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Аннотация
The horrific, unexpected terrorist attacks across the U.S. have exiled its citizens to refugee camps on the outskirts of major cities. As a result of worsening circumstances, their surroundings have become chaotic and unruly in the wake of destruction. Jim, a decorated former Navy analyst, has finally reunited with his sister, Samantha, and niece, Annie. Following their reunion, he can breathe a sigh of relief; if only for a moment. The saga continues as Jim discovers that brother-in-law is being held by the military for questioning about the terrorist attacks. Samantha is distraught over confinement of her husband as Jim finds himself called to duty for one more mission. Together with his friend, Coyle, and loyal cat, Tigs, they fight gangs, fire, and at times, each other as they race against the clock to hunt down their new unknown enemy. Download this exhilarating, must-read installment to find out just who you can trust when the world around you goes up in flames.




BJ Knights
THE CITY BURNS
A Prepper�s Struggle for the Truth




Mission Statement:

Our goal is to provide you the reader, with the ability to learn new skills and abilities through an inexpensive and affordable publishing service.
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Chapter 1

Blood trickled down from his nose. Bruises blotched his cheeks. His clothes were torn off and he sat naked in a chair with his hands taped behind his back. He wasn�t sure how long he�d been held in the cold, dark room. His head swayed back and forth as he struggled to see through his half swollen eyes.
No windows. Four concrete walls and a single locked door. Footsteps echoed faintly from the hallway outside. His body began to shake. The boots thumped louder. The sweat covering his body mixed with the dried blood. The door flung open and three men in army cargo pants and green shirts entered. �Good morning, sunshine!� The lead man had a buzz cut with a scar under his left eye and a pair dog tags dangling from his neck. He cracked his knuckles, signaling to the prisoner that more was to come.
The second soldier flicked on the light. The prisoner�s face winced as the light blinded him. The second soldier leaned back against the wall and wiped the sweat off his nose with his shirt. �I think we woke him up,� he said as he looked over at the lead soldier with the scar under his eye. �Mike, can you believe this guy?�
Mike grabbed the man by his hair and lifted his head up into the light revealing the open cuts and lumps on his face. �You�re not gettin� sleepy on us are you?� Mike asked. He shoved the man�s head down hard. Mike glanced over to the third soldier. �Bob, we were only gone for what? An hour or so?�
Bob grinned. �Closer to a day.� Mike looked shocked. �A day?� He shook his head in disapproval while circling the trembling man. The prisoner�s breath became sharp and quick. �No, no, no, no, no. I�m so sorry about that.� Mike placed his hands on his knees and hunched down to look the prisoner in the face. The disoriented man�s vision was further obstructed by the hair that draped in front of his eyes. Mike put his hand on the man�s shoulder, gave him a few pats, and squeezed shoulder gently. �We didn�t mean to leave you in here for that long. I�ll tell you what,� Mike said. He knelt down before the man. �Why don�t we get you out of here, clean you up, and get you something to eat?� he asked. �How does that sound?
Bob smiled as he leaned up against the left wall of the room. �Sounds pretty good to me, Mike.� Mike whipped his head around and smiled. �Doesn�t it? Doesn�t that sound good, Brian?� He turned around to Brian, the other soldier, and nodded. Brian flicked the light switch from his position by the door. There was a bucket of water with ice chunks floating in it next to him. �Best idea you�ve had all morning, Mike.�
Mike nodded in agreement. He turned back to the man, whose head swayed downward in exhaustion. �Here that?� Mike asked the man. �Best idea I�ve had all morning. I bet you think it sounds pretty good too, huh?�
Mike moved closer to the man to the point of touching the man�s nose with his own. He spoke in a soft whisper, almost like he was telling a secret to a close friend. �I can get you out of here. I can get you a nice warm bed with a hot meal. You don�t have to stay in here anymore. All I need you to do is tell me who you�ve been working with. That�s all. Just fill in the blank for me and you�ll be free.� Mike�s eyes looked him up and down. The prisoner was still trembling. His shoulders began to shake. Little moans, barely audible, began to escape from his mouth. Mike rested his hand on his shoulder again. His voice was incredibly sympathetic. �Hey, hey, hey. It�s alright. Just tell us what we need to know.�
The prisoner mumbled something. Mike shook his head. �I didn�t catch that. One more time.� Again the prisoner mumbled; his chin digging into his chest. Mike turned around to Bob. �Did you catch that, Bob?� Bob shook his head. Mike turned to Brian. �Brian?�
�Nope, couldn�t hear it, Mike.�
Mike turned around again and lifted the prisoner�s chin up. �We couldn�t hear you. Why don�t you speak up a little bit?� Mike�s voice remained soft, but also had an edge to it. Tears rolled down the prisoner�s face. His chin rested in Mike�s hand. The swelling of his eyes were getting worse. Mike�s face was an unrecognizable blur. The man weighed his options. He wasn�t sure what he could tell them. He wasn�t sure what they�d do to him after he told them. It could just be a trick. They could just be trying to lure him out. A voice came out of his mouth that he didn�t recognize. It cracked as he spoke. �I� d-didn�t� d-do anything.�
Mike�s face went sour. He shook his head as he held the prisoner�s chin in his massive hands. He moved his hand away and stood up. The prisoner hoped the soldiers had reached the limit of their interrogation methods. He turned away from the prisoner and paced from Bob to Brian. �You see boys? You see what happens when you try to extend the hand of friendship to someone who just doesn�t want it?� he asked.
Bob shook his head. �It�s a damn shame.�
Brian agreed. �Sure is.�
Mike grabbed the bucket of ice water. It sloshed back and forth as he walked over to the prisoner. The man had gathered enough strength to lift his head back up on his own. He stared straight ahead, not looking at the bucket or his captors, but at the empty void of a room that was his confinement.
Brian walked over and grabbed the back of the prisoner�s hair. Brian yanked his head back. He tried to resist, but was too weak to put up much of a fight. His breaths began to accelerate. His jaw clinched together as Bob threw a cloth over his face. The florescent light bulb looked scattered underneath the pattern of the cloth as the fabric puffed up and down from his breath.
Mike stood over him holding the bucket of ice water. His voice was stern as he spoke. �Who are you working for?� he demanded. They heard only the sound of the man�s gasps as the cloth rose and fell from his panicked breaths. Mike tilted the water over the edge and onto the cloth. The man gurgled and choked on the water as it soaked through the fabric. The water ran into his mouth and nose. The frigid water burned into the cuts along his face and down the rest of his body. Just when he thought he was going to drown and finally break, they stopped.
�Where�s the hard drive?� Mike shouted. He kept the bucket at an angle over the prisoner�s face while Brian kept the grip on the back of his head tight. The man coughed up water and spit as he choked for breath. Again, Mike tilted the stream of water over the prisoner�s face. The familiar icy blast of pain and panic rushed over him. The burning sensation filled his forehead as the water rushed up his nose and into his nasal cavity. He tried to jerk his head up, but Brian�s grip was too strong. Then everything stopped for a moment and with that, instant relief.
Mike set the bucket down. Bob ripped off the soaked cloth and threw it over his shoulder. Brian let go of his hair. The prisoner violently coughed in an endless motion that was painful to listen to. He vomited water over his chest as snot dribbled down his nose. He felt the uncomfortable slosh of his own blood, sweat, and dirt trickle down his legs.
Barely recovered from the most recent ordeal, a smashing blow came to his stomach, causing more water to spew from his mouth. He doubled over and gasped for breath, but he couldn�t find any. Mike sent another blow to the side of the prisoner�s face. Blood gushed from his open wounds and splattered on the ground. The prisoner spit out a tooth as his head hung limp on his shoulders. Mike went and picked up the tooth on the ground. Blood pooled from his battered knuckles as he held the tooth up to the light. �Well now, you should keep this under your pillow tonight.�
Mike spun his head around to Brian and Bob. He started to laugh. �Maybe the tooth fairy will bring you something nice.� He tossed the tooth over to Bob. Mike put his hands on his hips and tilted his head to the side as he looked at the naked, beaten, and bloody man in front of him. �Well?� The man�s head just swayed in delirium. His thoughts were jumbled. There was a sharp pain in his side whenever he took a breath. He started to wheeze as his head finally came to a rest.
Mike rammed his fist into Jim�s face. He hit him again and again. Each time more blood flew to the ground in red droplets. The cuts across the prisoner�s face gushed open and he moaned as he spit up blood. Brian walked up and pounded away at his gut. Every blow that hit him made him feel as though his insides were collapsed. Brian threw one final punch into the prisoner�s stomach and there was a loud crack. Mike and Bob started to clap. �Sounds like you cracked his ribs, Brian. Well done,� said Mike.
Mike shook his head as he wiped the blood from his knuckles on his shirt. �Okay, it looks like we�ll have to try something a little different.� Bob walked over and handed Mike a file. He flipped open the vanilla cover and turned over several pieces of paper. �It doesn�t seem that I�m going to be able persuade you to tell me what I want to hear.�
Blood dripped from two fingers on his left hand. He could feel everything in those exposed fingertips. It was like knives were driving through them. Mike smiled as he took out a picture from the file. He held it under the light to get a better look at it. �Oh, here we go,� he said. �Hey, buddy, this might lift your spirits up.� Mike tilted the man�s head up so he could get a good look at the picture. A young girl sat playing with a cat outside of a tent.
�You�re little girl�s looking like she�s doin� pretty good,� Mike said. �You think if we bring her over here it�ll refresh your memory?� The prisoner�s heart was thumping out of his chest. �If you hurt my daughter I swear to God��
Mike cut him off. He flipped another picture in front of him. �Then how about your wife? I�ve gotta tell you, man,� he said while letting out a long whistle, �she�s got a nice little ass.� Mike leaned in to his ear and whispered again. �I�d hate to ruin those pretty little nails of hers, Mr. Kearny.� Matt Kearny pulled against his restraints as he summoned what was left of his strength, but it didn�t amount to much. He was weak. He was beaten. His family was in trouble. He stared at the picture of his wife and little girl in front of him.
Then he saw something. He saw someone in the picture he thought he recognized. The man was in the top right hand corner of the picture. He should have made the connection when he saw his daughter playing with the cat. Once he knew who it was he started to laugh. It started slow, but grew louder. It sounded like the laugh of a mad man.
�You think this is a game?� Mike threw the file across the room. He leaned into Matt as his laughter winded down. �When I bring your wife, along with that little girl of yours and her fucking cat I�m going to hurt them. Do you understand me?�
Matt smiled. �That�s not my daughter�s cat.�



Chapter 2 

Tigs lied curled up next to Annie as she slept. Samantha sat on her cot as she stared at her daughter. She watched her little chest slowly rise and fall. The inside of the tent was gray with light as the sun outside struggled to break through the dawn. She rubbed her eyes as she rested her face in her palms. Two weeks. It�d been two weeks since they arrived at this refugee camp. They were plucked from their home in Phoenix and sent here. She had no idea where her husband was and no idea when she would ever see him again.
