koz’s eye drifted
to a rolled-up blanket sitting against the floorboards, right next to where he
slept. It was the only thing that Macy had in her car to hide Koz’s battlerifle
and sidearm, so he’d wrapped them in that for the trip into the apartment from the
car.


“Yeah,” he said.
“But it’s hard for a New Breed not to get noticed out there.”


Javon made a
raspberry noise. “Fuck that shit. You’re a goddamned panther. They’d never even
see you.”


That was true. For
some silly reason Koz had been picturing his bulk trying to be incognito
amongst the peasants. But that wasn’t necessary. If he went out at night and
stuck to the shadows, not a soul would see him unless he wanted them to.


“You go out,”
Javon said. “Go tonight. Snatch a motherfucker off the street. Get his PD and
make the call.”


“Tonight?”


“Do it tonight.”


“I’m not sure
you’re ready for this shit.”


“I’m ready.”


“Can you keep your
feet?”


“I went to the
bathroom,” Javon said, as though Koz had insulted him. “By myself.”


Koz grimaced. “I
dunno, Buddy…”


Javon reached out
with the one hand he had left and grabbed Koz. “Chief, if I gotta sit and stare
at this motherfucking wall for another goddamned day, I’m going to lose my shit.”


Koz nodded. “I
know. I want out.”


“We got work to
do, man,” Javon’s voice had pitched into urgency. “Who knows what the fuck’s
going on out there? Macy don’t talk about it. We ain’t got PDs to catch up on
the news. Alls I hear is fuckin’ fast movers and gunships over our heads day
and night.” Javon leaned back. “I got a feeling something is going down and
we’re fucking missing the action.”


“You’re missing an
arm, actually,” Koz pointed out.


Javon gave a
facial shrug. “Still a better fighter than ninety-nine percent of the mokes out
there.” His dark eyes hit Koz’s. “Besides, when I get my fuckin’ robot arm,
I’ll be unstoppable.”


“True.”


“Tonight,” Javon
urged again.


Koz considered his
partner, then turned and considered the floor between his feet. He didn’t say
yes or no. “Rest up then.”


Javon remained
sitting up. “Can you get me a sammich or somethin’?”


Koz looked at the
other man with a laugh in his eyes. “You just enjoy treating me like your bitch.”


Javon grinned. “Go
make me a damn sammich.”


Koz hauled his
bulk off the floor with surprising grace for a creature that took up almost a
quarter of the room. “Alright. I’ll get you some food, but then you rest.”


Javon nodded. “You
got it, Chief.”


Koz stepped out of
the room and into the rest of the apartment.


Small apartment.
Not cramped, but small. He remembered it. She’d had it towards the end of their
relationship. Hadn’t she rented it because she knew the end of the relationship
was coming? Something like that.


In any case, she
used to have a TV, and she didn’t now, that’s what Koz recalled and resented.
TVs were already on the way out, and Macy was one of those hopping on the “I
don’t need it” bandwagon. She said she didn’t have time to watch that shit
anyways, and anything she wanted to see she could watch on her PD.


True enough.


Except that, since
she didn’t have a TV, and Koz didn’t have a PD, Koz couldn’t get the news.


Not that he would
have enjoyed the Fed propaganda that got passed off as news, but it would at
least make him feel less isolated.


Koz walked into
the kitchen, which was adjacent to the small living room where the TV should have been.


It wasn’t exactly
true that Macy hadn’t told them what was going on in the world outside.


It was just that
she didn’t have any credible details, and what she did have Koz evaluated very
circumspectly. One always had to consider the source, and he knew that Macy was
prone to simply repeat things from the rumor mill rather than check on them
herself, which usually resulted in hyperbole or understatement.


However, from what
Koz could gather, things were bad. 


And getting worse.


The country was on
fire, and there were several focal points for it, but the worst was right down
the road in Durham, North Carolina. The place had erupted. It was a fucking
warzone.


Of course, this
was Macy’s interpretation.


She had friends
that had evacuated the area.


Then again, maybe
Macy’s friends were a bunch of weak-minded drama fiends that believed a bullet
hole in the neighboring building constituted a “warzone.”


Maybe.


But when Koz heard
the fast movers and the gunships coming out of Fort Bragg, ripping over their
heads on the way to Durham, he felt somewhere in his gut that Macy and her
friends were not exaggerating.


In the kitchen, he
extracted the last of Macy’s lunchmeat from her fridge, along with some bread
and condiments. There was about a pound of turkey left. Just enough to make a
decent snack for Javon. He started laying the ingredients out.


Maybe Javon would
be asleep when he came back.


Then he’d eat that
shit himself.


He was starving.


His mind went to
his team.


Their pirated PDs.
The contact numbers that they all had.


Colonel
Wainright’s techies had taken all the legitimate PDs when they’d defected and
wiped them. Replaced all their chips with pirated chips. They all got new
contact numbers. The team had an emergency number that went straight to Remus
Actual—their command.


However, Koz
wasn’t sure he should call that.


He wasn’t sure if
they’d get a friendly reception, seeing as how he wasn’t supposed to have gone
on this little errand with the Baucom boys in the first place. Of course, he’d
had to—debt of honor and all that. Roy Baucom had saved his parents, so it was
only right that Koz had helped the Baucom boys find their father.


But he wouldn’t
have time to explain all of that to Remus Actual.


No, he needed to
call someone from the team.


They’d all
exchanged their new numbers when they’d received them. Most of them got
memorized, but now that Koz thought about it, the only ones that he definitely knew was Javon’s—which didn’t
do him much good—and Chief Tye Gibbs’.


That should be
enough though.


The only question
was whether Gibbs would answer a call from a number he didn’t know. Koz wasn’t
going to leave a message, either. So if Gibbs didn’t answer, they were
Shit-Outta-Luck.


He slapped the
sandwich together and placed it on a plate.


It smelled good.
Koz’s mouth watered.


There was a knock
at the front door.


Koz’s big red head
snapped up.


The front door.


Right across from
where he prepped the sandwich at the kitchen counter.


There was a window
to the left of the front door, but the blinds were drawn. The late-afternoon
sun struck a sharp angle.


He saw a shadow
moving at the edges.


Someone stood
there at the door.


A man, he thought,
from what he could see of the shadow.


From the other
side of the door, a man’s voice sing-songed, “Ma-a-cy!”


Koz felt a warm
little fire start at the base of his spine and roll all the way up to his
shoulders. That was how adrenaline felt for him. Warm and wonderful. Like it
lubricated his body for violence of action.


He forgot the
sandwich.


He peeled around
the counter. Headed for the door.


Then he heard the
sound of a passkey swiping and the locks disengaging.


Shit!


Koz was just about
to the spare room, so he ducked into it just as the door swung open and bright
sunshine came in.


Footsteps on the
carpet in the living room.


Some guy humming
to himself.


Who the fuck?


Who the hell had a
key? Was it the apartment manager? 


A burglar who had
spliced the keycode from Macy?


Koz grabbed the
door to the spare room and swung it closed fast, stopping about an inch from
the doorjam so he could gently and silently press it closed.


He stood there,
both hands on the door for a second.


Looked to his
right.


Javon was out of
his bed.


He’d been sleeping
in the buff—easier to work a bedpan in the earlier days when he’d needed
one—and now he knelt on the floor next to Koz’s bedroll. The blankets that
contained Koz’s weapons had already been unrolled, and Javon held the
battlerifle against his body with the stump of his missing arm, and in his good
hand he had Koz’s big sidearm.


Koz held out a
hand.


Javon tossed the
pistol into the air and Koz snagged it.


He checked the mag
and chamber with practiced speed.


Locked and loaded.


He leaned back
against the wall, so the door would open onto him.


More footsteps
from outside in the apartment.


More idiotic
humming.


The cheeriest
burglar Koz had ever heard of.


His eyes glanced
over to Javon.


Javon cast him a
questioning look: Who the hell is that?


Koz only shrugged:
I have no idea!


The footsteps
approached the door to the spare room.


More tuneless
humming.


Koz was going to
rip this man limb from limb.


Rip that voice box
out so that he could never hum again.


The door knob
turned.


Koz flattened
himself against the back wall.


The door opened.


A man stepped in.


First impressions:
Tall, lean, bookish. Dressed like a professor.


Not a burglar.


Koz didn’t care.


He moved
cat-quick.


Reached around the
door that hid his bulk, just about at the same time that the man spied the
naked black New Breed kneeling in the center of the spare room with a
battlerifle pointed at his face, and he uttered the words, “Who in the hell—?”


Koz put a single
hand behind the stranger’s neck and sent him flying into the wall.


The polyboard
reverberated loudly.


The man bounced
off with a high-pitched little grunt.


There was a spray
of flower petals.


The man hit the
ground, mewling.


Koz slammed the
door, cracking it in the center.


Javon had crossed
the distance in a flash and put a knee in the man’s neck, the battlerifle
inches from his face. “Move and you fucking die.”


The man wasn’t
able to make words yet.


Big, wide,
terrified eyes.


Hands up, palms
up, shaking, trembling.


A ruined bouqet of
roses, mashed next to his side.


Koz bent down and
grabbed them up like evidence of some crime. “The fuck is this?”


The man wasn’t
able to take his eyes from the muzzle of the battlerifle that was nearly
touching his nose.


Irritated, Koz swooped
in and whacked him on the head a few times with the shattered roses. “Hey,
asshole! Who the fuck are you and why are you in Macy’s house with fucking
roses? You fucking stalking her or something? You a fucking predator? You here
to sniff some fucking panties? Motherfucker…”


Koz was getting
himself angry.


With the last
accusation, the man tore his eyes from the battlerifle and looked at Koz. There
was a hint of confusion and defensiveness in all of that pathetic fear.
“I-I-I…” he swallowed. Blinked, like it was suddenly difficult to make words
happen. “I’m her boyfriend.”


Koz reared back,
standing up straight.


In the man’s eyes
there came the first little glimmer of masculine aggression. “Who the hell are
you guys? What are you doing in her house?”


“Shut up,” Javon
said.


“What the fuck am I doing here?” Koz said, his eyes wide
and wild. “What the fuck are you
doing here? With a fucking key? How’d you get a goddamned key to the apartment,
huh?”


“She gave it to
me.”


“When’d she give
it to you?”


“I don’t know,”
there were actual tears in the man’s eyes now.


Tears.


Christ.


“A month ago?” the
man said, like he couldn’t quite remember.


Koz worked his
jaw. Glanced sidelong at Javon.


We’ve been here for two fucking weeks and Macy forgets
to tell me about a boyfriend?


“Bullshit,” Koz
decided. “You’re lyin’ your sorry ass off. Who are you?”


“I’m James.”


“James, you
fucking wanker, tell me Macy’s full name.”


“Macy Stockwell.”


“Full name, ass!”


“Macy, uh, Sarah Stockwell.”


Well. That didn’t
prove anything. Any stalker worth his salt would know their victim’s middle name.


Koz chewed the
inside of his lip, trying to come up with something.


“You fuck her?”
Koz asked.


The man just
stared.


Like the question
was inappropriate.


Javon nudged him
with the rifle barrel. “Answer.”


“Uh…yes. We’ve had
sex.”


Koz didn’t believe
it. “Alright, tell me something unique about her vagina.”


“What?”


“Come on, lover
boy.”


“I don’t…I don’t…”


“You’re a fucking
liar.”


“I don’t know what
you’re…” The man breathed heavily, looking back and forth between Koz and Javon
with panic. “I don’t…there’s nothing…unique about it.”


“Right, right.”
Koz shook his head. Triumphant now. “So you never noticed the big-ass mole on
her vag? Either you’re the worst lover ever, or you’re full of shit. Which one
is it?”


The man lay there,
mouth working like a fish.


“Hmm?” Koz
demanded. “Which one? You a shit lover or a dead liar?”


“She got the mole
removed,” the man mewled. “Before I met her.” Eyes still racking back and forth
like an animal in a trap. “She said she was really embarrassed by it.”


Koz stood there.


What he wanted to
say was “Likely fucking story,” but he didn’t say anything.


Javon glanced up
at Koz. “Anybody can say that. Let’s smoke this dude.”


The man’s hands
pumped the air. “No-no-no! It was on her…” he racked his brains, eyes squeezed
shut. “On the left side, right? Yeah. Left side. She said a previous boyfriend
had made a big deal out of it and it made her embarrassed.”


There seemed to
come a moment of realization.


The stranger
stared up at him. “Shit…are you Kozlowski?”


Koz shifted his
weight. He waved the pistol at the man. “Alright. Shut up.”


“Oh my God,” the
man whispered. “You guys…you guys are fucking renegades, aren’t you?” His
breathing started to come heavy again. “You’re gonna kill me. Oh my God. I saw
your faces. Oh my God, please don’t kill me!”


Koz stared down at
him with disgust. “How the fuck does Macy end up with a guy like you?”


Javon gave him a
look. “Maybe ‘cause he doesn’t make fun of her vag.”


Koz was genuinely
offended by this turn of events. “I didn’t make fun of her mole, Javon. I just offered
to pay for the removal procedure. She was already self-conscious of that shit.”


Javon shook his
head. “She only wanted you to accept it, bro. Christ. Have you never dealt with
women before?”


“No, Javon, I’ve
had…” Koz glanced at the ceiling. “Moving on. You.” He pointed the gun at the
man. “What’s your name?”


“James.” He
frowned. “I already told you that.”


Koz sneered.
Fucking James. 


“James, I’m going
to need your Personal Device.”

















 

Chapter 7



 

It was nearly noon
when Carolyn woke up.


A hand on her
shoulder is what woke her.


She started,
nearly jerking out of bed, her head spinning, mind reeling, completely
displaced and delirious. She twisted in her bed, and the arm on her shoulder became
firmer, almost restraining.


“Easy,” a calm
male voice said.


She stared over
her shoulder, her pulse pounding in her head.


Her eyes were
wide. Her brows furrowed over them. Frightened and confused.


She did not
recognize the man standing there.


And then, as the
delirium of exhaustion released its constricting grip on her, she did recognize
him.


He looked down at
her with soft pity.


“I told you you
needed more than two hours of sleep,” he said.


Carmichael had the
polite, unobtrusively loyal attitude of a good butler. Carolyn liked him a lot,
and as she remembered his face, and then his name, and why he stood at her
bedside, she began to relax.


She fell back to
the folded up blanket that was her pillow and put a hand over her face,
embarrassed.


“I knocked,”
Carmichael explained. “But you didn’t answer.”


“It’s fine,”
Carolyn said, her voice raw and husky. “Thank you for waking me.”


“You should sleep
more.”


“I’ll get more
sleep later.”


“You don’t know
that.”


“Too much to do,”
she replied, and leaned up.


She was still
fully clothed. Shoes still on. Her clothing felt clingy on her skin. Her light
brown hair that sometimes looked blonde had enough dirt and oil in it that it
made her look firmly brunette. She was pretty sure she stank. When was the last
time she’d bathed? When was the last time she’d had time to do anything but the
most perfunctory things—eating, drinking, sleeping.


She couldn’t even
call it by those names.


It was “getting
some energy in her,” and “staying hydrated” and “catching a few winks.”


Minimum effective
dose.


She was just
staying alive.


The man stood up
with a sigh, still looking at her with that sort of pity like he wished she
would let him take care of her. He was middle-aged, balding, skinny to the
point of being skeletal. He always tucked his shirt into his pants. He wore a
pistol on his hip.


“I’m fine,”
Carolyn repeated. “Really. Thank you.”


He considered her,
but didn’t push his luck on the issue of her getting more rest.


She’d been up all
night and into the morning, only getting to bed at about ten o’clock. There’d
been a long, protracted firefight over a little piece of very important real
estate in Durham. 


The Eudys needed a
secure route to ship in supplies to Durham. The besieged resistance forces were
largely blockaded on all sides. They were dying without the supplies. They
needed everything you could imagine—food, fuel, medicine, bullets, blankets,
clothes, batteries, the list went on.


But the Durham
resistance forces were about as operationally secure as a colander.


Someone had talked,
as it seemed someone always did.


You had an
organization comprised of twenty thousand untrained citizens who, as soon as
reality sets in, and they’re hungry and thirsty, start to look for a way out of
their bad situation. Many of them came to the same conclusion and ended up
buying their way to freedom by giving information to the CoAx.


Whoever had done
the leak, they’d done it, it was over, and the CoAx wanted to blow the supply
convoy into particulate. 


A heavy presence
of ground-to-air manpack missiles was the resistance’s only real advantage.
Could you really even call it an advantage? Because it was only keeping the
gunships at bay. More of levelling the playing field than actually getting any
advantage.


So the CoAx had
moved in with ground forces to try to secure the route.


A very protracted
firefight had ensued.


Carolyn had been
running herself mad, pulling resources from disparate and uncooperative units
all over the city, trying to cover the route and keep it from getting overrun,
trying to keep that ground-to-air “advantage” alive until the trucks could roll
through.


They’d managed to
keep the route secured, but only by the hair on their chinny-chin-chin. And it
had cost them very dearly. It had cost lives, and ammunition, and ordnance, and
above all, trust—which was a currency she barely had enough of as it was.


Many of the
uncooperative units that she’d finally convinced to lend a hand had taken very
bad losses.


They would be even
more uncooperative in the future.


Many of these
small bits of unorganized militias turned to looting when their group was
depopulated. They didn’t have the discipline to fight to a man. Many of them
defected or simply disappeared and weren’t heard from again. Maybe they’d been
captured, or maybe they’d run away.


So the convoy had
made it through. Yay.


Carolyn’s job
hadn’t been over, not by a long shot.


She had to find a
place to put the wounded. Establish field hospitals in bombed out buildings and
secret locations. Figure out how to evac those wounded, many of which were
still taking CoAx fire.


She had to figure
out where to store those trucks with the supplies. How to safely get them from
point A to point B. Who needed what? There certainly wasn’t enough for
everybody’s wishlist to be fulfilled, so then it came down to “how much can I not give these people and still maintain
control of them?”


The joys of being
POC.


She’d fallen into
bed after almost forty hours of being awake.


Slept for two
hours, her mind wandering restlessly through a half-bombed city and a million and
one decisions that still needed to be made, never dipping into any restful
version of sleep, like coming upon an oasis in the desert that you can only
drink from in tiny, unsatisfying sips.


And now it was
time to get back to it.


Carolyn was using
a lot of over-the-counter stims.


They kept her
awake and focused and they even made her feel less God-awfully hungry. She’d
dropped seven pounds in the last week. Ten overall. Pounds that she didn’t feel
good about losing. Pounds that left her feeling sickly and weak.


She took a stim
now.


One little white
pill.


She’d be awake in
fifteen minutes.


Conscious,
focused, and alert.


Although several
times lately, she’d had to take another soon after. They weren’t addictive or
anything. Frankly they gave her heartburn, and she looked forward to the
earliest opportunity to not take
them, but that opportunity had not presented itself just yet. She’d had to be
on high-alert for two weeks straight.


That was the last
one from the little plastic vial of ten.


She held it up for
Carmichael to see as she stood up. “Need more of those.” She crossed to a
wastebasket in the corner of the room and tossed the empty vial in.


“They aren’t good
for you, Ms. Eudy.”


She frowned at
him.


He probably
thought that she was frowning over his trying to control her stimulant intake.


But she was
actually frowning over his usage of her maiden name.


She’d gone so long
as “Carolyn Baucom,” the name that the government had given her when they’d
imprisoned her parents and sent her to a new life as a ward of the state in
District 89, it was still difficult to hear and answer to her given name,
“Stephanie Eudy.”


She looked away
from him. “Nothing’s good for you.”


“Sleep is good for
you.”


She smiled wanly.
“Yes it is. How are the wounded from last night?”


“Still coming in,”
he said. “Already tapped the new medical supplies hard. Thirty seven dead, as
of ten minutes ago. A hundred and twenty-nine that are wounded, still receiving
treatment. Forty-eight were treated and released. Considered to still be
combat-effective.”


Carolyn stood up,
rubbed her face, grabbed the gunbelt from beside the mattress that served as
her bed, and put it around her waist.


A fucking gun
belt.


It felt outrageous
every time she put it on.


Made her feel like
laughing madly at herself.


You just keep playing the part, she told
herself. That’s what you have to do right
now.


That’s what you have to do to find Walter.


“How are the zones
looking?” she asked as they exited the room, and Carmichael fell into step with
her. The room was the manager’s office of a small grocery store that sat well
within the Red Zone of Durham. The store had been called the Fresh Market, and
the name was still used by its new inhabitants.


The storeroom
didn’t hold food anymore—it’d all been eaten by the insurgents. It held guns
and ammunition and racks of bunks for fatigued fighters. It smelled about the
same as Carolyn imagined that she herself smelled.


The store itself
didn’t have any aisles anymore. The shelves had all been used to barricade the
entrance. And block the glass fronting of the store. The only entrance and exit
was the back freight door.


The middle of the Fresh
Market was a command center now. Folding tables and bustling techs and glowing
monitors projected into the air.


“No change,”
Carmichael stated. “Everything is as you left it.”


“Good.”


The Red, Yellow,
and Green Zones were all constantly shifting, depending on who was doing what,
and where. Their techs and hackers were good, but they still didn’t have direct
access to how the CoAx mapped out Durham. But they could make reasonable
inferences based on CoAx activity.


“There was some
sort of spat,” Carmichael went on. “Over close to the Green Zone this morning,
but it doesn’t look like anything came of it.”


“What sort of
spat?”


“Not sure. Birds
were up though, vulturing around over there. Observed taking shots at something
on the ground, and something on the ground shooting back. Took out two of the
birds. The whole thing lasted no more than twenty minutes.”


“And we haven’t
got any reports on it?” Carolyn narrowed her gaze at Carmichael.


The tall, slender
man shook his head. “Not so far.”


“I’d like to know
what that was about.”


“When I know,
you’ll know.”


Carolyn nodded as
they approached the hub of the command center, which was essentially a digital
sandtable. She stared down at it and had to admit that it looked so completely
foreign to her in that moment that her heart started pounding again. Almost
like stage fright. Like everyone was watching her, waiting for her to come up
with something amazing.


She took big,
steadying breaths.


Any time those
stims wanted to kick in would be great.


“What the hell are
we doing today?” Carolyn asked, almost to herself.


Carmichael shifted
his weight and looked around them.


They weren’t
alone, but everyone around them was pre-occupied.


“Well, when you
get a second, I have a few things for you,” he said, in a quieter voice.


Carolyn looked up
at him sharply. “We could’ve spoken in my room.”


He shook his head
once. “The walls in your room are very thin. And people sleep right outside.”


He was right, of
course.


“Loss prevention,
then?” Carolyn said.


Carmichael nodded
curtly.


The loss
prevention office was a tiny little office at the front of the store. It wasn’t
big enough to do anything with except stand in. It was little more than a
closet. In its former life it was where the security for the store would
monitor the cameras, and, conveniently positioned at the front of the store,
intercept larcenists before they made it out the doors with the package of
ribeyes they’d stuffed down their pants. It was big enough for a chair, a desk,
and that was it.


Carmichael knocked
on it before they went in.


It was one of the
only private places around, and it had been used more than once for what
Carmichael referred to with a sarcastic sort of prudishness as “amorous
proclivities.”


No one answered
when he knocked.


The two went
inside and closed the door.


Carolyn folded her
arms across her chest. “What does Honeycutt want?”


Carmichael leaned
back on the desk. “Nothing this time.”


Carolyn waited.
Unfolded her arms. “You have something for me then?”


Carmichael nodded.
His eyes searched her face, as though gauging how ready she was to hear
something. And that was not a comfort to Carolyn. It made her stomach go
topsy-turvy inside of her.


She felt a tremble
working its way to her fingertips and, rather than show it, she shoved her
hands into the pockets of her pants. “Tell me.”


When Carmichael
spoke, he did so like a man taking his first steps out onto a frozen lake that
may or may not support his weight. “We have it from two separate sources that
your parents have handed your brother-in-law over to the Coalition.”


It was like having
the floor drop out from under her.


Carolyn had to put
in effort to stay on her feet and act like it hadn’t affected her.


She began to feel
her pulse in her temples. Hard. Like hammer blows.


She swallowed.
That was the only visible sign of discomfort.


“Why?” Her voice
was low and husky.


“Can’t tell you
why,” Carmichael said, and then chose to clarify: “We don’t know. Your guess is as good as mine.
However, we can say that they received a substantial cash influx.”


“They did it for
money?” Carolyn almost spat the words out.


This was her
fault. That’s what hit her the hardest.


She’d come to
Durham under false pretenses. She’d come here claiming to her parents that
she’d done everything she’d done so that she could prove herself to them. But
in reality, she’d come because she knew that Walter was somewhere in this
god-forsaken war-zone of a city, and she wanted to find him and do everything
in her power to keep him from getting killed—either by the CoAx, or by her
parents.


But the first test
of her loyalty had been to send Roy back to them.


She’d had no
choice in the matter.


If she didn’t give
up Roy, then she would give up her opportunity to help Walter.


And she had no
reason to think they would’ve sold him out to the CoAx!


In answer to her
question, Carmichael bobbled his head. “I doubt it was solely for the money.
They have enough cash flow not to sell people to the CoAx to remain solvent.
I’d assume they negotiated a price as an added bonus, but I doubt it was their
primary reason.”


Carolyn found
herself staring at the wall. Something stable to fixate on. “When was this?”


“This morning.
More details will come in, I’m sure. But that’s all we have right now. Roy is
out. They handed him to the CoAx. They got a chunk of change for it.”


Carolyn decided to
take a seat.


She grabbed the
rolling chair out from the desk, spun it around and sat down in it, stiff as a
board. She steepled her fingers in front of her face, rested her chin on her
fingers and her elbows on her knees, and closed her eyes. She focused on
breathing.


This is your fault.


There is absolutely nothing I could have done, she argued.


You didn’t even try.


I have a responsibility to Walter, not to Roy.


But Roy is family!


I barely know him.


You sent him back to hell!


No, my psychotic fucking parents did…


Like someone was
playing ping-pong with her brain.


She opened her
eyes and looked at Carmichael. “I’m assuming this is not public knowledge?”


He quirked an
eyebrow in question.


“I should act like
I don’t know about it when speaking with my parents?”


“That would be a
safe assumption, I think.”


She nodded once.
“Anything else, then?”


“Actually, yes.”


She pulled her
head up from her hands and steeled herself.


Carmichael’s brow
creased. “We have an element here in Durham. Not too far from us, actually—you
may recall the leader’s name, I think you had some dealings with her last
night.”


“Oh?”


“Yes. Mel.”


One corner of
Carolyn’s mouth twitched downwards. “Yes, I’m familiar. As I recall, she
refused me when I asked for assistance last night.”


Carmichael nodded,
expertly balancing sympathy with dismissiveness. “Well. As it happens, she just
issued a very infrequent report to her handler.” Carmichael paused, squinting,
almost flinching, like he wasn’t sure how Carolyn was going to take the next
part. “She claims to have a Walter Baucom in her crew.”


Carolyn rocketed
out of her seat.


The chair skidded
backward into the wall of the tiny office.


“She has Walter,”
Carolyn said.


“She has a Walter—”


“My husband is
there,” Carolyn said, and she was already moving for the door. “Where is she?
You need to take me there now.”

















 

Chapter 8



 

Walt was getting
the last staple in his shoulder when Mel walked into the infirmary.


“Infirmary” was
perhaps a generous term for it, but yes, that’s what they called it. Kind of
officiously. Sort of on faith. No one wanted to deny that it barely qualified
as an infirmary, because they all knew that their life might depend on it
someday, and they didn’t want to bring bad juju down on themselves by talking
shit.


So, the less-than
sterile equipment, the flickering lamps that didn’t provide enough light, the
outdated medical supplies—sometimes with torn packaging—and the fact that there
weren’t many of those medical supplies to begin with, was ignored by everyone
that worked for Mel’s outfit.


They called it the
infirmary, and both the man and woman who ran it—a combat medic who’d last seen
service two decades ago, and a former EMT—were referred to as “Doc” with the
same faith-based reverence that one might call a clergyman “Holy Father.”


The woman—and
former EMT—was pinching the skin of his shoulder together. The medical stapler
opening its hungry mouth over the bloody folds of Walter’s skin, almost like a
baby settling in to suckle at the breast.


“Last one,” Doc
Sheila said.


Then kuh-chink.


Walter showed his
lower teeth as he watched it happen, but it didn’t feel too bad. Doc Sheila had
given him some local anesthetic.


Mel stopped at the
side of the table that Walter sat on, and she peered at Doc Sheila’s work with
a clinical eye. “I’m starting to think you enjoy getting shot.”


Walt forced a
smile. “I promise you, I don’t.”


“Getty and Bobbi?”


“Fine. Cleaning up
I think.”


Mel nodded. Looked
off at nothing in particular, her lips pursed.


She had a thing
about her lately. Like she was distracted by something. Something very
unpleasant. Something that worried her. She was a breeze for Walter to read—one
of those people that didn’t put much effort into their poker face in the first
place.


And for the past
two weeks, it had gotten worse and worse.


Maybe it was just
the toll of being in a warzone.


But Walter thought
it was more than that.


She looked almost
ill most of the time. Sad. Guilty. Anxious.


Walter didn’t like
it. Those things, those emotions, they were not what you wanted to see in the
person that was supposed to be running the show. And yet, so far, it didn’t
seem to be compromising her decision-making.


Mel was thorough,
logical, very careful, and highly circumspect about everything she allowed any
of her people to do. She had yet to tell them to do something that seemed “off”
or too risky to Walter. If anything, she seemed a little too cautious.


“What happened?”
she finally asked.


Doc Sheila slapped
a bandage over the stapled-shut wound. Walter couldn’t help but notice that it was
covered in cartoon characters.


“Really?” he asked
her.


Doc Sheila
shrugged and smiled. “I use what I’m given. Works the same as a regular bandage.”
Then she ripped the purple gloves off her hands and ditched them in an
overflowing trashcan, which seemed to indicate that their business was
concluded.


Walter stood up
from the table. He held his shirt in his right hand. Still damp with sweat.
Still with blood on it. He put it back on, even though he didn’t like the feel
of it cold and clinging to him.


“It was a setup,”
he said, in response to Mel’s question. “Martin Shreed might be dead. But he needs
to be on the blacklist anyways, if you haven’t done it already. Just in case he
survived.”


“Done and
disseminated,” Mel said. “Although the CoAx would have to be pretty dumb to try
to use him again. If I were to take a guess, I’d say he was in the wind. Or on
a slab in the morgue. Bobbi said you stitched him good.”


The shirt gave him
a cold chill. He suppressed a shudder.


Mel shrugged. “Did
it seem like kill or capture?”


“Capture at
first,” Walter replied. “They were definitely trying to take me alive. Once
Getty and Bobbi got involved and the bullets started flying, obviously that
wasn’t the case anymore.”


“Do you think you
were targeted specifically?”


Walter’s lips
pressed down into a thin grimace. He rubbed his goatee, then smoothed it. Then
shook his head. “I don’t know, Mel. I’m just thinking…” He stuck his hands in
his pockets and looked at the floor. “Well, I don’t want to put more value on
myself than there is. But I would consider myself a high-value target, wouldn’t
you?”


Mel shrug-nodded.


“I don’t think
they knew it was me that was gonna show up,” he said. “This felt more like a
fishing expedition—just them seeing what they could catch, you know? If they’da
known it was me that was gonna show up…shit, I don’t think we woulda got out.”


He glanced at Mel
after he said this.


She had a stern
look on her face and her jaw-muscles bunched. “I think you’re right, Walt.
Which is why you’re not doing any more of these meets.”


Walt shook his
head. “No offense, Mel, but that’s ridiculous.”


“You’re gonna get
killed.”


Walter turned to
face her fully. “Mel, if it had been a regular Joe that’d met with Martin
Shreed, he’d’ve got taken, or tagged, or followed, or whatever it was they
planned. The reason I got out of there is because I know how to read people.
That’s all.”


Mel looked at him
sharply. Then squinted a single eye.


She had things she
wanted to say, and they came with an acid bite. “Are you really as good as you
think you are?”


That gave Walter
pause.


Not because he
doubted himself, but because it was obvious what she was asking him.


She was asking him
to read her.


She wanted him to
tell her what she was thinking.


He straightened
and looked at her face, taking it in fully. Usually, when speaking, you stare
at the person’s eyes. You lose a lot of the rest of the face because you’re so
focused on the eyes. But the face has a lot to give. It tells a lot of stuff
that the eyes don’t, because people have learned how to lie with their eyes.


Walter nodded to
the door that exited the infirmary.


Mel followed him
out.


The hallway beyond
was deserted.


They walked
several paces down the hall, away from the infirmary.


Somewhere deep in
the building that they hid in, there was a resonant clang that sounded like a
large piece of machinery falling, and then a few voices laughed like they’d
just witnessed true comedy.


But it was quiet
where they were.


Walter stopped,
and turned to Mel, and frowned at her. “Are you asking me to read you right
now, Mel?”


She just opened
her arms, then folded them back across her chest.


Do your worst, if you can.


“Fine,” Walter
said. “You’re scared. Not in general, not about the war, not about dying.
You’re scared of something very specific, and I’ll be honest with you, Mel, it
has me very worried. Because the vibes you’re giving off are the vibes of a
person who is scared for the people around
her.” He held up a hand. “But not just scared because you’re afraid they’re
gonna die fighting. No.” he pointed at her. “There’s something you’re responsible for that you think is
endangering everyone.”


He snapped his
mouth shut.


As he’d spoken,
the hard-nosed skepticism had melted off of her face so rapidly that it had
almost shocked him. The only thing left was that same old sick fear that she’d
been carrying around with her.


Walter wanted to
feel vindicated, but he just felt bad for her.


“Mel, you need to
tell me what’s going on.”


Her lower lip
trembled.


Which was the
biggest show of emotion that Walter had seen from her over the past two weeks,
and the past two weeks had been a doozy.


Then she stiffened
her lips and looked away. “Come with me.”



 

***



 

They drove.


“Not far,” Mel
said. Her voice had a loose, dreamy quality to it that Walter didn’t care for.
“Just far enough that…” and then she trailed off.


It was just the
two of them in the car.


Mel drove.


Walter in the
front passenger seat.


His teeth were
grinding themselves to dust, it seemed. 


He scanned
corners, rooftops, bombed out holes in buildings. He checked every vehicle they
passed—truly abandoned vehicles were covered in a scrim of concrete dust, while
ones that had only recently appeared were cleaner. Every time Mel took a turn,
Walter tensed for what was around the corner.


It was not out of
the realm of possibility that she was leading him into a trap.


Walter didn’t even
bother wondering why she would do something like that. He just let his paranoia
carry him. Paranoia kept him sharp. So far he didn’t think he’d been overly
paranoid a single time. And so far, he hadn’t died.


“We’re pretty
far,” he pointed out. “Can we not talk in the car?”


Mel made another
turn.


She was driving
weird.


Usually her head
was on a swivel. She was intense. She was focused.


At the moment she
seemed to be floating.


Was she high?
Maybe took something to relieve the edge of stress?


“Just wait,” she
said. Her voice didn’t carry much inflection.


Walt shifted his
hip in his seat so that his pistol was more accessible.


He’d reloaded it,
right?


Yes. It was the
first thing he’d done when he got back. Even before going to the infirmary.


She made another
turn.


There was a car,
coming towards them on this street.


Walter braced his
feet on the floorboards. His right hand drifted to his waistband. He glanced at
his door to see if it was unlocked. It was. He prepared himself to bail at full
speed and come up shooting if he needed to.


The car passed.
Two young, hard-looking men watched them.


Some allied
resistance group, perhaps.


The buildings here
were more residential. And they suddenly got lower and small, and then they
weren’t even there anymore. The rubble was gone. The layer of dust was gone.
All around them was vibrant, unmanicured green.


A pair of
fast-movers made an arc through the blue sky, far away from them.


Walter waited for
the muted sound of the detonations in the distance, but they never came.


He looked around
him, then at Mel.


She didn’t seem to
be “there.”


“We’re here,” she
said.


They drove down a
gently curving road, over a few speed bumps, and then Mel pulled into a small
parking area that was devoid of life, and stopped the car there.


Walter couldn’t
help but frown at their environment.


The little parking
area was nicely shaded. The park stretched out in front of them, unused. For
who had time for nature walks and picnics in Durham these days?


The grass was
overgrown, nearly knee-high. But other than that, it was nice. 


A few picnic
shelters, empty. One nearby that still had the remnants of a child’s birthday
banner clinging to the rafters—just the “HAP” part, gently flapping in the
breeze in red and yellow foil colors. Swing sets with no children in them.
Teeter-totters. Various animal and vehicle caricatures on spring bases so that
energetic toddlers could rock them violently back and forth. They all sat
still, and slightly askew, like they were slouched in depression while they
waited for the children to return.


Walt had a good
view of his surroundings.


So that was good.
It let him relax.


His jaw ached from
clenching and grinding.


He turned his head
and watched Mel, cautiously.


Eventually her
hands released the steering wheel and found a spot in her lap. The way they
clasped each other, one hand over the other, she looked like a perfectly proper
young lady at some sort of luncheon.


Knowing what he
knew about her, it made him want to laugh.


Instead, he
sighed. Waited a beat. “What are we doing here, Mel?”


Mel seemed to snap
out of some trance. She took a big breath in through her nose, then looked at
him, all steel and focus again. This was the Mel that he knew.


“Walter, I’m gonna
do this quick. I don’t want to draw it out. So just shut your mouth and hold
your questions.”


Walter pressed his
lips tight together. The still-unfamiliar whiskers of his goatee prickled.


Her eyes
zig-zagged between his, studying his face.


“This is what you
need to do,” she said, in the tone of a person issuing orders. “You’re going to
take this car, you’re going to drive back to base, and you’re going to get
everyone the fuck out of there. Do you understand?”


Walter opened his
mouth with a question.


Mel held up a
hand. “Shut up, Walt. Just nod if you understand what you have to do, I’ll
explain why in a minute.”


Possibilities rampaged
through his head.


He hesitated, then
nodded.


“You won’t have
much time,” she said. “So don’t waste any. I don’t care where everyone goes.
That’s up to you and them. But if they’re still in that building before the
hour’s out, I’m pretty sure they’re going to be dead.”


Walter found his
mouth going pasty. Heart starting to kick.


She looked at him
pointedly. “You remember what happened to Kline’s crew? And Teague’s? How they
all the sudden up and disappeared?”


He nodded once.


Kline and Teague
were two other footsoldiers belonging to other resistance groups in the Durham
area, and they’d been in that prisoner transfer convoy as well. They’d been in
the same convoy as Pops and Bobbi. After Walt’s raid on the convoy had freed
them, they went back to Durham, and a few days later their crews went dark—no
one saw or heard from them.


Walter had figured
they’d tucked tail and run.


“They didn’t
disappear. They were taken out,” she spat. “Killed, or captured or bombed to
rubble. Hell, I don’t know. I didn’t see. But I’ll tell you what I do know—or
what I heavily fucking suspect…” here, she seemed to realize she’d left
something out. “Your father. You didn’t take him with you. Why?”


They’d been over
this already, but Walter was glad to be allowed to speak.


“They put a
tracking device in his head, where we couldn’t get it out…” Then Walter trailed
off as well, and looked out, and his eyes caught the sunlight flashing red in
the foil of the H in that dilapidated birthday banner. “Shit. Kline and Teague.
The Fed didn’t just put devices in my Pops’s head. They did Kline and Teague,
too. They were tracking their operations.” Walter felt sick.


Then, with the
abruptness of an anvil falling to earth, it struck him.


He looked at Mel,
realization coming over his face like horror.


“Fuck. Mel…”


She nodded. Her
lips were pursed tightly.


Walter’s eyes
suddenly blazed with anger. “It’s been two fucking weeks!”


Mel looked away,
jutting her chin.


“You…How…?” words
failed him. “Are you fucking kidding me right now?”


“I don’t know why
they haven’t hit us,” she said to the windshield. “Maybe they were just busy
with other shit. Or maybe they’re biding their time for something specific. I
don’t know. But I’m done pushing my luck. I’m sorry, Walt. This has been a
tough decision for me to make. Otherwise I would have made it sooner.”


His mouth worked,
but words weren’t coming.


She was
deliberately not looking at him now.


He thought that
she couldn’t handle the accusation in his eyes, and in some peripheral part of
him, he felt bad for that, but mostly he was righteously angry with her. 


She’d known. She’d known that she had a fucking device in her skull, and she’d come
back to her base anyways. She’d put everyone in danger.


“You know what you
need to do,” she said to him. “And you do it quick. Because I got a feeling when
they see the device go off-line, they’re not gonna be biding their time
anymore. It’s gonna happen fast.”


“Wait, wait,
wait…”


Suddenly, there
were tears in Mel’s eyes.


“Shut up, Walt. Do
as I fucking say. This is how it needs to go.”


“It doesn’t need
to go this way. We can figure this out.”


“Nope.” She shook
her head violently. Her face turned to a mask of hatred. “I’m not going on
their terms, Walter! Fuck them! I’m not gonna sit around and wait for them to
decide when they’re gonna take me down. No. I’m the master of my fate. I’m the
captain of my ship. I decide. I fucking decide.”


Walter held up
both hands to her, trying to calm her down. “Mel, slow down. Let me help you
think this through…”


She kicked the
door open with a sudden lurch. “You know what you need to do, Walt. Get to it.”


“Mel!”


She stood up,
slammed the door behind her.


Then she took one
step, her hand going to her waistband, under her shirt.


She never turned
around to look at him. She stayed facing out towards the park.


She drew a pistol,
and with her hallmark lack of hesitation, she put it under her chin and
decisively blew her brains out.

















 

Chapter 9



 

The next few
second of Walter’s life were complete chaos.


It was like being
stuck between two speakers that were just pumping feedback into his head. He
was out of the car, cursing and shouting, heedless of what was around him, and
then suddenly very concerned with it, looking everywhere, looking for
witnesses, but it was only the lonely, empty playground.


He had his gun in
his hand for some stupid reason.


He put it away.


He ran around the
front of the car to where Mel’s body lay, just a pace off the side of the
driver’s door. She’d simply crumpled in place. All electrical impulses gone out
of her body. Muscles just mush now. Bones just bits of useless structure.


Funny, she’d
always referred to the brain as the “off button.”


As in, “Bobbi, if
things start to look squirelly with this guy that’s meeting Walt—” and here,
she would have tapped her forehead, right between the eyes. “—you press his off
button.”


Mel’s off button
had been pressed.


There was no
un-pressing it.


Walt didn’t
remember what he said in that moment. It was a lot of anger directed at Mel,
who could no longer hear him, and a lot of cursing at everything and anything. 


Isn’t it strange
how the unexpected always manages to get under your defenses? You can be as
hard as you want to be, but when you don’t see it coming…


Focus…


What is the task at hand?


Utilitarian,
Walter grabbed the gun.


Her fingers
brushed his. Still warm and supple.


He stood up like a
murderer. Like a guilty man. Looked around with haunted eyes. Still spewing
curses, because that was about the only thing his brain could come up with at
that particular moment. Like how you swear when you are in brutal pain. It was
a coping technique.


The off button.


Off.


The device.


They would know.
The CoAx would know.


It would show that
its host was no longer alive.


And then, any
reason that the CoAx had for waiting to bomb them into so much more concrete
dust would suddenly be gone.


How long?


Who knew?


It could be
minutes.


How closely was
Mel being monitored?


Had the call
already been made to scramble a flight of fast movers?


Or were they more
interested in a ground assault? Ground assault would take longer, but it would
provide them with more prisoners, more intel, and more leverage.


It didn’t matter.


Air or ground,
time was short.


Walter got moving.


He was in the
driver’s seat, and backing up.


He’d put the
seatbelt on, oddly enough. He didn’t remember doing it. He hadn’t worn his
seatbelt at any point in time while in Durham—the easier to unass a vehicle, if
need be—and yet, in his brain fog, there it had appeared across his chest and
stomach.


Focus, he nearly screamed at himself. Take back the controls.


He swung the
wheel. Cut it tight. Put it in drive.


He cast a glance
over the hood.


Mel’s body, still
and sullen on the pavement.


Control.


Breathe.


Think.


He pressed the
accelerator, resisting the urge to stomp it. The car drove away only slightly
faster than normal. Someone who had an important appointment to make—certainly
not someone fleeing a crime scene.


He glanced at the
PD on his arm.


Pirated, of
course. It didn’t come back to him. But still, PDs were only to be used in case
of an emergency.


Walter figured
this counted.


He flipped the
monitor up and called the first number that was available, which was Bobbi.


It rang only once.


“Hey there,” Bobbi
said, her voice falsely casual. There was a bedrock of apprehension at the
bottom of that greeting—she knew it was abnormal for Walter to use the PD.
“How’s it going?”


Walter tried to
control his tone as best he could. “Well, we can’t fix the roof. The roof is
gonna be leaky.”


There was a pause.


The same reason
that they used PDs only for emergencies was the same reason they spoke in code—because
the airwaves were the Fed’s territory. They owned it, they controlled it, and
they listened to whatever they wanted to.


“Is it supposed to
rain?” Bobbi asked, again with that conversational tone, underscored with a
note of secret knowledge. “Skies look clear.”


“Weather says
there’s gonna be some storm cells popping up.”


“Oh. How soon?”
Bobbi was on the move. He could tell by her voice.


“Very soon.”


“Okay,” Bobbi’s
voice was stiff. “I’ll make sure our valuables stay dry.”


Walter spun the
wheel, looked skyward, half-expected to see gunships.


But it was just
clear blue sky.


“Ayuh, that’d be
good,” he said.


“Where’s Mel?”


On the concrete.


In a park.


She’s dead.


She killed herself.


She’s the reason we’re in this shit.


Fuck, we are in a lot of trouble here.


“Mel’s gone,”
Walter said, not knowing what the hell else he was supposed to say.


Silence.


“I’ll be there in
two minutes,” Walter said.


“Okay.”


He shut the PD.


He hadn’t even
thought of where they were going to go.



 

***



 

Life was good.


That’s what Agent
Goring thought, as he rode along in the back seat of a leather-clad black GUV,
in a convoy of leather-clad black GUVs, and safe and secure in the back of one
of them (two vehicles back), Roy Baucom was bound, gagged, hooded, and
sandwiched between two New Breeds that would love to snap his neck if he so
much as farted.


Goring actually
had a small smile on his face.


From being the
lead agent in charge of Sweetwater DTI, to being a consultant for the Southeast
Region after the break that released the Eudys back into the wild, and then
finally to his most recent assignment as Agent In Command of the Southeast Region,
all in just a few month’s time.


The most recent
upward movement was only a few weeks old. His predecessor as AIC had been
sacked for severely bungling the purge on District 89. He’d been racked back to
the Northwestern Office about twenty minutes after some haggard-faced grower by
the name of Walter Lawrence Baucom had managed to get a live feed out during
the purge.


Shoddy work.


Simply unacceptable.


Goring couldn’t
help but mentally tsk-tsk-tsk every
time he thought of it.


But it had opened
the job for Goring to get in and take control of the Southeast Region, and he
was doing a damn fine job, even if others didn’t necessarily agree.


But that was
because they didn’t know what Goring knew.


Goring knew this:
The Baucom’s were his ticket into the resistance.


Other’s preferred
to go after higher profile targets. But that seemed like a waste of time to
Goring, and he was virtually obsessed now with the Baucoms. And with good
reason.


While he didn’t
have a physical wall with people’s pictures tacked to it and red threads
connecting them all in some helter-skelter flowchart, he had some rendition of
that floating around in his head. And somehow, it seemed that the Baucom boys
were only ever one or two steps removed from the core of the resistance.


So, Goring saw
them as an opportunity. An access point.


Capture the
Buacoms. Cut to the heart of the resistance.


The math was
readily apparent to Goring, even if his colleagues (and superiors) didn’t see
it that way. But that was fine. He would prove them wrong.


They were headed
now to “Evergreen,” the North Carolina black site where Goring intended to use
his considerable influence and experience with Roy Baucom to finally get some
actionable intelligence, and maybe even start cutting some deals.


One-sided deals,
of course. That’s just how it worked.


Goring was the
blackjack dealer, and all these peasants were the gamblers. House always wins. The
trick was to make them feel like they got a little something out of it.


Roy would be a
tough nut, Goring wasn’t kidding himself. He was tough in Sweetwater DTI. Now
he’d been back in the wild and a lot of the mental wounds had probably scarred
over.


That was okay.


Goring was good at
opening them up again.


It might take a
little while, but he would exact control over Roy.


He would own that
man. He would break him. Kind of like breaking a mustang. Except, considerably
more violent.


“Agent Goring.”


Goring sniffed and
pulled his eyes away from watching the Georgia countryside fly by.


The agent in the
front passenger seat was on his PD’s headpiece. Someone was on the line, and
now the agent was relaying something to Goring.


“What?”


“The Office is
saying Melanie Gilberts just went black.”


“Oh?” Goring
looked back out the window, this time with a slight frown. “Took her long
enough.”


Some people you
track are just to see if you might get something a little extra out of it. Like
those Kline and Teague characters. But, they’d stayed solitary, thinking that
constant, unexpected movement would throw Goring off, which was just plain
silly, and had eventually pissed Goring off enough that he’d just gone ahead
and taken them out.


Melanie “Mel”
Gilberts, however, had ties to the Honeycutt organization. She’d done a good
job of trying as much as possible to mitigate what Goring would find out by
tracking her, but he’d still been able to confirm that she was indeed very
tight with the Honeycutt organization, and apparently wasn’t intending to tell
anybody that she had a chip in her skull.


They rarely did at
first. 


Everyone always
thought they might be able to think their way around it. Of course they
couldn’t, but until they came to that difficult conclusion, there was a good
chance of them providing some intelligence. So, it had been in Goring’s best
interest to just let Mel do her thing and see what came of it.


But apparently
she’d finally admitted the truth to herself.


Some people tried
to carve the thing out and end up giving themselves a lobotomy, later found
drooling with shit in their pants.


Others told their
friends and ended up getting murdered for it.


A few realized the
inevitability of it and they always decided to just kill themselves.


Goring wondered
which one Mel had gone with.


Given what he knew
about her, he could make a pretty educated guess.


Still looking out
the window, Goring said, “What elements do we have available in Durham right
now?”


“Plenty,” the
other agent responded. “Whatever you want.”


“Okay. How fast
can ground forces be there?”


The agent relayed
the question to the Office.


The Office relayed
the question to their CoAx liaison.


The CoAx liaison
relayed it to Kill Devil Actual, the command center for CoAx troops operating
in Durham.


Of course, Colonel
Basque was much too important to answer such calls personally, but one of his
techs was there to handle it, and thirty seconds after the question was asked,
the information was spurted back up the chain and Agent Goring was notified
that there were four squads of New Breeds, two armor elements, and a combat
support section that could be there in ten minutes, if Colonel Basque would
sign off on a flight of fast-movers to punch a hole in that wall of manpack
missiles known as the Red Line.


Or the fast movers
could just hit the target. There was already a flight airborne. They could turn
it to rubble in two minutes.


A difficult
decision for Goring.


Sometimes he
thought like a commander, and he thought about body counts. He thought of all
the dead insurgents if he just dropped some bombs on them.


But body counts
was not his job.


Intelligence was
his job.


And when you
thought about it like that, the decision wasn’t so hard.


“Send in the
troops,” Goring said. “The target is completely hostile. Let them know I advise
unrestricted rules of engagement. Capture what they can, kill what they can’t.”



 

***



 

Walter Baucom tore
into the dusty parking lot.


Broad daylight.


Chain link fence.


A few abandoned
cars, providing camouflage for the ones still in use.


Walter wasn’t
worried about camouflage any more. He pulled the sedan right up to the entrance
of the building.


There was already
movement. The front doors of the building hung wide open. Inside, Walter saw
people running back and forth, scurrying around each other. Big, black crates
were being stacked hurriedly just outside the front doors.


As Walt exited the
car, leaving it running, a box truck came hurtling around the corner of the
building and jumped a curb to get to the front door. The back was already open.
People started grabbing the black crates and shoving them into the back of the
box truck.


On the side of the
box truck was a smiling cartoon man giving a thumbs up, beside the phrase, Call Day or Night to Get Your A/C Right!


BARNABY BROTHER’S
HEATING AND AIR


Such a company did
not exist.


Just more
camouflage.


Walter stalked
around the front of the truck.


A figure emerged
from the open doorway of the building and started coming straight at Walter. It
was flanked by two other people. They looked unsure. Their leader looked
pissed.


Fucking Twigs…


Walter and Twigs
did not get along. They’d certainly gotten off on the wrong foot when Walter
had tried to choke him to death thirty seconds after meeting him, and their
mutual dislike hadn’t improved in the intervening weeks. Walter had told Mel to
keep the man away from him, and she’d done a good job with that. 


But she couldn’t
do that anymore, could she? 


Now Twigs stalked
towards him, and he had a pistol at his hip, and Walter didn’t look into the
man’s eyes because he didn’t care to evaluate the man’s impotent rage and
suspicion—he was already aware of it—but instead Walter looked at the very
center of the man’s chest, and he saw the way the shoulders pivoted and that
right hand hovered closer to the sidearm, not swinging naturally as Twigs walked.


“You!” Twigs
shouted at him.


Unnecessary, as
they were only about ten feet away.


Walter still
didn’t look him in the eye. He held up his hands, palms up. I surrender is what they said, although
that was something of a lie. “Twigs, not now,” Walter said.


They were suddenly
within arm’s reach of each other.


There they
stopped. Walter with his hands outstretched. Twigs with his hand hovering over
his pistol.


“Where’s Mel?”
Twigs demanded.


Walter finally put
his eyes on Twigs’s. “She’s gone. We need to—”


The pistol came
out. Surprisingly quick.


Twigs must’ve been
practicing.


The muzzle hovered
there, inches from Walter’s face.


“What did you do
to her?” Twigs shouted.


Walter chose not
to look at the muzzle. He chose to maintain eye-contact.


“Twigs…” he started.


“What did you do?”
Twigs shrieked louder.


People around them
began to stop what they were doing. Hover around. They said things. Some of
them echoed Twigs’s question. Others advised him to calm down.


That was all
extraneous.


For Walter, it was
just him, Twigs, and the gun.


He was going very
dark inside. Felt it coming on rapidly, like the first few burning shots of
whiskey on an empty stomach.


“You leave with
her,” Twigs went on. “Fifteen minutes ago! And then you come back without her!
And now we have to abandon our hideout? What the fuck is going on?”


“Twigs,” Walter
said again, speaking so quietly that he almost couldn’t hear himself over the
man in question. “Twigs, you need to slow down and think…”


“Did you fucking
kill her?”


“…About what
you’re doing right now.”


“Tell me where she
is!”


“Do you really
think…”


“Tell me what you
did to her!”


“…it’s smart to be
pointing a fucking gun at my head?”


Silence.


The gun trembled.


“You put that
thing down,” Walter said.


Twigs’s eyes were
crazy. He whispered, “I’m gonna kill you.”


And that pretty
much settled it for Walt.


Twigs might’ve
been practicing his quick draw, but a little knowledge about what to do after
that probably could have helped him. Things you learn experientially, like never shove your weapon right in someone’s
face when their hands are free to grab it.


It was one quick
movement.


And action is
always faster than reaction.


By the time Twigs
registered what was happening, Walter had already pivoted his head just an inch
or two out of the path of that muzzle and seized it with his left hand, pushing
it further out of the way.


At about that same
moment, Walter’s mind lost its rationality.


He swept his right
hand up, torqueing the pistol backwards against Twigs’s wrist and instantly
breaking his grip on it, but his finger had been on the trigger, and when he
ripped the gun from Twigs’s hand, it went off.


Twigs stood there
stunned.


Walter’s grip on
the pistol had prevented it from cycling the next round into the chamber. He
knew he couldn’t use that pistol to shoot Twigs, and he didn’t try. He just
grabbed ahold of the man with his free hand and reared the other back, fully
intending to use that lump of metal and polymer in his hand to bludgeon Twigs
to death.


Getty was the one
that saved Twigs’s skull.


He swooped in and
looped an arm up to catch Walter’s before it descended.


“Easy, Walt!”
Getty said into his ear.


Walt pressed
against Getty’s restraining arms, his eyes locked in with Twigs, and he
couldn’t rid himself of the image of breaking the other man’s face open, and
how good it would feel when the bone broke beneath the steel. But the fact that
his friend was restraining him brought him back a few notches. Back into
reality.


Back into
rationality.


He threw the
jammed pistol at Twigs’s feet.


It clattered to
the concrete.


“She killed
herself!” Walter spat, surprised to hear his voice crack as he said it. “She
sold us out, Twigs. She led the CoAx right to us. And they’re gonna be here any
minute.” He shook his head violently, and his limbs loosened enough that Getty
released him. “She’s dead, Twigs. And she did it to herself. And we need to go,
do you understand me? We need to go, or we’re all gonna be dead with her.”


Twigs shook his
head now. “No. Mel wouldn’t do that.”


Walter just stared
at him. “Then stay here, Twigs. Stay and see what happens.”


Walter then turned
away from him, back towards the door to the building, where the people were
crowded, and as he started moving, the people that had heard him were repeating
what he’d said, and the noise level that had dropped to nothing suddenly ramped
up again as the urgency took ahold again and the spectacle was forgotten.


Walter had taken
about ten steps towards the door before he realized that there were two people
standing in the center of that doorway, and everyone was stepping around them.


One was Bobbi.


And…


Walter’s feet
stopped moving.


He stood there on
the cracked and pitted concrete, right in front of the rumbling, idling box
truck, and he stared with his mouth open and his vision swimming and no more
air going in or out of his lungs.


The other was
Carolyn.

















 

Chapter 10



 

The next moments rushed
by like white-water rapids.


He was there, very
suddenly, with his hands on her, and it was very near to being violent, the way
that they grabbed onto each other. He kissed the side of her face, her head,
her neck, and there, for just a second, buried his face, breathing her in like
a man rescued from a burning building might breathe in clean air.


Her smell went
down into him, but it never reached the place that it had reached in him
before. A quiet, happy place of satisfaction that he’d known when he was just a
dumbshit grower driving tractors and trying to make ends meet.


Now there was
something in the way.


There was a
concrete blockage. Like a barrier, terminating a well-known road.


His mouth never
did find hers.


Love has many
levels, and most of them are not romantic.


He jerked back
away from her like she had stung him, holding her at arm’s length by the
shoulders, and he gripped her firmly, probably painfully.


“What are you
doing here?” he demanded.


And for the
briefest of moments, as they stared at each other, Walter thought that his
cold, pragmatic words would cut her. But they never did. They never got into
her. Perhaps she had her own barriers up. Perhaps she knew just as much about
desperation as he did.


She did not look
like Carolyn to him in that moment.


Fleeting, but
poignant all the same—he felt that he held a stranger.


“Walter—” she
began.


“You have to get
out of here,” Walter released his grip on her and looking around rapidly to see
that everyone else was still moving, paying this unhappy reunion no attention.
“The Fed is going to be here any minute. Or they might just bomb the fuck out
of us! You need to get out of here, Carolyn! You shouldn’t have even come!”


Carolyn grabbed
him by the collar, like she was about to cuff him across the face. When she
spoke, it was without hurt. “I came to see you, Walt.”


Could they even
hurt each other anymore?


Walter was afraid
of the answer to that.


Bobbi appeared
beside Walter and she looked at him very pointedly, and it was only in that
moment that he realized that these two women knew something that he didn’t, and
perhaps he should go ahead and shut his trap.


“Listen to her,”
Bobbi said.


Walter became
conscious of how they were still standing here in the middle of the flow of
people coming in and out of the building, hauling all manner of things and
throwing them haphazardly into the back of the box truck.


Walter put his arm
around Carolyn and hustled them to the side of the building, away from the
entrance, away from the flow of people.


At the side of the
building, Carolyn decided they’d gone far enough and put the brakes on, forcing
Walter to stop there.


“This is fine,”
she said, giving a glance over her shoulder and then looking right in Walter’s
eyes. “Listen to me, Walt.”


“Okay.”


“I’m working for
my parent’s now.”


“Okay.”


“I’m Stephanie
Eudy.”


For some reason,
that of all things, found a detour around that roadblock in his mind and it hit
him deep to the point that he opened his mouth and nothing came out. So he just
closed his mouth, still and silent. Only able to receive.


Apparently they could still hurt each other.


Carolyn—or
Stephanie?—saw how it rocked him, and she leaned in close to him. He could
smell her breath as she talked and it was stale and smelled of coffee.


“I’m doing it
because I have to, Walter,” she
whispered. “I don’t have a choice. You don’t have a choice. Your brother doesn’t have a choice.”


“Roy…”


“Shut up and
listen!”


“I’m listening.”


The stern,
commanding look in her eyes blinked out of her, like the power going out, and
for a second or two, she was his wife again, and there was a thin mist of tears
in her eyes, proving that she too could be affected, and it was a relief to see
her there in front of him, the person that he actually knew.


“They tried to
have you killed.” Her voice had thickened. “My parents did.”


“Shit,” Walter
breathed. “Koz was right about it.”


Carolyn nodded,
though he was sure she didn’t know who Koz was. “I had to pretend to be okay
with it. I’m so sorry. It was all I could do. I had to pretend. I had to fake
it. I had to act like I didn’t care about you. But that was so that I could get
here, in Durham. I’m here because I’m in charge of the Eudy’s forces here in Durham.”
She shook her head. “But I’m really just here to try and keep you from dying.”


Walter frowned. He
wasn’t sure what she meant by that. All he could come up with were some old
stale words from Roy—the only thing that made sense to Walter any more. “I have
to keep fighting. Winning this war is the only way we can be together again.”


Her eyebrows went
up. “Listen,” she commanded him again. “You need to get out of here. You need
to get out of Durham.”


“But Durham is
where the fighting—”


“Durham is a
feint!” she hissed into his face, and then stole a glance over her shoulder, as
though to make sure that they hadn’t been overheard, but everyone was too
absorbed in trying to escape.


“What?” Walter
said, dumbly.


In the distance,
there was the muted thump-thump-thump
of bombs striking targets, and a collective cry went up from everyone gathered
at that resistance safe-house, because they all knew what it meant.


Fast movers,
clearing a path through The Wall.


“They’re coming!”
someone shouted, as though the bombs were not enough to get everyone panicked.


The rushing about
kicked into overdrive.


Carolyn looked
back to Walter.


“Get out,” she
said. “Get out of this city. When the CoAx strikes back here with full
force—and they will, Walt, it’s coming—the people in this city will be left for
dead. The resistance is not reinforcing this place. The Eudy’s aren’t sending
any more people or supplies here.”


Walter couldn’t
find anything to say to that.


“Walter. Get out.”


“Where?”


Carolyn dove her
right hand into the cargo pocket of the pants she wore. Walter stared at her,
watching her have to reach around the pistol on her waist. Dear God, when had
she started carrying a pistol? When had life gotten like this?


She pulled
something out and slapped it into Walter’s hand.


He looked at it.


It was an autojack
for a PD. A plug-in-and-go system reset.


“Use this,”
Carolyn said. “It’s got a location on it. Go there. It should be safe. Very few
people know about it. Safe word is ‘firewalk.’ Remember that. ‘Firewalk.’”


“Firewalk,” Walter
repeated. “What do I do when I’m there?”


“I want you to
wait there.”


“For what?”


“For me to contact
you!” she snapped. “Go there and wait for me to contact you, okay?”


“But—”


“Walter.” She
reached up with both hands and grabbed his scruffy, scarred face. And she
looked at him with the care and love that he’d known her to look at him in
times past, and it had the desired effect of shutting his mouth. “You have done
a great job of leading. But I’m leading you
now. I know things that you don’t know, and I don’t have time right now to
explain. Do you trust me?”


“Yes,” he said,
without hesitation.


“Then go to the
place on that jack, and wait until I contact you.”


He closed his hand
around the autojack. Nodded once. “Okay.”


“I love you.”


“I love you, too.”


The air burst
around them, cracked and thundered like lightening had struck.


Then, the fading
reverberation of the fast movers that had just broken the sound barrier over
their head, their jet engines screeching into the distance.


Everyone looked
skyward.


But there were no
bombs.


They would have
never even heard the sonic booms if there had been bombs.


Which meant one
thing, and one thing only, and everybody there knew exactly what it meant.


The CoAx was going
to assault by ground.


“You need to go,”
she said, pushing him away. “Go!”



 

***



 

Chief Tye Gibbs
had just managed to get his crew suited up when more bad news came down.


As renegades, they
didn’t wear their full New Breed hardarmor suits. To do so would just be
inviting a case of mistaken identity and friendly fire. The only way to
differentiate the four of them from a squad of Fed New Breeds was to lose the
battleshrouds that covered their faces, drop the hardarmor spaulders and
greaves, and wear civilian clothes.


They kept the
chest plates and helmets, but that was it.


Just protecting the
vitals. The brain and the organs.


Keeping a crew of
four New Breeds under the radar for two weeks had already been challenging
enough. Add to that the fact that the only place they had to lay their heads
was with an old Army acquaintance of Gibbs’, who now fought the good fight in
Durham—or had been.


He was dead.


Got caught by a
rocket barrage from a gunship and he and his little crew of rebel militiamen
had all been scattered to nuggets of meat.


It was a shame,
because Gibbs liked the guy, and he’d let the four homeless New Breeds shack up
with them while they tried desperately to make contact with Koz or Javon.


Now their little
base of operations, which was the basement level of a half-bombed hotel, right
inside the edge of the Durham Red Zone, was populated only by the four renegade
New Breeds and one lonely techy, who, since the disintegration of his friends, had
become quiet and glassy-eyed and had been hitting the stock of hotel
minibottles pretty hard.


But, he stuck
around.


And it was he, the
techy named Ted, that delivered the bad news, right on the tail of some good
news.


The good news: Koz
had just used a stolen PD to contact Gibbs. Javon was still alive, although
he’d lost an arm. They were holed up with an old girlfriend, not too far from
Durham.


Then came the bad
news.


Gibbs had just
laid his locked-and-loaded battlerifle down on the stainless steel surface of a
kitchen prep counter, around which the other three New Breeds—Clay, Monty, and
Harris—were gathered by the light of a single battery lantern.


Ted sauntered in,
loose-limbed from his tenth 1.5 ounce bourbon bottle. He frowned. Even through
the alcohol haze, he was perturbed and somewhat focused.


“Hey Gibbs,” he
said, his speech pretty clear, all things considered. Perhaps he’d drunk
himself sober.


Gibbs raised his
chin. “What?”


“Red Line just got
a hole punched in it,” he said, waving in a vague direction.


“Was that the
explosions we just heard?”


Ted nodded. “From
what I can decrypt from the squad-to-squad traffic…” his frown deepened.
“Sounds like they’re heading for Mel’s operation.”


Gibbs tapped one
large finger on the stainless steel countertop.


Tap, tap, tap.


“Have you tried
pinging Mel?”


“No one’s
responding.” He shrugged. “I mean…there’s no way to know whether I actually
have the right number for them. It’s pretty outdated. Old contacts. It coulda
changed.”


Gibbs turned his
back on Ted, looked at his team.


Clay, the
unofficial second to Gibbs’ unofficial first, shifted his feet. “Should we
help?”


“Supposed to be
helping Koz and Javon,” Harris said.


Monty nodded along
with him. “Can’t help Koz and Javon if we get ourselves blown up first.”


Clay glanced at
the two others. “Can’t sneak out of the Red Zone if the block’s hot.”


Gibbs took a deep,
thoughtful breath. “Clay’s right, you know. It’s gonna be a fight either way.”


“We came out here
to get Koz and Javon,” Harris stuck to his guns. “Not bang around with a bunch
of resistance fighters.”


“True,” Gibbs
relented. “But why’d we defect in the first place?” He leaned on the counter
with both hands. “We have comms with Koz and Javon. We know that they’re safe. Now
that we know they’re safe, it’s not as important to rescue them. They need to
get extracted, but the urgency is gone. Right now, they CoAx is about to exterminate
that resistance group down the road from us. I see that as being more urgent.”


“You don’t
actually think four New Breeds are gonna stop an entire battle group, with
armor and birds and everything?” Clay’s eyebrows were up.


Gibbs shook his
head. “No, but we might be able to open a hole for some folks to escape. And I
find the need to remind you that we are pretty much stranded out here. It’s not
like we can just grab Koz and Javon and head on back home to Kanawha Three.
That door is pretty much closed at the moment.”


“What’s your
point?” Clay said.


“Point is, we’re
gonna need more friends if we want a place to go once we extract Koz and Javon.
This might be an opportunity to make some.”


Harris and Monty
had grown quiet as Clay and Gibbs went back and forth.


Rank structure was
somewhat loose for New Breeds. They all held the same rank. Koz had been
senior, so he had been the unofficial leader. Now Gibbs was senior, so he was
the unofficial leader. But it was all unofficial.


Particularly now
that they were renegades.


“Guys,” Ted’s
small voice lilted up to them. “If you’re gonna do something, I’d suggest doing
it now. That assault force is gonna reach their objective in…oh…” he glanced at
the clock on his PD. “A couple minutes.”


Gibbs grabbed his
battlerifle. “Let’s go, gents. We gotta do it.”

















 

Chapter 11



 

Getty skidded
around the corner and grabbed the frame of the door to Walter’s room to stop
himself. “Armor’s right on top of us.”


Walter had a
backpack in one hand, and a rifle in the other. He’d arrived in his own room
only ten seconds prior. The backpack had already been packed and ready—his “go
bag.” The battlerifle was loaded.


Walter slapped
them both down onto the cot that served as his bed and reached underneath with
a grunt. “You and Bobbi ready?”


Getty wore a
softarmor chestrig that he’d stuffed full of magazines for his battlerifle.
There had to be almost a thousand rounds packed into the thing, and the rifle
was in his hands. He didn’t have a pack. Said there was nothing he wanted to
get away with except more ammo.


“Yeah, we’re
ready, we’re ready.” He spun a finger in the air. “Waiting on you. Bobbi went
out to grab us some wheels.”


Walter stood up,
dragging a softarmor rig identical to Getty’s out from under his cot. He tossed
it over his head and shoulders and, without tightening it down, slung into the
backpack and grabbed his rifle. “Okay. Let’s go.”


The two of them
clambered out of the room and started running down the hall.


A small man with
scared eyes flattened himself against the wall as they ran past.


“Are you leaving?”
he cried out. “Where you going?”


“What the fuck do
you think?” Getty snapped back over his shoulder. “And we have no idea where
we’re going.”


“Wait up!”


“Keep up, motherfucker!”


From somewhere
outside there came a walloping report. A massive, shattering detonation
somewhere on the exterior of the building—a wall-collapsing sort of explosion.


“That’s the
armor!” Getty called out.


The hall
terminated into a large common area.


What had this
place been in its past life? Walter had no clue. It reminded him of a vast
storage area, but there was nothing to store. Ten minutes ago it had contained
a whole lot of tables and glowing monitor projections and racks of gear and
munitions. Now it looked like it’d been looted.


The tables were
gone. The racks were empty and turned over. No monitor projections to light it
and give it life. A desolate ghost town.


Walter and Getty
sprinted through it.


Walter hurdled a
storage box that might’ve once contained rockets or a manpack launcher. He started
angling to the right, which was away from the front entrance.


“We not going out
the front?” Getty huffed.


“Fuck no!” Walter
belted back. “The front’s gonna be moon dust in—”


WUH-PFOOM!


Walter felt the
shockwave hit him in the back. He almost lost his feet but managed to pinwheel
his arms and keep himself from face planting. He stumbled to a brief stop,
looking over his shoulder at the front entrance, and he saw bits and pieces of
concrete and metal skittering across the floor in their direction. 


A billow of dust.
Sunlight lancing through it.


Well, there goes the front entrance…


The small, scared
man was on his face, about twenty yards behind them, unmoving. It looked like a
chunk of concrete had caved his skull in. The blood hadn’t even begun to pool yet.
Gray matter peeked out behind a nest of wiry hair.


Getty shoved him.
“Come on come on come on!”


They were into
darkness now.


The building had
never had power. It was derelict. They’d lit everything with lanterns powered
from hidden solar cells and generators. But whoever had stripped the place
clean had opted to take that shit with them, so now it was as black as night in
front of them, only the sunlight from the destroyed entrance to light their
feet, but their own shadows obscured the way.


WUH-PFOOM!


And then another
skitter-scatter of debris, chasing them.


“They’re gonna hammer
this fucking building into the ground!” Walt said, knowing that his observation
wasn’t helping them any, but the words came out on their own.


Walter operated
blindly now.


At a full speed
run, and hoping to God that no idiot had left something large enough to trip
him discarded in the dark hallway.


But he’d walked
these halls enough times in the last two weeks to know how to navigate them. He
always figured he’d escape this way. He just hadn’t figured that it would be
these circumstances.


He reached a
T-intersection. Nearly rammed into the wall, but caught himself.


“You know where
we’re going?” Getty demanded.


“Right!”


So they went
right.


“This way!” Walter
hung a quick left, reaching behind him and seizing a handful of Getty’s
clothing to tow him along with.


Up ahead. They saw
the clean outline of the sunlight coming in around the rear access door.


Walter slowed his
pace, just enough to blurt the words: “Be ready to run.”


They hit the door.
It slammed outwards.


They stumbled out
onto concrete, momentarily blinded by sunlight.


Walter squinted,
saw an old, tan GUV sitting there, directly ahead of them.


He heard another
high-explosive round strike the building. It sounded different from the
outside. The impact itself was muted, but the report from the giant barrel of
the tank’s weapon was sharp and it poked at his eardrums.


Bobbi stood up out
of the driver’s seat of the GUV, waving at them. “Let’s go!”


Walter glanced to
his left, along the length of the old building that had sheltered him for the
past two weeks. The parking lot stretched out, covered in the detritus of
disuse, and beyond that, the streets of Durham, and he could see the boulevard
that ran straight from this point to the nearest point of the Red Line.


On the boulevard,
he saw two guntrucks and a personnel modular, moving forward. The Lancers on
the guntrucks spat death, but for the moment, all of that death was directed
toward the front of the building, and not the back.


Getty was already
running for the GUV.


Walter tore after
him, glancing through the windows as he did, trying to figure which seat was
free. He didn’t recognize the people that were already in the vehicle. It was
likely that Bobbi didn’t even know them either. She’d grabbed a vehicle, and
when people saw it moving, they saw a lifeboat and hopped on, and Bobbi, bless
her heart, hadn’t kicked them out.


They saw Walter
and Getty coming and they all shifted to the opposite side of the vehicle to
make room.


Walter took the
front passenger seat, and Getty took the seat behind him.


The GUV moved the
second their asses hit the tattered cloth seats.


The forward lurch
caused both of their doors to slam closed on their own.


Walter narrowly
got his legs in before that happened.


“Where the fuck we
goin’?” he demanded.


“Outta here!”
Bobbi replied.


They roared
straight forward, away from the advancing ground assault, towards the side of
the building. For a half-second Bobbi looked like she might try to angle the
GUV around the building to the established exit—the parking lot was surrounded
by reinforced chain-link fencing, and the only gate was at the front of the
building.


She caught herself
before she committed.


Straightened the
wheel.


Headed straight
out, straight for the fence.


Reinforced or not,
simple chain link wasn’t going to stop a GUV at sixty-miles-per-hour.


Hopefully.


Walter craned his
neck to the right, looking back over his shoulder…


And saw a figure
running after them with waving arms.


For an instant
Walter’s brain decided to see Carolyn, and his stomach cramped sharply. But it
wasn’t Carolyn. It was a man.


It was Twigs.


And he was not
going to catch up to the GUV.


He ran away from
the front of the building.


Ran for his life.


The corner of the
building erupted behind him, an angry gray-brown cloud that chased after him
and clawed at his heels with jagged concrete and rebar. He stumbled and almost
fell, but kept going. He screamed something—his mouth open and his face
stretched and lined and desperate.


“Shit,” Walter
breathed. “Stop!”


Let him die, the prick…


“I’m not stopping
for—”


“Stop the fucking
car!”


Bobbi slammed on
the brakes, her face flashing like a match into gasoline—a rare moment of
temper. All primness and class was gone. Even as the GUV screeched to a stop,
she had pivoted in her seat and screamed at Walter: “You better get that
motherfucker in here before I catch a heat round up my ass!”


“I got him! I got
him!” Walter shouted back, shoving open the passenger’s door so hard that
something creaked and snapped.


Walter flowed out
onto his feet, rifle to his shoulder. His softarmor felt odd as it shifted
loosely around him. Walter sighted over Twigs’s head towards the side of the
building that had a big bite taken out of it.


Twigs saw the
muzzle pointed in his general direction and started to veer.


“Let’s go, Twigs!”


Twigs saw the life
preserver tossed to him and knew that it was his only chance at living. He
doubled down and gave it everything he had, sprinting for them across the
wide-open and cover-less expanse of the parking lot.


Walter couldn’t
even see a target beyond the cloud of dust created by the ripped-up building,
so he just started firing. Even, controlled bursts. He sent rounds into that
mass of brown dust, knowing he wasn’t likely to hit anything, but hoping to
discourage pursuers.


This is dumb, you are dumb, you are a knocker, you
should have let him die, you should have left him behind!


Walter grabbed
Twigs the second he was within arm’s reach, swung him like they were
do-si-doing, and shoved the man like a hefty sack of potatoes into the front
seat of the GUV, and then piled in on top of him, shouting, “Go, Bobbi, go!”


Tires chirped.


The GUV went
forward.


Walter wasn’t
quick enough to get his legs in this time.


The door slammed
onto his shins and he felt it distantly, and knew it was going to hurt a lot
more in a little bit.


Twigs. Curled up
awkwardly in the front passenger seat, with Walter laying on top of him, his
ass against the dashboard. Not enough room for two people. Walter’s leg, still hanging
out.


“Get in!” Bobbi
shouted. “We’re about to hit the fence!”


Walter had the
fleeting image of a piece of that fence taking his leg off.


He released his
grip on the rifle and grabbed Twigs under the armpits with both arms and shoved
him hard over the center console and into the backseat. The man’s body dove,
headfirst, into the floorboard and he let out an offended yelp.


Getty got a hold
of him and started trying to right him.


Walter got his leg
in.


They smacked into
the chain link fence.


The passenger door
crunched shut with a vicious snap.


The chain links
gave way, the metal reinforcements breaking and raking down the sides and
across the back of the GUV.


But they were out.


The heat round
that Bobbi had been concerned would terminate in their collective asses sailed
narrowly over the top of the GUV with a jet-like scream and impacted on the
building across the street, even as Bobbi yanked the wheel in a hard left turn,
tires crying out, and the whole damn vehicle nearly flipped.


Walter, still with
his ass on the dashboard and his knees on the seat, looked out the passenger
window in time to see the dark cloud rushing at him and a chunk of something
struck the window, turning it into a collection of crystalline pebbles that
just barely held.


The GUV drifted
sideways.


Forward motion and
the sharp left-hand turn fighting each other.


The GUV struck the
curb, hard.


Walter flew
against the passenger door.


The pebbles of
glass scattered into oblivion.


The rolling tumult
of smoke and dust and debris engulfed them, flowed into the car and choked
them.


They weren’t
moving anymore.


The engine roared,
but they weren’t moving.


“Out! Out! Out!”
someone shouted.


In the brown haze,
with the taste of concrete on his tongue and powdering down his throat, Walter
retched and coughed and groped for the door handle. He found it. Slugged the
door open. Collapsed out.


“Out! Out!”


He was on all
fours. He scrambled, his battlerifle becoming a big, oversized paw on his right
hand, clattering against the concrete as he blindly tried to put distance
between him and the GUV, because he knew what came next.


He came to his
feet. They threatened to fail him. He willed them into obedience.


The building had
an overhang. Huge cement columns supported it. It was one of these that had
been struck by the tank round, and it was behind this amputated stump that
Walter dove for cover.


There was a bright
flash, white like lightning, caught in the haze of the concrete dust.


The shockwave hit
him before he could ever register anything so delicate as sound. Even with his
body behind the concrete cylinder, he felt it suck the air right out of his
lungs, the flash of heat across his face, sudden and excruciating, and the
whallop of pressure that he felt deep in his sinuses and in his chest, leaving
them both feeling ragged.


When he managed to
peel his eyes open, bits of tan GUV components clattered down all around him.


He tried some
expletives, but only managed to cough.


Keep moving! Get out!


He pushed to his
feet and it required so much effort that it scared him. Despite the fact that
he couldn’t remember hearing anything, his ears rang like an interrupted signal
in his brain. His mouth hung open, gulping dusty, propellant-stinking air, and
he couldn’t tell if the burn in his lungs was due to a lack of oxygen or a
surplus of foreign matter.


He hit the pile of
concrete rubble with his shins and didn’t care. He grabbed at the chunks of
concrete, used the twisted rebar as handles, and hauled himself up and over,
guiding towards his right, towards the corner of the building that would at
least grant him a moment or two to get his brain working again and maybe some
clean air before another assault came.


He managed to
glance to his left. There wasn’t much left of the GUV except for the front half
of the axle which sat in a position that seemed like it had barely been moved
while the rest of it had been ripped to shreds.


A piece of bloody
meat, unrecognizable as any piece of actual human anatomy, sat quivering at the
base of one of the columns. Walter stared at it only long enough to wonder who
it had belonged to.


Getty? Bobbi?


He clattered over
the debris, to the corner of the building. Rounded the corner, and hit the wall
with his shoulder. His feet kept moving as he sucked in clean air, dragging
himself along the wall and feeling his lungs clear out and some sensation
arrive back into his fingers.


He held up the
battlerifle in his hands. Frowned like it was a foreign object. Shook the mud
out of his brain and laboriously function-checked the weapon.


Bolt back. Still
worked.


Still rounds in
the chamber.


Everything looked
fine.


Optic was still
working.


A muted, rubbery
voice niggled at his broken ears.


He turned
abruptly, sweeping the battlerifle to his shoulders.


It was Bobbi, with
half of her pants ripped off like they’d been caught in a machine. Blood
streamed down her legs, but she wasn’t limping. They looked like they worked
fine. She had blood coming out of her nose and ears and her face was smudged
with black residue.


“Holy shit. Are
you okay?” His voice sounded odd to himself, like he was speaking underwater.


Bobbi just shook
her head, open-mouthed, vacant-eyed, but still moving.


She came abreast
of him. She put an arm around his shoulder and immediately let some of her
weight fall on him. Walter was barely supporting his own weight, but he grabbed
her up as best he could and started hobbling down the street, away from the
smoking ruins of their last hope of getting the hell out of the area.


Were they going to
run the whole way?


Not like this.


If the CoAx came after
them—and they would—there’s was no getting away this time.


“Where’s Getty?”
Walter strained the words out, feeling hollow, distant panic through the
smothering curtains of shock and concussion.


The answer was
another muted mumble in his ears, but it wasn’t coming from Bobbi.


Walt jerked again
and looked in front of him, from where the water-logged sound of a voice had
come from.


Getty kept pace
ahead of them. Bright-eyed and bushy tailed. How in the hell?


“How’d you get
there?” Walter mumbled.


Everything was
dreamlike at the moment. The only aspect that kept it real was the certainty
that he was going to die very soon.


Should you even be running?


Why not stand his
ground and die fighting?


“We’ll fight ‘em,”
he called out, forcing his feet to a stuttering stop. “To the last bullet.”


Getty looked back
at him with incredulity, but almost immediately his eyes jagged away from
Walter and fixed on something over Walter’s shoulder, something—from the
tracking of Getty’s eyes—that Walter could see was rapidly approaching them.


Walter spun,
bringing his rifle up at the hip, ready to let it eat into whatever was
encroaching on them.


A tiny, gray
solar.


The windows were
down.


What the fuck was
this?


Stuffed into the
vehicle like clowns in a tiny car, were four hulking New Breeds.


Walter’s finger
twitched onto the trigger, started applying that rearward pressure…


The car lurched to
a stop adjacent them.


The New Breed in
the front passenger seat held his hands out the window and yelled, but Walter
couldn’t hear a damn word that he said, and the only reason that he didn’t open
up on them in a scathing barrage of rifle fire was because none of them wore
their battleshrouds, and the sight of their faces caught him off guard.


The pause in his
trigger finger gave his mind time enough to recognize the face that stared at
him.


“Chief Gibbs?”
Walter said, mystified.

















 

Chapter 12



 

“What the fuck are
you doing here?”


That was the first
meaningful thing that Walter had to say.


By that time, the
perforated eardrums were half-working again, enough that he could hear other
people’s voices through the humming, ringing noise, if he listened carefully.


The Red Zone of
the city of Durham flew by them. Walter wasn’t sure where Gibbs and his team of
New Breeds were taking him.


Gibbs, Monty,
Clay, and Harris. Four out of the six that made up the squad of New Breeds run
by Chief Kozlowski. Walter recognized them from Kanawha 3. In his dealings with
Roy and Koz, he’d met them several times, though they’d never actually spoken
outside of greetings.


If the little
solar had been packed before, it was only made worse by the presence of three
extra bodies.


Harris drove.
Gibbs was in the passenger seat.


Perched
uncomfortably on the center console was Getty.


In the back,
Walter sat smashed in together with Clay and Monty, and Bobbi lay woozily
across their laps. Monty held her head and shoulders on the far side of the
vehicle, keeping them elevated. Her feet were in Walter’s lap. She was still
out of it, but had managed to answer a quick run of cognitive questions. Her
brain worked, but slow, like it was stuck in the mud.


Gibbs was the one
that answered Walter’s question.


“Well, obviously
we’re here to save your asses. Where are we going?”


Walter blinked a
few times. He was riotously confused, but he couldn’t pick a question to ask.
It seemed easier just to roll with it. His brain had also taken its own
beating, albeit not as bad as Bobbi’s.


“Hold on…” he
reached into his pants pocket with some painful shuffling effort and extracted
the autojack that Carolyn had slipped him just before she’d seemed to disappear
off the face of the earth.


Go, she’d told him, and he’d gone. Up the steps towards
the interior, and when he’d stood at the door and stopped and turned to see her
one last time, she was no longer there, and Bobbi had rushed him onwards.


“We got a safe
house,” Walter explained, his words still fuzzy. “That’s where we’re gonna go.
I just gotta get the location of it.”


“You don’t know
the location?”


“It was just given
to me.”


“By who?”


“My wife.”


“Your wife?”


“Carolyn.”


Gibbs just shook
his head like he was trying to clear it. “Okay. Whatever. You sure it’s safe?”


Am I sure of anything?


Of course I’m not.


“Ayuh,” Walter
said, sticking the jack into the port of his PD. “It’s safe.”


Walter flipped the
monitor into the air in front of his face. The usual home screen came up, then
it flashed and turned blank for a few seconds. That would be the autojack,
doing its job, like a little cleaner coming in and wiping everything down.


When the screen
came to life, it was the basic, default screen of a PD. It had only three
applications available. Phone, messenger, and maps.


Walter swiped his
finger over the maps icon.


The location was
saved. Easy to pull up.


“It’s outside of
Durham,” Walter said.


“Well, that’s a start,”
Gibbs replied.


Getty spoke up.
“How we supposed to get out of the city?”


“Southwest,” Gibbs
said with confidence. “Fifty-four, out towards Chapel Hill. It’s a no-man’s
land out there. Still a lot of innocent people, and they don’t keep it
patrolled. They do have birds in the air almost constantly, but that’s the best
we’re going to get.”


Harris harrumphed
and shifted his grip on the wheel. “Hope they don’t notice a four passenger car
with seven people crammed in it.”


Walter looked at
the map. If they exited Durham out by Chapel Hill way, then they’d be going
around their ass to get to their elbow. The safe house on the map was southeast
of Durham, in a small, suburban town that sat neatly between the urbies and the
borders of District 89.


“That’s an hour
detour,” Walter pointed out.


“Well,” Gibbs
sighed. “We can always take a straight shot and die, if you prefer that.”


Walter held up a
hand, even though Gibbs couldn’t see him. “Easy, Chief. I was just pointing out
that it’s gonna be an hour detour. Didn’t say it was a bad idea.”


“Pretty much the
only way out of the city.”


“How do you know?”


“We were shacked
up with another resistance group,” Gibbs explained. “Old Army buddy from before
we all defected. He defected too, but didn’t come with Colonel Wainwright’s
units. Decided to run off and do his own thing. I’ve been keeping tabs on him.
Anyway, he was our only contact in Durham. And he had a good grasp of the
situation here. Good intelligence. Which makes sense, since he was an
intelligence officer. Route Fifty-Four was the best way out of Durham,
according to his last intelligence.”


“Last?” Walter
questioned.


“He’s dead,” Gibbs
said without hesitation. Business as usual. “Got hit by a rocket barrage from a
flight of gunships two nights ago. Me and my guys weren’t with him at the time.
We were safe at his little base of operations, so we decided to stay there
until we could get a handle on the situation.”


“Where was the
base?” Walter asked, genuinely curious.


“Basement kitchen
in a bombed out hotel. Pretty nice, actually. Very defensible.”


“Ryan Barnes,”
Walter said.


Gibbs turned in
his seat, one eyebrow up. “Yeah. How’d you know?”


“We kept track of
the other militia groups in the area. We wondered what had happened after he
went dark.”


Gibbs nodded.
Turned back around. “Well, now you know.”


“Why were you in
Durham in the first place?”


“Because we heard
Koz and Javon were in a heap of trouble down this way.”


Walter jolted
forward in his seat. “Have you heard from them?”


“Yes. Managed to
make contact just a few hours ago. Right before we got sidetracked into this
shit storm.”


Walter frowned.
“How’d you get involved in this?”


“Ted,” Gibbs said.
“Ted the Tech.”


“What?”


“Ted was one of
Ryan’s guys. A tech. He wasn’t killed in the rocket attack. He monitors shit. Hacks
transmissions and stuff. Heard some squad-to-squad comms and figured out that
you guys were about to get hit.”


Walter just
blinked a few times, processing like a slow computer.


Gibbs shifted in
his seat. “We figured we’d try to help pull some folks out of the fire. You’re
welcome.”


“Thank you,” Getty
said with syrupy cordiality.


“Well,” Gibbs
cleared his throat. “It’s not entirely altruistic.”


“Oh?” Getty
replied. Obviously not shocked.


“We were hoping
that whoever we rescued had a place to go,” Monty spoke up. 


Walter thought
about how useful a squad of New Breeds could be.


“Well, that
depends,” Walter suddenly snapped the monitor shut, aware of the fact that he
had not pulled up the exact address of the safehouse just yet—he’d only had the
waypoint displayed. So Monty, who sat next to him, could not know where the
safehouse was.


Gibbs’s smile
faltered. Then he stowed it away completely. He had a typically broad, New
Breed’s face—that was an effect of the body mods. But his eyes were recessed,
and dark. He looked like he had some Hispanic lineage, something from the
Iberian peninsula. His hair was dark, nearly black. Graying at the edges. He
was clean shaven.


“Alriiiiiiight,”
he said. “What does it depend on?”


“First off,”
Walter said, wrangling his tone to be a deadpan hard-bargainer. “You’re gonna
get Koz and Javon from wherever they are. Where are they?”


Gibbs made a
raspberry sound. “That goes without saying, Walt. That’s the whole reason we’re
here. And they’re just outside of Fayetteville.”


“Good. And once
you get them…” Walter stifled the urge to swallow. “You all work for me.”


Gibbs made another
rude noise and turned his back on Walter. “Jesus. You and your brother. The two
of you. You know you’re fucking peas in a pod, right? Always trying to work an
angle. I really don’t like that.”


“We gotta do what
we gotta do,” Walt replied.


Getty peeked over
his shoulder at Walter.


Their eyes met for
a half second before Getty glanced away.


Walter couldn’t
see his mouth, but his eyes said he was smiling.


“Why should we
work for you?” Gibbs demanded. “You’re just a fucking grower, Walt.”


Walter shook his
head. “No, Gibbs. There’s more to it than that, and you know it. I have
connections that you don’t have. And besides all of that…where else are you
going to go?”


Gibbs huffed and
looked out the window.


To his credit, he
knew his situation and didn’t dilly-dally around with it.


“Right, right,
right,” he said finally. “Sure, Walt. You got us by the short and curlies, I
guess. We need food, and we need shelter. We got nowhere else to go. There. You
happy?”


Walter ignored
him. “Gibbs, I know you don’t believe me right now, but you’re eventually gonna
thank me for this.”


Gibbs just nodded,
unconvinced. “Kay.”



 

***



 

Koz and Javon were
almost to their stolen car when the message came in on their stolen PD.


Everything stolen
from James, of course.


James.


Macy’s lackluster
boyfriend.


The two New Breeds
approached the car with as much nonchalance as two body-modded super soldiers
could muster. The car was exactly what Koz had expected it to be. A late-model,
beige-colored solar sedan.


A bland car, in a
bland color, for a bland person.


Koz sneered at it
as he approached.


The PD that he’d
stolen from James’s arm chirped in his pocket.


He stopped at the
driver’s door and pulled the PD out to look at the message. He registered the
approach of another car and decided not to react to it—better just to act
natural. He was just a guy, checking his PD before he got in his car. Just
a…really large guy.


Been delayed. With your friends. Need to talk.


Koz’s fiery
eyebrows furrowed over his ice-cube eyes.


“Change of plans,”
he said, looking up at Javon from over the top of the car.


But Javon wasn’t
looking at Koz.


He was looking
over Koz’s shoulder.


“Head’s up,” Javon
murmured.


“Koz!” A voice of
feminine ire snapped at him.


Koz twitched at
the sound of it and turned. As he turned, he smiled as charmingly as he was
able. “Ah…Macy. You’re home early.”


Macy was in her
small GUV. Her windows were rolled down. She was in the driver’s seat, looking
across the car, through the open passenger’s window. She glared at Koz, both
hands white-knuckling the steering wheel.


“What are you…?”
Her eyes widened. “Is that James’s car?”


Koz looked at the
car, as though he wasn’t sure. “Yeah,” he decided after a moment’s hesitation.
“He’s letting us borrow it.”


That was bullshit.


James had been
highly uncooperative.


They’d had to take
the PD and the key fob to the car against his will.


He was now tied up
with fashionable belts harvested from Macy’s wardrobe. Gagged with a pair of
her socks.


Macy ripped her
way out of the car, not even bothering to roll up the windows. She slammed
doors and stalked around the front of her car to where she stood beside Koz
with her hands on her hips, a Chihuahua growling at a Mastiff.


“That’s fucking
bullshit,” she hissed at Koz. “Where is he?”


“James?” Koz
asked. “He’s hanging out upstairs. Relax.”


“You’re so full of
shit.”


Koz just sighed.
“What are you doing with a guy like that anyways?”


“A guy like what?”
Her voice inched up towards yelling, though she was obviously trying to
restrain herself from making a scene. “A nice guy? A sensitive guy? Someone
who…” she stopped herself and held up a hand like a crossing guard halting
traffic. “No. No. I’m not doing this with you right now, Koz. What the hell did
you do to him? Did you hurt him?”


“Uh…” Koz glanced
at the upstairs apartment, trying to think if he had actually injured James.
“No,” he said, and nodded confidently. “No, I did not.”


Macy plunged
fingers into her hair and whispered under her breath: “I should’ve never got
involved. I told myself, ‘Macy, don’t get involved in this.’” She extracted the
hand from her head and drew herself up. “Both of you. Back upstairs right now.”


Koz cast a glance
to Javon.


Javon pursed his
lips and shrugged, tossing the decision back to Koz.


“You know,” Koz
said. “We were actually just trying to leave.”


“You’re not going
to steal my boyfriend’s car.”


“Borrow.”


“Steal. And
probably get it blown up.”


Koz shrugged. She
had a point there.


In fact, he hadn’t
really planned on returning it. In the interests of operational security, he’d
planned on detonating the battery banks. To cover their tracks, of course.


Koz looked back at
Javon. “The crew is sidetracked. We need to get indoors until we can get back
up with them and figure out what’s going on. They say they’re with our
friends.”


Javon quirked an
eyebrow. “Walt?”


Koz shook his
head. “No idea.”


“Can we please,” Macy grated. “Get inside!”


Koz turned to her
and made a gracious usher’s gesture. “After you, then.”


She stared death
at him, and then turned and went for the stairs.


Koz and Javon
followed after her.


“Listen,” Koz
soothed. “Don’t get mad, okay?”


“I’m already mad,
Koz,” she snapped.


“Well…” He bobbed
his head as they started up the stairs again. “Don’t get mad-der.”


Macy spun to look
at him, then stopped herself and raised both hands in a sort of irritable
surrender, and started marching up the stairs again, shaking her head.

















 

Chapter 13



 

They were
hemorrhaging.


That’s all Carolyn
could think of.


They were
hemorrhaging, and she needed to stop the bleeding.


The second she’d
released Walter, Carmichael had appeared and hooked an arm into hers, spun her
around, and plunged into the flow of people. By the time Carolyn looked back
over her shoulder to get one last glimpse of Walter, she was too far around the
corner of the building.


Carmichael had piled
her roughly into the car, and then got in the driver’s seat. Like a body guard
when his charge has been attacked, he was just trying to get distance. There
was a focused, feverish urgency to what he was doing, even while Carolyn sat in
a sort of daze.


Wake up, she told herself. No time to be dazed.


He’d cranked the
car, and someone outside had hollered at them, asking if they had room for one
more, because everyone was looking for a way out of that place before the CoAx
troops hit in full force, but Carmichael ignored whoever it was, and they rocketed
out of the parking lot, like they were trying to set a land-speed record.


“Shouldn’t have
come here,” Carmichael griped, but that was all he said.


He turned them
north—a left out of the parking lot, and they hauled ass to safer places.


Durham was getting
crushed.


The resistance in
Durham was hemorrhaging, and it wouldn’t be long before they were bled dry.
Mel’s outfit had been one of the strongest out there, and now they were
scattered like dandelion fluff in the wind.


Carolyn swore, and
thought about punching the seat in front of her—Carmichael had piled her into
the back—but she just didn’t have the energy. It was like every ounce of
go-juice in her body had been redirected to her brain, trying to figure out
what the hell she was going to do now.


If the resistance
in Durham was snuffed out, then there would never be a need for the CoAx to
empty out their troop reserves held at CoAx County, the Sino-Russian military
reserve in the middle of the boonies of Georgia.


And if they never
emptied out CoAx County, then the Eudy organization and the renegade troops
hiding in the mountains of West Virginia would never have a chance of taking
that place over.


And if they never
took CoAx County over, then the CoAx troop surge would still have its landing
and distribution hub, and in all likelihood, despite the fact that
international community was frowning and hmming-and-hawing over it, the
Russians and the Chinese would go through with the troop surge.


And when that
happened, this little upstart rebellion would be crushed.


Any chance of
kicking the Coalition out of the country and becoming once again a sovereign
and independent nation would be snuffed out.


There were
millions of civilians waiting to fight. There were the renegades—ten-percent of
the Federal military—that were waiting to strike, and there were so many other
bits of the Fed military that were waiting to defect, if only there would be
some sign of victory on the horizon.


If only they could
knock CoAx County out of commission, then the tide would turn. Bigger and
bigger portions of the standing Federal military would defect and fight for the
resistance. And when that happened, it would be a landslide. Everyone would
fight. And then the CoAx would have to admit that they were officially at war
with the American people.


And they wouldn’t
do that.


It wasn’t in their
economic interests.


But…


It was all a pipe
dream if they couldn’t bluff the CoAx into dumping everything they had into
Durham. And their bluff was failing right now. It was showing weakness.


Why should Carolyn
even care?


Why not just run
off with Walter now that she’d found him?


Well, as tempting
as that was, they were both fugitives. They were both wanted by the CoAx. And
until the CoAx was illegitimized, their status as fugitives would remain. As
long as the CoAx remained on American soil, Carolyn and Walter had no hope of
amnesty.


They could run,
but they’d spend the rest of their lives looking over their shoulders.


No, it was not an
option.


The only option
was to make this bluff happen.


The only option
was to convince the CoAx that they had to shove everything they had into
quelling the resistance in Durham.


“I can’t sell it
with what I have!” Carolyn suddenly shouted.


Carmichael jumped
in the driver’s seat. “What?”


Carolyn looked at
him piercingly. “I can’t fucking convince the CoAx to shove a bunch of troops
in here when we’re bleeding to death, and everyone fucking knows it. We look
weak right now. Why the hell would the CoAx send reinforcements when what they
have on the ground right now is doing the job of killing us so goddamned well?
Huh?”


Carmichael faced
forward. “Don’t yell at me about it, Ms. Eudy.”


Carolyn grit her
teeth at the name again. “I need fighters! I need supplies! I need strength! I
have none of it right now. Your boss won’t send it to me, and neither will my
own parents. They keep telling me to ‘make do, make do.’ Am I insane?” She leaned
forward, crowding over Carmichael’s shoulder. “Is it me? Am I insane,
Carmichael? Or do you see our chances how I see them?”


Carmichael didn’t
answer.


Which was answer
enough.


Carolyn shook her
head. “We can’t just make do.” She
looked out the window, shaking her head at the ruins of the city that passed
her by. “You can’t sell a bluff by betting the minimum amount. You gotta go
all-in.”


A glance in the
rearview mirror. “And what’s that mean—‘all-in’?”


Carolyn looked at
him pointedly. “It means the renegades.”


“They’ll never go
for it.”


“Yeah, I know.
I’ve had the conversation before. But do you honestly see us surviving the
month with what we have right now?” She waved a hand in the air. “Fuck money.
Fuck supplies.” She jabbed her index finger into the back of his seat. “If we
don’t get more fighters—good fighters, and a lot of them—then this plan is
dead. You know it. I know it. Everybody fucking knows it. Except for your boss
and my parents.”


Carmichael sighed
heavily, grumpily. He had nothing else to say.



 

***



 

When they arrived
back at the Fresh Market, they found a familiar convoy of vehicles huddled
under the awning of the loading docks.


Carmichael gave
Carolyn a pointed look over his shoulder. “Good. Maybe you can redirect some of
your ire onto him instead of me.”


Carolyn still
looked at the three black GUVs, not knowing whether to feel pissed or hopeful
or despondent. Absently, she said, “Carmichael, I’ve never blamed you.”


He snorted, like
he wasn’t so sure.


Carolyn caught his
eyes and tried to be earnest. “We’re all just working for higher people. I
know.”


They found Richard
Honeycutt inside the loading docks.


He was with his
usual entourage of bodyguards. Carolyn recognized two of them—a man and a
woman. They had been the two that had “captured” her on the Raleigh-Durham
Maglev platform when she’d first come to Durham two weeks ago. Then there were
a couple other muscle-heads that she thought maybe she vaguely recalled, but it
was hard to remember them as people. Mostly they didn’t do people-things, they
just stood around with large trapezius muscles and glared in random directions.


There was one man
among them that Carolyn was certain she’d never seen before.


He was older and
leaner than the bodyguards. He wasn’t outfitted like them. He wore regular
clothing—a blue button-down and gray khakis. He had a good-humored face. Dark
hair. The beginnings of a salt-and-pepper beard that just barely hid what
looked like a solid beating that had mostly healed.


A few scabby lines
here and there from a cut that had closed over.


The skin under his
right eye was bright yellow and jaundiced-looking. A recovering black eye if
she’d ever seen one.


The man with the
formerly-beaten-face gave her a polite nod and even the wisp of an amiable
smile as she approached, but he said nothing.


Honeycutt watched
her stormily.


“POC for all the
operations in Durham,” he said with barely-restrained heat. “And you go running
off, headlong into a full frontal fucking assault.” He shook his head. “Nice.
Real smart.”


Carolyn raised an
eyebrow at him. “I’m surprised to hear such language, Mr. Honeycutt,” she
replied, resting her hand on the butt of her gun. “I thought coarse language
got you nowhere.”


A lesson he had
once tried to teach her.


It didn’t take.


Honeycutt narrowed
his gaze at her. “It has its place.” Then he flared his nostrils, took a sudden
breath, in which he seemed to dismiss the whole thing, and his face went back
to neutral. “I’ve brought you a gift, Ms. Eudy.”


Carolyn glanced at
the newcomer standing beside Honeycutt. She knew that’s what Honeycutt was
talking about, but she also wasn’t going to give up an opportunity to press on
other important matters as well.


“Oh?” she asked.
“Did you bring me some more fighters? Maybe some of the New Breeds you’ve got
hidden away?”


Honeycutt smiled
mirthlessly. “No. I brought you this gentleman here.”


Carolyn turned to
the man and extended her hand. “Well. You must be a helluva fighter.”


The man shook her
hand, and shook his head. “I can hold my own, but I certainly can’t do the job
of a squad of New Breeds. Brad Hughes.”


Carolyn almost
said “Carolyn,” but stopped herself. Managed to proceed with minimal
hesitation. “Stephanie Eudy. No offense, Mr. Hughes, but why are you here?”


Honeycutt cleared
his throat. “Mr. Hughes was a Fed agent until recently. Provided my
organization with a lot of good intelligence over the last eighteen months.
Until he was outed, anyways. He picked District 89 to run to, which ended up
being a poor choice, as it got purged about four days after he went there to
hide out. Mr. Hughes was captured by the Feds, and then recaptured by some of
Colonel Wainwright’s men. So he’s been around the block a bit.” Honeycutt drew
in a deep breath. “I am hoping that Mr. Hughes, who has some intimate knowledge
of CoAx operations in this region, might be able to help you strategize some
effective local pressure points.”


Carolyn nodded as
she listened, processed it all.


“I trust Mr.
Hughes implicitly,” Honeycutt said, giving the man a sidelong glance and a nod.
“Which is not something I say of many people, so I trust you won’t take it
lightly. I say this only because I know you to be as circumspect as I am. He is
one-hundred percent trustworthy and in the clear.”


“Huh,” she said,
then looked at Brad Hughes. “So you’re going to advise me.”


Hughes nodded. “I
have a strong background in cyber warfare, so I can probably help your tech
team manipulate some of the Fed and CoAx networks a little better, which will
make your life easier. But mainly I’m here because I may have some insights into
some targets that might be beneficial to hit.”


“Another hacker
then. Fantastic.” Carolyn’s eyes went back to Honeycutt. “In reference to the
targets—who am I supposed to hit these targets with?”


Honeycutt’s
nostrils flared, but he kept smiling. A smile that never touched his eyes.
“Walk with me, Ms. Eudy.”


He waved off his
bodyguards.


Carolyn fell into
step with him.


They went away
from the central area of the Fresh Market. Towards the front, where all the
empty shelving units had been piled up against the broad windows to offer some
sort of ballistic protection, or at least a barricade to entry.


When they were far
enough away not to be overheard, Honeycutt spoke. “I’m not committing my men to
a farce.”


“You said you
would go along with the plan,” Carolyn hissed, not able to prevent herself from
getting angry.


“I said I would go
along with the plan, provided that it did not constitute any undue loss on my
part.”


“You’re hanging me
out to dry.”


“I’m doing no such
thing.”


“I can’t even get
fighters from the Eudys!”


Honeycutt turned
to her, raising a single triumphant eyebrow. “M-hm. I’m well aware. And why
should I sacrifice my men if the originators of this plan are not willing to
sacrifice their own?”


“Because we both
know that this is our best chance.”


Honeycutt was
noncommittal. “Carolyn,” he said, using her “real” name now that they were away
from the others. “You need the renegades. Not more guerillas. Not more
half-trained militias. Not even men from my outfit. It won’t do you any good,
and we both know that, don’t we?” he frowned at her, his own words piquing his
irritation. “You keep requesting more men, but what do you think that’s going
to do for you? What do you think is going to happen to them? They’re untrained
in combat, going up against the best combat troops in the world. They’re just
going to get crushed like the others, except I’m going to be down a massive
amount of manpower and a whole lot of goodwill.” He shook his head. “No, you
don’t need more men from me. You need the renegades. And it’s not me that
controls the renegades. It’s your parents.”


“They won’t commit
them.”


“Well, perhaps you
haven’t given them an attractive enough target.” Honeycutt looked over her
shoulder.


She followed his
gaze.


Saw Hughes
standing there, leaning against a folding table with his hands in his pockets,
just looking as casual as could be.


“This is what I
can do for you,” Honeycutt said. “I suggest you take advantage of it, and do
the best you can with what you’ve got.”



 

***



 

It was Carolyn and
Carmichael and Hughes in the loss prevention office.


Three people,
standing in a huddle. The room was at critical mass, already starting to feel
too warm from their body heat.


Honeycutt had left
the Fresh Market, and taken his meathead bodyguards with him.


“Hope you got something
good for me,” Carolyn said, making it clear through her tone that she didn’t
think he did.


Brad Hughes’s lean
figure was posted up across from Carolyn and Carmichael, almost like he was
being interviewed. But he didn’t seem to mind. He had a focused intensity that
floated him above their doubts, and he seemed extremely interested in the task
at hand.


He nodded, and
began looking around the small room. “Yeah, I do. Well…” he shrugged. “It kinda
depends.”


“Depends on what?”


He looked at
Carolyn. “I’m sorry, can you project me a map of Durham, please?” he gestured
to his bare forearm. “I haven’t received a new one since my last was stripped.”


Carolyn flipped up
her PD and brought up the appropriate application, projecting it into the air
and flipping it to be publicly viewed by all of them.


“What does it
depend on?” Carolyn repeated.


Brad took a hold
of the map projection and began panning it around, shoving their digital
birds-eye view to the eastern side of the city—the Green Zone. “It depends on
whether you can actually take the objective.”


“With just our
militia fighters?”


“That’s for you to
decide,” he said. “I’m just here to provide intelligence. Think of me as a
consultant, except I’m not scalping you financially.” 


He seemed to have
found what he was looking for and he stopped panning. Their vantage point was
now hovering over the Green Zone. He began zooming in.


Carolyn and
Carmichael exchanged a glance.


Carmichael was
more comfortable with this than she was.


Carolyn was
distrustful as a default.


Carmichael had a
lot of faith in Honeycutt, and so if Honeycutt proclaimed Brad Hughes to be a
gift, then that was how Carmichael was going to look at him.


“So, to give you
some background,” Brad said, still speaking in a half-distracted way as he
manipulated the map down to a street-level view and changed a few visual
accessories. “This place has been in Durham for a few years now. But…it’s been
moved before.” He had zoomed into a specific block in the northeastern quadrant
of the Green Zone. There was a large, circular white building there. He leaned
away from the map and looked at Carolyn. “It was still here last time I had
access to updated intelligence, which, admittedly, has been a few weeks. And in
that time, you guys have really turned Durham into a shit hole. Point being,
they may have moved it from this location to somewhere else—and if they have, I
won’t be able to tell you where that somewhere else is.”


“What are we even
talking about?” Carolyn said, not bothering to hide her irritation.


“The OLC,” he
said. And then: “Office of the Liaison to the Coalition.”


Carolyn’s mind
flashed back to a vivid childhood memory: her in her pajamas, eavesdropping as
her parents convinced a crying man in their kitchen to go through with
something, although she hadn’t known what that something was at the time.


But just about a
week later, somebody in a suicide vest had walked into the Office of the
Liaison to the Coalition and blown himself up. And Carolyn was able to put two
and two together.


She took an
unsteady breath. “I thought it was in Raleigh.”


“It was,” Brad
nodded. “Up to about ten years ago. The rich urbies in Raleigh didn’t like all
that CoAx business happening right alongside their own shady shit. Made a big
stink. So the Fed moved the OLC to Durham—just far enough out of the way.”


“What do we want
with a bunch of analysts and pencil pushers?”


Brad nodded. “Good
question. We want nothing to do with them. However…”
he smiled and tapped a finger into the projected image, causing the building
floating in the air in front of their faces to shimmer like a mirage. “The OLC
is a prime symbolic target. Because it doesn’t have any strategic value it’s
typically not guarded all that well. Although that may have changed since
there’s a warzone directly next door to it. Taking that shit over would not
only be striking a hard blow inside
their Green Zone, but it would ruffle enough feathers and create enough waves
that someone’s head will be on the
chopping block unless they snuff out the resistance in Durham.”


Carolyn frowned at
him.


Brad held up a
hand. “Obviously we don’t want to get snuffed out. But, am I correct in
assuming that kicking the proverbial hornet’s nest is kind of the point here?”


Carolyn considered
this for a long moment, unsure of how much Brad knew, and how much she should
tell him about the real reasons for the resistance operations in Durham.


Eventually she
just nodded. “That’s a good assumption. Go on. Tell me about something more
than symbolic value, though. Give me something tangible.”


Brad smiled.
“Right. Well. That’s the best part.” He looked at the image again, the way a
man looks at a lottery ticket that he really believes is a winner. “Most
transactions between the CoAx and the Fed occur electronically. However, one of
the things that the CoAx likes to do is manipulate locals and offer bribes and
rewards, and no normal civilian wants to do an electronic exchange with its
country’s occupiers. It’s a cash-only business. But it’s a booming one. They
pay for all kinds of stuff, and they pay a shit ton. So where does all that
money come from?”


“The OLC?” Carolyn
suggested.


“Yahtzee.” Brad
wagged a finger at the image of the building. “There’s a vault inside the OLC
that contains millions of dollars, and it never goes empty, because the Fed
keeps shoveling money into it because the CoAx keeps using it up so fast. It’s
a big ridiculous cash circle, but that’s another story. The point is, there’s
going to be multiple millions inside that OLC. Grabbing that is grabbing a
whole lot of funding for the resistance, as well as throwing a monkey wrench
into the CoAx’s usual process.” Brad held up his hands. “Admittedly, they’ll
correct that pretty quick, but for probably a week until shit gets sorted out,
the CoAx won’t be able to bribe, barter, or pay people off. Which, if you knew
how much it happened, you’d know how much that will hurt them.”


Carolyn swallowed,
thinking of the cash that her parents had received for selling Roy to the CoAx.


Brad put his hands
on his hips. “Is that tangible enough for you?”


Carolyn didn’t
respond directly to him. She looked to Carmichael, who now didn’t look quite so
filled with faith. His face had become pursed. Troubled.


Carolyn crossed
her arms over her chest. “So we’re talking about a bank heist, basically.”


Brad waffled his hands
and bobbled his head, but then nodded. “Okay. Sure. Yeah. Basically.” He held
up a finger. “But one with some serious strategic value.” He looked earnestly
at her. “If you’re looking to goad the CoAx into something?” A gesture at the
projection. “This is gonna be your best bet.”


Carolyn took a
long, deep breath. And then she stared at the image in the air for a long time
as she exhaled.


“Well,” she said
finally. “I’m gonna need to talk to the Eudys.”

















 

Chapter 14



 

The safe house was
far off the beaten path.


They approached it
with a cringing caution, and the house itself seemed to be waiting with that
same tension that you might find in a spring-loaded bear trap.


When they were
about halfway down what must have been a quarter mile-long drive into the woods,
the trees cleared, and they saw the house sitting, nestled back in the corner
of a meadow-like clearing. A sort of log-cabin-and-stone construction. Very
idyllic.


Idyllic in that
way that makes you think bombs are about to start going off at any moment.


When Walter’s PD
chirped at him, he jumped hard.


In the driver’s
seat, Harris stepped on the brakes, but didn’t stop completely.


Gibbs looked into
the back, first at Walter, and then at the PD.


It was still
chirping. An incoming call.


Gibbs nodded. “You
gonna answer that?”


Walter flipped the
monitor open, answered the call.


There was no
accompanying video feed. Just a voice.


“Is this Walter
Baucom?” The voice asked. It was bored, old, gravelly. If an ancient, arthritic
Bloodhound could speak in a human voice while sunning itself on a front porch,
this is what it would sound like.


Walter just stared
at the projection in front of his face, and it seemed to take a full minute for
him to figure out whether he was going to admit to that or not—even though it
was only a few seconds.


In those seconds,
he imagined himself saying “yes” and then the vehicle was immediately hit by a
mini bomb from above.


Or saying “no” and
the vehicle was immediately hit by machine gun fire from the house.


“Yes,” he said.


“What are you
driving?”


Walter’s eye
jumped over to Gibbs’s.


Gibbs nodded.


“A gray solar.”


“Okay, gray solar.
Tell your driver to come to a complete stop.”


“He heard you,”
Walter replied.


Harris pulled them
to a stop.


They sat there in
the middle of the road.


The sun had begun
sinking into the afternoon, and now a patch of hotness was fixed on Walter’s
arm, baking him through the window.


The leaves on the
trees were still and without movement from any sort of breeze.


The long, meadow
grasses stood, hushed and motionless.


“Walter,” the
voice said. “Open your window and hold out your hand, displaying three fingers.
Do it now.”


Walter opened his
window and stuck his right hand out. Thumb, index, and middle.


“You know what you
need to say now,” the voice prompted.


Walter stared blankly
at the screen for a heart-palpitating moment, and then said, “Firewalk?”


“Alright,” the
voice on the monitor said. “Come on. Pull into the garage.”


Harris drove them
forward. The gravel drive led them to a small, blacktop parking pad. The garage
door was open on the side of the house. Closer now to it, Walter saw that it
was prefabbed. The stone was not stone, and the logs were not logs. A bunch of
polymers in disguise. It was a small house, but it looked well-maintained.


There was a man
inside the garage. He stood there, half-slouched, with his hands hanging at his
sides, and staring at them with droopy, hound dog eyes. He was bald and his
face shaven save for a short, gray, ghost of a goatee.


He motioned them
forward.


They pulled into
the garage, and he closed it behind them.


The doors opened
and they all came tumbling out. The small solar groaned and rocked as its
chassis was freed from the burden of four New Breeds. Walter was glad to be out
of the cramped confines of the car, smashed in there with too many people, and
Bobby’s booted feet laying on his lap.


The old man in the
garage watched them, and they watched him, and no one spoke at first. 


The old man
scanned between Walter and Getty, and eventually, for some unknown reason,
decided on Walter. “Must be you,” he stated.


“Ayuh,” was Walter’s
only reply.


The man took one
step forward and extended his hand.


Walter took it.
The hand was surprisingly firm. They gave each other a single pump and then
released. Very businesslike.


“Name’s Pete,” he
said. “This is my house.”


“Your house?”


The man nodded
once. “Yeah. Mine.”


Walter shifted his
feet. “Uh…”


“Don’t worry,” the
man said, as though he’d had this conversation before. “You’re in the right
place. Not every safe house is a shack owned by a straw company. Fact,
contracted safe houses are a mite safer, but that’s just my personal opinion.”
He turned and started walking towards the door to the house, waving them on to
follow him.


The door from the
garage opened up into the kitchen. The seven of them stood there, taking it in.
Everything in the place was just like a normal home. There were pictures on the
walls. There was comfortable-looking furniture. Warm hues of paint. It smelled
like coffee. This was the most inviting safe house that Walter had ever seen.


Odd that his life
had led him down such a weird path that now he would be a connoisseur of safe
houses.


Looking out past
the kitchen counter, Walter saw a dining room with a small table nestled up to
a large window that looked out over the meadow and the driveway. On top of this
table there was a large sniper rifle laying on a bipod.


Walter glanced at
the old man and wondered if his shaky old-man finger had been on the trigger
when he’d been sighting on them coming down the drive.


The thought made
him angry, but he didn’t say anything.


The old man
stopped on the far side of the kitchen and turned to them. He looked them over
again. “Didn’t realize there was gonna be so many of you.” He worked his mouth.
“Didn’t realize there were gonna be four New Breeds.”


“Is it a problem?”


The man considered
this for a moment. “No,” he decided. “But I didn’t pack food enough for them. I
keep enough on hand for a couple people to last a couple days. Them boys’ll go
through what I have in one sitting. And they look hungry.” He quirked a single,
white eyebrow. “You ain’t been eating much, have you?”


All four of the
New Breeds shook their heads.


“Yeah,” the old
man nodded, sagely. “Once you’re settled in I can head back out to the store.
Get a better haul.”


Gibbs looked happy.
“If you’d do that, we’d greatly appreciate it.”


The old man seemed
to take no notice. He looked to Walter. “Not enough beds in this house for
seven. Only got three beds, ‘sides my own. So some of y’all will have to sleep
on the floor or couch. I don’t care where you sleep. Don’t truly care what you
do. I only got two house rules.” He held up two fingers. “One: don’t do nothin’
to call attention to us. This includes fighting, shooting, shouting, or
spending too much time outside of the house. Two: don’t go in my room.”


Pete-The-Old-Man
turned and jabbed a finger at a door that was directly off the kitchen. “That’s
my room. Only room in the house that’s off limits. Man’s gotta have privacy.”


Walter nodded. “We
understand.” He looked to Bobbi, who was leaning on Getty. “Pete…”


“Yeah?”


“Do you know a
doctor?”


“Knew one,” he
said. “But he’s gone now. Off to DTI, unfortunately. No more doctors that I
trust. Sorry.”


Walter looked at
Bobbi again, then at Getty. “She needs TBI treatment.”


Getty nodded, frowning.


Bobbi didn’t say
anything. There was no point in denying it. She barely had the equilibrium to
walk a straight line. Her brain had been shocked, and if it was left untreated,
there were going to be all kinds of problems for her further down the road.


Gibbs stepped
forward. “I think we might be able to help with that.”



 

***



 

“No,” Macy said.
And then, mustering more righteous indignation: “No!”


Koz clasped his
hands together in the best impression he could muster of being a harmless
humanitarian. “Macy, I understand how angry you are right now. But this lady
got blown up. She could have serious brain issues if she’s not treated.”


They were all in
the kitchen of the small apartment. Koz and Javon stood at the entrance to the
kitchen, kind of like a door-to-door salesman might loiter, half-restrained
outside your door. And at the small kitchen table, Macy hovered over James, who
rubbed his red and swollen wrists and glared at Koz with an unfathomable depth
of hurt feelings.


“She might even
die,” Koz pressed.


Macy stopped
pandering to James and closed her eyes, painfully conflicted.