Jim Farr, her brother, poked his head through the tent door silently. His morning stubble peppered his face as he spoke, �Hey.� She whipped her head around and threw her hand over her mouth. �Jim, you scared me,� she said.
�Sorry,� he replied. He stepped inside as Tigs tilted her head up and ran over to him. He reached down to scoop her up and scratched her ears. Jim placed her back down and glanced over to his sister who was still watching her daughter. Her eyes filled up as he walked over and sat next to her on the cot. He wrapped his arms around her. �We�ll find him, Sammy,� he said. She leaned her head into his chest as he rested his chin on her head. �Once they get their communications back up here they�ll be able to give us some more information,� Jim reassured her. Samantha believed that lie about as much as Jim did. �Yeah, because they were so willing to share before everything went to shit,� she said.
�I thought we weren�t supposed to say that word,� Annie said as her eyes slowly opened. �You told Uncle Coyle he couldn�t say it,� she said accusingly. Jim looked over at his niece. �That�s because Uncle Coyle�s met his life quota for bad words,� he said. �Your mom hasn�t.�
Annie tilted her head up and rubbed her eyes as she yawned, �Have I met my quota?�
Samantha smiled and walked over to her. Annie held her arms out and Samantha lifted her onto her lap as she sat back down on the cot. �No, but that�s because you haven�t been given a quota yet,� Samantha said.
She looked up at her mother and gave a front tooth missing grin. �When do I get mine?� she asked. �When you�re thirty,� Jim said, �And that�s also when you�re allowed to get married.� Annie gave a frown as her mother laughed. �Uncle Jim�s just kidding.� Samantha set Annie back on the ground. �It�ll be when you�re forty,� she said smiling.
Coyle tore open the tent flaps and stepped inside. He had his eyebrows raised and his wild hair stood out in all directions. He looked like a mad scientist. �Breakfast line�s getting long,� he said. �I don�t want to have to wait thirty minutes like we did yesterday because somebody couldn�t get out of bed,� he looked accusingly at Annie who giggled.
�What�s over there today?� Jim asked.
Coyle cocked his head to the side, rested his hand under his chin, and thought really hard. �Well, Monday was gray mush. Tuesday was white mush,� he rubbed his chin and then looked at Jim with over exaggerated excitement on his face. �You think we�ll get the charcoal mush today?� The line was starting to get long, but Coyle was satisfied with their spot once a group of thirty people appeared out of nowhere and stood behind them.
People were slowly crawling out of their army issued relief tents and stretched their bodies in the morning sun. More people were arriving every day. Los Angeles, San Diego, Phoenix, Las Vegas, there wasn�t a major city in the southwest United States that didn�t get hit by some sort of attack.
Jim herd rumors of camps similar to their own on the outskirts of cities all around the country. Anytime he asked what was going on, however, he was met with the calculated response of, �we�re working on a solution.� When Jim got to the front and held out his tray, the man in the hairnet slopped a pile of bland mush onto his plate. Coyle leaned over with a frown on his face. �Damn. And I was really hoping it�d be the charcoal.�
Two MPs knocked him and Coyle in the shoulders as they made a beeline for Samantha and Annie. �Samantha Kearny,� the taller MP asked. Samantha pulled Annie behind her and she wrapped her arms around her mother�s leg. �Yes?� she responded.
�We need you and your daughter to come with us,� the shorter MP said.
Jim pushed the tray back onto the serving counter and made his way over to the MPs. �What�s going on here?� he asked. The shorter MP held his hand up to keep Jim back. �Sir, please stay back.�
Jim knocked the MPs hand out of the way and before he could reach for his pistol Jim had his arm locked up behind the MP with his knees on the ground. He pulled the gun out of the subdued MP�s holster and pointed it at the other MP�s head that had his hand hovering above the pistol at his hip. �Don�t,� Jim said. The MP pulled the pistol out of his holster, dropped the clip out and cleared the chamber. The crowd around them had spread out and Jim kept the gun aimed at the MP with his hand in the air, and the other MP winced in pain as Jim kept his arm pinned back.
�Out of the way! Move!� shouted a voice.
A group of soldiers forced their way through the crowd and five men circled Jim A brash sergeant walked right up beside Jim and pressed the barrel of his Smith and Wesson 9mm into Jim�s temple.� Drop it, fucker,� the sergeant said. Jim kept his gun pointed at the other MP. The sergeant pressed the barrel harder into Jim�s skull.
�Drop it now!� the sergeant repeated.
Jim let go of the MP�s arm and dropped the pistol to the ground. The sergeant grabbed Jim�s arms and threw them around his back, cuffed him, and slammed his face into the grass. The group of soldiers that were with the sergeant grabbed Samantha and Annie as they strode off through the crowd that had gathered. The sergeant pointed at Coyle and told another soldier to grab him as well. �But I didn�t get to finish my mush!� Coyle shouted as his tray dropped to the ground. Upon seizing Coyle, they escorted him out of the cafeteria with the others.
Jim was taken into a separate tent and shackled to a chair. The MP he disarmed made sure to give him a nice pop in the stomach before he left to return the favor. Once the MP left an officer in fatigues entered the tent. Jim could only make out the silhouette and the circling smoke that rose from the tip of his cigar. He lingered for a moment before getting close enough for Jim to make out the features on his face and the four stars on his hat.
He read from a file in his hand. �Jim Farr,� he said aloud, �Former officer and specialist in Navy Intelligence. Honorably discharged after twelve years of service and three combat tours during which he earned twenty commendations, two purple hearts, and the Navy Cross.�
The general paced around Jim in his chair examining the contents of the file. He took a long drag of his cigar and puffed out a billow of smoke. �Now why the hell would someone who was awarded the Navy Cross attack two MPs at a military refugee camp?� he asked as finally looked up from reading.
�The military and I haven�t really seen eye-to-eye over the past few year, General,� Jim answered. The General let out a hearty laugh as he chewed on the end of the cigar. �I can see that,� he said smiling. The General�s assistant came in and handed him another file along with a chair. He leaned back in his chair and his belly stretched as he attempted to get comfortable. Goddamn I�ve gotten fat,� the General moaned. Jim finally noticed the name on the general�s jacket. His eyes went wide as the words left him.
�General Locke?� Jim asked.
�We can talk about your father later, Farr. We have other pressing issues to worry about.� Locke motioned to Jim�s cuffs. �You can take those off,� the general said. �General, I highly suggest�� the assistant began. �Damnit, Chris, he�s not going to kill me. Take the cuffs off,� Locke barked.
Chris hesitated for a moment, but walked over and set Jim�s hands free. Jim rubbed his wrists and Locke handed him a photograph. �That�s your brother in-law, Matt Kearny. He was picked up during the evacuation of Phoenix two weeks ago. Do you know what he does?� asked Locke.
Jim looked over the photo of Matt in his hands. It was taken somewhere in a downtown area. �He�s an engineer for some software company,� he replied. �PamTech. They�re one of the military�s largest contractors. They handle a lot of our digital security platforms. You�re brother-in-law was one of their lead engineers who handled a majority of our accounts,� explained Locke.
Jim shook his head and rested the paper down on his lap. �You think he has something to do with all of these attacks?� he asked. Locke paused for a moment before speaking. �I don�t know, but we do know that he was in charge of all of PamTech�s digital security functions. He has a security clearance higher than anyone in the company and we need him to grant us access to those files to see if they�ve been tampered with,� Locke continued.
Jim rose out of his chair and turned his back to Locke as he continued to examine the picture. �Why don�t you just break through their fire wall? You have enough resources to do it,� he said. �We tried, but the files aren�t on their network. We think they�re on a stand-alone hard drive,� Locke said. �We need Matt to tell us where it is.�
�How long have you had him?� Jim asked.
�Jim, we�re running out of time. If we don�t get that data, then we could be open for more attacks. Hell, we still have riots happening all over the country. We need��
�How long?� Jim repeated. Locke let out a sigh. �Two weeks,� he answered.
Jim�s jaw clenched. His hands tightened into fists. He turned and focused his eyes on Locke, but not before he noticed Chris�s hand at the firearm on his hip. �My sister has been asking about him since she got here and each time you told us you didn�t know,� Jim said.
�Well, depending on who you asked, that was true. Besides us there are only a handful of people who know where he is and what this is about,� Locke replied.
Jim closed his eyes and shook his head to calm himself. �You want me to convince him to give you the hard drive,� Jim sighed. Locke paused for a moment before he answered, �Yes.� Jim opened his eyes, walked back over to the chair, and sat down. He looked back down at the photo in his hands as he spoke. �My sister and niece get to see him before I help you,� he said.
Locke glanced over at Chris who was shaking his head. �Done,� he answered. �You leave today.� He rose and grabbed the grabbed the picture in Jim�s hand. �Jim, we need that drive,� Locke said. Jim�s hand tightened on the file as Locke tried to pull it away. �And my niece needs her father,� he replied. Locke tapped his cigar with his finger and ash fell onto the dirt floor. He gave a weary smile. �Let�s hope we both get what we want,� he said.
Upon his release, Jim was met outside by Annie, Samantha, and Coyle They each had a million questions, but mostly Coyle. Jim pulled Samantha to the side out of earshot from the others. �They have Matt,� said Jim. Samantha let out a shocked, harsh whisper, �What?� She looked around as if he was there in one of the tents. �Where is he?� she asked.
Jim kept his voice down as he spoke, �They want something he was working on for his company. I think they were going to use you and Annie as leverage to get what they want.� She couldn�t believe what she was hearing. �They can�t do that!� She wasn�t whispering anymore. Jim wrangled her back in. �Hey, we need to be smart.� He glanced around at the soldiers before looking back at her. �They think I can convince him to give up what they want.�
Samantha�s voice was harder now. �And what happens if you can�t convince him?� she asked. Jim looked over at Annie who was huddled next to Coyle. She had her arms wrapped around his leg and was glancing up at the soldiers around her. Jim looked back over to Samantha who had followed his line of sight. �Oh, God,� she gasped.
�It won�t come to that,� he reassured her. �It might,� a stern, cold voice said from behind him. When Jim turned around he saw the same sergeant who had his gun against his temple less than twenty minutes ago.
�You give me any trouble on this trip and I�ll put a bullet in your head right after making you watch me put one in each of your family�s.� he said. The corners of his mouth turned up slightly as he finished his sentence. Locke appeared from the distance and yelled for the sergeant. �Sergeant Hult,� he said, �will you join me for a moment, please?� Hult snapped to attention. �Yes, Sir!� he yelled. He marched off and Jim and Samantha walked back over to Annie and Coyle. Samantha scooped Annie up as she wrapped her arms around her mother�s neck. She held her daughter close.
Coyle walked over to Jim who had his eyes on Locke�s tent. �What�d captain stars and stripes want?� he asked. Jim kept his focus on the tent as he spoke. �We�re going on a trip.� He turned back around and saw that Coyle was glancing at the tent as well. �I need you to come with me,� he said.