James seemed to
notice that she wasn’t soothing him anymore and glanced at her. His eyes
widened when he saw that Koz’s words actually had some effect on her. “Macy,
Honey, you can’t seriously be thinking about this!”


Koz’s humanitarian
hands clenched hard, the skin turning white. He set his teeth together and
growled through them: “James…”


Macy whirled on
Koz. “Why are you doing this to us?” she demanded. “First you come in and
endanger all of our lives, begging for me to save your friend. And then when I
do, you beat up my boyfriend and leave him bound and gagged in my fucking
closet. And then you have the fucking
nerve to ask me for more help? And
you have the fucking nerve to try to make me
feel guilty?” Her voice became shrill. “And you’ve already used his PD to
contact God-knows-who, which means that the Fed is going to start investigating
us, and all along you’d just planned to skate out of here and leave us to clean
up the mess! You’re such a selfish fucking asshole, Koz! You stupid piece of
shit! I can’t believe I let you come back into my life after I finally got rid
of you!”


Macy breathed
heavily.


Her arms, wrapped
around her boyfriend’s narrow shoulders.


Her eyes fixed balefully
on Koz.


In the chair,
apparently too weak to stand or do anything useful, or be a man, James still
sat, and he had the smug self-righteousness of a spoiled little boy hiding
behind his mother’s skirts.


Javon shifted. He
glanced at Koz.


He’d been around
the fire-bearded man long enough to be able to read his face through the bush
of orange that haloed it.


“Koz,” Javon said,
like you might call to a dog that has begun to growl and threaten a passerby on
the sidewalk.


Koz looked at his
partner. “What?”


“Why don’t you
take a break?”


He blinked. A
slight narrowing of the eyes.


Javon nodded. “Go
out on the back balcony. Get some fresh air.”


Koz’s jaw muscles
bunched rapidly under his beard for a ten count. And then he nodded once and
said, “Okay.” He turned, as stiff as though he were in parade movements, and he
marched out to the balcony adjacent to the kitchen. He opened the door. Went
outside. Closed it behind him.


Javon listened for
the bolt to snick into place.


Macy breathed a
trembling breath. “Thank you, Javon,” she said. “I think he was about to get
violent and—”


“Shut up,” Javon
said.


Macy and James
both looked at him, surprised. “Excuse—”


“I said to shut
your fucking mouth.”


Silence.


And then two jaws
snapped shut.


Javon crossed to
the kitchen table, and with his one good hand, he reached out, extracted one of
the wooden chairs, turned it to face the huddled couple. Before sitting, he
reached behind his back and under his shirt and he drew out the pistol that he
had there. And then he sat down on the chair, and he was very close to them, so
that his knees were nearly touching James’s.


He leaned forward
on his elbow, his forearm bridging the gap between his thighs, and the gun
resting there, plainly visible. He looked at them, and there was nothing in his
dark eyes at all except for a shark’s sort of predatory curiosity. Gone was the
jocularity with which he normally masked himself.


“First thing’s
first,” Javon said, his voice quiet and conversational. “If you cry out for Koz
or raise your voices in any way, shape, or form, above what is necessary for a
quiet, civilized conversation, I’ll snuff you both out. Am I clear?”


They both nodded,
shrinking back.


He turned to Macy.
“I’ve already thanked you for saving my life. I’ve thanked you many times. I’ll
do it one more time. Thank you.”


She just stared.


“Say ‘you’re
welcome.’”


“You’re welcome.”


He nodded. Then he
looked between the two of them. “Now, listen very carefully, because I’m not
gonna argue with either of you. These are orders. You are going to help us. You are
going to drive out to where our friends are, and you are going to help the lady with the TBI. You’re going to do the
best that you possibly can for her. And James? You’re gonna be there too,
right, Buddy? Because I don’t trust you at all. So I’m gonna keep you real close.”


James’s mouth
worked like a grounded fish. “But…how long are you going to keep me?”


Javon smirked,
then looked at Macy. “Notice how he’s not concerned at all about you?
Jeeee-zus.” He shook his head. “James, I’m gonna keep you for as long as I need
to. Until I feel that I can release you without endangering myself or my
friends or whatever our mission is. And you…” he wagged a finger at the man,
his broad, white teeth showing in an unfriendly grin. “Just remember how fucking
little you mean to me. At least Macy has some medical skills, and my boy Koz is
somewhat attached to her. But you, James? God, you’re all liability and no
reward at all. There’s barely a reason for me to keep you alive. So I want you
to think about that, okay? I want you to always remember how useless you are
and how much easier my life would be if I just killed you.”


James swallowed.
“I’ll remember.”


Javon nodded.
“Yeah, do that.” He sneered, disgusted. “The two of you may just be cows
chewing cud, absorbed in your world of eating grass and shitting grass and
moving on to more grass. But outside in the real world, there’s a fucking war
going on that somehow, you haven’t noticed. It’s not a police action. It’s not
a few domestic terrorists run amok. This is a fuckin’ war. And maybe you should
both be thinking long and hard about whose side you’re gonna be on, because
shit is gonna escalate very quickly, I can promise you that. And when it does,
there won’t be any more fence-sitters. Everyone’s gonna have to choose a side.”


Macy raised her
hands and her face bore a false calm. “Javon. I’m going to help, okay? I’m
going to help you willingly. You don’t have to involve James. Leave James out
of it, okay? I’ll go. I’ll help.”


Javon just
chuckled and looked at James. “Damn, son. You hear that? Macy’s got twice the
balls you got. She’s in here sacrificing herself for you. And you just sit
there.” Javon’s half-hearted smile sank into a sneer again. “If that doesn’t
make your dick shrivel, then there’s pretty much no hope for you.”


James stared at
him, wide-eyed.


“Well?” Javon
demanded.


James was
momentarily confused. “Well, what?”


“Is your dick
shriveling?”


James’s mouth hung
open for a moment.


Gradually, he
closed it.


“Uh…yes.”


Javon leaned
forward. “Yes, what?”


James closed his
eyes at the indignity. “My…uh…my dick is shriveling.”


Javon leaned back
and nodded. “Damn right it is.” He addressed himself to Macy. “Sorry, Hon, the
whole big happy family is coming on this road trip. But I admire your steely
balls. That says a lot about you.” He gestured to James with the pistol. “You
could do a lot better, you know.”


Macy gave James a
glance that, however brief, spoke volumes of shame. “Yeah, well…”


Javon stood up
from his seat. “Alright then, happy family. Remember everything I said. Can we
do that?”


Silent nods.


Javon turned
towards the balcony doors. “Koz!”


Koz lumbered in a
moment later, somewhat calmer. He closed the door behind him. “We good to go?”


“Yeah,” Javon
stuffed the pistol back into his waistband, but not before Koz had noted that
it was in his hand. “Let’s all use the bathroom,” he sang in a parental voice.
“No stops on this road trip.”

















 

Chapter 15



 

“How are you
feeling?” Walter asked.


Bobbi was lying on
a bed. Still bloody and smoke-stained. Her clothes still on. The room was dim.
The blinds closed. The headboard over the bed had a woodland scene of deer and
quail and trees carved into it. Except for the scent of Bobbi’s sweat, the room
smelled dusty and unused.


Bobbi had a frown
on her otherwise soft face and when he spoke to her she opened her eyes like a
person with a bad hangover and squinted at him with a mix of irritability and
confusion.


Walter didn’t
think that was a good sign.


After a second or
two, she said, “What?”


“Are you feeling
okay?” Walter said. “Do you need anything?”


She continued to
look at him. Then her neck relaxed and she looked at the ceiling, still with
that slight frown. She had the look of someone who speaks very shaky English,
who is translating in their head.


“Yeah,” she said
after another moment. “Hey. I need…”


“Ayuh?”


“I need to use the
bathroom.”


“Oh, okay.”


She waited a
moment. Eyes going around the ceiling. And then she inclined her head again and
looked at Walter. “I think I need help.”


Walter wasn’t sure
what to do with that. He looked to his right, where Getty stood with his arms
crossed, watching Bobbi with an expression of uncharacteristic concern. He
usually seemed so aloof about things, like nothing really mattered.


Looking at Bobbi,
it seemed that it mattered.


Getty cleared his
throat. “You need a cath or something?”


“No.” She let out
an irritated breath and murmured something inaudible. “No, I just need help
getting to the bathroom.” Another breath. A pause. Resting, as though the words
had taken a lot out of her. “Things are still a little…woozy. I don’t want to
fall.”


“Ayuh,” Getty said
and stepped to the side of the bed.


He helped her up.


Walter started to
move to lend a hand, but it seemed like Getty had it well in hand.


She stood slowly,
one arm clutching Getty’s. She winced, and Walter could almost feel a migraine
beginning behind his own eyes as he watched her cringe. She walked fairly
normally, although it seemed that her body wanted to list to the right and she
kept steering into Getty, who calmly course-corrected her.


The bathroom was
attached to the bedroom.


He got her to
where she could brace herself on the counter.


“That’s fine,” she
said. “I got it.”


Getty left her,
and closed the door.


“Don’t go
anywhere,” she called from inside the bathroom.


“We’ll be right
out here,” he said.


There was the
sound of shuffling around.


A long silence.


Then the sound of
a steady stream of pee.


Walter scratched
at his goatee, then looked at Getty. “She’s not acting like herself,” he
mumbled.


Getty shook his
head, agreeing with Walter.


When she was
finished, she made her own way out of the bathroom. She didn’t ask for help,
and Getty didn’t presume. He just hovered next to her elbow as she made her way
back to the bed.


“Hot,” she
mumbled.


“What’s that?”
Getty asked.


She slumped onto
the bed. “It’s hot. Can you turn the air down?”


“Yeah, I’ll turn
the air down.”


She reclined
gingerly. Still with that slight frown.


She was hurting
and trying to hide it.


“Sorry,” she
murmured, but never specified what she was sorry for.


Getty and Walter
left the bedroom. Left the lights off. Closed the door.


“Aren’t you
supposed to keep them awake?” Walter asked in a whisper outside the door.


Getty shook his
head. “Old wives’ tale.”


He’d already
pulled out his pack of cigarettes and was making his way to the back door of
the house. Pete-The-Old-Man had told them to limit their time outside, but he’d
also told them they were not to smoke in his house.


Getty offered one
to Walter, and Walter accepted.


Pete-The-Old-Man
was gone, collecting enough groceries to feed the New Breeds, and the New
Breeds had set up something of an impromptu command center in one of the
bedrooms, where Walter could now hear them quietly conversing.


He thought perhaps
he should be in there, helping to figure out what the hell was going on and
what the hell they were going to do about it, but he was too tired to think at
the moment. And the sun hadn’t even gone down yet. It’d been a long day so far,
and his brain was blasted.


Figuratively,
anyways.


Not literally,
like Bobbi’s.


They stepped out
onto the back patio.


The late afternoon
sun shined brightly in their faces, and Walter felt a stab of an ache in his
head, but it didn’t last. Instead, it shifted. It went down like a shiver in
his spine and nestled into his belly, made it feel stretched out and queasy.


His shoulder
throbbed, absently. All the hubbub had caused the staples to tear, just
slightly, and the little kids’ bandage had bled through and stained Walter’s
shirt. It was crusty and dried now. Red turned to deep brown.


He didn’t think he
wanted the cigarette anymore.


But Getty had lit
his, and held up the lighter for Walter, the flame still flickering.


Walter lit it and
drew in a drag.


“Hot out,” he commented.


“Ayuh,” Getty
nodded.


They smoked in
silence for a moment.


The back patio was
just a square of poured concrete. Maybe a dozen feet on each side. There were
two well-kept patio chairs and a small table between them with a potted plant sprouting
colorful, spade-shaped leaves.


The lawn extended
out past the patio. Perhaps a whole acre of gently sloping terrain, and then it
terminated in more trees. The trees surrounded them. Kept them hidden, like
walls. Old growth. Old hardwoods. Kind of rare in North Carolina, where mostly
what you found was scrubby pines.


What am I doing here?


Walter stared at
it all like an alien world on which he was a trespasser.


This is not you.


The cigarette hit
Walter surprisingly hard.


At least, that’s
what he told himself it was.


His pulse knocked
in his head, in his chest.


He could feel a
sweat that was not entirely due to the heat, breaking out over his forehead.


He felt his
stomach turning over and over, like it was tying itself in knots. And his hands
had begun to tremble.


He stubbornly took
another drag and when he pulled the cigarette out of his mouth, he frowned at
the small length of it that was left. Suddenly the smoke tasted like acid. It
drifted off the end of the cigarette towards his face, and he didn’t want to
smell it anymore.


“Walt.”


He turned and
looked at Getty, who was eyeing him over the drifting smoke of his own
cigarette. Walter tried to control the trembling of his hand, but his cigarette
was dancing, the smoking zig-zagging in the air.


“Ayuh?” he said,
almost a wheeze.


“You look a little
pale.”


“I don’t feel so good,”
Walter said.


His heart was wild
now. Inexplicably rapid, which worried him, which made his heart beat even
harder. He thought he heard something in the distance and he snapped his head
up to look at the skies.


Getty seemed to
know exactly what was happening. He didn’t even look skyward. He just reached
out a hand and plucked the cigarette out of Walter’s fingers and stamped it on
the ground, then he laid a steadying hand on Walter’s shoulder. “Easy. Take it
easy.”


“You hear that?”
Walter said, his words thick in his mouth.


His mouth watered.
Sweated. It almost dribbled out of his mouth.


“Sit down.” Getty
led him to a seat.


Walter’s vision
darkled, sparkled.


He allowed himself
to be eased into one of the seats, but he didn’t want to lean back. He needed
to be doubled over. His body was telling him to make himself small. He wanted
to be lying on the ground in a fetal position. He wanted to be in a small, dark
space. He wanted to be safe.


He planted his
elbows on his knees. His breathing rapid.


“Slow down,” Getty
said, squeezing his shoulder. “It’ll pass, okay? It’ll pass. Try to breathe.
Try to control your breathing.”


Walter nodded and
tried to breathe slower, but his lungs burned, and his stomach swooned, and
breathing rapidly made it feel marginally better—breathing slow made it feel
like he was going to die.


He realized that
his mouth was open. A string of clear, watery drool came out.


Getty wisely moved
himself to the side.


“It’ll pass,” he
said, his voice steady. Even.


Walter tried to
stop himself—felt ashamed, even as it was happening—but the urge came upon him
like a rush, like an inexorable ocean wave that you can’t stop, can’t do
anything about but let it bowl you over.


He vomited onto
the ground. It splashed on the concrete. Onto his shoes. Mostly bile, but some
eggy-looking chunks from breakfast, which was the last meal he’d eaten that
day. He strained as his stomach squeezed him down hard.


When it relented,
he coughed, tried to get a breath.


Got a half a gasp
in, and vomited again.


Only a little bit
came out this time.


Another gasp.
Another purge.


Nothing this time.


Getty kept telling
him that “It’ll pass. Trust me, it’ll pass.”


It did.


After another two
repetitions of his confused stomach trying to get everything out, it finally
released its death grip on his core, and a wash of relief came over him, making
him feel suddenly cold. He was soaked with sweat. Spluttering. But breathing.


Getty was silent
now. Squeezing his shoulder. And it felt so odd to receive that from Getty, who
was always so distant, but it was also nice. It was a caring touch. And for
some reason that was beyond him, utterly beyond him in that moment, it made
Walter want to cry.


He was as confused
as he was sick.


“I don’t know
what’s wrong with me,” he finally muttered, between spitting bitterness out of
his mouth. “What the fuck,” he murmured, except it wasn’t really a question.
“What the fuck.”


Walter sat there
for a time, because sitting there with his head hung between his knees, staring
at his own vomit, seemed like the best thing to do.


When his breathing
levelled out, he felt better, although his heart was still going hard, and his
hands shook even worse. His whole body was trembling, actually. He wiped the
sweat off his face. Wiped his hand on his pants, which were still dirty and
scraped up. He could use a shower. A shower would be great. Some hot water.
Some privacy.


A small, enclosed
space.


He thought about
just sitting down on the floor of the shower and letting the hot water run over
him and keeping his eyes closed for a long time, and his ears covered, so that
the sound of the water pattering against his skull would be a steady,
monotonous drum, like rain on a tin roof.


That’s what he
needed.


He stood up on
unsteady knees and looked down at his mess.


“Guess I should
clean this up.”


Getty rose with
Walter, and he started heading for a small hose attached to a bib, just off the
patio. “Why don’t you go inside, Walt?” he said. “I’ll clean this up.”


Walter thought
about insisting that he clean up his own mess, but honestly, escaping to the
shower felt almost imperative at that moment, like he might start breaking down
again if he didn’t, and maybe that’s what he feared more than someone else
cleaning up his mess—breaking apart right in front of their eyes.


You’re already breaking apart.


Walter cleared his
throat. “I think I’m gonna take a shower.”


“That’s probably a
good idea,” Getty said, unwinding the hose from its cradle.


“Thanks for that,”
Walter nodded to the man without making eye contact. “That, uh…that cigarette…”
he trailed off. “Guess it hit me hard.”


Getty bent to turn
on the hose bib. Then stood up. “Ayuh,” he said. “That’ll happen occasionally.”


But both of them
knew that neither of them believed it.



 

***



 

Carolyn stood in
the dim blue glow of a monitor. Stood with her hands clasped together in front
of her. She tried to stand loosely, as though she was not tense all up and down
her spine. She tried not to show the strain in the tightness of her face.


On the monitor, a
live feed of her parents.


Somewhere far
south of her, Benjamin and Jean Eudy sat in their office-turned-command bunker,
in the hotel that they quietly owned, in the middle of hostile territory.
Sitting there, underneath it all, planning the fall of it. Planning the
invasion of CoAx County.


If only…


If only they could
get the CoAx to commit to Durham.


Benjamin Eudy—it
was difficult for Carolyn to think of him as “father” now—leaned on a single
elbow, and rubbed the gray bristles of his beard. Beside him, Jean Eudy sat
paralyzed in her wheelchair, her face not showing much except for a slight look
of pensive concentration.


These images,
hanging in the air in front of Carolyn.


She shifted her
weight on her feet. “Mother. Father.” She had to force herself to say the words
with feeling. “This is the best chance we’ve got.”


Benjamin let out a
long breath. “Yes. It seems good.”


Jean remained
silent. Her lips worked, but that was all.


Carolyn pressed
on. “The CoAx is not committing to Durham right now. You can see it yourself.
What they’re doing is bleeding us dry. The amount of fighters and resources
that we have on the ground in Durham isn’t enough to turn the tide against
them. And until that tide turns against them, they’re not going to empty out
CoAx County. Right now, Durham is an unfortunate insurgency, and they know they’re
going to win. We know it too. The fighters know it. And it’s demoralizing. No
one’s seen any fresh faces around here in a week. All they see is their friends
dying, and no one new coming to pick up the banner.” She couldn’t help a sneer
from crawling across her face. “It smells like defeat around here.”


A calm female
voice spoke. Recorded. Synthesized. Devoid of any emotion.


It was Jean’s
voice modulator.


“This vault,” Jean
said. “This office that you want to strike at—can you take this objective with what
you have on hand?”


Carolyn looked at
her mother’s shriveled form and she hated her and loathed her and loved her.
But her love was just pity. The sad knowing of some manufactured ideal that had
never been, but you mourn its passing regardless.


“I’ve run the
numbers,” Carolyn said. “And…”


Well, now, what
was the truth here?


The truth was that
it was possible to do the operation with
what she had on hand. 


It simply wasn’t
likely to succeed.


“No,” Carolyn
finally said. “I don’t have anybody that can pull it off clean. I can throw
people at it, but…I don’t just need more people.” She paused, waited for
another question, but one didn’t come, so she continued: “I need a better quality of people.”


“So you’ve said,”
the calm voice replied. “And your request for more and better fighters has been
extended to our partners.” By which she meant Richard Honeycutt and Stephen
Linklater, the leaders of the other two main factions of the resistance. “If
they have not sent you what you needed, perhaps you should take it up with
them.”


Carolyn pursed her
lips. Stuck now in a difficult spot.


She could not get
Honeycutt to commit more or better fighters because he knew that Durham was
just a feint. But if she explained that to her parents, she would have to
explain how he knew. And how he knew was because Carolyn had told him. Because
they had a deal. A deal her parents didn’t know about. And a deal that she
intended to keep.


Especially since
it had just recently been fruitful.


If it hadn’t been
for Honeycutt’s network of safehouses, she would never have even had a place to
send Walter when she found him. And since she had to assume that Walter was
there—Dear God, please let him have
gotten there safely!—that meant that she was still beholden to Honeycutt.


Outing him was
simply a card that she wasn’t going to play.


And on the other
side of that, Mr. Linklater didn’t know that Durham was a feint, but he
followed Honeycutt’s lead, and figured that if Honeycutt didn’t want to send better
people, neither would he. Linklater figured that Honeycutt had a good reason
for making that decision.


And while
Linklater was ultimately correct for this decision to copy Honeycutt, it made
Carolyn despise him and view him as weak and incapable of calling his own shots.


Carolyn drew in a
breath. “If you want this job done correctly, and you want to truly engage the
CoAx—really do something that’ll light their pants on fire and get them to
empty out CoAx County—then I need more than just more civilian fighters.” She
swallowed. It was thick and pasty. She barreled forward. “I need a team of New
Breeds.”


Benjamin made a
dissatisfied noise.


Carolyn cut him
off before he could begin to argue. “I’m not asking you to send entire
contingents down from West Virginia,” she said. “They can stay safe where they
are and be prepared to take on CoAx County when the time arises.” She realized
that her clasped hands were in front of her chest. Like she was begging. And
she hated that. “You have teams of New Breeds there in Kanawha Three, don’t
you? I’d only need one.”


“Stephanie—”


Goddamn that name…


“I’d only need one
team of New Breeds!” she insisted. “It wouldn’t even make a dent in your plans,
and it would not only make this entire operation possible, but it would bolster
the morale of the fighters that we already have here and let them know that the
people in charge actually give a shit about them, and that they haven’t just
been left in this city to die by themselves—”


“Stephanie!”
Benjamin snapped.


She bit off her
words. Flashed her teeth. Hating the figures that hung in the air before her.


Benjamin’s image
leaned forward. “You wanted to prove yourself,” he stated with cold factuality.
“You wanted to come to Durham to show us what you’re made of. You killed poor
John because he tried to stop you, you were so hell-on-fire to do it. But since
you’ve arrived in Durham all you’ve done is complain about need need need.” Her father’s brow beetled and his features
darkened as he spoke, getting himself worked up. “What do you think this is,
Stephanie? Do you think this is an organized military that we’re running here?
Do you think we can draft people? Do you think we have a reserve of millions of
troops and weapons and supplies just sitting around that we can call upon in a
moment’s notice?” He slapped his hand down on a tabletop that was not in view
of the monitor. “No! You have to make do!”


Jean spoke up,
infuriatingly calm, but she’d dialed the volume up on her modulator—the only
method she had to display her disapproval. “You may not realize how we’ve had
to build what we’ve had, but we’ve done it by being smart and being frugal—not
only with money and supplies but with the lives of our people—”


Carolyn almost
screamed at her, thinking of the man in the kitchen when she had only been a
child. The man they had convinced to suicide bomb the very place she was now
trying to attack. Had they cared so much about his life?


“—Making do may
not be a lesson that you’ve had to learn—”


She thought about
stretching every dollar, just to make ends meet with Walter.


“—but you simply
can’t have everything you want when you want it.”


Carolyn stared at
the image of her mother. “It’s one team.”


“One team that has
already been accounted for,” Benjamin broke in. “Every bit of manpower that we
have hiding in Kanawha 3 has been accounted for in our plans, and there’s no
room for error.”


“You’re never
going to get to put that plan into action if the CoAx doesn’t take the bait
here! Why are you not seeing that?”


“Because I know
for a fact that if you cannot pull off what we require in Durham,” Benjamin
said, glowering forward, filling up the monitor. “Then we have an eager pool of
applicants for your job that are all quite positive that they can do more than
you’ve done with less. And that is what we need right now. We need someone in
charge of Durham who can do more with less! Can you do that, Stephanie?”


She grit her
teeth.


She jutted her
chin.


She bit down on
her tongue.


She said nothing.


And then, finally,
she nodded.


She said, “Yes.”


“Good,” Benjamin
said, leaning away from the monitor. “Then get it done, Stephanie. Time is of
the essence. And your mother and I are not pleased with the progress there.
You’re right. The CoAx is kicking our asses. And there’s only one person to
blame.” He pointed directly at the monitor, his eyes blazing. “You’ve got one
more week, Stephanie. One more week before we pull you back to CoAx County and
put someone in as POC who can accomplish what we need accomplished.”


That person doesn’t exist, Carolyn raved in
her mind. The only reason that they thought she was failing was because she was
inexperienced, and when the player is inexperienced, then it is always their
fault when they fail. It could not possibly be the overwhelming circumstances
in which any person would have
failed.


She wanted to
choke them both.


But she nodded
again, this time not trusting herself to speak even a single word.


Benjamin
considered her fuming countenance, and for a moment it seemed as though he
might have more to say about it, but he just shook his head with exasperation,
repeated his one-week deadline, and killed the monitor.


Carolyn stood
there staring at the blank projection for ten solid beats of her heart, and she
tried to get a handle on her temper. It was not like her to want to flip a
table over, and yet the thought seemed very attractive for a moment.


“Excuse me.”


Carolyn jerked up.
Looked to her right.


A skinny young
woman stood there. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen. Carolyn
recognized her as one of the usual techs that spent her time glued to one of
the various monitors in the Fresh Market command center. She wore too much eye
makeup and had a plethora of piercings all across her face.


“I’m sorry,”
Carolyn murmured, straightening up and feeling her cheeks flush. “I didn’t
think anyone was here.”


“I just walked
in,” the young woman said.


Carolyn nodded,
wondering how much the she’d seen. “So, can I help you?”


The woman—hardly
more than a girl, really—stepped forward and held out a small paper bag, a
hesitant smile on her lips. “Uh, yes. Carmichael sent me to get these for you.”


Carolyn stepped
forward and took the bag. She looked in it.


Two more bottles
of stims.


Great.


Carolyn crumpled
the bag closed, reminded of how little sleep she had, and how much work there
was left to be done. “Thanks,” she stated. “What’s your name?”


“Gin,” the young
woman said, with a self-conscious fidget. “Ginny, actually. Ma’am. But everyone
calls me Gin.”


“Okay, Gin,”
Carolyn offered a smile that felt forced. “Thanks again.”


“Oh, yeah,” Gin
waved Carolyn off. “It’s no problem. Um…”


Carolyn waited.
Then felt it necessary to prompt the nervous young woman. “Yes?”


“I just wanted to
say that I think you’re doing great.”


Carolyn stared at
her.


Gin shifted
around.


“Well,” Carolyn
said, folding and refolding the paper bag. “You might be the only one.”


Before Gin could
respond to this, Carolyn felt the need to disengage, and so she turned briskly
and walked away.

















 

Chapter 16



 

It’s just your body, Roy told himself.


He told himself
this over and over and over.


It’s just your body.


It’s just your body.


Disassociation had
long been his best method of compartmentalizing torture. It was how he had made
it through DTI without losing his mind.


But…


This time was
different.


This time was
worse.


To escape, to
think that you are free of a nightmare, and then to be forced back into it?


It had broken
something in him, he could tell. And he tried like hell not to think about that
broken thing, and not to actually think that something was broken at all,
because weakness could kill him. But he knew it. He knew it deep down inside
where things are known whether you want to admit to them or not.


And they were
doing it again.


Because Agent
Goring was here. And he knew how to strip Roy down. He knew how to break him.
He carved Roy up like a master chef filleting a fish. This was his business,
and he knew it well.


He knew Roy well.


He knew how to
bring him low.


It’s just your body.


It’s just your body.


It’s just your body.


They hadn’t
touched him. Hadn’t beaten him. Hadn’t cut him. Hadn’t blared horrific music,
specially synthesized to make your adrenal glands go haywire. They hadn’t
strapped him to a chair and poured water down his throat to make his body think
he was drowning.


They hadn’t done
any of those things.


They’d just
stuffed him in a hole.


It was a square
hole in the ground, in a corner of the black site. It was concrete. The walls
were straight, the surface rough and uncomfortable. It was not wide enough to
lay down in. It was not tall enough to stand up in. It was only large enough to
crouch there. Too cramped to adjust yourself. Too cramped to fidget.


And the cage above
him poured in light, and if he looked up, he saw the rest of the facility, and
he stared at those high ceilings like a man in the desert would look at a water
fall.


He’d been here
before.


He’d been here, in
times that he had hoped were forever behind him, but which still managed to
wake him up sweating out of a dead sleep, the reality of his dreams so
poignantly strong that sometimes his body would be racked with the same cramps
that he felt now.


It was the
catalyst of a burgeoning insanity.


He’d been reduced
to an animal while he’d been in DTI, and he’d somehow convinced himself that
all of that was behind him. That he’d become a whole person again.


But being here in
this hole yanked him back into that toxic mental space with such surprising
quickness, that it felt like this had only ever been his reality, and that his
freedom had been just a passing dream.


It brought him
back to that low place, like he’d never even left, and he could feel the
pathetic, cringing, baseness of it all coming back to him, and his humanity
drifted away with his logic and reason.


His brain was on
fire.


It’s just your body.


His muscles were
in knots.


It’s just your body.


And the second a
cramp somewhere would power out and give him a half a moment to be free of the
pain, one would start somewhere else. Now in his quads. Now in his hamstrings.
Now in his back.


It’s just your body.


And sometimes the
cramps would sit there. And then they would retreat, just a bit, and come back,
seemingly stronger than before.


He was insane. He
was mad with the desire to simply stand
up. To extend his legs.


Or his arms.


Even just one arm.


Something.


But he couldn’t.


He could barely
move.


It was like being
wedged in a cave, with untold metric tons of mountain and earth over top of
you, with no place to go, no way to get out of your situation, and no one that
knew you were down in the dark.


There was no
rescue.


You would be
pinned there until you died.


He hated the tight
spaces.


He hated them in
the way that you hate what you fear the most. When he’d been free of them, just
the thought of them, or the memory of them, of the hole that they’d crammed him
into when he was in DTI—it would set his brain off like a string of fireworks.
Panic and sickness and breathlessness and uncontrollable sweating.


Claustrophobic.


People that got
uncomfortable in an elevator had no fucking idea what they were talking about.


Roy would break
his own leg off for chance to be in an elevator.


He would kill for
the opportunity to move himself, because his body was screaming, it was
screaming at him, and there was nothing he could do about it, nothing at all,
except to close his eyes and keep telling himself that it’s just your body and try with everything he had to see himself
as a ghost that hovered above the pathetic crumpled form of his physicality. 


That imagined
freedom was the only way he kept himself from crying out.


From begging for
them to release him.


Because once you
begged, you broke.


And once you
broke, you talked.


A finger stabbed
into the muscles of his back, hooked his trapezius, and began to twist.


He tried to shift.
To relieve it. But the walls to either side were close, and they kept his
shoulders scrunched together.


He tried to angle
himself so that his shoulders could take up the diagonal span between the
corners, but the twisting only caused his abdominal muscles to ratchet down,
and he gasped and tried to arch his back to stretch his stomach, but there
wasn’t enough room for that either.


Something in him
whispered that he was going to die.


That’s not true. That’s not true.


And he tried again
to disassociate himself, but the pain was so real, so tangible, so present,
that he could not separate it from him. It wrapped around him like strong, hard
tentacles, and constricted him, pulled him back into himself.


His heart
thundered.


Can your heart
cramp?


“Please,” he
whispered to himself, or to someone, even though he did not want them to hear
him. Because it tricked his mind into thinking there might be an end in sight,
and so it eased the panic to the point that he could breathe.


These were the
games that you had to play.


This was the
insanity he’d survived in DTI.


“Please,” he
whispered again, trying to revel in the small victory that that one word
provided him, because you had to accept your wins. You had to hold them close.
You had to ascribe infinite value to the most trivial thing, because you had
nothing else.


Like the bit of
shoe, when he’d been in DTI.


The bit of rubber,
from the sandal.


It’d come off, and
they’d taken the sandals to the trash, but they hadn’t seen that little
thumb-sized piece of rubber that had come off. And Roy had taken it. And he’d
hid it. Sometimes he hid under his cot. Sometimes he hid it in his mouth, if he
knew that they were tossing cells that day.


Because it was
his.


He had nothing
else in DTI.


Just a piece of
old shoe rubber.


And because it was
a game he could play. It was a way to distract himself. It was a way to find
purpose. A way to be proud of himself. Proud because he had something that no
one else had, and proud because he was smart enough to keep it a secret so that
no one knew about his piece of shoe rubber.


He’d never told
anybody about it.


Madness.


Insanity.


You’re slipping.


Slipping down.
Like reality was a scree slope and he was sliding down it, unable to get a
handhold in all the looseness, and it was only avalanching him down, back into
the abyss, and he had thought he’d never be that low again, but here he was.


Here I am.


He would have
gladly died in that moment.


If he’d seen a
gun, he would not have used it to fight.


He would have
blown his brains out with it.


“The things they
do,” he whimpered to no one and anyone, because, again, it shaved a percentage
point from his misery. “The things they do, the things they do,” and he went on
and on, repeating that for a while and sometimes gagging on his own words as a
new cramp struck him, or an old one, stronger than before.


“Roy!” a voice
called out from above him.


No, no, no…


The voice made him
tense up even more, sparked off the knot in his back and shoulder. It felt like
it was going to pull him apart.


He gritted his
teeth together.


It’s only your body…


“Roy,” the voice
said again, cajoling. “Look at me.”


Games.


It was all a big
fucking game.


And Roy didn’t
have the energy to play it.


He fought through
a kink in his neck and tilted his head up, hoping to God for a reprieve, and at
the same time, dreading it, because it would lead to failure.


He was looking up,
through the grate that kept him hunched low in this impossible space.


Agent Goring was
crouching there, above his head, looking down at him.


The agent’s
expression was soft. Almost one of pity.


“Do you want out?”
Goring asked.


Roy stared at him.
His body shook all over. He bit down on his tongue.


Goring wiped at
his face, then perched a finger there, regarding the man in the hole with a
look of regret.


Roy felt himself
subconsciously reaching for that pity. Drawn in by it. He tried to resist, but
it was hard. It was hard to be mentally strong when all your faculties were focused
on simply not breaking. So much of him was going into controlling the pain so
that he didn’t scream out, didn’t start thrashing violently in the tiny space,
didn’t start begging pitifully for them to release him.


Because once you
begged, you broke.


Goring shook his
head. “Roy. Just ask,” he implored. “That’s all you gotta do. I have to hear
you ask me, okay? That’s it. It’s a stupid rule, I know. But that’s how it is.”


Roy wasn’t aware
of any rules when it came to this. He was almost certain that there weren’t
any. Here in this black site, just as in DTI, it was Hell, and Goring was
Satan. He ruled this underworld, and what he said was what happened. He
answered to no one.


Logical thought.


Faraway and muted.


Animal feeling: a
massive, surging desire to be free.


Because what
Goring said provided an end point to the misery, to the torture, to the tiny
space that was going to drive him mad and break him. That end point dangled out
there, and the price to pay for it did not seem so much.


All he had to do
was ask.


Just ask.


“Just ask me,”
Goring said, as though perceiving Roy’s struggle. “Just say, ‘Please let me
out.’”


No, no, no. It’s a game.


It was a game, and
this was the opening move. This wasn’t the checkmate. This was the first
movement of a pawn. This was the setup. But it would lead to a checkmate, sure
as shit. Roy had gone down this road before. He knew it.


But Goring knew
something too.


He knew that, even
though Roy was familiar with the strategy, one could only deny their animal
nature for so long. Panic was a powerful force. Fear compelled people beyond
their rational brains. A man can know logically that he will not actually drown
while being waterboarded. But that doesn’t mean he won’t break under that
sensation.


What a man
logically knows had nothing to do with it.


That’s what Goring
knew.


“Just say ‘please
let me out’,” Goring pressed. “And we’ll get you out of that hole. Let you
stretch your legs. Sit at a table. Or lie on the ground, if that’s what you
want. You can have it. You just have to ask.” Goring sighed. “Don’t be such a
stubborn fuck,” he hissed. “I’m trying to help you!”


He’s not!


It’s only my body!


Roy screamed in
his mind.


And then he
screamed from his mouth.


Screamed, long,
painful, powerful, and it cramped his abdominal muscles again, but that didn’t
stop the shrieking. He thrashed in the space, the panic to be out of it now
growing far beyond anything that he could control, and he wanted to simply
break out of it, even though he knew it was impossible to break those
poured-concrete walls, but he thrashed so hard against them anyways.


And above him,
Goring just stared and gave no reaction at all to this.


“PLEASE!” Roy
yelled.


And that was it.


It was out of his
mouth.


It could not be
taken back.


The effect was
instantaneous. Goring may have already had the cage unlocked and unlatched,
because the second the word came out of Roy’s mouth, the cage opened and two
soldiers reached in, hooked their fingers under Roy’s armpits, and dragged him
out.


He felt himself
leaving the hole.


And goddamn his
brain, he looked at those soldiers, and he looked at that agent, and for a
moment in his gargantuan slurry of relief, they were angels, sent to rescue
him.


LIES!


GAMES!


But he wept, like
he’d found his way home.


They laid him on
the ground. His body locked into a half-fetal position by the twisting, seizing
muscles. Like rigor mortis had already set in.


He rolled onto his
back. Then onto his side again.


He wallowed in the
revelry of this simple movement.


And he wept.


He extended his
legs. And the muscles cramped at this, too, but it was better, because at least
they were extended. At least he could move his legs to alleviate the pain.


Gradually, his
body started to loosen.


The rigor mortis
was leaving him.


Joints wailed.


Muscles turned to
slag.


“That’s it,”
Goring said as he stood there, watching Roy stretch in slow agony. “Try to
relax.”


“Please,” Roy
whispered, almost too quiet to be heard. “Please.” And in his stomach, a great
dark dread grew, and just at that moment it overtook the animal relief, because
the pain was starting to quiet down to a level that he could perceive past, and
what came next was a dark black hole that he knew to fear. “Please.”


Goring patted his
shoulder. “Alright.” Goring straightened and wiped his hand off on his pants.
“Put him back in.”


“NO!”


Roy wasn’t even a
human any more.


He had no dignity
left.


He begged. He
screeched. He tried to fight them.


But he didn’t have
the strength. His body would not cooperate.


The two angels
turned to demons again. And they shoved him back in that hole, and they stuffed
him down again so his knees scraped against the rough concrete and his
shoulders were compressed, and his groin muscle cramped, and then his
hamstring, and he begged and begged and begged, but no one would listen to him.


The cage crashed
down over his head.


It was locked and
latched.


Roy stared up at
it, weeping openly.


He kept saying
“Please,” but that wasn’t good enough now.


Goring stood over
him, staring down, smiling and shaking his head. “They’re always easier the
second time around,” he said, self-satisfied. Then he bent down. “If you don’t
want to die in that stinking hole, smeared with your own piss and shit, you
tell me how they killed my New Breeds in that ambush. You tell me what sort of
weapon they used. And maybe I’ll let you out.”


He stood up and he
walked away.


Roy was left in
the hole in the ground, screaming after him.


He promised to
talk. He promised to tell.


When you begged, you broke.


But none of that
was good enough.


And Roy knew that
now they would leave him for a very long time.


He would be in the
hole much longer than he already had.


“I can’t do this!”


And once that
thought had been given a voice, once it had been acknowledged, there was no
going back.

















 

Chapter 17



 

“Someone’s
coming.”


Walter came upright.


Those were the
magic words to break into the haziest blanket of exhaustion that he could
remember being under in a very long time.


Had he been
sleeping?


He was on the
couch, in the living room of the safe house. The couch, with its predominantly
green fabric, covered in impressionistic images of guys on horseback and dogs
running alongside. Some sort of old-timey fox hunt or something.


It took him a
moment of confusion to place the environs. His brain was still so whacked out
on fatigue. He stared with suspicious eyes at the old man standing in front of
him.


Old man.


Pete.


Pete-The-Old-Man.


Right.


“Who’s coming?” he
slurred, leaning forward, his fuzzy head feeling faint for a moment. He blinked
rapidly. Rubbed his face. “Where is everybody?” he suddenly blurted, and for no
reason at all, his heart started up again. “Do we need to go? Fuck...”


“Easy,” Pete said,
holding up a grizzled old paw.


Walter stared at
it.


Okay. Easy.


“I think it’s your
friends,” Pete said. “But we need to make sure.” He nodded towards the front of
the house. “They just turned onto the drive. You need to call them.”


“Call them.”


“Yes,” Pete
replied, already turning away. Turning towards the dining room.


The table.


The sniper rifle
sitting on top of it.


“Call them,” Pete
repeated as he pulled a chair out for himself and sat down behind the rifle
with practiced deliberateness. He flipped up the scope covers. Then looked at
Walter over the buttstock. “Anytime soon would be good.”


Walter tried to
focus through his swimming head. “I don’t have comms with them. The other guy…”
he realized that this was his problem, regardless of whether he had
communication with the newcomers. He stood up with a swear. “Gibbs! Gibbs, we
need you!”


 Gibbs ripped his way out of the spare bedroom
with his battlerifle in his hand. “What? What’s wrong?”


At the dining room
table, Pete-The-Old-Man settled into his scope.


Walter gestured
towards him. “You gotta call Koz before this maniac shoots them.”


“Shit.” Gibbs
flipped up his PD and stabbed a few selections out of the air. “Pete, hold your
fire.”


“Tell them to
stop,” Pete droned, closing his left eye and sighting through his right.


Someone on the
other end of the line answered.


“Stop the car.”
Gibbs ordered. “Stop where you are.”


Walter stood there
in the living room, buzzing. He knew that Pete was concerned about safety, but
Jesus…


“They’re stopped,”
Pete said. Then he frowned. “I’m counting four people in that car. Why is there
four? No one said anything about four people.”


“Alright,” Gibbs
responded, placating. “Let me ask. I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation.”


“I can see your
two New Breeds,” Pete went on, like he hadn’t even heard Gibbs. “But then
there’s two normies in there too. Who are the normies?”


“Koz, who are the
two people you got in the car with you?”


A pause as Gibbs
listened.


“He says one is
the doctor, and the other is…the boyfriend of the doctor.” Gibbs frowned at the
monitor.


Pete didn’t look
over. He sucked his teeth. “The boyfriend,” he mumbled. “The fuck’s he doing
here is what I want to know.”


Gibbs relayed the
question.


By now, the rest
of the New Breeds had exited out of the spare bedroom where they’d set up their
little command hub, and stood around, watching this all go down with a sort of
ready tension, as though they wished something exciting would happen.


Getty also
appeared, from the kitchen, eating a sandwich. “What’s going on?” he asked
around a mouthful.


Walter nodded
towards Gibbs by way of explanation.


“They say the
boyfriend had to come with them,” Gibbs said to Pete. “It was a liability to
leave him behind.”


Pete, still not
taking his eyes from the scope: “So they’re worried about him tattling?”


Gibbs bobbled his
head. “I guess.”


“So he’s a fuckin’
rat.”


“Apparently.”


“And they brought
him here.”


Gibbs didn’t
respond.


Pete chuffed.
“Nah. No rats in this house.”


“Pete, we need
that doctor,” Gibbs said. “And what do you want them to do with the boyfriend?
Kick him out right here on your property?”


“Shoot him,” Pete
said, as though it was an elementary math problem.


Gibbs, with surprising
apathy, simply turned to the monitor and said, “Koz. Shoot the boyfriend.”


There was a whole
second where everyone in the room just stood there, bracing themselves, maybe
for a gunshot, or maybe for Gibbs to simply nod to Pete and tell him it had
been done, or perhaps Pete would see it for himself through his scope and
simply tell them they were clear to come on…


And then Walter
heard screaming.


Distant screaming.


Gibbs winced and
touched the tiny implant on his ear that projected that noise right into his
ear canal.


It was the people
in the car.


Then the screaming
died down.


At the table, Pete
grumbled at whatever he saw.


“Alright,” Gibbs
said finally. “The doctor says she won’t help if they shoot her boyfriend.”


“Well,” Pete
drawled. “I guess we got a bit of a problem then.”


Walter turned to
the old man at the table. “Pete, we need that doctor.”


“I need a house
with no rats in it.”


Walter shook his
head. “That ship has sailed. You’re gonna have to make a compromise.”


“I don’t have to
compromise shit.”


“What are you
gonna do? Fire on them?” Walter asked. “The second you try to fire on their
friends, those four New Breeds are gonna rip you to shreds, old man.”


For the first
time, Pete pulled his gaze away from the rifle scope and calmly assessed the four
New Breeds gathered in the living room, only fifteen or twenty feet from him.


Gibbs wasn’t the
only one with a battle rifle in his hands.


And they were all
nodding slowly, assenting to what Walter had said.


“Besides,” Walter
pressed. “It makes the most sense to pull him in—the boyfriend, I mean. We
can’t let him go, that’s for sure. So the best bet is to keep him close. Hell,
once they get in here you can tie him up and leave him in a closet for all we
give a shit. We just need the doctor to treat Bobbi. But you’re gonna have to
compromise. Because you can’t shoot at the vehicle, and you can’t let it go
either.”


At the entrance to
the kitchen, only about a foot or two away from the path of Pete’s muzzle,
Getty laid his sandwich down on the paper plate he carried and he very
purposefully sauntered in front of the muzzle, and then around it, and laid the
paper plate down on the dining room table.


Pete looked up at
Getty. They held each other’s gazes.


Getty sucked a bit
of something out of his teeth and nodded. “Listen to him.”


Pete grunted, but
didn’t release his grip on the rifle yet.


“This isn’t us
versus you,” Walter said. “Everyone is unhappy right now. And that’s the best
compromise, right? When everybody is unhappy?”


Pete smacked his
lips a few times, his hound-dog eyes going between Walter and then Getty, and
occasionally over to Gibbs. “Awright then. Suppose there’s some logic to what
you say. I’ll let them in on the condition that the boyfriend is blindfolded
and bound and kept in a secure location and monitored at all times while he’s
here. Secondarily, once the doctor is done curing your friend Bobbi, I want him
taken care of.”


“Taken care of?”
Walter questioned.


Pete looked at him
like he was a particularly dull student. “Ayuh. Fuckin’ taken care of.”


You got a win, Walter told himself as he took in a
breath. Just say “okay” and figure the
rest out later.


Walter nodded.
“Okay. Deal.”



 

***



 

The reunion of Koz
and Javon with their team was short and violent.


It was something
like watching a scrum of Grizzly bears fight, except they weren’t actually
trying to hurt each other. It was loud and rough, and there was a profusion of
questions from both sides, and Walter didn’t think anyone got an answer. There
was concern for Javon, but once he assured them he was fine, it turned to jibes
about his future robot arm.


This occurred in
the kitchen, at the door to the garage. The door still hung open, and Walter
felt the warm air from outside flowing in.


He stood on the
opposite end of the kitchen.


Between him was a
short, pretty woman, and a gangly, scared-looking man.


Walter exchanged a
glance with Getty, and Getty nodded.


Behind them both,
Pete stood, waiting for his requests to be met.


Getty stepped to
the gangly man.


Walter stepped to
the woman. She had a polymer case that was slung by a shoulder strap and looked
like it might just contain some helpful medical equipment.


“Ma’am,” Walter
said, just loud enough to be heard over the New Breeds in the background. “My
name is Walter. You must be the doctor.”


The woman blinked
a few times. Her lips curled. “I’m a veterinarian.”


Walter raised an
eyebrow. “Well, we’ll take what we can get. What’s your name?”


She considered
this for a moment. “Macy.”


Beside them, Getty
had skillfully guided the gangly man off to the side and was currently having
him put his hands behind his back.


“Why?” the gangly
man demanded, even as he obeyed.


“Because we need
to restrain you,” Getty replied. “For our safety.”


“Hey!” Macy said,
turning away from Walter. “What’s going on? You don’t need to restrain him.”


Getty tightened a
zip-tie around the man’s wrists.


Pete stepped
forward, planted his implacable hound-dog self between Macy and her boyfriend.
“Yes, he does.”


“Who the fuck are
you?” Macy demanded.


“I own this
place,” Pete replied. “And I say he gets restrained. And blindfolded. And
secured in a small room.”


The man looked
over his shoulder, his eyes wide. “What? What did you say?”


Getty had a dark
green pillow case, which he slid over the man’s head. “Don’t get squirrelly,
brother. Just go along with it, okay?”


Macy started to
bluster, her pale cheeks flushing.


“Macy,” Walter
tried, and gently took hold of her elbow.


She ripped her arm
away from him. “You can’t do this! Koz! Koz! You sonofabitch!”


Walter felt a grim
little line of anger shoot through him like a piece of shrapnel. He grabbed her
elbow again, this time hard enough that she couldn’t shake him off and he spun
her around to face him.


She reared back,
her teeth bared like an animal, and she balled her fists up and was about to make
a go of Walter’s face. He seized her by the wrists and held her there, hard
enough that she couldn’t get free of him.


The anger was
sudden and reason-free, and it expelled all propriety from Walter. Just for a
moment, he was willing to break her thin wrists if he needed to. Bobbi was in
the other room and needed help. That was more important than Macy’s mental
comfort.


“Stop,” he growled
at her. “Stop it.”


She stopped.
Looked up at him. Defiant, but with a note of fear.


“He’s not your
problem right now. Right now your problem is a woman named Bobbi. She needs
help. You’re going to help her. That’s not a request.”


Macy stared at
Walter, and Walter stared back at her.


The room had gone
quiet. 


Over her
shoulders, Walter saw that the New Breeds watched with interest.


Getty led the
gangly man out of the room amid a flurry of mumbled protests.


Walter thought
that she might play the “or what?” card, and he was already primed and loaded
and ready to tell her all about the “or what”.


But Macy didn’t
ask that question.


She relaxed her
body, and Walter relaxed his grip, but didn’t let go.


She loosened her
balled-up hands, showing the palms to Walter. “Alright. You can let go of me
now.”


Walter held onto
her for another second, and he wasn’t sure why. He felt shame creeping in on
him, like scalding water. It flushed his face and he didn’t want her to see it,
so he let go and turned away.


Jesus, help me, something is wrong with me.


Walter looked at
Pete. “Would you mind showing Macy to Bobbi’s room?”


Pete gave Walter a
scrutinizing look that Walter didn’t care for. Then he nodded and addressed
himself to Macy. “Follow me.”



 

***



 

In the living
room.


Walter sat on the
couch. The reunited team of New Breeds had gathered around him.


Pete was in the
kitchen, cooking dinner. A “giant mess of chili” according to the cook.


Getty was in the
bedroom with Bobbi while Macy ran a few diagnostics.


“Where’s Roy?” Koz
asked.


Walter shook his
head, probed at the puckered line in the top of his hand where he’d been hit by
shrapnel. It was still scabby where Doc Sheila had cauterized the flesh back
together. Didn’t hurt much though. “Your guess is as good as mine. I haven’t
seen hide nor hair of him since we left that compound in Durham two weeks ago.”


Koz looked
troubled. “I don’t like that.”


Walter agreed. “Me
neither.”


Koz gave a quick
rundown of the last two weeks: hiding out in Macy’s apartment, waiting for
Javon to heal up enough to move. And also waiting for a chance to use someone’s
PD to contact Gibbs. Luckily, the little gangly boyfriend had stumbled into
their lives that very morning, and provided a golden opportunity.


“What have you
been doing since the raid?” Koz asked.


“Fighting,” Walter
answered. “We’ve been in Durham, fighting. We hooked up with a group. Their
leader was one of the prisoners we freed during the raid.” Walter’s jaw muscles
bunched. He thought about telling them everything that happened with Mel, but
it was too much, and it didn’t seem necessary. “Our home base got hit this
morning by the CoAx,” Walter concluded.


Javon was absently
rubbing the stump of his missing arm, watching Walter. “Did you ever find your
Pops?”


Walter stared at
him.


He felt it again.
It rose up in him like it had on the back porch, smoking a cigarette with Getty.
Except for this time it wasn’t vomit that his body pushed out of him. This time
his throat began to ache dully, and he felt heat behind his eyes, and he found
himself blinking rapidly and not able to speak for a moment.


“Ayuh,” Walter
finally muttered.


Javon simply
nodded and raised a hand to prevent Walter from going on. “Nuff said.”


Walter nodded
back, grateful.


Gibbs cleared his
throat, drawing attention to him. He leaned forward, putting his elbows on his
knees. His battlerifle was propped against the arm of the couch to his right.
He nodded to Koz. “With you back in play here, I’d like to defer authority. If
you’re willing to take it.”


Koz rubbed his
big, red beard. “Yeah. I’m ready.”


Gibbs gave him a
slight bow of the head. Koz returned it.


An odd little
changing of the guard ceremony.


“Your boy here,”
Gibbs said, casting a thumb at Walter. “Basically made us sign over our first
born children to get access to this safehouse.”


Walter quirked an
eyebrow at the New Breed sitting next to him, but the uptick of Gibbs mouth
told him that Gibbs was merely jabbing at him. 


Walter raised
innocent hands. “I simply told them that if they wanted to come hang out in
this nice, safe place, they’d have to play by my rules.”


Koz gave him a
facial shrug. “Sure, sure. Sounds reasonable.” He looked around. “How’d you
come across this place anyhow?”


Walter looked at
him, gauging where Koz was coming from. But it seemed like he was just trying
to get his bearings. “My wife sent us here.”


“Your wife.”


“Ayuh.”


“The Eudy one?”


“That’s the one.”


“Shit.”


Gibbs tilted his
head. “What?”


Koz shifted,
leaning on the back of the chair, looking at Walt like he had said something
surprisingly dumb. “The Eudys are the ones that set us up, Walt.”


“I realize that.”


Koz’s dark red
eyebrows remained high in question.


Walter rubbed his
face, wearily. “It’s very complicated, Koz.”


“Oh, I’m sure it
is. Look…” his eyebrows descended, and he gave Walter a discerning frown. “I
don’t need every dirty detail, okay? I’m going to trust you to shoot straight
with me. So, shoot straight with me. Are we safe here?”


Walter couldn’t
help but snort. “Are we safe anywhere, Koz?” He shook his head and grunted to
himself. “The Eudys want me dead more than they want you dead. In fact, they
probably don’t want you dead at all. You’re a team of New Breeds. They need
you. Me? I’m just a fucking grower who lost his wife. I just complicate things
for them.” He sighed heavily. “What I’m saying is that I’m in a helluva lot
more trouble than you are. So if I figure a place is safe for myself, it’s probably
pretty safe for you.”


Koz considered
this at length, and eventually nodded his head. “I’ll accept that. Are we to
assume that means that your wife…what’s her name again?”


“Carolyn.”


“Are we to assume
that Carolyn is not going to give you up to the Eudys?”


Walter clasped his
hands together. “Yes. That is correct.”


“Alright then.”
Koz partially relaxed. “My next question to you is, what’s next?”


“Next? We wait.”


“For…?”


“For a call.”


“From…?”


Walter sighed.
“Carolyn.”


Koz evaluated
this, taking a moment to gaze up at the light fixtures. “So. She’s a bit deeper
in this than we thought.”


Walter didn’t
answer.


As it turned out,
they didn’t have long to wait.

















 

Chapter 18



 

Carolyn was a ball
of nerves as she waited for the line to connect.


And she wasn’t sure
why.


There was a sort
of excitement there. A sort of longing. She wanted to speak to Walter. She
wanted to hear his voice. But at the same time, she was somehow afraid, and not
sure what she was afraid of.


Perhaps she was
afraid that this call would be just like the short, hurried conversation on the
steps of the hideout, only minutes before it was attacked.


Maybe she was
afraid it was going to be all business.


Maybe she was
afraid that it had been too easy for them to be all business last time. Too easy
for them to come together after weeks of not knowing whether the other was even
alive, and then separate moments later, going about the business of surviving.
Their connection just a dull ache in the back of her brain that was too easy to
ignore.


You love him, she told herself.


She decided.


War can’t change that.


The light buzzing
of the wait-to-connect tone ceased, and she heard the line open up. She heard
some background voices, but they stopped almost immediately.


And then Walter’s
voice. Slow. Cautious.


“Hello?”


Carolyn closed her
eyes. “It’s me,” she said.


She opened her
eyes. She was in the passenger seat of a car. The car was parked in the
mid-level of a parking garage. She could see out across the city from there. 


It was dark. Night
had fallen, but the stars weren’t out. The stars couldn’t get out from behind
the smoke screen of war-torn Durham. There was only the haze of pinkish light
from the street lamps, but they were on the other side of town. Here in the Red
Zone, the CoAx had cut power.


She glanced to her
left.


Brad Hughes sat in
the driver’s seat. He met her gaze, then quickly looked away, like he felt he
was intruding on a private conversation.


“Hey,” Walter
said. There was a softness there. The caution gone, or at least soothed.


“Are you alone?”
Carolyn asked, touching her left eyebrow with one finger.


A pause. “No, not
exactly.”


“Can you talk?”


“Yes,” Walter
said. “The people I’m with can be trusted.”


“Good.” She
breathed and was surprised to find that it shook. “Are you safe?”


“Yes. We’re at the
place you sent us to. What about you? Are you okay?”


It was the first
sign of tenderness from her husband since she’d found out that he was still
alive. And even something so slight as that both struck her hard and elevated
her, all at once. She closed her eyes again and pinched the bridge of her nose.


“Yes.” Her voice
thickened. “I’m okay. We got out of there in time. Did your friends make it?”


“Yes, they’re with
us. The woman was injured in a blast, but we have someone working with her. And
there are a few others with us too.”


She sensed that he
was hesitant to tell her who they were.


She decided not to
press it.


“Ca—Honey,” he
corrected himself. “What do we do next?”


“I’m trying to
figure that out,” Carolyn admitted.


“Is there anything
I can do to help?”


“Probably not.”
Carolyn laughed bitterly. “This city is fucked. We’re in up to our necks, and
the CoAx isn’t gonna let us walk away. They’re bleeding us dry.”


“Why the hell are
we even in that city to begin with?” Walter demanded, taking his cue from
Carolyn to use vague speech. “What’s the fucking point?”


Carolyn stared at
her feet for a moment. Then looked up at the cityscape, unsure of where she
stood on this. And finally, she looked to her left, to Brad.


She didn’t have
the call on speaker. It was on private—for her ears only. But, they’d already
talked about this, before they even drove out to the parking garage for a
private conference and a call to Walter.


He seemed to know
what she was struggling with, and he gave her a nod of encouragement.


“I’m going to tell
you some things that you’re not supposed to know.”


A pause.


“Okay.” 


“You need to
promise me that this information doesn’t get out. And make sure that this call
is on private, okay?”


There was some
shuffling on the line.


The sound of the
background noise changed.


“Okay. You’re on
private.”


She worked her
jaw. Focused.


She wanted to tell
him about Durham being a feint. She wanted to tell him that CoAx County was the
real target, but none of that could be said over a line like this. It was a
secure line, but secure was a relative term. And with enough effort, secure
could be made to be unsecure.


It was best not to
talk about things like that now.


Things that could
make or break the resistance.


“Listen,” she
said, deciding that half-truths and things that the CoAx already knew about
could not hurt. “The CoAx is trying to push a troop surge. It’s in the works,
it’s just receiving a lot of disdain from the international community. Right
now, we’re at a tipping point here in Durham. If we can succeed, we can
energize enough grassroots support to make the international community very
uncomfortable with supporting a Sino-Russian troop surge.”


“Okay,” Walter
said. “What do we need to do?”


“There’s a
target,” Carolyn said, choosing her words like the interpreter for a
particularly dicey diplomatic situation. “There’s a target we want that we
think will give us the break that we need. Unfortunately, I’m having a hard
time finding…volunteers.”


White lies.


A pause on the
other end of the line.


“So you need me
and my people,” Walter said. And he said it almost with an eagerness. With the
spark of conspirators. And she loved it. She relaxed into it.


“Yes. Well,” she
huffed. “I need some help. But not
just bodies, Walter. I need real soldiers. I need good quality fighters.”


On the other end
of the line, Walter took an audible breath and let it out. “I may be able to
help. I have some folks here with us. Some good quality folks.”


Carolyn frowned in
the dark. “What kind of quality?”


Another slight
pause. “Do you remember the Rocky River Bridge?”


She sat blankly
for a moment. Her finger began rubbing her eyebrow again. “Um…yes. Yes, I
remember.”


“You remember
going down there when we were kids?”


“Yes.”


“And you remember
when we threw rocks?”


Carolyn swallowed,
felt a thread of something that felt so like hope that she didn’t want to admit
it was there. “We threw the rocks at those three big columns. The big cement
pylons that held the bridge up.”


“Ayuh,” Walter
said. “You remember what we imagined that they were?”


Carolyn realized
that a half-smile had formed on her face.


Her heart pumped
hard.


“We need to meet,”
Carolyn said.


“Come to this
place.”


“I’ll be there in
the morning.”


And with a
suddenness that she later regretted, Carolyn disconnected the line, and sat there
in the car, buzzing from head to foot. Nearly twitching with possibilities.


Brad noticed and
leaned towards her. “What? What’d he say?”


Carolyn looked at
the ex-agent sitting beside her. “I think they have New Breeds.”



 

***



 

Koz had started on
his third bowl of chili by the time Walter hung up.


Pete-The-Old-Man was
very right to make a “mess of chili.” Anything less would have been inadequate.


Koz stood at the
edge of the kitchen counter with his bowl in his hand, and blew the steam away
as he watched Walter staring off into space for a few moments.


“Well?” Koz said
between breaths. “How did it go?”


Walter looked up
at Koz, and then shifted his gaze to the rest of the New Breeds, who were
scattered about the kitchen and dining room, all of them splitting their
attention between the first adequate meal they’d had in a while, and the man
who could tell them what was next.


“She has something
for us,” Walter said. “She’s coming here in the morning. To meet in person.”


“What sort of
thing does she have?”


Walter shook his
head. “She didn’t want to say over the line. She said it was a target, but she
couldn’t get access to a group of fighters that could hit it.” Walter twirled
his finger in the air. “I’m extrapolating here, based on what she said.”


“What was all that
‘under the bridge’ talk?” Koz said with a quirk of his eyebrow.


Walter looked up
at him like his thoughts were far and away. He blinked a few times, and then
looked down at the carpet. “Just…an inside thing.”


Koz nodded. Didn’t
push it anymore. “But she knows that we’re here?”


Walter stood up.
Looked about like he’d forgotten what he’d stood up for. “Ayuh. I think so.”


The door to
Bobbi’s bedroom opened and Macy came out, followed by Getty, who closed the
door behind her.


Macy and Getty
walked up to Walter, and the three of them spoke in confidential tones.


“How’s it
looking?” Walter asked.


Macy nodded.
“She’ll be okay in a bit. I don’t think the TBI was bad enough to warrant any
sort of surgical correction. Which is good, because I don’t have the resources
for that. I put her on some intravenous drugs that’ll stabilize and start
correcting any damaged cells. And also to level her mood out. It’s not unusual
that someone be a little edgy after a TBI.”


Walter smoothed
his goatee. He nodded. “Okay. How long until she’s back to normal?”


Macy shrugged. Koz
noted that she looked very tired. “I don’t know. Normal is a relative term. She
might experience migraines for months, even years. Occasional mood swings. Or
maybe none of that. Maybe she’ll be fine tomorrow. There’s no telling with the
brain.”


Walter pursed his
lips, considering this. Then he finally bowed his head to Macy. “Thank you. For
everything. For helping Koz and Javon. And for helping Bobbi.”


Macy eyed him.
“Yeah. Sure. Who’s in charge here? Is it you?” She looked over at Koz. “Or
him?”


Walter rubbed his
chin. “Depends on what you need.”


Macy put her hands
on her hips. “I need to get James and get the hell out of here.”


Koz put his bowl
of chili down and did a quick scan of the room. He didn’t see Pete anywhere.
Perhaps the old fucker had retired for the evening. One could only hope.


“Walt,” Koz said.
“Lemme talk to you outside.”


Macy made as
though to follow them to the back door.


Koz turned towards
her and held up a large paw. “Give us a sec, will you?”


Macy glared. “Let
the men talk?”


Koz rolled his
eyes. “Don’t bust my balls here, Macy. I’m trying to help.”


On the back patio,
Koz closed the door behind him. It was full dark. The stars were overhead. The
light from the dining room and living room turned the windows a bright yellow
and lit the patio in a stark contrast of angled light. A few low-power solar
lights stood like bioluminescent mushrooms at the perimeter of the cement.


“Where’s Pete?”
Walter asked, his voice low.


Koz shrugged.
“Haven’t seen him since he made the chili.”


Walter looked
inside the house from the back windows. His face was heavily lined with
shadows. He looked sunken. The scarred half of his face was mottled by the
darkness.


“I’m not gonna
kill him,” Walter said.


Koz sniffed. “I
can.”


Walter actually
smiled. Let out a little laugh. “Ayuh, I figured you could. But that’s not what
I meant.” He looked Koz in the eye and his face grew serious again. “I mean
that we are not going to kill him.”


“Breaking your
word to Pete.”


“Killing him is
breaking my word to Macy.”


Koz made a
noncommittal noise. “You didn’t really promise
Macy…”


“We’re not gonna
kill him.”


“Well. Pete’ll be
pissed.”


“Fine. Then he
gets pissed. But executing that sad fuck is…” Walter shook his head and his
lips tightened. “It’s too much.”


Koz stared down at
the man in front of him, and he knew what Walter felt. He remembered feeling
the same way, back in the day when he felt things like that. Not to say that a
New Breed was devoid of emotion—because they weren’t.


But…


The manipulation
of one’s genetic code in order to become a super soldier caused changes in more
than just the body. Koz remembered his life before the modifications, his life
as a normal human being, and he remembered feeling things that he recalled now with
a sort of distant eye. The way you remember things hazily from when you were a
very young child. 


Or perhaps from
when you were very drunk.


But that old, lost
version of himself identified with Walter in that moment.


He knew what
Walter was feeling.


Walter was feeling
stretched.


Walter was feeling
the hugeness of the task at hand, and how there never seemed to be enough of
himself to cover it. And if he kept stretching himself, then he was going to
tear. He was going to break.


Walter feared a
break.


And a break
wouldn’t do anybody any good right now.


So if Walter
needed to let the slimy little shit bag live in order to stave off that break,
then Koz wouldn’t tell him ‘no.’ Koz’s own modified brain chemistry had already
taken James out of the NEUTRAL category where the vast majority of people
stayed (it was a place where Koz really didn’t care what became of you), and
had him firmly in the ENEMY category (a place where Koz actively thought of
ways to eliminate your existence).


But Walter here
had somehow made it into Koz’s FRIEND category. And that meant that Koz was
mostly willing to do anything for him. Even if it meant letting James live.


Koz smiled beneath
his beard as he realized this.


“What are you
smiling about?” Walter asked.


Koz put a big hand
on Walter’s shoulder and squeezed it. “Well. Shit. I guess I consider you a
friend. So fine. If you want the sack of shit to live, then we can make that
happen.”


Walter was
confused, but shared the smile with Koz for a few moments.


“What about Pete?”
Koz asked.


Walter nodded. “You
let me worry about Pete. You get Macy and her boyfriend out of here. Alive.”



 

***



 

James wasn’t sure
how he did it, but he had somehow fallen asleep.


Well, more of a
doze, really.


He’d spent about
ten minutes wriggling around in his restraints before figuring that they were
impossible to defeat, and then he’d simply lay still. The panic had come on
again, and he felt like he was crammed into a small box and the walls were
closing in.


He was actually
crammed into a closet. But the walls were staying right where they were. It
just felt like the space was getting smaller because he kept thinking that
there was no way out, and he kept thinking that that bastard with the red beard
had used his PD to contact some illicit number, and he kept thinking that the
Fed was tracking him down, and if only he could tell them that it was all a
misunderstanding, could explain to them that he’d been held hostage by ruthless
revolutionaries, then everything would be okay.


But he couldn’t
tell the Fed that it was all a mistake.


Because he was
sitting in the bottom of a closet.


The fear became
too much for him after a while, and he began to hyperventilate. He wanted to
scream, but he didn’t really have the testicular fortitude to call any further
attention to himself. While he hated being stuffed into the closet, he also
felt that he was at least being left alone and not subjected to any more abuse.


After his
hyperventilation, he wept a bit, which made the inside of the pillow case over
his head wet and snotty.


After that, he’d
tired himself out, and he fell asleep.


He awoke to the
sound of soft footsteps approaching the closet.


He twitched
violently in the space, and his heart went from a resting rate to going
absolutely haywire in his chest. By the time the feet reached the closet and
the door creaked open, he was already hyperventilating again, but he had to do
his hyperventilation through his nose (he was gagged), which caused big snot
rockets to spew all over his face.


They’re going to kill me, James thought. I knew they were going to kill me! I should
have fought back or…or…


Well, he knew he
would never have fought back, and he tried to come up with an alternative, but
none presented itself.


He heard a loud
snort.


A rueful chuckle.


Oh, no. It’s him!


Abruptly, the
pillow case was ripped off of James’s head. It took a chunk of his hair with
it, but he was too terrified to really register the sting. He stared up at the
man with the big red beard. Koz? Was it Koz? He thought that it was Koz…


The man held one
monstrous finger in front of his mouth and whispered, “Ssh.”


James lay on the
floor of the closet, wide-eyed and unmoving, except for his chest which rose
and fell rapidly.


Koz looked over
the man’s snotty face and grimaced with undisguised disgust. “You know…?” Koz
trailed off, shaking his head. “How in the fuck? That’s what I want to know.”
He bent over James and reached around to the back, roughly spinning his body
like it weighed nothing at all, so that James’s bound hands were presented.


“Because he’s a nice
guy,” said a voice from behind Koz. Sharp and irritated.


Macy. Macy was
there to defend him.


Koz made a
raspberry noise. “He’s not a nice guy. If he was such a nice guy, why’d he
throw you under the bus?”


“When did he throw
me under the bus?”


The hands that
were working at James’s restraints froze.


Koz’s voice was
incredulous. “When did he…? In the car? Do you not remember…?” he growled in
frustration. “You know what? Nevermind.”


“Sounds good,”
Macy shot back.


The restraints
came off.


James wilted.


He was rolled
limply, returning him to his back to stare up at Koz.


Except, this time
Koz had his hand under the man’s head. Gently. Like you would lift or lay down
a baby. And he did lift James, lifted his head and torso up off the ground
until it was inches in front of his face, and James stared into those icy,
Nordic eyes.


“You’re getting
the chance of a life time,” Koz whispered. “Don’t fuck it up.”


James groaned
behind the gag.


Koz briefly rolled
his eyes, but then pulled the gag out of James’s mouth.


“No, don’t start
talking,” Koz said, cutting James off. “You just keep your mouth shut before we
all change our minds.”


James kept his
mouth shut.


He felt the New
Breed’s iron fingers tighten on the back of his neck.


Those fingers
could break his neck, he thought. Maybe pop his head right off.


He was paralyzed.
Like a shark on its back.


“You and Macy are
getting out of here,” Koz said, whispering again. “You’re going to leave
quietly, and you’re not going to say a fucking word until you’re off this
property. And I want you to listen very carefully to this next part, okay?
Because it’s very important.”


James nodded,
ready to receive.


“If you tell the
Fed, or any other government entity, or fucking anybody about anything
that happened to you since the moment we met…” Koz’s fearsome joy suddenly
flat-lined. His eyes looked dead and serious. “I’ll hunt you down and
disembowel you.”


James was
motionless.


Then finally, he
nodded once.


“Alright then,”
Koz said, and with a heave, bodily lifted James upright and onto his feet. “I’m
glad we have an understanding. Let’s get you two the fuck out of here.”



 

***



 

Walter and Koz
were standing in the kitchen when Pete erupted from his bedroom.


It was two in the
morning. The rest of the house was asleep.


The car carrying
Macy and James had just departed.


Walter stepped
into Pete’s path and held up a hand. “Slow your roll.”


Pete looked at him
with baggy, squinted eyes. “What are you doing?” he growled like an ornery cur.


“We let Macy and James
leave,” Walter replied.


Pete showed his
teeth. “You stupid sonofabitch.”


“There was no need
to kill—”


“There was every need to kill him.” Pete leaned
forward, putting his face close to Walter’s so that Walter smelled the bitter
scent of his sleep-breath. “You know how long I been doin’ this, Sonny?”


Walter didn’t
respond. Just stared at the old man and wondered, why had the prospect of
killing James been so repugnant to him? And yet right here in this moment, he
thought of how easy it would be to hurt Pete, if he needed to.


It made him feel
off kilter. Disconnected.


He wasn’t himself.
He was someone that he didn’t know.


“I been doin’ this
a long fucking time!” Pete answered his own question. “And when I say that we
don’t have rats in this fucking house, there’s a fucking reason for it! You don’t survive as many years as I’ve survived by
making stupid fucking choices like that.” Pete grabbed his own face like he
might pull it off and expose the skull. When he released himself, he pointed a
blunt finger at Walter’s nose. “You call them right now. You get them back
here. I don’t care what you gotta say to get them back here, but you—”


“I’m not calling
them back.”


“You’re gonna do
what I fucking tell you to do.”


“I’m not doing
that.”


“Those were the
house rules,” Pete seethed.


“Fuck your rules,
Pete,” Walter said. “I’ve got my own set of rules.” He took the opportunity to
lean in this time, and he felt the fire—that black, cold fire—consuming him.
“You better think hard about who you’re fucking talking to. You may not know
me, but it might serve you well to think about how I came to be in this house
of yours, and how far you should really push me. Do you understand what I’m
saying to you?”


Pete didn’t shy
away. “You’re fucking nobody.”


Walter’s lips
quirked in a smile. “Oh, Pete. It doesn’t matter who you are. It only matters
what you’re capable of. You think in twenty years anyone will care about who we
were? No. They’ll only remember the body counts.”


Walter watched the
man’s face, and he didn’t like what he saw.


What he saw wasn’t
immediate conflict. But it was a wileyness. An accepting of the stronger man,
while simultaneously knowing that age and treachery will always overcome youth
and strength.


Pete nodded.
“Yeah. Sure, Walt. But you mark my fucking words: this is gonna come back to
bite you in the ass.”

















 

Chapter 19



 

Special Agent
Brandon Goring was an early riser.


He’d always been
more of a morning person than a night owl. But, that said, he did his fair
share of staying awake at all hours. He was one of those people that could
easily subsist on four hours of sleep a day. It just never seemed to catch up
to him. His brain defied neuroscience.


His sleep was
actually a point of pride.


While others
struggled through a fitful eight hours, Brandon Goring was in a deep sleep and
sinking into REM just moments after his head hit the pillow. He never awoke at
night. Never suffered from anxiety or nightmares. Always felt refreshed when
his alarm on his PD went off. He never hit the snooze button.


Sometimes
people—suspects, terrorists, and even an occasional fellow agent—would ask him
how he slept at night.


He enjoyed telling
them that he slept like a baby.


He woke up this
particular morning as he did all other mornings.


The light,
rain-and-chimes tone of his alarm went off at 0400 hours, and Goring’s eyes came
open, wakeful and aware, like he’d only been pretending to sleep the entire
time.


The lights in his room
came up over the course of thirty seconds, and by the time they were at full
bright, he swung his legs spryly out of bed and stretched without a single
yawn.


He didn’t drink
coffee.


He didn’t take
stim pills.


His life was
invigorating enough.


The first thing he
did when he was on his feet was check the hours on his chrono. Not the time,
but the clock that was ticking away since he’d first put Roy Baucom back into
his hole where he belonged.


The chrono read
that it had been twenty hours and nineteen minutes.


Just about
perfect.


Almost like a
timer on a slow roast.


Right about now,
Roy was mentally sinking.


You ever see an
animal stuck in quick sand? Or a tar pit? Or even one that’s being dragged down
by crocodiles in some muddy confluence of the Nile?


At first they kick
and scream and fight.


But, they
eventually give up. They give in. They accept their fate.


That was actually
a problem for Goring. It was the panic that made them easy to break, and so it
didn’t do Goring any favors when his subjects began to accept the misery he put
them in.


You see, you have
to have rises and falls. Peaks and valleys. It’s part of the experience.


You can’t feel the
low parts if you’re not falling from heights, right?


Right about now,
Roy’s body had probably screamed itself out, and his mind was going into its
shell like a threatened turtle, and that was a hard place for Goring to get to.
The trick was to get them before they fully retreated inside. Draw them out
with something good.


 Right about now, Roy’s muscles had probably
locked him into a semi-fetal position. He had probably shit himself. Had
probably pissed himself. He probably stank to high heaven.


Goring stepped in front
of the mirror in his room.


He was nude. He
always slept in the nude.


His body was
chiseled, lean muscle. Visible striations. Very little body fat. He was a good
looking man, and he had a good-sized dick, which he admired in the mirror. This
was a normal morning routine. It was good to see that he looked good.


He reached to the
ceiling. Clenched his fists together. Sank them back down, so that he was in a
classic power pose, displaying his lats and biceps.


“You’re in
control,” he told himself.


He spread his
limbs, like DaVinci’s Vitruvian Man.


“You’re in
control.”


He relaxed.


Flipped his dick a
few times to fluff it up.


Gave himself a
confident nod.


“You’re in
control.”


Life was good.


Everything was
good.


He flipped his PD
open and tapped a frequent contact.


“Morning,” the
voice said, still thick with interrupted sleep.


“Barnes,” Goring
said, his voice powerful and clean. “Get Roy out of the hole and hose him down.
At least get the shit off him. Then put him back in until I get there.”


There was a tired sigh.
The sound of someone’s hands being run over a face full of stubble. “Roger
that. I’ll get on it.”


“Thanks.”


Goring
disconnected.


Then he got down
on all fours.


Today was a yoga
day.



 

***



 

Goring walked into
the main block of cells around which black site Evergreen was built.


It was one big
room. Four cells on each side. Interview rooms in front and back. Brightly lit
by large overhead lights.


In the center of
the concrete floor was a hole.


Inside that hole
was Roy.


Goring walked over
to him. He put his hands on his hips. He wore khakis and a black polo shirt—casual
attire, for now. He wore his gun on his hip.


The cells of Evergreen
were empty. Roy Baucom was the one and only guest of honor. And he had Goring’s
full attention, which meant something, because Goring was the AIC for the entire
Southeast Region—the very region that was going up in smoke at that very
moment. 


So, obviously, he
was a busy man.


But…


He really thought
that Roy was the ticket.


His superiors were
dubious. They wanted Roy executed and done with. But Goring wasn’t so sure.
Goring felt strongly that these Baucom boys were trouble. They were instigators,
yes. And yes, they needed to be eliminated. But one Baucom boy could be used to
catch the other, and both Baucom boys would have valuable intelligence, if he
could weedle it out of them.


In particular,
Goring was very concerned about how a rag-tag group of renegades had managed to
take out a convoy guarded by New Breeds.


Of course, the
convoy had been meant to fail. That’s why he’d put the chip in the old man’s
head to begin with. The old man, and several others. So that when the renegades
came and freed their friends, he could track them back to their points of
origin.


But he hadn’t
expected the New Breeds to die.


They were only
supposed to take a few hits and pull back.


Regrettable.


And also, borderline
impossible.


Unless the
renegades had something to use against the New Breeds. And Goring was confident
that they must have.


He stood on the
grate over Roy’s head and looked down at him.


Roy was naked and
shivering. He was still wet from being hosed down. His teeth chattered. His
head hung down, staring at the floor between his cramped knees, which were red
and angry from scraping up against the walls of his hole.


On the other side
of the hole from Goring, his fellow case agent, Barnes, and two tan-uniformed
guards stood by.


Goring gave Barnes
a nod, and things moved like clockwork.


The two guards got
Roy out of his hole. He mumbled and whimpered, but that was it.


No one said
anything, except for the guards who occasionally issued a curt command to Roy.
They cuffed his hands in the front, and then wrapped him up in a big, warm
blanket. Then they pushed him into an interview room and allowed him to sit in
a chair. There was a heating unit there, spilling warmth all over him. Melting
him down.


Lastly, Barnes
brought in a tray of food and placed it in front of Roy.


Barnes exited. The
two guards exited.


Just Roy, sitting
in that interview room, warm and comfortable, with hot food in front of him.
Buttered green beans, meatloaf, and a roll. All steaming and fresh.


Goring waited
patiently outside of the interview room, watching Roy with his hand on the door
latch. The window in was a two-way mirror. He could see Roy, but Roy could not
see him.


Roy slouched there
in his blanket, staring slack-jawed and hollow-eyed at the food in front of
him. He knew what this was—he had to know. But that wouldn’t change anything.
Psychology was psychology, and physiology was physiology, and things happened
in people’s brains, and hormones squirted around, and there wasn’t really much
you could do to resist it.


Roy made a
decision and grabbed the roll like it might run away from him. He shoved the
whole thing into his mouth, and as he crammed it in, Goring snatched the door
open and strode in.


Roy froze like a
kid that’s been caught sneaking treats.


He stared at
Goring.


Goring closed the
door behind him and offered Roy a warm, inviting smile. “Please. Eat.”


Roy’s nostrils
flared. His eyes stayed locked onto Goring’s.


Goring ignored
him. Walked over to the other side of the table and sat down in the chair that
was provided for him. He scooted up. Put his elbows on the table. Leaned
forward. Still smiling congenially.


Roy had begun to
chew. Slowly. Like a beaten dog might take food from the hand of an abusive
master.


Goring smiled
wider.


His smile was
genuine.


At that moment, he
knew that the warm blanket and the heater, and the first taste of food was
causing Roy’s brain to dump dopamine into his system. Such wonderful relief,
after such agony. And what were his eyes looking at as those pleasure chemicals
sludged up his brain?


Why, Agent Goring,
of course.


Simple operant
conditioning.


When Goring was
gone, the world was hell.


And when he was
present, the world was heaven—comparatively, anyway.


Goring was god,
and his victims became his faithful, and they would all eventually fall to
their knees and pray for him not to forsake them. And when that happened—and it
always did—then they would do anything to please him.


Goring, as always,
was in control.


He let Roy eat for
a moment. Really let that dopamine fix take hold.


When he was about
halfway done, Goring folded his hands together.


“So. Roy. Have you
thought about what I told you earlier?”


Roy’s chewing
slowed. Stopped. He swallowed.


He nodded.


Goring’s smile
faltered.


Disappeared. 


He slammed the top
of the table with one hand. “Use your words!”


Roy jumped.
Swallowed again. “Yes,” he husked. “Yes, I thought about it.”


Goring returned to
his pleasant baseline.


“Good.”


Excellent,
actually.


It was little
things like this that made Goring so special at his job. He’d learned that one
as a young man, selling used cars for his father. A good salesman keeps his
mark talking. Conditions his mark into saying “yes,” so that when the ultimate
question comes—“Do we have a deal?” the mark is preconditioned to say “yes.”


Goring didn’t
really care if Roy said “yes,” but he was conditioning Roy to speak. If he got Roy to speak to him for
little things, then when it came to the big things, Roy’s mouth would be moving
before he thought about it.


Tricks of the
trade.


“I’m glad that you
thought about it,” Goring said. He nodded towards the nearly-finished meal.
“Please. Continue eating.”


Roy obeyed him.


Because it was
easy to obey.


“Were you hungry?”
he asked.


Roy almost nodded,
but then caught himself. “Yes.”


Goring’s smile
wavered. “Yes what?”


Roy blinked.
Worried. “Yes…I was hungry?”


Goring nodded, to
show Roy that he had answered correctly.


Specificity was
important too.


Roy looked away,
and a tiny frown just barely creased his brow. Perhaps remembering that this
was not the first time he had gone through this conditioning. Perhaps
remembering his long-ago experiences with Goring, which had been almost
identical.


And maybe Roy even
had the thought that he should resist.


But you just can’t
resist nature, can you?


That’s what was so
great about it all.


Goring was always
in control.


“What is your
favorite part of the meal?”


Roy seemed wary of
that question. “What do you mean?”


Goring remained
kind. “Exactly what I said. What is your favorite part? Do you prefer the green
beans? The meatloaf? The bread roll?”


There were some
conscious machinations rolling around in Roy’s head, and it was painfully
obvious to Goring. Most likely, Roy was wondering how the truth would be used
against him. But then, he must also think that there was a chance that the
truth would be rewarded.


“The meatloaf,”
Roy said.


“It is good, isn’t
it? I had it last night. I was surprised.”


Which was
bullshit, because Goring didn’t eat the slop they had here.


“Yes. It’s good.”


“Would you like to
eat it again sometime?”


Another pause to
think.


“Yes. I’d like
that.”


“You were trying
to free your old man from that convoy, weren’t you?”


Roy issued a
flurry of blinks, like he was trying to process whether to admit to this or
not. But the truth was already known. Goring knew it. Roy knew it. It was like
asking whether the sky was blue. No need to get himself sent back to the hole
over such a silly, obvious question.


“Yes,” Roy mumbled.
“I was trying to free my old man.”


Goring felt the
satisfaction of an anaconda constricting its prey. Every time Roy breathed out,
the coils around him grew tighter.


“But…you weren’t
there, were you?”


Roy’s jaw worked.
“No. I wasn’t there.”


“Why not?”


Goring knew why
not.


Roy knew that he
knew.


This was part of
the game.


“I was prevented,”
Roy said. Trying to say enough, without saying too much. “By the Eudys.”


“Oh, right.”
Goring leaned back. “That’s gotta make you feel like shit, right? I mean, they
get busted out of Sweetwater, and you manage to tag along with them. Manage to
get yourself a good position. Manage to be trusted by them. And then this. Then
they sell you back to me for four-point-five mil.”


Roy’s nostril’s
flared. He didn’t respond.


“Doesn’t it?” Goring
pressed.


“Doesn’t it what?”


“Make you feel
like shit?”


“Yes, I guess it
makes me feel like shit.”


“Four-point-five
mil isn’t even that much money,” Goring observed, like he was reviewing the
price of a particularly boring stock option. “They just wanted to get rid of
you. The money was just icing on the cake.”


Roy looked down at
his mostly-empty food tray.


“The raid,” Goring
said, leaning back. “Was your brother there?”


Ah, here was a
good one.


Another obvious
question—they both knew that Goring already knew the truth. But giving up his
brother would feel like a worse betrayal. But this was one of those questions
where Roy would have to really start weighing how much being shoved in the hole
was worth.


And he knew that
he was going back there, the second he stopped cooperating.


Goring didn’t need
to threaten that. It had simply metastasized into a reality.


Do you say a
purposeless lie, just to save yourself from shame, but then commit yourself to
torture?


Or do you say the
truth, which won’t really have any worse effect on anyone, and save yourself
from the hole?


Roy’s head rolled
back. His eyes looked up to the ceiling. “Yes.” 


“Yes, what?”


“Yes, my brother
was there.”


“Mm.” Goring
sniffed. “Walter Lawrence Baucom, correct?”


“Yes. That is
correct.”


Conditioning.


Priming the
suspect to give him truthful answers.


And now came the
good one. The important one.


“They used a
weapon,” Goring said. “Something that allowed them to kill my New Breeds.”


Roy was still
looking at the ceiling. But now he blinked again. And his lips were quivering.
Because he knew what came next.


“Roy,” Goring said.
“Tell me about that weapon.”


Roy closed his
eyes. Bowed his head. His breathing was unsteady.


He said nothing.
And the silence stretched. And then snapped.


“Well,” Goring
said, standing up. “I tried.” Then he turned towards the door and began walking
out. He raised his voice to the guards: “Put him back in the hole.”



 

***



 

Roy was back in
hell.


And it was worse
than before.


Always worse,
because they let him come out. They let him come out and stretch his legs and
be warm and be comfortable and eat food. And compared to that, the horror of
the hole was fresh and poignant, when before it had begun to dull in Roy’s
mind.


“It’s just your
body,” Roy whimpered to himself.


And silently, in
his mind, he began to build a mental alter, a shrine, a temple. And in this
sacred place was one quintessential truth that he held above all others, it was
his god, he would serve no other.


I will not give them up.


Not Walter. Not
Koz and his team. Not even the fucking Eudys.


Because they were
all resistance, and he was not going to harm the resistance.


He was not going
to give them up. No matter what.


No matter what.


I will not give them up.


And then,
unwilling, his weak flesh rebelled against his spirit and pointed out, but everyone breaks, eventually.


Roy began to weep.
Quietly.


No one can withstand torture forever, the weak voice
continued. Everyone breaks, eventually.
It’s not a matter of if. It’s a matter of when.


Roy prostrated himself
before his new sacred vow that trembled and cracked and threatened at any
moment to fall apart.


I will not give them up.


















 

Chapter 20



 

The buzzing of a
PD broke Carolyn out of her trance.


She blinked and
looked around, as though momentarily confused. She’d been lost in thought,
staring out at the gray dawn landscape around her, the city of Durham far
behind them, as the car slid along backroads.


Carmichael drove.
Brad Hughes was in the front passenger seat.


Carolyn sat in the
back, feeling awkward, like she was being chauffeured.


She patted her
jacket, felt the PD on the inside pocket, vibrating. It wasn’t the PD that she
had attached to her arm. It was a secure-line PD that only one person in the
world used to contact her. Secure, but they would still speak in vague terms
and coded speech out of an abundance of caution.


She pulled it from
its pocket and flipped the monitor to life.


“Sir,” she said,
by way of greeting.


“Madame,”
Honeycutt’s voice said back.


Carolyn rubbed her
eyes. “What can I do for you?”


“There’s a problem
at the place.” The place being the safe house. “I’m assuming you’re able to
speak?”


Carolyn felt her
stomach turn over a few times and a bit of bile nipped at the back of her
throat. She swallowed against it. “Ayuh. I can speak.”


“Your…Prince Charming…has
allowed a liability to occur. An untrusted individual was allowed to enter the
premises based on a promise to the keeper of the house that the individual
would be dealt with and not allowed to leave.”


“Dealt with?”


“Don’t be obtuse.”


She said nothing.


Honeycutt
continued with a grunt. “Then Mr. Charming allowed this individual to go.”


Carolyn sat there
for a minute, thinking, Oh, Jesus,
Walter… But then, she couldn’t muster up the conviction to be mad at him.
Because how would she have felt if he’d killed this “liability”? In fact, the
thought of Walter letting this individual leave unharmed filled her with a
certain relief, like she was coming home.


He hasn’t changed completely, she thought,
staring out at the blushing horizon. He’s
still Walter. He’s still my husband. And that’s a good thing, isn’t it?


“Your turn to
speak, Madame,” Honeycutt prompted.


Carolyn frowned at
the PD in her hand. “What do you want me to say?”


A sigh. “Say that
you’ll fix the problem.”


Carolyn’s lips
tightened down. “The only problem I see is that an overabundance of caution
caused an innocent person’s life to be needlessly in danger. If…Mr. Charming decided that this
individual did not need to die, then I trust his decision.”


Honeycutt
harrumphed. “Oh. You trust his decision.”


“Yes.” She was
very close to getting snappy. She reigned herself in.


“Everyone thinks
it’s an overabundance of caution until a mini bomb gets dropped on them. You
say you trust the gentleman’s decision making? So be it. But I trust my man on
the ground there, and he is quite put out by the whole thing. He is very concerned about the security of the
location. And frankly, if you can’t understand that, I’m concerned about the
rationality of your judgement right at this moment.” 


“I’m going to see
him.”


“You’re what?”


“I’m going to the
place,” she stated. “To see him.”


“That’s
inadvisable.”


“Don’t worry, sir,” Carolyn remarked with a twinge of
bitterness. “It’s just business. I’m not going on a romantic retreat. I have
your two escorts with me.” By which she meant Hughes and Carmichael. “We’re
going to proceed with the operation. I believe you’re already aware.”


“Yes,” Honeycutt
said. 


She could tell
there were questions piling up behind that one-word answer, but she also knew
that Honeycutt wouldn’t discuss the specifics over an open line, no matter how
secure.


“I’m in control
here,” Carolyn said, feeling that it needed to be verbalized. And then, firmer:
“I have everything under control.”


There was a long
pause of empty silence on the line.


“Do you?” Honeycutt
asked.


“Yes,” Carolyn
answered, closing her eyes and summoning her confidence. Blind, unswerving
confidence. The confidence of the person who speaks in faith, and not from
experience.


“Well then.”
Honeycutt was curt now. “Good luck, I suppose. And watch your back.”


“Ayuh,” Carolyn
said, opening her bleary and tired eyes and fishing in her pocket for her
bottle of stims. “I will.”



 

***



 

They arrived at
the safe house just as the sun began sending shafts of light sideways through
the trees, and they hung there like painted gold stripes in the dewy haze.


Carolyn was not
familiar with the man who ran this safe house. Honeycutt apparently was. She
did not appreciate being stopped and ordered to hold hands and fingers out the
window, all the while knowing that there was a high-caliber rifle pointed at
her.


But she dealt with
it.


These were the
times that they lived in.


Could she have
imagined any of this, when she was elbows-deep in greasy dishwashing water, or
stacked with plates and trays all the way up her arm as she delivered people’s
meals to them?


No, she would
never have imagined any of this.


And now she could
hardly imagine that old version of herself. It hadn’t been so long ago, had it?
It hadn’t been so long since her worries were such simplicities as whether or
not they could pay bills. It hadn’t been so long since her brain was only
occupied with how to get a day off that coincided with Walter’s.


And yet now…


Now it seemed very
far away.


There were still
bills to pay, but they were paid with human lives. And there was no days off in
a war. In war, there is only war. It is all-consuming and ever present. It
changes the very air that you breathe, and the light seems to come from a
different star. Everything is harsher, and the shadows are deeper, and nothing
is trustworthy.


It changes
everything.


Including the
people that it touches.


She walked into
the house, followed by Carmichael, and then Hughes.


An old man stood
at the entrance, which led into the kitchen. He did not seem pleased.


“You must be Pete,”
she said, looking past the old man to an enormous human being who stood at the
counter in military-tan skivvies and glanced over his shoulder at her as he
poured himself coffee.


“You must be that
man’s wife,” Pete said.


His voice was
biting, but it was quiet. Carolyn got the sense that the house was still mostly
asleep.


Carolyn was
mellow. The uptick of the stim that she’d taken kept her eyes open, but she
still didn’t have the energy to push back on this guy. So she simply nodded,
because there was little else to do. “Bear with me, Pete,” Carolyn said. “We’ll
all be out of your hair soon.”


“How do you plan
to fix the problem?”


Carolyn just
smiled. “I plan to be out of your hair soon.”


Pete’s thin lips
parted, then closed again.


The huge man with
the coffee—obviously a New Breed—stepped up behind Pete and laid a massive hand
on his shoulder. “How about you ease up, Pete? Like the lady said, we’ll be out
of here soon.”


Pete held
Carolyn’s gaze for a moment then shook his head with an unintelligible grumble and
turned around. Done with the conversation, he shuffled out of the kitchen.


Carolyn looked up
at the New Breed.


He didn’t seem to
care much that she’d caught him in his skivvies. He held his coffee cup in one
hand—which looked comically small—and extended the other to her. “Chief Gibbs,
by the way.”


Carolyn allowed
her small hand to be engulfed. Gibbs pumped it once, like this was a meeting of
professionals, and Carolyn found herself appreciating that.


Carolyn smiled up
at the man. “Gibbs, you’re enormous and slightly frightening. I can’t tell you
how glad I am to see you. Are there other New Breeds in the house?”


Gibbs nodded. “All
six of us. The whole gang.”


“Goddamn,” Carolyn
muttered in awe.


“Chief Kozlowski
is in charge,” Gibbs said, then took a sip of his coffee. When he brought the
mug away, he gestured nonspecifically towards the house. “Everyone’s asleep
though.”


Carolyn nodded.
“Let them sleep,” she said.


Gibbs looked over
her shoulder at Carmichael and Hughes. “And you gentlemen?”


They introduced
themselves.


Gibbs’s eyes
alighted on Hughes, and recognition showed. “Oh yeah,” he said, wagging a
finger at the man. “I remember you. I was with Koz when we bailed you out of
that convoy back in District Eighty-Nine.”


Hughes looked a
little surprised. “No shit? That was you guys? Hell. Small world.” 


“Coffee?” Gibbs
offered.


“Love some,”
Hughes replied.


Carmichael
followed.


Carolyn remained
standing where she was, looking out of the kitchen area and into the dining and
living area. Just as Gibbs had said, there were New Breeds everywhere. One was
draped across a couch. Another was hunched in a chair. A couple others had
chosen to sleep on the floor. One of them was snoring loudly.


“Chief Gibbs?”
Carolyn said.


Gibbs looked at
her and offered a knowing nod. Then he pointed across the living room to an
alcove that separated two doors. “He’s in the room on the right. He was
exhausted, so we gave him the bed.”


Carolyn realized
she was holding her hands together like a scared little girl on her first day
of school. She was not projecting confidence. And she would very shortly need
these men—these New Breeds that expected a lot of each other and their
commanders—to listen to her and respect her.


She stood up
straighter and let her arms fall to her sides.


Gibbs observed her
gather herself. His expression remained enigmatic.


“Thank you,”
Carolyn said.


He lifted his
coffee cup to her. Cheers.


Head up, shoulders
back. She exited the kitchen. Stepped lightly across the living room floor.
Skirted around the laid-out forms of the other New Breeds. And went to the
alcove. And to the door on the right.


She stood there
for a half a second, with her hand hovering over the door, and she wasn’t sure
what she was so afraid of, or even if she was afraid, or if it was just the
stress and the conflict and the emotions and the stims all swirling around in a
cloud of anticipation that she was confusing for apprehension.


Nothing seemed to
make sense to her anymore.


She was amazed
that she’d managed to make any rational decisions at all.


And there in the
moment, she again didn’t want to appear weak, and so she put her hand on the
cold metal of the door knob and she gripped it and she turned it, and she
opened the door very gently, and it came open silently.


The room didn’t
look like him.


It didn’t smell
like him.


It was dim with
the morning sunlight, blocked by heavy blinds.


But he was there.


He was lying in
the bed on his side. Not even under the covers. Still fully dressed. His back
was to her. One arm curled up to his chest, and the other splayed out to
provide his head with something to rest on. Two perfectly good pillows sat
unused at the head of the bed.


Which was typical
of him.


She closed the
door behind her with painstaking quiet.


She crossed the
room and stood at the foot of the bed, looking at him.


She wanted him to
be awake, but she did not want to wake him.


She wanted him to
be awake so that he could take away what she felt, this monstrous feeling of
weighing a thousand pounds, of feeling like the earth was pulling her into it, like
her own personal gravity well was following her around, sucking her down.


She didn’t want to
stand up straight anymore.


She didn’t want to
appear “in control” anymore.


She didn’t want to
be Stephanie.


She didn’t want to
be POC for Durham.


She didn’t want
any of this.


She just wanted to
be Carolyn.


She just wanted to
be Walter’s wife.


She went to the
side of the bed that he faced. He didn’t stir. His breathing was steady and
even and perfect. And she sat down very slowly, still watching him, and his eyes
never opened, and his breathing didn’t change. And that was okay. 


She lowered
herself down onto her side, carefully so that she wouldn’t shake the bed. And
she didn’t care about the New Breeds outside, or the Eudys, or Carmichael, or
Hughes. She didn’t care about the operation. She didn’t care about being a
leader. She didn’t care about being respected.


She slid herself
until her back was against his chest. And her head was on his arm. And she
reached back and pulled his other arm from where he’d tucked it in, and she
pulled it across her like you might pull a blanket across you on a cold night,
and she felt warm there.


She felt his arm.
Felt his hand. Smelled him. But said nothing.


His hand found her
wrist, and held it. And he pulled her tighter into him.


She felt his head
move closer to hers and heard his intake of breath, the air brushing the back
of her neck and moving her hair. She watched the unfamiliar room beyond her
begin to blur, and she closed her eyes and felt the tears squeeze out of them.


The rest of the
world could go to hell.


She was here.


She was where she
belonged.


Carolyn—not
Stephanie, not Jessica—turned into him. Faced him. She sniffed wetly and looked
at his face, and saw that his eyes weren’t dry either, but his face remained
stolid and unmoved with concerted effort.


Never cry, she thought. Never let them see you hurt. But you can let me see. You can let me in.


She kissed him.
The prickle of his goatee felt strange, but he tasted like Walter. And she
didn’t mind his stale breath. Both their noses were wet. She didn’t mind that
either. And neither did Walter.


He kept holding
her to him, like he feared she might be ripped away.


She was okay with
the embrace, even if it was over-firm.


Eventually he
loosened and he brought his hands up to her face, and he put his palm to her
cheek and his fingers planted in her hair. His eyes were drier now. He’d still
not made a sound. Not sniffed. Not sobbed. His red eyes the only indication of
him feeling any emotion at all. But Carolyn knew that wasn’t the whole story.
It never was.


“It’s always been
for you,” Walter whispered. “Everything’s been so I could get back to you.”


Carolyn closed her
eyes and buckled down over the pain in her belly that dragged her down, because
she knew that it was not over, and it was pulling her apart.


She put her hands
on both sides of his head. It felt different than she was used to, because the
right half of his face was smooth and hairless NeoSkin. But it was still him in
there.


They were just
them.


They were just
people.


They weren’t
fighters, or rebels, or renegades, or domestic terrorists or heroes. They were
just Carolyn and Walter Baucom, two people who knew more about putting seeds
into dirt than they ever did about bullets and guns.


How did they get
here?


It seemed almost
incomprehensible.


She couldn’t open
her eyes as she spoke.


“You don’t die,”
she commanded him.


She felt his head
shake.


“I don’t plan on
it,” he answered.


They laid there like
that for a time. Until they had settled. Until they both had better control of
themselves. Until the redness had left their eyes. Until they were even keel
again.


Because they had
to go out and perform.


There would come a
time when they could just be alone together. But today was not that day. This
was not that time.


Carolyn finally
opened her eyes, and they were dry and steady.


“We have a war to
win,” she said.


And he nodded.
“Ayuh.”


“Are you ready?”


“I’m ready.”

















 

Chapter 21



 

They’d all
gathered in the living room.


The shades were
drawn against the morning sun so that everyone could see the image hovering in
the air a little better.


Gibbs had taken
the liberty of making a lot of eggs and a lot of grits and a lot of coffee, and
everyone had eaten, and they were now sipping their coffee, standing or
sitting, their faces focused in the blueish glow of the projection.


Necessary
introductions had been made. Small talk had been brief. Carmichael and Hughes
had made the rounds. Hughes got a lot of attention. It’d been Koz’s team that
had pulled his ass out of the fire and rescued him from a GUV where he was
headed off to DTI.


Bobbi was up and
about, and livelier than the previous day. Her mood seemed to have settled, but
Walter wasn’t sure whether it was the medpack on her arm that pumped drugs into
her, or whether her brain itself had started to calm.


She’d taken a seat
on the couch with the busy fox-hunt-pattern fabric, beside Carolyn and Walter.
Bobbi and Carolyn had introduced themselves very warmly to each other, like
they’d known each other for years. Walter frowned at this, but supposed it was
a good thing.


Getty took the
armrest next to Bobbi. He wasn’t exactly hovering over her, but there was
something protective in the way that he stuck close to her.


In the center of
this rag-tag conglomeration of rebels, Brad Hughes stood, looking at the
projection. It was a map. The very same one that he’d previously shown to
Carolyn.


Hughes pointed to
the building that was the center of their attention, and drew a circle around
it with his finger. “That building, right there,” he said. Everyone looked at
it with keen interest. “That’s the Office of the Liaison to the Coalition—the
OLC.” Hughes scanned the room. “That’s our target.”


Koz, who sat in
one of the kitchen chairs off to Walter’s left, had his PD monitor pulled up
and took studious notes on it. He peeked up over the top of his monitor. “Fed
targets. Hard targets.”


Hughes nodded. “We
gotta hit them eventually. We can’t continue to engage only on their terms.” He
pointed to the circled building again. “Besides, the security here might surprise
you.”


Koz crossed one
massive leg over the other and leaned back. “Do tell.”


“There’s a rotunda
in the center of the ground floor. Two entrances—front and back. There’s also a
subfloor entrance. The two entrances on the ground floor are guarded by a grand
total of four soldiers who are stationed in the atrium. Two are basically
pencil pushers. Sidearms only. Minimal body armor, if any. Not New Breeds—just
normies. The two on the outside are also normies, but they’re more aggressively
outfitted—subguns and softarmor. The two soldiers inside the rotunda man
scanning equipment that surrounds the two entrances and alert the other
soldiers if they detect weapons or bombs or whatever else gets their panties in
a twist. They can also lock down the building. Single button activation.”


Koz stroked his
beard, thoughtfully. “I’m unfamiliar with this building. How heavily defended
is the rotunda?”


“Bulletproof,”
Hughes replied. “Not blast proof.”


Koz nodded, and
made a note. “What about the subfloor entrance you mentioned?”


“More security
procedures,” Hughes answered. “But less guards. Same scanning equipment as the
main entrances, and that entrance is guarded by another pair of soldiers—one
pencil pusher, one heavy hitter. But there are more manual security clearances
needed—key codes, retinal scans, etcetera.”


“How up to date is
your information?”


“Three weeks,”
Hughes admitted.


Koz didn’t look
happy about that timeline. “Is there any way we can get some active intel?
Something more recent?”


Hughes shrugged.
“Well. Given that everyone in this room right now is likely on a blacklist, I’d
say ‘no’. No one would make it through the door.”


“Well,” Gibbs
shifted his feet from where he stood, and cast a smirk over the crowd to where
Pete-The-Old-Man sat in sullen silence at the dining room table. “There’s good
ol’ Pete.”


Pete just shook
his head once. “Not a fuckin’ chance.”


Gibbs shrugged.
“Worth a try.”


Koz cleared his
throat. “Let’s back up a sec. Can we get a clear-cut picture of why the fuck
we’re actually doing this operation? Because if it’s just harassment…” Koz
grimaced, showing his teeth. “Then I’m not so sure we wanna go on this ride
with you.”


Hughes clasped his
hands together and looked over to Carolyn.


Walter looked
sideways at his wife.


She sat there,
staring at the map, like she wasn’t quite listening to the conversation.


Walter gave her a
tiny nudge with his leg.


She inhaled deeply.
Walter got the sense that she was aware of what she needed to talk about, but
was simply thinking hard about how to say it.


Carolyn scooted
forward on the couch. She put her elbows on her knees. Waved a hand in the air.
“If I didn’t get a chance to meet you, I’m Carolyn Baucom. Married to this guy
that you already know.” She glanced down at the floor. “My original name was
Stephanie Eudy. I’m the daughter of Benjamin and Jean Eudy.”


No one responded
directly to that, but there were a few shuffling feet, as everyone that was not
already in the know pieced that together.


“I’ve managed to
get myself appointed as POC for the Eudy’s resistance operations in Durham.”
She paused again, and Walter watched his wife and could see that she was still
thinking hard about how much information to mete out. When she moved on, it was
with a sense of having held back. “I will tell you this: Durham is not the
push. It is not the frontline. It’s a distraction. It’s a feint.”


Koz considered
this, squinting at Carolyn with a single eye.


Bobbi spoke up
from where she sat to Carolyn’s left. Her body posture was stiff. “A lot of
people have died in Durham.”


Carolyn nodded.


Walter saw the
weight of that on Carolyn’s shoulders, and he wanted to come to defend her, but
also did not want to undermine her in front of everyone. He had to give her the
opportunity to lead. He had to let her defend herself.


“I understand
that,” Carolyn said. “And that’s part of the problem.” She looked around at the
entire group. “You all need to understand that my control of things is a little
shaky. The Eudys—my parents—believe that I am trying to prove myself to them.
They are ultimately in control of what happens in Durham, as well as…some other
organizations. I essentially act as the middleman. The mouthpiece.” She shook
her head. “I make recommendations. They are not always followed.”


“You said that
everyone dying was ‘part of the problem’,” Getty ventured.


Carolyn took
another steadying breath. “Yes. We’re losing ground in Durham. The CoAx is
wiping out resistance forces, and I can’t convince the powers that be to invest
any more manpower and resources to Durham.”


Koz was confused
now, and leaned forward, rubbing the side of his head like he had the
beginnings of a headache. “Quick question: Why are you even trying to commit
more resources to Durham if it’s a losing battle and not even the objective in
the first place?”


Carolyn turned to
him. “Because CoAx County is the objective,” she stated. “That’s what we want.”
She spun her hands like a paddle-wheel going in reverse. “Let me back up here.”
She closed her eyes for a second, centering herself. When she opened them, she
was refocused. “As we speak the Sino-Russian part of the Coalition is
attempting to secure support for a troop surge in order to quell the recent
spate of uprisings that we’ve caused. They’re close to getting it, although
some members of the international community are still waffling. But they are close. And when those troops come,
they come into the States through one route.”


Koz nodded. “CoAx
County.”


Carolyn pointed to
him. “Correct.”


“CoAx County is a
very hard target,” Koz said. “Do the Eudys honestly believe that they can take
it? With the little sliver of the military we’ve got hiding in the mountains?”


“Yes, they believe
it,” Carolyn said, and her voice was firm. “And I do too.” She held up a
staying hand. “I’m not a backer of the Eudys—you need to all trust me that
there’s very little love lost in that relationship. But I know what they’re
planning, and I know it can work. And if we can make it work, it is our best possibility of stopping the CoAx.
Of putting an end to it altogether.”


Koz tilted his
head and appeared to be preparing another remark.


Walter was about
to give in and interject on his wife’s behalf, but she took care of it herself.
She extended a hand to Koz, and spoke up, putting more steel into her voice.
“Just let me finish, Chief. You can grill me with questions afterward, but let
me get the whole thing out first, okay?”


Koz relinquished
the words on his tongue and bowed toward Carolyn in a please continue motion.


Carolyn addressed
the group again. “Durham is a decent target. It’s adjacent the state capitol.
It’s reasonable that the resistance would want to take it over. It’s not so
reasonable that they would try to take over CoAx County, because Koz, you’re
right, it’s a hard target. But these preconceptions are what play into our
favor.


“If we can sell
them hard enough on the resistance trying to take Durham, then we can get them
to mobilize out of CoAx County. If things start to look like they’re going down
the drain in Durham, that’s going to be the Coalition’s knee-jerk reaction—to
throw everything they have and stabilize that place. Once that happens, the
renegade forces hiding in West Virginia move into CoAx County and take it over.
With the Coalition’s main hub disrupted, it’ll stall the troop surge. Long
enough for us to convince more of the Fed military to defect. And they are
ready. More of them are ready. And when they defect, even more will come over.
It’ll be a snowball effect. But we have to show a victory. And in order to show
that victory, we have to first convince the CoAx that they’re losing control of
Durham.” Carolyn gestured to the map. “That is why we want to hit the Office of
the Liaison to the Coalition,” she said. “Specifically, we want to hit it with
New Breeds.”


Koz’s expression
had changed as Carolyn had spoken. It had gone from skepticism to
thoughtfulness. He wasn’t buying it yet, but he wasn’t rejecting it outright
either. 


He had a finger
pressed against his lips and regarded the map projection with squinted,
calculating eyes.


“You want us to be
seen,” Koz stated.


Carolyn nodded.
“Absolutely.”


“You want us to be
seen taking that shit over, because you want the CoAx to think that Colonel
Wainwright is mobile with his renegades and moving on Durham. Which will start
the panic. Which will cause that knee-jerk reaction. Which will empty out CoAx
County.” He smiled knowingly. “If it all goes according to plan.”


“Yes,” Carolyn
affirmed.


Koz looked at her.
“You know that it never goes according to plan.”


Carolyn looked him
right in the eye, and Walter got a glimpse of someone that wasn’t his wife, or
was some hidden aspect of her that he’d never seen. “You know as well as I do
that you still make plans. You just adapt and overcome when they go to shit.
That’s what we’ve all been trying to do. Adapting and overcoming. The plan didn’t
work out like I wanted it to. Or the Eudys wanted it to. But then somehow,
miraculously, a team of New Breeds lands in my lap and gives me a viable Plan
B.” Carolyn spread her hands. “So this is me, adapting and overcoming.”


Koz considered.
Then accepted. Then turned to Hughes. “Okay. Tell me more.”



 

***



 

Macy was pretty
sure she was going to puke.


She kept glancing
around the room for something to put that puke into, but there was nothing. Not
a trash can. Not a bag. Nothing. And yet, she kept looking for something, like
she thought it might magically appear.


The room was
small, windowless, institutional. Just enough room for a table and a few
chairs. If you backed your chair all the way out from the table, it would hit
the wall. Everything was painted gray. The floors were industrial carpet
tiling. Charcoal.


There was the
little cup sitting on the table in front of her. The one they’d brought her
water in. But that was way too small to contain everything if she puked.


Her stomach
turned, clenched.


Her hands trembled.


The room felt
stupidly cold.


She closed her
eyes and told herself to calm down.


You’re not gonna throw up. Everything is gonna be
fine. This is the right
thing to do. You have nothing to worry
about, because this is the right thing
to do.


But Macy wasn’t
sure whether she believed that. Those had been James’s words, not hers—It’s the right thing to do, Macy!


She’d protested
without much conviction. Because she just wasn’t sure.


This was the
problem with sitting on the fence.


Eventually you had
to make a choice of what side of the pasture you wanted to be on. And if you
sat on that fence your whole life, then that decision came hard and difficult.


Apparently, it
hadn’t taken James very long to decide.


“I’m going to the
police,” he said, the second they were away from the safe house.


“What?” Macy was
incredulous. “Didn’t you hear what Koz said?”


“Yeah,” James’s
face darkened. “I heard him make threats against my person.”


“James…” Macy
fumbled for something. Anything to get him to back down, because her stomach
was starting to twist.


“Macy!” James was
angry with her now. “They just held us hostage in a rebel safe house for a day!
And before that, they had me kidnapped and hogtied in your apartment! These are
not good people!”


But they were going to kill you, Macy thought,
and didn’t say. And then they didn’t.


“I know, but…”


“There’s no buts,
Macy,” James hunkered over the wheel and stared straight ahead with a furrowed
brow and pursed lips. “It’s the right thing to do. We are not rebels. The Fed
is going to see that my PD was used to contact other rebels, and unless we go
and clear the air, we’re going to be the next target, you understand that
right? You owe nothing to those people. Nothing!”


You’ll be the next target, Macy thought,
but then she realized that James would give her up. He would. She knew it for
sure. And the second that she knew
it, she knew something else, too.


“James,” she said,
her voice hollow and without inflection.


“What?”


“I don’t think we
can be together.”


Macy stared
straight ahead at the road.


To her left—he’d
commandeered the wheel from her in a fit of anger—she saw James’s head turning
rapidly in her peripheral vision. Now looking at the road. Now looking at her.


The road.


Her.


The road.


Her.


“Are you serious?”
he said.


“Yes, I’m
serious,” she snapped.


There was a very
long pause.


“I was bringing
you flowers for our date,” he said. “When your friends kidnapped me.”


Macy whirled on
him. “You think I give a fuck about flowers?” she yelled, balling her fists.
“Fuck your flowers, James! You would have let me take the fall for all of this!
You didn’t even fucking try to have
my back!”


James shifted. The
weight of the accusation making him uncomfortable. “Well,” he said. “This was your idea.”


“This was not my
idea!” she shouted. “James, I swear to God, if you go around telling people
that this was my fucking idea—”


“Then what?” James
faced her, heedless of the road now. “You’re gonna send your goon boyfriend
after me?”


“He’s not my
fucking boyfriend!”


James just made a
raspberry, and a spray of his spittle landed on her cheek.


I’m gonna fuckin’ kill him.


She reached across
the center console and gave him two solid right hooks to the shoulder.


“Ow!” he
exclaimed, trying to back away from her and causing the car to swerve. “Ow!
Stop!”


“You piece of
shit!” she yelled in his face. “I was trying to protect you! Everything I did
was trying to protect you! And then you turn around at the first fucking
opportunity and you throw me under the bus! Goddammit! You’re such a little
bitch!”


There was more
yelling, but right about then was when the blue lights started twinkling in
their mirrors, and the two occupants of the vehicle realized that they were
being pulled over. It took him a second, but then James pulled to the side of
the road.


Two officers
approached. Subguns trained on the car.


James and Macy
waited in bitter silence.


The second that
the primary officer reached the lowered driver’s side window, James blurted
out: “We just escaped from a rebel safe house! We can show you where it is!”


And now, here she
was.


In a police
interview room.


Going on hour
number three.


Or was it four?


Regardless, you
would think that the urge to vomit and the nerves that brought it on would have
passed by now, but they hadn’t. They stayed with her, like cloying humidity
after an August rain storm.


The police
officers had interviewed them on the side of the road.


Then they’d called
detectives and supervisors.


Eventually, they’d
decided to take them downtown and put them in separate interview rooms. Once in
those rooms, the detectives interviewed them again.


Actually, Macy
couldn’t say what they were doing with James. She just assumed that he was being interviewed as well as her. But she did
notice that there was an overall accusatory tone that they’d taken with her.
Not treating her like a victim of coercion and kidnapping at all. And she
couldn’t help but wonder what the hell that James was telling them.


Maybe I shouldn’t have broken it off with him.


Could he be so
petty as to risk sending her to DTI because she’d broken up with him?


Yes. Yes, he could.


After a second and
third round of questions from the same detective, the detective had disappeared
for a while. He’d stuck his head in to ask her if she needed anything, and
she’d requested water. Then he’d brought her a cup of water, and told her that
someone was coming to speak with her, but he didn’t explain who.


He had not been
back for about an hour and a half now. Although the time was just a pure guess
on her part—there were no clocks in the room, and they’d taken her PD from her.


She folded her
arms over her chest and stared at the wall.


She realized that
she was grimacing against the feeling in her stomach, and she tried to make her
face neutral, but wasn’t sure if she succeeded.


Her thoughts were
all over the place. She thought about James, and had feelings of guilt—


You shouldn’t have busted on him like that in the car
when you were both stressed out. He can’t handle things like that. He’s a
softer man than Koz was, and that’s what you liked about him!


—but then she
would get pissed again thinking about James, first throwing her under the bus,
and now, probably selling her out—


You’re such a little bitch of a man! I know Koz was a
psychopath, but maybe I swung way too far on the pendulum when I went to you!


--and then, of
course, she would have to start thinking about what was going to happen to Koz—


Oh my God, does he really deserve what he’s about to
get? And what is it that he’s about to get? Are they going to…?


--and finally, she
realized with a jolt, she was worried about herself as well.


Oh, fuck. What are they going to do to me?


She’d heard the
stories, of course. But she hadn’t necessarily believed them, and they’d always
been so ardently denied by the Fed-controlled media.


Now, when it was
her neck on the chopping block, those things that seemed like dark conspiracy
theories suddenly started seeming like they could be very true.


After all, people
were rebelling against the government, weren’t they?


She recalled what
Javon had said about the war becoming worse, and eventually the people sitting
on the fence were going to have to pick a side. Many people had already picked
their side, and it seemed that a lot of them opposed the CoAx. There had to be
a reason behind that. It couldn’t just be because they were all mistaken. It
couldn’t just be because they were all crazy domestic terrorists.


Walter hadn’t
seemed crazy.


She swallowed hard
against a thick, slimy feeling in her throat. 


This was all going
very, very wrong.


She filled her
lungs and then blew it all out and smoothed her hands along her thighs, trying
to tell herself to calm down, she would be able to explain her way out of this,
but then, at the same time, starting to panic, because how much longer were
they going to keep her in this fucking room, in the silence, by herself, just
sitting and fucking stewing?


And right about
the time that the panic rose far enough to make the back of her neck feel hot,
and for sweat to start eking out along her hairline, the door to the interview
room opened, and a man walked in.


It was not the
detective.


It was a different
man.


He was dressed
well, in a blue suit. French-cuffed shirt.


He had a very
calm, very pleasant demeanor.


He closed the door
behind him with the care of someone not wanting to disturb a meeting already in
progress. She heard the latch click into place.


He turned to her
and smiled. He approached the table with a single stride, pulled out the chair,
and began to sit in it. “Macy Stockwell?” he asked, extending a hand to her.


She leaned forward
and shook it. Her own hands were cold and clammy. His were warm and dry. He had
a firm handshake, but not hard.


“Yes,” she said.


The man sat fully
in his seat and rested his immaculate elbows on the stainless steel surface of
the table. She watched the way he sat, very erect, and the way he held himself,
and part of her was relieved, because he seemed so very civilized, that he
could not possibly do anything bad to her.


But then another
part of her was very unsure.


Because it all
seemed very thin.


“Special Agent Goring,”
the man introduced himself in a rote sort of way, and then continued, as though
it was an afterthought: “Regional Agent In Command.”


“Oh.” She shuffled
her feet beneath the chair. Tried on a faltering smile. “Do I really warrant
that much attention?”


Agent Goring
lifted a single eyebrow. It seemed like he was amused by what she’d said. Then
he tapped the table once, and shrugged. “Well, normally I’d send one of the
regular agents to handle this sort of field work. However, it has come to my
attention that you might be involved in something of a…pet project of mine.”


Macy didn’t
respond. She just watched Goring. Watched him like you might watch the approach
of a big black dog loose on the street.


He smiled, but
there wasn’t much nice about it anymore. “Macy, allow me to be the first to lay
the cards out on the table. You know how, in poker, when both sides are all in,
they show their cards?” The smile got edgy for a moment. “That’s where we’re
at. Because we both have something that the other wants. In your case, you want
your freedom.”


Macy felt a blind,
white-hot fear shoot up her spine. “I didn’t do anything wrong. You can’t…You
can’t hold me…”


“On the contrary,”
Goring waved off her protests like flies. “I can do anything I want when it
comes to our national security. And as far as you not doing anything wrong?
Well, we’re getting a different story from your friend down the hall.”


Macy’s jaw worked,
but she found her mouth suddenly dry.