�Why do I get the feeling that we�re going to do something dangerous?� Coyle sighed. Hult exited the tent with a grimace on his face. Whatever Locke had said to him he wasn�t happy about it. He slammed his shoulder into Jim as he walked by. �We leave in an hour,� he said while not making eye contact. The trucks pulled up as Jim, Samantha, Coyle, and Annie stood with their packs alongside Hult and his soldiers. Two soldiers jumped out of the back of the truck and Jim�s jaw dropped when he saw who it was.
The soldier smacked on some gum and had a smile from ear to ear. �When they told me who I was picking up I literally told my CO to shut the fuck up,� the man said. �He wasn�t very happy about it.� Jim laughed and stretched out his arms as the two men hugged and slapped each other on the back. Jim turned around and introduced everyone. �Sam, this is an old friend of mine, Brett Fox.� He motioned to him and then back to his sister. �Brett, this is my sister Sam, her daughter Annie, and my friend Coyle.� Brett went down and shook Samantha�s hand, gave Annie a high five, and gripped Coyle�s hand so hard that he heard it pop. Coyle made sure he didn�t show the grimace on his face until Brett turned back to Jim.
�What are you doing here?� Brett asked.
�It�s a long story, but it�s damn good to see you,� replied Jim.
Brett introduced his partner to the group who simply called himself Twink. Annie grabbed Tigs�s cage and it rocked back and forth awkwardly as she meowed uncomfortably from inside. Jim tried to convince Annie that Tigs would be safer here, but she was insistent on bringing the cat. Coyle agreed with her. �Yeah,� he said, �if we run out of food at least we�ll have something to eat.� It took them twenty minutes to get Annie to stop crying.
The truck rumbled off with Coyle in the rear truck with Hult and his soldiers while Jim, Annie, Samantha, Tigs, Brett, and Twink sat in the lead truck. Brett passed the time with old war stories of him and Jim. He kept it clean due to some of the company, but he wasn�t always successful. �So this dumbass comes running out of the bunker with a handful of grenade pins screaming his head off and just before they go off he jumps behind the barricade where I�m sitting there with the bomb switch in my hand,� Brett jeered.
Brett then started to laugh. �I asked him what he was doing and he says, some redecorating.� He pulled up the sleeve on his arm and a six inch scar ran along the top of his forearm. �Twenty stitches,� he said, �Some redecorating job.�
Jim smiled, �I got a black eye for that one.�
�That was almost twenty years ago right after I joined. I was a little brash during my first tour,� Brett replied. Jim shook his head. �We got lucky a lot that year,� Jim said.
Brett raised his eyebrows. �Lucky? Hell, it�s like we were protected by a legion of angels. Some of the shi�,� he stopped as his eyes flew over to Annie looking at him, ��stuff that we got ourselves into was unbelievable.� Jim leaned in with a puzzled look on his face. �I thought you got out years ago?� he asked. Brett waved him off with a scoff. �Ah, I tried,� he said. He looked down at his rifle and dusty uniform and shrugged. �I�m just not good at anything else, Jim. This is what I know. This is what I love.�
Coyle looked at Brett with concern. �So you�re crazy then,� Coyle said. Twink let out a laugh and Brett stared down the two of them. Jim tried to change the subject. �How long �till we get there?� he asked. Brett kept his eyes on Coyle as he spoke. �A few hours,� he answered. Samantha spoke up, �A few hours? I thought Matt was in Phoenix?�
Brett shook his head. �He�s in a facility just east of the city. It�d be faster if we cut through, but the city still isn�t secure yet.� �Secure from what?� Jim asked. Brett leaned in and motioned for them to do the same. His voice was low as he spoke. �Half the city is in havoc. With all the other shit that�s been happening around the country we don�t have the personnel to secure the city. They�re actually bringing home U.S. soldiers stationed in other countries to help with relief.�
Jim couldn�t believe it. �It�s that bad out there?� he asked.
�It�s turning into the wild-fucking-west out here, man.� Brett leaned back and slammed his body against the seat, making a loud thump. He flashed another wide smile. �Good job security for me though.� The sun was still high when they arrived at the makeshift base. It wasn�t much to look at, but what it lacked in building structure they made up for in fire power. There were constant patrols around the camp along with guard stations that housed machine gun nests. Jim wasn�t sure if this was to keep people out, or in.
Coyle jumped out of the truck first and quickly rushed over to Jim. He clutched his bag and kept glancing back behind him. �Those guys really don�t have a sense of humor.� He leaned into Jim as he spoke through the corner of his mouth. �If you find me dead tell the police it was that guy,� Coyle said as he motioned over to Hult who looked even more pissed than when he came out of Locke�s tent.
Samantha pulled on Jim�s shoulder and spun him around. �When do we get to see Matt?� she asked. Hult came up behind them. �Once you get him to give us what we need the rest of you can see him,� barked Hult. Samantha began to shout, �If you think you can keep my daughter from seeing her father�� Her fist was raised as she got closer to Hult.
Jim held her back. �I�ll help you after they get to see him,� he said calmly.
Hult kept the grip around his rifle tight. He motioned over to his men and they grabbed Samantha and Annie. �They get five minutes,� ordered Hult.
There was one stand-alone building in the center of the camp. It looked as the camp had been constructed around it. There was one door guarded by four armed men. It was a secure building that required a badge and key code to enter. Inside was one solid room with cubicle barriers separating different desks and personnel. Jim, Samantha, and Annie were escorted by Hult and his men past the desks to another door that led to a dimly lit hallway with multiple doors on each side.
The group walked down to the fifth door on the left. Hult unlocked the door and swung it open. Samantha and Annie leaned their heads around the corner and then rushed inside. Jim heard sobs as he looked inside and saw Matt clutched with his arms around the two girls holding them tight. He kissed the two of them. The wounds on his face were covered with bandages and his eyes weren�t swollen anymore. Samantha held his face in her hands and the three of them just sat huddled on the floor whispering �I love you� to each other.
Matt�s bandaged fingers ran through his daughter�s hair, and as she smiled at him his eyes welled up with tears.� �Matt,� Samantha asked, �what happened? Why are you here?� Hult cut in. �Okay, times up.� �No!� Annie screamed. She glued herself to her father�s side as the soldier�s came in and peeled her off of him.
She was screaming and crying now. Matt tried to calm her. �It�s okay, baby. It�s okay,� he kept repeating, �Daddy will see you soon.� Samantha kissed him as Matt kept telling her that he loved them. She went over to the solider that had Annie and grabbed the wailing child in her arms. As Annie took her out of the room, tears were running down her face. Her outstretched arms desperately reached for her father. Samantha eyed Jim and Hult grabbed his arm. �You get us what we need, or they never see him again,� Hult threatened. �Understand?�
He shoved Jim into the cell as Matt sat sobbing on the ground. The door slammed shut and the two of them were locked in. Matt stood up and sat on the small cot trying to get himself together. �I knew you�d go and find them when all of this shit started to happen,� Matt said as he wiped his eyes and cleared his throat from the snot that had built up. �Thank you, Jim.� Jim took in his brother-in-law. It didn�t seem like the same man. He was always so put together, but the heaping pile of meat and bones in front of him had been beaten down.
�Matt, what happened?� Jim asked. Matt glanced at the door and then back at Jim. �Did they tell you what they want?� Jim nodded. �Some kind of security data. They think it�s on a hard drive and they think you know where it is,� he replied. Matt gave out a small laugh, �They�re not as dumb as they look then.� Jim snapped back. �Matt, if you know where it is then just tell them. If you don�t tell them they�re going to hurt Sam and Annie.�
Matt shook his head. �You don�t understand, Jim.� Jim walked over to Matt and knelt in front of his cot to get eye level with him. Matt continued, �The project I was working on handled all of the security codes, clearances, and firewalls for all classified military documents. Those documents had intelligence information on terrorist groups, covert agents, missions, and nukes. It had fucking everything.�
�I was meeting with a group of military personnel every week for status updates on the project, any updates they needed to add, and whatever they wanted. The week before the attacks in San Diego, I found a hole in the firewall where documents of classified information were being sent from secure servers to ghost files with no known source. When I approached my superiors about it they said that it would be handled internally by the military. The morning before the attacks I was at the office and saw that the hole was still open, so I checked to see what had been sent and there was an encrypted order with a list of times and locations all around the country.�
Matt paused as Jim took everything in and then continued. �I think there�s a high level security threat in the military that caused these attacks.� �Did you tell them that?� asked Jim. Matt shook his head. �No, I don�t know who�s involved, but I figured if they tried to go after Sam and Annie they�d eventually run into you.� Matt smiled. �And I was right.�
Jim leaned in and whispered. �If you get that drive can you track down the sources of the orders that were sent?�
�Yes, but I�ll need enough processing power to do it,� Matt answered.
�Where is it?� Jim asked.
�There�s a safe in the basement of my office building. You can only get to it through the vault behind the guard station. The code to get in is 4-2-8-5 and you�ll need to use a guard key. They keep spare ones in a lock box in the bottom left drawer of the desk. That�ll be locked too, but should be easy enough to get inside.
�Now, once you�re inside the vault there will be a red filing cabinet. Pull the cabinet out and open the panel in the wall. The combination for the safe is 12-1-22-58. The hard drive is inside.� Jim�s voice stayed at a whisper, �Once you have it you�ll be able to figure out who�s been behind all of this?� Matt nodded his head. Jim paused for a moment and weighed his options. Could he pull this off? Could he get into the city and back without them knowing? Would it be safe to leave the girls here while he was gone? He wasn�t sure who he could trust.
�I�m going to take the girls with me,� Jim said.
Matt�s jaw dropped. �What? Half of Phoenix could still be rigged to blow,� Matt said as his voice rose with panic. �They might just be waiting for more people to come back in and kill!�
�If I don�t make it back with this drive, then you�re still locked in here and the girls are at the mercy of whatever asshole gave you those bruises,� Jim replied.
Jim shook his head. �No, I�d rather keep them close. If this drive has everything you say, then it could go very, very deep.� Matt�s eyes started to water. �Jim, I can�t�� his voice choked off before he could finish, but Jim knew. Those girls were his lifeline right now. He couldn�t lose them, and neither could Jim. Jim placed his hand around the back of Matt�s head and held tight. He looked him dead in the eyes. �I�m not going to let anything happen to them,� he said, �You hear me?�
Matt nodded slightly and then wrapped his arms around him. A pounding at the door told them that time was up. Matt stood in the center of his cell as Jim glanced back once last time before the metal door clanged shut and locked. As Jim walked back down the hallway, everything that had just happened started to sink in. Someone or a group affiliated to that person was helping cause all of this. All of his theories started to connect. It was well organized. They knew how the military would react. Whoever was behind this had been one step ahead, because they always seem to know the next step.
All of the emotions since the bombings in San Diego started to reappear. He thought back on the chaos of getting out of the city; fighting off muggers and roadside bombers who were trying to kill him. He thought of all those things he went through to find his family.
Coyle and Brett were outside the building when he exited. Sergeant Hult was hovering back keeping an eye on them. Jim waited until they were out of ear shot before speaking.
�Brett, do you have extra ammo and weapons in your trucks?� Jim asked.
Brett nodded. �Yeah, I�ve got some.�
�And anyone else you know you can trust?� Jim asked as Brett and Coyle struggled to keep up with him as they walked.
�Twink. He�s quiet, but I�d trust him with all our lives,� Brett put his hand up to Jim�s chest to slow his pace. �Jim, what the hell is going on?� Coyle leaned in. �I think Jim wants to do something stupid,� he said. Brett�s toothy grin appeared across his face one more time. �Hell yeah.� Jim pulled the two of them close as he continued his walk back towards the truck.
�Coyle, I need you to go and get the girls and have them meet us back over at the truck,� Jim said. �No gear. Just bring them. Got it?� he asked. Coyle started to protest, but Jim�s tone became sterner. �Coyle, now,� he barked. Coyle nodded and broke off towards the tent where he�d seen the girls taken.
Brett nudged him with his elbow to grab his attention. �I love stupid things as much as the next guy, but you want to tell me what�s going on?� �We�re going into the city. There�s something in there we need to get, and we�ll need to get it fast. As soon as we leave, Hult will be hot on our tail.� Jim motioned back to Hult who was in step with them about one hundred feet back. Jim continued. �We�ll do it during supper tonight. That�ll give us a few hours to get everything together.�
Brett looked at him shocked. �You want to break out of here when the sun�s still up?� he asked. Jim nodded. �Those guard towers have men stationed in them around the clock. I want to take the truck with us and we�re never going to be able to get that thing out during the middle of the night without them noticing. There�s still traffic from personnel coming and going during the day.�
Jim motioned over to the front gates where there was still a decent flow of jeeps, trucks, and other military vehicles entering and leaving. �We�ll slip out right under their noses,� he said.
Jim found Coyle, Samantha, and Annie at the truck and filled them in on the plan. Annie asked if she could bring Tigs, and much to her dislike, it looked like Tigs was staying put. Samantha pulled her close. �We need somebody to stay here with daddy, right?� She nodded her head, but wasn�t very convincing in her agreement.
Once the camp started dinner rotation they had planned to go in with the first group and eat while Twink stayed with the truck. Before the next group entered they would leave and head for the truck. Jim and Coyle would suit up in Brett and Twink�s spare fatigues and Samantha and Annie would hide under the cargo gear. If they were stopped, Brett would just show them their return orders, since they were supposed to leave that day anyway.

When the first dinner call went out Jim thought Coyle was going to puke. There was a green tinge to his face. Jim walked over to him and asked him if he was nervous. �Yeah,� he replied.
�It can�t be worse than when we were getting out of San Diego,� Jim said reassuringly.
Coyle shook his head. �No, it�s not that.� He put his hand over his stomach as they got closer to the food tent. �I�m just so tired of this military food.�
The five of them entered the mess hall together. The plan was to have Annie and Samantha finish their meals first and leave. Then Coyle would finish next followed by Brett and Jim. Jim wanted to hang back last so he could see if Hult was in the first, second, or third dinner rotation.
When they sat down Jim did a quick scan, but didn�t see him. Coyle reluctantly ate through half of his �mush� while Brett shoveled his down a little too eagerly. Annie and Samantha finished and set off for the truck where Twink was waiting for them. Jim gave Annie a hug and a kiss on the cheek and told her to remember what he said.
She nodded and whispered to him. �I have to stay invisible until you tell me it�s safe.�
�Right,� he said. Jim kissed the top of her head one more time and squeezed Samantha�s hand before the two of them disappeared out of the tent. Jim leaned in over to Coyle who was still staring at his tray of gray and white. �If they�re not there when you get to the truck you find me right away, got it?� Jim said.
Coyle sat staring into his mush plate. �If I die from malnutrition on the way to the truck will you bury me in a coffin of cheeseburgers?� Brett chimed in. �Make sure I�m invited to that.� Jim tried to get them back on track. �Hey, did you hear��
�Make sure I find you if they�re not at the truck when I get there,� Coyle responded. �Yes, I heard you, Jim.� Coyle�s voice was raised a little too high and a few of the soldiers behind him turned their heads. When Coyle went to get up, Brett grabbed his tray before he could throw it away. �For Twink,� he said. Brett folded up the meat blobs in some aluminum and tucked it in his jacket.

Jim and Brett waited another ten minutes before heading out. They tossed their trays in the wash line. As Jim turned the corner, he was met by Hult staring him in the face with his rifle over his shoulder. �Locke told me about you, Farr,� Hult said. �He said that with your record in the service that you could have been a general yourself, but instead you threw it all away when you were discharged.� Hult didn�t flinch, or move as he spoke. He was a rock. A robot. The perfect order-taking, no-nonsense, shoot-first-ask-questions-later reactionary.
�A file doesn�t tell you everything,� Jim said as he walked past Hult with Brett at his side. �Your father�s file seemed to say everything that needed to be said,� Hult shouted.
Jim stopped dead in his tracks. Brett started to go back after Hult, but Jim stopped him.
Jim approached Hulk slowly and with calculation. He looked Hult dead in the eye until they were nose to nose. Hult gave the first smile Jim had ever seen him have.
�Brian Farr was a deserter, coward, and all around piece of shit marine who didn�t have the balls to save the men in his unit.� Hult glanced down and thought for a second. �How many men died that day? Twenty?�
Jim�s whole body tensed up. His teeth grinded as he drew in a deep breath, trying to keep the rage from breaking and rushing over him. He�d heard the stories of his father since he was a boy. When he first joined the Navy, his superior officers always looked down on him with a sense of pity and disgust. Everyone thought that Jim would be like his father. He looked like him. He spoke like him. But Jim wasn�t him. Jim told himself he would never be him. �Come on, pussy.� Hult was egging him on now. �Let�s go.�
Jim stopped. The girls. If he did something stupid now he wouldn�t be able to keep them safe. He had to stay the course. He had to finish this mission. Jim stepped back slightly. The distance between him and Hult grew. Each step back the smile from Hult�s face fell downward until Jim couldn�t see it anymore. Brett kept his eyes on Jim. He didn�t know what to say, so he didn�t say anything. Like Jim he knew that you have to push aside what you felt and wanted. The mission took priority.
When the two of them got back to the truck he saw Coyle in his fatigues looking incredibly awkward. Coyle kept fumbling with sleeves that were too long. �I look like a camouflaged bed comforter.�
The only thing that didn�t look awkward on Coyle was the rifle. As much as he went to the range, he was probably a better shot than Jim. Jim peaked in the bed of the truck and flipped the cargo lid up. Samantha and Annie were crammed in. Annie looked up at Jim with big pouty eyes. �Can I get out yet?�
Jim leaned in and whispered, �Not yet.� Samantha looked pissed as he closed the lid. Coyle walked up behind him. �Just so you know, I don�t want to be the one that lets mamma bear out of that box.� Brett threw Jim a pair of fatigues. He dressed, checked the weapon for ammo, and jumped in the back. Twink finished the dinner that Brett brought him and started up the truck. They bobbled along the dirt road to the front of the gate. Coyle�s grip on the rifle tightened as they got closer.
Jim noticed how Coyle�s knuckles were turning white. �Hey,� Coyle said, �start telling one of your dirty jokes when we go through.�
�What?� Coyle asked.
�Do it. It�ll make you less conspicuous,� Jim replied.
Twink slowed the truck as it crawled up to the front gate. An MP came to the driver side and Brett handed him the orders.
Jim nodded to Coyle who reluctantly started to tell a joke about a guy who walks into a bar and sees this little man playing a piano. Jim�s eyes wandered over to the MP who was looking over the orders. He looked up and glanced into the back of the truck at Jim and Coyle.
�Stay right there.� Another MP said approaching them. He kept his rifle in the crook of his arm, while the first MP looked over the orders and spoke into a phone in the guard booth. Jim tried to make out what he was saying, but couldn�t. The MP put the phone back down, walked out and handed the papers back to Twink. �Okay, looks like you guys are good,� replied the MP.
The gate lifted and they rolled out onto the highway. The base behind them got smaller and smaller until Jim couldn�t see it anymore. He lifted up the lid to the cargo trunk and Annie climbed out, followed by Samantha. �Next time you can ride in the box,� she said with an air of bitter resentment. Annie hopped on the bench next to Coyle as the truck rumbled along towards downtown Phoenix.
Back at the camp Hult sat in a tent re-watching the footage of them leaving the front gate. He turned to one of his men at a small control panel. �Is the honing beacon on?� he asked. �Yes, Sergeant,� the soldier replied. Hult cracked a smile as the sound of magazines clicking into rifles filled the tent around him.



Chapter 3

Jim had only visited Phoenix once before last Christmas. Up until then Matt, Samantha, and Annie had lived in San Diego. Last year Matt had got a job offer that he couldn�t refuse and relocated the family, although Jim assumed he now regretted the decision.
Jim didn�t remember too much of the city, but he did remember that it wasn�t as rundown when he visited, and from the look on Samantha�s face she wasn�t thrilled about what the current residents had done with the place either. Trash littered the streets as trash can fires burned down alleyways and street corners. Windows were smashed and stores were looted. Cars were flipped onto their sides or roofs. The people they came across just scattered at the sight of the military truck. Jim wasn�t sure if this was because of something they�d encountered with military, or because they were the ones looting.
Brett slid the rear window open so Samantha could help with directions. She pointed further downtown where the skyscrapers were. �It�s about three more miles on the left. You�ll see the PamTech sign,� she said. Coyle jumped in the conversation. �How do we even know that the drive is still there? I mean what if it got looted with the rest of the city?�
Jim shook his head. �From what Matt told me you wouldn�t be able to find it unless you knew where to look.� Although Jim started to doubt that as they rode further into downtown. The conditions just kept getting worse, and the number of people they saw started to increase. These people, however, didn�t scatter when they saw the military truck.
�Get down.� Jim motioned for Annie and Samantha to stay low below the truck bed�s walls. He scanned the people on the sides of the street as the truck wove in and out of random parked cars that were abandoned during the evacuation. Then he started to see them. Hidden at their sides or around their backs. Guns. His eyes scanned up towards the buildings above them. He flipped the safety off the AR-15 and slowly brought the butt of the gun up to his shoulder.
Jim shouted over to Brett and Coyle, �Keep an eye out for the top floors.�
Annie started to whimper down below. �I thought it was safe,� she said. �I thought we could come out now.� Samantha stroked her hair and whispered to her, �We�ll be fine, sweetheart. We�ll be fine.�
Twink pointed ahead. �There it is.� Brett turned around and shouted, �Thirty seconds, Jim.� The people alongside the street were growing in numbers. Bats, crowbars, rifles, guns, knives; most everyone that was outside was armed with something. Jim kept his finger just over the trigger and looked into the scope. He must have counted at least sixty people on his side alone.