“Macy Stockwell,”
Goring said, in the tone of a jury foreman reading a verdict to the court.
“You’ve knowingly harbored domestic terrorists at your place of residence.
You’ve failed to notify a government representative—such as myself—in a timely
manner, that you were in contact with a domestic terrorist. And you’ve rendered
medical aide to not just one of them, but two.”


Goring held up
four fingers. He looked at them like they were marvelous treats, then displayed
them to Macy. “Four charges, Macy. Any one of those four puts you securely in
DTI for the rest of your life. And that’s just what I found out about from
thirty minutes of talking to James over there.” He slapped his hand down on the
table and his eyes narrowed. “Imagine what else I’ll come up with when I do a
little digging.”


“I was…” Macy’s
eyelids fluttered, and her lungs started to hurt, started to want more and more
air. “I was coerced. I had to. I was…I was afraid.”


“Oh, afraid!
Bullshit.” Goring shook his head in disgust. “Do you really mean to tell me
that you had two renegade New Breeds in your apartment for weeks, and they let you freely go to and from work, and never, in
all that time that they were in your house and you were at your work—which is
twenty-seven miles away, Macy! I know! I checked!—at no time in all of that did
you ever feel safe enough to pick up a fucking phone and call the police?”


Macy’s eyes were
wide, and her mouth open. Breathing. Chest rising and falling rapidly.


Goring loomed over
the table and his voice became quiet and menacing. “You had a relationship with
this Kozlowski. You did. Don’t deny it. It’s on the fucking paperwork. And I
don’t know what your reasons were for doing what you did, but I can tell you
one thing: there’s not a reason in the world you can pull out of your ass that
can keep me from sending you to DTI. Do you understand me?”


Macy nodded her
head, her hair falling in her face, and she tried hard not to let tears come to
her eyes, but she was just so goddamn scared at that moment that she couldn’t
think straight, couldn’t think with any sense of self-respect.


Goring nodded
along with her. “You want your freedom. You want your life back. And I can give
it to you, Macy. But there are things that I want. And the only way that you
get what you want, is when I get what I want. Am I clear on that? Do we both
see each other’s cards?”


“Yes,” Macy
managed.


Goring stayed
where he was, hovering over her, staring her straight in the eye. “I want
Walter Baucom.”

















 

Chapter 22



 

As plans went, it
was relatively simple.


It was all
dependent, however, on a few items of equipment that needed to be begged,
borrowed, or stolen in order for it to work.


Getty and Bobbi
were tasked with the “stolen” part.


Stealing in broad
daylight? Actually not all that uncommon.


And Bobbi’d had
some practice during her time sneaking around for the Honeycutt organization.


Getty was there to
watch her back.


The two of them
were in the small sedan that had transported them and the New Breeds out of
Durham when Mel’s headquarters had been assaulted. It was a little worse for
wear. The sides of it were pale with concrete dust from destroyed buildings.
There were some dents and dings in it, too. And it had a large crack in the
windshield that no one could remember actually cracking.


It also still
smelled heavily of man-sweat. Something that had escaped Getty when he’d first
jumped in it a day ago. At the time, he’d been somewhat distracted by trying
not to die.


Getty drove the
sedan, and Bobbi sat in the passenger seat.


They were headed
east.


They didn’t want
to go into a city to find what they were looking for. Because Durham was
currently burning, and it looked like Raleigh was next, most cities were on
high-alert, and their police forces were too keyed up to be fucked with.


The safehouse was
located close to the border of District 89, but that place was still too hot,
with too many troops still patrolling the streets while government contractors
put the wrecked Town Center back together. They weren’t likely to find what
they were looking for there, and they stood a good chance of running into
trouble while searching.


So, they were
heading east. To Agrarian District 88, which was 89’s neighbor, out in the
flatlands as you moved towards the coast of North Carolina.


It was smaller
than AD89, but it was still a District, so it still had a Town Center. It also
gave them the added advantage of being removed from where they were actually
doing the operation. It was pretty much a rule that you didn’t go around
stealing things anywhere within the proximity of the place you were going to do
an operation.


They knew when they
were there, not because of any signage that told them they were entering an
Agrarian District. No signage was necessary. You knew it when it happened,
especially out here in the east.


The roads leveled
out. Straightened.


The trees
disappeared almost completely.


Fields stretched
like oceans. Corn, about waist-high now, so you couldn’t see the tractor rails,
or the hydroponics lines, or the regulator posts.


The day outside of
their car was still and warm, and there wasn’t a breeze to move anything, so it
sat like a big, green painting, undisturbed, as they drove by.


Getty glanced over
to Bobbi.


The woman was
leaning up against the door, her head propped up on her hand, her eyes heavy
and tired.


“How you feelin’
today?”


She blinked.
Looked at him. Straightened. “I’m good, actually,” she said, in that prim way
of hers. “Much better than yesterday. Honestly, I think it’s the drugs that are
making me tired at this point. I feel like I’ve slept more than I’ve been
awake.”


“You needed it.”


She gave a
terminal smile to the windshield.


They drove in
silence for a while.


Getty shifted in
his seat and thought about a cigarette, but Bobbi didn’t appreciate the smoke,
and since she was dealing with a head injury and all…


“Do you miss Rat?”
Bobbi asked.


Getty’s grip on the
steering wheel tightened. “Yes.”


“I feel like we
never got time to…I don’t know. Mourn, I guess.”


And they hadn’t.
He’d been there, and then he’d been gone, and then they’d been fighting. And
the only time he came back to them was when they lay awake at night, staring at
the ceiling, and feeling the darkness like a sickness coming over them.


“I miss them all,”
Getty said. “Rat especially. But the other guys, too.” He glanced at her. “I
miss Virgil.” He cracked a smile. “Hell, I even miss Tria. Miss the two of them
going at each other all the time. I mean, it was tense in the moment. But in
retrospect…”


Bobbi nodded. “He
did try to save her.”


Getty stopped
smiling.


Bobbi frowned.
“Isn’t that strange? Two people that absolutely hated each other. But they died
trying to save each other’s lives.”


Getty just kept
driving.


He swallowed.


Didn’t like the
images his mind was remembering.


Bobbi let out a
long, quiet breath. “It’s just me and you,” she said in a low voice. “We’re the
only ones left.”


Getty wanted that
cigarette. “Yeah.”


“How’d we come to
this?” Bobbi asked him. “How did it all come down to this?”


“Bits and pieces,
I guess,” Getty said. “Small steps, over entire generations. Eventually, some
generation has to pay the price for going so off course. I guess that’s our
generation.”


“It’ll happen
again,” Bobbi said. “Won’t it? It seems like it always does.” She looked out
the window. “Somewhere along the line, in the next generation after us, or
maybe the one after that…they’ll prefer comfort to freedom. And then another
CoAx will come along, with some other name, and some other method. And then
it’ll have to be repeated. Everything we lost. It’ll have to be lost again. I
wish that wasn’t the case. I wish that what we’re sacrificing could change
things forever. But it won’t. Because the pain gets forgotten.” She looked at
him. “We’ll be forgotten.”


Getty nodded.
“‘The tree of Liberty must occasionally be watered with the blood of tyrants
and patriots alike.’”


“Who said that?”


Getty shrugged.
“Some old freedom fighter, way back when. Someone who’s been forgotten.”


Bobbi looked ahead
and frowned. “Sometimes I don’t want to water the tree of liberty, Getty.
Sometimes I just want to have a normal life.”


Getty reached
across on a sudden impulse and he took Bobbi’s hand. For a half a second he
thought that his impulse was going to create something awkward, but when his
hand grabbed hers, she grabbed his back, and she held onto him with surprising
force.


“This is normal,”
Getty said, finally. “This is normal for us.”


Bobbi surprised
him by picking up his hand—his right hand, with the nicotine-stained
fingers—and she kissed the back of it with genuine affection, and then she laid
it back down.


“You’re right,”
she said, and her voice was firmer. “You’re always so steady.”


“Well.” Getty
replied.


“I’m good,” Bobbi
said, as though making a decision. “I’m good. Let’s do what we came to do.”


They found what
they wanted in the back half of the Town Center of District 88.


They’d been
driving as inconspicuously as possible down the back streets of the Town Center
for twenty minutes without seeing anything, but then Bobbi leaned forward and
pointed out the windshield.


“There. Perfect.”


It was pulled in
at the back of a building.


It was a
commercial building, but they didn’t know what it was. Some sort of store,
perhaps. In any case, the building didn’t have windows in the back, and that
was the key.


Getty started
looking around, judging the area to see if there was anyone else around. The
sidewalks looked clear.


“Just pull in
right beside it,” Bobbi said.


Getty guided the
sedan into place. Bobbi looked out her window and checked her target out with a
practiced eye.


It was a red panel
van. Old red. Rusted red. Like blood left on concrete.


Bobbi’s left hand
hovered near her door latch, while the other held the object that Gibbs had
loaned her from the New Breed’s gear: a dialing wand.


As Getty pulled
their sedan into place, Bobbi could crane her neck and see inside the front
window of the van. She thought maybe there would be someone inside, someone
taking a break, or waiting for another person to come out of the back of the
building.


But it was empty.


“Alright,” Bobbi
said, unlatching her door. “Watch my back.”


“Will do.”


She stepped out
and let her door close behind her. She moved casually.


Getty peeled his
eyes off of her, and started checking his mirrors. It was difficult to restrain
his urge to check on her progress, but he knew it would be pointless. His eyes
needed to be used for watching her six, not uselessly staring at what she was
doing, as though he could will her to move faster.


Besides, they’d
done this sort of thing before.


The only
difference now was…


Well, the stakes
were higher.


Back in the day
when it was Getty and Rat and Bobbi and Virgil doing ops, they’d worked in an
environment that was cautious, but not quite paranoid. The CoAx was looking for
resistance back then, and they certainly would have been sent to DTI or killed
if they’d been caught.


But it still
wasn’t anywhere close to today.


Today, the world
around them was on high alert.


Small mistakes
that could be brushed off in the past would get them killed now.


There were more
gunships, more guntrucks, and more soldiers on all the streets than there had
ever been before, and the citizens themselves had their PDs on a hair trigger,
ready to call a Federal official the second they saw something amiss, in order
to save themselves from suspicion.


So Getty checked
his mirrors. His eyes coursed over them quickly, but carefully. And then he
looked at the back doors of the building. He checked each and every one of
them. To make sure they weren’t moving, to make sure they weren’t cracked, to
make sure that some worker wasn’t watching them on the sly.


But all was quiet.


Until the van’s
engine came to life.


The noise of it
turning over sparked in Getty’s fingertips. He looked to the right and saw
Bobbi giving him the thumbs up. He nodded back to her, and went into reverse.


He pulled back out
onto the street, and the rust-red panel van settled into place behind him, and
they drove nonchalantly out of that Town Center.


When they were in
the clear, Getty flipped his PD monitor up and made the call.


It was Walter who
answered. “How’s it going?”


“Good,” Getty
replied, peeking in the rear-view mirror at the van. “We got item number one,
and we’re on our way back to you.”



 

***



 

In a city where a
good portion of buildings had been pummeled by Coalition bombs, finding steel
I-beams was not difficult.


Finding I-beams
that were not mangled, was.


“Here.” Gibbs
tapped his knuckle against the glass of his window.


Koz drove the
pickup truck.


Actually, it was
one of the technicals under Carolyn’s command that they’d borrowed, but they’d
ripped the gun and the gun mount out of the back. Since they were just perusing
for I-beams, they didn’t want to randomly become a target for drones and get a
minibomb dropped on their ass as they poked through Durham’s remains.


Of course, a drone
could always just zoom in, see a pair of New Breeds out of uniform in the Red
Zone—maybe even catch their faces and identify them—and decide to drop the
minibombs anyways. But…


Risks had to be
taken.


Koz hoped that
they had mitigated the risk as much as possible.


He pulled to the
side of the road.


The pickup
trundled over some large chunks of fallen brick and stopped with one wheel up
on the curb.


“Yeah,” Gibbs
nodded. “Those’ll do. Don’t you think?”


Koz made a face.
“Sure. If we can get ‘em out of there.”


“Oh, we can get
them out.”


“Alright, let’s do
it.”


Koz tossed the
pickup into park, and left it running.


The two New Breeds
unassed the vehicle and got to work. Gibbs started clearing some of the rubble
out of the way of the two fallen I-beams that had once supported a concrete
floor. The concrete was mostly demolished, but the I-beams were attached in a
cross-web, which was a problem.


Koz reached into
the pickup bed and retrieved the portable plasma cutter. It was a tad bulky to
be considered “portable,” but he gathered it all up into his arms and huffed it
over to the I-beams.


It took them
fifteen minutes, but they managed to liberate three sections of I-beam, each about
eight feet in length.


“Think that’s
enough?” Gibbs said, breathing hard from pulling the last piece out of the way.


Koz eyeballed what
they had and then looked around, and he really didn’t want to be out here any
longer. They were pushing their luck as it was. You don’t just hang around like
this in the Red Zone. That had been made clear to them by several resistance
fighters that had been operating in Durham.


They didn’t need
to be told. It was something they’d already figured.


Sometimes, the
resistance forgot that a year ago, it was people like Koz and Gibbs that were
hunting them down so efficiently. So Koz was quite intimate with how quickly
your life could be forfeit if you stayed in the same place too long.


He did some quick
math in his head, and cut off the plasma cutter. “Yeah, that’ll be enough. More
than enough. Let’s get it loaded and get the fuck out of here.”


It took them
another three minutes to get the I-beams in the truck.


Koz kept an eye on
the sky the entire time.


They hopped back
in the truck with a sense of urgency.


Gibbs wiped at his
brow. “Whew,” he commented. “Shit made me perspire.”


“You’re getting
out of shape,” Koz said, doing his best to hide his own elevated breathing.


Gibbs snorted.
“Still three hundred pounds of twisted steel and sex appeal. You, on the other
hand—always growing that beard to cover up your man-fat. It’s disgusting,
really.”


Koz smiled as he
pulled away and made a call on his PD.


“We got the
I-beams,” he told Walter on the other end. “On our way now.”



 

***



 

Carmichael stood
with Hughes.


They stood in
front of a large table that had been constructed solidly out of scrap 2x4s and
polyboard sheeting, held together with machine screws. This was in a sort of
basement storage area underneath the loading docks of the Fresh Market. You had
to take a freight elevator down to it. It was dim and cool.


On the other side
of the table was a man with a distrustful look on his face.


Carmichael
gestured to the man’s PD. “You’re welcome to call her if you like.”


The man was what
Carmichael guessed went for an armorer around here. And he was not too keen on
delivering to Carmichael the grocery list of items that Stephanie Eudy—Carolyn
to everyone else, apparently, but Carmichael still thought of her as Ms. Eudy—had
asked for. Perhaps she should have called down ahead of their arrival and
pre-approved it.


Hughes stood,
watching the two of them, smiling.


“Can’t say I have
her personal contact,” the armorer said.


Carmichael pointed
to his own PD. “Would you like me to call her?”


“How’s I know it’s
really her?”


Carmichael looked
to the ceiling. “You could just take my word for it.”


“Listen,
Carmichael,” the armorer said, which only served to irritate Carmichael
further, because the man was acting like he knew Carmichael when, in fact, he
didn’t. And if he did, he would know
that Carmichael was the liaison between Stephanie and Honeycutt—Honeycutt being
the man who this armorer ultimately worked for. “We’ve got rules in place,” the
armorer said. “Rules that Ms. Eudy herself put in place. And I can’t just
release stuff to you without authorization.”


Hughes could see
that Carmichael was getting frustrated. He leaned in, putting his hand on the
table where the two boxes of ammunition had been brought forward, but were not
being released.


“So.” Hughes
looked around as though wrestling with a mystery. “You won’t release the
ammunition without authorization from Ms. Eudy. And you don’t have a way to get
authorization from Ms. Eudy. And you refuse to believe Carmichael when he says
he has authorization from Ms. Eudy. And you’d refuse to believe him if he
called Ms. Eudy and got authorization over the line. Is all of that right?”


The armorer
narrowed his gaze at Hughes, but didn’t respond.


Hughes maintained
his congenial smile. “Where are we supposed to go from here? Does Ms. Eudy have
to be here to sign off on every bullet you take out of storage?”


“No.”


“Then can you give
us the ammunition?”


“No.”


“What would happen
if we just took it?”


The armorer swallowed.
Thought about it. “Well, I’d have to…report you I guess.”


“Report us to
who?”


“To command.”


“Which,
ultimately, is Ms. Eudy,” Hughes pointed out.


Again, the armorer
was silent. And his silence was assent.


“I can live with
that,” Hughes said, and grabbed the ammunition cans.


Carmichael held up
his hand. “Hold on. There’s more we need.”


Hughes set the
ammo cans back, disappointed.


The armorer wasn’t
sure what to do with himself. He was supposed to get what was requested of him,
but he wasn’t supposed to release this stuff to people without authorization.
And no one had given him authorization. Except that Ms. Eudy had told him to
give the squad leaders whatever they needed. 


The only problem
was that these two guys weren’t squad leaders.


It was quite the conundrum.


“Here,” Carmichael
said. “Why don’t we do this? Why don’t you get the items on our list, and I’ll
see if I can’t get Ms. Eudy down here to personally approve it. But let’s not
waste her time by making her wait for you to gather the stuff. Let’s have it
here on the table, ready to go when she gets here. Okay?”


The armorer
nodded. He thought it was a good idea.


“Super,”
Carmichael said, in a voice that suggested that he didn’t feel like it was
super. “I need three pounds of whatever plastic explosive you have in this
place. I need ten feet of detcord. I need two programmable remotes. I need ten
blasting caps—are you getting all this?”


The man nodded.


Carmichael looked
dubious. “Alright. Well, how about we start with that and I’ll see if I can get
Ms. Eudy down here.”


The armorer nodded
and turned away, glad to be able to do something to placate the situation. He
hurried off into the storage room that was his domain.


Carmichael let out
a sigh. He stood there. Didn’t move.


Hughes looked
around. Then looked at Carmichael. “You gonna call Car—Ms. Eudy?”


Carmichael made a
face. “Fuck no.”


Hughes just
nodded. “So we’re just gonna grab it and run?”


“No,” Carmichael
replied. “We’re going to grab it and walk.”


“Works for me.”


The armorer
returned with a crate and set it on the table. It had the requested demolition
items compiled in orderly stacks. The armorer appeared proud of his work.


“Is Ms. Eudy on
her way?” he asked.


Carmichael nodded.
“Yeah, sure. One more thing.”


“What’s that?” the
armorer was now ready to please. 


“I need a manpack
launcher. Loaded.”


“Okay.”


“Make sure it’s in
good order.”


“Alright.” The
armorer turned.


“And we need
shape-charge rounds for it.”


“Ooh. Don’t know
how many of those we have.”


“I’ll take
whatever you have.”


“Okay…”


“Hurry, please,”
Carmichael said, tapping an imaginary watch on his wrist. “Ms. Eudy will be
here any minute.”


The armorer
hustled off.


Carmichael and
Hughes stood in silence, waiting for his return.


The armorer
hustled back, carrying the large, black case that contained the launcher. He
hoisted it onto the table with a grunt and pointed to it. “Rounds are in with
the launcher.”


“Thank you. One
more thing.”


A flash of
annoyance on the armorer’s face. “And what’s that?”


“A case of stun
balls.”


The armorer
frowned. “I don’t think we have those. I don’t think we have any less-lethal, if that helps.”


Carmichael stared
at him, affronted.


The armorer
absorbed the stare, uncomfortable.


Carmichael pointed
to the storage room. “Can you go check?”


The armorer
frowned, but he obeyed, and he turned and went to go check.


Carmichael waited
until he had disappeared around the corner. Then he turned and grabbed the case
of demolitions equipment, on which he stacked one of the ammunition boxes.
“That should keep him busy for a minute. You take the other ammunition box and
the launcher.”


Hughes nodded with
appreciation. “Well played.”


“Thank you.”


Hughes took the
launcher and the second case of ammunition, and the two of them walked out
unhurriedly.

















 

Chapter 23



 

The twelve of them
convened in a quiet corner of the loading docks in Carolyn’s
supermarket-turned-rebel hideout. Six New Breeds. Walter and Carolyn, Getty and
Bobbi, and Carmichael and Hughes.


Javon counted
heads, and he smiled when they’d all assembled. “Oh,” he said with a sort of
reverence in his voice. “There’s twelve of us.” His eyes sparkled in the light
of the single halogen that hung overhead.


The loading bay
doors were closed, but they wouldn’t have provided any light anyways. The sun
was on its way down, and Durham was sinking into darkness. Their private area
was a sort of “room” constructed from old pallets and left-over plywood.


Javon and Koz
looked at each other, nodding.


Then all six New
Breeds nodded.


“Dirty Dozen,”
Javon whispered.


“Fuck yeah,” Koz
responded.


“Dirty Dozen,”
intoned Gibbs and Harris at the same time.


“Dirty-Fuckin’-Dozen,”
was Monty’s hushed contribution.


Walter waited for
an explanation, but none was forthcoming. He’d grown somewhat accustomed to
cryptic inside jokes between the New Breeds—like they spoke their own language.
But since this involved everyone, Walter’s curiosity was more piqued than
normal.


“Care to explain
the significance of that?”


Javon still looked
pretty pleased. “It’s lucky, that’s all.”


“Amen.”


“Ah-men.”


“Hallelujah.”


“Praise be.”


Walter’s eyes cast
around at the six giants standing across from him. He still didn’t get it, but
it seemed like they did, and he felt a spike in the energy level of the
exhausted group, and he didn’t really care why it was happening: they needed it.


He raised his
hands to the sky. “Well, glory in the highest, then.”


Javon grinned.
“That’s good. That’s a good one.”


Getty twiddled an
unlit cigarette in his fingers. “I’m fuckin’ lost.”


Walter shrugged.
“Yeah, me too.”


Koz took a half
step forward and gestured respectfully to Carolyn. “It’s your house, Carolyn,
you want to start us off?”


Carolyn looked at
Walt and nodded to him. “Actually, I’ve been putting out fires all day, trying
to keep this place on the rails, so, I myself am a little out of the loop.
Walter’s been the one coordinating. I’ll let him do the talking.”


Walter heard the
fatigue in her voice. It was difficult to continue to operate at this physical
and mental intensity when you didn’t know when you were going to be able to
stop. The only time you got a break was when you went to sleep, and typically
your brain was so overcharged that it just kept right on going as your body
passed out, and you woke up with a brain that felt stretched and used up and
unrested.


It was hard for
him to see her like that.


He wanted to keep
her from it, but he couldn’t.


They were both in
it up to their necks.


“Ayuh,” he mumbled,
then cleared his throat. “Van’s in the shop with the I-beams. Welder’s going to
work through the night to get it outfitted as we requested.”


“You tell him to
keep his mouth shut?” Koz asked.


Walter nodded.
“Opsec. He’s aware. And I told him as little as possible.”


Koz appeared
mollified.


Walter turned to
Clay and Monty. “Guys, your spot-welders will be stationed in the van tomorrow.
Get your hands on those ASAP when we prepare to shove off. Our welder says that
they’re idiot proof, but…”


Clay smiled
good-naturedly. “But we are pretty fuckin’ dumb.”


The gathered dozen
chuckled. They laughed because they knew it was patently false. The body mods
did more than just swell muscles and thicken your skeletal structure. They also
had a proven positive impact on cognitive function.


Walter held up a
hand, as though to call a truce. “Just make sure you’re familiar with the
controls.”


“If they’re at least
partially similar to the ones we’ve used in the past,” Clay said. “Then we’ll
be okay.”


“Good.” Walter
moved on. “The equipment and ordnance for tomorrow is being stored in Carolyn’s
room here, because she’s got a lock on it and people don’t go in there. It’s
the safest place for them. We’ll bring it out and get geared up right before we
leave.”


“What time?” Getty
asked, finally giving in to temptation and lighting his cigarette.


“Early,” Walter
answered. “I want everyone up by oh-four-hundred. We’re going to assemble and
issue gear at oh-four-thirty. I want to be out the door by oh-five-hundred. The
OLC is twenty-four hours, but we want to get there at minimum staffing. Once
we’re on the road, we’re heading straight in. Given the routes we gotta take to
get there, it’s gonna be about a forty-five minute drive.”


Everyone nodded
their assent and comprehension.


“Javon,” Walter
pointed to him. “You’re driving. You don’t leave the wheel. Sorry you can’t
join the fun, but…”


Javon lifted the
stump of his arm. “I get it. ‘Nuff said.”


“Bobbi, you’re in
the front seat with Javon. I know he can still fight even though he’s down an
arm, but he needs an extra set of eyes. You guys are going to be at the
entrance to our assault, so you’re most likely to receive the first response.”


Bobbi nodded.
Quiet and focused.


“Getty and I will
go in behind the New Breeds and mule out the money. As for the assault itself,
Koz, you’ve already briefed your team and there’s nothing I can add to that.”
Walter turned to Carolyn. “The rest is yours.”


Carolyn nodded.
She looked at Carmichael and Hughes. “Us three are going to be here during the
operation. Hughes, you’re going to be monitoring and reporting any traffic or
any attention whatsoever—comms, drones, satellite, I don’t care—if it can
possibly negatively affect this operation, we want to know about it.”


Hughes nodded
confidently.


“Carmichael,”
Carolyn addressed the man. “I need you maintaining the appearance of regular
operations from the rest of the resistance. I need orders and operations and
objectives to continue to come out of here, and for our ground forces to be
continuously engaged. If there’s a lull in activity, it’s only going to get the
CoAx elements keyed up. We need to make them feel like it’s business as usual.
Which in the case of Durham, means a bunch of building-to-building fighting.”
Carolyn pointed to herself. “I’ll be trying to keep an eye on both the
resistance forces and the operation, and possibly coordinate the two.”


Carolyn looked at
the New Breeds that were slated for the assault team. “We’ve installed a small
tracking device in the vehicle we’re using tomorrow, so I should be able to
track your location in real time. If shit does go sideways, I plan on having
some trusted elements in the general vicinity that I can move in to assist you
guys, if necessary. But hopefully we won’t have to use them.”


Walter nodded
along as his wife spoke. When she was finished, there was a brief silence, and
Walter knew that this was the conclusion of their meeting. His eyes travelled
across the people that were gathered around him. “I know you know, but I have
to say it anyways: In and out. Quick. Violent. New Breeds, get yourselves on
camera, sell the CoAx on the fact that the renegades are moving to take over
Durham. Take the money and run. That’s all this is.”


“Easy day,” Koz
said.


The others nodded.
“Easy day,” they intoned.


“Alright then,”
Walter said. “I’ll see everyone back here at oh-four-thirty.”



 

***



 

The bombs were
falling again that night.


Close, and then
far away.


Thump-thump, they would sound, distantly. And then BOOM-BOOM somewhere close by, perhaps
within a mile or so of them. Close enough to send a tremor through the walls of
the Fresh Market.


This was the
soundtrack that Walter and Carolyn lay to.


They knew there might
never be another chance for them.


But that didn’t
help assuage the weird awkwardness that they both felt.


Or maybe it was
just Walter. He was having a hard time figuring whether Carolyn felt the same
way. He was having a hard time reading her, which he’d never had before. Part
of it was his exhaustion, but part of it was something else.


Something
different.


Either in him, or
in her. Or perhaps in both of them.


And it hurt him in
a way that he didn’t expect, as they sat together in the manager’s office which
had become Carolyn’s room, on the mattress that served as her bed, with their
backs against the wall—literally and figuratively. 


It felt like
losing something that you held dear. It felt like watching that thing get
destroyed, and not knowing how to stop it from happening.


The fact that both
of them were fatigued did not help.


“We don’t have
to,” Carolyn said.


And he nodded and
said, “I know,” and he put his arm around her, and they sat there awhile,
thinking about how much they hated this, even as they held on to each other. A
one-last-chance, it felt like. And it was slipping on by. And he was trying to
reconcile it. Trying to demote it to a place of unimportance in his mind.


But even simple
things can gain great gravity when you think you might never have a chance for
them again.


Of course, neither
of them would verbalize that possibility.


To do so would be
to call bad luck down on themselves.


So they just sat
there, holding onto each other as time ticked by towards oh-four-hundred, in
the dim light of the room, with the occasional murmur of someone else’s
conversations carrying through the walls, or through the door as they passed
by, and the rumbling, far off detonations of the air raids, and fast-movers
breaking the sound barrier.


You could die, Walter thought, suddenly vehement. And all you’d have as you bled out was that
you used the last night to hold her. Like an old, impotent couple.


It’s not a waste, he chastised himself in a
half-romantic way.


It’s a fucking waste and you know it.


And Walter felt
himself get angry at everything, and weirdly, oddly, that was what made the
difference. Because he knew that if a bullet passed through him, and all the
dangerous moments leading up to that one, he would be thinking about the one
last opportunity that he’d had to make love to his wife, and how he’d been
unable because he was too stressed, or too tired, or too whacked out of his
mind, but none of those excuses would be legitimate in the light of his death.


So he turned to
her very suddenly, and he kissed her mouth, the mouth that he loved so much,
and he consciously reigned himself in, best to curb that anger that wasn’t
directed at her, necessarily, but just at everything.


Best to be gentle.


And the lull in
his momentum brought back some of the inertia. And so it started out like two
kids in the back of a car—awkward and unsure of each other.


Slowly.


Hesitating.


Doubt-filled.


He did not know if
she would even want him, and he did not think he could bare that rejection,
because he’d feared it for so long, knowing that he’d changed, knowing that he
was almost a stranger to her now, and she almost a stranger to him. 


And he, with his
scars and his burned face—what would she want with a beat up old piece of jerky
like him?


But…


He couldn’t stop
himself from touching her.


And, very
surprisingly, she pushed into him. She opened up to him. And her eyes closed,
and she breathed in, and she moved in that way that he knew so well, and what
it meant, and there and then they were just themselves, finally, again, and things
went very quickly from there.


At first they were
intent upon simply navigating around their clothing, but then halfway through,
he decided that this was also a waste—a waste not to see her body, not to touch
her skin, or be skin-to-skin with her, or put his face to her breasts.


So they shucked as
much clothing as they could, except for their pants, which couldn’t get past
their boots, which took too much time to unlace, but that was okay. A minor
obstacle in the grand scheme of things.


It was a savage
sort of love, even as he held back—and perhaps that was why—and he did not
think they’d ever experienced this before.


Never this manic.


Never this sad.


Never this
last-chance.


And afterward,
they were both calm, both content, the last-chanceness beaten, the opportunity
taken, and taken well.


And it was only
then that either dared to be so stupid as to shatter the moment with speech,
and even then, they kept it low, kept it quiet, kept it simple. He just told
her that he loved her. And she said that she loved him back. And he thought
many other things after that, but they would only cheapen it, he knew. So he
said nothing more, and neither did she.


With the urgency
passed, they actually took the time to remove their boots, and then their
pants, and they lay under the thin blanket of Carolyn’s bed, with a single
light burning against the night, and they stared at dark shadows on the
ceiling.


They were both
quiet for a long time.


Walter listened to
her breathing.


He wondered if he
had ever actually listened to it before.


It was strange to
him, because it was a familiar noise. He knew he could recognize the sound of
her quiet breathing, but how he could recognize it, he didn’t know, because he’d
never before paid much attention to it.


That breath could be taken away.


The thought made
him start grinding his teeth again.


He didn’t want the
risk. He didn’t want the possibilities.


I just want to be left alone with you.


But he didn’t say
that, because he did not want to verbalize his concerns. To verbalize them
would be to draw them closer to reality. He wanted them floating out there in
nebulous darkness. At least when they were there, there was always a chance
they might not happen.


“We could go
away,” Walter whispered to the ceiling.


Carolyn’s thoughts
must have been mirroring his own, because she did not stir or seem to have to
change mental gears. She simply asked, “Where would we go?”


Walter wasn’t
sure. “Someplace else. Mexico or Canada, I guess.”


“They could still
find us there.”


“Ayuh, I know.”


“We have no money.
And we wouldn’t be able to work.”


“Maybe we could
just…live in the mountains or something. You know? Survivalist style. We could
hunt. Grow a little garden.”


“The only way we
can ever be together in peace,” Carolyn said. “Is if we win.”


Walter put his hands
to his forehead. Pressed his skin back. “I know.” He relaxed. And turned to
her. Looked at her. And she looked back at him. “I’m just afraid of not making
it that far.”


She reached up and
put one of her warm hands against his face. “We have to try.”


“I know we do.”


She lay back
again.


The two of them,
staring at the ceiling again.


“Still,” she said.
“We may have to go into hiding at some point.”


Walter smiled. She
was letting them have their moment now. She was letting go of reality for a
bit. Screw the facts. Let’s build a fantasy.


“What about a
boat?” Walter asked.


“A boat?”


“Ayuh. Big boat.
Something we could take out to sea. Out into international waters and wait for
shit to blow over.”


“Like a yacht.”


“A small yacht.”


“A trawler. Or a
sloop.”


“Do you even know
what a sloop is?”


“Not a clue.”


“Sounds nice
though.”


“Ayuh.”


“Ayuh.”

















 

Chapter 24



 

Morning came fast.


Could you even
call it morning?


Carolyn moved to
the helm of her command, wide-awake now, after an hour, but still feeling that
groggy, sick feeling in her gut that she always felt when she had to wake up at
an ungodly hour and actually be operational.


Some of it was
nerves, too, but she kept that under wraps as much as she could.


She took a stim,
and washed it down with coffee. Then she looked to Carmichael, who watched her
with a reserved expression and seemed like he might admonish her again for her
usage of the little pills.


She held up her
free hand to stop him. “Not now.”


Carmichael
shrugged, looked away.


“Who do we have
and where are they?”


Carmichael had his
PD open, and he went back and forth between this and the larger monitor that
hung between them, turning their faces blue. “I’ve got four groups reporting so
far this morning,” he said. “The usual early risers. Should be three or four
more as time goes on and they get their lazy asses up.”


He did something
on his own PD, and then flipped it to the main monitor, which displayed the
usual image of Durham—an image that Carolyn had become intimately familiar
with.


Four little blue
dots appeared on the map. Three were clustered northward, at the edge of the
Red Zone. One was a little south, and slightly further in the red.


Carmichael
indicated the topmost cluster of three. “That’s twenty-seven fighters there.
Decent ones. They’ll fan out along the Red Line and press that shopping
district on the other side.” To the lower group. “They only have about five in
that group. They’re mainly recon. So far no one is reporting any contact.”
Carmichael looked at her. “All quiet this morning.”


That didn’t make
Carolyn feel any better.


The groups that
she really trusted to back up Walter’s assault on the OLC were not checked in
at the moment. It was possible that they wouldn’t even check in at all. Maybe
they’d had enough and left Durham altogether. Or maybe they were just exhausted
and sleeping in.


Carolyn had
thought about communicating with those resistance groups and telling them what
she wanted them to do today, but Chief Kozlowski did not want anyone to know
about the operation that didn’t absolutely need to know. He kept saying
“opsec,” and Carolyn didn’t like it, but she knew he was right.


The more people
knew that something was going down this morning, the more chance there was that
the CoAx would catch wind of it.


She looked over to
Hughes, who had taken a spot at a table with a collection of computers and
monitors, and he had a companion—one of Carolyn’s skilled hackers. “Hughes,
anything of note?”


Hughes looked up
and shrugged. “Nothing out of the ordinary. It looks like they plan to move the
Seventh Street roadblock up and into the Red Zone about a quarter mile.
There’ll be some gunship support in that area while they do that. But nothing
else.”


Carolyn eyed the
map and picked out the 7th Street roadblock—a little yellow bar just
outside the Red Zone. There were no significant resistance forces in that area.
She didn’t want to lose ground, but the movement of a roadblock wasn’t that big
of a deal. Let them move their barricades. When the gunships returned to base,
they could rocket or mortar the roadblock in the middle of the night.


“Alright,” Carolyn
said. “Keep me posted.”


She looked at the
clock on her PD.


The van that
carried the assault team would be circumnavigating the nasty bits of Durham on
their way to the OLC. The waypoint that represented the tiny tracking device
they’d installed in the van was not visible—it was off the map because it was
out of Durham. But she figured they should be about halfway there by now.


She thought about
contacting them to tell them everything looked good, but they didn’t need to
know if there were no problems—that was just her desire to trade a few words
with Walter. Best to keep the comms free unless there was a problem.


She sipped her
shitty coffee.


“No news is good
news,” she breathed to herself.



 

***



 

There were too
many roadblocks between the Red Zone and the Green Zone.


However, there
weren’t that many between Durham and Raleigh.


So, while it added
a significant chunk of time to their drive, Walter and Koz had both agreed that
the safest bet would be to drive all the way around Durham, and slip into the
Green Zone from the direction of Raleigh.


There were still
roadblocks, but there weren’t as many as there were in the center of the city.
And that meant they could get around them. And they had pretty good intel on
where they were.


Or at least what
Walter hoped was good intel.


The intel was only
a few days old. Not much would have changed between then and now, right?


He shifted in his
seat. Looked up from the plasma burn that had bubbled up the rubberized floor
of the van. He looked across him at Getty, and Getty was solid and calm, as was
his usual modus operandi. They
exchanged a nod.


Walter looked to
his right. To the rear of the van.


Big van. Quite
voluminous.


Not so much
anymore, now that it was jam-packed with six New Breeds and their gear.


The New Breeds
were uncharacteristically quiet this morning. There had been a few half-hearted
attempts at humor. And of course, there was another round of pointing out that
they were a Dirty Dozen, followed by religious supplications. But other than
that, the mood had a different feel.


It’s just a robbery, Walter thought. It’s not all that serious.


But the silence of
the team of New Breeds seemed to say the opposite.


It was quite serious.


Walter supposed
they had a point.


It was one thing
to rob a bank. Quite another to rob a Federal military installation.


Beyond the last
pair of New Breeds—Koz and Gibbs, who sat opposite each other with their knees
touching—there was a hastily-welded framework of I-beams that created a box
that was bolted to the interior of the van.


They went over a
bump and it jostled the van hard.


Walter swore and
shifted himself back in his seat.


That was another
wonderful modification: They’d replaced the rear shocks with ones much stiffer.
It made for a helluva uncomfortable ride, but it also made it so that the
backend of the van could now support a lot more weight.


“Sorry, folks,”
Javon said from the driver’s seat—his fifth apology so far. “Can’t do nothin’
about it.”


From the passenger
seat, Bobbi reached out and patted his shoulder. “You should stop apologizing
for it.”


“Yeah,” Monty
said, sourly. “Please stop apologizing for it.”


Javon chuffed and
mumbled to himself, “My bad for tryin’ to be polite.”


They took a
left-hand turn. The stiff shocks groaned and creaked.


“Turning onto
highway five-forty,” Bobbi said, twisting to project her voice into the back.
“About thirty minutes out.”



 

***



 

Agent Goring was
getting irritable.


Impatient.


He’d requested the
goddamned drone flyover a half-a-fucking-hour ago, and still he waited. Did
they not realize what was happening? Did they not understand the gravity of
this situation?


No, probably not.


He was one of the
few that put stock in the Baucom boys, but that hadn’t dissuaded him in his
course of action, in his single-minded pursuit of Walter, and it wasn’t going
to start today. Goring was a bulldog, and when he locked down with his jaws, he
wasn’t letting go.


He fidgeted
violently in his seat, his irritation beginning to show and make his companions
in the GUV with him uncomfortable.


“I want an ETA on
that drone,” he said, swiping hastily at his hairline and discovering there was
just a bit of sweat there, which only pissed him off more.


In the backseat,
Agent Barnes sat behind the driver. Between Barnes and the junior agent that
was sitting behind Goring’s seat and wisely keeping his mouth shut, Macy
Stockwell was cuffed with a black hood over her head. She also was wisely
keeping her mouth shut.


Agent Barnes
cleared his throat and twisted. “I just called them five minutes ago and they
said it was ten minutes.”


Goring turned in
his seat and stared at Barnes.


After a few
agonizing seconds, Barnes nodded. “I’ll call them.”


He flipped up his
PD and dialed on private—Goring disliked speakerphone.


“Yes, Agent Barnes
again. Uh-huh. Just need an ETA on the drone flyover. Yes, I understand that.
Can you just give me the ETA?” Barnes listened. Then nodded. Then glanced at
Goring sheepishly. “It’s arriving now. Flyover in thirty seconds.” To whoever
was on the other end, Barnes said, “Yes, I’ll stay on the line.”


Goring smirked,
self-satisfied. “See?” he said, relaxing into his chair. “Squeaky wheel gets
the oil.”


Barnes gave the
play-by-play: “Coming on site now…Okay…Single-family dwelling…No vehicles in
driveway…P-I-D on assault team in the woods…Starting the scan…”


Now there was a
long pause.


Barnes stared
blankly out the window of the GUV.


They were parked
in the middle of nowhere. Some dusty truck turnabout, several miles from the
target. It was pitch black outside. There was nothing to see.


Barnes blinked a
few times, then looked at Goring. “Uh, sir, scan’s only showing one person
inside the house.”


Goring’s chin
jutted out. His jaw muscles bunched. Then he turned and flipped a finger back
and forth between the rookie agent behind him and the Macy girl.


The rookie agent
jumped into action and speedily ripped the hood off of Macy.


Macy’s dark hair
floated frizzily down to cover her very-alarmed face, cheeks flushed, and eyes
red with terror-born tears. “What?” she mumbled. “What do you want?”


“I wanna know why
there’s only one person in that house,” Goring said, his voice simmering with
warning.


Macy’s eyes went even
wider, her mouth dropped open, and she started shaking her head. “I don’t…I
don’t know. Are you at the right house? Is it the right house?”


“I don’t know,
Macy,” Goring snapped. “Is it?”


“Yes! I told you
the right location!”


“Then I guess it’s
the right fucking house!” Goring took a deep breath. “Where is everyone? Why is
there only one person in the house? And who the fuck is it?”


“I don’t…” she was
about to say she didn’t know. But then she thought better of it and her eyes
trailed out the window. “It must be the old man. Pete, I think. He owns the
house.”


Goring’s eyes shot
to Barnes for confirmation.


Barnes nodded—he’d
already done the research on the house. Title and utilities were listed under a
Peter-something-or-other.


Back to Macy.


“Where’s Walter
Baucom?” Goring demanded. “Where’s the New Breeds you claimed were there? Did
you make up this entire fucking thing?”


“No, no! They were
there!”


“Because if this
is some sort of waste of my time, then I’ve got a special fucking place for you
in Sweetwater, Macy-My-Dear…”


“It’s not a waste
of time!” Macy pled. “They must be out…doing something!”


“Doing what?”
Goring tapped the center console hard with a single index finger. “Help
yourself here, Macy. My patience is really
wearing out.”


“Pete,” she
blurted. “Pete will know where they went. Pete is resistance.”


Goring thought
about how best to handle this situation—he rarely did anything on a whim. But
the speed and the rapidity with which he made decisions often gave the
appearance of being compulsive.


In that moment, he
thought about many different courses of action, but only one seemed best to
him.


He twisted quickly
in his seat and reached out with one long, French-cuffed arm, and seized Macy
Stockwell by the throat in an iron grip. He slammed her head back into the
seat, and then yanked her closer, and he looked into her eyes and made sure
that she saw the blackness in his own.


“Are you fucking
with me?” His voice was quiet.


Terrified, she
shook her head, as much as she was able, making gagging noises the entire time.


He held her there,
staring at her.


Ten seconds.
Twenty seconds.


When her face had
begun to turn purplish and her feet started to shuffle about, he released her,
tossing her back into her seat like a bag of trash. She crumpled backwards,
gasping for air and coughing, while Agent Barnes and the rookie studiously
looked elsewhere.


“Get a position on
the guy in the house,” Goring said. “And send the team in. I want this old man alive.”

















 

Chapter 25



 

Bobbi was glued to
a monitor. “Turn right at the next intersection,” she said.


In the back,
Walter felt the van slow down. Shift. Turn.


They threaded their
way into Durham. Going around the known roadblocks. The route was pre-planned,
but Bobbi kept herself immersed in the map anyway, just in case an unplanned
checkpoint loomed up and she had to navigate them out of there fast.


The engine
thrummed up again.


Another stop.


Another
intersection.


Red light bathed
the interior of the cab.


It was still dark
out.


The cab turned
green.


The van began to
accelerate.


Javon piloted with
care.


“It’s coming up,”
Bobbi said. “Left. Here.”


The van slowed
again. Started turning.


Bobbi leaned into
the back and looked at Walter. “Turning onto target street,” she said, and in
her voice was a bit of tension that she was trying to hide.


Walter’s jaw had
begun to ache again from the grinding. He turned to the New Breeds. “Everyone
copy, turning on target street?”


“Roger that,” Koz
said, loud and clear. “Everyone, check your mags, check your bolts, check your
optics.” There was the sound of shuffling and quiet little metal-on-metal
clicks as the New Breeds checked their weapons and equipment for the third time
that day—once in briefing, once before getting in, and now one last time for
good measure. “Clay and Monty. You ready with the welders?”


Clay and Monty
wagged the spot-welders in the air—they looked like bulky pistols with a cylindrical
protrusion coming off the back.


“We got it,” Clay
replied.


Koz nodded.
“Harris, you got your goodie bag ready?”


Harris patted the
satchel which he wore across his chest. It contained pre-measured blocks of
plastic explosive. Detcord and blasting caps already installed. Everything packaged
and convenient. “Ready to blow some doors down.”


Bobbi called out
from the front: “One minute out, guys.”


“One minute,
heard,” Koz responded.


Their
communications equipment this time had been garnered from the New Breeds, and
it included a little wireless transmit button that slid onto the finger of the
operator. Walter found it very convenient—you didn’t even have to pull your
hand off your weapon.


He keyed the
transmit button that sat on the middle finger of his left hand. “Rabbit to
Briarpatch, we’re one minute out. How we lookin’?”


It was Carolyn’s
voice that came back: “Everything looks good.”


Walter closed his
eyes as her voice came through his earpiece. Then he opened them again. “Roger
that. Hold traffic.”


Walter sat up
straight. The heavy canvas bag was strapped to his back. A battlerifle strapped
to his chest. He looked at Getty again.


The other man
looked relaxed.


Or maybe he just
knew how to fake it.


“You ready?”
Walter asked.


“’Course,” Getty
replied.


Walter turned to
Koz. “It’s on you.”


Koz squatted in
the center between the two benches. Beside him, Gibbs held the manpack
launcher.


“Slow and steady,”
Koz advised. 


Six big, helmeted
heads nodded.


“Thirty seconds
out,” Bobbi called.


“Eyes on target,”
Javon said.


Six New Breeds
reached up and undid the clasp on their battlshrouds, and then pulled the
ballistic face shield across, connecting it on the opposite side of their
helmets. Their faces covered. Only their eyes peering out.


“Parking lot looks
clear,” Javon said. “I got a couple cars, but no occupants. No pedestrians.”


Everyone turned to
orient themselves towards the rear doors of the van.


Straddling the
I-beam framework, Koz had his hands on the back doors of the van. Koz turned
his helmeted head towards Gibbs.


“Ready?”


Gibbs hugged the
launcher to him. Checked the readout panel. Then nodded. “Ready.”


In the front seat,
Bobbi stowed the map. Walter watched her chest rise and fall as she took a deep
breath. Then she reached into the floorboard and came up with a battlerifle.


Her eyes were
fixed dead ahead.


“Parking lot’s
coming up,” Javon narrated for the people in the back. “Still looks clear.
We’re clear. We’re clear. Pulling in. Hang on…”


Everyone reached up
and took ahold of the canvas straps that had been bolted to the ceiling.


The van slowed
down.


Walter’s stomach
felt lodged in his throat. He swallowed hard against it. Took in a big breath
through his nose, and blew it out through pursed lips.


The van crept.


Waiting to turn.


Walter could hear
the blinker, signaling their desire to turn.


Tick-tick-tick-tick-tick-tick…


Getty reached
across, extending his fist to Walter. “Hey.”


Walter looked at
the fist. Then reached across and touched it with his own.


“We got this,”
Getty said.


“Ayuh.”


The van started
moving forward.


“Here we go,”
Javon called, his voice dialed up a few notches.


The van hung a
left.


Walter looked out
the windshield.


He caught a
glimpse of the OLC.


The entrance.


Wide open
entryway.


Big enough to fit
a van.


He turned back.


Focus on the task.


The van bumped
over the entrance to the parking lot. Hard. Accelerated for a short distance,
then braked. Changed gears. The reverse lights came on. Acceleration again. The
tires chirped.


Walter clung to
his hand hold, as did every other member of the entry team.


They backed up
rapidly. Javon shoved the ass-end of the van into the portico of the OLC.


At the back, Koz unlatched
the rear doors, letting them open a few inches.


Gibbs reached out
and grabbed Koz by the drag strap of his armor, to keep him from tumbling out.


Koz watched
something out the rear window. “More, more, more, stop!”


Javon slammed on
the brakes. 


The rear doors
flew open.


“Move!” Koz
shouted.


It all happened in
a tumble.


Eight bodies in
the back of a van, all surging forward at once.


Walter caught a
glimpse of the atrium of the OLC and saw the two heavily-armed normie soldiers
standing with expressions of incomprehension.


Koz spun to the
right, pinning the van door open.


Gibbs slid to the
left, out of view, and shouldered the launcher as he did—out of the way of the
van, so the backblast didn’t toast everyone inside.


POP-HISSSSSSSSS


Walter hauled
himself forward, Getty to his left, Clay’s ass directly in front of him. He saw
the streak of white smoke and the shape-charge missile smashed into the double
doors and simultaneously detonated, sending a cone of super-heated pressure and
debris lancing through the OLC entrance and ripping apart the two guards
inside, scattering their pieces across the vestibule.


Into the smoke.


Into the acrid fire.


Walter reached the
edge of the van and hopped down. He hit the concrete and almost stumbled. Felt
Getty’s hand on his shoulder, keeping him upright. He touched off his comms.
“On the ground!”


They moved
forward.


The stink of
high-explosive.


Someone was
yelling.


The four New
Breeds held at the breached entrance.


“Gibbs!” Koz
yelled. “You’re up!”


Gibbs again,
dipping through the entrance, immediately followed by Koz. 


Gibbs slipped left
again, Koz slipped right.


Walter saw into
the entryway, into the shielded rotunda, and the two guards inside. One shouted
something into a comm unit, while the other reached for something on the desk
panel.


The Big Red
Handle.


To put the OLC
into lockdown.


The guard hit it,
a second before Gibbs fired the second shape-charge missile.


The lights in the
OLC all went red.


There was supposed
to be a warning klaxon, but Walter didn’t hear it over the firing of the
missile, and the subsequent explosion, which carved a red-hot mouth in the
rotunda and turned the two guards inside to mush.


The four remaining
New Breeds poured through the mangled ruins of the OLC doors, and into the
entryway. They moved, controlled. A brisk walking pace. But there was the sound
of stamping boots, the squeak of them on polished floors.


Another shout.


Clay’s rifle
pivoted and spat fire.


Out of the corner
of his eye, Walter watched a third guard topple to the ground on boneless legs,
and then start rolling in agony. Clay took two steps towards the man and put a
single round into the back of his head.


Walter and Getty
were at the breach in the doors.


He heard the
warning klaxons now.


He turned and
looked at the van, just as the massive blast doors started coming down out of
the ceiling, descending on the tail end of the van.


Sheet metal
crunched, screeched.


The motors of the
blast doors roared loud, straining.


The groan of
steel.


The backend of the
van dipped low, but the newly-installed shocks held, and the solid-core tires
didn’t pop.


The blast doors
stopped their advance.


The I-beam frame
that they’d bolted to the interior of the van had done its job.


“Let’s go,” Walter
huffed.


He spun, and
slipped through the breach behind Getty.


The vestibule was
a big square, now smoking and bloody and in ruin. In the center of the square
was the shattered rotunda, speckled on the interior with gore.


To the left there
were two sets of doors, as well as an elevator.


Clay and Monty
were at the doors, and lightning-bright sparks leapt around them, and the
spot-welders crackled and spat like fighting cats as the two New Breeds
hurriedly welded the doors closed.


The welds would
hold reinforcements off. But not forever.


This needed to
happen fast.


To Walter’s right
was the one door that mattered—the door to the offices, which was where the
money was kept.


At that one,
all-important door, Harris knelt, activating a breaching pack that he’d already
stuck like a block of putty to the door, just above the latching mechanism.


Off to the right
of the door, Koz and Gibbs were stacked up.


Gibbs had already
slung the manpack launcher onto his back, and was armed now with his rifle.


Harris stood up
and jogged away from the door. “Control!” he shouted, slipping in behind Gibbs.
The three New Breeds dipped their heads. “Away in three…two…one…”



 

***



 

Carolyn stood in
agonized silence.


She stood in front
of the projection. She stood with her arms wrapped tightly around herself and
her jaw set, and her eyes fixed on the target building, and the little waypoint
that represented the van.


Walter’s last
words reverberated hard inside of her: boots
on the ground!


Jesus. What if
those were his actual last words?


She wished for
audio, or video, or some connection to see what the hell was happening during
the assault, and then decided that it would only haunt her forever if something
went wrong.


The seconds ticked
by.


Stretched.


Meandered.


Fuck.


How long did it
take?


Thirty seconds
now.


Were they inside?
When the hell was Walter going to give her a status update?


Carolyn searched
avidly for something else to pay attention to. Her eyes shot around the map
projection and decided to latch onto the little icons of the two resistance
groups that had checked in twenty minutes ago—two of the groups that she
actually trusted to be well-trained enough and well-equipped enough to back up
the assault team if necessary.


She jabbed a
finger at the icons. “Murray and Zev haven’t fucking moved,” she stated,
overly-loud. “Why aren’t they moving? We told them to get into the Yellow Zone
twenty minutes ago. They’re still in the Red Zone. They’re still…” She glanced
to Carmichael, who she was actually speaking to, and realized that he had one
finger in his ear, trying to hear something that someone on his PD was saying.


Carolyn felt a
flash of anger that heated the back of her neck. She opened her mouth to call
Carmichael by name, but then looked at his face, his eyes, and the way he was
furrowed and concerned. Nodding along with whatever the person on the other end
of his call was saying. Lips tight and grim.


She waited
interminable seconds. Threw her hands up, just to get a reaction from
Carmichael.


Carmichael saw her
gesticulation and made eye-contact with her.


But he didn’t
speak to her. And his eyes didn’t apologize.


The anger went out
of Carolyn like a strong wind suddenly dying.


Shit. This was
bad.


The two of them
stared at each other.


Carmichael
blinked. “Yes,” he said to whoever he was speaking with. “I’ll tell her.”


Then he
disconnected.


“What is it?”
Carolyn’s voice tightened. “What happened?”


“Pete—the old man
that owns the safe house—”


“Right, right, I
know who he is.”


“He set off a
duress code with Honeycutt’s people. And now he’s not answering up.”


Silence for a
moment.


Carolyn opted not
to say anything.


“They think his
house might’ve been hit,” Carmichael said.


“Hit?”


“By the CoAx.”


“Shit.”


“If they have
Pete…”


Carolyn spun to
the map and finished the acrid thought: “Then they might know what we’re
doing.”

















 

Chapter 26



 

Ringing ears.


Aching sinuses.


The smell of
smoke.


The hazy, clouded
image of the atrium.


Walter only knew
that he needed to be moving forward.


Dimly, he was
aware of people shouting.


Ahead of him and
Getty, Clay and Monty sprinted for the breached door. The door itself, mangled
and chewed, was still bouncing off its hinges, smoke trailing from the jagged
edges where the breaching charge had ripped it from the door frame.


Koz, Gibbs, and
Harris were already slipping through the doorway.


Gunfire chattered.


Screams.


More gunfire.


Walter looked down
in time to keep from stumbling over the body of a dead guard. For a brief
moment as Walter stared at the man’s eyes, he thought he was still alive. But
no, there was a hole just below his right eye, and the man’s brains were on the
floor.


Walter stepped
over the man and picked up the pace.


He glanced behind
him, and saw Getty right there, eyes-forward, focused on the doorway.


Focus on the task at hand.


Walter hit the
door and slipped in, clearing it quickly and moving to the left to get out of
the doorframe. His caution was unnecessary. The New Breeds had taken the office
area. There were two dead bodies, and two live. Both were in Fed uniform.


Harris and Gibbs
each had one of the live soldiers and kicked their legs out from under them,
sending them to their knees, and then pinning them up against the wall.


“Don’t you fucking
move!”


Clay and Monty
appeared from inside the furthest office to the left. “Offices are clear,” Clay
announced.


A few paces back
from the two captured soldiers, Koz straightened up and took a quick look
around the room. Walter followed his gaze, and they seemed to both fixate on
the door at once.


There were offices
in this section, but their doors were wooden.


This one was a
complete seal. And it was metal.


“That’s gotta be
it,” Walter said, stalking quickly towards it. “Can you breach it?”


Koz followed. His
shrouded head pivoted up and down, checking the door out. “Yeah, probably. But
I’d rather these two mokes open it for me.”


Walter nodded.


They didn’t want
to breach the safe room door unless absolutely necessary. They didn’t know how
well-protected the money was inside that room, and an explosive charge could
end up shredding it, or, at the very least, scattering it across the room and
making it harder to gather up.


Walter stepped to
the two soldiers on the ground. He patted Harris on the shoulder. “Harris, prep
a breach on that door, just in case.”


Harris nodded and slipped
away.


The soldier he’d
been guarding dared to look back.


Walter slammed his
face back into the wall. “Don’t you fucking look at me!”


He took a moment
to look at both of their collars. The man that he had against the wall had a
single bar on his collar. The other soldier had two.


“You,” Walter
said, looking at the man with two bars, while he placed the muzzle of his rifle
to the back of his own prisoner’s head. “Captain. You’re gonna open that safe
room or I’m gonna kill the lieutenant.”


The captain
smartly stayed staring at the wall, but Walter saw the way his face scrunched
up, not in physical agony, but in mental.


“It’s just money,
captain,” Walter said. “It’s not worth anybody’s life.”


Which was a lie. It
was worth Walter’s.


The lieutenant in
Walter’s hands remained silent.


He didn’t want to
die.


His captain didn’t
want to be responsible for him dying.


“Okay,” the
captain said. “Alright. I’ll open the door.”


Walter looked at
Gibbs and nodded to him. “Let him up.”


Gibbs pulled the
captain to his feet and growled, his battleshroud nearly touching the captain’s
ear as he hauled the man to the door. “You do anything but key the correct code
for that door and things are going to end very badly for you and the
lieutenant. Do you understand that?”


“Yes.”


“You had your
chance to be a hero when we came in the room,” Gibbs continued as he parked the
captain roughly in front of the door. “And you didn’t. Don’t start now.”


The captain nodded
shakily and stared at the keypad.


He started
blinking rapidly.


Walter looked at
him and felt a note of misgivings creep up from his gut. “You do know the code, right?” 


The captain kept
staring at the keypad. “Right,” he mumbled.


“Then open the
fucking door!” Walter yelled. “We don’t have all day, motherfucker!”


“Alright!” The
captain yelped, suddenly angry. “Alright! Okay!”


He reached forward
with a sudden decision and tapped a rapid, five-digit code.


The way he did it
made Walter’s heart skip a beat and he thought in that bare second that maybe
the captain was trying to pull one over on them, enter some sort of lock-down
sequence that would seal them out of the safe room.


But then the
keypad simply turned green, and the safe room door opened.


Koz pointed to the
captain and the lieutenant. “Gibbs and Clay, gag these fuckers and tie them up
and let’s get the fuck out of here.”


Walter tossed a
glance to Getty, who had already slung his rifle and doffed the pack from his
back. He stepped to the door, ripping open the zippered enclosure of the pack.


Walter followed
him into the safe room.


It was a square
room, with metal walls. It had a metal table. On that metal table was a large,
black box. Protruding from the side of the black box was a control module.


This was not a
part of what Hughes had briefed them on.


Hughes had stated
that the money would be out in the open.


Walter didn’t see
a damn dollar bill.


Just the table and
the machine that sat upon it.


Getty slapped his
open pack down on the table and looked at the black box. He spread his hands.
“What the fuck is this?”


Walter slipped his
own pack off his shoulders. “I’m guessing the money is inside. It better be inside.” When he had the pack
off his shoulders, he keyed his comms. “Rabbit to Briarpatch, I’m lookin’ at a
big, black box. The fuck is it?”


Getty looked at
Walter, waiting for a response over the comms.


There was a long
pause. Then Carolyn’s voice.


“Hey,” she said,
and he knew from the tone of her voice that something was wrong. “Listen to me.
We might have an issue. There is a possibility that they know where you are
right now. You need to get out.”


Walter and Getty
stared at each other.


Walter’s head
buzzed drunkenly. He blinked. Shot his eyes to the big black box on the table.
“No,” he said over the comms. “Absolutely not. We’re here. We are
right-fucking-here.”


“You need to get
out right now!” she insisted.


Walter’s eyes were
fixated. “I am looking at a big, black box with a module on the side,” he said,
speaking slowly and obstinately. “If time is short, then you better put our man
on the line and explain to me what the hell we’re looking at.”