�Coyle!� Jim shouted. �How many you have on your side?� Coyle held the rifle�s sites up to his eyes as he surveyed the make shift militia. �At least forty,� he shouted.
The truck was moving slower now that the thickened cars were piling up. The truck finally came to a stop. Brett turned around and saw Jim and Coyle with their rifles at the ready. �We�ll have to hoof it from here, boys,� Brett said. Jim jumped out of the truck and helped Annie down. He told her to stay behind him. Samantha piled out next and grabbed one of the ARs.
Jim looked at her with his brows raised. �You remember how to use that?� Samantha racked the chamber and checked the scope. �I was always a better marksman than you growing up,� she said.
Twink jumped out of the driver side and kept his rifle on the circling crowds and they all met up at the front of the truck. Brett motioned up ahead. �There it is,� he said. Jim felt it all coming back. The adrenaline coursing through his veins as his heart pumped faster. The heightened sense of awareness that allowed him to see and feel everything around him; it was like riding a bicycle.
�Samantha. Coyle. You two keep Annie between you. Annie,� Jim glanced down from his weapon and saw the fear in the girls� eyes. �You don�t leave their sides got it?� She nodded her head as tears started to roll down her cheeks. Jim nodded over to Coyle and Samantha. They shot him a nod back.
�Let�s move,� Jim ordered. The group moved as a unit with Jim covering the back left, Annie sandwiched between Coyle and Samantha on the back right, and Twink and Brett plowing ahead up the concrete steps to PamTech�s entrance.

The crowd started to move towards the truck and once they were safely inside PamTech�s lobby the crowd started tearing the truck apart. They took whatever they could find and swarmed it like ants piling on crumbs left on the ground. Coyle looked through the glass doors as the truck rocked back and forth in the street. �Well, there goes our ride,� he said.
Jim jumped over the security and dug into the bottom left drawer of the desk and pulled out a guard key. He walked over to the door and entered the code: 4-2-8-5 and slid the card key through the reader. Jim yanked the door open and Samantha, Annie, and Coyle followed him. Twink and Brett stood watch at the door. Jim pulled back the red filing cabinet to a solid, concrete wall. Jim ran his hands along the cold grey, but couldn�t find any creases.
�He said there was a panel,� Jim blurted out.
Coyle glanced down and pointed. �There�s a panel.�
The other three looked down along floor at the baseboard that wrapped around the bottom of the small office. Jim dropped down to get a better look and ran his hands along the baseboard and found a small groove. He couldn�t see it, but he could feel it.
He dug his nail into it and pried a section of the paneling off the wall. The piece of wood concealed a small safe no larger than a book. Jim typed in the code and it sprang open. He was met with the sight of a small hard drive the size of his pinkie. Jim examined it between his fingers and Coyle rushed up beside him.
�Well, that was quite anti-climactic,� said Coyle.
Machine gun fire sounded outside as the group turned to look at the lobby�s entrance. Jim looked at Samantha and Annie. �Stay here,� he ordered.
Jim rushed out to meet Brett and Twink at the door where they were watching the scene take place outside. Brett motioned over for Jim to come see. �Looks like we�ve got company,� he said.
The looters from the street were scattering and firing shots further down the street where two armored trucks were ramming cars out of the way as they plowed towards the building. The trucks came to a stop just outside the building steps where six soldiers from each truck poured out and began firing back into the looters. Two looters with assault rifles ducked behind the engines of a flipped car and began spraying bullets towards the soldiers. Other looters took position and shelter in shops along the street.
One of the soldiers heaved a grenade at the car where the two looters with assault rifles were huddled behind. The younger looter heard the thud of the grenade hitting the other side of the car as he was putting another magazine into his rifle. He looked up at his friend and before he could get up to run the grenade blasted through the side of the car as pieces of them flew in the air.
Five of the looters that had retreated to the shops had run upstairs and smashed through the windows above. They opened fire on the soldiers below who were caught off guard. One of them took bullet in the shoulder and while another soldier took one right through the eye and dropped to the ground lifeless.
Jim stood inside the lobby watching the fight take place. Gunshots, grenade blasts, and blood. This wasn�t Phoenix anymore.
�What do you wanna do, Jim?� Brett was getting anxious.
Twink looked back at the two of them. �We gotta go help them,� he said.
Jim shook him off. �We don�t know who started firing first.�
Brett cut in. �Yeah, we do. It was our guys. They started shooting at the truck the moment they were in eyeshot of it.�
Then Jim saw Hult run around the front end of the truck to reload his magazine. Sweat dripped off his chin as bullets rained down on him and his men. He only looked up for a split second, but he saw them.
Jim immediately ducked down. �We�ve got to get out of here, now!�
Outside Hult screamed for his men. �They�re inside! They�re inside! Move back to the building!�
The group took off around the hallway and right before they turned the corner they heard the crash of glass and concrete behind them. The armored truck rammed into the lobby and Hult rushed out with the rest of his men.
Jim and Brett kept back while Coyle and Twink took the front. Annie stayed clutched to Samantha as she held her tight. They kept running through doors towards the back of the building. They ran past offices. Jim looked back and saw Hult a few hundred feet back.
�Stop!� Hult screamed. Jim fired a spray of bullets at their pursuers who ducked behind a group of walls as they ran through two main doors and into an atrium. Twink saw an exit sign atop a door leading to a stairwell. Samantha told them to head that way. �If we take it to the bottom level it�ll lead us out towards the parking garage on the side of the building.�
�If there are as many cars in there as there were in the street I�ll be able to hotwire one of them,� Twink said. Jim nodded. �Let�s go find our ride.�
Hult burst through the atrium doors, but they were gone. His breath was short as he ran around trying to find them. His men finally caught up with him. He ordered them to break up and hunt them down. They were sent off in pairs in the four corners of the room while a group stayed with Hult who turned around and eyed the exit door that Jim had just gone down.
The parking garage door flew open as Twink came barreling through. He was right. There were cars everywhere. Coyle, Samantha, Annie, Brett, and Jim came through right after. They trotted down the slope of the garage towards the exit where they saw the fading light hit the street outside. The distant sound of screams and gunfire grew louder as they got to the opening of the garage.
Twink found a truck and smashed the window and popped the lock. He dropped under the dash and ripped out the panel underneath, exposing a cluster of wires. Jim walked closer towards the opening. He started to smell something. It was faint and distant.
�Smoke,� he whispered to himself. When he stepped out onto the street he saw plumes of smoke rising into the sky. The black pillars polluted the orange and reds of the fading sunset colored backdrop.
Looters were tossing lit torches and Molotov cocktails into stores along Main Street. Men with bandanas around their faces were tearing down stop signs and anything else they could with sheer muscle. The fires were spreading. There was a spark underneath the dash as the engine turned over and came to life. �Got it!� Twink shouted.
They started to pile into the car when Hult and three of his men came barreling into the garage from the stairway door. �Jim!� Brett screamed.
Jim whipped around and dropped behind a yellow parking pillar. He opened fire on Hult and his men as Twink peeled out of the parking spot towards him. Hult�s men ducked behind cars for cover and started to shoot back. Twink slowed down enough for Jim to hop in the truck bed and they drove off. Twink took a right out of the garage away from the looters and headed for the highway. Samantha opened the small, sliding window of the truck.
�Are you alright?� she asked.
Jim nodded as he rubbed his knee. �I�m alright.�
Brett searched the glove compartment for a map, but didn�t find one. �Anyone know where we�re going now?� he asked, �cuz we sure as hell can�t go back to the camp. Hult will have radioed what have happened by now.�
�No, I don�t think so,� said Jim. Brett turned around and Twink slowed down.
�What are you talking about, Jim? You just shot at a Sergeant in the United States Military. That�s a federal offense.� Brett looked around the truck cabin. �We�re all fugitives now.�
Jim shook his head. �I think Hult is in on what�s been happening. I think he want this,� Jim said as he pulled the drive out of his pocket. �He wants this so they can finish whatever it was they were planning.� Brett�s mouth hung open. Coyle was the first to speak. �What did Matt tell you?� Jim told them about the hole in the firewall and the messages that were being sent encrypted from unknown sources leading up to the attacks in San Diego and across the country.
�Holy shit,� Twink murmured to himself. Annie smacked him on the shoulder. �Sorry,� he blurted out. �So how do we know?� Brett asked.
�We check in on the base and we wait. If there isn�t a commotion then we know he didn�t report it. If there is, then we turn ourselves in and get the drive to Matt, so he can do whatever it is that needs to be done to find out who did this.�
�Fugitives on the run. My mom would be so proud,� said Coyle.
Twink put the truck in drive and drove off towards the falling sun as a different orange glow began to spread across downtown Phoenix behind them.



Chapter 4

Jim used a pair of binoculars and didn�t see any movement on the ground. The most activity he saw were some troops sent to escort a group of firefighters into the city, which was a full blaze of fury in the distance.
The smoke from the fires blanketed the night sky and the glow from the flames washed over the desert in an unearthly orange tinge. Jim climbed back down the dune to where they were camped. Brett and Twink did an inventory of what ammo and supplies they had left while Annie sat curled in a ball in Samantha�s lap. Annie looked up at her mom and asked when they could go home.
�I don�t know, sweetheart,� she responded. But she knew. She knew the fires would reach their home on the outskirts of the city. It was too big now. It was becoming its own entity. Annie buried her head further into her mother�s leg. �I hope daddy and Tigs are okay,� Annie whispered. �Shhh. They�re fine, baby. They�re fine,� she answered.
Jim walked over to Coyle who was leaned up against the wheel of the truck with his eyes half closed. Jim slid down next to him. �How are you doing?� Jim asked. �I could use some of that mush right about now,� Coyle half mumbled. Jim smiled and put his arm around him. Then Coyle thought for a moment. �Actually, I think I�d still hate it.�
Jim rested his head back on the metal siding of the truck. The glow from the fires rose up above the dunes. The shadows from the city danced across his face. He wondered how many died for some mad man�s search for power.
�I can see why you got out,� Coyle said. �It�s a very high risk.�
Jim kept his eyes on the glow in the distance like he was transfixed. �That�s not why I got out.� Coyle tilted his head towards him. �Why then?�
�I joined the Navy because my father was branded a coward. I thought it was my duty to join and restore what pride I had to my family�s name,� Jim responded.
Coyle looked confused. �That�s why you got in, but why�d you leave?�
Jim paused a moment before he answered. �The same reason,� he answered.
Jim and Brett found a spot in between two dunes and dug out three trenches about six feet in length and three feet wide. They piled the sand on three sides of each of the trenches a foot and a half high. Brett and Twink had some ponchos in their packs and Jim used them to cover each of the trenches for protection from the sun. Brett, Twink, and Jim would sleep there while Coyle, Annie, and Samantha slept in the truck.
It was early morning when Jim finally awoke. One glance at the smoke blackened sky told him that the firemen weren�t able to stop the blaze. Twilight from the morning daybreak sparkled on the desert sand as bits of light struggled to shine through the thick smoke in the sky. Jim brushed the sand out of his hair and it fell to his lap and onto his shoulders. Brett and Twink were still snoring in their sand beds. Samantha and Annie were still and asleep in the backseat of the truck. Coyle was propped up in the passenger seat with his mouth hanging open and drooling.
Suddenly, he felt the hard iron of a pistol to the back of his skull. �You�re getting easier to sneak up on, Farr.� Hult had his 9mm pistol with his finger on the trigger. Four more of his men tore the ponchos off Brett and Twink�s shelter before they could wake and disarmed them with rifles pointed at their heads.
Jim�s head tilted forward as Hult pressed the barrel harder into his skull. �For your sake I hope you found what you were looking for.� Hult grabbed the firearm at Jim�s side and backed off slightly.
�Do you have it?� Hult asked.
�Have what?� Jim replied. Hult kept his pistol pointed at him while Jim�s hung in his other hand. �Turn around,� Hult ordered.
Jim kept his hands in the air and slowly turned his body to face him. Hult�s men pulled Twink and Brett out of the truck bed and dislodged Coyle, Annie, and Samantha from inside the cab. Hult had his men line them up to where Jim could see them. All the while keeping the pistol steadily aimed at him.
�You really are a fucking pain in my ass you know that?� Hult said.
Twink and Brett�s eyes went from Jim to Hult as the two stared each other down. Annie started to cry and Samantha held her close. Coyle sat dry mouthed as Hult�s men hovered behind them. Then, without any explanation or warning Hult clicked the safety on. He lowered his pistol and holstered it. He took Jim�s gun dropped the magazine out, cleared the chamber, and tossed it back to him, though he kept the magazine.
�We need to talk,� Hult said. �Boys?� He motioned over to his men who lowered their weapons. Coyle kept his hands over his head even after the men walked in front of him.
�Is this a trap?� Coyle asked. �Cuz it feels like a trap.�
Jim looked as confused as Coyle did. �What is this?� he asked.
�This?� Hult looked around at the group in front of him. �This is my mission,� he said.
�Locke told me to keep an eye on you and make sure you and the girls where safe. He thought there was a high level leak,� said Hult, �How do you think you got to speak to Matt by yourself without any guards listening in?� he continued, �Who do you think the guard called when you were leaving the camp?�
Coyle�s hands dropped from his head to his sides. �You were helping us all this time? Jesus,� Coyle looked over at Jim, �You tried to kill him.� Which reminds me.� Hult threw a huge right cross into Jim�s face that knocked him on the ground. Jim wiped the blood from his lip and Hult extended his hand to help him up. Jim grabbed it and he stood up. �Now, we�re even,� Hult said. He looked at him as if nothing happened. �So, what�s next?� he asked.
Jim told him what Matt had said about the drive and how he could trace it. They all agreed that trying to get Matt out of the camp wasn�t going to happen, especially now that Hult had told him about Locke�s fear of a mole. And with Phoenix burning behind them they wouldn�t be able to get him back to his office to run the program anyway. Matt would have to do it from the camp.
�One of the guards is Locke�s man. We can sneak Matt out when it�s his shift and get him over to a station to do what he needs to do and find the bastards that did all of this,� Hult said. Jim looked to Twink and Brett who both agreed. Jim looked back over to Hult whose ash smeared face squinted in the sunlight that was fighting through the smoky sky above them.
�How do we get back in?� Jim asked.
�They think I�m out looking for you. Give me the drive and I�ll keep two of my men here with you. I�ll tell them that I couldn�t find you and get the drive to Matt tonight,� Hult replied.
Jim shook his head. �No, we don�t know who�s involved with this and if you get caught you�ll need all of the support you can get,� Jim said.
�You lost three men when the looters attacked,� Jim�s voice became a little softer once the words left his mouth. �Brett, Twink, and I will come in with you.�
It was settled. Coyle would stay back with Samantha and Annie while the rest of them went back to the camp to get Matt the drive and find the source of the orders. Jim himself would come back to get the girls and Coyle once it was safe. If he didn�t return before tomorrow, or he was killed, then one of Hult�s men or Twink or Brett would come back with a safe word that only the group knew. They would then take the truck and head back to the refugee camp immediately to let Locke know what happened.
Hult and his men had hotwired two sedans from the garage after they had lost the armored trucks they had when they were in the city. Jim opened the doors of the sedan and brushed empty coffee cups off the back seat and onto the sand. Brett sat in the passenger seat, while Twink joined Jim in the back. Hult drove while the rest of his men piled in the other car. �Jesus,� Brett said as he picked up a fistful of paper wrappers. �How many Starbucks breakfast sandwiches can one man eat?�
As the cars got back onto the main road they headed for the expressway that would take them around the outskirts of the city. It was here Jim saw just how huge the fire had become. When he was in school, Jim remembered hearing about the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 and how it wreaked havoc on the districts of the city, killing hundreds and causing hundreds of millions of dollars� worth of damage.
He wondered if this is what people saw on the outskirts of Chicago that day. Fires rising into the sky as flames engulfed buildings, cars, and people. How could an entire city just burn like that? Then again, just a few weeks ago Jim thought a Naval base could never be leveled on American soil. He was experiencing a lot of things he thought could never happen.
It only took them about twenty minutes to get back to the base from where they were at in the dunes. Jim was right about them not checking who they were, although the guards at the gate did a thorough inspection of the vehicles. Hult brought Jim, Twink, and Brett back to his tent along with his men. Hult left to check on Locke�s man to see when his shift would start.
Jim�s leg bounced up and down nervously as he waited for him to come back. Twink and Brett scarfed down some MREs Hult�s men had tossed them, but Jim wasn�t hungry.
Coyle leaned on the front driver side of the truck while Samantha and Annie sat inside.
�When will I get to see daddy again?� Annie asked.
�Uncle Jim is getting him right now,� Samantha replied.
Annie jumped from her mother�s lap and gasped. Samantha grabbed her shoulders. �What�s wrong, baby?� Annie looked at her mother with fear in her eyes. �We forgot to tell Uncle Jim to get Tigs!�
Samantha let out a sigh and smiled. �I�m sure Jim will remember to bring Tigs with him, Annie. You don�t have to worry about her.� The tent flaps flew open as Hult entered. �He goes on in an hour,� he said. �He�s got watch for four hours, and halfway through, Matt�s scheduled for a bathroom break. We�ll get him to a computer station then.�
�Where�s the station at?� Jim asked.
�There won�t be a crew in the report stations outside his holding cell. We can put him on a computer there. I�ll keep watch outside while he�s in there,� Hult said.
�I�ll be outside with you,� Jim said.
�Farr, it�s too risky,� Hult replied.
�I got the drive,� Jim continued, �Locke made this my mission. I�ll see it through.�
�What if somebody sees you?� Brett asked. �Hult�s supposed to have not found you remember?�
�Nobody recognized me when I came through the front gate. I�ll just make sure I keep some extra gear on while I�m out,� Jim said. Annie had fallen asleep. Samantha peeled her arm off of the hot leather and slid out the door quietly. Coyle was still leaning up against the truck when she got out.
�I�m really beginning to hate the desert,� Coyle said. He took a swig from the cantina and passed it to Samantha. She didn�t say anything as she rested her head back on the window and passed the bottle back to Coyle. He could feel her worry. �It�ll be fine. Despite my jokes, Jim�s actually pretty good at what he does,� Coyle reassured her.
�Being a marine mechanic?� she replied.
�No, I still think he�s terrible at that,� he said. That got a small smile out of her.
Coyle�s voice became very soft as he spoke. �He got me out of San Diego alive. He saved a half dozen people along the way and, despite a few setbacks here, has kept us going since we�ve arrived here.� He put his hand on her shoulder. �He�ll bring Matt back.�
She nodded. �I know.�
Jim paced around the tent as he checked his watch. Brett was sharpening his blade with a whetstone. The slow, precise movement of the stone in his hand made a rhythm that sounded throughout the tent. Jim glanced back down at his watch. �Checking it every five seconds won�t make it tick by any faster, Jim,� Brett drawled. Jim stopped. He found a seat and dropped himself in it. He leaned forward onto his elbows and rubbed his hands with his face.
Brett frowned and paused while sharpening his blade. �What are you worried about? We have the drive. We have a plan. All we have to do now is sit back and let the computer nerd do his thing,� Brett said. He picked the stone back up and restarted his sharpening of the blade. �What if we�re wrong?� Jim glanced around the tent for any of Hult�s men. They weren�t there. �What if Locke�s in on it?� Jim said. Brett threw him a look of �c�mon man.�
�I�m serious, Brett,� he replied. �Locke doesn�t trust anyone here at this base? Anyone? What if this is all just a ploy to cover up his tracks?� Brett stopped sharpening his blade. �If Locke wanted us dead then Hult would have done it out in the dunes when he had the chance. He wouldn�t have brought us back here if he was in on it.�
Samantha started to laugh. Coyle went on with his story and was holding back a smile. �I�m serious. I ran through the entire dormitory butt ass naked screaming that I was the Duke of Snatch.� He paused a moment to ponder. �Surprisingly enough I wasn�t very popular with the ladies that year.� Coyle shook his head as he continued. �I shouldn�t have had that fifteenth beer.�
Samantha had to cover her mouth from laughing too loud. She put her finger to her lips. �You�ll make me wake up Annie,� she said and as she turned around to look in the window of the cabin truck. Annie was gone. The door on the other side of the truck was open. Samantha ripped open the truck door and climbed through to the other side.
�Annie!� she screamed. Coyle ran around to the other side as Samantha checked under the truck bed. �I don�t see her,� she cried. Her face was stricken with panic as she whipped around in all directions looking for her daughter. �Annie!� she screamed again. �Look,� Coyle said as he pointed to a pair of tracks that went up and over one of the dunes.
The two of them ran up the dune. Samantha reached the top first and all she could see were the rolling dunes in the distance leading to the camp in front of them. Coyle gasped for breath once he got to the top. �She went� to the camp?� he said sucking in wind. �Why would she go back there?� Samantha shook her head. �The cat.�
Annie was just outside the perimeters of the fence as she waited on the other side of a large dune. She was spying on two soldiers who were outside the back of their tent. There was a small hole in the fence she thought she could squeeze under, but it was right in front of where the soldiers were sitting. A third soldier came around the back and motioned for them to follow him. Annie waited until they were out of sight and then rushed down the hill and under the fence where she squeezed through the opening. She poked her head in the tent to see if anyone was inside. It was empty.
Hult came back into the tent. He nodded to Jim, �It�s time to get started.� Jim threw on a cap and wrapped a bandana around his mouth to help conceal his face.
Jim handed Hult the drive before they left the tent and the two set off to where Matt was being held. There was only one guard at the front door entrance. Jim hung back as Hult walked up to him with a friendly smile and the two shook hands. He saw Hult slide the drive into the guard�s hand when they shook.