There was silence
on the comms, but Walter could imagine that Carolyn was probably cursing up a
storm right now. His obstinacy had always had a unique ability to infuriate
her. He didn’t want to piss her off right now, but that was just how this one
was gonna go.


In the back of his
mind, he thought, what the hell happened?
What went wrong? How’d they find out? Who talked?


Koz appeared in
the doorway. He ripped off the battle shroud and stared at Walter hard. “What
the fuck are you doing, Walt?”


Walter jabbed a
hand at the box on the table. “I’m getting the fucking money! That’s what we
fucking came here for, and that’s what I’m gonna do! Thirty seconds isn’t going
to make the difference!”


“Thirty seconds
could make all the fucking
difference!” Koz shot back. “When command tells you to abort, you fucking
abort!”


Walter shook his
head. “This ain’t about what the military does, Koz. It’s about what I’m doing. It’s about what we need.”


“We need?” Koz
said. “Or you need?”


Walter didn’t
answer.


Hughes’ voice came
over the comms. “They must’ve beefed up security,” he said by way of an opening
statement. “It’s likely just a glorified cash box. Probably operated by a code.
Do you have anyone that might have the code?”


Walter still
stared at Koz. “Get the captain,” he said.


Koz only wasted
another half-second, but must have decided that an argument would take longer
than simply complying. He spun around and disappeared for all of five seconds
before re-appearing with the captain, who had been bound, but not yet gagged.


Walter looked at
the captain and pointed to the box. “The code. Now. No fucking around.”


Hughes, on the
comms: “Rabbit, did you copy my last? Is there someone with a code?”


“Working on it,”
Walter snapped back. “Standby.”


The captain took a
few heavy breaths. “Five-nine-four-one,” he blurted out.


Carolyn, on the
comms: “W—” she almost said his name, then stopped herself. “You need to hurry
up.”


“Five-nine-four-one,”
Walter said to Getty, who was already accessing the control module. Then Walter
keyed his comms. “I said standby. We
are working as quickly as possible. Let us work.”


This is the only way.


It has to happen this way.


Getty tapped the
code out on the module. He pulled his head back, waiting. Then he looked
venomously at the captain. The very fact that he was showing anger was proof
enough to Walter that things were spiraling out of control.


“Alright, now
what? It’s giving me all these fucking options.”


“Uh…” the captain
seemed vapor-locked for a moment. “What are the options?”


“Motherfucker, I
want the money out of the box.”


“It works like an
ATM,” the captain said. “Just enter the amount.”


“I don’t want to
enter a fucking amount,” Getty said. “I want to open the fucking box and take
the money out. How do I open the box? I’m about to kill you, do you know that?”


The captain
swallowed hard. “You can’t open the box.”


“I can’t open the
box?” Getty’s eyes flashed rare fire. “Fuck it. Koz, ice this prick.”


“Wait! Wait!” the
captain writhed in Koz’s grip and got shaken like a ragdoll for his efforts.


“Hold still,” Koz
growled. Then, to Walter. “We need to fucking go.”


Walter pumped his
hand in the air, spitting mad: “Not. Yet!” he pointed to the captain. “You! Are
you refusing to open the box?”


“I can’t!” the
captain nearly shrieked. “I would if I could! I just can’t! I don’t have the
fucking key! I swear to God! Why would I lie? I’ve given you all the other
codes! I’ve—”


“Alright-alright-alright,”
Walter waved him off. “Shut up. How do we get the money out?”


“You’re going to
have to…” he glanced at Getty again, who still looked murderous. The captain
looked back at Walter, apparently preferring that. “You’re going to have to
withdraw the money.”


“You gotta be
fuckin’ kidding me,” Getty groaned.


“It’s the only way
to get the money out,” the captain insisted. “Unless you have the key. And I
don’t have the key. No one in this building has the key.”


“How much is in
there?” Walter demanded.


“Fifty-five.” The
captain said. “Million,” he clarified.


“Getty,” Walter
said. “Can you type in that amount?”


Getty was already
busy at the monitor. “It’s not letting me go that high.”


“You can only take
out five at a time,” the captain said, almost sheepishly.


“You gotta be fuckin’ kidding me,” Getty repeated.


“No, it’s a security—”
the captain started.


“Just shut up,”
Walter cut him off. He pointed to Getty. “Do it. Take out five at a time until
we empty that shit.”


“Alright. Okay.”
Getty muttered, fingers already flying across the monitor.


Koz was not happy.
He glared at Walter.


At the black box,
the machine’s insides whirred, and from a bill-shaped port on the side, five
million dollars began riffling out.


“That’s the first
five,” Getty said. “And I’m on a fucking status bar. It won’t let me type in
the next amount until that shit gets done coming out.”


Walter heard him,
but held Koz’s gaze. “We gonna keep fighting about this?”


Koz shook his head
one time. “No. Not now. Later maybe.”


“Well, if I live
that long, I’m sure I’ll regret it.”


Carolyn on the
comms again, speaking with barely-controlled rage. “Briarpatch to Rabbit. Give
me a sit-rep.”


“We’re having to
pull out five at a time,” Walter said, hoping that his intentionally ambiguous
language was still understood.


A pause.


Then: “How long is
that going to take?”


Walter watched the
last of the first five million flutter into the tray—one giant stack of bills,
nearly four feet high. And Walter understood why the machine only spat out five
million at a time—because that five million completely filled the tray.


Getty was already
grabbing the money and stuffing it into his pack.


Walter did a quick
mental calculation. “Less than five minutes,” he said over the comms.


“Jesus Christ,”
was the response. “Why are you doing this?”


Walter winced at
the tone. “Just trust me and don’t be mad.”


“I’m fucking
furious.”


“I know. Don’t
be.”


The voice on the
comms changed to Hughes, but he wasn’t speaking to Walter. “Javon and Bobbi.
Head’s up. There’s been emergency calls about an explosion. You have three
police units heading to your position right now. About thirty seconds out from
you.”



 

***



 

Javon touched off
his comms. “Roger that.” He looked at Bobbi. “You ready?”


Bobbi hoisted her
rifle—a regular battlerifle today, not her usual sniper rifle. They were more
likely to need a whole lot of rounds downrange, than a few selectively placed
ones.


Still, to be on
the safe side, she’d stowed her big rifle under one of the back bench seats.


“If we hit them
hard enough,” Bobbi said, pushing her door open. “They’ll back up and wait for
more units before engaging again. That might give us the window we need.”


Javon nodded,
pulling his own rifle out from between the two front seats. “Yeah, maybe. If
Walter doesn’t waste all our fucking time.”


Bobbi slipped out
of the van and looked back at Javon. “Trust Walt. He’s got a feel for these
things.”


Javon wagged the
stump of his arm. “Yeah, I lost a fuckin’ arm on his last op.”


Bobbi didn’t
really have much to say to that, but it seemed that Javon wasn’t really holding
it against Walter. Simply pointing out that things could go sideways. And they
often did.


The two of them
slammed their doors.


Outside of the
van, they heard the wailing of sirens bouncing off the tall downtown buildings,
but then abruptly it silenced.


“They’re close,”
Bobbi noted.


“Yup.”


Javon posted on
the corner of the OLC’s portico. It was a nice hard cover made of concrete
blocks. Bobbi chose the engine block to sit behind.


Javon noted her
position. “You sure you wanna use the engine block?”


“It’s solid, isn’t
it?”


“I ain’t worried
about you,” Javon replied. “I’m worried about our getaway vehicle.”


Bobbi considered
this for a few beats. Then settled down behind her rifle sights, over the top
of the engine block. “We just gotta hit them hard when they come around the
corner,” she reiterated. “Buy ourselves some time.”


“Sure, sure.”
Javon said, like nothing really mattered, and got himself situated.


He could shoulder
the rifle, but had no support hand, so he simply leaned the stump of his arm
against the corner of the wall, and then rested the front handguard of the
battlerifle on that. If it pained him at all, he didn’t show it.


In the darkness,
the streets of the city were very still.


The entrance to
the OLC was sandwiched between the actual OLC, and a five-story parking deck.
The parking deck blocked their view of the road on one side, and the OLC itself
blocked the view on the other side.


They heard the
shifting of an engine, flying fast.


A police vehicle.


The chirp of
tires, a block or two away.


Blue lights
flickered on the side of a building, and then disappeared.


“When they come
around that corner,” Bobbi said, in a low, intense voice. “We’re gonna give
them everything we got.”


Javon didn’t even
respond. He stayed glued to his rifle sights.


Headlights in the
pre-dawn darkness, just past the parking deck.


Bobbi felt her
cheek, nestled against the buttstock of the battlerifle. She felt how it was in
the right spot. Felt how naturally the rifle formed itself to her face. How
easily her eye found the holographic reticle. And it hovered, dim and red, just
in front of the parking deck, at about what she figured was stomach-height to a
man, and a good place to aim on a vehicle.


The glow of the
headlights intensified.


And at the last
second, became two shining pin points.


Bobbi whispered
“Now,” even though no one could hear her, and she pulled the trigger with a
steady hand and the rifle spat flame and lead and brass, and the compensator
kept her reticle on target for a surprisingly long time.


She watched the
police vehicle come around the corner of the parking deck, straight into the
line of her fire. She watched the holes appear in the sides of the vehicle. Saw
the front left tire suddenly burst in a shroud of pressurized dust. Watched the
windshield and the windows shatter into diamonds.


The screech of
brakes. 


The front end of
the police vehicle dipped as it braked, hard. Shifted.


Squealing tires.
Burning rubber, spewing up in clouds.


Bobbi kept firing,
aiming for the engine block and the front axle.


Javon fired, too.


The front sheet
metal of the vehicle was pocked and ripped and torn apart and chunks of it
started to fly off, just as the tires got purchase on that asphalt and the
vehicle reversed quickly out of sight. There was the sound of the vehicle
braking again. A crunch as it hit something.


Distant yelling.


Bobbi pulled her
smoking battlerifle close into her body and swapped the near-empty magazine
out.


On the comms,
Javon’s voice: “Contact. We have contact with the police. Y’all better hurry
the fuck up!”

















 

Chapter 27



 

“That’s it!”
Walter said, slapping Getty on the shoulder. “We need to roll!”


No more money.


They’d done what
they could do.


Getty ripped the
zippers up on the pack he was filling and slung it on his back. Two bills
fluttered in the air like feathers in a fox-raided henhouse. Walter’s pack was
already back on his shoulders.


He emerged from
the safe room.


The captain and
the lieutenant were face-down on the floor, their hands bound behind their
backs, and hoods over their heads. 


Koz and Gibbs
stood in the center of the room, and their helmeted heads swiveled to look at
Walter, as he and Getty emerged from the room. Walter tossed his head towards
the exit.


“Let’s go.”


Clay, Harris, and
Monty were already stacked at the door.


“Move out,” Koz
called.


Clay filed through
the breached door, back into the atrium, and Harris and Monty swooped in behind
him.


Walter slowed his
movement as Koz and Gibbs stepped up to the door.


He heard a
metallic banging sound. Heavy.


He dipped his head
to see into the atrium, to see the two doors on the other side of the atrium,
the doors that Clay and Monty had welded shut. One of them rattled on its
hinges, bulging a bit in the center.


“They’re trying to
ram through,” Clay called out.


“I see it,” Koz
replied. “Clay and Monty, hold on those doors while we exfil.” Then he turned
and waved Getty and Walt through. 


In the atrium,
Clay and Monty posted up on that battered door, Clay using the blasted remains
of the rotunda as cover, and Monty using the corner of the entryway. 


Walter and Getty
jogged through the atrium.


Their boots
squeaked on the tile floors.


The bloody body of
that guard, still slumped on the ground.


The repeated,
thunderous banging of the soldiers on the other side of that door, trying to
get through.


Walter cleared the
corner of the entryway and saw through the breach, Javon looking back at them
and yelling, “Put some pepper on it! We need to—”


Whatever else he
had to say was drowned out.


With one
resounding slam, the atrium door flew open.


Clay and Monty
immediately opened fire in a deafening fusillade.


Walter dove for
the entryway. 


Getty sprinted and
raised his battlerifle with one arm. He let off a string of rounds that
shattered out and hammered around the door.


Walter heard the
bullets coming back at them. They buzzed like angry hornets and they toasted
the air around his skin.


As he scrambled
across the tile, he managed to look back and see Getty toppling, his face a
grimace, and Walter saw a streamer of blood, still hanging in the air from
where a bullet had hit him.


Getty hit the
ground about two yards behind Walter.


Koz added his
battlerifle to the chattering chorus directed at the door and yelled at Walter,
“Get him!”


Walter reached out
with both hands and he seized a hold of Getty’s arm and he hauled backwards
with everything he had, yanking the man into cover.


He heard a hard thwack and a grunt.


Koz teetered
sideways as he stumbled back into cover beside Monty.


Koz righted
himself, put his back against the walls and smacked the right side of his
armor. “Fuck!” he bellowed. Stamped his foot. “I’m good. I’m good.”


Walter turned his
attention to Getty. “Where are you hit?” he demanded.


Getty rose to his
feet. “Top of my back!” Getty groaned, but didn’t seem like he intended to lay
around because of it. He was already on his feet. “I think I’m okay! Let’s go!”


Koz pointed to the
van. “Get in the fucking van!” he shouted at them. “We’ll hold ‘em off!”


Then Koz grabbed a
little sphere from his vest and held it in the air so that Clay and Gibbs on
the other side could see it. Then he deactivated the safety and engaged the
timer and he waited a painfully long time.


“Frag out!” Koz
hurled the object around the corner.


And barely had
time to suck his hand back around before the atrium turned into a white haze of
dust.


Clay, Gibbs, and
Harris sprinted across the atrium, leaving only Koz and Monty to hold down
their attackers. 


Walter reached the
back of the ban and shoved Getty head-first into the open doors.


Clay and Gibbs
made it across, and they didn’t break stride.


Midway across the
atrium, something took Harris by his left leg as he was in mid-step and sent
that leg whipping out from under him. The New Breed went sprawling, but his
forward momentum carried him into the cover of the entryway.


Koz had already
palmed another grenade, and he tossed it around the corner at the same instant
that Harris slid into safety. Then he slapped Monty on the shoulder and
shouted, “Roll! Roll! Roll!”


Monty rolled.


He pivoted on his
feet and came up running. He reached down in one smooth movement and grabbed a
hold of Harris by the arm, as the wounded New Breed struggled to his one good
foot, and he half-carried the man for the entrance.


Walter pinned the
van doors open as Clay and Gibbs tumbled in.


The explosion of
the second grenade ripped through the atrium.


Koz rolled, and
ran for the van.


Walter shouted
over his shoulder: “Javon! Bobbi! Get in the fucking van!”


Walter held the
door and Koz dove in, landing between the two bench seats with a grunt and a
clatter of gear. His comrades grabbed him up and dragged him fully into the
van.


Walter heard Javon
and Bobbi slam their doors, one after the other. He slung himself up into the
van and hauled the doors shut, and the second that they latched, he pounded the
side of the van and yelled, “Go, Javon! Go!”


The engine roared
and the tires screamed and the vehicle lurched…


But didn’t go
anywhere.


“Fuck!” Javon
screamed. “The blast doors got us pinned to the fuckin’ ground!”


“We talked about
this,” Koz grated. “Feather the gas and work your way out!”


Walter turned his
attention back to the rear doors of the van, the windows looking out. He saw
the atrium, the entryway, a soldier leaning out, rifle up.


Walter fired from
the hip, sending a slurry of rounds careening through the door. The soldier
jumped back behind cover, and Walter brought his rifle to his shoulder so he
could actually aim. “We got company, Javon! Get us out!”


“I know!” Javon
shouted. “I fucking know!”


The vehicle
lurched in the clutches of the blast doors, the sheet metal over Walter’s head
screeching and setting his teeth on edge, but he stayed focused...


Another rifle
coming around the corner.


Walter fired.


The windows
shattered.


This time the
rifle in the atrium fired back.


The rounds hitting
the van sounded like pink-pink-pink!


“Agh!” Walter
recoiled as something nipped his neck. “Goddamn it! Fucking go!”


The engine gave
one last giant roar, and Javon yelled at everyone along with it. “Everyone shut
the fuck up!” 


Then the van
managed to get out of the teeth of the blast doors and rocketed forward with an
explosive rending noise.


Walter felt the
acceleration pick him up and slam him face-first into the door.


A little metal
flower sprouted right next to his face.


His eyes widened
and he pulled himself away from the bullet hole.


His hand went to
his neck and touched it.


He took a few
breaths, but it didn’t feel like his breathing was encumbered. It didn’t feel
like blood was bubbling in his throat. But when he pulled his hand away from
his throat, it was red. 


Not just a little
red. It was covered.


For a moment, Walter
just turned and looked at the New Breeds in the back of the van.


Koz and Gibbs
tried to right themselves as Javon violently piloted the van into a turn and
accelerated towards the exit. Clay grabbed Harris’s leg and asking him if it
was okay. Monty rolled Getty onto his stomach to take a look at the wound on
his back.


And Walter just
sat there for a moment, thinking, well,
everyone seems pretty goddamned busy and you’re not the only one that’s shot up right now.


He took another
look at the blood on his hand. It was bad. But how bad?


Walter had no
clue. He was a terrible judge of these types of things.


He didn’t know
what to do, and he didn’t really have any medical supplies to start working on
himself, and everyone seemed busy helping someone else, so Walter just clamped
his fingers over the little divot in his skin where he felt the blood coming
out of, and the salt of his sweaty fingers seared the skin of his neck, but the
hole was plugged closed for now, and he was breathing perfectly fine, right? So
he’d be fine.


He’d be fine.



 

***



 

The old man named
Pete was bound and sitting on his knees in the middle of the living room floor.


Agent Goring
looked about distastefully, as though the stain of the recently departed rebels
was a lingering stench. He was at the front door. The door they had breached.
They’d done it mechanically, and the door was barely there anymore. It had
taken only one hit.


Goring pointed to
it and looked across the living room at the man named Pete. “Not a very stout
door for a safe house.” He took a step inside and closed the door behind him,
even though it couldn’t latch. He held it in place so that it wouldn’t fall
open again, then removed his hands gingerly, as though he’d made a house of
cards that would barely withstand a stiff breeze. “That’s just…that’s just
shoddy, Pete. Shoulda reinforced the door. Metal frame. Metal door. Fucking something.”


He turned around
and looked at the man. “Shit,” he sighed. “You must’ve really thought you were
safe.”


Pete knelt there
the whole time and his chin stuck out like a bulldog, and his bloodshot eyes
drooped, and he seemed ready to start growling, ornery old cur that he was.


On either side of
the old man were two New Breeds, and they stood with their rifles angled at his
chest.


Goring took another
look around. Noted the brass latch of the door sitting in the corner of the
living room amongst a scattering of wooden debris from the door. Noted the
crescent-shaped scorch marks from the diversionary grenades—one in the entry,
right under Goring’s feet, and another in the corner of the living room, not
too far from where Pete knelt.


Goring took a deep
breath and crossed the distance between him and Pete. He looked down at the
man. The man looked up at him. Goring’s lips twitched.


“You’re not going
to talk, are you?” Goring asked him. “You have that look about you. Old hand at
the grindstone, huh? Done it all before.”


Pete didn’t
respond.


Goring nodded,
once. “Well. Here’s how this is going to go. You’re either going to tell me
where Walter Baucom is, or I am going to kill you. After I kill you, I’m going
to have my team hack your PD and any other electronics that are in this house,
and we will eventually find out where they are. Obviously, that takes slightly
more time. Which is why I’m giving you the option to save your life right now
and tell me where—”


Goring’s own PD
interrupted him with a terse little tone.


He glanced skyward
with annoyance and sighed.


He swiped the
monitor up, and sent it to his earbud.


It was the
director.


Goring felt his
stomach tighten.


“Goring here.”


The director had
no greeting for him. He just launched into it. “You have any idea what the fuck
is going on in Durham right now?”


Goring felt heat
rising up his neck. It was never a good idea to not know what the director
wanted you to know. He scrambled about for some easy answer, but knew it would
only make him look like more of an idiot if he guessed wrong. “No, sir. I’m not
aware.”


“Of course you’re
not aware!” the director yelled in his ear.


Goring bit his
tongue.


“Because you’re
out wasting government resources chasing one backwoods farmboy that you and only you thinks is some sort of fucking
redneck mastermind! Christ!”


“Well, sir,”
Goring said, straining to control himself. “I’m actually with a suspect right
now. We’ll know where Walter Baucom is within an hour at most. And I promise
that—”


“Oh, you don’t
need to wait for an hour,” the director interrupted. “I can tell you where he
is right now. Would you like to see?”


The heat on
Goring’s neck had turned cold. He didn’t dare answer that question.


“I’m sending you a
video, Agent Goring,” the director said.


Goring looked at
his monitor, and saw the status bar shoot full and the video appear. “Yes, sir,
I have it.”


“Watch it.
Don’t…don’t you say another fucking word until you’ve watched it.”


“Yes, sir.”


So Goring watched
it.


Hot, cold, hot,
cold, his skin went.


Heart beating
hard.


Then anger.


Rage.


It was security
footage. It only took Goring a moment, but he recognized the building. The
atrium. The rotunda. It was the OLC. He also recognized Walter Lawrence Baucom
III. But more important than the face that he recognized, were the faces that
he couldn’t see.


Faces on top of
massive bodies.


Covered by
battleshrouds.


Shit.


“I see that Walter
Baucom is at the OLC,” Goring said.


“Not anymore,” the
director belted out. “Fuck Walter Baucom. Did you see the fucking New Breeds?
Do you know what this means?”


Again, Goring
decided that the best option was to remain silent.


He himself was the
replacement for the previous agent in command of the region—an agent who’d been
sacked by this very director for being ineffective. And now Goring felt himself
being inexorably pushed towards this cliff himself. He stood on the brink now,
and afraid that one wrong move would send him over.


“It means,” the
director hissed. “That the renegades are making their move. And they’re making
their move on Durham. Durham. The place you should
be focusing on.”


“Sir, with all due
respect, I am focusing on Durham. You
have to take the major players out of the game. That was the reason you brought
me on board in the first place, wasn’t it? Because you knew I could identify
the targets and exploit their contacts. You knew I could do this, and I am
doing it right now.”


“Well, there’s not
much point now is there?” The director said. “We don’t particularly need your
skillset for Durham. Durham is a warzone, and it’s going to get worse. It’s
obvious to me that the renegades are making a move there, and I fully intend to
stamp that out.”


Goring frowned.
“Sir, I would advise against any knee-jerk reactions.”


“Don’t you dare
try to advise me.”


Goring turned away
from Pete and took two steps back towards the door to gain himself a little
privacy. He spoke lower now, facing the shattered remains of the front door. “It
seems to me that you intend to remove me from my position, director. In the
waning hours of my tenure, allow me to be frank.”


Goring’s pulse hit
his head so hard that his vision jumped. He was taking a massive risk talking
to the director like this, but he felt that needling instinct in his gut that
told him to speak now or regret it later.


If he didn’t
speak, all he could do was watch the government fumble its way to a renegade
victory, and while that would ultimately vindicate him, it would be too bitter
of a victory to truly enjoy.


The director’s
response was flat. “Speak.”


“This stinks of a
trick.”


“Oh, Goring!” the
director said, exasperated.


“Director, I know
these people better than you do. I know them very well. And I understand you
view that as a liability right now, but answer me this one question: Why the
hell would the renegades come out of hiding to hit the OLC?”


“To take millions
of dollars.”


“Sir, that’s chump
change in the grand scheme of things. It simply doesn’t make sense. I think
that you know that it doesn’t make sense, but I think you, just like everyone
else, has a superior that is breathing down your neck, and you’re about to make
a very poor decision because of it.” Goring closed his eyes and pressed on.
“There’s a wealth of military targets that the renegades could hit when they
come out of hiding. There is nothing valuable to Durham. It’s just symbolic. If
you knew Colonel Wainwright like I do, you’d know he’s not one for symbolic
victories. He’s utterly practical. He’s not sending a team of New Breeds to
knock over a few million dollars.” Goring opened his eyes and looked at his PD
monitor again, the video frozen at the last frame. 


“It makes no
sense,” he repeated, almost as though thinking to himself, and perhaps that’s
what he was doing. Brainstorming out loud. “The target makes no sense. But
further than that, why the hell would they let themselves get caught on video?
It would be in Wainwright’s interests to keep his movements in Durham a secret
for as long as possible. He just wouldn’t do this. He wouldn’t do it this way.
None of this makes sense.”


The director
finally broke in. “None of it makes sense? It just fucking happened! It doesn’t need to make sense! It needs to be reacted
to!”


“That is a massive
mistake. There’s a reason this is happening. I know it. I know how they think.
They don’t have the numbers and they don’t have the resources to make a direct
attack like invading Durham. It’d be a mire for them with no strategic value.
These Baucom boys, they know how to use tricks, they know how to goad the CoAx
and they’ve been doing it for generations.”


“Oh, the Baucoms,
the Baucoms! You never shut the fuck up about the Baucoms. It was one fucking
video, Goring!”


“With all due
respect, I think it’s more than that.” Goring turned again and looked at Pete.
“They have something. They have a weapon. That’s the only explanation for how
they knocked over that convoy a few weeks ago. They have a weapon, and they’re
trying to draw us into a fight they can control so they can use it. They have
to do it like that. They don’t have the resources for a straight fight, so they
always have to use deception.”


“Goring…”


“Give me
twenty-four hours,” Goring snapped suddenly. “I’ve got these fuckers on the
ropes. I’ve got them. Don’t take me off it now. Twenty-four hours won’t cripple
your response in Durham, and I can prove to you that they have a weapon, and I
can uncover their plans to use it. You just have to give me one day. Just one
day.”


The director made
a huffing noise. He wasn’t one to bandy about a decision, and Goring could hear
that the decision had already been made. Had probably been made halfway through
what Goring was trying to say.


What it came down
to was politics.


If Goring turned
out to be right in his warning, and the director didn’t take his warning, then it would reflect poorly on him. In truth,
Goring’s self-imposed timeline was giving the director an out—a way to say that
he gave Goring a chance, but also a way to be rid of Goring in short order.


“We can’t mobilize
for another sixteen hours anyways,” the director said. “Another eight won’t
break us. But let me explain something to you, Goring: I don’t like you. I
never did like you. You were a matter of convenience. And you’ve become
decidedly inconvenient. So you either start making yourself extremely useful, or things are going to
go much worse for you than your predecessor. Do you understand that?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Make. Yourself.
Useful.”


Goring nodded, still
staring at Pete. “I will.”


The director had
already disconnected.


Goring snapped his
PD shut.


He took one deep
breath through his nose.


Nodded at Pete.
“Kill him,” he commanded.


Pete’s face
twisted in pure hatred. “You fucking—”


Both New Breeds
fired at the same time. Both rounds entered the top of Pete’s back and blew out
the bottom of his stomach, and obliterated everything in between, including the
man’s heart, and he died instantly, flopping forward onto the floor, his hound
dog face gone slack.


“We don’t need him
anymore,” Goring said. “Get his PD and any other personal electronics in the
house. Gather them up and put them on the counter. I also want a perimeter set
up. Just in case our friends decide to return in the near future, I want to be
ready to snatch them up.”


Goring activated
his comms, and spoke to Agent Barnes. “Send the tech team in. And bring me Macy
Stockwell.”

















 

Chapter 28



 

A heavily modified
van plunged onto the interstate loop, and once in among the light traffic, it
slowed to a normal pace and blended in with the rest of the people living out
their lives. 


In among them, any
driver would think that the van was just in a hurry to merge and was now
driving normally. If anyone was watching the traffic pass by, the van looked
like any other number of vans—albeit with some body damage to the back of the
roof.


The interior was a
different matter.


It had turned into
a madhouse.


“I think we’re
clear,” Javon reported, and then sent the question over the comms, which buzzed
in everyone’s ear.


In the back of the
van, Walter was still sweating and worrying about the hole in his neck that he
wasn’t positive whether it was a hole or just a nick. 


Harris had taken a
bullet to the calf. They had him up on the bench seat now, his leg splayed out
across the center and propped up on Clay’s lap while Clay stuffed the wound
with HSA and kept telling Harris, “Be cool, be cool, it’ll be over in a
second.”


And Harris yelled
back through gritted teeth: “I’m fucking cool! Stop telling me to be cool! Just
plug the fucking hole!”


“Tryna help you,
bro, don’t get testy.”


Harris squeezed a
hand over his face. “Oh my fuck.”


Koz chimed in.
“Jesus, Harris. Javon didn’t even fuss that much when he lost his arm.”


“Fuck you,” Harris
growled back. “It stings.”


On the floor, Koz
and Gibbs worked on Getty, who was stomach-down on the floor, but trying to
crane his neck in an anatomically impossible way, in order to get a look at his
wound. It was a deep groove that started in one shoulder blade, tore a furrow
in his skin about to the point where it met his spine, then went under the skin,
a purplish, subcutaneous trail, and popped back out on the other shoulder blade
in an even wider and more ragged looking exit.


They were worried
about him being paralyzed, but Getty had already established that he hadn’t
lost control of his limbs.


His right leg kept
hitting the ground. Pounding it when the pain got to him.


“You’re so fucking
lucky,” Gibbs noted, while he worked to plug the entry wound. “If that shooter
had been an inch more on target, you’d be dead or paralyzed.”


“If I’d moved an
inch faster I wouldn’t have gotten hit at all,” Getty mumbled. “Where’s my
fucking cigarettes?”


“I’ll get you
one,” Koz said, but didn’t seem to be telling the truth. He was busy holding
gauze down on the exit wound. “In a minute,” he clarified.


On the comms,
Hughes’s voice came over: “They do have a description of the van, but you lost
them three intersections before you hit the interstate. They do appear to be
sending units to the interstate. I think they also have a pretty good idea that
you’re probably heading back to the Red Zone.”


Koz swore. Without
a free hand, he couldn’t key his comms. “Javon, you focus on driving. Bobbi,
ask him for a recommendation.”


Bobbi’s voice on
the comms: “Koz wants a recommendation.”


Pause.


“What do you mean
‘recommendation’?”


“Fuck,” Koz shook
his head. “I mean a goddamned recommendation. What does he recommend? Should we
gun it? Should we take a special route? Can he give us a little help knowing
what he knows? Tell him to get his head out of his ass and get with the fucking
program.”


Bobbi was twisted
in her seat, looking at Koz, and she quirked an eyebrow at him. Walter knew
damn well that she wasn’t going to repeat that over the comms—that simply
wasn’t her style. Instead, she went with, “Based on what you can see, is there
a better path home? Should we drive fast and take chances? Or should we split
off from the planned route to avoid them catching us between here and the Red
Zone?”


“Stick to the
route,” Hughes replied. “I think you got the jump on them. If you can hit the
Red Zone ahead of them, they won’t follow. We’ll move units to that area to
stop them if they try.”


“Sounds great,”
Koz barked.


“We copy,” was
what Bobbi transmitted.


“Walter.”


Walter jerked and
tore his eyes away from all the decisions being made in the front of the van
and looked at Monty, who was across from him.


“Ayuh?”


“You alright?”
Monty asked, pointing to his neck. “What you got there?”


Walter kept his
hand on the hole. “I’m not really sure.”


“Shit,” Monty
mumbled and propelled himself out of the seat, clambering over Harris’s wounded
leg while Clay yelled at him to be careful and Harris just growled at him
through clenched teeth. “When the fuck did that happen? Why didn’t you say
something?”


“Y’all were busy,”
Walter stated.


Clay glanced in
his direction as he finished up with Harris. “Hey, Walt’s hit,” Clay announced
to the rest of the van.


Getty moved, tried
to twist, but Koz and Gibbs both shoved him back down.


“Hold still,”
Gibbs ordered.


Bobbi craned into
the back, genuine concern on her face. “Walt? You okay?”


Walter felt hot-cold
faintness wash over him. The concern on their faces was not helping him. He’d
half convinced himself that it was nothing more than a shaving cut, but the way
they looked at him said it was something more.


“Uh…” There was a
slight tremor in his voice, but he held up a thumb. “I’m good. I think. I think
I’m good.”


Monty managed to
get his bulky body over Clay and Harris’s operation, and he sat directly across
from Walter, filling the space in between with his mass. He reached forward and
gently took the hand that Walter was holding on the wound.


“Here,” Monty
said, with concentration in his voice and a frown on his face. “Turn your head
a bit and let me look at it.” He peeled Walter’s fingers away like a bandage.
“Let’s take a look—oop…”


Monty shoved Walter’s
fingers back in place.


Walter glanced at
him, gut clenching hard enough to feel like a cramp. “What? Is it bad?” As he
looked at Monty out of the corner of his eye, Monty looked at him back.


“Well…” Monty
appeared to be choosing his words. “It didn’t squirt. So that’s good.”


Walter blinked a
few times. “What the fuck does that mean?”


“It means it
didn’t hit your carotid,” Monty said and held a hand out towards Clay. “Gimme
some HSA. Bandage. Someone got a bandage?”


“I got a plug,”
Clay said, holding it up with bloody fingers.


“No, I need a
bandage.”


“I got a bandage,”
Gibbs called out. “Hold on.”


Walter realized
his heart hurt, and he had the fleeting thought that it was because he was
running out of blood. But that couldn’t possibly be the case, could it? Shit.
He wished he wasn’t feeling this so much. He could remember how detached he’d
felt during other operations. He’d been so callused over the course of the last
two weeks.


For some reason,
right now, the possibility of dying was bothering him moreso than it had
before.


And he thought he
knew why.


Because he had
Carolyn again.


Because they had a
possible way out.


Because now there
was a light at the end of the tunnel.


“Fuck,” Walter
said under his breath. “How bad is it? I was hoping it wasn’t that bad.”


Monty glanced at
him. “Um…it’s bleeding.”


“I know it’s
fucking bleeding.”


“But it’s not
squirting, so that’s good.”


Clay held pressure
on Harris’s wounds. He craned his neck to look at Walter. “Pulsing?” he asked,
and Walter wasn’t sure whether he was asking him or Monty, or even what exactly
he was asking.


“Yeah, it’s
pulsing a bit,” Monty replied. Then he snapped his finger. “Any time now with
that bandage.”


“Hold on, I said!”
Gibbs hollered back.


Clay made a
disconsolate noise and met Walter’s gaze. “Just keep holding pressure on it,
okay?”


Walter nodded.
“Okay.”


His mouth felt
very dry. Very gummy. Like he’d eaten paste.


He blew out a
breath through pursed lips and felt them tremble.


His whole body
started to shake.


Get the fuck ahold of yourself, he ordered
himself.


“Bandage,” Gibbs
announced, tossing a green packet over Harris’s leg.


Monty caught it in
the air and ripped it open.


Walter closed his
eyes. In the darkness behind his eyelids, he saw splashes of white light and
deep red. His head swirled without a visual waypoint to steady it. He felt his
eyes lurching around like a man groping in the dark.


He felt a hard tap
on his forehead.


He opened his
eyes.


One space down
from him on the bench seat, Harris looked at him, tapping his forehead with a
stern fingertip. When he saw Walter’s eyes open, he dropped his hand.


“Hey,” he said.
“You fucking stay awake.”


Walter nodded,
once.


“We need you,”
Harris said. “This all falls apart without you, you understand?”


Walter nodded
again.


“There’s still
shit you gotta do.”


“Right.”


“The work’s not
done.”


The work’s not done.


Monty spoke: “Take
your hand away…”


Walter pulled his
hand away from the hole, still holding eye-contact with Harris, and thinking, the work’s not done, Walter, the work’s not
fucking done.


He felt warmth
flow down his neck.


Wetness on his
collar.


Monty pressed the
HSA to the wound. “This might burn.”


“I know…” Walter
bared his teeth and didn’t move his head away like he wanted to.


Monty took
Walter’s hand and put it on top of the bandage. “Hold that there.” Then he
snapped his fingers again at Clay. “Gimme that tape.”


“Tape.” It was
handed over.


Monty ripped a
piece and stuck it across the bandage to hold it. He leaned back to inspect his
work, then met Walt’s eyes. “I think you’ll be okay. The HSA will stop the
bleeding. For now.”


Walter blinked. “I
can still work, right?”


Monty nodded.
“Until you die.”


Walter frowned,
not sure what he’d meant by that, but he never got a chance to ask.


“Good news and bad
news,” Hughes’s voice said over the comms, his pace clipped. “Cops are pulling
back. I think they were told to back off. The bad news is that there’s a flight
of gunships in the air right now, and I’m pretty sure they’re looking for you
guys.”



 

***



 

Carolyn stood
grasping the edge of the command table and staring at the projection. Her face
was as still as a granite statue. Inside, she was molten lava bubbling over.
She didn’t trust herself to talk.


To her left, she
heard Hughes talking in real-time, and in her ear she heard both sides of the
conversation over the comms, slightly delayed.


“Where are they
right now?” Walter asked. His voice sounded off.


Something’s wrong.


“We don’t have a
good position,” Hughes said. “It’s just from a spotter report.”


“Hughes, we need
to know where not to be.”


“I know, brother,”
Hughes rubbed his face. “I’m working on it.” Off the air now, he extended his
neck and looked to Carolyn, panic gleaming in his eyes like a fever. “What do
you wanna do? I have no idea where those gunships are.”


Carolyn started
knocking her knuckles on the table as she stared that stone-still stare back at
him. Her stillness didn’t show the tumult of thoughts rushing through her mind
like rain-swollen swift water.


She couldn’t let
go of the tone of Walter’s voice.


Something’s wrong, she kept thinking, despite the
fact that she wanted herself to focus on the question at hand, which was, how in the hell do we figure out how to keep
Walter from getting blown up by a missile from a gunship?


But something’s wrong kept buzzing around
her like a fly that just won’t leave you the fuck alone.


She wanted to ask
him what was wrong.


Now’s not the time.


What’s wrong?


NOT THE FUCKING TIME!


She stood up
straight and closed her eyes. Fuck trying to look solid. She needed to
concentrate. If she looked weak while she concentrated and figured things out,
then so be it—she’d rather do her best and look scared then look confident and
lose her husband.


“We need…” she was
thinking out loud. “We need to know where the gunships are.”


“That’s what I’m—”


“Shut up, shut-up,
shuddup.”


“Okay.”


She grabbed her
face.


Spotters could see
the gunships in flight.


Without being
directly under them or above them, there was no real way to pinpoint where they
were flying.


We don’t need pinpoint accuracy.


No. They needed
approximate accuracy.


But none of them
could do that for Walter, because none of them could look at a flight of
gunships hovering over a city-scape and know what streets they passed over. Not
with any degree of accuracy. Because they didn’t know the city.


Well, who knows the city?


Carolyn opened her
eyes and started snapping her fingers in the air. She turned to Carmichael.
“Who knows the city?”


Carmichael
frowned. “What?”


Carolyn turned to
the other people in the command group. People that were the quiet, behind-the-scenes
people that had been working this little hideaway since Carolyn had arrived two
weeks ago. She knew some of them by name, but mostly just by face.


She raised her
voice to be heard by everyone present. “Who knows the city? I need someone who
knows the city like the back of their fucking hand.”


Everyone stared
blankly.


“Don’t be fucking
modest!” she clapped her hands together rapidly. “Someone! Anyone! Who knows
the fucking city?”


A hand shot up.


“You!” Carolyn
craned to see who the hell it was.


It was Gin. The
young woman with the piercings and the eye makeup.


She looked
terrified.


“You know the
city?” Carolyn asked.


“Yes.” The young
woman squeaked.


“That works for
me,” Carolyn said. She motioned rapidly with her hands. “Come with me.”



 

***



 

They hauled ass to
the top of the parking garage. It was the best overlook they had of the city.
Carolyn carried her comms with her as they went. Reaching the top of the
parking garage, into the open air where the dawn was just beginning to light
the sky, they were lucky to be looking into the east, which meant that they had
the brightest backdrop on which to spot the gunships.


“There!” Carolyn
thrust a finger out. “You see ‘em?”


Gin squinted.
“Yeah, I see them.”


“Can you figure
out where they are?”


Gin’s eyes went up
and down—from the visible rooftops of the city’s skyline, to the flight of
three gunships out in the distance. After a painful second of thought she said,
“Yeah, I think they’re right over the five-forty loop. That would be my guess.”


“Perfect,” Carolyn
said, even though it wasn’t. What it was, was good enough. She keyed her comms. “If you’re on the loop, you
should get off of it right now, do you copy?”

















 

Chapter 29



 

“We copy,” Javon
said back and immediately cut the van across four lanes of interstate traffic.
Horns blared and tires squealed and Javon apparently did not give a damn. He
angled sharply for an exit and just barely made it without striking the
guardrail.


“Talk to her,”
Javon said to Bobbi.


“Got it,” Bobbi
said, then keyed up. “We just got off on…Old Apex. We’re on Old Apex Highway.
Heading north.”


There was
momentary silence on the line.


Walter climbed
forward in the van, stabilizing himself by grabbing ahold of the New Breeds as
Javon jostled the van in and out of traffic. Walter could see out the
windshield, and he could tell the traffic was clearing out, and the landscape
beyond the road was looking less like a city and more like a warzone.


They were entering
the Yellow Zone.


Carolyn’s voice:
“I’m handing you over to someone. She’s going to keep you out of the sights of
those gunships. Standby.”


Walter reached the
front of the van, his hands grasping the two front seats as he knelt between
them and stared out at the road in front of them. “Bobbi, you need to get those
maps back up. I don’t want them guiding us right into a roadblock. We’re going
to need to improvise some of this.”


Bobbi nodded and
flipped her PD monitor back to life.


The map projection
came up, and Bobbi started scrolling, finding Old Apex Highway and then tracing
along it.


“Looks clear for
the next mile or so…”


“Uh…hello?” a new
voice said on the comms. Female. Timid.


“You navigate,”
Walter said to Bobbi. “I’ll talk.” Then over the comms, he said, “Ayuh. You got
a fix on where we are right now?”


“Um, yes. So, I’m
supposed to tell you that I know the city very well.”


“Do you?”


“Yes.”


“Then tell me
where the fuck to go.”


“Okay. Well…”


Walter ground his
teeth painfully together and gripped the back of Bobbi’s chair until it hurt
his fingertips.


“The gunships are
veering north,” the City Girl said.


Koz piped up from
the back. “Someone is telling them where we are. Javon, are we being followed?”


Javon checked the
mirrors. “Nobody followed us off the interstate.”


“Could be people
calling about an erratic driver,” Koz pointed out. “Slow your roll.”


“You really want
me to slow my roll?”


Walter shook his
head vehemently. “We’re less than ten miles from the Red Zone. Don’t you
fucking slow down now.”


“Old Apex is gonna
run into the Green Zone in a few miles,” City Girl said. “You’re gonna want to
get off of that ASAP.”


Javon swerved
around a silver car and stomped on the brake as they approached an intersection
with cross traffic. “Highway Fifty-Four?” he demanded.


“Highway
Fifty-Four?” Walter demanded of City Girl.


“What?” was her
response.


“Highway
Fifty-Four!” he shouted. “Should we fucking take it?”


“Yes!” she shouted
back. “Make a left!”


Javon launched
them into the intersection with a terse, “Clench your buttholes…”


Something hit the
side of the van.


Or rather, the van
hit something.


There was a
collective grunt and gasp.


Javon righted the
van without losing control. “We’re good!” He slammed on the accelerator again
and swore at whoever or whatever it was that he’d collided with.


Koz swore loudly.
“Fucking one-armed non-driving fuck…”


Walter gave Javon
and slap on the shoulder. “You’re aces. Keep fucking driving.” Then,
transmitting: “We’re on Fifty-Four.”


“Good,” City Girl
said. “You should be coming west, towards us. And it looks like the gunships
are still going north…”


“Roadblock,” Bobbi
shot out, intensely focused on her map. “In a mile.”


“Where do I turn?”
Javon asked.


“Don’t matter,”
Walter answered. “Turn somewhere!”


“I don’t want to
turn on a dead-end or something…”


“Here!” Bobbi
said, smacking her window repeatedly. “Right here!”


Javon slammed on
the brakes.


Walter went
pitching forward, just barely keeping his face from slamming the dash.


The van went into
a hard right-hand turn.


Walter wrestled
himself upright again. “What are we on?”


“Fayetteville.”


“We’re on
Fayetteville,” Walter announced to City Girl. “Heading…north.”


“Oh. Shit. Well…”


“What’s another
road that’ll get us back to the Red Zone?”



 

***



 

Gin had her eyes
closed, holding the earpiece in her ear with one hand, the other hand clenched
to her forehead. “Uh…uh…Woodcroft!”


Carolyn watched
her, every muscle in her body rigid.


She couldn’t hear
what Walter was saying back over the comms—she’d given her earpiece to Gin.


“Woodcroft
Parkway,” Gin repeated, opening wide, scared eyes. “Left. Make a left.”


Carolyn looked out
over the cityscape. With the sky getting brighter towards the east, it was
harder to see the flight of gunships. After a few seconds of squinting, she
picked them out. They looked closer than before.


“They’re getting
closer,” she said. Then she pointed. “Look. They’re banking. Coming west
towards us.” Carolyn swore, then looked to Gin. “Tell them they have someone
with eyes on them. They’re being followed by something.”



 

***



 

“Someone is
following you,” City Girl said, in a tone that suggested she was simply
repeating something. “The gunships are coming after you now.”


Walter clacked his
teeth together.


Think.


“You sure we’re
not being followed?” he said to Javon.


“Sweet
fucking…yes, I’m positive we’re not being followed!”


Walter twisted to
look in the back. “Thermals.”


Koz’s eyebrows
went up. “What?”


“Whose got the
fucking thermals?”


“Oh.” Koz
stretched his back to be able to easily access a pouch on his vest, and he
pulled from it the thermal imaging scope they’d used in the past.


Walter snatched it
out of his hands. “Someone hold onto me so I don’t fall out,” he said, and then
without waiting for a response, he ripped open the side door of the van.


Cool morning air
and the roar of engines and tires on concrete flooded the interior of the van.
Walter grabbed a hold of the van’s roof with one hand, and held to the thermal
scope with the other. He heard someone swear and then grab ahold of his
beltline and say, “I gotcha!”


Walter leaned out,
looking straight up at the sky.


The wind buffeted
his ears. Pushed air into his throat.


He put the scope
to his eyes and looked skyward.


It was still
pre-dawn. The sky was still dark enough straight above them to hide it. But not
with a thermal imager. To the naked eye, he only saw a dark expanse of deep
blue-turning-gray. But when he brought the imager to his eye, he saw the little
glowing pinpoints of heat, far above them.


Four of them, in a
perfect square.


“Drone,” Walter
said. Then he ducked back inside. “There’s a fucking drone above us.”


“Well, fuck,”
Javon said. “What am I supposed to do about that?”


“You make a right
turn. Right here. Go back towards the Green Zone.”


To his credit,
Javon didn’t question it.


The four little
pinpoints of light Walter had seen would be the heat from the four electronic motors
that kept the drones afloat. He had to assume that this one was not equipped
with ordnance. Otherwise, it would have already blown them away.


Javon heaved the
van in a sharp right turn, and now they were heading north, and then
north-east, back towards the Green Zone.


“Bobbi,” Walter
said.


“Yeah?” she looked
into the back and made eye-contact with him.


“Can you make that
shot?”


She passed her
tongue over her lips. “Yes,” she said. “I can make that shot.”


Walter flattened
himself against the side of the van.


Bobbi scrambled
into the back with an aside to Javon: “This road’s clear of roadblocks for
another two or three miles.”


“Okay,” Javon said
with an edge to his voice. “Don’t take too long.”


Bobbi bent down to
her knees and reached under the bench seat where Gibbs was sitting. The wind
from the open van door threw her hair around, but she remained heedless of it,
supremely focused.


From under the
bench she drew out a tan softcase, and she quickly unbuckled it and revealed
her sniper rifle lying neatly inside. She plucked it from the straps that held
it in place. The big, ten-round magazine was already in the gun. She stood it
up on its buttstock, flipped the lens caps from its scope, and then racked a
round into the chamber.


She sat down on
the floor and spread her legs out in front of her, with her back to the open
door, and for a second it looked like she was about to fall backwards out of
the van.


She looked at
Walter. “Hold my legs down. Hard.”


Walter dropped to
his knees and gripped her by the ankles.


“Javon,” she said.
“When I say so, pull to the side and stop the van.”


“You want me to
stop?”


“Just do what she
says,” Walter said.


Bobbi settled the
big rifle to her shoulder, worked her support grip. Shuffled her hips around.
Then took a big breath. “Alright, Javon, stop the car.”


The van skidded to
a rough stop.


Immediately, Bobbi
laid backwards.


Flat on her back,
looking up at the sky.


The rifle,
pointing straight upwards.


The barrel, just
barely clearing the edge of the van.


Bobbi took another
breath, and then let it all out.


BOOM


The muzzle blast
rocked the inside of the van.


Walter’s nose and
sinuses tingled.


Bobbi rolled back
into the van. “Got it! Go, go, go!”


Javon punched it.


Burned rubber.


“Make a left!”
Walter called, hanging onto the seats to keep himself from tumbling in the
back. “Right here!”


And Javon hung
that left, and just as quickly, Walter recognized a series of burned-out
apartments to the right, and when they whizzed by the open van door, Walter
looked out and he saw a flash of graffiti, written in red, and he knew what it
was going to say before he even saw it.


FUCK THE COAX


They were back in
the Red Zone.



 

***



 

The van was hot.


The description
was out, and the gunships were loitering just out of missile range.


Walter had
anticipated that, and they had a plan for it. It was no great feat of logic on
his part. Everyone knew that you didn’t want to drive a hot van straight back
to the Fresh Market. If the CoAx was on their game—and they usually were—then
the info would be getting dispersed to their informants. And Durham was
crawling with informants.


All it would take
was for one of those low-lives to spot the van and call it in, and the location
of their little headquarters would be under assault. Or maybe just pounded into
rubble from afar.


Once they were
back in the Red Zone, and with the drone off their back, Javon knew exactly
where to go. They drove quickly out to a sub-level parking deck, and they went
down to the very bottom of it.


It was rows upon
rows of cars. Everyone that still lived in the city had found a parking deck to
stash their car in, and this parking deck was not an exception. People used to
be able to leave their cars in lots or on curbs. But no one wanted to wake up
in the morning to find their car riddled with bullet holes, or buried under
concrete rubble.


At the bottom
level, Javon pulled the van to a stop. He glanced around at his mirrors. “Looks
clear, folks.”


The doors opened
and the people came out.


Getty was slightly
hunched, the bullet that had traced a groove across his back had done some
damage to a back muscle and he was having a hard time standing up straight. He
tried to grab the backpack full of money that he’d ferried into the van, but
Walter slapped his hand off of it.


“I got you,
Getty,” Walter said, sliding out with a backpack in both hands. “You focus on
walking.”


Getty shrugged,
and winced at the pain it caused. Free of the confines of the van, he lit up a
cigarette and leaned his ass up against the side with a tired huff.


Javon walked to a
black sedan, and pulled a keyfob from his pocket. The lights on the sedan
flashed, and the doors unlocked. The trunk popped open.


Next to the black
sedan, Bobbi approached a dark blue GUV and unlocked it and opened the back
hatch.


Walter tossed one
back into the sedan, and the other into the GUV.


Koz and Gibbs
helped Harris limp his way into the GUV.


Clay and Monty
made for the sedan.


Bobbi stood by and
looked at Walter, her eyes going to his neck. “You sure you’re good?”


“Ayuh,” Walter
nodded—careful of his range of motion as he did. “Let’s just stick to the
original plan.”


Bobbi gave him
one, curt nod. Then looked over his shoulder. “Getty. You ready?”


Getty grumbled
something about his cigarette.


“Just smoke out
the window,” Bobbi told him. “Come on. We need to get out of here.”


Walter closed the
back hatch of the GUV.


Clay closed the
trunk of the sedan, before taking a seat inside.


Getty put a hand
on his shoulder on his way to the front seat of the GUV. “Brother.”


Walter looked at
him.


Getty pointed the
cigarette at him. Eyes earnest. “Don’t do anything but what we planned, okay?
Burn the fucking van, and get the fuck back to safety.”


Walter nodded
again. “Don’t worry,” he said. “Everything’s gonna work out.”

















 

Chapter 30



 

Walter drove with
paranoia.


Every corner he
passed hid a convoy of Fed guntrucks. His eyes played tricks on him and he kept
seeing black objects in the air in his mirrors, but when he checked them again,
there was nothing.


This feeling in
his chest, in his stomach, in his head. Thready and featherweight and heavy as
lead, all at once. It pounded like timpani drums and it buzzed like bullets
whizzing by.


It was the feeling
of so close.


It was the feeling
of don’t fuck it up now.


It was a morbid
bastardization of the feeling you get when you’re telling a joke to a crowd and
hoping to God that you don’t screw up the punchline.


Except for there
was no humor in this.


In Walter’s
version, there wasn’t a crowd.


There was a
government. And if he didn’t pull it off, he was going to pay for it with his
life. 


He gripped the
wheel in both hands as he drove the van through a convolution of twists and
turns—a special route that led out of the city of Durham, and was kept clear of
spying eyes from traffic cameras and drones. It was their smuggling path. It
was how they got things in and out of the city.


Gradually, the
cityscape of rundown and bombed-out business and apartments began to disappear,
and there was dirt and trees. Plunging into that no-man’s land between city and
Agrarian District.


Walter didn’t feel
any better when he exited the city proper. He felt more exposed. At least in
the city, he knew that they’d controlled the route he’d taken. Out here in
no-man’s land, they didn’t have that same control.


A drone could be
following him right now.


And maybe this one
had ordnance strapped to it.


Maybe, in a few
seconds, a minibomb was going to hit that van, and Walter was going to cease to
exist in the blink of an eye. And it wasn’t the concept of his own death that
troubled him so much, but rather the failure that he’d leave behind.


Much left undone.


Much left
vulnerable.


He needed to do
this. He needed to fix this. He
needed to make him and Carolyn free again, and they were close, they were so
close to it…


In this mish-mash
of guilt and paranoia, Walter almost passed by his turnoff.


He caught it at
the last second and he slowed the van down.


It was a gravel
turn off. It went over a cracked concrete culvert, and then it was just dirt
that led back into a forest of evenly spaced and un-crowded pine trees, the
pathway paved with a carpet of red-brown needles.


He made the right
hand turn and checked his mirrors again, but there was no one else on the road.
He drove down the dirt path, his heart rapping on the back of his breastbone
like a cop knocking on a door, and his thoughts taking him to an unpleasant
place where, at the next bend in the dirt road, guntrucks would be waiting, a
team of Fed New Breeds pointing battlerifles at him.


But when he made
the last bend in the road, he saw what he expected to see, and nothing more. He
saw what he’d last seen when he’d been here the previous day.


A tumbledown
structure that hadn’t been viable as a house in probably a century, and parked
in the clearing with it, a small silver car.


Walter stopped the
van and put it in park.


You’re there, he thought to himself. Just get it done and get out.



 

***



 

Carolyn was
waiting for the cars when they pulled back into the loading dock of the Fresh
Market. They’d checked their backs, and the sky, and they weren’t followed. She
knew that Walter was not with them—he would be burning the van right about
now—but she couldn’t think of anything else to do with her nervous self, so she
waited for the rest of the team.


It was a GUV and a
sedan. They stopped adjacent to each other and the doors opened, and the team
stepped out. Carmichael and Hughes wandered over to stand with Carolyn.


The New Breed
named Clay went to the back of the sedan and retrieved the black backpack from
there. Bobbi took an identical one from the back of the GUV’s cargo area.


Getty hobbled along
behind her and Clay.


Carolyn took note
of him, as well as of Harris, who had to be supported by Koz. “How bad are the
wounds?” she asked. “Does anyone need the doctor right now?”


Koz nodded, and
pointed to Harris, who he was holding upright, and then to Getty. “Yeah. Both
of these gents got holes in ‘em. We could use a doc.”


Carolyn looked
over her shoulder at a few others of her command team. “Go tell Doc Sheila to
get ready for two wounded incoming.”


The one that she’d
spoken to—a young, squirrelly-looking man—hopped-to and ran off.


Bobbi dropped the
backpack on the ground in front of Carmichael. Clay put his there as well.


Carmichael eyed
the two bags. “Everyone did an outstanding job. How much did you manage to
get?”


Getty twisted his
back up, showing some discomfort on his face. “Should be about twenty-five
mil.”


One corner of
Carmichael’s mouth twitched. “Should’ve been so much more…”


Getty raised an
eyebrow. “Well, time was a bit of a factor,” he said, with a snap to his tone.
“I apologize that we couldn’t throw more money at Mr. Honeycutt—God knows the
poor bastard deserves it, what with all the fighting he’s done.”


Carmichael’s
expression flattened out. “No need for sarcasm, Mr. Getty.”


“Well,” Getty
sneered. “We got what we could, okay?”


Carolyn stepped up
to the two of them. “It was never about the money anyways,” she said. Then she
looked to Koz. “You New Breeds needed to be seen, and that’s exactly what’s
happened.”


Hughes smiled at
the group. “The wire is blowing up right now,” he said. “You should see the
traffic I’m seeing out there right now. The Fed is having a fucking conniption,
and the CoAx is in full panic mode. Cue the knee-jerk reactions.”


Carolyn gave Koz a
slight bow of her head. “You guys sold it. And I think it worked. I think they’re
going to try to move on Durham.”


Koz gave his
wounded comrade a pat on the shoulder and bowed respectfully back at Carolyn.
“Well, it was you and Walt’s brain-child. All I can say is that I’m looking
forward to getting my boots into CoAx County. I’ve been resentful of the place
since I was born, and frankly, I’m looking forward to blowing it the fuck up.”


Carolyn smiled.
“Go get patched up, guys. We’re gonna have a lot of work coming down the pipe.”



 

***



 

Goring waited
patiently at the kitchen counter.


He refilled his
cup of coffee from what was left in the carafe on the kitchen counter. Pete-The-Old-Man—The-Dead-Old-Man—had decent taste in coffee,
and for that, Goring thanked him posthumously. Goring had taken the liberty of
making a batch while he waited for the techs to do their work.


The woman named
Macy sat at the kitchen counter. She spent a lot of her time with her head
turned in the opposite direction as the body of Pete, who lay in the living
room, right there to her right. Macy apparently found lots of interesting stuff
to stare at on the walls to her left.


Goring sipped his
coffee, scalding and black. Watched the woman for a moment. “Would you like
some coffee, Ms. Stockwell?”


She didn’t look at
him. Gave a small shake of her head, and her throat and lips constricted, as
though she struggled to contain vomit.


Goring’s nostrils
flared. “Use your words.”


She glanced at him
now. Their eyes met for the barest of seconds, but she apparently didn’t like
what she saw there, either. She looked away, unthinking, to her right, and her
eyes fell on Pete’s body, and she cringed, and turned her head back to the left,
blinking rapidly.


“No, thank you,”
she whispered.


That’s better, Goring thought.


He inspected her
up and down.


Plump little
thing, but well-distributed. Those shocking blue-gray eyes. That flushed face.
Pretty, but in an accessible sort of way, which made it even better. The sort
of woman Goring knew wouldn’t take much effort to get to sleep with him. If the
circumstances were different, he might try, and he was pretty sure he’d
succeed.


“Agent Goring,” a
voice cut into his thoughts.


Goring sniffed
sharply, then looked over into the living room, where a tech stood, holding a
palm computer that was connected by a strand of wires to the PD they’d appropriated
from Pete’s dead arm.


“Yes?” Goring
asked.


“We’ve got the
number.”


“Oh, good.” Goring
took one last sip of his coffee and set the cup down. He unholstered his pistol
and gestured at Macy with it. “Go into the living room, please.”


She hesitated,
looking terrified, those piercing eyes locked on his.


Goring nodded.
“Now, Ms. Stockwell.”


She rose from her
seat at the kitchen table, and with her fingers tying knots around each other,
she took tiny, hesitant steps into the living room like a stage-frightened
child being pressed into the spotlight.


When she was in
the living room, standing at the dead man’s feet, Goring brushed her cheek with
the muzzle of his pistol, which caused her whole body to go rigid, and gave him
a bit of a stir in his pants.


“Kneel down,” he
said.


She had begun to
cry, but she kept it silent.


That was good.
Goring hated the sound of women crying.


When she knelt
next to dead Pete, Goring held his free hand out to the tech and waved his
fingers. “Dial the number and hand it to me, please.”



 

***



 

Walter closed the
trunk of the silver car.


It was packed.
Secure.


He was ready to
go.


You’re almost there.


All you have to do now is get out clean.


He walked to the
van and opened the front passenger-side door. He leaned in, opened the glove
box. Inside was a small package of thermal explosive that Harris had rigged up
for him. All he had to do was place it on the front seat, and flip the starter
switch.


Harris told him
that the explosion wouldn’t be too big, but it’d turn the car to slag.