Hult came back over to where Jim stood next to a gas truck and nodded. �He�s got it. In ten minutes he�ll go in to check on him, then we�re on watch.�
Samantha and Coyle crawled the last hundred feet as they got closer to the backside of the camp. The sun was getting lower behind them as they peaked over the last dune before the gate. Coyle pointed towards the small opening at the bottom. �She probably went through there,� he said.
Samantha grabbed the pistol out of Coyle�s cargo pocket and tucked it in her belt under her shirt. �What are you doing?� he asked. �Getting my daughter,� she replied.
She started to get up, but Coyle pulled her back down immediately as two soldiers came back around the tent in front of the opening in the gate.
�Do you want to get yourself killed?� Coyle whispered angrily. �Wait here,� he commanded. He crawled back down the backside of the dune and took off at a run keeping his head and body low. She watched him go about a hundred yards down and then stop. She heard him fire off a few rounds into the air. The two soldiers at the tent immediately started running towards the gunfire. Samantha glanced back down at Coyle who was taking off at a sprint in the opposite direction. She checked the perimeter of the fence once more. Nobody was there.
She took her chance and sprinted down towards the hole. The wires cut her deep across her clothes and the skin along her back as she pulled herself inside the base. Jim and Hult shot each other a look when they heard the gunfire. Sirens started to go off as men were running towards the back of the camp.
�The girls,� he whispered through the cloth of the bandana. He started to move forward, but Hult held him back. �No, we don�t know what that is. We have to finish this,� Hult said. He signaled over to the guard who nodded and went inside the door.
Hult motioned to Jim as he started walking. �C�mon, we�re up.� Annie ducked under a tent when she heard the gun fire go off. Luckily it was empty, but filled quickly with soldiers running in and grabbing their gear. She tucked herself under a cot that was in the corner and watched the boots scuttle around the floor as men shouted at each other. Then she heard a faint meowing over the sounds of the soldiers leaving the tent. The sound came from the corner of the tent. Once the last soldier had left, she darted towards the corner of the tent and found Tigs�s cage stacked up against a desk.
�Tigs!� she cried. Tigs looked up at her through the cage door. Annie opened it and the cat jumped up into her arms. �C�mon,� she said, �let�s go find dad.�
Samantha�s back was bleeding as she knelt hidden behind a tank. She pulled the pistol out of her waist band and clicked the safety off. She stayed crouched behind the tank as soldiers rushed past the front of it. The cell to Matt�s door flew open as he sat listening to the distant sound of the sirens going off. A guard stormed into the cell and grabbed him. Matt jolted up and was taken down the hallway into the data stations where he was given the thumb drive.
�How much time do I have?� Matt asked.
The guard shook his head. �I don�t know. Just find what you need fast,� he responded.
Matt plugged the drive into the computer and pulled up the files. His fingers were swift on the keyboard as the guard hovered over him. The encryption files pulled up and he began opening sources and typing in code. Hult stood on the corner of the building with Jim watching the door. Everyone was too preoccupied with the gunshots to worry about the data center now. Hult peaked around the corner as the sirens continued to wail. �God help the asshole that started shooting at them,� Hult said.
Coyle was in full sprint back to the truck and was practically tripping over the sand dunes. �I swear to God if I die I�m gonna be so pissed. I�m gonna come back and haunt the shit out of that stupid cat.� He took a glance back and saw jeeps heading in his direction. �Shit.�
Matt had multiple files up on the duel screen monitors. His eyes darted back and forth from different documents as lines of code filled the screen. The guard looked at them like they were a foreign language. �What is that?� he asked. Matt didn�t look away from the screen as he spoke. �These are the final orders that were trying to get sent before the attacks.� The guard walked over to the door to peak out the window with his back to Matt. �Well, just track whoever was going to send it,� the guard said.
Suddenly, a smashing blow collapsed the back of the guard�s skull. He fell to the ground instantly. Blood dripped from the corner of the monitor Matt had hit him with and stood over the guard�s body. �I�ll make sure they get to the right place,� Matt said as he smiled and tossed the monitor on the ground. He ripped off the man�s uniform as he collected his weapons and ammo.
Hult shook his head. �He�s taking too long. He should be out of there by now.� Hult peeled around the corner towards the door and Jim followed. Hult swung the door open and saw the guard on the floor and reached down to check his pulse. Jim entered as Hult sat crouched on the ground next to the soldier. Matt glanced up at the two men and pointed a pistol at him. �Drop it,� he said.
�You son of a bitch.� Hult reached for his pistol and Matt shot him through the head before the gun left his holster. The silencer on the gun muffled the shot as Hult dropped to the ground. Matt quickly turned the gun to Jim whose mouth hung open in shock.
�Matt�,� he said.
�Where are the girls, Jim?�
The sirens continued to wail outside the building. The collection of both Hult and the guard�s blood combined and pooled at Jim�s feet as he glanced down at the two lifeless bodies. �Jim,� said Matt. Jim looked up at the pistol pointed in his direction. Matt�s eyes were a wild calm. There was blood splattered on his shirt and arm. Matt glanced down at the screens in front of him that were downloading a program. It was at thirty percent and rising.
�Where are the girls?� Matt asked again.
�What the hell are you doing?� Jim asked.
�My job. Now drop the gun.� Matt motioned to the floor. � Drop it!� he shouted. Jim lowered the rifle. He rested it gently on the ground and slowly rose with his hands in the air. �We�ve got less than,� Matt checked the status of the download, �ten minutes before this position gets uploaded and a missile strike is ordered that levels this entire camp, so I�ll ask one more time, where is my family?�
Annie ran along behind a line of trucks parked next to the fence and ducked under them when she heard someone coming. Footsteps thumped close to her. She crawled further under a jeep right next to the front tire. Tigs squirmed as the feet appeared in front of her face. Tigs let out a meow and the feet stopped. They slowly backtracked until they were right in front of her, causing Annie to cover her mouth. She started to shake as the legs bent down and the person�s knees came into view and they ducked their head under the jeep.
�Annie,� Samantha said. �Thank God.�
She reached for her daughter and pulled her out. She immediately wrapped her in her arms and kissed her forehead. Her joy soon gave way to anger as she gripped Annie�s arms tightly. �What were you thinking?� she yelled harshly. Annie�s face looked down. �I didn�t want them to forget Tigs when they came to get daddy.� The cat crawled out from beneath the jeep and meowed up at the two of them. Samantha�s face softened. �Come on,� she said.
Jim stood frozen at the door next to the two dead bodies at his feet. It just didn�t make any sense in his mind. Matt glanced down at his watch. �Eight minutes, Jim,� Matt said.
�Just turn it off, Matt. I don�t know who�s making you do this, but,� Matt cut him off.
�Making? Making me do this?� he asked laughing. �No one is making me do anything, Jim. This is my choice. This is what I was trained for.�
Matt sidestepped around the desk and slowly began to walk towards Jim while he spoke. �We were able to strike every major city in unison while leveling the biggest logistical military base on the West Coast.� He inched closer to Jim, tilting his head to the side. �We made the largest military force in the world look like fools. They couldn�t stop us. They can�t stop us.�
Jim�s breathing became sharper. Sweat beaded on his forehead. Matt was less than six feet away from him now. �People died, Matt. Innocent people,� said Jim.
Matt�s face became distorted with rage. Spit flew from his mouth as he spoke, �Innocent? I would kill a million innocent people if it meant keeping my family stayed.�
�You want your family safe? Shut the program down,� Jim said. Matt gripped the pistol tighter and walked closer. The gun was less than an inch from Jim�s forehead. Jim�s eyes didn�t leave Matt�s. Matt was shaking now. Jim shook his head slowly. �Don�t do this, Matt,� he said. Matt pushed the barrel into Jim�s forehead. His finger was on the trigger. His knuckles turned white against the gun�s black grip as he squeezed the gun hard.
The door flung open as Samantha walked in with Annie following behind with Tigs in her arms. Samantha�s eyes went straight to the gun in Matt�s hand. Annie started to cry as she looked at the men lying on the ground surrounded in a pool of blood.
�Samantha get behind me,� Matt ordered.
�Matt, what are you doing?� she gasped.
�Now, Samantha!� Matt shouted.
She stepped over the bodies and moved behind Matt with Annie close.
Matt gripped the pistol with both hands as he gritted his teeth. �Move, Jim,� Mat said.
Jim slid to the left as Annie peaked up from her mother�s arm at her uncle.
�Matt, what�s happening?� Samantha asked. �It�s fine, Sammy,� Jim said. �Just do what he tells you.� Jim looked to Annie. �Annie, you take care of Tigs for me okay?� he asked.
She nodded and held the cat close. �I�ll see you guys real soon,� Jim said.
�No, you won�t,� Matt said as he brought the handle of the pistol across Jim�s face, knocking him on the ground. Samantha screamed and, as a result, Annie began to cry while Tigs meowed incessantly. Matt peaked out of the door. Men were scattered around from the sound of the sirens still blazing in the background. He grabbed Samantha�s hand and rushed out the door.
A jeep sat idled next to the fuel truck and Matt climbed into it. Samantha stood motionless and afraid. �Get in!� he shouted. She stood clutching Annie in her arms. Matt crawled across the seat and held her face in his hands gently. �Do you trust me?� he asked. She nodded as tears streamed down her face. �Yes,� she replied. Matt flung the door open and Samantha climbed in with Annie and Tigs.
Brett and Twink burst through the door of the room to find Jim lying on the ground as Brett put his finger on his neck to check for a pulse. �Jim,� Brett said. He patted him on his face a few times. �Jim wake up.� Jim started to stir and then Brett slapped him really hard across the face.
�Wake up!� he screamed. Jim jolted up. He felt the trickle of blood fall onto his lips from the cut across his face. He slowly got up with Brett�s help as Twink checked the pulse of the two dead men on the ground. �What the hell happened?� Brett asked.
Jim�s hand slowly rose to his temple as he tried to gather the thoughts of what had just happened. The words felt foreign as they slipped out of his mouth. �It was Matt,� he said.
�What?� Brett asked. Jim glanced over to the computer. �The files,� he said as he rushed to the monitors where Matt had been working. There was an upload bar spread across the screen. It was at sixty-seven percent.
Twink and Brett watched as the bar on the screen increased in percentage.
�I�m guessing this is bad,� Brett said. Jim tried to hit a few key strokes, but the keyboard was locked. He couldn�t move anything, not even the mouse. Anytime he tried, an encryption code popped up on the screen.
�It�s an algorithm,� Twink said.
He pushed Jim out of the way and dropped into the chair. �He put an algorithm encryption so we can�t stop the files from being sent.�
�Can�t we cut the hard lines?� Brett asked.
Twink shook his head. �No, the connection is coming from the location where the files are being sent. Even if we cut it they�d still get the info,� Twink said. �The guy�s smart.�
�Well, I hope you�re smarter. This whole camp is going to be leveled if you don�t stop that file from being sent,� Jim said. Jim took off towards the door and shouted back behind him, �If you can�t shut it down before it gets to ninety-five percent get the hell out of here.� Jim ran outside with a pistol in his hand.