Walter felt less
than comfortable with it, but it was one of those things where he just wanted
to get it done and over with, so he pulled the thing out of the glove box and
set it on the seat and looked at it for a few seconds, re-familiarizing himself
with the components to make sure he didn’t do anything wrong, didn’t
accidentally set it off early, or disarm it somehow…


The PD on his arm
buzzed.


He jolted,
twitching his hands back from the thermal charge and feeling his heart skip a
few beats, and then bang-bang-bang
rush to catch up with itself.


He swore under his
breath and looked at the PD. Who the hell was calling him right now? Was it
Carolyn? Why didn’t she just raise him on the comms? He still had the damn
thing in his ear and the PTT hooked to his finger…


He looked at the
PD and saw the number.


There was no name
associated with it. But Walter recognized the number all the same. It was the
same number that had called him out of the blue when he’d been approaching the
safe house and the gruff voice of Pete-The-Old-Man told him to stop the car and
raise his hand out the window.


He frowned at his
PD.


Why was Pete
calling him right now?


In the span of
just a second or two, dozens of unpleasant possibilities skittered through
Walter’s head.


But he made the
decision and flipped up his PD.


There was a
live-feed request, but Walter kept it on voice-only for now.


“Hello?” Walt
said.


It wasn’t Pete
that answered.


It was a man, and
Walter didn’t recognize his voice. He didn’t recognize it, but he instantly
hated it, and he didn’t know why at first, and then only seconds later, he knew
exactly why. And Walter felt his
stomach start to shake, rattle and roll inside of him.


“Walter,” the
voice said, supremely calm and confident. “I’m holding a gun to Macy
Stockwell’s head right now. If you terminate this call, I’m going to kill her.
Do you understand?”


Walter stood
there.


Realized his core
was tight. Aching.


He wanted badly to
key the comms and say something to Carolyn, but if he did, whoever it was that
was speaking to him was going to hear it. And just as a gut feeling, he thought
that the man on the other end of the line might react poorly to that. 


And he couldn’t
hang up. Because then Macy Stockwell would die.


Walter’s brain
felt like it was disconnected electrical lines just throwing sparks.


The voice, again:
“Do you understand, Walter?”


It’s not Pete.


He knows my name.


He’s threatening to kill Macy.


Who the fuck is he?


“How do I know you
really have Macy?” Walter asked, woodenly.


Over the line, the
calm voice spoke: “I’ll tell you what. How about you accept the live feed? That
way we can talk face to face. I think this would go a lot better if we were
face to face. That way you can look into my eyes and know that I’m serious, and
you can see the pistol that I have pointing at Macy’s head right now.”


Walter tried to
think. Tried to outmaneuver. But he was knocked on his heels right now. He was
trying to think of a million different paths that this might take, a million
different ramifications, but he couldn’t hold all the possibilities in his head
at the same time, not with the dread and the fear coursing through him like
hurricane winds.


“Alright,” he
said.


Buy time.


Walter pulled the
PD’s monitor up and selected the live feed option.


The monitor
switched from a menu to…


A man.


Young man.


Pretty man.


Well-dressed man.


Standing in the
middle of a living room that Walter knew quite well. Twenty-four hours ago,
he’d been sleeping on that green couch with the fox-hunt scene. There. Right
next to the couch. Was that Pete? Was he laying down—


No, of course he
wasn’t laying down.


He was dead.


Walter saw the
blood.


All of this in the
background, Walter trying to soak it in quickly, taking it in like you would
take in the details of a picture that you were told you had to memorize and
re-create. It was the only thing he could think to do.


But in the
foreground…


The man.


One arm held out
to support the PD from which he was transmitting to Walter. The other arm
extended down, and in its hand there was a pistol, just as he’d said there was,
and at the business-end of that pistol, just as he’d said, there was Macy
Stockwell, on her knees, eyes red, nose red, trying hard to look defiant and
failing miserably.


What is my task?


Talk to this guy.


Figure a way out.


Walter had an
ability. He could read people. The live feed would give him that ability better
than just a voice. This was good. This would play to his strengths. Maybe he
could figure something out.


“Who are you?”
Walter said, unable to emote through his voice. All his words came out sullen
and dead.


“I’m Agent
Goring,” the man said, with the tone of someone introducing themselves at a
swanky uptown meet-and-greet. “Agent In Command of the Southeast Region. I
gotta say, Walter, it feels kind of good to finally be speaking to you face to
face.”


Walter stared at
him. Stared at his eyes. “Are you trying to track me? Is that why you want me
to stay on the line?”


The man smiled and
there was no subterfuge in it. “No, Walter. No, I’m not tracking you. Do you
know why?”


“Why?”


“Because you’re
going to come to me.”


“No, I’m not.” And
in Walter’s mind he thought, if I refuse
to go to him, is he going to kill Macy?


Do I even care if he kills Macy?


Walter wasn’t sure
if he did.


The agent named
Goring smiled like a long-suffering teacher, and appeared to manipulate
something on the PD that he held. “Well, Walter, I just sent you something. You
might want to look at it.”


Walter shook his
head. “I’m not gonna look at it.”


Even as he said
it, he saw the icon pop up on the upper corner of the monitor. A new file. A
video file. And it was labeled. Walter’s eyes went over it. Went over it again.
And then again.


roy was all it said.


The smile on the
agent’s face had fallen away. “Oh, I think you’re going to look at it.”


Walter couldn’t
help himself. He reached his finger up and touched it, and the file opened, and
it played.


Roy.


It was Roy.


Walter felt the
wind come out of his lungs.


They had Roy.


He was in a hole
in the ground.


He was screaming.


Walter closed the
file and looked back at the live feed, and the agent’s face looking back at him
was like death coming for him, inexorable and unstoppable.


“I have your
brother,” Agent Goring said with quiet self-assurance. “If you’re curious how I
got him, you can ask your wife. She can probably clue you in on some of the
finer details.”


Walter’s mind
raged. He had no idea what Agent Goring meant by that, about asking Carolyn,
but Walter’s mind seized on one thing and one thing only: Carolyn. Talk to Carolyn.


The comm key was
still on Walter’s finger. His left finger.


And the PD was on
his left arm.


It was physically
impossible for Goring to see Walter’s left hand.


So Walter touched
the comm key off. He kept it pressed down. And he wasn’t going to let it go,
because he wasn’t trying to initiate a two-way-conversation. He was trying to
let Carolyn hear what was happening. That was all he could hope for right now.


With the comm line
open, and praying to God that Carolyn hadn’t switched it off, Walter nodded to
the man on the live feed. “Okay. You have Roy, Agent Goring. What do you want
from me?”

















 

Chapter 31



 

Carolyn had turned
off her comms.


She stood in the
command area, still looking up at the map of the OLC and listening to Hughes go
on excitedly about all the hubbub he was detecting over the networks and transmissions
that he’d been able to hack—with the help of Carolyn’s tech team, of course.


Getty and Bobbi
were in the room with them, and Carolyn liked them being there. There was
something about them that made her feel closer to Walter. They were his friends,
and she wanted them to be her friends, or at least to be around them and be
friendly with them, and in so doing feel like she was catching a glimpse of him
somehow.


These people. They
trusted him.


They’d followed
him.


They’d gone into
battle with him.


It was odd, like
seeing Walter for the first time. A different person than she’d ever known. And
she’d been happy with the original version, but she’d found that her respect
for him had grown.


When Hughes took a
break from his excited reporting to take a look at a piece of new information,
Carolyn took the opportunity to turn to Getty and Bobbi.


“If they do move
on Durham, and the resistance assaults CoAx County, are you planning on being
there?”


Getty and Bobbi
exchanged a glance. Something was communicated between the two, and it made
Carolyn feel a bit left out, so she wished for Walter even more.


Getty nodded. “I
guess we’ll have to see how things shake out after today.” He rubbed his chin
thoughtfully, cast another glance at Bobbi. “It would be kind of nice to kick
their asses. Good God, when’s the last time we had a real, hard victory?”


“Too long,”
Carolyn acknowledged.


And it was at that
moment, that Bobbi twitched, and her delicate eyebrows came together in a
slight frown. One of her hands drifted up to her ear, as though she wasn’t
thinking about it.


Carolyn lifted her
chin to the woman. “You leave the comms on? What, is Walter trying to—”


“Ssh!” Bobbi
hissed, then held up a finger.


Carolyn had been
about to crack a joke about Walter asking for directions back, but suddenly
Bobbi’s look made Carolyn feel like her face was losing all its blood, and her
stomach felt heavy, like a sack of wet sand, swinging around in the hollow of
her midsection.


“Walt’s got an
open mike,” Bobbi said. Then she started snapping her fingers. “Turn your comms
back on. Turn them back on. Something’s wrong.”


Carolyn jumped,
and flicked her own comms back on, and when the channel opened up and reached
her ear, she heard a man’s voice that she didn’t recognize, and it was calmly
speaking, mid-sentence: “…your friends with you? What about Chief Kozlowski? Is
that giant, traitorous bastard with you right now?”


Carolyn watched
the rest of the world start to melt. Or disappear. It went somewhere. Carolyn
wasn’t sure where it went. But she could only see what was directly in front of
her, like looking through a cardboard tube. The rest of her vision had turned
to darkling blackness.


She hadn’t felt
this way since…


Since I killed John.


She remembered to
breathe.


In and out.


Walter’s voice
now: “No, I’m alone.”


“Good,” the calm,
stranger’s voice said. “But you know I can’t just trust you. Pan the feed
around so I can see. Give me a nice big, three-hundred-and-sixty-degree turn,
so I can make sure your friends aren’t there with you.”


There was silence
on the line. 


Carolyn imagined
that Walter was probably complying, and she was quick enough and smart enough
to realize what was happening. Walter was speaking to someone on his PD, and
they were on a live feed. Which would also explain why both Walter’s and the
stranger’s voices were coming through the comms so clearly.


Whoever the
stranger was, he was in control, and he had something that was making Walter
submit.


Shit, what if he’s staring at us right now through a
gunship’s sites?
Carolyn wondered. What if Walter is
complying because otherwise there’s going to be a ton of ordnance dropped on
our heads? Should we be evacuating right now?


Carolyn looked up
and blinked to clear her faltering vision, realized she was holding her breath,
and she let it out and turned her head and saw Hughes looking at them with a
note of curious concern. “Hughes,” she said to him. “Get Carmichael. Now.”


She looked at
Bobbi. “Did you hear anything about us? The first part that you heard that I
didn’t. Was there anything about us?”


Bobbi shook her
head, tight-lipped.


“There,” Walter’s
voice spoke. It had that tone and quality to it that was resentful forbearance.
His arm was being twisted. Carolyn could tell just by the way he spoke. “I’m
alone. No one is here but me.”


Carolyn looked at
Getty. She felt the urge to speak quietly, as though Walter and the stranger
might hear her, even though that was not possible with Walter holding down the
transmit button. “Get Koz. I need him listening to this.”


Getty nodded and
turned away.


“Good,” the
stranger said, his voice more processed-sounding than Walter’s. “Here’s what
you’re going to do, Walter. You’re going to get in that janky-ass van of yours,
and you’re going to drive to a police station, where you’re going to take credit
for this morning’s attack at the OLC, and turn yourself in. You’re going to
remain on the line with me, or Macy Stockwell is going to get a bullet to the
brain. And you’re going to turn yourself in, or your brother is going to get a bullet to the brain. Do you understand?”



 

***



 

“Yes,” Walter
said, his voice like dry, seasoned hickory. “I understand.”


He spoke slowly,
but his mind raced. Ran mad. It rifled through the contents of his brain for a
good idea like a desperate burglar turning over every inch of a poor man’s
house, looking for something valuable. 


Even as words
exited his mouth, his brain screamed, THINK!
THINK!


He walked slowly
to the driver’s side door of the van.


He’d already
closed the passenger’s side door, because he didn’t want Agent Goring to see
the thermal explosive that sat in the front seat. He didn’t know if it even
mattered, but right now, in a position with very little options, every option
counted. Every choice was precious.


And who knew?
Maybe, in the end, the best choice would be to melt himself down with the van.


Fuck, fuck, fuck! You gotta come up with a better idea
than that!


“You’re walking
very slowly, Walter,” Agent Goring said, with an exasperated exhale. “Let’s put
some pep in your step, huh? If you’re not at the police station in…let’s say
thirty minutes, I’m going to kill everyone you care about. Does that motivate you, Walter?”


Walter opened the
driver’s side door and climbed in, quickly.


“Okay.” His eyes
coursed over the van in a panic, but his words were steady. “Tell me where I’m
going. What police station do you want me to go to?”


“Durham
West-Metro,” Goring snapped.


“Awright,” Walter
said, looking around for the keys.


Keys.


Keys…


His eyes alighted
on the dashboard, the keys sitting in the rickety cup holder just below it. The
dashboard, and right there, affixed to one of the air vents, was the little
coin-sized tracking device that Carolyn had installed.


“Awright,” Walter
repeated. “Keys, keys…”


He fumbled them
out of the cup holder.


They dropped to
the floor with an audible clatter.


“Fuck,” he
muttered, and bent to fish them off the floor.



 

***



 

“What’s he doing?”
Carolyn whispered, looking at Bobbi.


Bobbi squinted.
Intensely focused. “Sounds like he’s stalling. He’s doing something.”


Carolyn nodded
rapidly. Her eyes kept going back to the map display, still hanging in the air
above her. It still showed Durham. It showed the units that she had deployed
around the city, doing the normal, disruptive things that she had instructed
them to do in order to keep the CoAx thinking that everything in Durham was
business as usual.


Was there a unit
that she could use right now?


What was Walter
doing right now, and was there a way that she could help him?


She raked fingers
through her hair, and held it, pulled tight against her skull. She swore under
her breath, and her heart would not give it a fucking rest already. It was
starting to fatigue her.


She felt like
there was something she was missing.


Walter was trying
to communicate to them, but there was something
she was missing.


“Get the keys,
Walter,” the stranger said—a man whom Walter had called Agent Goring. “You’re
making me uncomfortable, and when I get uncomfortable, people start dying.”


“I got ‘em,”
Walter said. “I’m putting them in the ignition now.”


“Turn the camera
so I can see your face.”


Silence.


Then the sound of
an engine turning over.


The van. He was in
the van. He was going to the Durham West-Metro police station, a beleaguered
gaggle of confused officers with even more confused loyalties that lay on the
line between the Yellow Zone and the Green Zone. The resistance owned two
officers, but they were low level. Only really good for information. They
couldn’t get much done.


For a skinny
second, Carolyn considered moving some of her elements to intercept Walter, but
that wouldn’t do much good, would it? That would only cause Agent Goring to
pull the trigger on Macy Stockwell—who Carolyn didn’t care that much about
compared to her husband—and eventually on Roy—who Carolyn cared slightly more
for, but still not as much as her husband.


However…


It was obvious
that Walter cared.


Otherwise he
wouldn’t be complying in order to save their lives.


Carolyn wanted to
use force to pull him out of that situation, but that felt like a bad answer
that didn’t quite fit. There was a better answer, if she could just get her
brain to start working in the goddamned gear that she needed it in…


“Okay,” Walter
said. “I’m driving.”


“Good. Just keep
driving to the police station, and stay on the line with me, Walter. And keep
your face in the frame.”


In the background,
Carolyn could hear the faint rumble of tires over uneven terrain.


He was still at
the backwoods place where they’d stationed his getaway car.


The getaway car
would still be there, then.


It was the van
that was driving out.


The van.


The van.


“Shit,” Carolyn
reached up to the map projection and put her fingers into the glowing image and
swiped it to her right so that the map image shifted to the west of Durham.


She did it again,
and then she saw what she was looking for.


She jabbed a finger
at the little blue waypoint. “It’s the tracker. For the van.”


“How does that do
us any good?” Bobbi asked. “We already know he’s heading for Durham
West-Metro.”


Carolyn grimaced
and couldn’t help her hands from clutching the sides of her face. “I don’t
know. I’m trying to figure it out.”


The sound of
footsteps behind her.


Koz appeared,
trailing Gibbs and Getty. “What’s wrong? What happened?” he demanded.


Bobbi turned to
him and spat it out. “Walter’s on the line with a Fed agent. The agent is
holding Macy hostage, and forcing Walter to turn himself in at a police
station.”


Koz blinked a few
times. “What?” the word came out of
him like a whip crack.


No one answered.


“It’s cool,” Gibbs
said, putting a hand on his comrade’s shoulder. “We’re gonna figure it out.
Macy’ll be okay.” Gibbs turned to Carolyn. “How do we know all this?”


“Walter keyed his
comms,” Carolyn explained, the words tumbling out of her. “We’re listening to
him and the agent talk on the open line.”


“Can you guys put
that on a speaker for everyone to hear so we don’t have to repeat shit?”


Carolyn let out a
hiss. “Ayuh,” she mumbled, looking around for the little control module that
would switch the transmission to open audio. She should have thought of that
already.


She found the
module on the cluttered table to her left and switched the audio feed.


The sound stopped
tickling her eardrums and started resonating around the room.


She pulled the
comm piece from her ear. “He’s just driving right now.”


“Where?”


“Durham West-Metro
police station.”


“Any way to get a
team there?”


Carolyn shook her
head. “No. Well, there is, but I think that’s a bad option.”


Gibbs tilted his
head. “If they get their hooks in Walter, our chances of getting him out of
there sink hugely.”


“I know, I know,”
Carolyn said, louder than she intended.


“Where’s the agent
holding Macy?” Koz demanded, his voice cold and stiff.


“We don’t know.
We’ve only heard the agent threaten to kill her—as well as Walter’s brother
Roy—and it seems like Walt believes him.”


“Shit, they have
Roy too?”


Carolyn blinked,
and chose not to look at Koz to answer that question. “Yes. The agent says he
has Roy.”


Gibbs pointed to
the little blue arrow on the map. “That waypoint just moved. Is that Walt? Is
that the van?”


“Yes.”


“We gotta pull him
out,” Gibbs repeated. “We can’t let him go through with this. He’s making an
emotional decision right now, and it’s gonna hurt us strategically.”


Carolyn didn’t
answer. She knew he was right. She also knew that Walter was right.


She wanted Walter
to be safe, though. And she wanted to give into what Gibbs was saying. All it
would take would be a simple order. And then they could stop Walter from going
away…


She was on the
cusp of making that decision when Walter spoke again.


“You need to give
me more time,” he said.


“I believe thirty
minutes is plenty.”


“I’ll have to
drive around the Red Zone,” Walter said, and something in his voice struck
Carolyn as off. Something so slight, only someone that knew him very well would
have caught it. He was saying something important, and disguising it as
unimportant. “If I drive through, my people might recognize the van. I don’t
want them jumping the gun and trying to get involved.”


Carolyn looked
across at Bobbi. Then at Getty. The three of them were locked in together. The
three people that knew Walter best. And they all knew that Walter was speaking
directly to them.


Agent Goring
grunted. “Well, if they do get involved, it’ll be unfortunate for them.
However, regardless of what route you take to get to the police station, I
still feel that thirty minutes is ample time.” A slight sigh. “If I were to
give you any more time you might try to do something…untoward. In any case,
getting there on time is your
problem, not mine.”


“I’ll have to
drive straight through,” Walter said, his words very deliberate. “Hopefully my
people don’t jump the gun.”


Carolyn pointed at
nothing in particular. “There. He said it again.”


Bobbi and Getty
both nodded. Frowned.


“What?” Koz
demanded. “What did he say?”


“He’s telling us
not to do anything,” Carolyn answered.


“Of course he’s
saying that,” Gibbs interjected. “He’s not thinking straight!”


“No, no, no!”
Carolyn whirled on the New Breed that hulked behind her. Gibbs and Koz stood
abreast of each other. Koz looked disturbed. Gibbs seemed calm, but irritated.
“Didn’t you hear him say ‘jump the gun’? He said ‘I hope they don’t jump the
gun.’ He said it fucking twice! He’s
telling us to be patient!”


“Be patient?”
Gibbs gawked. “Is that what you’re getting out of that?”


“She’s right,”
Bobbi put in, and Getty nodded along with her. “She knows Walt. So do we. He
was talking straight to us just now. And he’s telling us to wait.”


“What the fuck
does he want us to wait for?” Gibbs demanded.


Carolyn felt
suddenly lost. “I don’t know.”


Koz looked back
and forth between Carolyn and Gibbs, his eyes flashing fierce. Finally he
settled on Carolyn. “Are you sure?”


“Am I sure about
what?”


“That he’s asking
us to wait for something.”


Carolyn stared up
at the monolith of a man that towered over her. She felt suddenly childlike, confused,
and uncertain. “Yes,” she said, with resolution that she didn’t feel. And then
immediately her mind started reeling, thinking, what if he’s not? What if he’s saying the opposite? What if he’s asking
for us to help him?


She glanced over
to Bobbi again.


And Getty.


Both of them
nodded.


Yes, they knew
Walter, but it was easier for them to be detached, because Walter was not their
family. And it was their detachment from the issue that sealed it.


Carolyn nodded
back at them. “Yes, I’m positive. He wants us to wait for something.” She
turned back to the map. “But I have no clue what it is.”

















 

Chapter 32



 

Walter drove with
both hands on the wheel, his back rigid.


His left thumb,
still holding down that button.


He watched the
road, but out of the corner of his eye, he saw the projection of Agent Goring,
still holding a gun to Macy’s head. Macy had calmed some. The constancy of her
circumstance had dulled her fear.


“I’m going,”
Walter said. “You have Roy. You have control. I’m going where you want me to
go. You don’t need Macy. You can let her go.”


“Oh, I can let her
go?” Goring said, his voice mocking. “Please, Walter. Don’t tell me how to do
my job. I’m the one that’s winning right now. And you’re losing pretty badly.
It’d be stupid for me to take the advice of a loser. No, I think I’ll hang onto
Macy for a little while longer.”


Walter saw the
skyline of Durham growing in front of him.


He glanced at the
monitor.


He needed to
communicate to Carolyn, tell her and whoever else was listening—hopefully the
entire team—that Goring held Macy at the safehouse. Walter wasn’t sure what
they could do, but it was more information that he could give them.


“Is that Pete’s
body in the background?” Walter asked.


Agent Goring’s
eyes narrowed. He tilted his head. “Walter. Do you honestly think I don’t know
what you’re doing right now?”


Walter’s heart
squirmed into his throat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said,
and his voice was higher and tighter than he would have liked.


Goring smiled,
unkindly. “What is it, huh? You’ve got an open comm line with one of your
friends? How obvious is that? You’re trying to get them to come save you?
Trying to tell them where I’m holding Macy?”


Walter stared
straight forward and felt his hands start to shake. He gripped the steering
wheel tighter. His jaw ratcheted down.


“Well,” Goring
said, stretching his neck from side to side. “Let’s just clear the air right
now. Hello, whoever is listening. If you want to know where I’m holding Macy
right now, that would be at your quote-unquote safehouse. Which, as it turns out, is not so safe. Yes, Pete is
dead. I killed him. He was an ornery old fuck. And yes, you are welcome to
mount some sort of rescue operation to try to come get Macy. That would just
be…the highlight of my day.”


Grinding his teeth
together.


There’s nothing you can do right now. There’s nothing
you can do but wait. Wait, and trust, and hope and fucking pray, that Carolyn
realizes what’s happening…


“You know,” Goring
went on. “As long as we’re on the topic of being honest and forthright with
each other, which, I think, is a great way to start this relationship, I’d like
to tell you that you won’t be the first Walter Baucom that I’ve captured.”


Walter blinked.


Steeled himself.


“I know,” he said.
“You had my Pops. You tried to turn him against me.” Walter’s nostrils flared
and he looked sharply at the image of Goring. “How’d that work out for you?”


Goring shrugged.
“Not bad, in the long run. I eventually got what I needed, didn’t I? I like to
have a lot of pans in the fire, you know? I like to have options. Don’t like to
put all my eggs in one basket. I keep my portfolio diversified.”


“Mel killed
herself,” Walter said. “She put a bullet through her brain so that you couldn’t
use her anymore.”


“Aw. That’s…pretty
pathetic.”


Walter’s neck
burned. Then his head.


You fuck…


“Do you know what
happened to your Pops?” the agent goaded.


Walter
concentrated on breathing. Trying to steady himself.


“I assume you
killed him.”


“Ha!” Goring
seemed genuinely delighted. “Well, good for you. You’re starting to learn.”
Goring whistled. “Man. What a tale to be told for the Baucom family! Two
generations of your family, completely wrecked by one man. By me.”


You’re going to die, Walter wanted to tell him, but he
didn’t want to anger him. Not when he was pointing a gun at Macy’s head. So
Walter didn’t let the words pass his lips, and they burned there, sitting on
his tongue like drops of acid.


Walter was
entering the outskirts of the Red Zone now. Driving straight through.


“You have the look
of a man,” Goring continued. “Who still has hope. Why is that?”


Walter just kept
his jaw clenched shut. Kept staring straight ahead.


The playful
attitude of Goring faltered, and he lowered his head. “Answer me, Walter,” he
said with a low, warning tone. “Use your words.”


“What do you want
me to say?” Walter choked the words out. “You’ve got me.”


Goring relaxed. He
sniffed haughtily. “Time’s ticking.”



 

***



 

Carolyn’s command
room had gone to chaos.


She no longer had
command of it.


Koz and Gibbs
thundered at each other like two warring gods.


“We know where she
is!” Koz yelled, jamming his hand out in a nebulous direction. “We can take
them down!”


“You’re not
thinking straight,” Gibbs growled back. “Why is no one in this room being
fucking reasonable? Koz, I know you care about Macy, but what you’re talking
about is a fucking suicide run, and you know it. The second we show up, they’re
gonna drop six minibombs right on our noses and we’re just gonna be six
splatters in the woods around that safehouse.” He thrust a finger at Koz. “If
you stop for two goddamn seconds and think about it, you know that I’m right!”


“What about
Walter?” Getty said aloud. “We need to be paying attention to what he’s trying
to do.”


Gibbs whirled
around. “I’ll tell you what he’s trying to do. He’s trying to keep Macy
Stockwell and his brother alive. He’s letting Goring use his better nature
against his better judgement. And Goring is winning this round, because this is
a ridiculous decision. Do you honestly believe that Goring’s not going to kill
Macy and Roy both as soon as he gets his hands on Walter? Not to mention, he
might just want to kill Walter!”


Bobbi massaged her
forehead. “Here’s the problem: As soon as Walter is taken out of that van,
we’re not gonna have any idea where he’s at. That tracker is gonna stop moving,
and they’re going to strip those comms off of Walter, and we’re going to be
deaf and blind.”


Carolyn scanned
the faces around her. “Where are they going to take him?”


“To a black site,”
Gibbs said. “Probably the same damn one that Roy is sitting in right now, if
Roy is even still alive. And guess what? We have no fucking idea where that
black site is. Goring knows this. That’s why he doesn’t give a shit that
Walter’s transmitting to us. Because as soon as Walter turns himself in, as Bobbi
has so aptly pointed out, we’re going to be blind and deaf. We’re gonna have no
way of knowing where they took Walter. He’s essentially just going to—poof—disappear off the face of the
earth. And you’re never gonna see him again.”


Involuntarily,
Carolyn touched her stomach.


She felt like
someone was pushing a knife into it.


“He’s asking us to
wait,” she said again, more like she was convincing herself at that moment,
then trying to convince anyone else.


She did need to convince herself.


Because right now,
Gibbs was making a lot of damn sense.


His logic was
impeccable.


Once Walter got to
that police station, they were going to have no way of knowing where the hell
Walter was, and where Goring was taking him.


“Even if we did know where the black site was,”
Gibbs continued, calmer now that everyone wasn’t yelling. “We wouldn’t be able
to take it. They’re small, and they’re lightly staffed, but they are staffed. And they’re staffed by New
Breeds. Fully equipped. Fully dug in. Fully fortified. The six of us—even if
you guys helped out, and made it a whopping nine or ten—would just be meat in a
grinder.”


“That’s not true,”
Koz said, in a distracted sort of way. “There’s a way to neutralize those New
Breeds.”


Gibbs grimaced.
“If you’re talking about the ECHO devices, then I’d love to know how the hell
you plan to get any. It’s not like we can go requisition them from Colonel
Wainwright and the Eudys, seeing as how we’ve kinda gone rogue.”


Carolyn felt
suddenly light-headed. “Wait. We can…” she cut herself off and looked at Gibbs,
and then Koz. “Just answer me this one question, okay?”


They stared,
expectant.


Carolyn’s pulse
thundered in her ears.


“Can you find out
where the black site is?”


Gibbs and Koz
exchanged a glance.


But it was Koz who
spoke, and he did it with a ponderous shake of his head. “No, Carolyn. We don’t
know where this black site is.”


Carolyn didn’t
want to let go of this fleeting hope. “But…what about the black site before?
The one where they were taking Bobbi and Pops? You knew about that!”


“Yeah, we knew
about that,” Koz said. Then nodded over Carolyn’s shoulder. “That was
information we got from Brad.”


Carolyn spun on
Brad Hughes. “Can you tell us where?”


The compressed
line of Hughes’s grim lips told Carolyn everything she needed to know. “I’m sorry,
Carolyn. There are dozens of black sites in the area. I have no idea where
Goring plans on taking Walt.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”



 

***



 

“I’m pulling into
the police station,” Walter said, and his stomach felt sour and ready to rebel
against him, and the muscles in his body twitched and jittered.


“Good,” Goring
replied, as though unconcerned. “You’re going to keep me on the line, Walter.
You’re going to keep me on the line until I’ve heard you and watched you turn
yourself into the front desk. You’re going to walk right up and you’re going to
say, ‘I’m Walter Baucom the third, I am the fifth name on the domestic
terrorist watch list, I just attacked the OLC, and I’d like to turn myself in.’
Can you remember all that?”


Walter nodded.


“Words, motherfucker!”
Goring hissed at him.


“Yes,” Walter
said, and his mouth sweated like he might vomit.


He was walking a
tight rope.


And it was a long
damn fall that stretched out underneath him.


Roy had always
alluded to DTI, but never talked about it in detail. What he’d subtly hinted at
was enough for Walter. It was hell on earth. It was an unending sentence that
you never came back from, and it was marked by torture and abuse.


And Walter was
walking into it.


Walter pulled into
the parking lot in front of the main entrance to the police station. A few
patrol vehicles were parked to the side. An officer in softarmor and a subgun
strapped to his chest walked by, and he looked sidelong at Walter’s van, but
took no action.


The officer walked
into the front entrance, unhurried, unworried.


Yes, the
description of the van had been disseminated, but then, it was just an average
looking van, and no one really expected a wanted man to park at the front of
the police station.


“I’m parking now.”
Walter put the van into park and stopped the engine. He swallowed against
thickness in his throat, and then pushed the door open. “Agent Goring, I’m
getting out and walking into the police station. You got me. You can let Macy
go.”


Bright morning sun
hit him as he stepped out and let the door close behind him. It was warm. But
it was harsh. It had none of the soft caress of other morning sunlight that
Walter had experienced. It felt like sandpaper on his skin.


“Not yet, Walter,”
Goring sighed. “You need to be taken into custody. I want to hear those
restraints tighten on your wrists.”


He smelled only
the hot engine of the van, ticking as it cooled.


The front flag
pole, and atop it, the flag of the United States sat dully wilted, and
underneath it, the flag of the Coalition.


This is happening, Walter told himself. This is happening, and you can’t turn away.


Go through with it.


Go through with it.


You have to nut up, y’knocker.


Walter walked,
awkward and stiff as a drunken man trying to look sober, towards the front
doors.


His left arm, still
held up with the elbow crooked, like he was escorting a beautiful woman, but
there was nothing on his arm but a PD and a projection of Agent Goring holding
a gun to the head of Macy Stockwell.


His thumb was
starting to ache from holding down on the transmit button of the comms. He
still had an open line with them, and he was going to maintain that for as long
as he could. It was his one ethereal connection to something less terrifying
than the present.


Walter glanced
from side to side, and he couldn’t help a cowardly feeling filling him up,
burning in his bones. He wanted a place to run to. He still had time. He could
just run, right now, and maybe they’d catch him and maybe they wouldn’t but at
least he wouldn’t be walking straight into their hands…


This is what you have to do.


And we do what we have to.


He found himself
at the front doors, and they slid open like they were waiting for him, and it
seemed like he had stage fright, and those were the curtains opening up, and
the guards and the officers inside were the audience, and their faces turned to
him, and it was too goddamned late to turn back now, if he ran, they would
chase him.


The entryway.


The vestibule.


The front desk,
and behind it, two officers in plain uniforms, probably with sidearms, but Walter
could not tell, because they sat down behind their bullet-resistance desks, and
their eyes came up and squinted at him with evident suspicion.


And to the left,
the two scanners to make sure that you weren’t carrying weapons or explosives
into the police station, and the two guards there, these ones fully equipped,
in softarmor and subguns, and they watched him too, and one of them stepped
forward and lifted his chin.


“Can I help you,
sir?” the officer asked, his hand resting just a few inches away from the grip
of the his subgun.


Walter stared at
him, and he believed he was sweating.


The sunlight was
gone from him, but he didn’t feel any better.


The interior of
the police station felt ice-cold.


“Say the words,”
Goring’s voice prodded at him.


The guarding
officers—both of them now—gripped their subguns and bladed their bodies,
letting their suspicious gut feelings guide them now.


“Carolyn,” Walter
said, and he tried to keep his voice as steady as he possibly could. “Remember
to have patience. I love you so much.”


“Walter…” a
warning tone from Goring.


And then Walter
held up his hands and he looked at the guarding officer that was closest to
him, the officer all but raising the muzzle of the subgun at this point.


“I’m Walter Baucom
the third,” Walter said with a dead voice. “I’m the fifth name on the domestic
terrorist watch list. I’ve just attacked the OLC. I want to turn myself in.”



 

***



 

Goring smiled,
almost beatific in his triumph.


Was there a better
feeling in the world? He did not think that there was.


To outwit, to
outmatch. Or even to simply muscle your way into victory. Any of them would do.
It was just the fact that he won. Nothing else mattered.


He was still live
with Walter, and he heard over the feed the sounds of police officers giving
out loud commands. They told him to get down on his knees. And then another one
was telling Walter to take off his PD.


“Hey Walter,”
Goring called out, and he could just see the side of Walter’s head, as the
dumbfuck’s scared cow eyes glanced in the direction of Goring’s live feed. “You
think Chief Kozlowski is listening to this? If so, this is for both of you.”


Then he fired his
pistol, but he kept his eyes locked on Walter’s so that he could watch his
reaction as the bullet passed through Macy’s Stockwell’s head, puffing her hair
out on the opposite side of her pretty little skull, like some kid in class had
been tugging at it, and the light left her eyes, and her terrified face went
slack, and she toppled sideways.


On the live feed,
Walter’s eyes had stretched wide enough to see the white all around his iris,
and the poor stupid grower boy was filled with so much impotent rage, that
Goring knew he’d already been broken, and he would be easy to crack open, and
he just smiled back at the man.


“You motherfuck—”
Walter started to scream, but anything else was cut off.


The live feed
ended.


One of the
officers must have disconnected it.


Goring used the
muzzle of his pistol, still warm, to close his own PD. Then he holstered the
pistol. He turned to Agent Barnes.


The younger man
stood, looking down at Macy Stockwell with a blank expression. When he realized
he was being looked at, he snapped up, almost to attention.


“Yes?” Barnes
asked, almost reflexively.


Goring sniffed.
“Get us a gunship and a New Breed escort. We’re heading to Durham West-Metro.”



 

***



 

Carolyn’s command
room was silence.


For just a moment.


Then Koz thrust a
paw out at the screen. “Was that…?”


“Yes,” Gibbs said.


“Did he really?”


And this time no
one answered.


Koz’s hand dropped
to his side and he just stared at the projection for a moment. He had nothing
to say, or at least he was not willing to say whatever he had. And neither was
anyone else.


Carolyn watched
him, and she tried to think of words of comfort, but she had none to give right
now. Her heart hammered and she barely kept her own self together. She could
not save another when she was drowning herself.


Eventually, in the
silence, Koz simply nodded. “Okay,” he said.


And then he looked
at Carolyn, and his eyes were dead cold, somehow ice and fire at once, and she
thought that his eyes looked much like her eyes, looked much like the eyes of
everyone in that room at that moment.


The eyes of people
intent on killing.


Not in a rage.


Not in a lashing
out and baring of teeth.


But in a planned,
and controlled way.


In a deliberate,
cold-blooded way.


And Koz nodded his
head at Carolyn, and she nodded back.


Because they
understood now.

















 

Chapter 33



 

They took him down
to the ground.


They laid him
flat, and they stripped the PD from his arm, and the last image that he saw on
the monitor was Goring’s face smiling calmly at him, and in the background,
Macy’s body slumped over on the floor, in a similar attitude as the body of
Pete.


Goring.


Walter’s head was
full of static and drums and clashing cymbals.


They pulled his
hands behind his back and they placed restraints on him. They were cold, and
they ratcheted them tight, and then they kicked his feet apart and one of the
officers started to pat him down, while the other held a subgun to Walter’s
head and told him very earnestly that he was going to blow his brains out if he
did anything weird.


Walter said
nothing back.


He turned away and
faced the floor, putting his forehead on the tiling, and it felt as cold as the
restraints had felt, and it smelled of dirt and the ghost of lemon-scented
polish. Walter could see a hair on the ground that was not his, and it stirred
in the wind of his breath, but didn’t blow away.


They found his
comms, and they stripped those from him.


“Who were you
talking to?” one of the officers asked him—he couldn’t tell which—but he didn’t
bother responding. The officers were not the Fed. They were still held to
certain standards. They could not do the things that Goring could do, and so
Walter decided to ignore them.


A new voice called
up, maybe one of the officers from the front desk.


“Is that Walter
Lawrence Baucom the third?”


Walter tilted his
head and looked.


It was not one of
the officers at the front desk, but it was a newcomer, this one wearing brass
on his collars and a shock of gray hair, and he stood behind the two officers
at the desk with a mystified-but-focused look on his face.


“That’s who he
says he is.”


“Well, have you
confirmed?”


“Sir, he just came
in. We just got done searching him.”


The gray-haired
man with the brass on his collars looked down and appeared to be listening, and
Walter realized that he was on the line with someone, and Walter had a solid
idea of who he was on the line with.


“Yes, I
understand,” the brass said. “But you’ll need to confirm all of that when you
get here. Until then we’ll hold him in the room. Okay.” The man blinked a few
times, then disconnected his PD. Then he looked up at the two officers. “Get
him to one of the interview rooms and shackle him up. Don’t let him out of your
sight. I want four officers guarding him, and I want you to pull units back
here now and hold security until we can get this guy out of here.” Then the man
looked at Walter. “Apparently there’s a concern that some of his friends might
try to rescue him.”


“That true?” One
of the officers nudged Walter’s shoulder with the toe of a boot.


“No,” Walter
replied. And he was being honest, though he knew they wouldn’t believe him.


“We got it, Cap,”
the other officer said.


Then they hauled
him up to his feet.


“You got anything
else on you?”


Walter felt weak,
like he wasn’t quite able to support his own weight. “No.”


“You tell me about
it now and we won’t charge you with it, okay?”


Walter turned to
look at the officer.


He was a big guy,
but he had this moon-round baby face and freckles across his nose. These
straightforward eyes, just staring at Walter like this was a normal bust, just
an average thug to be jailed. Did they not know what the fuck they were dealing
with?


Walter actually
laughed, but he stifled it quickly. “You charge me with whatever you want,
y’knocker. They’re puttin’ me away for the rest of my life—if they don’t just
put a bullet in me.”


The baby-faced
officer traded a glance with his partner, and for the barest of seconds, Walter
thought he saw something flicker in those eyes, something like commiseration,
like he wanted to be on Walt’s side, but just couldn’t bring himself to.


“That’s okay,”
Walter said, the black humor fleeing him now. “I didn’t fight back either. Not
until they came after my family. Maybe you’ll never experience that. Then
again, maybe you will.”


The other officer
gave Walter a small shove. “Alright, shut up, please.”


The baby-faced
officer seemed to recover himself and nodded. “Come on, sir. Come with me.”


And they escorted
him away.


To a room.


They sat him in a
chair, and they shackled his legs to the floor, and they stood in the room with
him, watching him in silence, while other officers arrived to watch the hall
outside, and to watch the front entrance and to fortify the police station.


Time did funny things
to Walter. It sped up and slowed down, like an inexperienced driver uncertain
of what to do with the pedals.


The two in the
room did not speak to him. Sometimes one of them would step out, and Walter
would hear murmured talking on the other side. When the door to the room
opened, Walter could see that there were several other officers outside, and
all of them were heavily armed and armored, wearing helmets and battleshrouds.


They’re not coming here, Walter thought. They’re not coming to get me.


No one is coming.


The reality of
that kept staggering closer to him, and then retreating again. Sickening him,
and then making his head feel light and fuzzy. Hard nerves, like veins of ore
running through his bones. His tongue kept sticking to the roof of his mouth.


He was going to be
in Goring’s hands.


That was just the
way it was going to be.


He closed his eyes
and he pictured Carolyn, and he wondered if she’d understood anything he’d
said. 


He’d gone all in.
He’d put everything he had into Carolyn. But now he felt like she was slipping
away, receding on a ripcurrent of cold, hard truth that didn’t give a fuck in
the world about any of Walter’s forlorn hopes.


That was life,
wasn’t it?


You can plan until
your ears bleed, but you can’t control reality.


Somewhere above
the Durham West-Metro police station, Walter could hear the thrumming rotors of
an approaching gunship.


He’s here.



 

***



 

The gunship swayed
in a gust of wind as it started lowering itself quickly to the rooftop pad on
the Durham West-Metro station.


Goring watched the
ground approach. He felt satisfied. Happy, even. Of course, there was always a
bit of nerves, wasn’t there? Because he did not yet have Walter locked in a
cage. Walter was being held by police officers of dubious loyalty to the Fed
and the CoAx, and even after Goring had his team of New Breeds take custody of
Walter, they would still have to transport him to black site Evergreen.


And during that
time, he would be exposed.


The chances of the
rebels actually being able to do anything was slim, but it was there. And the
thing they had the best chance of doing was simply shooting the gunship out of
the sky with a rocket. Yes, they would kill Walter, but Goring didn’t put it
past them if it meant keeping their secrets buried.


After all, the
Eudys had sold Roy Baucom out.


Goring turned to
Barnes. “You wait here.”


Barnes nodded,
once. He sat on the bench seat with his back to the cockpit. The rest of the
bench seats were filled with the hulks of six New Breeds.


Goring turned his
attention to their senior chief. “Chief Franti, leave two behind to secure the
rooftop and neighboring buildings, please. If anyone sees anything that even
looks like a gun, you take that person out. Don’t take any chances.”


Chief Franti
nodded once, and then rose from his seat, and his New Breeds rose with him. The
one nearest the door pulled it open and the wind and noise and dust came
roaring into the cabin, as the gunship descended the last few feet and then
rocked to a stop.


The hustle of
boots, just barely audible over the rotors.


Goring followed
them out, squinting against the wind.


Two of the six New
Breeds peeled off in different directions. Both were armed with long-range
rifles, and they posted up quickly on opposite corners of the building and
immediately began to scan across rooftops and in alleyways.


Chief Franti and
his remaining three New Breeds made their way to a roof access, and Goring
followed at a quick, businesslike clip. His hands touched the top button of his
suit jacket, and he almost buttoned it out of habit, but he wanted to have free
access to his holstered pistol if he needed it.


Sure, he was
surrounded by New Breeds.


But, again, Agent
Goring wasn’t taking any chances.


The captain of the
station met them at the top of the stairs and opened the door for them. He was
accompanied by two officers, and Goring looked them over briefly, wondering why
the hell they were even there.


Goring met the
captain’s eyes, then spied his nametag and confirmed that it was indeed the
Captain Hull that he’d spoken to earlier. Goring held out his credentials in a
flippant manner and he didn’t know if Captain Hull even had time to read
them—nor did he care. “Agent Goring,” he announced, loudly over the gunship
behind him. “Agent In Command for this region. I expect all the clearances went
through just fine?”


Captain Hull
nodded, and seemed eager to help.


That was good.


“You can take me
to him,” Goring prompted.


The captain led
them down a short staircase, and then to an elevator. The elevator was a bit
crammed for all of them, the four New Breeds present taking up the majority of
the space, but they fit. It descended a single floor, and they emptied out into
a hallway.


Goring looked to
his right and saw four police officers in full tactical gear, weapons in hand,
and he had to assume that the door they guarded contained none other than
Walter Baucom.


Goring stalked
toward the door, now in the lead of the little group. Captain Hull hustled
along to keep up with him, but was muscled wordlessly out of the way by Chief
Franti.


“Walter Baucom
inside?” Goring said to the officer standing closest to the door.


It was Captain
Hull who answered: “Yes, sir. He’s in there.”


“Open, please.”


The officer opened
the door.


Goring stood
there, looking in. Feeling the glow.


“Hello,” he said
to the figure at the table.


The figure
straightened, and looked at Goring, faced him, and for the very first time,
Goring was face to face with the man that he’d been chasing.


The man at the
table looked…sad.


Goring almost
laughed at him, but his nerves wouldn’t let him.


He was smart
enough not to gloat until he had the man under lock and key and away from these
local cops—any of who could harbor resistance sympathies and try to turn on
them at any moment.


“That’s him,”
Goring said, trying to speak flatly and deny the elation that he felt surging
through his chest. “Chief Franti, please take possession of Mr. Baucom.”


The New Breeds
entered and secured the room. Chief Franti eyed the shackles and instructed one
of the officers to undo them. The officer—a baby-faced kid that looked so
totally outsized and outmatched amongst those giant statures—hesitated long
enough to gain Goring’s attention.


He doesn’t want to.


Goring watched the
officer intently, and it did not escape him that the officer’s eyes did not go
to his, nor to Chief Franti’s, but to Walter Baucom’s, and they held there for
a brief, but definable moment.


Maybe a second.
Two at the most.


But then he
stepped forward and produced a manual key. He stooped in front of Walter and
unlatched the shackles without looking at him again. Then he straightened with
a breath that sounded a bit like pent up frustration, and his eyes glanced over
Goring’s, and the corners of his nose twitched to let Goring know that he felt
disgusted—either with himself or Goring.


Or maybe both.


Goring simply
smiled back, but professionally. “Thank you, officer.”


Chief Franti took
control of one side of Walter Baucom, and one of his teammates took the other
side. They didn’t haul him roughly out of the seat, but they weren’t gentle,
either. With his arms behind his back, the officer’s restraints were removed,
and replaced with plastic ones. And, like the garnish on a particularly
delicious meal, they put a black sack over his head.


Goring felt his
core tighten with an immense satisfaction.


He’d wanted to see
that for a very long time.


“Alright,” he
said, a bit more pep in his step now. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”


And the exchange
was just that quick.


The New Breeds
hauled him back down the hall towards the elevator, and Captain Hull followed
along, shoving his PD monitor in Goring’s face to obtain his official sign-off.
Goring irritably snapped his own PD open and provided the necessary digital
sign-off, and then Captain Hull left him alone.


“Good luck with
him,” Captain Hull said, lamely.


Goring didn’t
respond.


He had what he
needed from the man, there was no longer a need for civilities.


The elevator rose,
then emptied them into the stairwell, and they climbed, and Goring watched
Walter’s feet stumble numbly up the stairs and he watched his hands turning a
mottled red behind his back as the restraints cut off his blood flow. 


And that was good.
That was perfect.


Every little bit
would help in the process of breaking Walter.


Don’t count your dollars before payday, Goring advised
himself. You still have to get him to the
Evergreen. There’s still a lot of open air to cross, and a lot of dangerous
people between here and there.


He thought this,
but by the time they rose into the air with Walter Baucom lying face-down on
the deck of the gunship, Goring was smiling.



 

***



 

I don’t know what to do.


Carolyn stood at
the table, her arms locked out, supporting her body as she leaned on it, her
head hanging down and staring at the items on the table without really seeing
them. What were they, even? A bunch of nonsense. A bunch of equipment to fight
a fight she never wanted to be a part of.


And neither did
Walter.


Both of them just
wanted to be left alone.


Why was that too
much to ask?


But all of that
was slipping away.


She felt it, like
how you feel you’re going to lose a bet that you put your last dime on. You’re
watching your horse fall further and further back, or you look at your opponent
at the poker table and you can see the confidence in their eyes and they know
that you’re only bluffing, and they’ve called you on it.


She’d put her
faith in Walter. And it sure as hell seemed like he’d put his faith in her.


But now she was
just standing there, at a complete loss.


They had no
contact with him anymore.


They had no idea
what was going on.


And still, she had
not figured out what Walter was trying to tell them.


I don’t know what to do, and I’m failing you, Walt.
You were relying on me, and I am failing you…


“Uh…” Brad
Hughes’s voice, quiet, unassuming, and a bit confused. “Just a heads up.
They’re moving the van. We didn’t leave anything incriminating in there, did
we?”


Carolyn raised her
head, and it felt like it weighed a metric ton. Her neck muscles strained to
support it. She looked at the map. The waypoint was moving. They were taking
the van somewhere.


“No.” Carolyn’s
face felt numb as she spoke. “We wiped it before the op. There shouldn’t be
anything…”


Off to her left,
Getty cleared his throat and straightened, interrupting Carolyn’s train of
thought.


She looked in his
direction, not feeling much at all.


Getty was
squinting at the map. His eyebrows creased, and his lips pursed. “Weird.”


“What?” Carolyn
asked him, not even bothering to look at the map projection.


Getty gestured
with his hand. “That waypoint’s not following the streets.”


Now Carolyn did look
at the waypoint.


There it was. Now
a few blocks from the OLC. Now a bit further.


And Getty was
right. It wasn’t following the grid of city streets.


It was going in a
straight line, cutting across blocks of city buildings like the van was being
driven in some underground tunnel.


Carolyn was still
holding herself up by her arms. They tensed, rippling her forearms. “It’s
moving pretty fast. Damn. Where the fuck did they take that van? Is there a
tunnel or something we don’t know about…” She trailed off.


Her face went
blank.


It was the
expression of someone that has rerouted all mental power to making connections,
and therefore has no capacity to form an expression on their face.


She straightened,
standing upright now. Rigid.


“Shit,” she
mumbled for no one’s benefit but her own. Then: “Everyone grab your gear. We
need a fucking car!”

















 

Chapter 34



 

Roy was broken.


His brain kept
bouncing back and forth between telling and not telling, but the very fact that
he was considering telling, meant that he was broken. He knew this, and soon
enough, Goring would know it too.


How long had he
been in this hole in the ground, stifled, crammed, not able to move except in
tiny, frustrating, claustrophobic inches, with his elbows and knees scraping
against rough concrete and the unstoppable cramps and pains that seemed to
lance straight to his bones.


I’m done, I’m done, I’m done! He would think,
but out of his mouth would only come a strangled moan.


The old litany of it’s just your body had long ago become
so stale and tiresome and hypocritical to himself that he could not bring
himself to even think it anymore. It was vinegar in his mouth and he spat it
out immediately whenever his brain brought it up again.


Goring.


He thought of the
man.


Goring.


He thought of the
things that this man had done to him, and for some reason, that made the pain
feel better by a degree or two. It made the agony more tolerable. Why was that?
Why would that be?


I’m going to kill him, Roy told
himself, only moments after he had decided that he was going to cooperate and
tell Goring about the ECHO device.


His brain was
becoming fragmented, and even he recognized it in a faraway manner, as though
identifying some other person’s problem. But he couldn’t keep his mind
cohesive. It was simply all over the place.


I’m going to kill him, next time they pull me up out
of this hole.


Roy drooled
through gritted teeth. He hissed through them, creating a froth with his own
spit that trickled down his twitching, aching chest. He was little more than an
animal at that point, and he was okay with that, because an animal felt less
pain.


When they open this cage, I’m going to latch onto him.
I’m going to bite his fucking throat out. I don’t care how I do it. But I’m
going to kill him. Kill him. Kill him.


“I’munna fuckin’
kill you!” he screamed and shook in his tiny prison. “You motherfucker! You
motherfucker!” and he just repeated that to himself for a while, and eventually
it got quieter, and the terrified energy of his rage powered itself out like a
hurricane hitting mainland.


Then he started
thinking that he hoped no one had heard him.


He hoped that they
wouldn’t punish him for that.


He just wanted to
get out of this cage.


I’m done. I’m done.


He wept when he
spoke again.


“I’ll tell you!”
he called out, weaker than before, but still loud enough. “I’ll tell you what
you want to know!”


With the blood
rushing through his ears, and his own voice rattling around in his skull, he
never perceived the sound of the gunship landing just outside the black site
building.



 

***



 

Walter’s world was
black and musty.


It was movement,
dizzying movement. The gunships landing with a gentle rock, and then his body
being hauled upright, and then pushed forward, and stumbling, and fearing that
he was going to fall, but being held upright by hands that gripped his arms.


He was bent
forward, his arms pulled tight behind his back so they were over his head and
he was doubled at the waist. They moved him like that, half dragging him along
while he stumbled to keep up.


People said
things.


Maybe it was
Goring saying things to the New Breeds.


Maybe it was the
New Breeds saying things to him.


It didn’t matter.


Nothing mattered
right now.


What was next?


His heart jumped
around like a jackrabbit caught in a snare. He prayed for the strength to be
strong, though he’d never been a praying man before. He prayed that he would
just hold out. Because he knew that he was about to enter a world of pain.


Goring wasn’t
going to show him any mercy.


Goring was going
to go for the throat, and he was going to do it quickly.


Strength, Walter pleaded of himself and a higher
power. Give me strength to hold out.


He felt a temperature
change in the air. It was cooler, and it was quieter, and it wasn’t windy.
Their boots fell now on squeaking floors, rather than the rough scuffing of
rubber on cement.


They were inside.


Where?


The belly of the beast, that’s where.


They were at a
black site.


Some place that no
one knew about. Where no one could get to the people inside.


And it was only
one step removed from DTI.


If DTI was the
destination, this black site was the train station.


And what was it
that they said?


Oh, yes.


No one comes back from DTI.


Except that Roy
had come back…


And right as
Walter thought that thought, he was kicked to his knees. Then he was shoved to
his stomach. And he twisted as his shoulder hit the ground, and he felt what
seemed like a grate of some sort on the floor.


He heard a voice
that he didn’t recognize crying out, hoarse and panicked: “Please! Get me the
fuck out of here! I’ll do what you want!”


The voice was
coming from below Walter.


From underneath
the floor.


The grate…


The hood was
ripped off of Walter’s head.


He found himself
staring down through a metal grate into a hole in the ground. A square,
concrete hole. And in this hole was a person, crammed in so that they were not
upright, nor were they sitting, but simply squashed into a half-crouch, and
their face was upturned, putting those wild and intensely wide eyes right on
Walter.


“Roy?” Walter
breathed, and what little voice came out with that one word cracked
treacherously.


It was Roy.


It was his
brother.


Walter stared back
at him, and Roy went silent, and in his eyes was something that Walter had
never seen before, and so he had no way to interpret it. God, but he knew those
eyes so well that he could usually know what his brother was thinking and
feeling, but right at that moment they were something very different. They were
wild and feral. They were not the person that he knew.


And then, a
glimmer there.


Shame.


Rebuke.


Crushing
realization.


Like he’d been
caught in the act.


Roy’s stubbled, splotchy
face gawked up at Walter, and the first words out of his mouth were, “I’m
sorry.”


Walter felt a hand
on the back of his neck and it pressed his face into the grate. He heard
Goring’s voice above him.


“You see, Walter?
You see what I’ve done?”


Walter kept his
eyes on his brother, winced as the flesh of his cheek smarted on the grating. But
he held his brother’s gaze.


“Have faith,”
Walter whispered to him.


Then he felt
himself rising rapidly, being stood on his feet. He almost stumbled, but held
his ground. 


How long have they kept him in that hole?


And what is it that they plan to do to me?


Walter looked at
Goring, and he felt himself cringing from reality. He wanted to stand with his
chest out and his head back and look down his nose at Goring. But he feared
what Goring had in store for him. He could not help himself.


Goring just smiled
that insipid smile. “No one can get to you now,” he said. “You’re in my world.”


Then the man
leaned back away from Walter, and his expression went as flat as a windless
moment in a storm. He pointed to the grate, and to Roy, crammed under it. “Get
him out,” he said, his words coming out like bullets now. “Get me two chairs.”


Walter tried to go
somewhere else in his mind.


But he couldn’t
stop himself from hyper focusing on what was going on right in front of him. 


They dragged Roy
out. Two New Breeds, pulling him out of the hole like you might yank a rodent
from a trap.


Roy’s body was
crumpled and cramped and the agony was evident in his face. But not just the
agony—there was also a real fear there. A fear of going back in. And a fear of
what was next.


The chairs came.
Slapped down without ceremony. Their metal legs clanking harshly on the
concrete floor.


One for Roy.


One for Walter.


The two brothers
were shoved down into their seats.


Roy squirmed in
his, in the throes of another cramp, but he looked across at Walter.


Walter sat very
still. He didn’t want to move. His heart pounded to get out of his chest, and
he realized he was afraid of what Roy was going to do. Roy had a look, a mad,
broken look. He was off the rails. He wasn’t thinking clearly.


Walter mouthed the
words, have faith.


He didn’t know why
he clung to those words.


Perhaps because
those were words that Roy himself had used on Walter.


But what did they
have in which to place their faith?


Nothing.


Just the two of
them, having their hands cuffed to the chair legs, behind their backs. Staring
at each other, not knowing what blackness was about to swallow them up, and
both terrified.


Goring stood
between them. He looked back and forth for a second. The smile didn’t come
again. It was all business now. It was urgency. Walter could see it in the set
of his mouth. His desperation. The sweat beginning to break out along his
hairline.


He wanted
something out of them, and he wanted it quick.


If Walter were
being honest with himself, that only scared him more.


Desperation was
going to make the man violent.


Goring’s
desperation would mean more pain inflicted on Walter.


Or Roy.


Or both.


“You,” Goring
said, pointing at Roy. “You’re gone. You’re done. You’re a waste of fucking
space.” Then he turned to Walter. “But you? You’re still with me. You have a
chance. And because you have a chance to be normal, I’m going to give you a
one-time offer.”


Goring turned
fully to Walter, squaring his shoulders to him. Steepling his fingers together.


It would have been
nice to say something pithy, but Walter’s mind was blank in that moment. All he
could think was that he needed to keep his mouth shut.


“Time is of the
essence, so I’m going to make this an easy decision for you, Walter,” Goring
said. “If you cooperate fully—and I do mean fully—then you’re going to go free.
So will your wife. Carolyn, right? Something like that.” He waved it off.
“You’ll both be free. You’ll have a new life. You can do whatever the fuck you
want. We’ll even throw a few mil in the bank for you. But you have to cooperate
with us. One-hundred percent. And right fucking now.”


Walter realized
that his mouth had opened. He snapped it shut.


Take it. Take the fucking deal.


Goring tilted his
head. Squinted his eyes. “Isn’t that all you wanted from the start, Walter? To
be left alone with your wife? Have your little family? Isn’t that what this has
all been about?”


Walter’s dry
tongue slipped out and touched his lips.


He had expected
pain and death.


Instead, he was
being offered freedom and money.


And not just for
himself. But for Carolyn, too.


It hurt him. That
was the only thing he could think of in that moment. It felt like someone ramming
an icicle into his chest. It was the coldest, most disappointing pain that he
had ever experienced.


Because how the
hell do you say ‘no’ to that?


How the hell do
you not make a deal with the devil?


Some deals were
just too good to pass up.


Weren’t they?


But then, you
always have to live with yourself afterwards. The devil always comes to collect
his due, eventually.


But at least you’ll fucking LIVE! And CAROLYN will
live!


Goring’s eyes were
frank and honest. Intense. “I’ll draw up paperwork. You won’t be touched.
Neither will Carolyn.” He held up a finger, and he slowly shook his head. “But
believe you me, Walter, if you don’t take this deal right now…” and his voice
became a passionate whisper. “…then I’m going to destroy you and everyone that
has ever been close to you. I’ll burn every trace of your existence from this
earth. There won’t be a person left alive that can honestly say that they knew
you. And that includes your wife, Walter. Your pretty little wife. You don’t
want me to get my hands on her, do you? I do horrible, horrible things with my
hands. And you’re a protector. You like to protect your wife. You want to keep
her from having to feel the ungodly things that I would make her feel. Don’t
you? Don’t you want to keep her safe, Walter?”


Walter’s mouth had
opened again. He struggled to get air. It was like someone had punched him in
the solar plexus. His entire core ached.


Goring started
shaking his head. “You’re having some bullshit crisis of conscience right now,
Walter. Don’t. Don’t do that to yourself. You know what’s good. You know what’s
good for your family. For your wife. For the kids that you two are gonna have.
You’re gonna have kids, yeah? I mean, you’ll have all the money in the bank
that you ever needed. You can pay for it now. It’s yours. Freedom. Money.
Safety. It’s all yours, Walter. Don’t be a fucking idiot here. Be smart. Make a
smart decision.”


Walter got a slow,
harsh breath in, and when it came out, it was like he was physically wrestling
someone. It was a groan of pure misery.


Here was
everything that he had ever wanted being offered to him.


This is what he
had fought for.


This is what he
had bled for.


This is what his
friends had died for.


And it was being
offered to him for nothing.


He was winning the
fucking lottery.


Except that he
would have to kill every belief and value that he’d ever stood on. The
principled man that he thought he was would die, was dying right at that moment
under the onslaught of this temptation.


It’s for Carolyn.


It’s for your family…


Walter couldn’t
see. His eyes had blurred over with tears. His face was hot. The world felt
raw, like his skin had been flayed off of him.


Take the fucking deal!


Don’t be a knocker!


He blinked.


His vision
cleared. Not completely, but just enough.


Just enough to
bring his world back into focus. And over Goring’s shoulder, his brother’s face
swam back into reality, and the mad, beaten-dog look of it was gone like it had
never been there in the first place, and he leaned forward against his
restraints, and his mouth worked, silently saying the words.


HAVE FAITH


Walter took in a
breath. The clenching of his core dissipated.


He closed his
mouth.


He closed his
eyes.


Bared his teeth.


Bowed his head.


He said nothing,
and the silence went on until it was clear and cold as a diamond.


Goring sniffed.
“Well,” he said, a sneer evident in his voice. “No one ever claimed the Baucoms
were smart.”


Walter raised his
dull, bloodshot eyes.


Goring turned and
gestured between a New Breed and Roy. “Put your rifle to the back of his head.
Splatter his brains when I tell you to.”


Walter and Roy
were locked onto each other.


“Give it to me,”
Goring said, holding out his hand, and someone placed in it a hammer and a large-gauge
punch.


Walter stayed
locked in with Roy.


And they were kids
again.


For just a moment.


Brave kids. Poor
kids. Dumb kids.


Under a bridge.
Getting into trouble.


Together.


Each having the
other’s back.


No matter what
happened.


Hell could not
break them…


Goring stepped
into Walter’s line of sight, cutting him off from decades-old memories. He held
his hand out for Walter to see the hammer and the punch.


“Here’s what’s
going to happen. I have questions. You’re going to answer them. Eventually.
Every time you don’t, I’m punching out your teeth. Maybe one. Maybe more.
Depends on how pissed you’re making me. If you don’t open your fucking mouth
and let me punch your fucking teeth out of your skull, then your brother dies.
It’s super-fucking-simple. I made that shit as basic as I possibly could so you
could wrap your inbred retard brain around it.”


No problem
breathing now.


Now the breath
came hard and fast.


He realized he was
shaking his head.


“Don’t you fucking
shake your head at me. I gave you a chance. You pissed it away. Hey. Look at
me. Fucking look at me!”


Walter dragged his
eyes up to Goring’s.


His skin felt icy
and then flushed.


Have faith have faith have faith.


Please, Jesus, Carolyn!


Goring looked down
at him. “Tell me about the weapon that you used during the raid to free your
father.”


Walter wasn’t
really “with it” in that moment. Somehow the words came out of him, and he
couldn’t pull them back before they fell out of his open mouth: “Not yet.”


Goring sniffed
again. Violently. Almost a honk. “Say ‘ah.’”


Walter shook his
head again.


“Say ‘ah,’
motherfucker, or your brother dies.”


The thought that
went through Walter’s head in that moment was, how many teeth do I have?


And then he
thought, not enough to last.


The rapid
breathing started to make his vision cloud.


He was
hyperventilating.


Like throwing
himself over a cliff, he smashed his eyes shut and opened his mouth.


Goring’s hands
were hot on his face.


The punch was cold
when it settled on his front tooth.


“Hold still.”

















 

Chapter 35



 

He felt the cold of the metal against his front
tooth.


Smelled the metallic, machine-shop smell of it.


Then, CRACK


The pain was immediate and intense in the way
that only broken things can be.


He yanked his head away from it, from the metal,
from Goring’s grip, as though he could shirk the pain from him like it was a
fly buzzing around his head. But it wasn’t. It was in his head now, all the way
up to his brain and his eyes and the back of his nose. Boring into him.


He felt fragments of tooth on his tongue. They
rattled around into the back of his throat and he coughed and spluttered and
gagged.


Goring spoke as from a distance: “Only got one
there. That’s okay.”


Walter opened his eyes for the first time and it
was like they had dialed up the brightness to its maximum. It flowed and
bubbled, watery and weak-edged. Tears ran down his cheeks, spit out of his
mouth, and a little blood, but not much.


Not much blood, because the tooth hadn’t been
knocked out. Just shattered. The jagged remnants of its base were still rooted
in his gums.


The first sharp intake of breath after an injury
came out of him.


He controlled it.


His mind took him back, in a strobe-like flash,
in the moment, in a childhood with Roy, in the summertime. Normally Roy was the
brave one, the impetuous one, but on this particular instance—The Time With the
Copperhead, as it would come to be known—it had fallen to Walter out of
necessity.


There’d been a copperhead snake curled up at the
corner of their front porch. The boys excitedly talked about it, like they
might handle it themselves, but Grandpa Clarence had been inside, and he was
far better equipped to handle this because he was an adult, and adults know how
to handle everything.


Except that Grandpa Clarence was passed out
drunk on his chair, per the usual. And Roy was in there shaking him and
shouting at him and getting mumbles and slaps across the head for his trouble,
and all the while Walter had been on the front porch, supposed to be guarding
the snake, except, how do you guard a fucking snake?


In the end, that snake is going to do whatever
the hell it wants to do.


And it did.


It made a bee-line for the open door, trying to
get away from Walter and into the house.


Walter hadn’t thought about it—maybe he
should’ve—but he shot his hand out and pinned the snake to the ground with his
thumb and his forefinger, up close to the head because he didn’t want that
thing to snap around and catch him.


He remembered the feeling of it.


There, in the chair, with bone fragments and
blood dribbling out of his mouth. Looking at the wavering image of Agent Goring
hovering over him with a tool punch and a hammer in his hands, smiling tightly
at him.


He remembered watching that snake’s mouth come
open. The sinewy, writhing strength of it, surprising in its sudden ferocity
and intensity. He stared at the fangs, those little needles in that animal’s
mouth, so thin and sharp that they were almost translucent. The body of the
snake coiling up on itself as it tried desperately to simultaneously free
itself and bite its attacker.


There in that moment, the pain and the fear had
become that copperhead snake.


Walter shot out and pinned them down.


And he held them there. Because that was all he
could do. Pin it and wait, and wait, and pray to God that help was going to
come soon…


“What was the weapon, Walter?”


“Fuck you.” The “F” sound came out blunt and
hollow, just wind through the new gap in his face.


“Well, say ‘ah’ then, Walter. For your brother’s
life, say ‘ah’.”


Walter couldn’t push back on that.


What would be the point?


It would only end in Roy getting a bullet in the
brain.


There was no strategy here. Such thoughts were
not only nearly impossible in the moment, but there wasn’t much point to them
anyways. Walter’s only recourse was to gut it out. Gut it out. Keep the snake
pinned down.


So Walter opened his mouth. But he didn’t say
“ah.” That was his small victory. He bared his teeth, gap and all, and he kept
his eyes open this time, and he locked them to Goring’s like he’d locked onto
the mean eyes of that copperhead, and instead of saying “ah” he just screamed.


Not a scream of pain or fear.


A scream of defiance.


That was all the “ah” that the fuck was going to
get out of him.


Goring just leaned into that scream and, quick
as an expert sculptor chipping away at a marble bust, he smacked another tooth
down Walter’s throat.



 

***



 

Time passed. Hard to say how much.


Walter was down six teeth.


The snake was getting slippery.


His grip was getting questionable.


Defiance was becoming difficult as the pain
sapped the strength out of him. He no longer had the strength to scream in
Goring’s face, and so he chose not to make a sound, or to make as little as he
possibly could.


The last two, he’d taken with a grunt and a
groan.


He’d loved to have said that the repeated
sensation of having your teeth shattered had become numbing, but that was not
the truth. Every time was as bad as the last. Sometimes the anticipation made
it even worse.


He was trying to go away, mentally, but the pain
was keeping him rooted right there in the moment.


He had to expend a massive amount of mental
energy just trying to breathe evenly.


His diaphragm kept bucking, kept threatening to
make him sob.


Slippery snake.


I can’t take this, Walter thought.


Maybe not indefinitely, he admitted to himself. But
you can take it one more time.


Which is what he’d told himself the last three
times.


You
can take it one more time, Walt.


Just
one more time.


They were in a bit of a lull now. Walter wished
that meant that the pain was taking a break, but it wasn’t. It throbbed
menacingly, taking over the entire left half of his face. He could even feel it
in his neck. His nerves were on fire.


Goring had taken off his suit jacket. His tie
was loosened, and he was facing away from Walter now, rolling up his sleeves.
His fingers had been covered in a slimy pink mixture of Walter’s spit and
blood. He’d wiped them down with a handkerchief before unburdening himself of
his restrictive formalwear.


Didn’t want to get blood on all that silk.


Down six teeth.


Walter ran his tongue across the roots, sharp
like broken porcelain.


Most of them were towards the front of his
mouth. Top and bottom.


Talking would be difficult.


“How much more of that can you take, Walter?”
Goring asked.


Breathe in.


Breathe out.


Gird your fucking loins.


“All of it,” Walter bluffed. Or possibly just
spoke in the hopes that maybe he could. He wasn’t even sure why he’d said what
he said. And the second that he said it, he regretted it. Wished he’d just kept
his goddamn mouth shut. Silence would have been answer enough.


But that small measure of defiance was the only
thing keeping him alive.


“Well, then.” Goring faced him. More casual now,
with his loosened clothes. Like a harried marketing director in the midst of an
overnight workathon. “Why should I waste my time then?” He frowned. Looked up
over Walter’s shoulder to where Roy was seated.


Walter couldn’t see Roy. Goring stood between
them. He could only hear his brother’s breathing. Heavy, labored.


“What about you, Roy? How much more can you
stand? You enjoy watching your brother’s teeth get knocked in? You want to
protect him? Save him from all that pain? Do you?”


“Don’t you fuckin’ say—” Walter blurted.


Something hard hit him upside the head.


Bells rang, turned into heavy feedback.


The world was white, soft focus, then hardened
back into crisp reality.


The New Breed guarding him.


He’d forgotten about that guy.


His jaw already felt swollen and disjointed.
Possibly broken.


“Let me get out of your way,” Goring said,
stepping to the side so that he wasn’t blocking the brothers’ view of each
other. “There. Now you guys can see each other.”


Walter didn’t want to look at his brother. But
he did anyways.


Roy strained against the chair. The arteries and
tendons in his neck protruded from his flesh. Eyes red and raw. Mouth hanging
open. It was anguish for him to watch Walter this way. Anguish for him to have
the key to stopping it, but not use it.


Walter wondered if he looked as bad as Roy.


That slippery snake. Almost getting its fangs in
Walter.


Almost getting that poison in him.


And the poison here was the sheer hopelessness
of it all.


The poison here was self-pity.


Bravado was Walter’s only thin defense.


So he smiled his broken smile, as best he could,
displaying the ruination of his mouth like they’d display their scars and war
wounds when they were kids, and he forced that smile to take the fear out of
his eyes. And he winked.


“I’m all good, brother,” Walter said.


He expected another backhanding.


But none came.


Goring walked around Walter. Over to Roy. He
drew his pistol. A light scrape of metal on polymer. He swept his legs in a
perfect stage turn, his stance immaculate as a professional orator’s. Now he
stood to the side of Roy and he raised the pistol to the side of Roy’s head.


Walter’s heart leapfrogged with his stomach.
Once. Twice.


“Don’t,” Walter tried, but it came out a grunt.


Goring’s finger touched the trigger.


He’s gonna shoot him.


Just like he did to Macy.


Just like he did to Pops.


Roy’s eyes went blank. Like everything was okay.
The cords in his neck vanished. He abruptly relaxed.


Now it was Walter who strained.


Straining against the seconds, taut like
overburdened steel cables that might snap and rip your head off in the process.


A few of them ticked by.


He’s just drawing it out.


He’s just trying to make me hope that he won’t.


But Goring didn’t.


He sniffed. “We’re out of time, sirs. Tell me
about the weapon, or I kill him.”


There was no hesitation. No point in it. This
was the point in the game—if you could call such circumstances games—where the
bluff had been called. The deceit was over. Everyone was all in, and there was
no more point in keeping the cards in close. It was time to lay them down, face
up, exposed, and hope to God that the river saved you.


“It’s a sound grenade,” Walter said.


“Walt!” Roy moaned. “Don’t!”


Walter looked at his brother. All out of tricks
now. Nothing to do now but hope.


Hope that he’d given Carolyn enough time.

















 

Chapter 36



 

Chief Franti
stepped out into the yard of black site Evergreen.


There was no need
for him to be inside anymore. He’d left two New Breeds inside with the
prisoners, but Agent Goring and Agent Barnes had everything well in hand.


Black site
Evergreen was a walled compound of about three acres. It was tucked back into a
section of the pine barrens of North Carolina. It had a single building inside
the fifteen foot walls. That buildings housed the guts of the black site—cells
and offices, etc., etc..


Outside the walls
was a sea of long, slender pine trees.


Hence the name
“Evergreen.”


North Carolina
being the “Land of the Pines.”


Chief Franti
looked around him as he walked to the front gate. To his right, the gunship
that they’d arrived on sat, its rotors still, engine off. To his left, two
guntrucks, and two black, government GUVs sat, parked in a haphazard manner,
like they’d simply broken down in random spots and been abandoned there. 


Straight ahead,
the front gate was closed and barricaded, as usual. A guard tower to the left,
occupied by a normie soldier, and one of Franti’s squad. The New Breed from
Franti’s squad had control of the Lancer cannon that sat atop the guard tower.


Franti ascended
the ladder of the guard tower. Felt it sway under his bulk.


At the top, his
squadmate, Masters, turned and nodded to him.


“Chief,” Masters
said.


“Chief,” Franti
replied.


Old inside joke.


The normie soldier
that was with them smiled in a pained sort of way. Like he’d gotten tired of
hearing this old joke. Perhaps felt a little left out of the club. Tough shit.
Sorry your genetics are weak.


“How’s it lookin’
in there?” Masters inquired, turning back to the forest of pines. Above them,
the servos on the Lancer cannon hummed as the cannon tracked the movements of
the aiming optic attached to Masters’s helmet.


Franti leaned
against one of the support posts of the tower. Waved a hand. “You know Goring’s
got it. We’ll be dumping bodies by noon.”


Masters nodded
once. The Lancer nodded with him.


Franti’s squad had
worked with Goring on two other occasions in the last few weeks. Both had been
quick and painless—for them anyways. And even before their experience with
Goring, the agent’s reputation preceded him as being a can-do type of guy.
Super capable. Hard-hearted motherfucker. A breaker of men. And someone that
enjoyed doing it.


Franti could
respect that.


Franti deigned to
turn his attention to the normie. A lieutenant named Carroway. “How long you
been here?”


Carroway lifted an
eyebrow. “Like, today? Or how long have I been at Evergreen?”


“At Evergreen.”


“A year.”


“Y’all do good
work,” Franti said, looking back out at the pine forest. He smiled. “God’s
work.”


Carroway gazed at
him. Gave him that same brittle little smile that he’d given when he’d heard
the “chief” greeting. Apparently he neither cared for New Breeds, nor
considered what they were doing as God’s work.


That was fine.


That was why there
were people like Franti here.


To keep the
normies in line.


Masters lifted his
rifle to his shoulder and sighted through the optic. Zoomed it. Sighted again.


“Got something?”
Franti asked.


“Uh…” Masters
leaned against the wall of the guard tower to steady himself. “Deer I think.”


“Venison for
dinner?”


“Fuck yeah.”


“Do it.”


Franti stepped up
to Masters’s side, to peer out into the forest and see if he could also see the
deer that was preparing to be their dinner—these were all state gamelands,
after all. 


Out beyond the
gate, the lone, sandy stretch of dirt road stretched out and gently curved its
way into the forest. It would continue for nearly four miles before reaching a
main road.


The pines were not
as tightly packed as some other areas in North Carolina, and here you could
have line of sight through the trees out to about two hundred, maybe even three
hundred yards.


Franti squinted
into the distance, but couldn’t see what Masters was seeing.


He was lifting his
rifle up to his shoulder so use the magnifying optic when he caught something
that he thought might be a bird, arcing through the air to his left. He locked
onto it, his keen eyes quick as genetic modifications could make them, and he
saw that it wasn’t a bird, it wasn’t even any kind of animal, it was clearly a
man-made object. And it followed an arc that made it seem like it had just been
lobbed by hand.


“Heads up!” Franti
managed, but that was it.


The thing tumbled
to a stop at the base of the guard tower, just outside the wall.


And all was still.


All was silent.


Just the birds and
the insects, humming and chirping away.


Franti stared down
at the object, his face blank as a catatonic.


Masters still held
his rifle to his shoulder, but it was gradually sinking. His face was devoid of
expression.


Only Carroway
moved.


He looked rapidly
back and forth between the two New Breeds. “What the fuck are you guys looking
at?” he said, and he very briefly felt that this was perhaps another super-funny-ha-ha-joke
between the New Breeds, something that Carroway himself was about to be the
punchline of.


Carroway looked
out in the direction they had claimed to see a deer, and he felt a sour note of
misgivings, but he was still pretty convinced that he was being fucked with.


Out in the
distance he saw a twinkle in the brush.


He had time to
think muzzle flash before the bullet
shut off any further thought.



 

***



 

Off button


Bobbi thought of
that when she pulled the trigger. She thought of Mel, and in a way, that gentle
press of the trigger was for her.


She fired twice
more and put a round right on the bridge of the nose of each of the two New
Breeds in the guard tower, obliterating their gentle, child-like expressions in
a mess of gore, and she didn’t think anything of it, because those times were
long past.


She touched off
her comms. “Guards are down! Move!”


Down the dirt
road, just out of sight of the hidden black site, an engine roared.


The woods moved.
The bushes came alive, sprouted arms and legs, and became New Breeds. Two of
them. Koz and Gibbs. Close to the walled-off compound. They’d been the ones to
toss the ECHO grenade underneath the guard tower.


They stacked up
just a few paces from the gate.


Down the road a
rooster tail of white dust rose behind a gray GUV as it roared down the road
towards the gate with no intention at all of stopping, only accelerating. They
could hear the engine through the noise dampeners in their ears. The dampeners
cut out the signal from the ECHO, but left the rest of the noise.


Inside the
compound, there came voices, shouting.


Koz and Gibbs
braced themselves.



 

***



 

“It puts them into
a dissociative mental state—”


Walter was in
mid-sentence when the two New Breeds in the room with them suddenly broke from
their statuesque poses and abruptly started for the exit.


“Got a problem,”
one of them said, stopping long enough to look at Goring.


Goring, still
holding a pistol to Roy’s head frowned. “What kind of a fucking problem?”


“Got incoming at
the—”


There was an
audible crash outside. Then gunshots.


Goring jerked,
twisted to look at the door to the outside world.


Briefly, the
pistol swung away from Roy’s head.


The New Breed
started sprinting for the door. “Incoming at the gate!”


Goring stood
there, the pistol still held out, but not exactly pointed at anyone. He stared
after the last New Breed. His face screwed up. Deep concentration. An
unexpected maneuver, leaving him having to reevaluate his strategy.


Beside him, Barnes
looked around rapidly. But he kept coming back to Goring. Looking for guidance.


Walter sat there,
and he watched this. And at the very first moment, he felt nothing at all. He
almost felt…guilty. Like he’d been caught red-handed at some terrible crime.


He kept watching
the muzzle of Goring’s weapon, and how close it was to Roy’s head, and how
tight Goring’s finger appeared to be on the trigger.


It came to his
face—an expression—before he actually felt it in his heart. He felt his nose
curl. He felt his lips pull back in a snarl. In a grimace. In a teeth-bearing
growl. It husked out of him, dry and angry and grating like a saw into wood. He
realized that he was laughing. A wheezing, desperate, raging sort of laugh. But
a laugh nonetheless.


Goring turned.
Fixed him with that re-evaluating stare. “What did you do?”


Walter’s chest
hitched. But it wasn’t sobs of pain anymore.


The pain was still
there.


But now the pain
was justified.


Now the pain was
clarified. Now it had a purpose. Now it had been for something. It was
vindication. It was validation. It was the completeness of a circle.


He felt the cold
air in the craggy remnants of his teeth, and it made his skull ache. But that
was okay. He bared his teeth anyway, coughing out that deathly chuckle that
wasn’t really humorous at all. There was no joy in this sound. No joy in
Walter’s chest. None in his heart.


This was simply
defiance.


The clenching,
giddy wrath of the underdog.


Goring adjusted
his aim back onto Roy’s head. “What did you do, Walter?”


Outside, automatic
gunfire. Someone screamed. An explosion shook the building.


Still wheezing,
unable to control it at this point, Walter said, “You inspired me.”


Walter’s mind
began racing.


How much time do I have?


Am I about to die?


Is Goring about to kill me?


Is Carolyn okay?


Goring seemed to
suddenly forget about Roy. He stalked over to Walter. Stood in front of him.
“Explain.”


He wasn’t pointing
the gun at Walter just yet. Walter looked up at the man and saw what he had
hoped to see. A hyper-focus. He was so focused on getting answers, that he
didn’t even think to assess whether those answers would do him any good right
now.


Walter brought
himself back together. He had to. That was the only choice. The second that
Goring knew the truth, he was going to kill Walter and Roy outright. So what
Walter needed to do right now was to harness himself, to harness his gift, and
to employ it as expertly as he ever had.


He needed to read
Goring.


He needed to keep
his finger on the man’s mental pulse.


And he needed to
string the man along. Just a little further.


He was bidding
life for mere seconds now.


If he didn’t give
enough, Goring would snap out of his hyper-focus, and he would kill the two
Baucom brothers. If Walter gave too much, then he’d know, and he’d kill them
anyways. Everything hung on Walter’s ability to get an accurate read off the
man. And seeing it through the pain and the fear was like trying to drive a
treacherous mountain road through dense fog.


Focus, Walter commanded himself. Focus on the task at hand.


“Who’s out there?”
Goring demanded, his voice ratcheting up in pitch.


Walter worked his
mouth, like it was hard to speak with broken teeth and a dry, blood-curdled
mouth. And it was. But Walter was playing it up. He had to. He had to buy those
seconds.


“Friends of mine,”
Walter mumbled.


“Impossible,”
Goring said, in a voice that said he didn’t actually believe it was impossible.
He wanted to know how it had become possible.
Now Goring raised the pistol to Walter’s face. “How did they find us?”


Walter held eye
contact. But he was also cognizant of body language. Facial features. The way
they moved and twitched. And he could see that Goring’s brain worked fast—maybe
faster than Walter could keep up with.


He was losing him.


“Same way you found
me,” Walter said. “Same way you found Mel’s operation.”


Goring’s eyes
narrowed. Deciphering. Decoding.


Keep throwing jabs, Walter thought. Keep him distracted.


“Like I said,
Goring. You inspired me. What you did to my Pops inspired me. And what you did
to Mel.” He grinned his ragged grin, but he didn’t feel anything behind it. He
was simply trying to work Goring.
Trying to make him mad. If he could make him mad, he could keep his brain from
making that last intuitive leap. “Just returning the favor to you.”


Goring’s head
tilted to the side, like a dog hearing a sound he doesn’t understand. Then,
very quickly, Walter saw the connections being made in his brain. There was
confusion…and then not.


Goring grabbed
Walter by the hair and yanked his head this way and that, examining his scalp
with brutal efficiency. “Where’d you put it then? You clever little fuck. So
goddamned clever.”


He wasn’t going to
find it in Walter’s scalp.


The tracking
device from the van...


He’d seen it
sitting there on the dashboard as he was looking for the keys, and it was the
only damn thing he could think of, so he made like he fumbled and dropped the
keys and was bending down to get them, and when the live feed wasn’t focused on
his face, he’d popped the thing into his mouth and choked it down dry, hoping
to God that Carolyn would take the hints he was trying to leave her.


Hoped to God that
she would know to use the ECHO devices that she’d told him she’d taken from
Jimmy.


And yet, for all
of that, Walter was still about to die.


“It doesn’t
matter,” Walter grunted, trying to scramble for something else, anything else,
to keep Goring from realizing that he should kill Walter. “It’s too late now.
You should get the fuck out while you can, Goring. You still have a chance to
run.”


Goring shook him
hard by the hair, pulling chunks out. He ripped his head back so that Walter’s
neck was bent sharply and Goring stared down into his eyes.


Goring shook his
head. “I got an entire squad of New Breeds…”


As he said the
last few words, his confidence seemed to hit a brick wall and disintegrate.


Walter coughed. Whispered.
“Ayuh. I know.”


Agent Barnes spoke
up, his voice worried. “What do you want to do?”


Goring seemed to
have come to a decision. He swung off of Walter and he opened his mouth to
speak, but he never did get the chance to say those words.


Behind Roy and
Agent Barnes the building’s exit door suddenly came open. The wall came with
it. The steel peeled back like opening a sardine can. There was a horrendous,
explosive sound, metal on metal, weight on weight, like two trains colliding,
and it reverberated all around them, and Walter felt it in his chest.


One second he was
staring at the exit, the blank, industrial wall of the black site, and the next
that wall was gone and in its place was a guntruck, roaring forward, ramping
into the air and then sliding to a growling stop just behind a geyser of
debris, its brush guard still trailing bits of metal siding and insulation and
polyboard wall.


Agent Barnes and
Agent Goring didn’t hesitate. They were both well-trained.


As the guntruck
rocked to a loud, grinding halt, having rammed its way through the building,
the two agents squared themselves to the target and both of them raised their
pistols.


Across from
Walter, Roy could not see what was going on, but he was ducking as best he
could in his chair and his eyes seemed to be as wide as saucers, his pupils
just tiny pinpoints in all that white.


Walter looked at
the guntruck.


The Lancer cannon
atop it.


Barnes moved
right, while Goring moved left.


Barnes moved away from the prisoners.


Goring moved to
stand between them—to use them as cover.


Barnes had made a
bad decision.


The doors to the
guntruck burst opened. Getty leaped out of the passenger side, and Walter saw
the optic over his eye, the controls to the Lancer, and the cannon burped three
earthquake shots and Barnes simply ceased to exist, leaving behind what looked
like ten pounds of ground beef that someone had dropped from a tall tower onto
a pair of boots and some ripped up pant legs.


But the Lancer
wasn’t precise enough—or Getty wasn’t comfortable enough with it—to take out
Goring, who was now standing directly between Walter and Roy.


Walter heard the
voice, the only voice that mattered.


And at the sound
of her voice, all he could think was that she was going to die.


Carolyn got out
three words: “Drop the gun!”


Goring shot her.


Walter watched the
bullets hit his wife.


He saw her body
jerk. Spin.


She stumbled, fell
backward.


Goring, still
shooting at her.


Walter, in motion.


Unstoppable
motion.


The type of energy
that comes out of you for one instance and one instance only, and that is when
someone threatens the ones that you love.


In a rage-like
panic, he’d somehow managed to get his feet under him, and he rushed forward,
still strapped to that chair, his ankles slamming in the metal bars of the
legs, but he was gaining speed. 


Walter hit Goring with
everything he had.


Goring staggered.


Sprawled. 


The agent’s hands
broke his fall, but the forward shove had been so sharp and unexpected, that
his body slid forward on the ground, right to the edge of the concrete hole
where he’d kept Roy. The concrete hole that was gaping open, the cage thrown
open on its hinges.


Now it was Goring,
laying there, directly between Walter and Roy, the two brothers bracketing the
hole in the ground.


Goring’s head hung
over the ledge, staring down into that hole. He seemed stunned for only a
moment, but then he started to rise.


“You
motherfuckers!” he hissed.


Roy moved.


Reached his foot
out. Hooked it around the heavy metal cage. He got his toes under it, and he
bared his teeth, and he heaved with a mad bellow.


There was a creak
of metal hinges.


For the briefest
of moments, Goring’s attention was drawn away from the two Baucom brothers that
he hated so much, and he glanced to the source of the creaking metal, and saw
the cage swinging closed of the hole.


It crashed down on
Goring’s head.


Flattened him out
with a whoosh of air in a single syllable that sounded like GUH!


Walter reached out
with his feet—the only limbs that he had control of—and he slammed his heel
down as hard as he could on the metal grate. He put everything he had into that
downward blow, and made a sledgehammer out of his foot. 


He felt his ankle
bone crack. But he didn’t stop. He kept hammering down on the grate.


And he felt
something else cracking, too.


Goring’s skull,
giving way beneath the grate that it was caught under. 


Blood spurted out
of Goring’s face. From his eyes. His nose.


Both brothers now,
slamming their feet into the cage. Slamming it down.


Goring’s body
writhed, like the copperhead, and then it simple quivered.


They’d pounded his
head so flat that the grate was nearly touching the cement floor. Just a thin
layer of gone and gristle separating them.


“Walt!”


Walter was
gasping. Groaning. He sounded like an animal. He writhed in his restraints.
Looked around. Who the fuck was talking to him?


A New Breed was
jogging towards him, pulling his battleshroud from over his face.


It was Koz. The
big man’s voice boomed. “Walt! Easy! He’s dead! You got him!”


He snapped up.
Back into reality. Out of the muddy silt of rage.


Walter didn’t even
spare Goring a second thought. He strained against the chair, trying to see his
wife. Trying to see what was happening and if she was okay. But all he could
see was Getty, who was now crouched over her supine form. 


“Carolyn!” Walter
screamed. Shook violently in his seat.


The pressure from
the yelling made his broken teeth tingle like they were being sparked with
electricity. His shattered heel ached and swelled. He didn’t care.


“Carolyn! Is she
okay? Is she okay? Getty!”


Koz reached him.
“Easy man, Getty’s taking care of her.”


Walter was still
pulling his limbs taut, as though he might break the chair or the restraints—whichever
came first. “Did she get hit? Is she okay?”


“Standby,” Koz
muttered, then looked over his shoulder at two more New Breeds that ran through
the ragged hole in the building that the guntruck had created. “Gibbs! Monty!
Clear this fucking place!”


“Roger,” one of
them called back, and they moved fluidly to the side, clearing the cells
quickly, working their way towards the back of the building where there were
offices and interrogation rooms.


Koz bent over
Walter’s chair and took a look at the restraints. Then he spun and looked at
Roy. “Roy. You okay, buddy?”


Roy seemed dazed.
His mouth was open. He looked at Koz like he didn’t know him. Then recognition
seemed to hit his eyes, and he smiled brokenly. “Hey buddy,” he whispered.


“Koz!” Walter
shouted. “Get me the fuck out of this chair!”


He spoke to Koz,
but his eyes were straight across at Getty. Getty pulled softarmor from Carolyn’s
body, and then he saw Getty immediately clamp both his hands down over
something on her lower midsection.


Oh my God she’s hit.


Koz jolted from
Walter’s chair. Seized the near-decapitated body of Agent Goring. Began
rummaging through his pockets.


Walter stood up in
his chair. “Come on, Koz! Get me out of here.” And then, yelling across the
room. “Getty! You motherfucker! You better not let her die!”


Getty worked
feverishly. He didn’t bother looking up.


In Walter’s sickly
imaginings, he was once again crammed into the back of a GUV, fleeing a raid on
a prisoner transport convoy. Crammed in the back with a man named Rat who was
shot to shit, and Getty, who was hopelessly plugging the numerous holes with
torn strips of t-shirt.


It was Rat all
over again.


Rat dying.


Carolyn dying.


No


Koz swore loudly
and then ripped something out of Goring’s pants, sending the body flopping with
the force of Koz’s pull. “Gotcha, you sonofabitch…” Koz spun to Walter and
started working to unlock the restraints. “I’ll get you out in a second, Roy!”


Walter had no
thought about Roy.


He was watching
his wife die, and he was watching Getty try to keep her alive, and he knew that
Getty wasn’t going to be able to do it, because he hadn’t been able to do it
with Rat, but maybe Walter could—even though Walter hadn’t been able to keep
Rat alive either—but that didn’t matter because Walter was Carolyn’s husband
and he could do it, he could keep her alive, if he could just get the FUCK OUT
OF THIS CHAIR…!


The restraints
came off.


Walter bolted like
a sprinter out of the starting blocks. But his legs were rubbery and unwilling
and he stumbled, barely kept his feet. Managed to cross the ten yards between
him and Carolyn’s form on the ground and he slid across the cement to get to
her.


He touched her
face. Put his hand behind her head and lifted it off the cold cement where it
didn’t belong. “Baby?” he said, his voice already thick. “Baby, you okay?”


The second thing
he did was look at her midsection.


He couldn’t see
much.


Getty had pulled
her shirt up. There was just one hole. About an inch above her hip.


“Hey,” he heard
her say.


He looked at her,
panicked.


She grimaced with
pain, but managed a shaky smile. “I’m okay.”


Walter stared at
her. He didn’t believe her. He wanted
to believe her. But life over the last few months had told him not to hope for
much. He looked to Getty.


Getty looked back
at him, holding one hand over the wound, and tearing open an occlusive dressing.
Getty nodded at him once. “She’s good, Walt. She got hit in the side. Through
and through. Just muscle damage. She’s gonna be okay.”


Walter looked at
him. Blank.


He felt Carolyn’s
hand on his face. Turning him back towards her. She frowned at him. And then
her face screwed up and she began to cry.


Walter tensed.
Grabbed her arm like she was slipping away from him. “Are you okay? Are you
hurting?”


Carolyn just shook
her head. “I’m so sorry, Walt,” she said. “What they did to you…”


For a bare moment,
Walter was confused.


Then he realized
that she was looking at his mouth. Half of his teeth missing. Blood still
staining his lips and chin.


He shook his head.
“Oh. Babe. Don’t worry about that. They’re just teeth.”


Behind them they
heard the deep voices of New Breeds calling back and forth. “Area’s clear!”


“Clear!”


“Let’s roll!”


Walter looked back
at Carolyn. “You got the ECHO’s back from Jimmy?”


She nodded,
blinking away her tears. “Ayuh. I got them back. And my parents are not gonna
like that. They’re gonna come for us.”


“Even you?”


“Even me.”


“Well,” Walter
looked back behind him. To the broken body of Goring. To the shredded remains
of Barnes. “I think they’re going to have their hands full with CoAx County.
Hopefully we did enough to sell it.”


Carolyn’s head
went slack in Walter’s hands.


For a moment, he
thought that she’d passed out. But her eyes were open. Looking up at the
ceiling. The tears drying up on the sides of her face. And then she closed her
eyes. Like she was sinking into the warmth of a hot bath.


It was relief.


“It worked,” she
said.


Walter nodded.
Grinned a shattered grin. “Ayuh, Baby. We did it. You did it.”


Walter felt a hand
touch his shoulder. He looked around and saw his brother kneeling there,
looking bleary and not-quite-there. The two brothers watched each other for a
long moment, and then Roy threw his arms around Walter and squeezed him tight.


“Thank you.”


Walter wasn’t
willing to completely let go of Carolyn. But he held her head still with his
right, and he put his left around his brother and hugged him back. “I’m glad
you trusted me. I’m glad you had faith.”


“I always got
faith in you, little brother,” Roy mumbled into his shoulder. 


Getty finished
stuffing Carolyn’s wound and grabbed her by the arm. “Think you can stand up?”


“Ayuh,” she grunted.


Walter and Getty
pulled her upright and she hissed with pain as she was forced to bend her
midsection. But she was okay. She hadn’t lost that much blood. And the wound
was superficial. The only real concern was infection.


Walter looked over
to where Goring’s body lay.


Koz stood over it,
while Gibbs and Monty exfiltrated.


The big,
red-bearded New Breed glanced up at Walt. “This the guy?” he said. “This the
one that killed Macy?”


Walter thought
about lying to him for a second, but wasn’t sure what good it would do anybody.
So he just nodded.


Koz nodded back.


Then he knelt down
over the body. He took Goring’s dead left arm. Exposed the PD there. It was
still biometrically attached to its host. Koz used Goring’s other hand to flip
open the PD. The monitor sprang into the air. He used the dead agent’s fingers
to start a live feed.
















Chapter 37



 

The director
didn’t wait for the twenty-four hours that he’d given Goring to run out.


He was awake when
he received the news. He’d been awake for a long time.


He was briefed on
what had happened at black site Evergreen. He knew that it had been hit by a
team of renegade commandos. And he knew that Goring was dead, and so he no
longer needed to wait twenty-four hours—the man had failed, not only in
spectacular fashion, but had gotten himself and his entire team massacred to
boot. 


But there were
things that the director still did not know. 


For instance, he
did not know that the New Breeds he had seen at the OLC had been a
distraction—they were not, in fact, a part of the larger renegade force. He
also knew nothing about ECHO, and how it was going to be used, and how it was used to destroy his black site.


All he knew was
that things were crashing down around him.


He had nothing to
give the powers that be. Only a recommendation, based upon what he knew—or at
least what he thought he knew.


So he called them
and gave them his recommendation.


Hit Durham. Hit it
with everything they had. Mobilize everything out of CoAx County, and restore
order in that city. It was, after all, obviously the objective of the
renegades.


They took his
recommendation.



 

***



 

They went back to
the Fresh Market, but they weren’t going to stay long.


They couldn’t
afford to stay long.


They were on the
run. Pretty much from everyone.


By some unspoken
accord, the group that had fought and bled together suddenly split apart. Out
of necessity. They had planned it that way anyways. No purpose in all of them
sticking together. Not when the Eudys and the CoAx and the Fed were all after
them.


Walter helped Carolyn
to her room. But when she was in, she turned to him, and pulled her arm from
around his shoulders, where she’d been supporting herself. She stood on her own
two feet and smiled at him.


“I’m fine,” she
said. “I don’t need you to be my crutch.”


Walter realized
his hands were out, like he anticipated her toppling at any moment. He let his
hands sink back down to his sides. “What about me?” he asked. Pointed to his
busted right heel. “I need a crutch.”


Carolyn looked at
him, and her smile faded. Her face became very serious. “We’re going to be
okay.”


Walter swallowed.
Nodded back to her. “Ayuh. We are.”


Walter left her to
cram what she needed into a pack. They had to leave. Soon. But it would be a
few minutes more. Walter had nothing to pack. So he hobbled his way across the
back of the Fresh Market, to the loading bay area where Koz and his team had
bunked.


The six New Breeds
gathered their things with practiced efficiency. They looked like they had done
this many times. They had a place for everything, and they put everything in
its place.


They were okay
with being on the move all of the time.


It was part of
what they did.


Roy was there too.
But he wasn’t doing much. He was sitting in a folding chair, leaned back, with
his hands in his lap and staring at things that weren’t in the room. Through
the walls. Through time.


At the entrance to
the New Breeds’ little room, Walter watched his brother. After a moment, Roy
became aware of Walter standing there and met his eyes. They held eye-contact
for a time, but neither said anything.


Koz noticed Walter
and straightened to look at him. “What’s up, Walt?”


Walter tore his
eyes from his brother and looked at the New Breed. “Where are you guys headed?”


“Out of this
shithole, that’s for damn sure.”


“Not gonna tell me
where you’re going?” Walter smirked.


Koz smiled back.
Shrugged. “Opsec, you know?”


“Ayuh. I know.”


“I will say this,”
Koz turned back to his bag, and stuffed some sort of holster attachment down
into it. “We’ll go to where the fighting is. Work our way back into Colonel
Wainwright’s good graces with our impregnable valor.”


“So CoAx County?”
Walter asked.


“If that is indeed
where the fighting is.”


“I think it will
be.”


Javon reared up
from stuffing his pack with one hand. “Fuckin’ good. I’ve always wanted to blow
that place up.”


“You gonna fight
out there with one arm?” Walter asked.


“You gonna go on
the run with a busted foot and no teeth?” Javon said back with a smirk.


Walter’s head gave
a throb to remind to him. He smiled against it. “Ayuh. Suppose so.”


“Well then I guess
I’ll fight with one arm. Maybe one day we’ll see each other again and you won’t
be so damn busted looking and I’ll have both my arms back. That’d be nice,
wouldn’t it?”


Walter coughed out
a chuckle. “Ayuh. That’d be nice.”


Javon reached out
with his one good arm, his snarky smile turning into a warm grin. “You take
care of yourself.”


Walter took the
offered hand. Gave it a shake. “You too, Javon.” He turned to Koz. “You guys be
careful. It’s gonna be a war zone.”


Koz reached out
and shook hands with Walt. “We will. You take care of that wife.”


Walter nodded
back.


He went to his
brother then. Stood beside him for a moment, but Roy had gone back to staring
off into space. The only thing on him that moved was his hands. His thumbs
wrestled with each other.


“You alright?”
Walter asked.


Roy nodded at
first, and then lay still, and then he shook his head. He dragged his eyes up
to Walter’s. “Nah. I’m not.”


“Look,” Walter
started. “We need to—”


Roy held up a
hand. “No. That’s you, brother. You
need to get the hell out of here. You
need to be free of this.” He took a deep breath. “Me? I think this is all I
know anymore. And too much has happened. Too much for me to let go now.”


“I’m not letting
go,” Walter said, though he wasn’t sure that it was true.


“You should,” Roy
replied. He sat up in his seat and pivoted slightly so that he faced his
brother. “You absolutely should. Take Carolyn and get the fuck out and lay low,
brother. The Fed’s gonna want you bad. The Fed and the CoAx. And the Eudys.
Can’t forget about them. They’ll all be moving heaven and earth trying to find
you. You’re right to get gone.”


Walter didn’t know
what to say. He reached out and put his hand on his brother’s shoulder and gave
it a squeeze.


Strange, how it
was just now at this moment that they both seemed to realize that finding each
other in the midst of this war after ten years of separation—it was only an
interlude. Just a quick dream that passed and left you feeling it for the rest
of the day after waking.


Roy stood up from
his chair and put his arms around Walter and hugged him tight. He spoke quietly
in Walter’s ear. “You know what my biggest regret has been?”


Walter shook his
head.


“Dragging you into
all of this.”


Walter pulled away
and frowned at Roy. “You didn’t drag me into anything.”


Roy accepted the
absolution with an expression that said he didn’t believe it, but wouldn’t
press it. “You did good, though,” he said. “You did better than I ever would
have thought. I always underestimated you, little brother. But the Fed and the
CoAx?” He smiled and it looked strained. “They were right to be scared of you.”


“What are you
going to do?” Walter pressed.


Roy pulled away
from his brother. Seemed relaxed now. Seemed almost happy for a flash. “I’m
going to go to CoAx County. Gonna stick around these fuckers,” he said with a
gesture at the New Breeds.


Koz, who’d
overheard him, smiled and winked at Roy.


Walter felt fear
like a ball of ice in his chest. “You can’t go back in, Roy. The Eudys
obviously want you dead.”


Roy snorted. “I am
dead, Walt. Roy Baucom died in a hole in a black site. I’ll just be someone
else. I’ll find a new ID and keep my face from being seen. I know how to stick
to the shadows. It’s not too complicated. It almost feels natural now.”


Walter reached out
and grabbed his brother again, but held him this time at arm’s length. “I’m
gonna see you again.”


Roy stared at his
brother. Then shrugged. “Sure you will. Now do I have to kick your ass to get
you moving out of here or what?”


Walter gave him a
smile full of forlorn hope. “You couldn’t kick my ass if you tried, old man.”


And that was
almost the last thing they said to each other.


But just as Walter
was turning away, he looked at his older brother, who’d been through hell, and
then gone back, and Walter’d gone there with him, and they’d walked out as it
burned behind them.


“I love you,
brother.”



 

***



 

Hughes caught a
hold of Walter while he hobbled his way back to Carolyn’s room.


“Want to give you
a heads up,” he said. “Honeycutt’s on the way here now.”


“And?”


Hughes waffled his
hands in the air. “I wouldn’t want to be around him, given everything that’s
happened. I’d want to be gone before he gets here.”


Walter understood.


Honeycutt was in
league with the Eudys, to a certain extent. Carolyn had kept them at bay, and
she’d been useful to Honeycutt. But when she’d decided to take those ECHO
devices and assault the black site, she’d tossed that out the window. Honeycutt
wasn’t their friend anymore.


They didn’t have
many friends anymore, come to think of it.


“Thanks,” Walt
said. “We owe you. For everything.”


Hughes just tilted
his head back. Looked at Walter like he was curious about something. “You know,
I noticed something weird. During the raid on the OLC.”


Walter stood very
still. Watched the man carefully.


“What’s that?” Walter
asked.


Hughes looked away
from him, his brow knit in concentration. As though he was puzzling through
something. But there was also a sense that he’d already solved the puzzle.


“You said you were
only able to get five million out at a time.”


Walter didn’t
answer. Decided just to wait.


“So each time you
operated the cash box, it spat out five million. And you gave twenty-five
million to Carmichael, which he then turned around and pumped into the
resistance coffers.”


Walter waited
again.


Hughes looked at him.


Walter sighed.
“Ayuh? So?”


Hughes just
shrugged. “I hacked into the feeds from the OLC while you guys were assaulting.
And it’s weird, because I seem to remember you doing more than five operations
at the cash box. Not three.”


Walter spoke very carefully,
choosing each word. “Odd that you would remember that.”


“Yeah. Well.”
Hughes smiled. “Too bad I can’t go and refresh my memory. I accidentally
deleted the files where those feeds were recorded. Clumsy me. I have all the
other feeds, but for some reason, the one from the safe room got deleted.”


Walter’s heart did
a hop, skip and a jump. He kept his face neutral. “That is strange. But you
know. Sometimes your memory can play tricks on you.”


“Yeah.” Hughes
gave Walter a knowing look. “Anyways.” He took Walter by the shoulder and
leaned in closer. “I hope you guys get free of all this.”


Hughes offered him
one more smile, clapped him on the shoulder, and then walked away.


Walter turned and
found Carolyn walking towards him out of the hall. She had a pack on her back,
and she still held the battlerifle. “I got everything,” she said, out of
breath.


“Okay, Babe.”
Walter put an arm around her, half leaning on her, half supporting her. “Let’s
get out of here.”

















 

Chapter 38



 

A big man with a fiery red beard.


Helmeted.


Obviously a New Breed.


In the background, a facility that looked much like a
prison.


“I’m standing right now in a black site,” the bearded
soldier said, looking around him. The camera panned. Showed some cells. Caught
the stock of the battlerifle still strapped to the man speaking. “I’m standing
here in a place that no one is supposed to be able to get to. Because no one is
supposed to know that it exists, or where it is. And yet here I am. Me, a
renegade, here in a federal black site. And we have killed every Fed here.”


The video panned again, this time down.


A body. Laying on its stomach. Not much left of the
head. The PD on which the feed was being transmitted clearly belonged to the
dead man. At the corner of the monitor you could see the arm that the PD was
still attached to.


“That’s Agent Goring,” the voice of the New Breed spoke
again. “He murdered someone that was very important to me. He got what he
deserved.”


The live feed shifted one last time. Back to the face.


The cold, stern, Nordic eyes like ice.


“Your safe places are not safe anymore. Your actions
have consequences. The very people that you genetically engineered to save you have
turned against you. You cannot hide anymore. We will seek you out. We will
destroy you. You can’t stop it from happening. It is the way these things go.
You’ve had your time in power. That time is over. You will give the power back.
Or we will take you apart. Piece by piece. We will come to the places that you
least expect. The places that you think are safe. The places where you think
that your loved ones cannot be touched. And we will prove to you that we can
always touch you. You can never escape the people. We are everywhere.”



 

***



 

That live feed
wasn’t the last time the public ever saw Chief Kozlowski.


But when they saw
him again, they wouldn’t know that it was him.


Sometime after
that, another video surfaced, this one released by a small police department in
central North Carolina, requesting assistance from anyone that might have
information on a homicide.


The video was a
security feed from the parking lot of a gated condominium complex. In it, a
vehicle pulled into the lot and parked. A small, beige-colored sedan. A gangly
man dressed in professorial clothing stepped out. He locked the car and
shouldered a leather satchel.


What had appeared
to be a shadow at the edge of the security feed suddenly moved. A big shadow.
Big man. It grabbed the gangly victim and thrust him up against the car and
appeared to shove something long and sharp into the man’s midsection, then yank
it across his torso.


For public
consumption, the investigating police department edited out the part where the
victim’s bowels slipped out and hit the concrete.


The next thing
that the public saw was the gangly man slumped on his side near the tire well
of the vehicle, dying, while the huge shadow melted back into the darkness.


The public was
requested to call a special hot line if they had any information on the brutal
slaying of James Hathcock.


They got plenty of
calls, but none of the tips ever panned out.


The murder
remained unsolved.

















 

Chapter 39



 

Getty sat at a
booth in a shitty little bar on the side of a long, flat highway in Texas.


He drank from a
pint of cold beer. Set it down. Smacked his lips. Cleared his throat. His foot
tapped on the floor. His fingers joined in the rhythm.


After a moment, a
hand fell on top of his. Steadied his fidgeting.


The hand was soft
and warm. Gentle. Prim.


“Itching for a
cigarette?” Bobbi asked.


He took his beer
with his free hand and took a long drink of it. Set it down again. Harrumphed.
“Not itchin’ for nothin’,” he replied.


He was very much
itching for a cigarette.


It’d been a week
since his last.


Cold turkey.


Bobbi was not a
fan, and since they were living in such tight quarters, and since Getty believed
in mastery of oneself, he just stopped smoking, shrugged it off, and claimed he
didn’t have an addictive personality anyways. He could stop smoking if he damn
well pleased.


Some truth, and
some fiction.


He was the type of
person that wouldn’t give in. But a fifteen-year smoking habit was a difficult
one to break out of the blue.


Bobbi patted his
hand. Gave him an affectionate squeeze. Returned her hand to her own drink. Gin
and tonic.


Because that’s what classy ladies drink, Getty thought,
with a smile.


As for him, the
month since they’d gone dark after the hit on black site Evergreen had turned
some of the scratches and dings into subtle scars and occasional nagging aches.
It made him feel old. But he was still him. Still implacable. Still Getty. 


It was early
afternoon. The place was dim, but the light from outside pried through a few
foggy windows, like a voyeur trying to see inside. They were the only patrons
of the bar, save for one old man at the far end who looked like he probably
lived at this place. The bartender was a woman with ham hock shoulders and
hands like bear paws and a broad, dimpled face that didn’t give a shit. The
place smelled like spilled beer and homeless people.


Calling it a dive
was being kind.


“What’s a woman
like you doing in a place like this?” Getty asked his companion.


Bobbi took a sip
of her drink and shrugged. Petite. One would have a hard time imagining her
behind the scope of a rifle, popping heads from a five hundred yards. “Getting
paid,” she said. “Lady’s gotta eat.”


Getty smiled a
little wider.


The front door of
the bar opened. Daylight blazed in.


Two figures
emerged out of the light. Then the door closed, leaving them all in sun-dazzled
darkness.


The two figures
approached. One had a serious limp.


They took a seat
in the booth, opposite Getty and Bobbi.


“You guys make it
okay?” Walter asked them. “No trouble?”


Getty shook his
head. “No trouble at all. Clear sailing.”


Carolyn put her
elbows on the table. She looked much better than the last time that Getty had
seen her. Last time, she’d been pale and bleeding and haggard. The stress had
taken its toll on her face. Now she looked like her wound to the abdomen was
healing nicely, and she looked like she’d actually gotten some sleep. 


Which was
interesting, considering the fact that all four people sitting at this booth
were currently on the CoAx’s Most Wanted list.


Getty nodded to
Carolyn. “You look much better rested.”


She smiled at
that. “Finally was able to stop taking stims to keep myself awake. First place
we holed up in for long enough, I just passed out.”


“She slept for two
days,” Walter said, eyeing his wife with the memory of his concern.


“I’ve never slept
so good,” she said, almost wistfully. Then she crossed her arms and looked at
Bobbi and Getty. “You guys been keeping up with stuff?”


Bobbi nodded.
“Here and there.”


“CoAx County was a
ghost town,” Carolyn said, her eyes showing the beatific glow of vindication.
“Renegades swooped in and hit it hard. They’ve already taken most of the city,
and half of the base. CoAx is trying to reverse course, but now they’re
fighting up hill. They’re troop surge is on hold. Chinese and Russian
administrations are getting a lot of international pressure to back down.”


The bartender
appeared at the table and the conversation died.


“Can I getcha?”
the big woman asked, like they had interrupted her.


Getty and Bobbi
both indicated that they were good with what they had. Walter and Carolyn both
ordered a beer. The bartender didn’t’ acknowledge the order, she just turned
and went back to the bar to make the pours.


Walter leaned
forward. Spoke quietly. “There’s been another defection.”


Getty and Bobbi’s
eyebrows both rose. “How big?”


“Big,” Walter
said. “An entire regiment of New Breeds. Just went dark. Poof.” Walter made a
motion in the air like something exploding. “Nowhere to be found.”


Carolyn leaned
back in her seat. “The Fed is panicking.”


Getty sipped his
beer, couldn’t hide a smile. “I would be too.”


The bartender
returned with Walter and Carolyn’s drinks.


The four fugitives
were silent for a stretch, lost in thought. Thinking of the past. Thinking of
the future. Thinking of everything and everybody that had been lost, but
everything they stood to gain.


“Things keep going
our way,” Bobbi said. “We might not be fugitives much longer.”


The rest of them
nodded. Hopeful.


“I don’t think
we’ll be in the clear for a long time, though,” Bobbi said, as though replying
to herself. “A year. Maybe more.”


“Ayuh,” Getty
shrugged. “But that’s okay. We can disappear for a year. Or more. Hell, we did
that for years before all this went down, you know?”


“It wasn’t quite
the same.”


“No, I suppose it
wasn’t.”


“We’ll still be
alright though.”


Getty looked at
the faces around the table, and he wanted to know where they were going, but
then he didn’t want to know, and he knew they didn’t want him to ask. It was
best if none of them knew what the other was doing.


They might be
sitting around a booth and drinking like they were just two normal couples, but
there was still a CoAx out there, there were still agents that were looking for
them, and there was still a DTI that would swallow them up if they were caught.


It was still
possible that one of them might be captured. And it was best not to have
anything to say. Because their methods were very effective. Walter’s shattered
teeth could attest to that.


Which reminded
him…


“When are you
gonna get your teeth fixed?” Getty asked. “They kind of stand out.”


Walter nodded,
raised a hand to his mouth like he was self-conscious about it. “When we get to
where we’re going, I guess. Trust me, they’re not fun. Got some exposed nerves.
Drinking this beer is…painful.”


“Well that’s a
shame.”


Walter raised his
beer. “To you two. Thank you for everything. For being with me from the start.
From that first day in the District. Right on through to now. You guys have had
my back. Thank you.”


Getty felt a lump
suddenly appear in his throat, but he swallowed it down and blinked away the
threatening mistiness. He raised his own glass and quickly took a long drink
from it, emptying it.


They all drank.


Walter winced and
cringed, then set his beer down.


He reached into
his pocket and withdrew a key fob to a car. He slid this across the table to
Getty. “It’s all in the trunk,” he said.


Getty took the
keys, almost hesitantly. Pocketed them. Then he slid a different set of keys
across to Walter. That damn lump in his throat was coming back again. “I tried
to get you something nice.”


Walter smiled. The
gap in his teeth really was hideous. He needed to get that fixed ASAP. “Thanks.
Anything would have done.”


“Well.” Getty
leaned back in the booth. “I wanted you to ride away in style.”


“You’re a true
gentlemen.”


They sat in
silence.


The time had come
to an end.


They could all
feel it.


“Well,” Walter
said, sliding out of the booth. “I guess we should get on.”


Getty nodded.
“I’ll get the beers.”


Carolyn reached
across the table and took Bobbi and Getty’s hands in each of hers. She gave
them both a heartfelt squeeze. “You two be careful. Watch each other’s backs.
We should meet back here, you know? When everything gets fixed? We should meet
back here and drink the same drinks. To kind of welcome ourselves back into the
country.”


Goddammit.


Getty gave her a
perfunctory smile. Looked skyward. Looked away. Hoped no one could see his
watery eyes. Looked across the bar at the bartender. Ah, there we go. That ugly
mug cured some of his emotions.


“I like that
plan,” Bobbi said. “Same place. Let’s hope it’s not too long.”


Carolyn slid out
of the booth. Stood next to Walter. Both of them holding their bags. Just two backpacks.
That was everything they owned in the world. Pack light and move fast. That
would be their existence for a long time coming.


Walter gave him a
nod. Another smile.


He started to
turn, but Getty stopped him.


“Hey,” Getty said.


Walter quirked an
eyebrow.


“It was all you,
man. You should be proud of that. I doubt the history books will agree. But we
know the truth. We know how this all started. And it was you. You and your
brass balls.”


They both laughed,
suddenly. A laugh that had tears right behind it. Short and sharp. Bitter and
sweet.


The old man that
looked like he lived at the bar peered over his shoulder at them, then went
back to his drink.


There was a lot of
other stuff to say.


Shit, he and
Walter could probably while away the rest of the day, drinking beers and remembering
what they did. All of the things they did, all crammed into one tumultuous
summer.


But that was not
for this visit.


They would have to
save that for the visit when they came back.


When they were no
longer expatriots, and they could freely come back to their country and drink
at this bar and say, “Ayuh, I’m Walter Lawrence Baucom the third, and I started
all this shit.” and, “Ayuh, I’m Getty, and I was with him every step of the
way,” and they wouldn’t have to worry about being disappeared after such an
admission.


Walter must have
known that, even though there was so much else to say, this was not the time to
say it. Because he just said, “Y’all take care,” and then he and Carolyn
hoisted their bags up onto their shoulders and they walked out of the bar,
disappearing into the blazing sun of a Texas afternoon and it seemed to swallow
them whole.


Getty and Bobbi
watched them go.


They waited for a
few minutes, until they heard the gentle rumble of a car pulling out of the
gravel lot of the bar. Then Getty paid for the drinks, and they walked out.


The sun was hot.
It slapped his face.


He squinted, then
dug his sunglasses from his pocket and put them on. He looked around the small
parking lot and saw the only other car that hadn’t been there when they’d
arrived. It was a little black solar.


Getty laughed.
“Motherfucker,” he mumbled. “I give you a fucking luxury GUV and you give me a
solar.”


Bobbi put her arm
in his and they walked around to the solar.


Getty kept his
head up and scanned the nearby collection of buildings, which was not much. A
small shopping center, a gas station, a grocery store. Some little waypoint in
the middle of nowhere that existed entirely for passersby.


No one was
watching them.


No one cared.


He popped the trunk
and peered inside.


There was a black
backpack, identical to the one that he and Walter had used during the raid on
the OLC. He didn’t need to open it to know what it contained. It would be his cut
of the thirty million dollars that they hadn’t turned over to Honeycutt. 


The thirty million
they claimed they didn’t get to. The thirty million that Walter had hidden in
the trunk of a blue sedan, just before he was interrupted by a call from Agent
Goring. 


He’d intended to
burn the van there and take the sedan and the money back, but things had worked
out a little differently.


That was okay.
All’s well that ends well, as they say.


Ten for Getty and
Bobbi, ten for Walter and Carolyn, and ten in a deposit box which Koz would get
access to once they were far, far away.


Getty and Bobbi
got into their new ride.


It was hot inside.
But it smelled new. So that was good. Getty started it up and got the air going
full blast, cooling them down. He backed out of the parking spot and nosed up
to the highway that ran through this great desolate swath of Texas. North to
south. The sun right above them.


Getty took his
time looking both ways.


“Which way you
wanna go?” he asked.


Bobbi leaned
forward. Looked up and down. Then she leaned back and shrugged. “Suppose it
doesn’t matter, Hon.”



 

***



 

It was a nice car.


GUV actually.


Shiny and black
and fashionable.


Panoramic roof,
which they had open. Windows down, just so, to control the airflow, so that
Carolyn’s hair wasn’t flying in all directions.


The air was hot,
but when you were going eighty miles an hour, it didn’t seem so bad. He went
ahead and ran the air conditioner, too. Something he would never have done in
his previous life. You don’t run the air conditioner at the same time the
windows were open—that was just wasteful, and as a grower, you had to conserve
your resources.


But here and now,
Walter figured he could allow himself this splurge.


He was a
millionaire after all.


They headed south.


They didn’t talk
much, but just enjoyed the wind in their ears and the wide-openness of the
desert plains, which was so very different from everything else they’d known.
And that was good. There would come a time when they would return to those familiar
things—God willing—but now it was a different time.


They didn’t have a
home. They didn’t have many clothes. Hell, they didn’t even have a country.


But they did have
each other.


And they did have
ten million dollars.


And it’s pretty
easy to disappear when you have that kind of money.


It’s pretty easy
to get what you want.


Like the very
expensive false identities now programmed into their PDs.


So they went
south. Towards the ocean that neither of them had ever seen, a great big vast
possibility. Some place where you could buy a boat with stolen American cash.
Something seaworthy. Something they could just sail away on, until the time was
right for them to return.


Maybe a trawler,
or a sloop—whatever the hell that was.
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