There was a trail of dust heading towards the gate. He could see Annie�s hair bobbing in the back seat of the jeep. He took off at a sprint and jumped into another jeep parked in the yard. Matt drove wild through the camp as soldiers screamed profanities after being nearly hit. Samantha gathered her reserve and started yelling at him. �What the hell is going on, Matthew?� she demanded. �Jim lied to you, Sam,� he said. �He wasn�t on a mission to help me. He was on a mission to kill me.� �What? Matt, that doesn�t make any sense,� she said.
Jim�s jeep roared down the road as he tried to gain on Matt. He was closer now. He shifted gears and cut through a narrow path between a pair of tents on the side and started to head towards the perimeter.
The loading bar inched up to eighty-five percent as Twink tried different combos of numbers into the encryption bar. He had pulled out a laptop and connected it to the tower that Matt had used. Twink opened a program and started typing code, which fed into the other monitors. �I don�t think it�s working, Twink,� Brett said as the loading bar inched up to eighty-six percent.
Matt turned the last corner of the road and saw the gate up ahead. �Almost free,� Matt whispered. Jim�s jeep came roaring past one of the storage tent�s right next to Matt�s and almost ran him off the road as he swerved to dodge him. Matt rammed the side of his jeep into Jim�s.
Matt regained control and slammed into the side of Jim�s jeep hard. He reached for his pistol and fired a few shots. Jim slammed on the breaks and got right behind him.
Dust flew up in the air as the jeeps raced for the gate, which was down, but Matt�s speed was increasing. The wooden gate burst into splinters as Matt crashed it into pieces.
Sweat started to run down Twink�s forehead as the bar moved up to ninety-four percent. Brett shook his head. �It�s no use, Twink,� he said. �We�ve got to go.� �I think I�ve almost got it,� he responded. The bar moved up to ninety-five percent. �Go,� Twink said.
�Yeah, like I�d ever let you tell me what to do,� Brett said. The bar crawled up to ninety-six percent. �My mother always said it would be my stubborn pride that�d kill me.� The encryption code was almost cracked as the second to last number fell into place. �God, I always hated that woman,� he said.
Twink worked through the lines of code on the laptop and flashed a smile. �Well, I hate to prove your mother wrong,� he said as he hit the enter button. �It looks like that stubborn pride won�t kill you today.� As the last number fell into place, the loading bar stopped frozen at ninety-eight percent.
The two jeeps raced towards the highway as the ashes of Phoenix smoldered in the distance. Jim pulled out his pistol and aimed for the tires. He fired two shots and blew out the left rear one. The jeep swerved as Matt tried to keep it under control. Matt pulled out his gun and fired back at him. A few bullets went through the windshield shattering portions of the glass. Another bullet ricocheted off the hood as Jim ducked behind the console. He came back up and aimed the pistol at the other rear tire and fired. It blew out and the jeep swerved in a circle as Matt was unable to keep control of the wheel.
Dust and sand settled around the jeep as Jim pulled right up to the side of the jeep before slamming on the breaks. He squinted through the dust, but couldn�t see the girls.
�Sammy! Annie!� he screamed. He got to the jeep, and when he looked inside it Samantha was unconscious and bleeding from the forehead. She stirred a bit when he said her name and her eyes opened. �Jim?� she mumbled.
Matt�s silhouette appeared in the dust behind Jim. �Get away from my wife, Jim,� Matt said. Jim slowly turned around to see Matt with his arm around Annie covering her mouth and shielding the front of his body. Jim stepped out of the jeep with his hands in the air.
�Don�t do this, Matt. Whatever it is you got yourself into I can help get you out,� Jim pleaded.
�I don�t need your help. We don�t need your fucking help!� Matt screamed. Annie�s eyes were red with tears as her muffled cries came through her father�s hands.
�Let her go,� Jim said.
Samantha watched in horror as her husband held her daughter�s mouth shut and pointed a gun at her brother. She tried to get up, but kept falling back down into her seat. Matt looked at him and started to laugh. �You think I�m going to hurt my family, Jim?� he asked. The words of a mad man were coming out of him. �No,� he said shaking his head. �The only person I�m going to hurt is you.�
Matt�s finger moved to the trigger, when suddenly Tigs leapt from under the jeep, landing on Matt�s leg. She dug her claws into Matt�s leg, clinging on as he shook her. Annie fell to the ground as, and in response, Matt fired his pistol into the side of the jeep, narrowly missing Jim.
Jim sprinted towards Matt and sent him flying into the sand. The two men wrestled as Matt clawed for the pistol just beyond his reach. Jim had him in a head lock, but Matt flew his head back and knocked Jim�s jaw causing him to lose his grip. Matt scrambled for the gun and grabbed it. As he whipped himself around, Jim grabbed Matt�s arm with the pistol in it and slammed it to the ground. They both rolled over on top of each other again and again trying to use the moment they�d gain to pin the other man down.
They finally came to a halt on their sides. Both men had their hands wrapped around the pistol attempting to point it at the other man. The barrel of the gun tilted back and forth slightly between Jim and Matt.
�Matt,� Jim pleaded, �don�t do this.� His teeth were gritted as the gun teetered back and forth slightly between each man�s grip. Jim could feel the grip on the pistol slowly slipping. Matt�s eyes were wild with rage and both men�s faces were turning red from the strain.
Then the gun went off. Both of them jolted from the sound of the gunshot; each man gasping for air. The color from each of their faces began to fade. Jim glanced down at the pistol still smoking in his hand and the blood dripping from Matt�s stomach as he tried to keep pressure on the wound in his gut. Matt flopped onto his back as Jim rose to his knees, hovering over him. Matt shook and convulsed on the ground. He looked up at Jim with his fading eyes and grabbed his collar with his bloody hand to pull him close. The words were barely audible when they left his lips. �You won�t be able to stop it,� he whispered, �Just keep them safe.� Matt�s fingers slowly lost their strength as they fell limp and his hand dropped to the ground.
Samantha screamed from the jeep as she crawled over the seats to get out. She hit the ground hard and stumbled over to Matt�s side, holding his face in her hands.
Annie sat huddled in a ball in the sand with Tigs curled right up next to her. Jim�s eyes rose from the scene in front of him to the charred skyscrapers of Phoenix in the backdrop while his sister�s screams filled the desert air.
It took a while for everyone to get debriefed after what had just happened. Locke himself had flown out once he�d been radioed. It wasn�t until his arrival that Jim was finally released. The sand, ash, and blood were still caked onto his sunburnt face as Jim found himself in a tent with Locke, a vacant chair, and another file. Locke motioned over to his assistant who came closer. �Get us some water,� Locke said. �Whiskey,� Jim said dryly.
Locke nodded and the boy left the tent. Jim stared blankly into the space in front of him. Locke didn�t want to press him for details on what happened, so he honored the silence with him.
�Did you know?� Jim asked.
�Know what?� Locke responded.
�That it was Matt.� Jim said.
�No,� he said, �but I had a thought that it could be. I needed to know for sure. I thought that if I sent someone he trusted he��
�Wouldn�t try and kill them,� Jim cut him off.
Locke nodded. �Yes,� he said.
The assistant returned with a bottle and two glasses and placed them on the table between the two men. Locke reached for the glass, while Jim reached for the bottle. He twisted the cap off and pressed the opening to his chapped lips and took a long swig.
�Jim,� Locke started, �I can�t imagine what you�re feeling right now, son.�
�You can�t?� he asked. �You can�t imagine what it�s like to kill your sister�s husband in front of her and your niece? You don�t know what it�s like to have them look at you after it�s done?� he finished.
�No, I don�t,� Locke said.
Jim jumped to his feet with the bottle in his hand. He pointed his other free hand at Locke and started screaming. �No! You don�t fucking know! You don�t fucking know because you�ve never fucking done it! You could have told me the information you had! You could�ve told me what he might do! What he was a part of, but no, you had to be mysterious with your orders, not matter the fucking cost!�
The last word hung in the air the loudest. Jim�s face was beat red and his breathing was labored. He walked to the corner of the tent and kept his back to Locke who sat silent and motionless. Finally, the old general drummed his fingers on his leg and rose out of the chair. He folded his hands behind his back as he spoke. �Your father knew what it was like to follow orders,� he said. �The official report was correct when it said that over twenty of his men died, but what the report didn�t mention were the ten thousand people he helped saved in the small city where they were stationed.�
Jim�s grip on the bottle loosened as it hung limp between his fingers. Locke continued, �It was a classified mission in an area where we weren�t supposed to be. The boys back home had to cover their asses and mark him as a deserter to stop a war from happening.�
�Why are you telling me this?� asked Jim. �So I�ll understand why you didn�t tell me what was really going on?� The words left Jim�s mouth with a tone that was meant to sting. �No,� Locke said. �I told you because I thought you should know that your father wasn�t a coward. He wasn�t afraid of what needed to be done.�
He started to leave when Jim spoke again.
�We can�t stop it,� Jim turned around, �that�s what Matt told me when he was holding his guts in.� �Stop what?� Locke asked. Jim walked over and slid the whiskey bottle back on the table. �He didn�t say, but whatever it is it has something to do with the file that Twink stopped from being uploaded,� he said.
Locke nodded. �It�s a good place to start looking.�
Jim walked up to him. �Whatever you find out I want in on it. I want to find the bastards that are behind this,� Jim demanded. Locke put his hand on Jim�s shoulder. �The United States military owes you a great debt, son.� Jim shrugged Locke�s hand off him. �There isn�t anything you can give me to undo what I did.� Jim left Locke alone in the tent as he slid outside.
Twink and Brett were outside waiting for him. Brett embraced him in a hug, then Twink. Coyle stumbled out of the adjacent tent sporting a black eye as he rubbed his shoulder.
�Just a little piece of advice for you boys,� Coyle turned back around and three very pissed, angry men were looking at him, �don�t pretend to shoot military personnel,� he said. �They don�t like it much.�
Brett and Twink laughed. Jim saw Samantha and Annie in a jeep in the distance. He stood for a moment, then decided to walk over. Samantha saw him coming and she met him in the middle before he got all the way over to the jeep. Jim looked back into the jeep and saw Annie staring blankly into Tigs who sat on her lap. �How�s she doing?� he asked.
�Not good,� she said. The words came out icy, cold.
Samantha stood there with her arms crossed, with bits of caked mud on her face and shirt stained with her husband�s blood.
�I know why you did it,� she said.
Jim stood there silently.
�I�ll be able to forgive you one day. Just not now,� she said.
Jim simply nodded without response. Samantha turned and went back to her daughter. As Jim watched her walk away he�d thought about all he�d lost. He lost his home in San Diego. He lost his family in the desert. He�d been shot at and beaten bloody by people who wanted to hurt him. Now he had only one thing left.
He only had one thought on his mind. He was going to find the people behind this. He would hunt them down and make sure they�d pay. He was going to make them feel what he felt and God help anyone that got in his way.
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